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WAYS AND MEANS COMMITTEE REVIEW OF THE 2017 TENTATIVE BUDGET 

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION COMMITTEE DEPARTMENTS - SEPTEMBER 23, 2016 
DAVID H. KNAPP, CHAIRMAN 

 
MEMBERS PRESENT:  Mr. Jordan, Mrs. Ervin, Ms. Williams, Mr. May 
MEMBERS ABSENT:  Mr. Kilmartin, Mr. Shepard 
ALSO ATTENDING:  Chairman McMahon, Mrs. Rapp, Dr. Chase, Mrs. Tassone, Mr. Plochocki and see 
attached list 
 
Chair Knapp called the meeting to order at 9:35 a.m. 
 
DEPARTMENT OF WATER ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION – pg. 5-19:  Tom Rhoads, Commissioner; 
Michael Lannon, Deputy Commissioner; Mary Voss, Administrative Director; Bonnie Karasinski, Fiscal 
Officer; Nick Capozza, Sewer Maintenance & Inspection Engineer 
 

Mr. Rhoads introduced his team and presented the following:  
 

   
 

 Unique department - Consolidated Sanitary District, separate and distinct entity, complex department with many 
different things going on  

 

 

http://www.ongov.net/
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 Mission taken very seriously, underscored public sewer systems essential for economic development 

 Save the Rain program started to keep rainwater out of the sewer systems in ACJ area, now evolved to entire sanitary 
district to keep clean water out of the sewers 

 

   
 

 98% of detritus in waterbodies is associated with litter, almost all is street litter carried by rainwater 

 Community awareness essential to make outreach happen 
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 Save the Rain program expanded to suburbs 

 Vast system of ageing assets 
 

 
 

 Seeking continued investments; difficult to find parts, consider safety hazards and inefficacies associated with 1974 
technology 
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 Lowest interest rates in 3 decades, long life investments, well beyond 20 year bond period  
 

 
 

 Buried infrastructure out of sight and out of mind - outreach and communication critical to success  
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 Large team with complicated assets, many difficult and complicated permit requirements, partner with BOCES to 
reduce training costs 

 

 
 

 1895 -1920 vintage sewers, using nondestructive technology and making good investment 

 600 miles of county-owned sewer, lifecycle 200 years at current rate of 3 miles per year; ask for continued support 
and understanding of critical need 
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 Vast system, over 40,000 manholes, miles of pipes - asset management works to reduce risk  
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 Huge assets, appreciate support to maintain good permit condition 
 

 
 

 Critical part of phosphorous program and lake restoration – improving chlorination for secondary bypasses and 
dechlorination of affluent; 2 million gallon tank  
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 Redirecting bio chemical demand waste (BOD) to Metro, costs money to treat at standard plant, must inject air 
 

 
 

 Jail terms associated with violated state permits 

 EPA requires industry permits and industrial user inspections 

 WEP lab tests industry waste and WEP’s affluent, certified to analyses over 100 different items 
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 House calls serviced 24/7, maintain county-owned and town pump stations, plumping inspections countywide  
 

 
 

 Cover fleet for all parts of the county except DOT – budget reflects interdepartmentals, many are chargeback billings 
for fleet and fuel   
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 Revenues external to unit charge, appropriating fund balance to balance budget  
 

 
 

 Debt service growth primarily ACJ, some asset renewal, wage increase largest driver of other expenses increase 
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 101 increases purely due to two salary increases 

 102 dollar difference due to rate change 
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 205 Account:  “Packer” garbage truck, only one in the system, most garbage fleets won’t haul the material, too 
aggressive to their fleet – Number 1 ask last year, cost a lot to keep on the road, well beyond service life; “Aquatic” 
vacuums and flushes sewer system, required to clean town and village assets – revenue driving equipment, bill for 
services; tanker hauls sludge from 5 treatment plants to Metro; other assets being replaced are beyond their useful 
life 

 300 Account:  very strict permit limit - 1/10 of the typical due to discharges into the lake; fuel price difficult to forecast  

 408 Account: primary increase associated with Dilution Study; most other work required by ACJ – AMP and 
outsourced lab work 

 

 
 

 Volatile commodities, anticipating cost per kilowatt less than 2014 and anticipate using less, most energy costs due to 
wet weather, can’t control; 2016 below budget energy use due to dry year 
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 Debt service growth predominately Clinton and Harbor Brook storage facilities – almost $100 million dollars worth of 
assets online 

 Unit charge decreased $.09 in 2016; much better investment than other utilities  
 

  
 

 Well below national average, 50 largest utilities pay close to $600 per year with rate based on 60,000 gallons per 
unit, Onondaga County has 140,000 gallons per unit, Oswego County $800 per unit 

 Doing everything possible to keep unit cost competitive, have unique permits – hope Legislature understands the 
need for the increase  
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 EPA requesting information on Meadowbrook-Limestone extraneous flow, want to develop response plan to include 
additional wet weather storage and tightening parts of the collection system - $1 million dollars; most other requests 
are annual  

 Phosphorous optimization required by ACJ, Meadowbrook-Limestone disinfection required by permit 
 

  
 

 Harbor Brook over 90 years old; Bear Trap-Ley Creek culvert collapsed  
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 Management and Budget team utilized reserves to keep tax levy flat; 101 increase associated with collective 
bargaining unit agreements 

 

 
 

 Over 40% of treated water is extraneous flow – need help increasing awareness for extraneous flow removal and litter  

