




 

Responses to questions posed by Keith Bagwell relating to the request for rate increases to sewer 

user fees. 

 

 

1. Again, why did Finance/Wastewater predictions in the 2011 and 2013 Financial Plans of “no rate 

increases” and “perhaps declines” or at most a “modest need” not come to fruition and now you 

seek three consecutive 4-percent user-fee increases (see cover memos for those plans)? 

Response:  The Financial Plans sent to the Board of Supervisors have consistently indicated that the 

rate increases adopted in 2010 would not be the final rate increases needed.  The following are 

excerpts from the Financial Plans: 

2014 Financial Plan:   

Page 1 and Page 13:  [Under Recommendations] “4.  During Fiscal Year 2014-15, adopt rate 

increases beginning in Fiscal Year 2015-16 through Fiscal Year 2017-18 in order to maintain 

adequate debt service ratios in future years.” 

Page 8:  “Based on the current projections of increases in user fees, connection fees and operating 

expenses, the County will not be able to maintain adequate debt service ratios without additional 

rate increases in future years.  The County will need to adopt rate increases taking effect no later 

than Fiscal Year 2015-16.  Standard & Poor’s rating agency, which rates the County’s sewer debt, 

has indicated that a debt service ratio of 130 percent is key to maintaining favorable ratings.  

The County would need either to adopt one significant rate increase or a series of moderate multi-

year increases taking effect for Fiscal Year 2015-16. As discussed in the final section below, the 

County will likely need to adopt rate increases of 3 to 4 percent annually for several years.” 

Page 11:  “In order to maintain adequate bond ratings for existing and future sewer revenue debt, 
the County needs to continue to adopt rate increases in the future to generate adequate financial 
resources for the Regional Wastewater Reclamation Enterprise Fund.  Based on the analysis 
contained in this report, such rate increases are currently expected to be 4.0 percent for Fiscal 
Year 2015-16 and 5.5 percent for Fiscal Year 2016-17.” 

 
2013 Financial Plan:   
 

Page 1 and Page 13:  [Under Recommendations] “3.  In Fiscal Year 2013-14, an evaluation of rate 
increases that may be necessary for future years in order to maintain adequate debt service ratios 
in future years and to maintain low interest rates.” 
 
Page 9:  “In order to have adequate debt service coverage at the time the County was beginning 
to issue major sewer obligations, four annual sewer rates increases were adopted by the Board.  
Those increases enabled the County to maintain a debt service ratio of more than 150 percent for 
each of the years of the automatic rate increases.  Based on the projected decline in the debt 
service ratios, unless sewer revenues increase above these projections, the County will need to 
adopt a moderate rate increase, potentially in the range of 3 percent beginning in July 2015.” 



2012 Financial Plan:   

Page 1 and Page 10: [Under Recommendations] “5.  The evaluation of a possible rate increase by 
Fiscal Year 2014-15 in order to maintain adequate debt service ratios.” 
 
Page 6:  “Unless the number of users and the number of connections increases more than 

projected in this Financial Plan, the County will need to either increase the fee structure or 

decrease operating expenses to maintain a minimum debt service ratio. 

Page 7: “For this reason, Finance is recommending an evaluation of a possible rate increase by 

Fiscal Year 2014-15.” 

2011 Financial Plan:   

The plan did not mention future rate increases.  Back in early 2011, the growth in customer 

accounts was projected to generate $178 million of sewer fee revenues by Fiscal Year 2014-15.  

That estimate, four years ago, was not met because the economy did not recover as quickly as 

expected.  Only $161 million, $17 million less, is projected for this year. Additionally, connection 

fees, which are forecasted to be $13.5 million this year were projected to be more than $19 

million for 2015.  If revenues this Fiscal Year 2014-15 included the additional $22 million more 

annually than the system is currently generating, then the proposed rate increases would not be 

requested at this time. 

2010 Financial Plan:   

The 2010 Financial plan recommended the rates recommended by the Regional Wastewater 
Reclamation Advisory Committee which were lower than the rate increases originally 
recommended by Finance and Risk Management.  On Page 24 of the Plan, the input of the 
Advisory Committee is reported as follows: 
 
“The plan originally recommended rate increases to the Standard Service Fee and to the 
Connection of 6.5% per year for the next four fiscal years and increases to the User Fee Volume 
Rate by 6.5% every six months, on July 1st and January 1st, for the next four fiscal years. 
 
After discussion, a motion was made by Mr. Barry and seconded by Mr. Smith that the Committee 
recommend to the Board of Supervisors that the Financial Plan be adopted with the Standard 
Service Fee and the Connection Fee each increasing by the recommended 6.5% per year for the 
next four fiscal years and with the User Fee Volume Rate to be changed to one increase of 10% 
annually for the next four fiscal years, with all increases taking effect on July 1 of each fiscal year  
The motion carried by a vote of 5 to 2 in favor of the motion.” 
 
Had the original recommendation of 6.5% increases semi-annually been adopted, the effective 
increase over the four year period would have been 48.6%.  By reducing the semiannual increases 
of 6.5 percent to annual increases of 10 percent, the effective increase over the four year period 
was 46.4 percent.  As early as the first discussion of the four years of rate increases, the Plan 
discussed that the rates should be higher.  The decision was to increase at a lower rate and 
evaluate later whether additional rate increases were needed.  The impact of that decision is a 
reduction in revenues of about $3.5 million annually. 
 



2. Please explain the relative benefits and down sides of 1) voter-approved Wastewater revenue 

bonds; 2) non-voter-approved Wastewater revenue bonds, or “obligations;” 3) Certificates of 

Participation. We used voter approved bonds through 2009, shifted to “obligation” bonds without 

voter approval in 2010, and into the four-year future, but have been using CoPs recently. The 2015 

Financial Plan ballyhoos CoPs as the way to go in the future as a “modified pay-as-you-go 

scheme,” but calls for more non-voter-approved bonding over the next four years. If one of these 

approaches is better than the others, why mix them? If certain conditions dictate use of one form 

over the other, what are those conditions? Are there interest-rate differences that, although small 

on paper, can add up to a lot of money when attached to tens and hundreds of millions of dollars 

of debt? 

 

Response:  Revenue bonds and sewer revenue obligations are both forms of debt that are secured by 

the revenues of the sewer system.  Because of this security, they have the same credit rating and the 

same market of investors.  The revenue bonds were sold under voter authorizations approved in 1997 

and 2004.  When those funds were fully expended in 2009 and no new bond election was planned, the 

County was faced with finding alternative financing.  In 2010, the County had three choices: to hold an 

election seeking voter approval to issue more sewer revenue bonds, to find an alternative funding 

mechanism to fund the wastewater infrastructure, or to raise sewer rates by at least 150 percent in one 

year.   

The County is subject to mandated regulatory compliance requirements as part of the permits issued by 

Arizona Pollution Discharge Elimination System (AZPDES) for both the Roger Road and Ina Road 

Wastewater Reclamation Facilities.  The AZPDES permits required the County to make the hundreds of 

millions of dollars of improvements to its systems before January 1, 2015.  In 2010, at the height of the 

recession, the Board decided to delay a bond election for General Obligation Bonds.  The County could 

have gone for a standalone election for sewer revenue bond authorization, estimated at the time to cost 

about $2 million to hold the election.  Whether voters approved of future revenue bonds or not, the 

County was obligated to make the improvements and to find some way to finance them to meet the 

mandated requirements of the AZPDES permits.  If the voters did not approve additional sewer bonds, 

the County would still have to fund the improvements in some manner.  Without voter approval, the 

County would have had three options:  

(1) Allow the State Department of Environmental Quality (ADEQ) to take over the construction 

projects that were accomplished through ROMP and charge the County whatever the EPA 

decided to spend, which was expected to be substantially more than if the County controlled 

the process;  

(2) Explain to voters that the County would still have borrow money even without their 

authorization, just not in the form of sewer revenue bonds; or  

(3) Raise sewer revenue rates high enough to generate the $812 million (or the average $162.4 

million annually) projected at that time to be spent on capital projects between 2010 and 2014.  

That would have required the Board to adopt a rate increase of more than 150 percent in 2010 

and maintain those high rates at least through 2015 rather than implement the 10 percent 

increases over four years as was ultimately adopted.   



To avoid a 150 percent increase in rates in one year and to avoid having the ADEQ take over operations 

of the system (at County expense), the County began issuing sewer revenue obligations. 

Additionally, as another financing mechanism to cover the cost of the mandated improvements, the 

County began to use Certificates of Participation (COPs) as early as 2009 to fund wastewater 

improvements.  Since that time, the County has issued $150 million of COPs to fund wastewater capital 

projects.  The importance of the use of the COPs is threefold: 

 Use of COPs reduces the need to raise sewer rates.  COPs are not secured by the revenues 

generated by the system.  Because sewer revenues are not pledged to repay the COPs, the debt 

service is not included in the calculation of the debt service ratio used by rating agencies, which 

Pima County strives to maintain above 1.3.  In 2005, the County’s debt service ratio was at 4.66.  

Historically, the County has had debt service ratios around 2.5 for many years.  The rapid 

increase in debt service and the slow growth of the customer base have caused the debt service 

ratio to decline as explained in the 2015 Financial Plan.  If the County had not issued the $150 

million of COPs, the County would have had to issue an additional $150 million of sewer revenue 

obligations to pay for the improvements.  Those additional obligations would have increased the 

debt service payments by more than $13 million annually, requiring $16.9 million additional 

system revenues to keep the 1.3 debt service ratio.  Because each 1% rate increase generates 

$1.6 million, the County would have needed an additional 10.6 percent rate increase (on top of 

the requested increases) just to cover the additional debt service.   

 

 Use of COPs allows the County to borrow at very low rates and repay debt quickly.  Pima County 

has issued COPs for the wastewater improvements with full repayment as quickly as two and a 

half years and at interest rates slightly over 1 percent.  The County only issues COPs for 

wastewater projects when there is unrestricted wastewater cash on hand to fully repay the 

COPs.  Use of the COPs eliminates long term borrowing, with higher interest rates, and saves the 

County millions of dollars of interest payments. 

 

 Use of COPs prevents the County from violating the Expenditure Limitation.  As explained in the 

2015 Financial Plan, Pima County is subject to the Arizona constitutional expenditure limitation.  

Because wastewater expenditures are a major component of the County’s expenditures subject 

to the limitation, use of available cash by Wastewater to pay for improvements is counted 

against the County’s overall limitation.  If Wastewater uses cash to pay for improvements, the 

County would need to eliminate other expenses subject to the limitation.  The vast majority of 

the expenses subject to the limitation are expenditures for the justice and law component of the 

County spent by the Sheriff’s Department, the County Attorney, the Courts and the defense 

attorneys.  Cuts in those areas would have adverse impacts to the community.  By using COPs to 

fund wastewater projects and repay the debt with wastewater cash, rather than using the cash 

directly for projects, the core governmental functions of the County are not at risk. 

The reason the County does not use COPs exclusively at this time to fund the upcoming $225+/- million 

of projects is because the County does not have that much unrestricted cash in its wastewater fund.  By 

2019 or 2020, we expect the level of future capital projects to be in the range of $25 million to $30 

million annually.  The County should be able to fund those projects through COPs and avoid all future 



debt service ratio covenants, enabling the County to be essentially on a pay-as-you-go basis and 

eliminating the need for future sewer revenue debt. 

 

3. Why did Wastewater’s share of “County Overhead” go from 6.1 percent in 2011-12 and 2012-13 to 

6.9 percent in 2013-14 and to 9.6 percent in 2014-15? 

 

4. Why did Wastewater’s share of County Overhead go from 21.9 percent in 2011-12 to 29.7 percent 

in 2012-13, to 30.9 percent in 2013-14, to 34.9 percent in 2014-15? These increases resulted in a 

96 percent increase in this Wastewater budget category in just three years. 

 

Response:  Questions 3 and 4 both relate to County Overhead.   

 

On the attached document, the allocation of overhead for all departments is shown.  In the first column 

are the central service departments whose costs allocated across the County. Overhead is calculated 

based on actual costs from the most recent audited financial statements.  For Fiscal Year 2015-16 

overhead, the actual central costs for Fiscal Year 2013-14 are allocated.  Essentially, overhead is a 

payment for services performed two years before the departments are charged.  Central costs are 

allocated on cost drivers such as number of employees, size of operating budget, size of capital budget, 

number of warrants issued, etc.  Each central cost uses cost drivers that relate to the costs.  For 

example, HR costs are allocated by number of FTEs.  Payroll processing costs are allocated by number of 

pay warrants.  Accounts Payable costs are allocated by number of vendor warrants.  Procurement costs 

are allocated by number of contracts and amendments processed. Finance accounting staff costs are 

allocated by tracking actual time spent for each department.   

 

After the central costs are allocated to every department, those departments that are not funded by the 

General Fund or substantially subsidized by the General Fund, contribute toward the General Fund cost 

of providing central services.  Departments funded by the General Fund are not charged overhead costs 

because it would simply be a transfer of General Fund dollars from one department to the General Fund 

with no impact to the overall budget.  But for departments with separate funding, it is appropriate that 

the services provided by the central departments be paid for by those departments.   

 

For next fiscal year, the County has $74.6 million of costs allocated for central service departments, of 

which only $19.7 million are charged to non-General Fund departments as overhead.  The other $54.9 

million of central costs are General Fund costs paid for with General Fund revenues.  Wastewater’s 

share of County overhead for Fiscal Year 2015-16 has decreased by $377,397 (as shown in the materials 

posted for the budget hearings).  The Wastewater overhead for next year of $6.9 million represents 

9.27% of total County overhead of $74.6 million. 

