21st Annual Municipal Sewer/Water Infrastructure Survey

By Robert Carpenter | Editor-in-Chief

What About Infrastructure?

In 2017, Washington politics
continued as usual - if anything,
even more bitterly partisan than
ever before. Congress remains
deeply divided down political
lines and even among the parties
themselves, crippling concert-
ed efforts to accomplish the
multitude of high-profile issues
demanding immediate attention.
Political issues and international
threats abound, yet rhetoric and
posturing tended to occupy the
time of Washington.

Unfortunately, the state of the
federal government’s progress
on key issues could adversely
affect efforts to enact infrastruc-
ture funding legislation. During
the 2016 presidential campaign,
several candidates, bowing to
rising public awareness and
concerns, proposed the need for
major infrastructure investment.
Hillary Clinton was advocating
spending $250 billion, while
then-candidate Donald Trump
advocated a $1 trillion public/
private program.

With Trump’s election, 2017
became a year of hope for infra-
structure. That outlook quickly
soured as an infrastructure ini-
tiative fell in line behind other
areas of higher priority. While
those issues are admittedly im-
portant, as 2017 progressed,
infrastructure investment plans
began to fade like a distant mem-
ory. For many cash-strapped
cities around the country, spend-
ing plans quickly stalled when it
became obvious no federal relief
was anywhere in sight. In fact, it
is more likely to be 2019 before
any serious relief for infrastruc-
ture develops.

Unfortunately, an inordinate
amount of cities still ook to
the federal government as their
primary source of income and
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funding to address sewer water,
and stormwater infrastructure
problems and needs. Years of
inadequate spending and failure
to increase user fees to keep up
with maintenance simply have
left thousands of cities in dire
funding straits when the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency
comes calling, or major projects
cannot be delayed or ignored
further.

Finding funds

It’s no surprise then that funding
woes dominated the minds of

municipal infrastructure person-
nel responding to the 21st Annu-
al Municipal Sewer and Water In-
frastructure Survey conducted by

Underground Construction maga-
zine. In October and November
of 2017 the survey polled U.S.
municipalities about their top
concerns and issues for 2018,
along with infrastructure spend-
ing plans and working relation-
ships with consulting engineers
and contractors. This exclusive
study also provides detailed in-
sight of America’s cities through
information and perspectives on
industry topics and technology.
The survey reflects only informa-
tion regarding sewer, water and
stormwater piping infrastructure
and does not include figures or
data on pumping stations, treat-
ment plants, etc.

Respondents ranged in size

from rural communities of less
than 500 to the nation’s four
largest metropolises: New York
City, Los Angeles, Chicago and
Houston.

Almost 80 percent of munici-
pal personnel list funding as their
top concern for 2018. “We're in
bad shape,” lamented this respon-
dent from the Midwest regarding
his city’s finances. “We raised user
fees by 20 percent, but that barely
covers our operational costs.
We're so far behind in repairing
and expanding our infrastructure
that without a major investment,
our system is only going to get a
lot worse.”

Said this municipal official
from the Northeast, “Everyone
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was excited about the possibili-
ty of an infrastructure spending
bill - it’s desperately needed. But
now it seems like just another
pipe dream - pun intended.”

“Our local economy held up
pretty well in 2017,” stressed this
Southeast respondent. “But our
sewer budget for 2018 remains
flat. We can never seem to make
the sewer system a priority. Our
city is going to get a rude awak-
ening in the future.”

A California municipal offi-
cial complained that “The state
apparently can come up with
billions to invest in a new water
transportation pipeline scheme,
but we can’t find any money to
fix all the leaks in our city pipes.”

While many cities seem con-
tent to wait on federal infra-
structure dollars, several cities
indicated state and local officials
are beginning to realize they
can’t count on federal handouts
anymore. This Southwest city
official explained, “An infra-
structure investment would be
great, but we can’t afford to wait
on something that may never
happen. We're starting some big
projects in 2018 and finding oth-
er funding sources.”

Said another Midwest city
respondent, “As painful as it is,
we're raising rates again in 2018
- there’s just too many critical
needs for us to delay
any further.”

Overall, new sewer spending
in 2018 is expected to remain
relatively flat. However, those
spending plans vary greatly on
a state-by-state basis. On the
positive side, sewer rehabilita-
tion spending should see small
growth again on a national scale.
Overall, new construction and
rehabilitation piping infrastruc-
ture spending is expected to in-
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After the disappointment many experienced with their 2017
budgets and lack of movement to enhance federal and state
funding support, city officials were understandably cautious with
their spending projections for 2018.

crease by 1.5 percent over 2017
actual levels.