 Infrastructure investments critical for economy well into the future 
 

Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked where the permit limit increase for Oak Orchard stands 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Made engineering investments to increase BOD permit limits, approved by DEC in 2016, must continue 
to meet all permit limits with aging facility, making investments to continue to be able to do so; 3,000 
additional pounds of BOD approved  
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Mr. Jordan: 

 Questioned what transfer to grants pertains to 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Predominantly Connect the Drops program; ACJ requires floatable control program, using innovative 
source control approach, many communities use net bagging approach, typically cost between $6 and 
$30 million dollars - giant facilities capture litter at end of pipe 

 Some net bagging in current system, source control more sustainable and cost effective; end of pipe 
treatment capital and resource intensive 

Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked how they address it at the source  
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Transfer to grant investment relates to the public education portion of the program 

 Other things such as catch basin filter inserts capture litter at the source, litter doesn’t go into the 
system when it’s not raining, or cause blockage throughout the system or in treatment, skimmer boat 
operates at the harbor and lake, currently using catch basin hoods to rehabilitate City catch basins, 
litter stays in a box and is cleaned out, rather than entering receiving waters 

 
Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked for information on various revenue lines 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 A590038 – industrial waste surcharges, Honeywell discharges and waste haulers community septic 

 A590039 – sewer use charge 

 A590048 - funds received from towns, villages and the city – bill back for cleaning and maintenance 

 A590051 – small rental income from cell towers at Metro and trolley lot parking – asset built with 
sanitary revenue, net revenues come back to the sanitary district 

 
Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked if Metro used all gas produced or had opportunity to sell excess 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Still a net buyer of electricity; approved ESCO project – energy savings to pay for cost of delivery and 
debt for the projects, will enhance energy recovery at Metro 

 Cogeneneration expensive asset, haven’t been able to make the numbers work to buy another one, still 
looking at it 

Chair Knapp: 

 Asked about ESCO project guarantee 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Contractor guarantees projects will pay for themselves over the term, slightly over 15 years based on 
2014 energy prices, typically 20 year borrowings, will be money ahead once complete 

Chair Knapp: 

 Asked if any had been implemented 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 In procurement phase, 2-years before they start to see delivery on some of the projects  
 
Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked about pretreatment of effluent for Pepsi plant in Cicero 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 County doesn’t have program that pays for or requires pretreatment of large entities, referenced 
cogeneration slide (see page 8); actively working to redirect industrial high strength waste, i.e. bottling 
company, dairy and  yogurt industry trucking waste to Metro  

 Keep cost of delivery low to be attractive, saves need for expenditures at Oak Orchard and 
Baldwinsville – product digested at Metro and creates energy, fortunate to have 1965 anaerobic 
digesters, a critical part of this opportunity to create energy from waste 

 
Mr. Jordan: 
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 Asked if physical capacity was increasing with infrastructure improvements  
Mr. Rhoads: 

 None of the capital improvements at the treatment plants themselves are capitalized toward increasing 
the permitted capacity of the plants - permits more intense, previously used chlorine, now required to 
dechlorinate or in some cases change process to ultraviolet light 

 Many asset management programs are to maintain assets, capital programs at the satellite treatment 
plants are about meeting new SPDES requirements 

 Removing extraneous flow restores capacity of the sewer conveyance pipes; due to dry year seeing 
1/10th of the flow from a wet year, treatment plants have much capacity if extraneous flow is removed – 
mainly function of town, village and city sewers that are literally falling apart; restoring pipes keeps 
clean groundwater out and restores the capacity of the system 

 
Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked why they were seeking to add 12 staff positions 
Mr. Voss: 

 Want to add 2nd shift flow control to start doing scheduled maintenance in nonresidential areas from 3-
11 or 4-12, not tying up traffic and using heavy equipment during the day, better to be proactive than 
reactive; adding 1 Sewer Maintenance Crew Leader, 2 Sewer Maintenance Worker 2’s, 1 Pump Station 
Maintenance Worker 2, 2 Sewer Maintenance Worker 1’s and 1 Pump Station Maintenance Worker 1, 
likely move 2 electricians to 2nd shift also  

Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked if the maintenance was currently being done during the day 
Mr. Voss: 

 Currently done during the day and on an emergency basis; emergencies not as bad this year, due to 
less weather 

 102 line barely above where they should be despite the dry year - $766,000 out of $1.1 million gone, 
still have 8 pay periods remaining 

Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked if staff could be moved from 1st to 2nd shift 
Mr. Voss: 

 No 
Mr. Capozza: 

 Trying to limit requirement for additional vehicles to fleet, very expensive, want to operate 16 hours per 
day, some very large cleaning projects, approximately 1,000+ yards of material per year, staff intensive, 
adding evening capacity to keep expensive pieces of equipment operating 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Aquatech vehicle expensive, adding 2nd shift allows for better hardware utility  

 Towns and villages continue to expand their network, more sewer miles to clean - need to add more 
equipment or another shift  

Mr. Voss: 

 Also adding, 1 Crew Leader for Metro maintenance division secondary treatment area, have been 
without leader for 6 years, trying to replace 

 4 WWTP Helper I/E’s – training title for instrumentation electrical division, difficult time finding 
electricians, hired everyone existing in County government from DOT or Facilities, need to be able to 
train their own electricians, highly skilled technical people that need both computer and electrical 
backgrounds 

 Had good partnership with ITT Tech for 6 months, hired 3 people; ITT Tech closed by federal 
government  

 Title allows opportunity for current labor with aptitude for electrical and computer work to be trained 
before advancing to journeyman; need to grow their own talent 

Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked of OCC had any 
Mr. Voss: 

 OCC program is more technology based, also worked with BOCES; ITT had combination electrical 
technology program, nice fit with enough field practical hours to get graduates in 
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 OCC and BOCES graduates need field experience before coming to WEP, title allows opportunity to 
reach those graduates and provide field experience so they can qualify for the next move up 

 Current entry level title is Worker Grade 7, equates to journeyman electrician, rate pales in comparison 
to what a journeyman can make working for a homebuilder; has been a struggle for 8 years, exhausted 
every avenue, other than growing their own 

Chairman McMahon: 

 Asked if there was money behind all 12 creations 
Mr. Voss: 

 Yes – proposing money behind all 
 
Chairman McMahon: 

 Thanked Mr. Rhoads for the presentation – great job 

 Mr. Rhoads accurately stated sewer systems drives economic development, to be consistent with those 
remarked, should be looking to upgrade capacity whenever possible with multimillion dollar projects, 
maintaining existing infrastructure allows no room for growth, need to grow or will be pricing residents 
out of the community overall; already have highest property taxes in the country and state, capacity 
needs to be engineered in whenever possible  

 Asked about year to date numbers for overall budget and if fund balance would be used 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Anticipate using fund balance in 2016, less than budgeted as overtime, energy consumption and fuel 
prices are down 

Chairman McMahon: 

 Approved up to $8.2 million in 2016, used zero in 2015; asked how much will be used in 2016 
Mr. Morgan: 

 Clarified adopted budget was $5.4 million, additional fund balance appropriated during the year for a 
specific project, actually asking to use more fund balance in this budget 

 Will use all appropriated fund balance, except $800,000, based on most recent projections  
 
Chairman McMahon: 

 Fuel budgeted at $2.37 per gallon, asked what they buy it for now and how much is used per year 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Averaging $1.43 per gallon for unleaded, 390,000 gallons including interdepartmental fuel 
Chairman McMahon: 

 Asked if figure includes DOT 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 DOT does not typically fuel with them, anyone with a fuel card can fuel – mostly Sheriff  
 
Chairman McMahon: 

 Asked for confirmation that packer truck was No. 1 on their wish list 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Yes – No. 1 last year as well 
Mr. Voss: 

 Really a need, not a wish  
 
Chairman McMahon: 

 Propose adding 12 positions, salary savings comes off that, resulting in net increase of $1.2 million 
dollars 

Mr. Morgan: 

 Actually 14 positions - two positions being funded that are currently unfunded, proposing unfunding 4 
positions, net 10 positions; salary savings $250,000,also includes raises and steps – many pluses and 
minuses  

Chairman McMahon: 

 Asked if the retirement incentive dropped down to WEP’s budget  
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Mr. Morgan: 

 Yes – to be clear, did not factor in any potential retirees into this budget, only throughout funds 
supported by the general fund 

 No increased salary savings factored into WEP or water; WEP funded with sewer unit charge 
Mr. Voss: 

 No way to tell how many will retire, he is usually the last to know, big secret 
 
Mr. May: 

 Thanked WEP for the good presentation noting the strategic properties slide (see page 10) was 
excellent at putting the numbers into prospective with their priorities – very well done 

 Asked the total cost of the ACJ and the County’s portion, at this point, within a few million 
dollars 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 ACJ started before his time, in 1998 – round number probably $600 million dollars total, will get back 
with the local number  

 County very aggressive at getting grants, Congressman Walsh was very good to the program, currently 
enjoying grant programing for green infrastructure projects, federal government moved away from grant 
model to low interest loan as national needs are so great 

Mr. May: 

 Knows they are working very hard on this, getting at how much debt service is being carried for this 
since the beginning of time; if they can get that number it would be fantastic  

 
Mr. May: 

 Asked if revenue would be associated with the 2nd shift positions and the percentage 
Mr. Capozza: 

 Hard to characterize, only bill revenue when working on town and village infrastructure; trying to 
transition from reactive to proactive to keep facilities from failing; 2nd shift implemented 3-4 years ago 

Mr. Voss: 

 Small crew, swing shift used to avoid having to call people in for emergencies at night 
Mr. Capozza: 

 System growing 7-10 miles per year, now have pump stations popping up all over 

 Based on scheduling would likely be 50/50 split, some recovery of cost, if doing emergency response in 
towns and villages to reestablish sewer flow, helpful to perfom cleaning then, rather than remobilizing in 
the morning, would allow focus on projects, often kicked down the road due to emergencies – night 
blockages are then cleaned the next day, replaces their scheduled task and fall behind continually 

 This year great due to dry weather, can’t bank on that 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Revenues for town, village and city bill backs on 2-year delay, 2016 work billed in 2017 and payable in 
2018, won’t see direct response to 2017 work in 217 revenue 

Mr. May: 

 Asked why the delay 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Many municipalities need the actual number to bill their town district  
Mr. May: 

 We’re floating costs for towns and villages until they bill for it – pretty nice service, good deal; 50% of 
the 2nd shift would be covered by some kind of offsetting revenue sometime off in the horizon 

 
Mr. May: 

 Asked for more detail on the revenue generated by the packer, aquatech and tanker trucks, large ticket 
items 

 Asked the percentage of cost and return on investment – starts with percentage of work for WEP’s own 
infrastructure 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Anticipate billing $1.73 million to towns and village in 2017 
Mr. Capozza: 
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 Aquatech cost about $360,000 and $380,000 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Will get more out of it by not having to invest in more equipment and using a 2nd shift; looking to replace 
a 1997 combination cleaner, get a number of years out of them; can run the business case a little more 
to answer the question, believe keeping assets on the road more often helps recover costs faster - the 
more its used the better the investment 