 

In prior years, Wastewater’s percentage share of overhead was much smaller.  The method used by 

Pima County to calculate “County Overhead” has changed significantly over the past few years due to an 

internal accounting policy change.  The change in accounting took costs that had previously been 

included in personnel costs and reclassified those costs into “overhead.”  The personnel services costs 

went down while the overhead costs went up.  These personnel costs relate to the 26.4 FTEs who were 



transferred to ITD and Finance in 2009.  Until last year, the costs associated with providing financial and 

information technology information services to Wastewater was charged as a direct cost included in 

Personnel Services.  In the current year, all Finance and most of ITD related costs were shifted out of 

RWRD’s Personnel Services and into overhead.  That represented a shift of about $2.9 million between 

Wastewater expense accounts.  For next fiscal year, the remaining $411 thousand of ITD related 

personnel costs that had been included in Wastewater’s Personnel Services expenses have been shifted 

to overhead.  This shift of $3.3 million out of Personnel Services and into overhead is an accounting 

policy change in order to better reflect the personnel costs over which RWRD has direct control and to 

include in overhead those central department personnel costs that are charged to Wastewater based on 

cost drivers.  If the accounting change had not occurred, Wastewater’s overhead would be $3.6 million 

and represent 5.0 percent of total central costs, but Personnel Services would be just that much higher. 

 

5. Why did Wastewater’s “Other Professional Services” go up 7.6 million over the last three years, a 

189-percent increase? If all or much of this is related to the contract with CH2MHill to operate the 

Agua Nueva facility (see page 6 of the 2015 Financial Plan), why is there not a savings from this 

approach as the Board of Supervisors was told when this privatization plan was proposed? 

 

Response:  This question is addressed in more detail in the April 6, 2015 report from RWRD, “Responses 

to the Board of Supervisors’ March 10, 2015 Questions,” (the RWRD report).  The increase of costs in 

this expense category does have corresponding decreases in costs of personnel services, chemicals, and 

maintenance.  Reductions in those expense categories is discussed in the RWRD report. 

 

6. Why did Wastewater’s “Electricity” costs go up more than $3.5 million over the last three years, a 

106-percent increase? Explain, with data, how we are saving money without a modern power 

plant to burn cleaned methane from the treatment process; and why these costs are not offset 

with methane-gas sales as anticipated.  

Response:  This question is also addressed in the RWRD report. 

 

7. Explain why Wastewater was able to reduce its operating expenses in three of the last five years 

and hold them to a 0.5-percent increase in 2013-14, but the current data show a 5.9-percent 

increase for 2014-15; a 7.7-percent increase for 2015-16 and a 4-percent increase in each of the 

next three fiscal years.  

Response:  This question is also addressed in the RWRD report.  The 2015 Financial Plan assumption of a 

4 percent annual growth was discussed with the RWRAC at length, and discussion was had whether the 

expenses could be held to 2 percent or some other level.  Based on the recent increases over the past 

few years, as shown in the Financial Plan, the RWRAC Finance Subcommittee and, ultimately, the full 

Committee recommend the 4 percent growth assumption.  In the last three months, RWRD has 

submitted revised budgetary numbers described in the RWRD report, which would indicate that a lower 

expense growth rate may be reasonable.  The RWRD report proposes lower rate increases due to 

proposed lower expenditures and reduced capital projects. 



General observation:  While the Board of Supervisors considers what rates would be appropriate, the 

following information may be helpful.   

 A one percent increase in rates would generate an additional $1.6 million of user fees. 

 A two percent decrease in operating expenses would eliminate $1.6 million of expenses. 

 A $16 million decrease in capital projects would eliminate $1.6 million of annual debt service. 

 

8. Why are ratepayers getting no benefit from the ROMP plan being completed at more than $114 

million under budget (budgeted at $720 million; completed for close to $605 million)? 

Response:  Ratepayers are, in fact, getting significant benefit from the fact that the total cost of the 

ROMP program was lower than anticipated when it was originally adopted.  The 2010 Financial Plan was 

based on this higher cost estimate and did not include the debt savings experienced by the use of COPs 

discussed in Question 2 above.  On page 8 of the 2010 Financial Plan, debt service was projected to 

reach $128.8 million by Fiscal Year 2018-19.  Now it is projected to be only at $85.7 million.  That $43 

million of reduced annual debt service is a tremendous savings over what was anticipated five years ago 

that is primarily the result of the reduced construction costs, the lower than usual interest rates the 

nation has seen, and the shifting of debt into COPs. 

9. Why does the Wastewater operation seek three consecutive 4-percent rate increases when the 

ROMP plan came in far under budget, the annual population growth projections for those three 

years that were used for the 2015 Financial Plan range from 1 percent to 1.5 percent, and the 

actual inflows to the system are decreasing? 

Response:  The reasons for the rate increase are detailed in the 2015 Financial Plan.  Although the 

current rates will generate enough funds to pay for operations and pay for debt service, they do not 

generate the revenues needed to meet the debt covenants to maintain rates at a level to adequately 

protect investors who have loaned funds to the County.  Failure to maintain rates at levels to produce 

sufficient debt service coverage will cause all future debt to cost more because the County would 

receive downgraded bond ratings.  Without some rate increases in the upcoming years, the projected 

revenues of the system would not even be enough to meet debt service payments.  The 2015 Financial 

Plan indicates that there would be only a 4 percent cushion in Fiscal Year 2018-19.  Even with cost saving 

measures discussed in the RWRD report, which are more favorable than estimates used in December, 

the County would have difficulty selling future sewer revenue obligations if it cannot demonstrate the 

ability to repay that debt over the 15 year term of the debt. 
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Vision

To be an industry leader in the management 
and sustainability of the water reclamation 
cycle and other renewable resources.

Mission

To protect the public health, safety, and  
the environment by providing quality 

service, environmental stewardship,
and renewable resources.



1. INTRODUCTION
This report responds to the Board of Supervisors’ discussion on March 10, 2015, regarding the 
Regional Wastewater Reclamation Department’s 2015 Financial Plan.  The discussion centered on 
the three automatic annual rate increases of four percent proposed to be effective July 1 of 2015, 
2016, and 2017.

This report outlines the historical and current operational and financial situation of the 
Department and provides information and responses on each of the questions asked at the 
meeting; these questions are outlined in Attachment 1.  In addition, this report discusses 
significant financial challenges the Department has faced in the last decade, details on operating 
and maintenance budgets, process improvements and cost cutting measures the Department has 
implemented, and the historic and proposed rate increases with the customer impacts.

Key financial opportunities and challenges include:

▶ The annual wastewater flows to the Department’s eight water reclamation facilities 
have been decreasing an average two percent each year for a total decrease of 13.5 
percent since fiscal year 2006/07.  This reduction in flow correlates to approximately 
$16 million decrease in fiscal year 2013/14 revenues alone and approximately $58 
million total for the past eight years.

▶ Prior to the recession, development-related connection fee revenue made up 
as much as 39 percent of the Department’s annual revenue when connection 
fees peaked in fiscal year 2005/06 at $42.2 million.  Beginning the following year, 
connection fees began to decrease significantly and leveled off around the $13 
million of fees currently being collected annually.

▶ The recession suppressed customer growth from the normal 1.5 – 1.7 percent 
increase per year to an average of 0.6 or just above one-half of one percent.  The 
Department has been directly impacted as growth equates to more flow and 
greater revenue and additional connection fee revenue.

▶ The Department relies on debt to fund the Capital Improvement Program which 
addresses current and future wastewater system needs.  Although the annual level of 
projects is declining, debt service payments are expected to continue to increase to 
almost $88.5 million by fiscal year 2019/20, an increase of approximately $65 million 
since fiscal year 2008/09.

▶ Through fiscal year 2013/14, the highly regulated and mandated Regional 
Optimization Master Plan (ROMP) Program has expended approximately $560 
million to upgrade and expand the two metropolitan water reclamation facilities and 
other projects in the ROMP Program.

▶ The Department is past the highest levels of construction for ROMP and will 
have much lower capital needs in coming years.  Capital Improvement Program 
expenditures are estimated to be approximately $227 million through the end of 
fiscal year 2018/19.  This budget request reflects a funding level the Department 
believes is appropriate to ensure Pima County infrastructure is rehabilitated in an 
efficient manner to avoid impacting the community with unforeseen emergencies 
and resulting costs.
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Highlights of the Department’s Operation and Maintenance (O&M) budget include:

▶ The Department’s O&M actual expenditures have ranged from a high of $78.5 
million in fiscal year 2007/08 to a low of $69.9 million in fiscal year 2009/10 and are 
expected to be approximately $82 million at the end of the current fiscal year.

▶ The fiscal year 2015/16 Department O&M budget request is $84,661,178.  This is a  
$2,592,243 reduction from the anticipated O&M budget of $87,253,421 identified 
in the 2015 Financial Plan.  This requested budget is also only a $768,822, or 0.9 
percent, increase from the fiscal year 2014/15 adopted budget of $83.9 million.  

Sewer User Fee highlights include:

▶ Sewer User Fees have increased 122 percent since July 2007.

▶ Increases were necessary in order to maintain the needs of an aging system, finance 
the regulatory mandates of the ROMP Program, and maintain revenue levels due 
to financial challenges and declining revenue the Department has faced in the last 
decade.

▶ Should a four percent increase be implemented for fiscal year 2015/16, the average 
Pima County wastewater bill would be $509 annually.  By comparison, average sewer 
user fees nationwide are expected to continue to outpace inflation and will exceed, 
on average, $511 per year by 2016.

The Department has taken extensive measures to control costs, optimize its business, and ensure 
financial decisions are in the best interest of the rate payers.  Careful and difficult decisions 
have been made by the Department in an effort to limit expenditure growth, budget only for 
necessities, maintain the wastewater system within industry recommended best practices, and 
fulfill budgeted performance commitments without exceeding budget targets.  Due to these 
efforts, the overall fiscal health of the Department remains strong despite financial challenges 
such as declining revenues, a slow growth rate, increases in annual debt service payments, and 
demand for repair and replacement of existing infrastructure to maintain compliance and current 
service levels.

Drafts of the Financial Plan and the assumptions upon which it is based were discussed for 
many months by the Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee (RWRAC).  The 
Committee approved the assumptions and ultimately recommended the three rate increases 
of four percent each year for July 1 of 2015, 2016, and 2017.  However, based on changes to 
projected operating costs and capital costs that the Department has proposed in the three 
months since the RWRAC approved the Plan, we would recommend a rate increases of 
three percent rather than four percent, for July 1 of 2015 and 2016, and with the Board of 
Supervisors reconsidering whether to adopt a third increase for 2017 after the close of fiscal 
year 2016.
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2. THE FINANCIAL PLAN
2.1 The Financial Plan
On an annual basis, the Finance and Risk Management Department reviews the rate structure 
for the sanitary sewer services provided by the Department and prepares a report and an 
analysis of the current fee structure.  The focus of the review is to determine the optimal sewer 
rates needed to ensure that the Department has sufficient revenues to meet all operating 
and maintenance expenses, all debt service payments and required reserves, and maintain an 
adequate debt service coverage ratio to obtain favorable bond ratings.

In order to determine rates, key assumptions are used and a financial model is developed.  
Some key assumptions used in the 2015 Financial Plan include a four percent increase in O&M 
expenditures an increase in user fee and in connection fee revenue at the rate of population 
growth, and a Capital Improvement Program of $245.4 million.

The excess of net revenues over required debt service, known as the Debt Service Coverage 
Ratio (DSCR), is a main goal of the Financial Plan.  The Regional Wastewater Reclamation 
Advisory Committee set a goal to maintain a DSCR of 1.3 in order to maintain the financial 
stability of the utility.  

According to the 2015 Financial Plan, by fiscal year 2016/17, the DSCR is expected to drop 
to 1.13, and continue dropping to a low of 1.04 by fiscal year 2018/19.  This downward trend  
assumes no rate increases are adopted.

In order to maintain a DSCR of 1.3, by fiscal year 2018/19 the Department will need to 
increase net operating revenues by approximately $22.3 million.  This level of revenue will not 
be generated from the anticipated growth in the system.  It will be necessary to increase user 
fee rates to sustain the system and complete the planned capital projects. 

2.2 Historic and Financial Plan Recommendations
The Financial Plans sent to the Board of Supervisors have consistently indicated that the rate 
increases adopted in 2010 would not be the final rate increases needed.  The following are 
excerpts from the Financial Plans.

2014 Financial Plan  
Page 1 and Page 13:  [Under Recommendations] “4.  During Fiscal Year 2014-15, adopt rate 
increases beginning in Fiscal Year 2015-16 through Fiscal Year 2017-18 in order to maintain 
adequate debt service ratios in future years.”

Page 8:  “Based on the current projections of increases in user fees, connection fees and 
operating expenses, the County will not be able to maintain adequate debt service ratios 
without additional rate increases in future years.  The County will need to adopt rate increases 
taking effect no later than Fiscal Year 2015-16.  Standard & Poor’s rating agency, which rates 
the County’s sewer debt, has indicated that a debt service ratio of 130 percent is key to 
maintaining favorable ratings.  

The County would need either to adopt one significant rate increase or a series of moderate 
multi-year increases taking effect for Fiscal Year 2015-16. As discussed in the final section below, 
the County will likely need to adopt rate increases of 3 to 4 percent annually for several years.”



Page 11:  “In order to maintain adequate bond ratings for existing and future sewer revenue 
debt, the County needs to continue to adopt rate increases in the future to generate adequate 
financial resources for the Regional Wastewater Reclamation Enterprise Fund.  Based on the 
analysis contained in this report, such rate increases are currently expected to be 4.0 percent 
for Fiscal Year 2015-16 and 5.5 percent for Fiscal Year 2016-17.”

