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Eastham Special Town Meeting

October 1, 2007

Municipal Water System
KEY Questions and Answers



On October 1, a Special Town Meeting will be held to decide whether Eastham should establish a Town-wide public water system.  The Board of Selectmen’s decision to develop this system now is based on the recognition that observed deterioration of water quality is the outcome of continuing the current, unsustainable practice whereby about 6,000 individual wells are operated in close proximity of an equal number of wastewater systems. The proposed town wide municipal water system will address this situation by making water of rigorously assured quality available to all citizens.
The Board of Selectmen has prepared this information to provide answers to some of the key questions that have been raised about this proposal.

1. I’ve been hearing so much about the Town’s need for both a good wastewater disposal program and a water system.  Why is the water system getting the priority?  Wouldn’t it make more sense to build the sewer system first?

The quality of our groundwater – the water we drink – is declining, especially in certain areas of Town, and we now have years worth of analyses and studies from all over Town that show that the quality will continue to get worse over time.  The source of these impacts is not just our onsite septic systems, but from all of the things that occur in our day-to-day lives such as runoff from our streets and roads, lawn and garden care, gas stations, old underground storage tanks and countless other sources.  A sewer system will take care of the long term groundwater impacts from our septic systems, but there are all of these other sources that also need attention.  

Even if we could somehow stop all of these sources instantly, today, it would take a long, long time – on the order of decades – for these contaminants to flush out of our aquifer.  There are some of us in Town that need a clean water supply today, and there are many in our community for whom it is just a matter of time before they will need it too.  This is an important public health issue that we are trying to address responsibly.  The best and least expensive way to protect public health in this situation is to provide a municipal public water supply from a protected area in Town with good water quality 
All indications are that our Town needs a public water system now.  All of the other Towns on the Cape have a municipal water system for the same reasons that we need it: our development is too dense to have both a water supply and a septic system on every property.  All of these Towns are also struggling with how to manage their wastewater disposal just like we are, but they already have their public water system in place.  

Like the water supply, deciding how to manage our wastewater is a very important issue to our community.  We have been actively studying our wastewater situation for the last couple of years, and we are committed to continuing this effort until we have a sound management plan in place that ensures the quality of our ponds, estuaries and bays, especially at Town Cove and Nauset Marsh.  Specific discharge standards for our Town are being developed now by the Department of Environmental Protection that will play a big part in what our plan looks like.  DEP doesn’t expect to have these standards for a couple of years, so it is going to take more time for us to develop this plan.  The Board of Selectmen will continue to keep the community aware of the status of this activity.

2. Why can’t we just have everybody install their own water treatment system rather than have a municipal system?

Homeowner-based water treatment systems are available, but not all remove the contaminants that have impacted our groundwater, such as nitrogen and organic compounds.  These individual systems can be expensive to install, and they all require consistent maintenance to operate correctly.  A municipal system for the Town will be closely and frequently monitored to make sure that the water meets the State’s drinking water standards.

3. Are there other benefits that a municipal water system provides that individual treatment systems don’t?
Yes, fire protection, higher property values and lower homeowner insurance costs.  Our concept for the municipal water system is to have pipes on every street in Town, whether it is publicly or privately owned, with hydrants placed along all streets in town.   Today, our Fire Department relies on fighting fires primarily with water provided with pumper trucks and tankers.  Their ability to fight fires will be vastly improved with a municipal water system. Moreover we can expect stability and/or a possible increase in our property values and lower homeowner insurance rates.  Another advantage is that a public water system will reliably provide everyone water at all times, even during power outages.  Currently, people need to rely on stored water or their own generator to keep their wells going if we have no power.  A public water system will have backup generators to ensure that water service is uninterrupted.

