Water Services Session with WLPOA, May 5, 2008

By Joanne Jackson and Chuck Freeman

The Wolf Laurel Property Owners Association invited Carolina Water Service (CWS) to its May 5, 2008 board meeting to address Wolf Laurel residents on areas of concern with our water system. Mr. Martin Lashua, the new Regional Director for NC, TN, VA, and KY, came, along with Mr. Tony Konsul, Regional Manager for WNC, and Mr. Rex Woody, Wolf Laurel Area Manager.

Mr. Lashua began with an overview of Utilities, Inc. (UI), which operates in 17 states. CWS is a subsidiary of Utilities, Inc. in NC. UI is in the process of instituting a new Customer Care and Billing System, which involves updated financial software. There will be a new bill format and an interactive website, with options for online payments, etc. June 1 is the target date for it to be fully operational. 

Improvements for Wolf Laurel
Three new "transfer" pumping stations are being constructed: at the intersection of McKinney Gap and El Miner; off Oak Ridge, near the clubhouse, and at Pisgah Pass near one of the storage tanks. Another component of these improvements is a new RF telemetry system that will allow greater control and improved operations. We expect construction to be completed by July 1, 2008, although some elements may be on line in June. There may be some brief and very small, localized area periods of service interruption to make the tie-ins of the new transfer system. CWS will notify those that may be affected in advance.

Mr. Lashua pointed out that there are 75 miles of water mains in Wolf Laurel, which has a very complicated water system because of the mountains. It is comprised on multiple pressure zones, with each zone having wells and volume storage systems. With the present system it has been difficult to move water around between these zones when needed to respond quickly to water breaks, which have resulted in excessively long outages in some areas. The new telemetry controls to remotely control the pump and valves should improve this situation. 

Questions and Answers

Q1. What is unique about Wolf Laurel in the way of problems confronting the company?

A1. There are complex pressure zones, and we have difficulty in finding leaks. The problem is finding where the leak surfaces. In the rocky terrain of mountainous areas, water can percolate and run a long distance before coming to the surface, if ever. 

Q2. How accurate are the line maps?

A2. Most are fairly accurate, especially in the newer areas. However, there are problems in the older areas, as they are usually "as planned" rather than "as built."

Q3, What are the plans to equalize the pressure?

A3. Transfer stations being built should help equalize the pressure.

Q4. Are quarterly payments an option?

A4. Not at the present time. But, there are other options with the new Customer Care and Billing System, in that there will be options for automatic draft payments from bank accounts and online web payments.

Q5. What is in place for emergency notifications?

A5. a, We have a computerized “reverse 911” VOICE REACH system, based on the phone numbers on file.

      b, We post messages at the guard shack.

      c. We plan to use the WLPOA website for ALERTS.

Best is the phone VOICE REACH, but the key is keeping the phone numbers up to date.

Q6. How can the community help?

A6. a. Keep your account information up to date, especially phone numbers.

      b. Maintain good relationships and communications with Rex and his staff.

Q7. What criteria are necessary for a boil water notification?

A7. According to NC policy (not regulations):

       a. Bacterial contamination, or the threat of it, and/or

       b. Total pressure loss, which could cause cross-contamination.

Samples are collected each month and the company will issue a boil water notice if there is even a "hint" of contamination. The staff checks for total coliform bacteria count and works with the regional office in Swannanoa.

Q8. Please update your plans for expansion and updating water lines.

A8. a. 2006-07: We laid 5600 ft of new mains on El Miner

      b. 2007: We laid 2600 ft of new mains on Oak Ridge

      c. 2008 - ?: Expansion is scheduled for The Preserve, which will be part of the total Wolf Laurel water system. We are working with the developer, who pays for the new lines. 

Q9. Are there any remaining easement issues with Bald Mountain Development Corporation?

A9. None (It was noted that, in Madison County, the roads belong to BMDC. In Yancey County, the roads [to the middle] belong to the property owners of individual lots, with an easement in their deeds for the roadway).

Q10. What are your contingency plans for a lengthy outage?

A10. a. Mostly, they are related to backup power. We have emergency generators. Due to the isolation of this community, there are no backup connections to other water systems. There are monthly reports that track well usage and new wells are being drilled in The Preserve. 

Q11. What caused the water outages in the recent past?

A11. a. Mostly leaks, which are hard to find. The transfer stations should ease problems by allowing us to move water more quickly between zones and to restore pressure more quickly. 

        b. Another problem is that the mains were installed under the roads, a long time ago, in some cases. As time has passed, the roads have been graded down, substantially in some areas. Consequently, the depth that the mains are buried has been reduced significantly. As a result, the mains are more susceptible to ground movement and freezing. Both can crack the mains, causing leaks.

Q12. Are there plans to add flow meters or valves to locate the leaks faster?

A12. No. The leaks are hard to find with meters. There are no central arteries. The system is more like branches of a tree. We use valve settings to isolate sections. 

Q13. Could you make water available for property owners to get water if a section is completely out?

A13. Yes, we could and would and will. Exactly how is yet to be determined.

Q14. What about the level of inorganic contaminants, e.g., arsenic, etc.?