Mr. May: 

 That’s good enough – thank you 
 
Chairman McMahon: 

 Asked if the trolley lot revenue was $58,000, the amount of increase 
Mr. Morgan: 

 Believes the number is more than $58,000, in the process of getting that number as well as the 
Facilities number for him 

 
Mr. Plochocki: 

 As Environmental Protection Committee chair, often received calls from people critical of lake clean up 
noting litter was floating on the lake, especially near Onondaga Creek and asked who was cleaning the 
surface - explained county had skimmer boats but was still getting complaints 

 About 1 year ago complaints drastically dropped off to the point of not receiving any – not surprised as 
he toured the new Clinton storage facility where all kinds of garbage is caught in grates before water 
then goes through the rest of the process, the bottom of the massive storage facility looks like a 
garbage dump, the amount is unbelievable and that doesn’t count all the stuff caught in the grates – 
amazing to see the amount of garbage carried by stormwater that would have been going directly into 
Onondaga Creek and lake 

 Asked Mr. Rhoads to confirm that even skimmer boats are collecting less 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Continue to collect less from the harbor area because of source control; now able to use contract for 
some peripheries of the lake where there are legacy materials from 20 years ago 

Mr. Plochocki: 

 Solid antidotal evidence that big strides have been made with floatable control and are being noticed 

 Asked if projects reducing infiltration and inflow (I & I) actually increase de facto capacity, killing two 
birds with one stone  

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Precisely the point he hopes everyone understands, i.e. Westside pump station upgrade increasing 
flow capacity from 30 million gallons to 42 million gallons, 6 million gallons typical for dry weather flow – 
additional 36 million gallons of capacity needed just for extraneous flow 

 Almost all treatment and pump station assets constrained are constrained by extraneous flow 
Mr. Plochocki: 

 I & I factored into the amount of capacity a pump station can handle, if I & I were reduced there could 
be increased development 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 If pipes are filled with extraneous flow there is no room for growth, if flow is taken out of the pipes they 
can continue to grow  

 
Mr. Plochocki: 

 Following up on the fund balance issue - $800,000 remaining for 2016 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Conservative estimate - using $800,000 less than budgeted 
Mr. Plochocki: 

 Asked if the amount of fund balance proposed for 2017 was less than 2016 
Mr. Morgan: 

 Yes 
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Mr. Plochocki: 

 Asked if it would be prudent for the Legislature to allocated more fund balance in the name of lower 
sewer rates 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Using much fund balance now, budget as modified includes additional $3 million dollar transfer, 
projecting fund balance will continue to decrease, in 6 to 7 years there will be no fund balance, believes 
the citizenry is more comfortable with a steady even projection, sudden spike in rate creates the most 
turmoil; other utilities, i.e. cable TV increases 7% per year, like it or not 

 Most all utilities recommend a slow and steady increase rather than using up all reserves and then 
having a 20% rate increase  

Mr. Morgan: 

 Mr. Rhoads absolutely correct; modeled this out for years to include the debt service that will come on 
for infrastructure projects and lake cleanup, along with regular operating cost increases - using steady 
use of fund balance as well as increase in rate to avoid rate shock  

 At one point County Executive said they were looking at 25% over 5 years, haven’t reached that, came 
close, a goal they are still reaching for  

 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Paraphrased - Dr. Chase is concerned that even though there is a County system the City of Syracuse 
residents might not enjoy the benefit 

Dr. Chase: 

 Not to the same degree as the areas around the city, even though they contribute at the same rate as 
everyone else 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 $600,000 million dollars of ACJ investment was all within the City of Syracuse, ongoing work at Metro is 
serving the city, Save the Rain projects going on now at South Avenue and Mitchell improves the city, 
green infrastructure project on State Street now will benefit many different neighborhoods, actively 
working on green street project at Lancaster Avenue for fall construction, doing project in 061, recently 
completed 063 project in the northwestern area of the city 

 Trolley lot could have been regional treatment facility in Armory Square, parking lot was falling apart, 
restored to remarkable asset for water quality and created one of the best above ground parking 
facilities in the city 

 Two sides to every coin, but the City of Syracuse has seen a number of very beneficial projects; in 
scarce resource environment everyone would like to see more in their area, continue to make a number 
of very significant investments within the city  

Dr. Chase: 

 It is hard to answer people who have sewage flowing in their basement, that the trolley lot has now 
been fixed up 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Some of the more significant problems observed in the city sewer system are related to the city sewers 
- County only responsible for the main highways, i.e. State responsible for Route 81 and Route 690, if 
small connector street wasn’t being plowed by the Syracuse DPW, wouldn’t blame that on the state  

 The city has a sanitary sewer fee, just as all the towns and villages do, each is responsible for 
maintenance and responsibilities; bill back town and villages for work done on their sewer, city has its 
own DPW responsible for their own maintenance, County does small amount of emergency 
maintenance for the city - if blockages in the city cause backups, it is the city responsibility 

 
Mr. Jordan: 

 Asked how the packer truck was constructed, if caustic would want plastic instead of metal tank 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Corrosion is one issue, the other is abrasive grit materials, packer pushes trash into the truck, each 
time it moves with glass or grit it will erode the bottom of the truck, plastic not ideal as inner body 
component, grit would erode it away; can’t get a stainless steel packer truck 
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Chair Knapp: 

