
March 2, 2005 
 
 
 

TO:   The Honorable Mayor and City Council Members 
 
FROM:  John Szerlag, City Manager 
 
SUBJECT:  Study Item:  Charnwood Hills Options Relative to 
   Sanitary Sewer Installation 
 
 
 
At the meeting of January 24, 2005 City Council defeated the special assessment 
standard resolution #4 which would have initiated sanitary sewer installation in 
Charnwood Hills subdivisions.  In the aggregate, roughly 51 percent of the property 
owners were opposed to this assessment.  However, Council requested staff to 
reexamine this issue and come back with some options.  I’ll briefly outline these options 
and delve further into the matter during our table discussion. 
 
Option 1 - Reconfigure Special Assessment Districts
 
By looking at petitions submitted earlier, it’s possible to gerrymander districts in such a 
fashion as to obtain a clear majority of property owners in favor of a special 
assessment.  A related variable could also be septic failures in a given area as well as 
installation of new septic fields. 
 
There are two possible methods of achieving a redistricting in the above fashion: 
 
 a) Property owners can submit new petitions within the confines of the  
  proposed reconfigured area, or  
 

b) Council could spread the roll for these reconfigured areas without  
 obtaining signatures on a petition. 

 
Please know that a possible outcome resulting from exercising this option is that a 
septic failure outside the district could occur.  If this happens, the City would be 
obligated to extend a sanitary sewer line a reasonable distance to enable a hook-up.  
And every other home contiguous to the newly installed line would be required to hook 
up within 18 months.  At that point there would not be any petitions required nor could 
an appeal be filed as it would become a health/safety function to correct the septic 
failure.  Costs assessed to the property owner under this scenario would be through 
what’s called a benefit fee, which brings us to Option 2. 
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Option 2 – Benefit Fee Approach 
 
Unlike a special assessment, the benefit fee methodology enables property owners to 
pay the cost of the sanitary sewer installation over a 40-year timeframe, as opposed to 
20 years for a special assessment.  Again, where the special assessment is petition 
driven, the benefit fee approach is mandated without petition.  That’s the primary reason 
for allowing more time to have a property owner pay for the sanitary sewer.  Thus 
Council may use a benefit fee approach in tandem with a reconfigured special 
assessment district.  Please know that Council could also use the benefit fee approach 
in lieu of special assessment districts.  So too, the caveat mentioned above whereby 
there may be forced hook-ups beyond a given district due to septic failures is also 
applicable here. 
 
Option 3 – Wait for Senate Action on House Bill 4200 
 
The State House of Representatives has already passed the above-referenced bill and 
it now goes to the Senate.  Succinctly, this bill eliminates the requirement for homes to 
hook up to a sanitary sewer line within 18 months.  The salient benefit of eliminating this 
provision is that residents will be able to utilize their septic fields until such time as a 
failure occurs.  Then, a hook up and subsequent payments to the City would occur upon 
installation or some other time set by the City.  I’m not a future-teller, but my sense is 
that there’d be an overwhelming support for sanitary sewers in the Charnwood Hills 
subdivisions, and elsewhere, if the residents had the comfort of knowing they would not 
have to pay for the sewer line or hook-up costs until such time as their septic field failed.   
 
In terms of asphalt paving, City Management still maintains the position that paving 
projects should not take place until water and sewer lines are in place because they’re 
housed underneath the street.   
 
As always, please feel free to contact me should you have any questions. 
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