2013 Financial Plan  
Page 1 and Page 13:  [Under Recommendations] “3.  In Fiscal Year 2013-14, an evaluation of rate 
increases that may be necessary for future years in order to maintain adequate debt service 
ratios in future years and to maintain low interest rates.”

Page 9:  “In order to have adequate debt service coverage at the time the County was 
beginning to issue major sewer obligations, four annual sewer rates increases were adopted 
by the Board.  Those increases enabled the County to maintain a debt service ratio of more 
than 150 percent for each of the years of the automatic rate increases.  Based on the projected 
decline in the debt service ratios, unless sewer revenues increase above these projections, 
the County will need to adopt a moderate rate increase, potentially in the range of 3 percent 
beginning in July 2015.”

2012 Financial Plan 
Page 1 and Page 10: [Under Recommendations] “5.  The evaluation of a possible rate increase 
by Fiscal Year 2014-15 in order to maintain adequate debt service ratios.”

Page 6:  “Unless the number of users and the number of connections increases more than 
projected in this Financial Plan, the County will need to either increase the fee structure or 
decrease operating expenses to maintain a minimum debt service ratio.

Page 7: “For this reason, Finance is recommending an evaluation of a possible rate increase by 
Fiscal Year 2014-15.”

2011 Financial Plan  
The Plan did not predict future rate increases.  In early 2011, the growth in customer accounts 
was projected to generate $178 million of sewer fee revenues by fiscal year 2014/15.  That 
estimate, four years ago, was not met because the economy did not recover as quickly as 
expected.  Only $161 million, $17 million less than projected four years ago, is projected for 
this year. Additionally, connection fees, which are forecasted to be $13.5 million this year were 
projected to be more than $19 million for 2015.  If revenues this fiscal year 2014/15 included 
the additional $22 million more annually than the system is currently generating, then the 
proposed rate increases would not be requested at this time.
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Table 1 shows the Department’s adopted and actual budget expenditures each fiscal year as 
compared to the Financial Plan projections.  As can be seen the Department’s expenditures are 
right in line with or lower than Financial Plan projections.

Table 1. Department Adopted Budget and Actual Expenditures  
as Compared to Annual Financial Plans (millions)

Fiscal 
Year

Adopted 
Budget 

Actual 
Expenditures

The Financial Plan

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
2007/08 $ 73.7 $ 78.5 $ 72.8

2008/09 $ 82.3 $ 73.2 $75.9 $ 79.9

2009/10 $ 79.4 $ 69.9 $ 78.9 $ 83.4 $ 80.3

2010/11 $ 72.3 $ 74.6 $ 82.0 $ 86.5 $ 82.9 $ 72.3

2011/12 $ 72.7 $ 73.2 $ 84.9 $ 89.6 $ 85.3 $ 73.0 $ 73.0

2012/13 $ 75.5 $ 73.6 $ 88.4 $ 93.0 $ 88.2 $ 75.5 $ 75.0 $ 75.5

2013/14 $ 79.4 $ 77.9 $ 92.9 $ 97.6 $ 92.6 $ 78.1 $ 77.0 $ 80.2 $ 78.2

2014/15 $ 83.9 $ 82.5* $ 98.2 $103.2 $ 80.7 $ 78.0 $ 81.8 $ 82.9 $ 83.9

2015/16 $ 84.7** $102.1 $107.2 $ 83.4 $ 79.0 $ 83.4 $ 86.2 $ 87.3

2016/17 $105.4 $110.7 $ 81.0 $ 85.1 $ 89.7 $ 90.7

2017/18 $114.3 $86.8 $ 93.3 $ 94.4

2018/19 $ 98.1

7

* FY 2014/15 Period 8 Forecast
** FY 2015/16 Revised Requested Budget
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3. FINANCIAL CHALLENGES 
The Department has faced many financial challenges over the past decade such as declining 
revenues, a slow growth rate, increases in annual debt service payments, and demand for 
repair and replacement of existing infrastructure to maintain compliance and current service 
levels.  Careful and difficult decisions have been made by the Department in an effort to 
limit expenditure growth, budget only for necessities, maintain the wastewater system within 
industry recommended best practices, and fulfill budgeted performance commitments without 
exceeding budget targets during these times.  

3.1 Wastewater Flow Revenue Decline
Due to improved water-saving fixtures and technology, the successful adoption of water 
conservation practices, and the sever economic downturn, water sales and water-related 
revenues are falling on a local, regional, and national level.  The economic impact of this decline in 
wastewater flows to the Department has amounted to millions of dollars in decreased revenue in 
recent years.

Monthly sewer user fees are based on a rate per unit of consumption and a fixed service charge. 
The consumption portion of the bill makes up 69 percent of the total bill and the fixed service 
charge accounts for 31 percent1.  While fixed charges contribute to revenue stability because 
they do not vary from month to month regardless of consumption, the larger portion of the bill 
directly relates to consumption.  When consumption drops, user fee revenue decreases as well.  

Because there is not much irrigation during the winter, winter water usage is typically used as 
a proxy for wastewater generation.  The low winter quarter average is the basis for calculation 
of customers’ year-round bill. Understanding this, many ratepayers will limit their winter water 
consumption in an effort to realize those savings throughout the year.  Over the past decade, the 
monthly Residential User Class Average has reduced from 11 centum cubic feet (CCFs) to eight 
CCFs or 5,984 gallons per month.

Table 2 below shows that the annual wastewater flows to the Department’s eight water 
reclamation facilities have been decreasing an average two percent each year for a total decrease 
of 13.5 percent since fiscal year 2006/07. This reduction in flow correlates to approximately a $16 
million2 decrease in fiscal year 2013/14 revenues alone and approximately $58 million total for 
the past eight years.

Table 2. Wastewater Flow Decline

Fiscal Year
Total Wastewater 

Flow  
(millions of gallons)

Annual 
Percentage 

Change
2006/07 25,380

2007/08 24,836 -2.19%

2008/09 24,315 -2.10%

2009/10 23,349 -3.98%

2010/11 22,867 -2.06%

2011/12 22,701 -0.72%

2012/13 22,258 -1.95%

2013/14 21,961 -1.34%

Percent Change from 2007 to 2014 -13.5%

1 On the average monthly Residential bill of $40.81, $28.18 is volume (69%) and $12.63 is the service charge (31%). 
2 (((25,380,000,000 - 21,961,000,000)/748)*$3.523)
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Lastly, declining water usage has a negative impact on the wastewater infrastructure. Reduced 
wastewater flow can impact infrastructure integrity.  The liquid volume decrease makes it 
more difficult to transport wastewater from the point of discharge to the treatment plant, 
especially in some of the older and flatter areas within the system.  This can lead to increased 
concentrations of hydrogen sulfide gas which causes deterioration of the sewer pipes and 
potential odors being emitted to the local area.  In addition, low flow results in a higher 
strength waste stream for the system to contend with.  Fixed costs associated with the 
operation of wastewater treatment systems are generally not impacted by fluctuations in 
wastewater flows.  Therefore, treatment costs are not lower because of lower flows, in fact, 
higher strength waste streams are more expensive to address.  The combined impact of these 
operation issues leads to increased O&M costs. 
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3.2 Connection Fee Revenue Decline 
The recession has negatively impacted growth & development in Pima County resulting in a 
substantial decrease in connection fee revenue.  Prior to the recession, development-related 
connection fee revenue made up as much as 39 percent3 of the Department’s annual revenue. 
Today, connection fees account for 6.5 percent4 of the Department’s annual revenue.  This 
reduction in connection fee revenue results in a $31 million decrease in fiscal year 2013/14 
revenues. 

A change in the methodology for calculating connection fees was implemented in 2012 which also 
impacted revenue.  On May 15, 2012, the Board of Supervisors adopted Ordinance No. 2012-27, 
which enacted a new method to calculate wastewater connection fees and established a new rate 
structure for those fees.  While the new rate structure provided a benefit to the development 
community, connection fee revenues were reduced further.  The average residential connection 
fee dropped 36 percent, from $6,350 to the current fee of $4,066.

The combined impact of these two events is reflected in the drop from $42 million in fiscal year 
2005/06 to $13 million projected this fiscal year for a total of approximately $29 million.

Table 3 outlines connection fee revenues since fiscal year 2005/06.

Table 3. Connection Fee Revenue Decline

Fiscal Year
Connection Fee 

Revenue 
(millions)

Dollar Change from 
Previous Year (millions)

Annual Percent 
Change

2005/06 $42.22
2006/07 $30.76 ($11.46) -27.1
2007/08 $31.04 $.28 0.9
2008/09 $18.28 ($12.75) -41.1

2009/10 $17.70 ($.58) -3.2

2010/11 $19.62 $1.92 10.8

2011/12 $16.51 ($3.12) -15.9

2012/13 $11.36 ($5.15) -31.2

2013/14 $11.40 $.039 0.4
2014/15

Period 7 Projected $13.26 $1.86* 16.3

2015/16
2015 Financial Plan $13.25 ($.010) -0.1

The economy in Pima County is experiencing a gradual recovery from the recession and 
the principal factor impacting revenues from future connection fees will be the level of new 
construction within Pima County.

3 FY 2006 $42,219,962 total connection fee revenue of $107,732,251 total revenue
4 FY 2014 $11,397,157 total connection fee revenue of $174,270,846 total revenue
* FY 2014/15 includes a $1.24 million revenue settlement with the Pascua Yaqui Tribe
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3.3 Customer Growth is Flat
Table 4 below indicates the average number of customers per year since fiscal year 2006/07, as 
well as the annual percentage change.  As can be seen, customer growth is essentially flat.  This 
reflects the general economic condition of the region since the beginning of the recession in 
2007.  The recession has suppressed customer growth from a normal 1.5 – 1.7 percent increase 
per year to an average of 0.6 or just above one-half of one percent.

Table 4.  Average Number of Customers

Fiscal Year Average Number 
of Customers

Annual 
Percent
Change

2006/07 255,555
2007/08 260,007 1.7
2008/09 261,949 0.7
2009/10 263,596 0.6
2010/11 264,882 0.5
2011/12 265,051 0.1
2012/13 265,792 0.3
2013/14 267,921 0.8

Due to the decline in connection fee revenues as discussed in Section 3.2, the Department 
has shifted to relying more heavily on user fees (92% in fiscal year 2013/145) as opposed to 
connection fees (7% in fiscal year 2013/146) for a stable revenue stream.7  Without additional 
rate increases, user fee revenues are expected to remain relatively level for the foreseeable 
future, with increases dependent upon future growth in the number of new users.

5 $159,779,708 user fee revenue out of $174,270,846 total revenue
6 $11,937157 connection fee revenue out of $174,270,846 total revenue
7 Fiscal year 2006/07 - user fees 61%, connection fees 27%
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3.4 Increase in Debt Service
The Department’s cost structure is comprised of operating and maintenance (O&M), and 
capital costs.  The Department relies on debt to fund the Capital Improvement Program (CIP) 
which addresses current and future wastewater system needs.

Debt service is the principal and interest payments that the Department makes to the 
holders of the bonds, loans, or other forms of debt issued to fund the Department’s Capital 
Improvement Program. Because the County has issued significant debt in recent years, primarily 
to fund the Regional Optimization Master Plan and other capital projects of the sewer system, 
debt service payments have steadily increased over the past five years.

The Department’s debt service obligation for fiscal year 2014/15 is $71.3 million, up from 
$67.4 million last fiscal year.  Even though the annual level of projects is declining, debt service 
payments are expected to continue to increase to almost $88.5 million by fiscal year 2019/20 
and remain near that level for three years, beginning to decrease rapidly after fiscal year 
2022/238.

Table 5 outlines the historic and projected annual debt service payments through fiscal year 
2022/23.

Table 5. Debt Service Payments

Fiscal Year
Debt Service 

Payment Amount 
(millions)

2008/09 $23.7
2009/10 $26.8
2010/11 $34.2
2011/12 $42.6
2012/13 $58.0
2013/14 $67.4
2014/15 $71.3
2015/16 $70.1
2016/17 $80.5
2017/18 $81.1
2018/19 $85.7
2019/20 $88.5
2020/21 $88.5
2021/22 $88.5
2022/23 $88.5

Sections 3.4.1 and 3.4.2 outline in detail the Department’s Capital Improvement Program and 
the Regional Optimization Master Plan which are the two primary reasons for the increase in 
debt service and the need to increase user fees.

8 2015 Financial Plan
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3.4.1 Capital Improvement Program

Background
Prior to the Regional Optimization Master Plan (ROMP), the Department was not adequately 
investing in its maintenance and upgrade of the system infrastructure.  The years immediately 
following the September 7, 2002, Speedway interceptor collapse proved to be devastating to 
the Department’s financial health.

Table 6 represents the economic impact the interceptor collapse had on the Department’s 
finances.

Table 6. Speedway Interceptor Collapse Direct Repair Cost (millions)

North West Outfall Cured-in-place Pipe Rehabilitation $14.02

Speedway Interceptor Collapse Intersection Repair $4.78

Southeast Houghton Area Recharge Project $3.00

Other Related Costs $3.20

Total $25.00

Pima County was close to being required to operate under a federal or state consent order or 
consent decree.  Under either situation the County could have significantly lost control of the 
operation and management of the Department infrastructure and would have been required to 
unilaterally increase rates as needed to complete the maintenance and repair projects directed 
by federal and state agencies.  As can be seen by the following examples of other cities and 
jurisdictions, costs and damages for such projects are significantly increased under consent 
decree9:

▶ City of Kansas City, Missouri issued May 18, 2010, for making extensive 
improvements to its sewer system.  Estimated cost of $2.5 billion over 25 years. 