 Digester was built in the 1960’s 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 1965 
Chair Knapp: 

 Even older than the Pinto; asked about capacity 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Digesters have some capacity – Metro campus strongpoint of the system, largest treatment plant and 
has an abundance of capacity, the most capacity to treat high strength waste and handle flow 

 Best efforts are to find ways to push economic development in the Metro service area, part of the Ley 
Creek and Salina service areas – many of the old industrial campuses, i.e. Carrier, New Venture Gear, 
Bristol Meyers Squibb 

 Changes in legacy industries has created opportunities for restoration of economy, now have capacity 
remaining in main mother ship campus; satellite plants smaller with original design primarily for 
residential, becomes problematic when industry is added 

 Looking to add additional capacity to store digester gas as gas volumes and energy demands fluctuate, 
one project in the long-term CIP  

 
Chair Knapp: 

 Asked for thoughts on use of meters to more accurately bill for what is generated or coordinating with 
OCWA to see what is going in and use an equation to determine typical outcome 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Water meters are expensive, home meters are not his bailiwick and clean water is different than the 
water they manage in that the meters require a lot more service, typically not done at a household level; 
most sanitary sewer rates are built around water use 

 In the sanitary district itself not all parts have a public water supply, rate base built around designated 
volume, many households have seen water use decrease; may be able to discuss in the future – right 
now metering doesn’t seem to make sense  

 
Chair Knapp: 

 Asked the Save the Rain budget for this year  
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Save the Rain Connect the Drops public education budget is $185,000, actual work is coming out of 4 
active capital budgets for CSO abatement, not out of this operating budget 

Chair Knapp: 

 Asked if there was a number for this year 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Only thing they are doing now is reducing the Midland budget and increasing the Harbor Brook budget 
by an equal amount  

 
Chair Knapp: 

 Asked if there was any way to measure the extraneous flow for this dry year 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Will try to get something together comparing a wet month; not done with 2016 but have seen record low 
flows at Metro, some overnight flows at the relationship of 20 million gallons per day, average daily 
basis is 66 to 67 million of late – a lot of extraneous flow 

 
Chair Knapp: 

 Asked current fees for proposed increases included in local law as part of the budget 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Groundwater permit $185, masonry fee $150, asbestos permit $100, industrial user permit $250 and 
SIU $400; fees established in the 1990’s or older; cost more than $150 to turn a masonry permit 
around, not asking for a lot and not a huge part of their budget, persons should be responsible for those 
costs, rightsizing fees 
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 Waste hauler fee, annual license, going from $25 to $50 per year – not sure it was included in local law; 
shouldn’t be losing money on transactions to manage one-time use things 

Chair Knapp: 

 Asked if the waste hauler was independent 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Septic hauler, pays per gallon, also has to be issued a permit 
Chair Knapp: 

 Similar to an OCRRA permit 
Mr. Rhoads: 

 Yes  
 
Mrs. Ervin: 

 Other departments cutting back, adding 10 people doesn’t vote well, asked for clarification as to why 
some of the day shift couldn’t move to the night shift 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Several fundamental discussions, equipment pieces are expensive, will get better return on investment 
by using jet and vacuum equipment additional hours per day, also able to perform more work, continue 
to see growth in town and village sewers they serve, also much time spent on maintenance of traffic 
when maintenance work is done during the day, better to complete in the evening in industrial areas 
where people aren’t sleeping - more productive and better economy for 2nd shift  

Mrs. Ervin: 

 Asked why people currently doing the work during the day couldn’t work at night going forward 
Mr. Voss: 

 Backed up, have enough scheduled maintenance for both shifts, night industrial work will help keep 
their head above water 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Need to add another shift, best to add a night shift that doesn’t need additional capital resources to 
support it – more economical with less capital investment 

Mrs. Ervin: 

 Not sold, let’s move on 
 
Mrs. Ervin: 

 EOC and many other build to work programs are out there, asked if they worked with anyone beside 
ITT to find people they could train as electricians, rather than hiring and training 

Mr. Voss: 

 BOCES and OCC are two resources looked into - complicated because of civil service, must already be 
county employee to work at WEP or have enough of a track record through the IBEW or another union 
to qualify at the journeyman level 

 Don’t currently have entry level title, asking for the titles so they will have the ability to find people 
through places like EOC, get them the 2 years of experience needed to be a journeyman and promote 
from within 

Mr. Rhoads: 

 Asking for creation of titles to accommodate what Ms. Ervin is asking 
Mrs. Ervin: 

 Still not sold, but thank you 
Chair Knapp: 

 Thanked Mr. Rhoads for his time 
 
METROPOLITAN WATER BOARD – pg. 5-52:  I. Holly Rosenthal, Executive Director; William Fisher, 
Deputy County Executive 
 

Chair Knapp apologized for having to leave the meeting and noted that Mr. Jordan would chair the meeting 
until he returned.   
 
Mr. Fisher: 
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 Budget would change dramatically if transfer of personnel and operations is authorized from MWB to 
OCWA 

 Ms. Rosenthal will present accomplishments for last year and provide an update on mission and goals, 
Mr. Fisher will describe the budget 

 
Ms. Rosenthal presented the following: 
 

Good morning,  
As it has been each and everytime over the past seven budgets, it is an honor and a privilege and an absolute pleasure to 
appear before you, the dedicated leaders of our community.  I have been humbled by the trust and respect you have 
given me in the stewardship of our region’s water system over these years, and as Mr. Plochocki has noted, I have been 
forthright in outlining what I believe to be the best and most responsible course.  Our Country is on the verge of a public 
water crisis with the potential to lose public trust at best and to cause harm at worst.  It is now common knowledge that 
sound management and critical investment in our complex drinking water systems is essential and long overdue. 
 