4. What is the projected cost of a Town-wide water system, and how can I trust that it’s realistic?

This is not a “big dig” project.  The creation of municipal water systems has a long history from which we have benefited. Eastham’s approach is modeled on this successful experience elsewhere.  It is a single project without the complexity of multiple moving parts, new technologies, and untried construction techniques.  Unlike the “big dig” municipal water is not new.  Water systems have been installed and expanded in many municipalities.   
The Town wide system is projected to cost $73 million, (based on current 2006 dollars).  This cost estimate was developed using recent construction costs that have been experienced by Wellfleet, Orleans and other Cape Cod communities.  The system is to be built in phases over 15-20 years, and bonding for these costs will be done in phases.  The single largest bond issue is $16.3 million.  We can’t meaningfully predict how inflation, material costs and other things will affect the final costs over time, but the projected costs include a substantial (25%) contingency allowance.  Financial analysis of the annualized repayment costs of the project includes debt service which is projected at $28 million, or 27% over 40 years.  This financial approach, projecting financing costs, is consistent with the town’s practice that has proven to be successful with all of our other major projects.  It doesn’t try to predict how cost variables change in the future, but gives us a realistic and straightforward understanding of what these costs are in today’s dollars.

One thing we do know for certain is that if we don’t build the water system now, we’ll inevitably be looking to do it some time in the future.  Our own experience with proposing a Town wide water system, postponing it and proposing it again later has shown that the project costs go up an average of $2 Million each year we delay.
Once the system is installed we will need a water department to operate and maintain the system.  This department is not expected to be created before 2016.  The projected cost of the department is $150,000 in its first year.    It would include an installer/technician, billing clerk and superintendent and operate out of an existing town space.  Installations would be largely the work of the private contractor until more of the system is in place.   Projected revenue from betterments and fees would offset the cost of the operation and contribute to bond payments. Betterment assessments for commercial properties will be established using several factors including size of business, lot size, frontage and intensity of use.   The estimated average commercial assessment is $10,000, or $500 per year. Residential betterments will likely be established based on individual parcels, units per lot.  Betterments would only be assessed to a property when the water is available at that lot.  The betterment assessment is payable over twenty years.  For example a $5,000 residential betterment would be $250 per year ($125 per tax bill) for twenty years.  The average residential bill is estimated to be $200 per year.   Revenue in FY23 when 2700 residential properties and all 90 commercial properties are serviced is projected at $1.44 million.   Operation and maintenance (O & M) costs at that point are projected at $600,000.  While the O & M costs look low, the system is new and requires little in the way of maintenance.  Department costs relate to staffing, well maintenance and water testing.   In 2030 department costs approach $1 million but revenues in the same year are projected to reach $1.925 million.   Excess revenue would be used to contribute to and thereby reduce the tax impact of the debt servicing costs.
5.  Won’t a Town-wide water system open the door to lots of development?
Growth is always a concern in Eastham, as it is in every Town on the Cape.  These issues are managed by effective planning and zoning. Today we have a strong set of bylaws and regulations whose purpose is to protect us from uncontrolled growth. The proposed municipal water system addresses public health concerns and, as such, is unrelated to development. If the town feels those current regulations are inadequate and additional bylaws are necessary to ensure our quality of life as the water system is built, then town meeting can vote to make such adjustments.
6. Why is a water supply that the Town develops any better than my own private well?
The aquifer underlying Eastham is a large freshwater mound.  The highest point of this lens is in the middle, central area of Town along Route 6.  Groundwater flows outward from this central area largely toward the Atlantic Ocean on the east side of the mound, and toward Cape Cod Bay on the west side of the mound.    The majority of the development in our Town is on the western side, and this is also where the most impacted groundwater exists.  On the eastern side and especially within the National Seashore water quality remains excellent, as shown by preliminary pumping tests. These results will be confirmed by large-scale, production level pumping tests.  The areas that we are looking at as potential water supplies are all on the eastern side of the lens on Town-owned property, most of them within the National Seashore.  Because of their location away from development and on the east side of the aquifer we are assured of getting the best quality water available to us.  
When the Town selects a location for a water supply, we will own and control land use within 400 feet of the well, and protection measures such as land use restrictions will be put in place to ensure that these supplies remain high quality.  These protection measures are prudent actions that are required by the State.  For these reasons, a public water supply provides much greater assurance that the Town will have good quality water for generations to come, rather than relying on our own private wells.