▶ Miami-Dade County, Florida issued June 6, 2013, for the substantial repair of three 
wastewater treatment plants and sewer system.  Estimated cost of $1.6 billion.

▶ City of Columbia, South Carolina issued on September 10, 2013, for improvements 
to its sanitary sewer system.  Estimated cost of $750 million.

▶ East Bay Municipal Utility District issued July 28, 2014, for the repair and upgrade 
sewer system infrastructure to eliminate discharges of raw and partially-treated 
sewage into the San Francisco Bay and other east bay water bodies.  Capital 
investment is approximately $1.5 billion in addition to $1.5 million in civil penalties 
for past discharges to the San Francisco Bay.

▶ City of Fort Smith, Arkansas issued January 4, 2015, for upgrades to its sewer 
collection and treatment system to reduce discharges of raw sewage and other 
pollutants into local waterways.  Capital investment is estimated at $255 million.

It was not until ROMP, with the new infusion of monies through the rate increases approved by 
the Board of Supervisors that the repairs and system upgrade costs were sufficiently funded.  

9 http://cfpub.epa.gov/. Retrieved March 31, 2015
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The Arizona Department of Environmental Quality and the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency saw that the Department and Pima County were on the path to recovery without 
a consent order or consent decree.  The regulatory agency instead issued effluent quality 
requirements and compliance schedules.

Today’s Capital Improvement Program
The Department has developed a comprehensive Capital Improvement Program to address 
wastewater system needs.  Excluding $115.7 million to build or upgrade four subregional 
facilities, the Department has spent an average of $22.7 million per year over the course of 17 
years on non-ROMP capital projects.  

Table 7 outlines CIP expenditures since fiscal year 1997/98 totaling $1.062 billion.

Table 7. Capital Improvement Program Spending Trend (millions)

Fiscal Year ROMP Total Non-ROMP Total Total

1997/98 $      0.0 $        6.8 $        6.8      
1998/99 $      0.0 $      14.5 $      14.5
1999/00 $      0.0 $      26.0 $      26.0
2000/01 $      0.0 $      39.7 $      39.7
2001/02 $      0.0 $      37.4 $      37.4
2002/03 $      0.0 $      62.3 $      62.3
2003/04 $      0.0 $      28.7 $      28.7
2004/05 $      0.0 $        6.3 $        6.3
2005/06 $      0.0 $      16.3 $      16.3
2006/07 $      0.0 $      47.8 $      47.8
2007/08 $      2.2 $      64.3 $      66.5
2008/09 $    23.1 $      43.8 $      66.5
2009/10 $    43.7 $      16.4 $      60.1
2010/11 $  102.5 $      15.3 $    117.8

2011/12 $  194.0 $      14.3 $    208.3

2012/13 $  149.5 $      25.5 $    175.0
2013/14 $    45.3 $      36.4 $      81.6
Total $  560.3 $  501.8 $ 1,062.0
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Table 8 shows the increase of the Department’s total asset value, which has increased over 75 
percent since ROMP.10

Table 8. Total Asset Value Trend

Fiscal Year Net Value (millions)

2007/08 $   706.62

2008/09 $   765.64

2009/10 $   801.95

2010/11 $   899.15

2011/12 $ 1,086.68

2012/13 $ 1,203.98

2013/14 $ 1,247.32

Table 9 outlines various details of the Capital Improvement Program by Supervisorial District.

Table 9. Capital Improvement Program by Supervisorial District
District 1 District 2 District 3 District 4 District 5

Average Sewer Age (years) 30 44 34 28 48

Range of Sewer Ages 1942-2015 1900-2014 1916-2014 1923-2015 1908-2014

Total Manholes 21,935 10,804 10,256 18,653 11,464

Total Sewer Pipe (miles) 982 565 495 824 582

Five Year CIP (millions) $ 31.6 $ 48.6 $ 32.1 $ 21.7 $ 31.6

Five Year CIP (%) 20 30 20 13 17

Project Priority
Continuous Improvement and Process Mapping are at the heart of the Department’s operational 
approach in order to measure process effectiveness and efficiency.  The Capital Improvement 
Program is no exception. Attachment 2, Selection Criteria Used for Prioritizing PCRWRD Capital 
Improvement Program Projects, is a Department document outlining the methodology for 
prioritizing capital projects. Proposed projects’ main features are assessed against a set scoring 
criterion and the results provide guidance for project priority and fiscal year placement.  

The scoring criteria categories are:

1. Protection of Human Health, Safety, and Property Through System Rehabilitation  
and Capital Investment;

2. Regulatory or Contractually-Driven Improvements;

3. Improvements which Enhance System Security;

4. Improvements which Eliminate or Control Odors in the System;

5. Improvements which Accommodate Smart Growth and Economic Development; 
and

6. Improvements which Reduce Long Term Department Costs.

10 Finance and Risk Management, Department Analysis Division, March 9, 2015 
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Fiscal Year 2015/16 Requested Capital Improvement Program Budget
The Department is past the highest levels of construction activity for ROMP and will 
have much lower capital needs in upcoming years. CIP expenditures are estimated to be 
$227.211 million  through the end of fiscal year 2018/1912.  It is typical to find in the water 
and wastewater sector that it requires between two to four percent of the total asset value 
to sustain, replace, and rehabilitate existing infrastructure based on actual need through 
the National Association of Sewer Service Companies Organization assessment13.  The 
Department’s sustaining Capital Improvement Program for the next five years is requested at 
a level of approximately 2.5 percent or $30 million per year based on an asset value of $1.2 
billion.

The requested five-year CIP budget is included in Attachment 3, Draft Proposed FY 15/16 CIP 
Budget. 

Treatment
The requested five-year Treatment CIP budget through fiscal year 2018/19 is $32.8 million: 
$11.5 million funds final ROMP projects and approximately $4.3 million is identified annually to 
sustain current treatment systems.  Notable projects include:

▶ The Green Valley Water Reclamation Facility (WRF) Development Plan is a $3.8 
million project to relocate an existing Lift Station out of the Santa Cruz River 
flood plain.  The scope also includes the conveyance and metering of effluent for 
recharge in the existing basins and will also add additional effluent recharge basin 
capacity to allow for future effluent recharge capacity for the County.

▶ As a settlement of claims arising from the Speedway interceptor collapse, the 
Southeast Houghton Area Recharge Project is an agreement between Pima 
County and the City of Tucson to mutually build a reclaimed water storage facility 
to benefit both entities.  Each party will expend an estimated $3 million.

The following Department projects had drastic reductions or were no longer needed due to 
cost saving measures: 

▶ Original design plans for the Corona de Tucson Water Reclamation Facility 
UV Disinfection and Filtration Project stipulated filtration and UV disinfection 
at a capital cost of $4 million.  The associated O&M cost would have required 
increased energy to power the UV lamps and pumps for backwashing the filters.  
Instead, the Department has reevaluated this design and opted to move forward 
with a precast chlorine contact chamber for disinfection at a capital cost of $1 
million.  This is a $3 million capital savings that will also reduce operating costs.

▶ The biological membranes at the Randolph Park WRF reached the end of their 
useful life in 2014 and replacement would require a significant capital investment.  
After careful evaluation, the Department determined that, given current treatment 
demands and the availability of high-quality treatment capacity at the new 
Agua Nueva WRF, treatment operations at this facility were not financially or 
operationally prudent.  On December 30, 2014, the Department closed the WRF 
saving approximately $5 million in capital costs and over $1 million annually in 
O&M costs.

11 RWRD Draft Proposed FY 15/16 CIP Budget, March 31,2015
12 The Financial Plan projected capital projects at $245.4 million based on the Department’s December 2014 estimates.
13 www.nassco.com
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Conveyance Rehabilitation
The requested five-year Conveyance Rehabilitation CIP budget through fiscal year 2018/19 is 
$105 million: $33 million funds two major projects and $72 million funds Job Order Contracts 
greater than $100,000 to rehabilitate conveyance infrastructure.

The North Rillito Interceptor Rehabilitation (NRI) ($19 million) and South Rillito Interceptor 
(SRI) Rehabilitation ($14 million) are the first major conveyance rehabilitation projects after 
the ROMP Program completion.  The NRI project will rehabilitate 10 miles of sewer pipe and 
evaluate approximately 60 manholes.  The recently completed SRI rehabilitated approximately 
three miles of sewer pipe and 45 manholes. 

Over the past several years, the Department has identified defects and obstructions in the 
conveyance infrastructure through the closed circuit television (CCTV) program.  The severity 
and extent of those findings often result in several hundred feet of repairs.  The current funding 
level for rehabilitation to the conveyance system is approximately $14 million per year; a level 
the Department believes is a balance between the number of defects found in the system 
and the rate at which they are repaired to avoid impacting the community with unforeseen 
emergencies and resulting costs.

 
Cost Cutting Strategy

Throughout the design and construction of the Tres Rios WRF there were 
concerns that the disinfection byproduct trihalomethane (THM) could pose 

a compliance issue for the Department.  Original considerations contemplated 
filtration and UV disinfection but the cost for implementation of this disinfection 

strategy for both the Tres Rios and Agua Nueva WRFs was over $70 million.  Instead, 
the Department opted to utilize enhanced chlorination as the preferred method 
of disinfection at both facilities.  The designs incorporated a chloramination step 
feed to prevent THM formation.  This strategy is currently in effect at the Agua 
Nueva WRF but the spatial separation of the different chlorine contact basins 

at the Tres Rios WRF would have required significant infrastructure additions at 
a cost of approximately $5 million.  The Department chose a different option 
and began evaluating alternative methods for THM abatement.  Using in-house 
staff resources and a novel use of a process byproduct, the Department has 

successfully reduced THM levels to acceptable compliance levels at the Tres Rios 
WRF with a full scale pilot demonstration.  Full scale implementation is expected 

to be accomplished this year at a cost of less than $0.5 million.  This is a $4.5 
million cost savings that will also reduce operating costs by negating the need 
to procure and store liquid ammonia on site.  There is also a safety aspect that 
was taken into consideration to minimize staff exposure to ammonia inhalation.
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Conveyance Augmentation
The requested five-year Conveyance Augmentation CIP budget through fiscal year 2018/19 is 
$63.9 million.  Twenty million begins funding the Aerospace Corridor augmentation. Outside of 
the Aerospace Corridor project, $44 million remains to augment other areas of the conveyance 
system for future growth. 

The Aerospace Corridor augmentation is a $45 million project that will provide additional 
conveyance capacity for the anticipated future development in the Aerospace Corridor and 
development east of South Nogales Highway at East Hughes Access Road.  This project will 
consist of the design and construction of an augmentation of the Old Nogales Highway 
Interceptor from Interstate 10 south to the intersection of South Nogales Highway and East 
Hughes Access Road.  This project also consists of the design and construction of a new public 
sewer in conjunction with the Aerospace Corridor which may ultimately reach as far east as 
the area of Old Vail Connection Road and South Wilmot Road.

Utility Relocations
The Capital Improvement Program also funds approximately $2.5 million per year in utility 
relocations in support of Department of Transportation projects for various jurisdictions.  
These utility projects are managed by the city, county, or state Department of Transportation 
with funding for the utility relocation provided by the Department.

Capital Improvement Program Conclusion
The Department has added capacity to the treatment system through the ROMP Program and 
it is appropriate now to continue to invest in its rehabilitation program.  A strong rehabilitation 
program reflects on the County’s commitment to manage its assets in an efficient manner and 
this commitment has been shown to result in significant future savings.  These savings can be 
measured in the form of one of the lowest Sanitary Sewer Overflow numbers in the nation.  
In order to continue to enjoy the current level of efficiency and service, Pima County needs 
to commit to invest the appropriate amount in the rehabilitation and augmentation of its 
wastewater infrastructure.
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3.4.2 Regulatory-Driven Regional Optimization Master Plan

Background
The Department has completed all the mandated projects in the regulatory-driven Regional 
Optimization Master Plan (ROMP).  This aggressive plan was the largest program ever delivered 
by Pima County to expand infrastructure to meet regulatory mandates.

Beginning in 2004, Arizona Department of Environmental Quality (ADEQ) assumed primacy 
of the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System permits (NPDES) from the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The NPDES program became  known as the 
Arizona Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (AZPDES) and dictates the quality of effluent 
discharged to the Santa Cruz River.  These permits are based on standards established in the 
Clean Water Act and serve as the basis for wastewater treatment operating permits.  While 
the Department had successfully postponed regulatory permit changes and other associated 
large capital costs at both the Ina Road and Roger Road WRFs,  ADEQ refused to renew the 
permits unless the Department agreed to make essential process upgrades and improvements 
necessary for meeting ammonia removal.  Pima County became the last utility in the state of 
Arizona to comply with this effluent quality improvement upgrade requirement. Postponement 
of these upgrades resulted in Pima County user fee rates that were substantially lower than the 
national average.

Thus, ROMP was developed after many years of negotiations with ADEQ.  Had the Department 
refused to enter into amicable permit negotiations, EPA and ADEQ were ready to issue the 
Department a consent order or seek a court-enforced consent decree mandating these 
upgrades. Non-compliance could have resulted in penalties levied against Pima County of more 
than $75,000/day.

The success of ROMP is directly related to the substantial efforts of many dedicated staff, 
elected officials, stakeholders, consultants, and contractors.  The completed ROMP projects 
met original scope, goals and objectives, and were all completed ahead of schedule and within 
or below established budgets.  With current projections, the Program is expected to expend 
$573 million and has moved $20-30 million into the general Capital Improvement Program 
for completion within the next few years.  Table 10 details ROMP spending through Program 
completion.

