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2026 SANITARY SEWER RATE STUDY REPORT
 
 

PART I - EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

A. Background and Purpose

Background 

The Columbus Utilities manage the Wastewater, Water and Electric Utilities for the City of Columbus. 
They are responsible for the collection, conveyance, treatment, and disposal of wastewater generated 
within the City of Columbus limits, as well as from interconnected systems. The Utility operates as an 
enterprise fund and relies on user charges to recover all costs associated with operations, maintenance, 
debt service, and capital reinvestment. 

This rate study evaluates the Wastewater Utility’s current financial condition and future funding needs 
over a multi-year planning horizon. The analysis demonstrates that existing sewer rates are insufficient to 
fully fund projected operating costs, existing debt service, planned capital improvements, and required 
reserve balances. Without rate adjustments, the Wastewater Utility’s financial position will continue to 
deteriorate, increasing financial risk, limiting the City’s ability to respond to emergencies or regulatory 
mandates, and potentially leading to issues paying for operations costs and debt obligations in the near 
future. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to review existing infrastructure needs and sewer rates, and confirm if 
existing rates are adequate, or if rate increases are recommended.   

This report and the accompanying schedules describe the City’s 2026 revenue requirement, the 
allocation of costs to customer classes, and proposed new City sewer rates.  Overall revenue from sewer 
rates needs to increase by $660,000 or 33 percent of revenue at current rates.  Increased Operations and 
Maintenance (O&M) costs, inflation, and regulation and operation-driven capital costs and debt 
obligations drive the need for this increase.   

Additionally, this report describes the City’s 2024 operational and financial position for the purpose of 
providing updated rates for services for the Village of Fall River and the Elba Sanitary District, based on 
the existing agreements and approved rate structures.  The combined rate for the Village of Fall River will 
increase from $2.59 per 1,000 gallons treated to $3.13 per 1,000 gallons treated, and the combined rate 
for the Elba Sanitary District will increase from $2.42 per 1,000 gallons treated to $3.13 per 1,000 gallons 
treated. 

B. Key Findings 

Capital Improvement Planning 

The Wastewater Utility will need to undertake a number of large improvements and updates over the next 
10 years, including two large plant upgrades, one driven by regulatory requirements, and one driven by 
capacity issues.  The anticipated treatment plant, collection system and equipment costs will have a total 
combined cost of approximately $17,800,000 from 2026 through 2036 and will include a combination of 
rehabilitation projects for the treatment plant and the City lift stations, collection system replacement 
projects as part of the City’s street replacement program, and some smaller projects related to controls, 
maintenance and aging equipment.   
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Revenue Requirements and Projected Rates

This report proposes a range of rate changes, based on revenue needs projected over the next few 
years, to fund O&M expenses, pay existing and future debt service, fund capital reinvestment, and 
maintain required reserve balances. The revenues and expenses are projected out over the next 10 
years, in coordination with the updated Capital Improvement Plan (CIP).  These projections are intended 
to portray general anticipated trends, as opposed to a strict 10-year budget plan.  It is anticipated that 
these projections and rates will need to be reviewed every two years to account for actual expense and 
revenues, to accurately update sewer rates, and to account for adjustments to need within the 
wastewater system.   This study maintains the City’s existing residential , commercial, multi-family, 
industrial and public authority customer classes. 

Costs of Treatment Have Changed 

Over the past six years, there has been a significant increase in costs. This is largely due to inflation for 
O&M, replacement of aging infrastructure, and regulatory requirements driving capital improvements. 
These cost increases have put the Utility in a position where the current rates are not adequate to cover 
the costs to operate and maintain the sewer system.  

Sewer Rate Structure 

The City has an established rate structure that is widely considered fair and equitable and that assigns 
appropriate costs to customers based on their specific usage characteristics. No changes are being 
proposed to the rate structure format as established in the 2022 study performed by Baker Tilly. 

