
“probably” went to the well too of-
ten. 

“Did we set aside enough for
maintenance and repairs? Proba-
bly not,” he said. “But to do that
we would have had to raise water
rates and taxes, and there would
have been a huge outcry.” 

Water and sewer money helps
keep property taxes and water
rates down for city residents, even
though the annual transfers of wa-
ter and sewer money into the gen-
eral fund anger some suburbanites
also served by the system. They
pay almost twice as much as city
residents.

Mayor Bob Coble said Colum-
bia residents are entitled to a profit
on their sewer and water system,
and it should be used to offset the
cost of running and growing the
city. The annual raid on the water
and sewer fund is less than 10 per-
cent of the utility fund’s annual
$104 million budget.

“Without a return, why would
you have a water system outside
the city limits?” Coble asked. “Why
would you (run water and sewer
lines to enable) economic devel-
opment outside the city that does-
n’t benefit you, if you didn’t get a
return?”

BUILDING BUSINESS
This year, Columbia is spend-

ing $7.4 million from the water
and sewer fund on economic de-
velopment and other city services.

Spending water money for eco-

nomic development increased
from $1.9 million in fiscal year
1999-2000 to $3.5 million in 2005-
2006. That year, City Council
dipped into the water fund for a
record $8 million.

The theory behind the fund di-
versions is that as new stores, of-
fices, factories and malls open, the
city sells more water and takes in
more revenue. In other words, new
customers mean more money to
run the city.

“We are trying to grow the
city’s tax base, grow water and

sewer (revenues) and provide jobs
for residents of the city of Colum-
bia and the region,” said the city’s
economic development director
Jim Gambrell.

In addition to economic devel-
opment, water funds pay for:
■ The Columbia Development
Corp. and three other development
corporations. They are intended to
encourage and guide investment
in the Vista, Five Points, Rosewood
and Two Notch Road areas.
■ The Office of Business Oppor-
tunities. The office helps small and

minority- and female-owned busi-
nesses get a share of city contracts,
mostly in construction.
■ The City Center Partnership,
which encourages and guides in-
vestment in the central business
district that stretches out from
Main Street.
■ The city’s effort to help organi-
zations such as Engenuity, a part-
nership with the state and USC
that helps drive interest around the
university’s Innovista research
campus.

One myth is that water money

was used to build the Columbia
Metropolitan Convention Center,
to help build USC’s Colonial Life
Arena and even to stage the now-
defunct Three Rivers Music Festi-
val. 

A tourism development fee paid
by Columbia and Richland and
Lexington counties built the con-
vention center, city manager Steve
Gantt said, and helped USC build
the arena. Hotel and restaurant
taxes paid for the music festival,
although some general fund
money was used to make up for
shortfalls, which theoretically
could be traced to water money.

Water and sewer money at one
point did pay for the operations of
the Columbia Museum of Art and
EdVenture Children’s Museum,
before 2007, when some of the
money was used for “community
promotions.” That spending
peaked in 2003-2004 at $725,000,
records show. Since 2007, no wa-
ter funds have been used for com-
munity promotions.

“The day of frivolity in the gen-
eral fund has come to a screech-
ing halt,” Gantt said, given the
city’s recent financial crisis and the
need for utility improvements.

Gantt  acknowledged that the
city’s overall budget has become
dependent on water and sewer
money. The city could be using
more money to upgrade the water
and sewer system each year, he
said.

Columbia allocated about $23
million of its $104 million utility
fund for big water and sewer pro-
jects this year. The rest went to
debt payments, maintenance and
other regular costs of a utility sys-

tem. Gantt said he would like to
set aside about $35 million annu-
ally for major sewer and water sys-
tem work.

He doubts  City Council would
want to raise taxes or rates enough
to raise $35 million, so he wants
to emphasize greater efficiency,
small but steady rate increases and
growing the system to raise more
money.

“They (City Council) look at
that as their franchise fee,” he said.
“It’s a successful operation, and
they believe the citizens should en-
joy the proceeds.

Setting aside more money for
water and sewer improvements
would have other consequences,
Gantt said.

“How would it affect the num-
ber of police officers you could af-
ford?” he said. “How would it af-
fect basic services? How would it
affect taxes?

“At the end of the day, it’s a
policy decision,” he said. 

SEWAGE SPILLS 
People are aware of sewer

spills when the city’s rivers are
threatened. They are aware when
a water pipe breaks because they
might lose service or have to boil
their water to protect against con-
taminants — or have to drive
around a collapsed  city street.

But it is the sewage spills that
are causing people to complain
that the rivers defining South Car-
olina’s capital city are suffering
needlessly.

In the past two decades, tens of
millions of gallons of raw sewage
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THE STATE OF THE PIPES
The city of Columbia’s aging water system has 2,200 miles of pipes and 135,000 customers. Its sewer

system, with its 1,200 miles of pipe and 70,000 customers, is also under stress.

By SAMMY FRETWELL and JEFF WILKINSON
sfretwell@thestate.com    jwilkinson@thestate.com

Columbia’s sewer system isn’t supposed to break down and spill
wastewater. 