Table 10. ROMP Spending (millions)

Fiscal Year ROMP CIP Total
2007/08 $      2.21
2008/09 $    23.11
2009/10 $    43.66
2010/11 $  102.48
2011/12 $  193.98
2012/13 $  149.47
2013/14 $    45.27
2014/15 

through Program completion $    13.00

Total $  573.00



21

With the entire regulatory-required infrastructure in operation, the ROMP projects and 
other recent expansions have positioned Pima County well for the future by ensuring the 
Department’s effluent meets stringent state and federal requirements.  In addition, it also 
provides for the wastewater capacity needs of the community for the next several decades.  
Had Pima County not acted to meet these standards, the Department could have faced steep 
fines, mandatory rates, additional oversight costs and mandates by regulatory agencies, and 
potentially triggering a growth moratorium for non-compliance.  Instead, the capacity is now 
available to meet the community’s needs through the year 2030 and likely beyond.  With the 
current available capacity is able to accept approximately 160,000 new residential homes which 
equates to over $650 million of connection fee revenue based on today’s residential connection 
fee of $4,066.  

SCADA  
A key element of the ROMP Program is the use of Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition 
(SCADA) systems. SCADA is a computerized system that provides automation at the water 
reclamation facilities, pump stations, and flow meters within the system.  Upgrades at the 
Tres Rios WRF included significant improvements to the existing SCADA system, and new 
construction at Agua Nueva WRF included SCADA technology.  A robust SCADA system 
permits efficient operations, automation, and process control to enhance management and 
day-to-day maintenance routines for improved equipment and system life-cycle performance.  
The new Operations Control Center (OCC) at the Tres Rios WRF contains SCADA system 
control hardware and software algorithms for plant automation as well as report generation 
and long-term data archiving.  The SCADA system replaces manual collection of data and log 
books with electronic records.  The new SCADA system allows the plants to be operated and 
maintained efficiently and effectively.  It also provides monitoring of security conditions system 
wide as required by Homeland Security.  The OCC SCADA system provides 24/7 centralized 
monitoring and control of the entire wastewater system, including treatment plants and pump 
stations.

Odor Control
In 2007, the Department completed the system-wide odor control master plan.  The plan was 
developed to address system-wide prevailing odor issues in particularly at the then Roger Road 
WTF.  The resulting odor control master plan installed state-of-the-art odor control systems 
at the Tres Rios and Agua Nueva WRFs and conveyance system.  The odor control master plan 
also addressed odor control systems at all sub-regional treatment facilities and throughout the 
wastewater conveyance system.  Today, the Department has a dedicated full-time odor control 
team, a 24/7 odor complaint line, an online complaint form, and continuous odor monitoring 
systems at the Tres Rios and Agua Nueva WRFs.

Department Laboratories
Regulatory compliance requirements have increased significantly over the years and new 
treatment processes have further increased laboratory demands.  The Department’s previous 
laboratory was located in several locations at the Ina Road WRF and was no longer sufficient 
for meeting current demands or future needs. Laboratory functions were scattered over 
multiple areas including temporary trailers and retrofitted buildings that were inadequate 
for the tasks.  As a result, the Department often utilized private contract laboratory services 
for supplementing analyses.  This unfortunate circumstance compounded the ability to meet 
regulatory obligations as samples often required overnight shipment to California, Florida, 
Colorado, and Texas for analysis.  Two previous bond authorizations were approved for the 
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design and construction for an integrated laboratory facility; however, in both instances the 
funds were reallocated elsewhere to address the demands for increased treatment capacity to 
meet the greater needs of the community.

The ROMP Program addressed these inadequacies and sought to centralize all laboratory 
functions within one structure for more efficient operations and communications.  The central 
laboratory complex also serves as the center for the Industrial Waste Control (IWC) program 
and a multi-purpose training center.  The training center provides mandatory safety instruction 
and continuous wastewater technology training for new and existing staff. The central 
laboratory is located in the Water and Energy Sustainability Center (WESC) and provides 
regulatory testing, monitoring, reporting, and archiving of all discharge monitoring reports for 
Pima County’s eight water reclamation facilities.

Increased Efficiency
The laboratory performs approximately 55,000 analyses each year and a 2010 cost of analysis 
audit evaluated contract laboratory pricing versus the cost of the Department performing 
the same analyses in-house.  The conclusion of that audit determined an annual savings of well 
over $1,000,000 annually would be realized by the Department self-performing analyses and 
reducing dependence on contract laboratory services.  There are also many tangible benefits 
for self-performing analyses in house which include rapid turnaround which is critical for 
making process control changes in a timely manner.  Many of the analyses performed have a 
one day turnaround for results whereas a contract lab typically charges a 300 percent premium 
for one day turnaround service.  The Department’s laboratory performs over 8,000 of these 
critical, time sensitive analyses annually. In addition, the centralized laboratory and IWC have 
realized staffing reductions as a result of the consolidation of services and improved analytical 
capabilities.

The Department’s laboratory performs over 150 different analyses types and is licensed by 
the Arizona Department of Health Services for the 117 methods stipulated in its regulatory 
permits.  The extensive capabilities of the laboratory section make it possible for the 
Department to perform multiple special studies in coordination with wastewater treatment 
staff thus reducing its dependence on both paid consultants and contract laboratories.  
Approximately 1,200 analyses were performed in 2014 for studies of THM abatement, 
struvite abatement, phosphorus recovery and for the Santa Cruz Living River assessment.  In 
addition, the Department’s laboratory serves a regional asset for southern Arizona as being 
the only laboratory certified for performing ambient air analyses for heavy metals.  Current 
clients include Arizona Department of Environmental Quality, Pima County Department of 
Environmental Quality, and Maricopa County.

Partnerships
In 2011, the Department’s laboratory was requested to join EPA’s Emergency Laboratory 
Response Network (ERLN) which is designed for response to regional disasters such as 
hurricane Katrina.  Given Pima County’s proximity to earthquake prone California, the Palo 
Verde nuclear generating station in Phoenix, and to the border with Mexico, EPA sought out 
the Department’s partnership in this program to serve as a regional service provider.  Current 
membership associations include:

▶ Arizona Environmental Advisory Council

▶ Arizona Multi-Agency Advisory Laboratory Association

▶
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▶ EPA Water Lab Alliance

▶ EPA Emergency Response Laboratory Network

▶ National Laboratory Advisory Conference Institute

1. Laboratory Accreditation Standard Committee

2. Assessment Forum Committee

▶ Environmental Laboratory Advisory Board

Water and Energy Sustainable Technology Center
Market conditions at the time of the construction of the central laboratory were well below 
original budget amounts.  The need for additional laboratory space already existed for a 
Whole Effluent Toxicity Testing lab, therefore plans for a laboratory expansion were developed 
with anticipation for increases in regulatory testing and complex future analyses.  Savings 
realized through beneficial market conditions more than cover the costs associated with the 
construction of the laboratory expansion.

To take full benefit of economies of scale and current market conditions, the choice was 
made to construct the full expansion build-out at this time even though the Department only 
requires a portion of the overall space. To offset costs, the County has developed a tenant 
lease agreement with the University of Arizona Colleges of Engineering, and Agriculture and 
Life Sciences.  This lease agreement has been negotiated and agreed to by the Arizona Board of 
Regents and the Pima County Board of Supervisors.  The use of the expanded water resource 
laboratory by the University of Arizona is for a period not to exceed 10 years, at which time it 
is anticipated the Department will expand into the facility.  The current expansion is known as 
the Water and Energy Sustainable Technology (WEST) Center and tenant improvement costs 
and operating expenses will be paid by the University of Arizona.

The purpose of co-locating the University of Arizona at this facility represents a vision for 
creating a technology cluster for developing and validating innovative technologies to solve 
environmental challenges and spur sustainable economic development and job creation through 
commercialization, by:

▶ Attracting the best and brightest scientists and entrepreneurs to Pima County;

▶ Becoming a world leader in research and production of high quality water;

▶ Development of practical and affordable application of new technologies;

▶ Promoting economic development through the creation and attraction of jobs and 
investment opportunities; and

▶ Accelerate commercialization, product, and business launch.

Water and its reuse will be one of the more important research activities for Pima County’s 
future in the arid Southwest.  The WEST Center will be the epicenter for research, education, 
outreach, and industrial partnerships in North America. The WEST Center is a unique 
public-private partnership that aims to establish the region as a global leader in sustainable, 
environmental technology, and research innovation, with a constant emphasis on water quality.



This public-private partnership serves to build and maintain a vibrant, technology-driven 
economy that influences positive change in the protection of human health and the 
environment. The WEST Center will provide a geographic concentration of interconnected 
firms, suppliers, and supporting institutions organized to promote economic growth and 
technological innovation.  Research will focus on contaminants of emerging concern such as 
pharmaceuticals and disinfection byproducts and will provide opportunities to determine how 
the Department might adjust its treatment processes to remove these likely future, regulated 
contaminants.

24
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4. OPERATION & MAINTENANCE EXPENDITURES
Introduction
Operation and Maintenance (O&M) expenditures include the cost of operating and maintaining 
wastewater collection, treatment, and disposal facilities as well as the costs of providing 
technical services such as laboratory services and other administrative costs of the wastewater 
system including customer service and billing.  These costs are a normal obligation of the 
system, and are met from operating revenues as they are incurred.

In a memorandum dated March 16, 2015, Budget Control Measures for the Remainder of Fiscal 
Year 2014/15, C.H. Huckelberry, County Administrator, directed fiscal year 2015/16 budgets 
for all County Departments and agencies be reduced by two percent.  Those reduced budget 
numbers are used when referencing the fiscal year 2015/16 in this report.

Background  
The Department’s O&M actual expenditures have ranged from a high of $78.5 million in 
fiscal year 2007/08 to a low of $69.9 million in fiscal year 2009/10 and are expected to be 
approximately $82 million at the end of the current fiscal year.

In fiscal year 2007/08, the Department had some unplanned sewer infrastrucuture relocations 
related to City of Tucson activities.  There was also a concerted CCTV effort targeted at ensuring 
all major interceptors were inspected so that any highly suspect or imminent failure of our 
system could be identified and repaired before a failure occured.  These activities increased our 
costs during this time frame.  Our CCTV effort is now balanced over a ten year repeating cycle 
therefore costs for this program are more consistent.

In fiscal year 2009/10, in the midst of the economic downturn, the County Administrator issued 
budget control measures for the remainder of the fiscal year.  The directive was taken very 
seriously and the Department ended fiscal year 2009/10 at $69.9 million or almost $10 million 
less than the approved budget.  This was a challenging endeavor which forced the Department to 
forgo a fair amount of standard maintenance and scheduled rehabilitation projects.  The belief was 
this setback would be brief and the Department would return to acceptable and prudent budget 
levels in order to maintain the utility in good order.

Today’s O&M spending is more stable and controlled than in past years due to the SCADA 
system and the related preventative maintenance work order program that have recently been 
implemented.

Fiscal Year 2015/16 O&M Budget Request
The fiscal year 2015/16 Department O&M budget request is $84,661,17814.  This is $2,592,243 
less than the O&M budget of $87,253,421 identified in the 2015 Financial Plan and a $768,822, 
or 0.9 percent increase from fiscal year 2014/15 adopted budget.  This budget request reflects 
careful and difficult decisions in an effort to limit expenditure growth, budget only for necessities, 
and fulfill budgeted performance commitments without exceeding budget targets.

Because of a concerted effort to cut costs and improve processes, the Department was able 
to absorb much of the following policy changes totaling over $3.2 million and still put forth a 
requested budget with less than a one percent increase from the fiscal year 2014/15 adopted 
budget. 

14 Revised FY 15/16 Requested as of March 25, 2015



▶ The net increase of Information Technology Department-related services of 
$1,475,268 for hardware, software, and server space due to the change in policy 
to lease hardware, upgrade software, and allocate ITD costs for providing servers 
to the Department, formerly provided at no cost by ITD and funded with the 
General Fund.

▶ A change in policy to no longer allow the budgeting of unfilled employee positions; 
therefore, the Department was not able to budget a two percent vacancy savings, 
or $645,000.  The actual staff vacancy rate has been approximately five percent for 
most of the current fiscal year, and is currently at eight percent. 

Nine budget items represent 83 percent of the requested fiscal year 2015/16 budget and are 
described in detail in Section 4.1 – Section 4.9. The remainder of the requested budget is 
comprised of approximately 105 other budget items totaling $14.6 million.

The Department has adopted more efficient operational practices and has had many successes 
in efficiencies and other cost cutting measures over the past several years.  Use of continual 
improvement approaches, asset management, and performance benchmarking are examples 
of how the Department is optimizing management approaches to provide better information 
for daily and long-term decision-making.  Coupled with operational initiatives such as energy 
efficiency, green power generation, reclaimed water reuse, and resource recovery, the 
Department is well-placed to continue the role as environmental stewards, delivering high 
levels of service, and ensuring efficiency in costs and operational sustainability.
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4.1 Personnel Services
The most significant portion of O&M expenditures relates to personnel services15, which at 
$33,820,399 next fiscal year, represents 40 percent of total O&M expenditures, which is well 
below the industry standard. By comparison, the National Association of Clean Water Agencies 
recently reported that personnel costs for a comparable utility represent approximately 47 
percent of total O&M expenditures in 201316, at which time the Department’s personnel costs 
comprised 43 percent of total O&M expenditures17.  This is partially due to the transfer of 26 
employees to ITD, Finance and HR in 2009, whose costs are now included in County overhead 
and the closure of the Roger Road WRF and replacement with the Agua Nueva WRF which is 
privately operated.

Because many personnel costs can be external and beyond the Department’s control, the 
Department has taken proactive approaches such as continuous improvement efforts and 
improved efficiencies in the utility to control personnel costs.