7. Is connection to the system going to be mandatory or optional?
Every property in Town will have access to the public water system, and everyone participates in the cost of building the system.  We also expect that each property owner will be able to decide when to connect to the system, and can postpone making their connection if continued use of their own well is preferred. Hook-up may be mandatory for failed wells, or if a property’s ownership changes. No new well permits will be issued when municipal water is available at a particular property.  The fire hydrant system will be installed as part of the water system and will be available to properties whether or not they are connected to the municipal water system.  
8. Why don’t we fund the project in phases, instead of as one big project?
The Town has invested $200,000 +/- to provide the information that leads to the conclusion that we have sufficient quantity and quality of water to provide for municipal service to the entire town.  Many of the details of well size, pump size, exact well location, regional sharing opportunities, and supplemental funding opportunities will continue to be refined and developed if the program proceeds. Based on the information provided to date and preliminary contacts made with abutting communities, no further monies need be expended to ask the basic question of whether town wide municipal water should be installed.
The Board of Selectmen agree that we need to commit to providing water service to the entire Town now to ensure that everyone gains the benefit of the system that we all are paying for.  The system will be developed in several phases, and it would not be equitable if after several years, the Town changed direction and didn’t fund later phases of the work, leaving parts of the Town without service
In addition, our ability to secure water supply locations becomes progressively more difficult with time.  We need to establish and permit these supplies for serving our community now so that we don’t lose these opportunities for future generations.

The bonding of the water system and thus its funding will be done in phases.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The initial $4.5 million bond expenditure will be used for all well testing, development, permitting and detailed plans.  The next expenditure of $16.3 million will complete the installation of two water tanks and provide service to approximately 1245 parcels.  There will four additional bonds issued in varying amounts. One bond for $13.5 million, issued in 2015, will provide service to approximately 1827 parcels.   The next bond for $13.5 million, issued in 2018, will provide service to approximately 1206 parcels.  The fifth bond for $13.5 million will provide service to approximately 906 parcels and may be issued in 2021.  The final bond for $12.1 million issued in 2024, will provide service to approximately 904 parcels.  While the exact dates of bonding, amounts and the exact number of properties served in each issue may change, in general, all bonds will be issued by 2024 for a total amount of no more than $76 million, and the system is expected to be complete by 2026.
The system will be eligible for grants; low interest loans and the Board of Selectmen are considering betterment assessments for each property as the system becomes available.  Betterment assessments would be different amounts for residential and commercial properties, and would be repaid as part of the tax bill for a twenty year period.   

9. Eastham has citizens who own valuable properties but have difficulty accepting further tax expenses. Has their situation been considered in plans for the project?
Yes, the financial structure of the project seeks to accommodate the tax burden of all citizens, particularly those with income problems. The proposed funding of the system is metered so that no single bond issue will create an unbearable tax burden.  The Board of Selectmen have consistently supported capital planning budgets that limit debt expenditures to no more than 10% of gross operating budgets.  For several years that number has been less than 5%.  In 1993 debt expenses represented 23% of the operating budget.  Good debt management strategies ensure the financial health of the community thereby lowering borrowing costs and opening access to credit markets.   The bonding time limits on water development is 30 years and the limit on water installation and expansion is 40 years.  These longer debt repayment schedules further reduce the single year impact.  A municipal water system is a long term investment with long term value returns.  In addition to the positive impact on homeowner (fire) insurance rates due to the presence of a hydrant system, a safe adequate and consistent supply of water could be reflected in higher resale values and easier sales since water testing would no longer be necessary.  A questionable water supply, with potential quantity and/or quality issues inherent in private wells, could have a dampening impact on future property values in the future.  At this point, Eastham’s private well system is not damaged to the point of being a town wide crisis.  But it is much more responsible to anticipate and prepare for a crisis, than to be forced to react to an emergency situation. Experience most recently in Mashpee suggests that even where basic infrastructure and permit approvals are partially in place, emergency replacement of private wells with municipal water required years during which time those homes were using bottled water. 