Impacts on Customer Bills 

The overall rate increase is on average 8 percent annually for volumetric rates and 10 percent annually 
for fixed rates over the 10-year period. A comparison of individual customer impacts is set forth in 
Appendix D – Customer Rate Comparisons. Even though the rate structure format is not changing, the 
rate levels will need to increase to maintain revenue to cover utility costs.  

PART II - UTILITY OVERVIEW 

A. System Description 

Columbus Utilities owns and operates the wastewater collection system, lift stations, and wastewater 
treatment plant serving the City of Columbus. They also provide wastewater treatment services to the 
Village of Fall River and the Elba Sanitary District under intergovernmental service arrangements. System 
assets include gravity sewers, force mains, pump stations, treatment processes, biosolids handling 
facilities, electrical infrastructure, and supervisory control and data acquisition (SCADA) systems. 

B. Customer Base 

The Utility serves approximately 2,300 active sewer accounts. Residential customers represent the 
largest customer class and account for the majority of billed accounts. Residential multi-family 
incorporates the multi-family customers in the City.  Non-residential customers include commercial, 
industrial, and public authority users with varying usage patterns and system impacts. External user 
customers represent a smaller number of accounts but contribute a meaningful share of total treated flow. 

  



Columbus Utilities 
2026 Sanitary Sewer Rate Study Report 

 
 

3 

05/18/26  
~8220-10029 > 2026 Columbus Sanitary Sewer Rate Study Report-20260515A~ 

C. Wastewater Flows

Wastewater flows are monitored for operational control, regulatory reporting, and cost allocation 
purposes. Based on data incorporated into this study, approximately 83 percent of total treated 
wastewater originates within the City of Columbus, approximately 16 percent originates from the Village 
of Fall River, and approximately 1 percent originates from the Elba Sanitary District. These flow 
proportions form the primary basis for allocating costs among served systems. 

D. Regulatory and Compliance Context 

The Utility operates under state and federal wastewater regulations administered by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources (WDNR). Compliance requirements influence operating practices, 
staffing needs, monitoring and reporting obligations, equipment replacement funding, and capital 
improvement priorities. Regulatory drivers include effluent quality standards, biosolids management 
requirements, treatment process reliability, health and safety considerations, and asset condition 
standards. 

Planned capital improvements identified in the CIP reflect both regulatory compliance needs and 
proactive reinvestment to reduce long-term risk. Failure to adequately fund these needs could result in 
permit violations, enforcement actions, or unplanned emergency expenditures, potentially at significantly 
higher costs. 

E. External Users 

Village of Fall River 

The City of Columbus has an Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA) with the Village of Fall River, as well as 
two amendments to this agreement.  This IGA defines how costs should be allocated for the treatment of 
Village sewage by the City.  The Village paid a connection fee in 2010 that has been used to pay for the 
fixed costs allocated to the Village, and this method of paying fixed costs will continue until this fund has 
been exhausted.   The IGA lays out a process for determining volumetric rates on a bi-yearly basis.   The 
IGA and the rate structure for the Village are expanded upon in more detail in Part V of this report. 

Elba Sanitary District 

The City of Columbus has a contractual agreement with the Elba Sanitary District for sewage collection 
and treatment, but this agreement does not clearly define how costs should be allocated for the treatment 
of District Sewage by the City.  For the purposes of this study, the determination of the updated 
volumetric rates for the District were made using the process laid out in the IGA for the Village of Fall 
River. This rate structure is expanded upon in more detail in Part V of this report. 

F. Incorporation of Previous Studies 

2022 Baker Tilly Study 

In 2022, Baker Tilly completed a sewer rate study for the Columbus Sewer Utility. This study included an 
assessment of the Utility's financial situation, development of a revenue requirement, a cost of service 
study to allocate revenue requirements, and rate design for the Utility customers. The study provided 
recommendations for updated rates for the Utility customers, as well as updated rates for the Village of 
Fall River and the Elba Sanitary District. These rates were adopted by the Sewer Utility in 2023. 
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2024-2025 Ruekert & Mielke Study

In 2024, R/M worked with the previous Director of Public Works to complete a sewer rate study for the 
Columbus Sewer Utility. This included the incorporation of a 2024 CIP, a cost of service study to allocate 
revenue requirements, and rate design for Utility customers. This study provided recommendations for 
updates rates for the Utility customers, as well as updated rates for the Village of Fall River and the Elba 
Sanitary District. The rates for the Utility customers were adopted in 2025. The Village of Fall River 
requested additional clarification regarding the assumptions and information contained in the analysis. 
Their concerns focused primarily on how the requirements of the IGA were reflected, including capital 
planning assumptions and the evaluation of rate alternatives. As a result, the recommended rates for the 
Village of Fall River were not implemented. 