It happens for a simple reason: the system is wearing out.
About two-thirds of the system is more than 50 years old, city of-

ficials estimate. In the past 15 years, city crews have found collapsed
sewer pipes and leaky manholes that allow sewer spills. 

Even some concrete pipes, thought to be state-of-the-art when in-
stalled in the 1970s, are deteriorating from exposure to sewer gases.
The older clay pipes actually stand up better to sewer gases, but the
joints don’t always stay sealed. 

One of the biggest sewer pipes in town, a 48-to-60-inch line be-
tween Elmwood Avenue and Blossom Street, has partially collapsed
and is awaiting nearly $10 million worth of improvements.

The city’s problems aren’t unique.
Many of the country’s 16,000 wastewater treatment systems are

in poor condition because governments have not invested enough in
maintenance and upgrades, according to a 2009 study by the Amer-
ican Society of Civil Engineers. Sewer spills caused by blocked or
broken pipes release up to 10 billion gallons of sewage each year
across the country, the report said.

In Columbia, pumps that push wastewater uphill to the city’s treat-
ment plant are overwhelmed if too much rain-fed storm water washes
into sewer pipes. 

That inability to move all the extra water through the pipes causes
sewage to back up and spill from manholes or battered wastewater
lines. 

While the main problem is with old sewer lines, overtaxed pump
stations and leaky manholes, the city’s sewer plant near the Conga-
ree River at Interstate 77 also faces challenges.

If too much storm water washes into the city’s sewer plant, it can
makes treating the sewage more difficult. Treated wastewater goes
into the Congaree.

66 percent
Percentage of water pipes in Colum-

bia’s water system that are more than
50 years old

Age matters, because old pipes are
under stress. City workers have to re-
pair a water main leak about once a
week.

It is a rare week or two where one
does not break, according to John
Dooley, Columbia’s public utilities di-
rector since 1991.

That kind of breakage is not un-
common. Cities across the country
are having the same problem. And
they can be disruptive as repair crews
try to fix the problems as quickly as
possible while households or busi-
nesses go without water.

The city can’t just fix the stuff
that’s broken, Dooley said recently.
More extensive rehab work has got
to be part of the city’s budget every
year. The last 10 to 12 years is when
the city started doing its first serious
rehab projects, Dooley said.

50 percent
Percentage of Columbia’s breaks that

cause service outages

104 years
How long, in the modern era of water
treatment, the city has been in the

business

1906
The year the Columbia Canal water

treatment plant went on line. It was a
6 million-gallon-a-day plant then. It’s
up to 85 million gallons a day now.

95 years
The age of downtown’s oldest pipes,

laid in the ground in 1915

In the past 15 years, Columbia has actively
begun to look for problems in its aging sewer
system.

Last year, the city sold $80 million worth
of bonds to make some improvements. An-
other $100 million bond issue is in the works.
Major sewer projects include:

$9.9 million
To fix one of the biggest sewer pipes in Co-
lumbia, a line extending from Elmwood Av-
enue to Blossom Street near the Columbia

Canal. The line is one of two main pipes that
flow directly to the city’s wastewater plant on

the Congaree River.

$5 million
For major repairs at its Mill Creek and Broad

River pump stations, near the site of a
500,000-gallon spill in January 2009

$5 million
For upgrades on its North Columbia pump sta-
tion at Lucius Road, where 20 million gallons

of sewage spilled in September 2004

$4 million
To improve a big sewer line between Brickyard
and Monticello roads in northeast Columbia

$8-9 million
To improve pump stations in West Columbia

and on the Saluda River

$663 million
Cost of the city’s water and sewer

upgrade under way

5 percent
The latest rate increase Columbia wa-
ter and sewer customers could see,

beginning July 1

It would be the third increase in
four years, with two more expected
by 2012, for a total of 25 percent.

In 2006, council members ap-
proved a 25 percent water and sewer
rate increase to be phased in over
five years — about a 5 percent in-
crease each year.

Council members were supposed
to raise rates last year but did not be-
cause they feared the increase would
be too much; the state at the time
had the nation’s second-highest un-
employment rate.

The city already has borrowed
$270 million of the $663 million plan
and is scheduled to borrow $105 mil-
lion more before June 30, the end of
the city’s budget year. That’s why
city manager Steve Gantt wants
council to increase the rates this year.

$37 million
Amount of revenue generated by the

city’s last rate hike of 5 percent,
in 2008

$81 million
Because of that rate hike, the

amount of money the city was able
to borrow for upgrades in 2009

— Staff writers Adam Beam,
Sammy Fretwell

FOR WATER
PIPES, AGE IS 
A BAD THING

UPCOMING 
SEWER PROJECTS

ANOTHER RATE
INCREASE ON

THE WAY

Trash is cleared out of a sewer bypass
pump off Broad River Road in 2009.

Aging sewer system
under stress
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A drainage pipe overflowed, causing a sewage leak in the
Dutch Square area near the Broad River in January 2009.
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Work proceeds on the utility and streetscaping project in Five Points in August of 2005.

“Columbia has made
major sewer improvements
that many people will re-

member — in the Five
Points, Main Street, North
Main Street, Lady Street

and Lake Katherine areas.”

JOHN COOLEY,
Columbia’s public utilities director