   
 

 Nearly limitless and high-quality water supply MWB has access to for the community – county blessed everyday with 
respect to abundance and quality of water  

 

 
 

 People around the world aren’t as fortunate, pictures represent examples of water crisis and shortages experienced 
around the world, lower right corner largest water supply for China  
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 Closer to home, Hoosick Falls experienced their own water quality tragedy; image of tap water and infrastructure from 
Flint, MI, sobering to note what has happened in the course of the last year in a country so rich and advanced 

 Image on right from Albany - SUV feel into sink hole from water main break 
 

   
 

 Commend the Legislature and the County Executive for making sure MWB is not betraying the public, but there is 
much more to be done  

 Example of award winning water on tables, hope to use it to toast continuing to do the right things for the system as 
they move forward   

 

   
 

 Won award for work completed at terminal site, included sustainability practices, innovation and alternative energy  

 Much more to be done, thanks to County Executive and Legislature for past leadership and recognizing there is much 
more ahead, MWB accomplished monumental work over the past 6-yearrs infused with sustainability and innovation, 
despite many challenges 

 Opportunity to make history this year as a community that takes action to continue to protect our precious water 
resources for economic and public health benefit  
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 Outside of MWB role she has been dedicated to the community in many capacities, including 14-years as treasurer of 
OCWA, before coming to MWB - County Executive’s proposal is the right move for our regional water system and an 
action that can demonstrate the value of government consolidations 

 Excited MWB can take the lead and believe so strongly that she is willing to put her own self-interests on the line to do 
the right thing – this has been discussed many times over MWB’s 50-year history, time to get this done, take the 
politics out of water and avoid the tragedies of other communities through the more efficient and independent 
governance OCWA affords  

 
Mr. Fisher: 

 Recognized 2 MWB members:  Deb Somers, Commissioner of Water, City of Syracuse and Professor Sam Salem, 
distinguished Chair at Syracuse University in Civil and Environmental Engineering and Sustainable Civic 
Infrastructures  

 City important part of MWB – Mayor makes 3 recommendations, among 7 appointees that County Executive and 
Legislative Chair make to the board; Professor Salem expert in asset infrastructure planning, budgeting and building; 
all MWB members very instrumental in educating Mr. Fisher on how MWB works, the relationship with OCWA and 
wise counsel as alternatives were explored 

 MWB will remain to help guide the county and region down a path established many years ago 

 Since 1962 MWB has pulled water out of Lake Ontario, vision of John Mulroy, Steven Rogers and other board 
members, saw community was growing and would need more water than supply from Skaneateles Lake to City of 
Syracuse, considered Otisco Lake but County had financial resources to borrow money needed to create water 
treatment facilities, filtration plants, interconnect pipes, and storage – now face challenges with infrastructure  

 

 
 

 Orange lines county property - bring water from Lake Ontario to Onondaga County, blue lines OCWA - delivers water 
to residential and commercial customers in Onondaga and adjacent counties  

 Two systems for a long time – MWB wholesaler, OCWA retailer; over the years OCWA has grown much larger than 
MWB, for sense of scale 2016 budgets $11 million for MWB and $40 million for OCWA, OCWA 4 times larger, makes 
sense as retail has become more significant and they do their own direct intake of water from Otisco Lake  

 Proposal would fundamentally change relationship by transferring all MWB employees, operation and maintenance of 
County property run by MWB to OCWA 
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 31 people transferring – not transfer of titles, actual transfer of people in those titles; transfer of function means people 
must be selected by OCWA’S board, will select all employees - an absolute requirement, will not go forward without 
each having their job, none will have to interview or pass another civil service exam, and no break of service in 
retirement system; must negotiate impact on CSEA members to insure seniority and all other collective bargaining 
unit rights are resolved in manner satisfactory to union and current employer 

 Transfer date around January 1, 2017, need to work out details to ensure one paycheck ends and next is picked up 
and there are no lapse of benefits for health coverage 

 MWB budget simple way to describe what will happen  
 

 
 

 2016 Modified $11.3 million, 2017 Executive direct appropriations down to $200,000 – no salaries or benefits will be 
paid by the County, drafting contract, under state legislation OCWA able to enter into cooperation agreements with 
municipalities, has been done done many times and is how OCWA has grown, MWB would be the largest transaction 
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but very similar,County Executive needs Legislative approval to enter into agreement, budget cannot be done without 
contract and vice versa 

 Two costs will continue to be paid out of the water fund - a standalone fund, all money coming into the water fund, 
stays in the water fund and is spent from there, not the general fund, the water fund will remain responsible for its own 
retirees and workers comp (see Line A691200), and interdepartmental charges for ongoing services to MWB from the 
Law department (see Line A694950), Law also has 6-7 page due diligence check list, all things that must happen to 
put this into effect, estimated figures will be reimbursed by contract for the exact amount 

 Debt previously authorized will be paid out of the water fund (see Line A699690), but if there is not enough funding 
from the only revenue source, the ad valorem, the contract ensures that OCWA will provide the funding needed to 
balance MWB’s budget, including payment of principal and interest on existing bonds and any bonds issued that have 
already been authorized by the Legislature 

 

Mr. May: 

 Asked if this would be ongoing or onetime 
Mr. Fisher: 