The current (FY08) tax bill (average $2150) includes $255 for debt servicing cost.  This is paying for projects such as the Elementary School, Fire Station, Transfer Station Improvements, Landfill Capping and Land Purchases.  The projected debt servicing in FY25 the single highest cost year is $280 ($203.50 for water and $76.5 for other debt.)  The projected cost is done in the same method as other debt that the town has taken on.  The cost amounts are consistent with other debt we have taken on because of the longer term allowed for such projects.  Most of our current debt is bonded for less than twenty years.  This debt will be bonded for 30 and 40 years as allowed by law.  The project is designed to be implemented in phases that span decades. This approach permits debt to be incurred in phases as well, thereby minimizing the annual  tax impact.  
	
	INITIAL PROJECTIONS OF WATER SYSTEM COSTS AND REVENUES

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Fiscal Year 
	Operation Year
	
	Estimated Operation & Maintenance (O&M)  Cost
	
	Number of Residential Connections
	
	Number of Commercial Connections
	
	Estimated User Fee  Revenues
	
	Estimated Betterment 
Fee Revenue 
	Revenue  Surplus/(Deficit)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	16
	1
	
	 $     150,000.00 
	
	200
	
	10
	
	 $    60,000.00 
	
	 $       55,000.00 
	 $      (35,000.00)

	17
	2
	
	 $     200,000.00 
	
	400
	
	20
	
	 $  120,000.00 
	
	 $      110,000.00 
	 $       30,000.00 

	18
	3
	
	 $     250,000.00 
	
	500
	
	40
	
	 $  180,000.00 
	
	 $      145,000.00 
	 $       75,000.00 

	19
	4
	
	 $     275,000.00 
	
	600
	
	60
	
	 $  240,000.00 
	
	 $      180,000.00 
	 $     145,000.00 

	20
	5
	
	 $     300,000.00 
	
	1200
	
	75
	
	 $  390,000.00 
	
	 $      337,500.00 
	 $     427,500.00 

	21
	6
	
	 $     400,000.00 
	
	1700
	
	80
	
	 $  500,000.00 
	
	 $      465,000.00 
	 $     565,000.00 

	22
	7
	
	 $     500,000.00 
	
	2200
	
	85
	
	 $  610,000.00 
	
	 $      592,500.00 
	 $     702,000.00 

	23
	8
	
	 $     600,000.00 
	
	2700
	
	90
	
	 $  720,000.00 
	
	 $      720,000.00 
	 $     840,000.00 

	24
	9
	
	 $     650,000.00 
	
	3200
	
	90
	
	 $  820,000.00 
	
	 $      845,000.00 
	 $   1,015,000.00 

	25
	10
	
	 $     700,000.00 
	
	3700
	
	90
	
	 $  920,000.00 
	
	 $      970,000.00 
	 $   1,190,000.00 

	26
	11
	
	 $     750,000.00 
	
	4200
	
	90
	
	 $1,020,000.00 
	
	 $   1,095,000.00 
	 $   1,365,000.00 

	27
	12
	
	 $     800,000.00 
	
	4700
	
	90
	
	 $1,120,000.00 
	
	 $   1,220,000.00 
	 $   1,540,000.00 

	28
	13
	
	 $     850,000.00 
	
	5200
	
	90
	
	 $1,220,000.00 
	
	 $   1,345,000.00 
	 $   1,715,000.00 

	29
	14
	
	 $     925,000.00 
	
	5700
	
	90
	
	 $1,320,000.00 
	
	 $   1,470,000.00 
	 $   1,865,000.00 

	30
	15
	
	 $  1,000,000.00 
	
	6000
	
	90
	
	 $1,380,000.00 
	
	 $   1,545,000.00 
	 $   1,925,000.00 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	   

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Notes:
	
	Avg. Residential User Fee = $200/yr;
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Avg. Commercial User Fee = $2000/yr
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Avg. Residential Betterment = $250/yr for 20 yrs based on $5,000 betterment
	
	
	

	
	
	Avg. Commercial Betterment = $500/yr for 20 yrs based on $10,000 betterment
	
	
	

	Information in this booklet was provided by members of the Water Resources Advisory Committee, members of the Wastewater Advisory Committee, Health Agent, Town Administrator, Environmental Partners, consulting engineers, Stearns and Wheeler, consulting engineers, and the Board of Selectmen.  This booklet is issued and approved by the Board of Selectmen.  September 7, 2007.
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