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The American Society of 
Civil Engineers estimates 
that almost $289 billion 

in capital improvements for 
wastewater will be required 
over the next 20 years—and 
three-quarters of that amount 
is needed for “big pipe” 
problems. WWD Managing 
Editor Elisabeth Lisican 
recently spoke with Grant Denn, 
senior manager of engineering 
projects for Orenco Systems 
Inc., about these problems and 
some viable solutions.

Elisabeth Lisican: What are some 
“big pipe” problems?

Grant Denn: The most significant 
are their lack of affordability and their 
impact on the environment. Big pipe 
systems have to be constructed for 
future build-out, so current customers 
have to fund oversized infrastructure for 
future customers; consequently, manda-
tory connections are usually required, 
and lifecycle costs are high. And then 
there are the environmental problems 
with “big pipe” systems that have been 
well documented. Just sign up on Google 
Alerts for “sewer overflow” and you’ll be 
shocked at how often you’re alerted. 

Lisican: What are some benefits of 
decentralized wastewater treatment 
systems as a solution to these problems?

Denn: The main benefits are the 
low lifecycle costs and environmen-
tal stewardship. Decentralized sys-
tems are ideal for a smaller customer 
base, and they are environmentally 
friendly  due to the elimination of 
inf low and infiltration, low power 
consumption, and low O&M costs. 
The whole system is watertight, and 
primary treatment (of solids) occurs 
on lot at the point of generation; so 
treating and reusing the remaining 
water is simplified and energy- and 
water-efficient.

Lisican: Please cite some examples 
of successful decentralized systems 
and why they work.

Denn: My favorite example is Bethel 
Heights, Ark., population 2,300. In 1999, 
Arkansas passed a law allowing prop-
erty owners to de-annex from a com-
munity if it couldn’t provide essential 
utilities (including wastewater) and 
annex to another community. Bethel 
Heights didn’t have a community sewer 

and began facing de-annexations and 
loss of tax revenue—which threatened 
its very existence. The city evaluated 
collection and treatment technologies 
and determined that effluent sewer fol-
lowed by textile-filter treatment was 
the answer. They installed one small 
treatment unit at the fire station and 
declared they were in the sewer busi-
ness. Since that time, they have slowly 
built the system to the point where 
they now have capacity to serve more 
than 2,300 people—and the initial 
$1.3-million bond for the first phase 
was paid off 20 years ahead of schedule.

Decentralized systems also are great 
for utilities expanding their reach—
like South Alabama Utilities (SAU) in 
Mobile, Ala. SAU needed to provide 
wastewater services to new subdivi-
sions or risk losing natural gas sales. 
Since the early 2000s, SAU has installed 
60 miles of interconnected effluent 
sewer collection systems that flow to 14 
decentralized treatment plants using 
treatment units that total more than 
0.6-million-gal-per-day peak treatment 
capacity. Approximately 80% of the col-
lection costs for decentralized systems 
are deferred until the homes are con-
structed, making the system affordable 
for current customers.  

Lisican: What needs to change in 
terms of wastewater funding?

Denn: The biggest change that 
needs to occur is that the funders 
should not be “cost blind” when evalu-
ating applications. They should spec-
ify the methods for evaluating cost 
options (50-plus years of lifecycle cost-
ing) and ensure that the cost target 
established by the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency for wastewater col-
lection and treatment—2% of median 
household income—is incorporated 
into funding evaluations. In addition, 
funding agents should be provided 
with training on actual and reasonable 
cost scenarios for use in evaluating 
consultants’ options. WWD

Grant Denn is senior manager of engineering 
projects for Orenco Systems Inc. Denn can 
be reached at gdenn@orenco.com. 

Elisabeth Lisican is managing editor of Water 
& Wastes Digest. Lisican can be reached at 
elisican@sgcmail.com or 847.391.1012. 

For more information, write in 1114 on this 
issue’s reader service form on page 58.
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North American Strategic 
Infrastructure Leadership 
Forum Set for Oct. 28

The CG/LA 6th North 
American Strategic 
Infrastructure Leadership 
Forum will be held Oct. 

28 to 30, 2014, in Washington, D.C. 
The forum will include project presenta-
tions, private meetings with project 
sponsors and forum speakers, work-
shops and networking opportunities.

EPA Releases Flood 
Resiliency Tool

The U.S. EPA released 
the Flood Resilience 
Checklist, offering storm 
water management 

strategies for communities to consider. 
The checklist is part of a new report 
titled, “Planning for Flood Recovery 
and Long-Term Resilience in Vermont: 
Smart Growth Approaches for 
Disaster-Resilient Communities.”

IHG Sends Water 
Conservation Kits to Hotels

InterContinental Hotels 
Group sent Green 
Engage Water 
Conservation Kits to 230 

IHG hotels in California. The kits 
included details on how hotels can con-
serve water, as well as aerators to 
install on faucets in guestrooms to con-
tribute to the potential statewide sav-
ings of more than 77 million gal of 
water per year.

The Water Council 
Partners With Wisconsin 
Historical Society

The Water Council has 
partnered with the 
Wisconsin Historical 
Society to document 

Wisconsin’s water initiative. A historian 
in the Water Council’s office at the 
Global Water Center will provide assis-
tance and training with records man-
agement and archival documentation, 
as well as access to the water-related 
research collections.

SAWS Breaks Ground on 
Desalination Program

San Antonio Water 
System hosted a ground-
breaking ceremony to 
begin construction of its 

brackish groundwater desalination pro-
gram, which includes 13 raw water pro-
duction wells, raw and finished water 
conveyance, residual conveyance, three 
deep injection wells, a reverse osmosis 
water treatment plant, a 7.5-mgd fin-
ished water storage reservoir, chemical 
treatment systems, supervisory and 
data acquisition controls, and a new 
administration building.

Luke Williams to Deliver 
Keynote at WEFTEC 2014

Luke Williams, a best-
selling author and 
authority on innovation 
leadership, will deliver 

the keynote address during the 
Opening General Session of 
WEFTEC.14 in New Orleans. The open-
ing session will kick off the Water 
Environment Federation’s 87th Annual 
Technical Exhibition and Conference, 
Sept. 27 to Oct. 1.

Group Calls for Plan to 
Rebuild Infrastructure

A report was released at 
the National Press Club 
outlining a six-point plan 
with ideas to regain 

America’s infrastructure leadership 
and revive the country’s global com-
petitiveness. Titled “Making the 
Grade,” the report is the result of a 
collaboration among experts from 45 
different organizations. 

WWEMA Launches  
‘Buy American’ Portal

The Water and 
Wastewater Equipment 
Manufacturers Assn. 
developed a new Web 

portal providing information and 
resources regarding the effects of the 
“Buy American” provisions in recently 
enacted legislation on water and 
wastewater infrastructure funding.

Johns Hopkins Student 
Wins American Water 
Scholarship 

Michael Rose, a doctoral 
student at Johns 
Hopkins University, 
received the American 

Water Works Assn. 2014 American 
Water Scholarship. The scholarship is 
an annual award of $5,000 presented 
to a graduate level student interested 
in service to the water industry.

Work Continues on 
Carlsbad Desalination 
Plant Project

The 10-mile pipeline 
that will connect the 
Carlsbad (Calif.) 
Desalination Plant to the 

San Diego County Water Authority’s 
distribution system is more than 50% 
complete. The project is scheduled to 
be online by early 2016.

Industry News
•	Colleen Layman was elected president 

of the Society of Women Engineers.
•	Castle Harlan Inc. acquired Tensar Corp.
•	Richard T. Berning was named 

Region V director of the American 
Public Works Assn. WWD
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