This city employee from the
Mountain States stated a con-
cern that was repeated by several
other respondents. “We got an-
other decent budget for 2018,”
he said. “We just have to figure
out how to actually spend the
money instead of being forced to
let it go back.” Similarly, another
respondent from the Southwest
observed, “We play this game
every year — we get a healthy
budget, plan our CIP (capital in-
vestment projects) only to have
our budgets frozen and money
redirected.”

Regulations

As expected, government and
Environmental Protection Agen-

cy (EPA) regulations were cited
frequently by city officials as
areas of high concern. But sur-
prisingly, finding and retaining
qualified employees was listed as
an even higher problem area.
Municipalities are running
into the same lack-of-quali-
fied-labor issues that contractors
and engineers are having across
the country. “We’re having a real
problem with finding capable re-
placements for our retiring per-
sonnel,” pointed out this respon-
dent from the upper Midwest.
Echoed another city official, from
the Northwest, “Finding qual-
ified and experienced people is
almost impossible right now.”
For the potable water market,
2018 may see more concrete
action spurred on from the EPA

regarding the lead pipe panic
coming from the Flint, MI, disas-
ter. While the Flint crisis was ar-
tificially created (expect further
punitive action again various au-
thorities in 2018), it has drawn
intense scrutiny across the coun-
try to the possibility of leaching
lead pipes. In reality, the amount
of active lead pipes is small and
most of those pipes are in safe
operating conditions. Nonethe-
less, the current train of thought
is that any lead pipe must be re-
placed immediately.

The EPA is considering new
lead pipe regulations in 2018
that will require service line re-
placement. In addition, Congres-
sional action remains a possi-
bility. “We’re probably going to
have to inspect and replace any
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lead water pipes in our system,”
said this water official from

the Northeast. “Of course, like
most new rules, there will be no
mention of funding — we'll just
be expected to find the money
ourselves.”

Spending plans

After the disappointment many
experienced with their 2017 bud-
gets and lack of movement to en-
hance federal and state funding
support, city officials were un-
derstandably cautious with their
spending projections for 2018.

Cities initially forecasted their
water/sewer/stormwater piping
infrastructure in 2017 would be
about $19.2 billion. However, by
the end of the year, the actual
spending levels had retreated to
$18.6 billion. For 2018, munici-
pal personnel are again increas-
ing their spending plans -
just barely - by 1.5 percent, to
$19 billion.

Survey information reports
that cities hope to spend roughly
$10.8 billion on new construc-
tion and rehabilitation for under-
ground pipes. Sewer comprises
$5.2 billion of that total, water
$3.7 billion and $1.9 billion for
stormwater/culverts. About $8.2
billion is anticipated to be spent
on pipe rehabilitation, including
$4.7 on sewer, $2.2 for water
and $1.4 billion for stormwater/
culverts.

The positive news is while
cities are expecting the worse,
many believe there is a good
chance their budgets will be in-
creased as they get further into
2018. “We've got so many needs
that it is critical we invest more
into our pipes,” said this respon-
dent from a Southwest city. “The
city is being very cautious with
the budget, but we’re suppos-
edly first in line for additional
funding if our local economy
continues to improve.” A munic-
ipal manager for the Southeast
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When Using Trenchless Methods, how often are the

following technologies used:

CIPP

Point repairs
Spray-type coatings
Chemical root control 26%
Pipe bursting
Lateral lining 19%
Sliplining 17%
Pipe ramming
Folded pipe

9%

Microtunneling 3%
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24%

added, “We think we'll actually
get a budget increase, but the
city manager believes we should
budget low and see how the year
develops.”

To illustrate just how much of
a problem funding represents, the
survey asked for an estimate of
how much additional funding over
current budget plans is needed
to meet the many needs of both
construction and rehabilitation of
water and sewer infrastructure in
2018. Just for sewer, that amount
topped $90 billion, water exceeded
$50 billion and stormwater needs
were $32 billion. In total, city offi-
cials estimate they need $172
billion to meet their needs for
the next year.

Raising water and sewer cus-
tomer bills (user fees) is always a
hot topic among cities. Never a
popular move, historically cities
have delayed raising fees, even to
keep pace with inflation. Budget-
ary realities plus potential from
EPA mandates have increasing-

ly forced cities to swallow hard
and raise user feeds. While the
average amount of time between
user fee increases has decreased,
according to survey respondents,
cities still averaged 3.1 years be-
tween increases.

Buried asset management ef-
forts continue to become more
standardized as the technology
of pipeline assessment progress-
es. Also, one cannot discount the
influence of the Pipeline Assess-
ment and Certification Program
from NASSCO. PACP is an ap-
pealing and necessary standard-
ization of inspection data that
cities are steadily finding neces-
sary to manage their systems.
More than 40 percent of cities
have a buried asset management
plan fully established and oper-
ational, while 39 percent have
such a program in development.
The number of cities without an
asset management plan has fall-
en to 21 percent.