A14. a. I don't have the results with me, but we do have the data. As long as the amounts are below the state's maximum level, nothing is done. If above, more testing may be done. A report is made to the property owners every year. 

        b. Lead and copper have been issues here, which have required testing inside individual homes (beyond the meter). If water sits in copper or lead pipes for a long time it may leach out, and may need treatment. Individual home sampling has mainly been done in older homes (built in the early 80's).

Q15. What about stabilizing pressures? The transfer stations move water but do not stabilize pressures. When I lived near the gate I had 90 PSI; now, where I live up around 5000 feet, I only get 30 PSI.
A15. There is no way to equalize the pressure throughout the mountain. We do have pressure levelers for the lower elevation houses. The state requires only 30 PSI at the meter, and we try for more. But it may not be much higher at the highest elevations. 

Q16. I have a concern for cold weather with burst pipes, etc. I have reported broken meters, lines, and meter boxes without lids. How do we get these fixed?

A16. Just call the toll free number, 1-800-222-5291. Our goal is to take care of non-emergencies within 2 days. Emergencies are handled ASAP.

Q17. Three questions:

        a. As to the water lines, is a larger line able to give more pressure, especially at the highest elevations?

A17a. The only way to do that would be to have taller water storage tanks. It may be more of a problem of where you are on the line. Standards allow up to 20 homes on a 2" main line (unlooped) and up to 40 on a looped line. But the problem may be more one of the elevation, rather than the main size. 

       b. Could you install a faucet near the meter (on the property owner side)?

A17b. Such a faucet can be installed, but since it would be on the owner’s side of the meter, it would be an owner responsibility to have the fixture installed. CWS does not provide that service. However, a concern for such a faucet close to the meter would be cross-contamination into the main.

       c. The notices on winterizing in the fall are good advice for all, but if someone leaves for a lengthy time in the summer, should we advise the property owners to shut off their water then?

A17c. The code requires a valve on the customer's side of the meter. It is a good idea for the property owner to shut off his water whenever he is gone for a while. But he should also turn off the hot water heater as well. 

Q18. There is a hydrant at Pisgah Pass for the Fire Department to use. Could we get others?

A18. We don't have a fire protection system. We need to work with the local fire department to install valves at the tanks to get the water. The mains are not big enough to support a true hydrant system, and there are only 4 hydrants on the mountain. A better alternative is to pump from a valve at the storage tanks. 

Q19. As to the water quality on the annual report, is it an average of the wells?

A19. Yes, The state reports require min/max levels. The data exists for individual wells, but it is voluminous. However, we could provide information for a specific well. 

Q20. Could CWS look into hemlock treatment where materials would be put into the soil?

A20. No, we do not have the expertise.

Q21. How deep are the wells?

A21. Some are as much as 1200 feet. 

Q22. Is there a possibility of over development for the water supply?

A22. There is a problem in Atlanta, so it is possible here as well. Utilities, Inc. is developing new water sources (wells, in our community) for new developments at a rate two times thje required rate of flow. The state has not changed requirements since the 70's, but we are trying to make sure that we have over what the state requires.

Q23. The Ebbs Chapel Fire Department (ECFD) chief wants to get Rex to do flow tests on the hydrants. There is one near the WLCC. The pump on the new fire truck can empty the on-board tank in 30-40 seconds. Could we get the developer to put in more hydrants?

A23. As I said before, the mains are not large enough to support a hydrant system. The better solution is to install proper valves at our tanks which are compatible with the fire equipment and which prevent cross contamination. I will have Rex coordinate with the Fire Department.

Q24. Comment by Jerry Young: It takes a 6" main to supply a hydrant. The Oak Ridge update replaced the 3" lines with 6" ones. I'll follow up with ECFD and Rex to look into installing valves at the tanks. 

Q25, Comment: Kudos to CWS on Upper Lookout

Q26. Comments: On Pisgah Pass behind the Transfer Station on Painted Ridge, there is a lot of trash that has not been cleaned up. Joint compound was left out in the woods, Boxes are open, stuffed with rags, which won't keep out the animals, and PVC pipes have been left in the woods. Also, there is trash around the old Wolf Laurel Inn, housing the Boys' School and a bin on El Miner needs to be emptied.

A26. We need to do a better job in cleaning up and keeping our facility areas tidy.

Q27. How about supplying bottled water in outages? Last Christmas we called and got no response until WLPOA got in contact with you.

A27. Agree that some water resources are needed.

Q28. At what point will CWS bring in water for the property owners  -- 2 days, 3, 4, ??

A28. We need to do better. We need to set up plans for extended outages.

Final comment from Mr. Lashua: The corporate office is filing for another rate increase. In an email that he sent later that day to Jim Landry, he stated, "The first step is that a 30 day notice "letter of intent" is sent to the Utilities Commission giving them notice that we are going to file. Then 30 days later, the actual filing takes place. After that, the information is posted on the Commission's web page and a notification will be sent out to all customers. We will do our very best to keep you informed as quickly as we can."

If you have any questions, feel free to call Rex Woody, at 898-4348, or on the mountain at 689-9174, rjwoody@ulwater.com; or  Tony Konsul at 704-525-7990, x 218, tjkonsul@ulwater.com; or Martin Lashua, at 704-525-7990 x 216, mjlashua@uiwater.com. The Customer Service number is 1-800-222-5391. 