 Would be a yearly MWB budget until the assets are transferred, if ever, will be a lease, currently drafted 
as 30 –years 

 An ad valorem fee levied on water district members comprised of 17 of the 19 towns - Spafford and 
Skaneateles sued to stay out of the water district and are not in it; propose levying same ad valorem 
next year, and so on, as debt is not being transferred; bond debt will be retired in 22-23 years 

 Future Legislature may decide to transfer assets after debt has been extinguished, subject to 
mandatory referendum – on a ballot 

Mr. Morgan: 

 On the expense side liken it to Van Duyn, continue to have legacy costs to support retiree health care, 
workers comp claims and any debt service costs until all are gone 

 
 Proposal keeps ad valorem the same and budgets amount sufficient to balance the budget – actual costs 

contractual obligation of OCWA, won’t build up fund balance but will balance each year with exact cost 
 

 
 

 Why do this – assets, particularly in Oswego, aging substantially, authorized funding for Treatment Assurance 
Program (TAP) budgeted amount $40 million, authorized bond of $5.72 sits on the books, only plan to borrow 
what they spend till yearend, as long as OCWA and its bond council are ready to finance remainder of project 

 Potential efficiency to be gained, people do similar work, MWB workforce tends to be younger, OCWA starting to 
have a problem, don’t have expertise to replace some senior level staff retiring, integrating workforces provides 
better composition to last next 20-30 years 

 Mr. Hooker, Executive Director, OCWA estimates 11 positions could be eliminated by yearend 2017 via attrition 
and holding some position - no layoffs, going from 179 to 168, saving between $500,000 and $1 million dollars by 
the end of 2017; not huge number in proportion to expenditures, but payed back over 20 years the amount really 
matters 
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 When trying to ensure ratepayers get high quality, safe, and competitively priced water must look at the costs – 
can’t pass up efficiency, found previous obstacles could be overcome, started talking to legislative leadership, 
mood in community says they need to look at things like this; Consensus recommended smaller water district look 
at combining with larger districts – saw this as a challenge and responded; hogwash to those that say there are 
no efficiencies from putting these together  

 

 
 
 

 
 

Ms. Williams: 

 Asked if all 39 position would have the same pay grade 
Mr. Fisher: 

 Not all 39 will be going to OCWA, 8 are not filled, 31 people will be going over and none will be left 
worse-off than they are –  some CSEA positions at OCWA are 40 hours, where MWB’s are 35 but paid 
more per hour, other CSEA positions may be represented by Teamsters, attorneys have advised that it 
is a matter for the employees, collective bargaining units, and collective bargaining agreements - gets 
worked out when each of the transfer of functions goes into effect, also some management confidential 
employee counterparts at OCWA are represented by CSEA, very likely they would become CSEA 
employees 
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 Mr. Hooker look at each persons salary and where they would slot in, each will make as much or more 
than their base salary, also assured benefits to be equal or superior; has much experience brining 
smaller water districts in, has worked through all those issues; there will be meetings between Mr. 
Hooker, his team and MWB employees between now and October 11; understand employees will be 
worried, Ms. Rosenthal met with all MWB employees on the day this was announced 

Ms. Rosenthal: 

 Assured MWB employees they would make as much or more, and jobs would be secure  
Ms. Williams: 

 Concerned for workers that tend to get left out when decisions are made, don’t want them getting the 
short end of the stick or making less 

Mr. Fisher: 

 Can have confidence, Ms. Rosenthal going with her team, senior manager 
Ms. Williams: 

 Will be contacting Ms. Rosenthal to follow-up 
Ms. Rosenthal: 

 MWB employees have heard rumors for years, presentation was positively received - they are excited  
 
Mrs. Rapp: 

 Asked if the contract would be ready before the budget was passed 
Mr. Fisher: 

 Yes – draft contract back and forth 3-4 times, need to be close by September 30 when Ways and 
Means adoptes its report, don’t want a lot of uncertainties left to be resolved between then and session 

 Want public hearing to be based on what Legislature decides to do with County Executive’s proposed 
budget  

Mrs. Rapp: 

 Doesn’t allow much time to review the proposal - sooner rather than later  
Mr. Fisher: 

 Point taken 
 
Mrs. Ervin: 

 Asked if assets were going to OCWA without compensation 
Mr. Fisher: 

 No, in general there is real property and personal property, real property easier, know what land, 
building and storage tanks they have, easy to list - the least OCWA will pay is $1 as MWB balances 
their budget and OCWA pays the bills, if OCWA paid more than the actual expenses it would sit in fund 
balance and drive up rates, all costs covered through the lease; not like transaction with arm’s length 
buyer, don’t need assessed value 

 Personal property more complicated, good inventory of trucks, computers, and such, still have to 
determine if property is owned, require OCWA to maintain it or actually move some trucks so OCWA 
owns them, again would not need compensation as funds would sit in water fund 

Mr. Rosenthal: 

 Currently have some leases with OCWA, i.e. Southern Branch pipeline, built by the County, leased 
from MWB to OCWA; law department used that lease as template for lease of these assets  

 
Mr. Plochocki: 

 Asked why OCWA would not buy or be given the assets 
Mr. Fisher: 

 Would be subject to mandatory referendum, could not be done now, would have to put on ballot next 
year and wait to see what voters said, would require decisions on price and other complex items, 
looked at airport for model, faced the same question; City owns the airport, Airport Authority has 40 
year lease and makes all the decisions 