Trenchless perceptions

For many years, trenchless was
the trendy choice for construc-
tion and rehabilitation of the
underground sewer and water
infrastructure. Today, trenchless
methods are firmly established
as reliable and often the best
solution.

As trenchless has matured,
comments from municipal sur-
vey respondents demonstrate
that trenchless solutions have
become routine. “We just use
whatever is best for the job -
open-cut or trenchless,” said this
respondent from the Northeast.
“It just depends on the project
and budget,” commented an
official from the Southwest. A
Mid-Atlantic respondent stated,
“We use trenchless on a case-by-
case basis.”

During budget-crunching
times, trenchless rehabilitation
gained ground as a cost-effec-
tive and successful measure
to stretch dollars. However,
many survey respondents still
express the belief that trench-
less tends to be more expen-
sive and are cautious in using
it, due to budgetary concerns.
Yet others saw some trenchless
applications as “stop-gap” mea-
sures until they could afford to
completely replace pipes. Still,
the survey revealed that 54.1
percent of cities prefer to use
trenchless for rehab, and for
new construction trenchless
remains constant at about 25
percent of projects.

Municipal personnel were also
asked about their perception
of the quality and efficiency of
a variety of popular trenchless
methods, using a scale of 1 (low)
to 5 (high). Achieving the highest
performance rating for 2018 is
cured-in-place pipe (CIPP) with
a4.4 rating - a huge jump from
3.8 rating in 2017. Horizontal
directional drilling also received
a major confidence boost, from
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3.8t04.2. These are the largest
trenchless applications by vol-
ume in the market. Also, rating
well were manhole epoxy spray-
on coatings at 4.4, followed by
pipe bursting and piercing tools
at3.5.

Historically, the municipal
survey also asks city person-
nel to rate their contractor and
consulting engineering partners.
These relationships are critical
to the success of virtually any
project, regardless of whether
it’s open-cut or trenchless. With
tight budgets, municipalities
count on their contractors and
engineers to provide up-to-date,
comprehensive solutions and
options for their pressing needs.
The survey tracks year-to-year
ratings so contractors and engi-
neers can gauge their perceived
value to the municipal markets.
The ratings are also based on a
scale of 1 to 5, with five being the
best-possible score.

Rating engineers

Consulting engineers continue to
gain confidence with their mu-
nicipal clients. For the third, con-
secutive year, engineers received
a large jump in confidence to 3.7,
compared to 3.5 in last year’s
data. That continues a remark-

Municipalities are running into the
same lack-of-qualified-labor issues that
contractors and engineers are having
across the country. “We’re having a
real problem with finding capable
replacements for our retiring personnel,”
pointed out this respondent from the
upper Midwest. Echoed another city
official, from the Northwest, “Finding
qualified and experienced people is
almost impossible right now.”

able rebound from a low rating
of 3.14in 2014.

Survey respondents were
asked to rate the qualities they
revere the most in consulting
engineers. Quality was cited by
awhopping 91 percent of all re-
spondents. Timely completion of
projects was cited by 68 percent,
affordability was cited by 47 per-
cent and effectiveness with the
public was mentioned by 38 per-
cent of the respondents.

City personnel had several
pieces of advice for consulting
engineers. “Help us solve prob-

lems more quickly at a fair cost,”
said this Southwest respon-
dent. “Being up-to-date on new
techniques and technology is
extremely important,” said a city
official from the Mid-Atlantic re-
gion — a common theme among
many of the survey participants.

“Ask for more input from the
person paying the bill,” suggested
one Midwest respondent, while
a Northeast official cautioned,
“Stop over designing, don't re-
invent the wheel.” “We prefer
quality over quantity,” stressed a
West Coast respondent.

Rating contractors

From 2013 through 2015, con-
tractors’ performance rating was
essentially flat. In 2016, how-
ever, municipal personnel gave
contractors a big boost in their
ratings, from 3.61 to 3.81. In
2017, cities continued to express
confidence in the performance of
their contractor partners and the
rating jumped again to 3.9.

Like engineers, city officials
see quality as a major need in
working with contractors. It was
cited by 85 percent of all respon-
dents. Following closely behind
was the need for overall experi-
ence, which was cited by 76 per-
cent of cities. Timely completion
of project was cited by 50 percent
of muni personnel. Low cost was
only mentioned by 41 percent of
the survey respondents.

City employees also had plenty
of advice for contractors. “Pro-
vide quality and efficient service
at a reasonable cost,” suggest-
ed this Southwest respondent.
“Being up to date on all the new
techniques used in today’s con-
struction world is critical,” said
this Southeast official. “We'd like
to see better field employees and
superintendents,” added a Mid-
west respondent. ®
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