▶ The largest budget item in this category is Salaries and Wages.  The requested 
fiscal year 2015/16 budget for Salaries and Wages is $23,018,53618.  Since fiscal 
year 2008/09, the Department’s adopted Salaries and Wages budget has dropped 
12.6 percent19.  Total full time equivalents have decreased from a high in 2009 
of 599 to a requested total of 468 in fiscal year 2015/16. This is a drop in 131 
positions despite the significant expansions and increased complexities in the 
system’s treatment processes.

▶ With the average Department employee cost (total personnel services including 
wages, benefits, etc.) for fiscal year 2015/16 at $72,266, the Department sees a 
reduction in personnel services of approximately $1.1 million for the 15 previous 
Pima County employees now working at the Agua Nueva WRF.

▶ Salary increases have included:

o One percent effective July 3, 2011

o One percent effective June 30, 2013

o Two percent effective December 29, 2013

o $0.50 per hour increase effective September 7, 2014 

15 Personnel Services includes Salary and Wages, Overtime, On Call Pay, Shift Differential, Temporary Help, Holiday Worked, Special Assignment, 
Vacancy Savings, FICA and Medicare, Unemployment, Health Insurance Premiums, Workers Compensation, Life Insurance, Employer Paid 
Benefits and Subsidies, ASRS, Dental Insurance Premiums, and Budgeted Benefits.

16 Opportunities and Challenges in Clean Water Utility Financing and Management, Financial Survey Highlights, February 2015 
17 $32,496,254 total personnel costs in a $75,481,088 Adopted Budget 
18 Revised FY 15/16 Requested as of March 25, 2015
19 $26,338,974 fiscal year 2008/09 adopted budget for salaries and wages, $23,018,536 is the requested fiscal year 2015/16 salaries and wages budget. 
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Table 11 below indicates the total personnel services costs per year since fiscal year 2007/08, 
as well as the yearly percentage change.

Table 11. Personnel Services Costs

Fiscal Year FTEs* Wages
(millions)

Benefits 
and 

Other 
(millions)

Total 
Personnel 
Services 
(millions)

Annual Percentage 
Change

2007/08 584 $  23.85 $  9.11 $ 32.96
2008/09 599 $  25.04 $  8.25 $ 33.29 1.0
2009/10 580 $  23.75 $  9.08 $ 32.83 -1.4
2010/11 520 $  22.92 $  9.03 $ 31.95 -2.7
2011/12 512 $  22.94 $  9.39 $ 32.33 1.2
2012/13 506 $  22.35 $ 10.15 $ 32.50 0.5
2013/14 495 $  22.40 $ 10.34 $ 32.74 0.7
2014/15

Period 7 Projected 475 $  22.55 $ 10.37 $ 32.92 0.5

2015/16
Requested

468 $  23.02 $ 10.80 $ 33.82 2.7

Percent Change from 2008 to 2016 2.7

Overall, Department personnel costs have increased 2.7 percent in nine years20.  This small 
increase is evidence of the Department’s continued efforts to right-size the utility by looking 
at alternative approaches, new ideas, Department needs, and allocating resources appropriately.  
Because the Department has a strong strategic focus, hiring managers have a clear vision of 
where the utility is headed and are able to make more effective hiring decisions now and in the 
future.

20 FY 2007/08 $32.96.  FY 2015/16 requested $33.82.
* The reduction of FTEs since FY 2007/08 have included the following reductions: Roger Road closure 30, multi-skill program 16, powerhouse  

closure 11, Randolph closure 4, WESC layoff 3, FY 2009/10 consolidation 26, Department efficiencies and vacancies unfunded 41.



29

4.2 Non-Medical Professional Services
The second largest budget item for O&M expenditures is Non-Medical Professional Services at 
$11,048,40821 in the fiscal year 2015/16 requested budget.  This is approximately $1 million less 
than the $12.1 million identified in the 2015 Financial Plan.

Non-Medical Professional Services funds professional and technical services needed for the 
operation of the utility, for which the Department lacks the necessary expertise, and can 
demonstrate an economic benefit of contracting out rather than direct employment.

▶ The largest line item in Non-Medical Professional Services is the CH2M Hill 
contract to operate the Agua Nueva WRF at $4.5 million.  This contract covers 
many O&M expenses previously incurred at the now closed Roger Road WRF 
which had an O&M budget of $4.5 - $6.5 million annually.  

▶ The Department continues to contract out sewer billing services at approximately 
$4 million each year.  In the early part of fiscal year 2014/15, the Department’s billing 
contracts’ costs increased an average of over 40 percent22 after having remained 
unchanged for eight years. In the Fall of 2014, the Department expressed interest in 
exploring the option of providing internal monthly customer sewer billing services.  
An assessment was done by the Finance and Risk Management Department and it 
was determined providing billing services in-house would not be cost effective for 
the County and the idea was not explored further.

▶ The final large component of Non-Medical Professional Services is the $2 million 
annual contract with Hoffman Southwest Corporation (ProPipe) for CCTV services.  
CCTV inspection delivers high resolution video used in the assessment of structural, 
operational, exfiltration, and flow capacity issues within sanitary sewer pipelines 
and other infrastructure.  Based on those assessments, supplemental maintenance, 
rehabilitation, or system augmentation activities are then programmed to address 
specific issues.  

21 Revised FY 15/16 Requested as of March 25, 2015
22 Tucson Water $0.84 increased to $1.14 per account.

 
Cost Cutting Strategy

The Department has a regulatory deadline of December 2016 to conduct CCTV 
pipeline inspections of the entire system as dictated in the Capacity, Management, 

Operations, and Maintenance (CMOM) plan and as governed in Arizona Administrative 
Code (AAC) R 18-9-C305.  In order to accomplish this goal, the Department chose 
to contract with Hoffman Southwest Corporation on an as-needed, funding-available 

basis rather than to saddle the O&M budget with in-house equipment, labor, and 
material commitments.  Had the Department opted to grow its in-house capacity 
to a level capable of performing the volume of inspection necessary to meet the 
December 2016 deadline, program funding would substantially increase and lock 
the Department into costly equipment upgrades and staffing constraints.  With 

the use of contracted inspection services, the Department is able to benefit from 
industry efficiencies, technological improvements, and market driven competition.



4.3 County Administrative Overhead
The third largest, single budget item is County Administrative Overhead at $6,917,264 in 
the fiscal year 2015/16 requested budget, a decrease of $377,397 from fiscal year 2014/15. 
Finance and Risk Management has prepared a separate analysis of County overhead.  Most of 
the increase from prior years is the result of a change in the accounting method of reporting 
personnel costs of Finance, HR and ITD staff who provide services to the Regional Wastewater 
Reclamation Department.  This accounting change shifted the cost previously reported as part 
of Personnel Services into County Overhead, having no impact to the total department budget.
By comparison, the fiscal year 2015/16 Tucson Water Administrative Overhead budget is $7.4 
million in addition to a $1.6 million Payment In-Lieu of Tax.
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4.4 Energy Consumption
Energy is required for all stages in the wastewater conveyance and treatment processes to 
operate pump stations, in-plant pumps, aeration, solids handling equipment, odor control, and 
other devices 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  Because the Department uses various forms 
of energy (commercial electricity, solar electricity, and commercial natural gas), it is important 
to look at the entire energy portfolio of costs when making evaluations of changes over time.  
Energy consumption is the fourth largest budget item in the fiscal year 2015/16 requested 
budget at $5,790,826, which is a 24 percent reduction from 2007/08 actual expenditures.

A concerted effort and campaign for energy efficiency and energy management has offset the 
increased utility rates experienced throughout Pima County.  The Department has further 
reduced energy costs through the use of more efficient and modern equipment as well as a 
SCADA control system with which to make real time energy use decisions. This has not come 
without a careful evaluation of the Department’s energy portfolio to continue to improve 
energy efficiency and optimize energy costs.

The Department has been able to reduce energy costs over the past nine years even though 
commercial electric rates have increased considerably in recent years:

▶ Fourteen percent effective July 2013

▶ Four percent effective May 2014

Table 12 below indicates below the total energy costs per year since fiscal year 2007/08, as well 
as the annual percentage change.

Table 12. Energy Costs

Fiscal Year
Total Energy 

(millions)
(Electricity + Natural Gas + 
Power Generating Facility)

Annual 
Percentage 

Change
2007/08 $  7.63
2008/09 $  6.20* -18.7
2009/10 $  6.42 3.5
2010/11 $  6.12 -4.7
2011/12 $  6.14 -1.0
2012/13 $  6.86** 11.7
2013/14 $  6.71 -2.2
2014/15

Period 7 Projected $  6.56 -2.2

2015/16
Requested

$  5.79 -11.8

Percent Change from 2008 to 2016 -24

* The Department wheeled natural gas and negotiated a standby discount with Tucson Electric Power at the Roger Road WRF which provided a 
reduction in energy use.

** The WESC building opened and there were inefficiencies in its construction which increased energy use.



Cost Saving Measures
1. Prior to fiscal year 2014/15, the Department generated its own electricity at 

the Roger Road and Ina Road WRFs so the energy portfolio also included the 
Department’s O&M costs associated with operating the power-generating facility 
at Ina Road WRF.  The elimination of the O&M costs for the Power Plant saved 
the Department approximately $1.2 million and the elimination of the cost for 
natural gas saved the Department approximately $1.5 - $3.0 million required by 
the Power Plant.

2. In July 2014, the Department participated in Tucson Electric Power’s Commercial 
Energy Solutions program.  The Department successfully received a $352,000 
rebate check due to energy efficiency and conservation efforts undertaken as 
part of the ROMP Program.  The ROMP Program resulted in increased capacity 
and reduced energy while improving treatment quality of wastewater to exceed 
currently mandated guidelines.  The Tres Rios & Aqua Nueva WRFs save 3,519,970 
kWh per year over a standard benchmark facility of similar size and function.

3. In February 2013, the Department entered into an agreement with Tucson 
Electric Power to be charged for electricity services at the Tres Rios WRF at 
the LLP-14 rate schedule.  Internal analysis indicated that even further savings in 
electricity costs could be realized under the LLP-90 rate schedule.  On August 5, 
2014, the Department presented this contract to the Board of Supervisors for 
approval with an estimated annual savings of $168,000.  This item was approved 
and the Tres Rios WRF has saved over $200,000 in the first eight months at the 
new LLP-90 rate schedule.

4. Thermal energy demands at the Tres Rios WRF are met by beneficially utilizing 
digester gas as fuel rather than purchasing fuel.  Using this renewable fuel source 
saves the Department and ratepayers approximately $180,000 per year.  In 
addition, since the Department requires less than 15 percent of the biogas 
produced from the digesters, the remaining gas can be sold to produce an 
additional revenue stream which will further offset the overall energy costs at the 
Tres Rios WRF.

5. Two of the major sustainability goals set forth in Pima County’s 2014 Sustainability 
Action Plan for County Operations are:

a. Increase the portion of renewable energy consumed by County 
operation; and

b. Join communities throughout the world in confronting global climate 
change by identifying and implementing programs that will reduce the 
County’s carbon footprint.

 In fiscal year 2010/11, two, one-megawatt solar power facilities were installed 
near the Tres Rios and Agua Nueva WRFs.  The electricity generated at these two 
solar facilities augments power used for the wastewater treatment processes.  In 
fiscal year 2013/14, these two solar facilities generated 4,034,785 kWh of energy, 
enough to power approximately 400 homes.  To date, the two Department solar 
facilities together saved over $150,000 compared to commercial power.  In 
addition, they are contributing to environmental savings of air pollutants. 
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6. The Department recently worked with the Arizona Governor’s Office of Energy 
Policy and joined Energy Star, which is a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
voluntary program that helps businesses and individuals save money and protect 
the climate through superior energy efficiency.  The Department is currently 
working to link monthly utility bills directly to Energy Star and expects initial 
analysis in the next six months.

7. In January 2015, the Department joined the U.S. Department of Energy’s, Better 
Buildings, Better Plants Program.  The Department’s commitment to reducing its 
energy intensity by 25 percent over 10 years establishes the utility as a leader in 
energy efficiency and helps advance the nation’s progress toward a sustainable, 
clean-energy future.  The U.S. Department of Energy was especially pleased with 
the Department’s participation as one of the first Partners from the wastewater 
treatment sector.

8. On October 16, 2013, the Water Infrastructure Finance Authority of Arizona 
awarded a Green Project grant of $35,000 to the Department to conduct facility 
energy audits. This green project aligns itself well with the Department’s Strategic 
Plan and Pima County sustainability goals to increase energy efficiency throughout 
the organization.

Energy consumption continues to be a focal point for the Department.  The decision to shut 
down the Power Plant for a simpler and safer electrical distribution system as well as to 
acquire less expensive energy has proven to be beneficial.  Overall, energy costs have decreased 
over the past several years in spite of significant commercial electric energy cost increases.  The 
Department is continuing to explore additional energy efficiencies by making process efficiency 
improvements and conducting comprehensive energy audits.



4.5 Chemical Usage
Chemicals for wastewater treatment and odor control comprise a significant proportion of the 
Department’s operating costs and is the fifth largest budget item.  The requested amount for 
fiscal year 2015/16 is $4,156,22223.

Wastewater Treatment
Struvite, chemically equivalent to magnesium ammonium phosphate hexahydrate, can create 
problems in process pipes, pumps, and other equipment due to crystal formation on critical 
surfaces.  Control of struvite formation can be obtained by including ferric chloride during 
anaerobic digestion which comprises approximately $500,000 of the Department’s chemicals 
budget for wastewater treatment.  Preventative steps have been taken by the Department 
to minimize struvite formation including proper pump size and design, pipe diameter and 
construction material, and pipe connection design.

