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TECHNICAL MEMORANDUM 
 
To:  Bob Simmons, General Manager, Sausalito-Marin City Sanitary District 
 
From:  John Farnkopf, Senior Vice President, HF&H 
 
Date:  May 11, 2010 
 
Subject:  Sewer Rate Update  
 

 
This technical memorandum briefly summarizes the results of our update of the 
Sausalito-Marin City Sanitary District’s (District) sewer rates.  This update was a 
collaborative effort in which you and I revised the previous District financial plan and 
rate analysis model using the District’s current operating and capital budgets.  The 
results of the update lead to our recommendation that the District increase its sewer 
service charges for the next four years.  
 
1.  Background 
 
The District provides wastewater conveyance and treatment services to the City of 
Sausalito, Marin City, and the Tamalpais Community Services District (TCSD).  The 
District bills Sausalito and Marin City residential customers per equivalent dwelling 
unit (EDU) on the tax rolls. (Non-residential customers in Sausalito and Marin City are 
individually billed by the District on the basis of the estimated volume and strength of 
wastewater discharge.)  TCSD is directly billed by the District based on a contractually 
determined formula.  The District’s recent and current residential charges for Sausalito 
and Marin City are shown in Figure 1.  Customers in the Sausalito and TCSD are 
charged additional amounts by each of these municipalities for their local collection 
system O&M and capital improvements. 
 
Since FY 2000-01, the District has undertaken a comprehensive evaluation of its facilities 
to determine a cost-effective strategy for infrastructure renewal, replacement, and 
related upgrades.  A facilities evaluation had not been previously conducted nor had 
rates been increased for many years.  The facilities evaluation identified an initial capital 
improvement program that was funded through a series of rate increases beginning in 
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FY 2001-02.  Further evaluation led to an additional rate increase in FY 2008-09.  Since 
FY 2000-01, rates increased an average of 16% per year, which indicates the impact of 
funding the much-needed capital improvement program.  
 
Since FY 2008-09, the District continued to evaluate its infrastructure needs.  A 
preliminary Strategic and Financial Plan1 was developed to address two interrelated 
issues: 
 

1. Reduced wet weather overflows.  A combination of (1) public and private sewer 
line rehabilitation to reduce inflow and infiltration (I&I), (2) flow equalization 
storage to moderate peak flows in the conveyance system, and (3) treatment 
plant improvements to reduce blending were considered. 

2. Continued service to TCSD after 2013.  TCSD was studying the feasibility of 
reducing or eliminating its wastewater discharges to the District, and, instead, 
conveying some or all of its flow to the Sewerage Agency of Southern Marin 
(SASM). 

 
Subsequent workshops with the District Board of Directors and TCSD resolved various 
open issues, allowing the preliminary Plan to be completed.  
 
2.  Key Assumptions 
 
The Plan contains a financial model used for deriving rate projections.  The following 
key assumptions were incorporated in the Plan: 
 

 Service to TCSD.  The District currently plans to continue to serve TCSD but at a 
reduced level after FY 2012-13.  TCSD currently discharges 90% of its flow to the 
District.  It is assumed that 50% of this flow would be treated by the District 
commencing in FY 2013-14.  These assumptions have not been formally agreed to 
by the District and TCSD. 

 Capital improvements.  Resolving TCSD’s status allowed the District to 
determine the appropriate combination of capital improvements needed for 
upgrades and regulatory compliance.  The $39 million project total for the period 
FY 2009-10 through FY 2019-20 is itemized in Figure 2.  The majority of the 
improvements are associated with the treatment plant improvements that are 
planned in the next three years to five years. 

                                                 
1 Ten-Year Strategic Plan and Preliminary Financial Study Report. SMCSD. February 2010. 
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 Debt Financing.  The District plans to issue a $29 million bond in FY 2010-11.  
$3.95 million is allocated to TCSD so that it can refinance its current short-term 
loan and finance a portion of the future improvements, rather than pay for them 
from cash.  The result smoothes out TCSD’s share of the capital costs.  TCSD will 
also pay its share of other cash-funded projects and renewal and replacement 
costs. 

 O&M expense and revenue projections.  The budget for FY 2009-10 and an 
updated District staffing plan were used as the basis for projecting operating and 
maintenance expenses.   Inflation rates for O&M and construction costs was 
estimated at 2% per year.  Based on recent rates of growth, it was assumed that 
there will be no growth during this time frame. 