 Transferring property and satisfying bond holders to trust another organization gets complicated, all 
assets must be written down and depreciated, once the depreciation is down to zero it becomes pretty 
easy to transfer 
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Chairman McMahon: 

 OCWA probably doesn’t have the funds - can’t sell for next to nothing, on the books at a price 
Ms. Rosenthal: 

 Same model used by OCWA to acquire or lease other smaller water systems, i.e. Camillus 
Mr. Fisher: 

 OCWA would likely have to go into debt to take on MWB debt, MWB would need property appraisals 
and Legislature would have to authorize the price – no value added doing it that way 

Ms. Rosenthal: 

 This is an elegant solution that addresses many issues in a simple way, which were used as obstacles 
when considered in the past  

Mr. Plochocki: 

 MWB much larger situation, fundamentally following same model OCWA used for towns and villages  

 Asked why MWB was created separately when OCWA was already in place 
Mr. Fisher: 

 County had deep pockets, OCWA not as substantial - didn’t have the credit history the County had or 
could achieve 

 Previous bipartisan push for this to happen by Mr. Rhinehart and Mr. Masterpole, before taking the job 
23-years ago Mr. Hooker was advised that these might merge; eventually somebody says its time 

Ms. Rosenthal: 

 Merger first considered in 1971 -  MWB created in 1962, water first flowed through the system in 1967   
 
Chair Jordan: 

 Clarified proposal - MWB to retain ownership of all real property and physical assets, turning over use 
to OCWA, OCWA to maintain assets and is responsible for any shortfall between expenses and 
revenue 

Mr. Fisher: 

 Referenced org chart  – capital projects will also be transferred 

 
 

 CARE projects already authorized and funds appropriated; Ms. Rosenthal to ensure projects are done 
properly, OCWA to take on the capital projects and planning 

Chair Jordan: 

 Asked if OCWA would be bearing the costs 
Mr. Fisher: 

 Lawyers are going back and forth, particularly OCWA’s bond counsel, on how they can receive rights to 
these assets that allow them to bond for further improvements, as long as OCWA’s counsel feels 
confident that they can borrow against improvements to MWB assets it will be done that way, some 
chance MWB would have to borrow to continue to improve MWB assets, knowing that OCWA would be 
paying those debt service payments; rather not do it this way but must find away that satisfies all and 
reduces the risks  

 
Chair Jordan: 

 Asked if Line A590002 was the water district charge on the tax bills 
Mr. Fisher: 

 It is the ad valorem; asked Ms. Rosenthal how it goes on the tax bill   
Ms. Rosenthal: 

 County water district, separate line item, same basis as the property value within Onondaga County 
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Chair Jordan: 

 Asked revenue source for Line A590057  
Mr. Fisher: 

 Balancing revenue payments from OCWA under cooperation agreement: likely bill OCWA quarterly  
 
Chair Jordan: 

 Elaborate on contractual expenses – Line A695700 
Mr. Fisher: 

 Curtain services, including program and project management and administrative services, will be 
contractual to maintain some control over how work is carried out - OCWA obligated to provide those 
services back to MWB; would like to maintain for at least a year, if comfortable that assets are 
operated, maintained and improved properly may go away, provides more control over service and 
quality 

 
Chair Jordan: 

 Asked how the MWB and OCWA boards would work, and relative responsibilities 
Mr. Fisher: 

 MWB management and board relationship would go away, board responsible for planning and strategy 
around county assets; hope they have opportunity to look at bigger picture to provide vision 

 MWB recommends water rate to the Legislature each year and is just absorbing all of this, County 
Executive asked that they adopt a $0 rate for OCWA – doesn’t make sense to charge for water they are 
producing; for other parties a water rate needs to be adopted, i.e. City of Syracuse; budget contains 
assumed water rate, board weights in on rate, Legislature adopts water rate by October 11 

 MWB would presumably weigh in on whether ad valorem needs to continue when county doesn’t own 
any property 
 

Chair Jordan: 

 Asked what happens if the whole thing falls apart with respect to maintenance and repair costs 
Mr. Fisher: 

 OCWA will be responsible for operations, maintenance and capital improvement for all assets, if that’s 
not possible, MWB may have to take on improvements but not operations and maintenance, agreement 
will define service levels and rights to ultimately take back property if there is a breach of the agreement 

 Have seen OCWA operate for 60 years take over others and do an outstanding job, 5 members of 
OCWA board are appointed by the Legislative Chairman and are accountable to the County  

 
Chair Jordan: 

 Asked if the City was part of the merger plan 
Mr. Fisher: 

 No – has no impact on the relationship between the City and OCWA, City gets 3% of its water from 
OCWA and 97% from Skaneateles by contract; City indicated they are comfortable with this 
transaction, lawyers would have to weigh in; City also has a filtration avoidance permit, would have to 
be transferred; City is not a party to this transaction  

 
Chair Jordan: 

 Ask if the City could enter into a similar arrangement with OCWA even if the County did not; looking at 
this in separate pieces, concern that city structure becoming part of OCWA would put a burden on the 
system   

Mr. Fisher: 

 Not aware of anything in the cooperation agreement that would change the City or OCWA’s options or 
rights as it pertains to agreements with one another 

Ms. Rosenthal: 

 City has always had the opportunity to merge, this doesn’t change that - currently the concern has been 
on OCWA’s part in that consideration  
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The meeting adjourned at 12:33 p.m.  
 

Respectfully submitted, 
 

 
 
KATHERINE M. FRENCH, Deputy Clerk 
Onondaga County Legislature 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