Odor Control
The fiscal year 2015/16 requested budget for Odor Control chemicals is $1,498,10024. In 
the last several years, the Department’s System-Wide Odor Control initiative has been to 
provide odor and corrosion control by adding chemical feed stations to the upper reaches of 
the conveyance system.  The motivation for this approach was dictated by the distribution of 
odor complaints, severe interceptor corrosion, and the cumulative benefits of controlling the 
aqueous chemistry from the originating sources.

Odor Control is being accomplished by raising the pH to ~ 8.3 by adding alkalinity with 
magnesium hydroxide.  This non-toxic compound is often sold as a mineral supplement or as 
milk of magnesia for human consumption.  This application of magnesium hydroxide, is several 
times more cost effective than other odor control chemistries when considering the number 
of miles and millions of gallons treated per dollar of chemical.  In addition, there are collateral 
benefits to the treatment process and effluent water quality. 

23 Revised FY 15/16 Requested as of March 25, 2015
24 Revised FY 15/16 Requested as of March 25, 2015
* www.nacwa.com
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Industry Comparison

In 2014, the Department’s chemicals budget for wastewater treatment processes 
was $2,071,412.  This translates to an average chemical cost of $110.74 per 

million gallons treated, which, by comparison, is in line with the average chemical 
cost of $110 per million gallons treated in the industry*.



Table 13 below indicates the total chemical expenditures per year since fiscal year 2007/08 as 
well as the annual percent change.  

Table 13. Chemical Expenditures

Fiscal Year Chemical Expenditures 
(millions) Annual Percentage Change

2007/08 $  3.74
2008/09 $  4.18 11.8
2009/10 $  4.16 -0.5
2010/11 $  4.25 2.2
2011/12 $  4.55 7.1
2012/13 $  4.82 5.9
2013/14 $  3.91 -18.9

2014/15 Period 7 Projected $  3.92 0.3
2015/16 Requested $  4.16 6.1

Percent Change from 2008 to 2016 11.2
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4.6 Repair and Maintenance, Building Services
The Repair & Maintenance, Building Services budget item is the sixth largest budget item for the 
Department and covers the required repairs and preventative maintenance for the Department’s 
buildings and infrastructure, generally for projects under $100,000.  The requested fiscal year 
2015/16 budget is $3,365,160 which is an almost 150 percent increase from fiscal year 20007/08.

Since the Speedway interceptor collapse, the Department has made a concerted effort to invest 
in the maintenance and rehabilitation of its aging infrastructure.  As the conveyance system is 
assessed and damaged or obstructed pipes are discovered, a Job Order Contract is utilized to 
complete repairs and bring the infrastructure up to standards.  The Department is renewing 
and extending the useful life of its assets with each repair.  Repairs range from $10,000 to 
$100,000; however, the number of these small O&M repairs performed in a year is such that 
the aggregated amount runs into the millions.  With the exception of the financially stressed 
years after the Speedway interceptor collapse, the Department’s investment in the maintenance 
and rehabilitation of our infrastructure has steadily increased to reflect the condition of the 
conveyance system, as can be seen in the approximately 150 percent increase from fiscal year 
2007/08.

The Department believes the current level of investment in maintenance and rehabilitation is a 
level that has struck a balance between the number of defects found in the system and the rate 
at which they are repaired to avoid impacting the community with unforeseen emergencies and 
resulting costs.

Table 14 below indicates the total Repair and Maintenance, Building Services expenditures per 
year since fiscal year 2007/08 and the annual percent change.

Table 14. R&M Building Services

Fiscal Year R&M Building Services 
(millions)

Annual Percentage 
Change

2007/08 $  1.36
2008/09 $  1.85 36.0
2009/10 $  1.85 0.0
2010/11 $  2.89 56.2
2011/12 $  2.96 2.4
2012/13 $  2.34 -20.9
2013/14 $  2.91 -24.4

2014/15 Period 7 Projected $  3.43 17.9
2015/16 Requested $  3.37 -1.7

Percent Change from 2008 to 2016 147.8



4.7 Motor Pool
The seventh largest budget item is Motor Pool which covers fuel, repairs, and preventative 
maintenance for the Department’s fleet of approximately 330 cars, trucks, and heavy equipment 
such as rodder trucks, combination trucks, vactor trucks, and other specialty vehicles.

As you can see from Table 15, this budget item has been variable over the years as gas prices 
fluctuate, the method the County bills changes, and with the Department’s implementation of 
more stringent vehicle usage policies.  The requested fiscal year 2015/16 budget is $2,153,534.

Table 15. Motor Pool

Fiscal Year Motor Pool (millions)
Annual Percentage 

Change
2007/08 $  1.81
2008/09 $  2.10 16.0
2009/10 $  1.38 -34.3
2010/11 $  1.11 -19.6
2011/12 $  1.16 4.5
2012/13 $  1.80 55.2
2013/14 $  2.45 36.1

2014/15 Period 7 Projected $  1.99 -18.8
2015/16 Requested $  2.15 8.0

Percent Change from 2008 to 2016 18.9

4.8 Repair and Maintenance, Machinery and Equipment Services
The eighth largest budget item is for the repair and maintenance services for the Department’s 
machinery and equipment, such as overhead cranes, gators, alley rodders, combination trucks, 
and forklifts.  An on-site Fleet Services technician is also funded in this budget line item due to 
the Department’s vast fleet of specialty equipment.  Most equipment and machinery are on a 
regular schedule for preventative maintenance to ensure safety and a long life cycle.  

As depicted in Table 16, this budget item has decreased from 2008 by 8.7 percent and has a 
requested fiscal year 2015/16 budget of $1,781,295. 

Table 16. R&M Machinery & Equipment Services

Fiscal Year Total (millions)
Annual Percentage 

Change
2007/08 $  1.95
2008/09 $  1.91 -2.1
2009/10 $  2.07 8.4
2010/11 $  2.08 0.5
2011/12 $  2.57 23.6
2012/13 $  2.44 -5.1
2013/14 $  2.14 -12.3

2014/15 Period 7 Projected $  2.19 2.3
2015/16 Requested $  1.78 -18.7

Percent Change from 2008 to 2016 -8.7
37



4.9 Repair and Maintenance, Supplies
The ninth largest budget item is Supplies for Repairs and Maintenance.  This budget item funds 
parts and supplies for preventative maintenance on equipment including electrical, plumbing, 
instrumentation, and support systems for the utility.  As the Department has completed major 
facility upgrades and privatized the Agua Nueva WRF, there has been a steady decline in this 
category by almost 50 percent since fiscal year 2007/08.

As depicted in Table 17, this budget item has been steadily decreasing from a high in fiscal year 
2007/08 of $3,161,751 to a requested fiscal year 2015/16 budget of $1,645,336.

Table 17. R&M Supplies

Fiscal Year R&M Supplies
 (millions)

Annual Percentage 
Change

2007/08 $  3.16
2008/09 $  2.80 -11.4
2009/10 $  2.66 -5.0
2010/11 $  2.58 -3.0
2011/12 $  2.68 3.9
2012/13 $  2.65 -1.1
2013/14 $  1.52 -42.6

2014/15 Period 7 Projected $  1.92 26.3
2015/16 Requested $  1.65 -14.1

Percent Change 2008 to 2016 -47.8

4.10 Spending Cuts
In a memorandum dated March 16, 2015, Budget Control Measures for the Remainder of Fiscal Year 
2014/15, C.H. Huckelberry, County Administrator, directed fiscal year 2015/16 budgets for all 
County Departments and agencies be reduced by two percent.  The Department has submitted 
a decrement budget package with the required two percent reductions.  The Table 18 below 
illustrates additional non-mandated services (spending not required through regulation) that 
will need to be considered for cuts or elimination if the rate increases are not approved.

Table 18. Potential Spending Cuts to O&M Budget (dollars)
Odor Chemicals $ 1,498,100

Department Lay Offs/Transfers $   600,000

Vector Control Contract $   307,300

Reclaimed Water Subsidies for NRPR, KERP, RFCD, and DOT $   242,016

House Connection Sewer Program Repairs in the Public Right-of-Way $   199,000

Unit 1234, Sewer Outreach Subsidy Program $   104,656

Consulting services for completion of ROMP related projects and reports $     29,700

Unit 1213, Kino Environmental Restoration Project Support $     25,974

TOTAL $3,006,746
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4.11 Key Performance Indicators
The discussion on operations and maintenance expenses would be incomplete if the 
Department’s Key Performance Indicators initiative was not included.  Each month the 
Department Director holds a business review meeting to evaluate the utility, align the 
expectations of the team, understand trends, and agree on proposed actions. 

Monthly Key Performance Indicator Review meetings center on six areas of strategic focus:

▶ The Employee Pillar sets the strategic direction for creating a positive work 
environment where employees can thrive. Internal staff training, communications, 
knowledge management, employee development, and teamwork are facets of the 
Employee Pillar.

▶ The Compliance Pillar provides the strategic framework for achieving compliance 
with a complex array of regulatory requirements. Permitting, lab testing and analyses, 
and industrial wastewater control functions fall within the scope of this Pillar.

▶ The Safety Pillar establishes the Department-wide strategies, goals, and standards 
for becoming a zero-accident safety culture. Safety functions are also conducted 
within each Division of the Department in alignment with the Department-wide 
strategic objectives and standards.

▶ The Customer Pillar seeks to advance customer satisfaction internally and 
externally. Proactive public engagement, communications, and feedback are key 
strategies of this Pillar.

▶ The Financial Pillar ensures fiscal responsibility to the public and rate payers. It 
provides strategic guidance for budget planning and management.

▶ The Sustainability Pillar establishes Department-wide guidance for sustainability 
procedures and employee training on green workplace practices. Additionally, it 
provides strategic direction for major Department and County-wide programs, 
such as Energy Management, Water Resources Management, and Resource 
Recovery and Reuse.

Attachment 4 includes the March 24, 2015 Director’s KPI Review PowerPoint.

DIRECTOR’S OFFICE
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5. SEWER USER FEES
Sewer User Fees, based on a rate per unit of consumption and a fixed service charge, are the 
primary revenue source for the operation and maintenance of the utility.  Unlike the early 
days of the Clean Water Act when the Federal government made significant investments in 
the nation’s water infrastructure, today’s repairs, legacy replacement needs, and upgrades are 
almost entirely paid for by the Department’s ratepayers.

Most utilities adjust their rates annually or biennially to ensure operational costs are adequately 
recovered.  Increased costs of advanced treatment, reductions in water use, large legacy 
replacement costs, and increasing external costs have continually pushed customer user fees 
upwards.  

5.1 Historical Sewer User Fee Increases
Sewer User Fees have increased 122% since July 2007.  These increases were due to:

1. Pima County sewer rates were artificially low and could not maintain the needs of 
an aging system;

2. Finance the regulatory mandates of the ROMP program; and

3. Maintain revenue levels due to financial challenges and declining revenue described 
earlier in this report.

Table 19 outlines the rate increases and impacts to the average residential bill since July 2007.

Table 19. Historical Sewer User Fee Increases

Fiscal Year
Volumetric 

Fee
(dollars)

Annual 
Percentage 

Change

Service 
Fee 

(dollars)

Annual 
Percentage 

Change

Impact on 
Average 

Residential 
Bill (dollars)

Average 
Residential 
Bill (dollars)

2007/08
July 2007 - December 2007

$ 1.41 $ 5.62 $ 18.41

2007/08
January 2008 - June 2008

$ 1.53 9.0 $ 6.23 8.9 $ 1.59 $ 20.00

2008/09
July 2008 - March 2009

$ 1.68 9.5 $ 6.82 9.5 $ 1.94 $ 21.94

2008/09
April - June 2009

$ 1.89 12.7 $ 8.32 22.0 $ 3.39 $ 25.33

2009/10
July - December 2009 $ 2.13 12.7 $ 8.32 0.0 $ 2.16 $ 27.49

2009/10
January - June 2010 $ 2.41 12.7 $ 9.82 18.0 $ 4.02 $ 31.51

2010/11 $ 2.65 10.0 $ 10.46 6.5 $ 2.80 $ 34.31
2011/12* $ 2.91 10.0 $ 11.14 6.5 $ 0.11 $ 34.42
2012/13 $ 3.20 10.0 $ 11.86 6.5 $ 3.04 $ 37.46
2013/14 $ 3.52 10.0 $ 12.63 6.5 $ 3.33 $ 40.81
2014/15 $ 3.52 0.0 $ 12.63 0.0 $ 0.00 $ 40.81

Percent Change from 2008 to 2016 121.6

Even with the increases in sewer bills, Pima County’s wastewater rates are well within the mid-
range of the national average. 

* Average volume now 8ccf as opposed to 9ccf in previous years.



42

5.2 Impact Analysis of Proposed Sewer User Fee Increases
Water usage records analysis indicates that an average residential customer generates 
approximately 5,984 gallons (8 CCFs) of wastewater per month.  Using this average, Table 20 
shows the impact of the proposed rate increases on the average residential bill.

Table 20. Proposed Sewer User Fee Increases

Fiscal Year Volumetric 
Fee (dollars)

Annual 
Percentage 

Change

Service 
Fee  

(dollars)

Annual 
Percentage 

Change

Impact on 
Average 

Residential 
Bill (dollars)

Average 
Residential 
Bill (dollars)

2014/15 $ 3.52 0.0 $ 12.636 0.0 $ 0.00 $ 40.81
2015/16 $ 3.66 4.0 $ 13.14 4.0 $ 1.61 $ 42.42
2016/17 $ 3.81 4.0 $ 13.66 4.0 $ 1.72 $ 44.14
2017/18 $ 3.96 4.0 $ 14.21 4.0 $ 1.75 $ 45.89

 
Industry Comparison

Attachment 5 includes a 2013 Cost of Clean Water Index which shows the average 
national average sewer charge as $435.  By comparison, Pima County’s average 

annual sewer charge was $449 in 2013.  The study also indicates the average charge 
will continue to outpace inflation and will exceed, on average, $511 per year by 2016.  
Should a four percent increase be implemented for fiscal year 2015/16, the average 

Pima County bill would be $509 annually.