 Fund balance.  The fund balance is trending downward in FY 2009-10.  The 
combination of the projected rate increases and bond proceeds increases the fund 
balance in FY 2010-11, after which it declines as construction is funded.  By FY 
2012-13, construction for the major improvements is finished and the fund 
balance stabilizes thereafter. 

 
3.  Financial Projections and Rate Increases 
 
Various key financial projections are shown in Figure 3.   
 

 Revenue requirements.  The revenue requirements are the sum of O&M, capital 
expenses, and transfers to reserves; in effect the cost of operations. From this, 
non-operating revenues and other sources of non-rate revenue are netted, with 
the remainder being the amount of revenue that must be generated from rates.  
Over the planning period, revenue requirements are projected to gradually 
increase 108.5%. 

 Revenue from current rates.  The revenue from current rates is flat because it is 
assumed that there will be negligible growth. 

 Annual Surplus/(Deficit) without rate increases.  Because the revenue from 
current rates is consistently less than the increasing revenue requirements, ever-
increasing, annual deficits are projected.  

 Rate increases. Rate increases have been programmed in to close the gap 
between the revenue requirements and the revenue.   

 Revenue from increased rates.  With the rate increases, revenue is projected to 
increase 123.0%.   

 Annual Surplus/(Deficit) with rate increases.  Although the cumulative increase 
in rate revenue (123.0%) exceeds the cumulative increase in revenue 
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requirements (108.5%), the revenue increases build on a smaller increase in FY 
2009-10.  As a result, deficits still occur in a number of years. 

 Fund balance.  During the planning period, the fund balance remains above the 
minimum recommended balance with the proposed rate increases.   

 Debt coverage ratio.  The revenue from rates (net of operating expenses) must 
exceed the debt service by 1.20 times.  Rates need to be set to meet this minimum 
requirement regardless of other conditions.  As a result, the rate increases for FY 
2010-11 and FY 2011-12 are needed to provide adequate coverage. 

 Annual charge per EDU.  The annual charges reflect the District’s rate increases.  
(Sausalito and TCSD add their local costs for their respective local O&M and 
capital improvements.)  The charge for Marin City includes an additional 
amount to cover the District’s O&M and capital costs to maintain the Marin City 
collection system.  This charge is projected to increase by the cost of inflation. 

 
Figure 4 shows the projected fund balance.  The steep increase is caused by the receipt 
of the $26.3 million in bond proceeds, which are then expended on the debt-funded 
portion of the capital improvements, drawing the fund balance down. 
 
4.  Annual Charges and Customer Bill Comparison 
 
Figure 3 also shows the projected annual residential charges resulting from the 
projected rate increases.  These charges are levied annually on the tax roll per 
equivalent residential unit (EDU).  Unlike water service, residential sewer service is not 
metered.  Other indirect means can be used to determine residential wastewater flows.  
 
Charging per EDU is the most common basis for charging residential sewer customers 
and has been the District’s practice.  Metered water use, particularly average winter 
water use (when residential irrigation is lowest) can be used as an indirect measure of 
wastewater use.  For agencies that also provide water service, ready access to metered 
water use data enables them to base wastewater bills on water use.   
 
The use of flow for estimating non-residential wastewater discharges is commonly 
practiced to account for the wide variation in non-residential customer wastewater 
flows.  The District’s non-residential sewer customers’ bills are based on metered water 
use data from MMWD.  In order to determine each non-residential bill, District staff 
matches MMWD’s customer accounts with the County of Marin’s assessor parcel 
numbers from the tax rolls, which is a time consuming process.   
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The District’s current practice of billing residential customers per EDU rather than by 
flow is consistent with industry practice, as is its practice of billing the much smaller 
number of non-residential customers on the basis of metered water use.  Certain 
representatives of residential customers have asked the District to consider using flow 
as the basis for deriving residential bills.  They feel that this would more equitably 
charge customers for their share of costs. 
 
The District evaluated whether it should change its practice of billing residential 
customers to a flow-based calculation similar to its non-residential customers, and 
decided to continue charging per EDU for the following reasons. 
 

 Equity.  At least 90% of the District’s costs are fixed.  In other words, if all of the 
District’s customers stopped discharging wastewater, the District’s costs would 
only decrease 10%. Flow-based sewer rates would reflect differences in flow 
among customers, but the costs associated with flow variations are only a small 
portion of the total costs.  Hence, the variation in flow-based bills might not be 
great, depending on how the rate structure was designed. If the District 
converted its residential customers’ bills from flat to flow-based charges, the 
District would still want to retain a fixed component in the charge to ensure that 
each account pays its proportionate share of fixed costs.  As a result, a customer 
with half as much flow as another customer would receive much less than a 50% 
reduction in its bill. 

 Administrative difficulty.  Agencies that provide both water and sewer service 
have ready access to metered water billing data that could be used for billing 
both water and sewer service.  The District only provides sewer service and 
therefore does not have ready access to metered billing data.  Billing customers 
based on flow would require the District to match each customer’s assessor 
parcel number with MMWD’s water accounts.  The administrative effort to bill 
all residential customers based on flow would be much greater than it currently 
takes to bill the much smaller number of non-residential customers.  At present, 
the additional effort would exceed the District’s staffing capabilities. 

 Additional cost.  Billing residential customers based on flow is more expensive.  
In addition to increased staff time, the District would incur costs by consultants 
to manipulate the County and MMWD’s databases to determine each customer’s 
bill.   

 Industry practice. Charging residential customers per EDU is the most common 
industry practice.  Very large agencies as well as small agencies follow this 
practice.  The largest wastewater agency in California, the Los Angeles County 
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Sanitation Districts bills residential customers per EDU rather than by flow 
because it would be impractical for an agency its size to compile meter readings 
from the over 120 water suppliers in its service area.   

 
Figure 5 compares the resulting average bills for the District’s customers with other 
neighboring sewerage agencies in Southern Marin.  The table indicates the costs 
associated with the collection systems and treatment.  For those agencies for which we 
are aware that customers also pay property taxes that are distributed to the sewer 
agency, we added the average property tax payment to the sewer service charge to 
provide the full cost.  The District’s current and proposed charges are within the mid-
range of its neighbors. 
 
Figure 6 expands on the data in Figure 5 by including additional agencies in San Mateo 
County that also discharge to the Bay.  Figure 6 graphs monthly bills versus population 
within each agency’s service area. The trendline indicates that sewer bills are higher for 
smaller agencies, which have smaller customer bases to spread their fixed costs.  Larger 
agencies’ lower bills reflect economies of scale.  The charges by Sausalito and TCSD, 
which are a combination of the District’s charge and their local charges, follow the 
trendline. 
 
5.  Findings and Recommendations 
 
Over the last decade, the District has taken affirmative steps to upgrade its facilities, 
which have malfunctioned, resulting in regulatory sanctions.  At this time, the District 
has identified substantial capital improvements that cannot be funded on a pay-as-you-
go cash basis.  The District will have to issue bonds and incur the costs of financing.  
These additional costs commence as TCSD reduces its flows (and revenues) to the 
District, which diminishes the District’s customer base for distributing costs.  The 
combination of these factors is financially challenging.  We recommend the following 
actions in response. 
 

1. Rate increases.  The District should adopt the rate increases indicated in Figure 3 
for the next four years, namely: 

 
FY 2010-11  21% 
FY 2011-12  20% 
FY 2012-13  15% 
FY 2013-14  12% 
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These rate increases will enable the District to issue bonds for the capital 
improvements that are required for the District to comply with its discharge 
permit. The rate increases in the first two years are needed in order to provide 
minimal debt service coverage.  Based on current assumptions, we do not believe 
it is possible for the rate increases to be reduced and conditions could vary from 
the assumptions in this report that could lead to the need for higher rate 
increases.  These increases do not reflect the local increases in Marin City for 
O&M and capital improvements, which are estimated to increase 2% per year. 

2. Implementation.  Each year, prior to implementing the rate increase, District 
staff should confirm the need for the rate increase.  The District can implement a 
lower rate increase, if possible, without going through the Proposition 218 
notification process. 

3. Rate structure.  The District’s current policy of charging residential customers 
per EDU should be maintained because it is not within the District’s current 
capabilities to bill its residential customers using metered water use data.  The 
District’s practice is consistent with industry practices and is defensible.  
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Figure 1.  SMCSD Historical Residential Charges 

 
 
 

Figure 2.  Capital Improvement Program – FY 2009-10 Through FY 2019-20 
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Figure 3.  Financial Projections 

 
 
 

Figure 4.  Fund Balance With and Without Increased Rate Revenue 
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Figure 5.  Annual Residential Bills In Southern Marin 
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Figure 6.  Residential Customer Bills Versus Population 
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