 
Industry Comparison

Tucson Water’s Citizens’ Water Advisory Committee is recommending five 
automatic annual rate increases of 7.3 percent beginning July 6 of 2015, 2016, 

2017, 2018, and 2019.  The City of Tucson Mayor and Council is currently scheduled 
to vote on the rate increase on May 19, 2015.



 
Industry Comparison

In a March 9, 2015, article in the Arizona Daily Star, “Sewer rate hikes up for vote,” 
the average monthly bill for a residential customer in Phoenix of $20.17 was used 

in comparison to Pima County’s rates.  Care should be taken in drawing conclusions 
from such a comparison as some factors including geographic location, demand, level of 
treatment, level of grant funding, age of system, sources of water costs, and rate-setting 
methodology can all impact the cost of providing services.

The City of Phoenix has many benefits that positively impact user rates when 
compared to Pima County:
1. The City of Phoenix is one of five cities that renewed a 40 year, $1 

billion agreement in April 2010 to sell most of their effluent to the Palo 
Verde Nuclear Generating Station.  This long term agreement generates 
substantial revenue for the City of Phoenix which significantly subsidizes 
the user rate.  Most of Pima County effluent belongs to the City of 
Tucson and is not available revenue source.

2. The City of Phoenix is a combined water and sewer utility providing 
a substantial decrease in overhead expenses and billing costs due to 
shared costs.

3. Due to the size of the City of Phoenix, the utility is able to reap cost 
advantages of better electric rates and other purchased commodities.

4. The City of Phoenix only has two water reclamation facilities while Pima 
County has eight.  The smaller facilities do not yield good economies of 
scale.

5. Because of its smaller geographic area and more dense population, 
the City of Phoenix is able to have fewer miles of conveyance lines 
per gallon treated, thus having lower costs for conveyance.  The City 
of Phoenix has 4,900 miles of conveyance infrastructure while Pima 
County has 3,500 miles which is only 1.4 times Pima County’s for a 
utility that treats three times the flow.  Both the CIty of Phoenix and 
Pima County have 28 pump stations.

6. The City of Phoenix has a greater growth rate than Pima County has 
experienced.

7. Compared to the just completed infrastructure Pima County has, the 
City of Phoenix made many of their capital investments quite some time 
ago and will require replacement that will increase the cost to its rate 
payers.
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5.3 Community Outreach
The Department conducted an extensive outreach effort to engage ratepayers in a discussion 
about the proposed rate increases and to give the public the opportunity to provide meaningful 
input into the process.  The goal was to ensure that ratepayers’ concerns and input were 
considered in the development of the rates.

Over the course of six months, 11 public meetings were held to provide the public with the 
opportunity to review and provide comments on the draft 2015 Financial Plan.  Presentations 
and discussions on the 2015 Financial Plan as well as a Call to the Audience occurred at each of 
the following public meetings.

Financial Sub Committee, Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee, 
1:30 p.m.

Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee, 8:00 a.m.
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Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee, 8:00 a.m. 
(9:00 a.m. on February 19, 2015)

Special Public Meeting, Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee,  
6:00 p.m. on January 29, 201525 and 8:00 a.m. on February 19, 201526

Media Outreach
 ▶ Notice of January 29, 2015 Special Public Meeting, Arizona Daily Star, January 18, 

2015
 ▶ Press Release to local media, January 28, 2015
 ▶ Notice of Proposed Rate Increase to Existing Sewer User Fees on www.pima.

gov and www.pima.gov/government/wastewaterreclamation, February 6, 2015
 ▶ Notice of February 19, 2015 Special Public Meeting, Daily Territorial,  

February 6, 2015
 ▶ Notice of February 19, 2015 Special Public Meeting, Arizona Daily Star,  

February 8, 2015
 ▶ Press Release to local media, February 12, 2015
 ▶ Pima County Facebook Page Announcement for February 19, 2015 Special 

Public Meeting, February 17, 2015
 ▶ Notice of March 10, 2015 Board of Supervisors Hearing, Daily Territorial,  

February 18, 2015
 ▶ KOLD News 13 at 12:00 p.m., February 19, 2015

25 Special Public Meeting, Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee Thursday, January 29, 2015, 6:00 
p.m., Presentation, Discussion on the 2015 Financial Plan, and Call to the Audience

 This special meeting was held in the north side of town at the Department’s Water, Energy, and Sustainability Center 
which is easily accessibly off Interstate 10.  It was held in the evening hours to accommodate those working during 
the day.  To further accommodate citizens, complimentary shuttle service was provided from downtown Tucson to the 
meeting location.

26  Special Public Meeting, Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee Thursday, February 19, 2015, 8:00 
a.m., Call to the Audience and Committee Vote on the 2015 Financial Plan

 This special public meeting was held in downtown Tucson at the County Administration Building.  This building 
is located on the Sun Link and Sun Tran routes.  For those driving to the meeting, parking were covered by the 
Department.  This meeting was held in the morning hours to accommodate those who could not attend the previous 
special meeting which was held in the evening hours.
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The following public feedback was received (all forms of communication were advertised):

• Emails – 2

• Letters – 0

• Phone Calls – 0

• In-person review of draft Pima County Code at Public Works Building, 8th Floor 
Front Desk – 0

Although few individual ratepayers participated in the lengthy process of determining the 
rate recommendation, the members of the RWRAC who represent a broad base of the 
community were actively engaged over a period of six months.  The RWRAC has thirteen 
members, with two members being appointed by each member of the Board of Supervisors, 
and a representative from the Citizens’ Water Advisory Committee, the Pima Association of 
Governments’ Environmental Planning Advisory Committee, and the Arizona Water Association.
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5.4 Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee Review
After thorough review and consideration of public input, the Finance Sub-Committee and 
the full Regional Wastewater Reclamation Advisory Committee voted on the rate increases 
outlined in the 2015 Financial Plan.

On December 10, 2014, the Finance Sub-Committee voted 4-1 in favor in recommending to 
the full committee the rate increases as outline in the 2015 Financial Plan.

On February 19, 2015, the full committee voted 8-3 in favor of recommending to the Pima 
County Board of Supervisors the approval of three automatic annual rate increases of 4.0 
percent beginning July 1 of 2015, 2016, and 2017.  Included in the motion was a request that 
the County consider broadening the eligibility requirements for low income users in order 
to make that assistance available to more individuals.  The letter of recommendation from the 
Committee Chair is included in Attachment 6.

John Lynch, Chair
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REGIONAL WASTEWATER RECLAMATION
ADVISORY COMMITTEE
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5.5 Sewer Outreach Subsidy Program

Background
Recognizing that rising sewer user fees impact customers in different ways, the Department 
was authorized by the Pima County Board of Supervisors in July 2007 to create the Sewer 
Outreach Subsidy Program (Program) to provide assistance to those customers that have 
difficulty in paying their bill.  The Program is a tiered rate structure based on annual federal 
poverty level guidelines.  Depending on income and household size, ratepayers may qualify for a 
75 percent, 50 percent, or 25 percent discount on their monthly bill.  

Outreach 
The Pima County Community Action Agency (PCCAA) administers the Program on behalf of 
the Department and advertises the Program within a network of over 30 emergency services, 
Community Service Block Grant agencies, and affiliated community based organizations.  The 
roster includes organizations such as:

•  Arizona Housing & Prevention Services
•  Arivaca Coordinating Council
•  Chicanos Por La Causa
•  Greater Littletown
•  Interfaith Community Services
•  Picture Rocks Community Center
•  Primavera Foundation

•  Project PPEP
•  Salvation Army
•  San Ignacio Yaqui Council
•  St. Vincent de Paul
•  Tucson Indian Center
•  Tucson Urban League

PCCAA’s applicant assessment includes screening for inclusion in all eligible programs; 
therefore, anyone in contact with PCCAA for assistance will automatically be considered 
for the Sewer Outreach Subsidy Program.  PCCAA also receives referrals from an extensive 
network of community agencies and organizations that exist within the County, such as the 
Pima Council on Aging.

Further outreach includes informational bill inserts with the customer’s monthly bill.  
Attachment 7 includes the Sewer Outreach Subsidy Program bill inserts that have been mailed 
since Program inception.

Program Participation
As of June 30, 2014, Program participation has grown 166 percent since June 30, 2008.  Table 21 
outlines the number of Program participants each fiscal year since the inception of the Program 
in 2007.

Table 21. Sewer Outreach Subsidy Program Participation

Fiscal Year Program Participants* Annual Percentage Change
2007/08 1,377
2008/09 1,830 32.9
2009/10 1,808 -1.2
2010/11 2,450 35.5
2011/12 2,724 11.2
2012/13 3,220 18.2
2013/14 3,659 13.6
2014/15

* PCCAA
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Financial Impacts 
Department-funded operations and maintenance expenses for the Program are $104,656 for 
fiscal year 2015/16.  Table 22 outlines the fiscal year 2015/16 requested budget.

Table 22. Sewer Outreach Subsidy Program O&M Budget (dollars) 
Item Total

Salaries $ 62,500
Benefits $ 32,500
Leases and Rental $  5,400
Telephone and Internet $  2,156
Electricity $    900
Office Supplies $    600
Machinery and Equipment Services $    400
Postage and Freight $    100
Printing and Microfilming $    100
Total $ 104, 656

Reduced revenue to the Department for subsidies provided by the Program in fiscal year 
2015/16 is approximately $1.1 million.  Table 23 outlines the subsidized costs for each Full 
Poverty Level (FPL) tier since Program inception in 2007.

Table 23. Sewer Outreach Subsidy Program Discounts (dollars)
Fiscal Year Program Discounts*

75% at 100% FPL 50% at 125% FPL 25% at 150% FPL Totals
2007/08 $  56,394 $  10,167 $   2,665 $  69,226
2008/09 $ 170,465 $  30,914 $   8,856 $ 210,235
2009/10 $ 424,359 $  68,231 $  18,588 $ 511,178
2010/11 $ 667,147 $  81,696 $  16,640 $ 765,483
2011/12 $ 991,829 $ 127,873 $  30,117 $1,149,818
2012/13 $ 906,879 $ 146,241 $  41,172 $1,094,292
2013/14 $ 913,395 $ 161,807 $  49,418 $1,124,619
2014/15** $ 928,940 $ 163,516 $  50,407 $1,142,864

If there is an increase in the number of applicants to the Program, additional staffing may be 
required.  Discussions will be ongoing between the Department and PCCAA as the Program 
expands and will include Program modifications or recommendations based any resulting 
constraints.

Program Expansion
The Program has expanded and improved since inception.  Initially, the subsidy only applied to 
the volumetric portion of the sewer user fees.  On March 20, 2010, the subsidy was expanded 
to also cover the service fee portion of the bill.

The Department is recommending a programmatic change to require a triennial recertification 
process for households on a fixed income, e.g., social security and/or pensions and over age 
65, rather than the standard yearly recertification.   This would require a change to the current 
ordinance and is scheduled for consideration at the April 14, 2015, Board of Supervisors 
meeting.

* Finance and Risk Management Customer Service
** Fiscal Year 2014/15 is projected on a straight line trend.
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Future discussions will center on increasing program participation.  It is not typical for renters 
to pay a water or wastewater bill; therefore, many federal poverty level households do not 
qualify for the discount.  With the homeownership rate in Pima County at 62.7 percent, 
and 19.2 percent27 of the population below poverty level, Program participation could be 
increased.  Conversations with all applicable parties are ongoing regarding program expansion 
opportunities.

27 2009-2013 quickfacts.census.gov,  Retrieved March 30, 2013
* Pending Board of Supervisors Approval

 
Industry Comparison

Table 24 provides details on Tucson Water’s Low Income Subsidy Program as 
compared to Pima County’s.

Table 24. Tucson Water/Pima County Wastewater Reclamation Comparison

Tucson Water Pima County Wastewater 
Reclamation

Total Number of 
Residential Customers ~ 225,000 253,000

Program Participants ~ 3,000 3,659
Percent of Customer 
Base ~ 1.3 1.4

Revenue Not Billed ~ $ 500,000 $ 1,142,864

Subsidy Available 50% for those at 100% 
poverty level

25%, 50%, or 75% for those at 
150%, 125%, or 100% poverty level

Recertification Annually Triennial for those on a fixed 
income*, annually for others



51

6. Conclusion
The Department has faced many significant capital improvement, operational, and financial 
challenges over the past decade.  These challenges have been overcome by applying careful 
expenditure controls to both O&M and capital projects and by establishing best practices in 
energy management, safety, and environmental compliance.  

The Department has adopted more efficient operational practices and other cost cutting 
measures over the past several years.  Use of continual improvement approaches, asset 
management, and performance benchmarking are examples of how the Department is 
optimizing management approaches to provide better information for daily and long-term 
decision-making.  Coupled with operational initiatives such as energy efficiency, green power 
generation, reclaimed water reuse, and resource recovery, the Department is focused on 
containing costs of utility operations.

Enhancing infrastructure, optimizing plant performance to meet clean water goals, all while 
ensuring that public funds are effectively and efficiently spent, will continue to be a daily 
balancing act for the Department.  The Department continues to work diligently to provide 
high quality services to ratepayers and optimize management and performance, despite 
increasing cost pressures and regulatory obligations.  Inflationary cost pressure, increasing 
mandates, and growing community needs present common challenges for the Department to 
balance in prioritizing both short and long-term water quality investments, services, and rates.