Current Study 

R/M worked with the new DPW and Utility staff to review and update the CIP as appropriate to reflect the 
infrastructure needs and the financial situation of the Wastewater Utility, as laid out in Part III of this 
report. R/M also incorporated updated final 2024 financial data and available 2025 financial data to 
update the revenue requirement and rate design. R/M then developed a rate-making methodology for the 
Village of Fall River that is in compliance with the IGA. This methodology clearly lays out the allocation of 
capital costs from the CIP as well as volumetric cost with volumetric rate updates, to provide transparency 
in the development and allocation of these costs, as laid out in Part V of this report. The 
recommendations provided below, reflect the incorporation of this work. 

PART III – CAPITAL IMPROVEMENT PLAN 

The intent of a CIP is to account for significant capital costs that are anticipated during the planning 
window.  The CIP incorporated into this study covers significant infrastructure and equipment costs for the 
Wastewater Utility from 2026 through 2036. 

The CIP includes projects necessary to maintain regulatory compliance, address aging infrastructure, and 
improve system reliability and capacity, including treatment plant upgrades, lift station rehabilitation, 
collection system improvements, and City street replacement projects. Capital improvements are funded 
primarily as fixed costs through borrowing, while routine O&M activities are recovered through volumetric 
rates. Replacement projects are funded through the replacement reserve; however, when available 
reserves are insufficient, these projects are financed through additional capital borrowing. 

A. Improvement Classification by Function 

Improvements identified in the CIP were classified by function.  The key functional classifications used 
were as follows: 

- Wastewater Vehicles – This included any vehicles owned by the Wastewater Utility that will be 
replaced, primarily due to reaching the end of their serviceable life. 

- Street Replacement Improvements – This included any collection system replacement, relay or 
extension that will take place in coordination with the City’s street replacement program. 

- Collection System Improvements – This included any significant costs associated with 
maintaining the City’s collection system, including related studies and non-vehicular equipment. 

- Pump Station Improvements – This included any major upgrades or replacement projects for 
pump stations or adjacent force main within the City’s collection system. 

- Wastewater Treatment Plant Improvements – This included any major upgrades, replacements, 
or regulation-driven improvements to the wastewater treatment plant, including any related 
building or equipment upgrades. 
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B. Improvement Classification by Type

Improvements identified in the CIP were also classified by the type of funding mechanism/source that 
would be appropriate.  The improvement types used were as follows: 

- Capital – This included any improvements paid for by debt obligation. 

- Replacement – This included any improvements that primarily involved replacement of existing 
facilities, largely in kind.  This did not include any collection system sewer main improvements, 
which were classified as capital improvements. 

- O&M – This included any improvements that related primarily to O&M activities, such as pipe 
flushing and televising, but were still of a significant cost. 

C. Determination of Cost Contribution 

Improvements identified in the CIP were classified by cost contribution.  Each improvement was reviewed 
to determine if the Village of Fall River or the Elba Sanitary District would receive benefit from the 
improvement.  Collection system improvements in the CIP were classified to be of sole benefit to the City, 
as were pump station improvements in the CIP.  None of the identified collection system projects involve 
facilities that are used to transfer sewage from either the Village or the District. Allocation of costs for 
improvements that benefit the Village and/or the District were determined using the IGA-defined methods, 
as discussed further In Part V of this report. 

D. Capital Needs 

The wastewater CIP identifies approximately $17.8 million in planned capital improvements between 
2026 and 2036. For financial planning purposes, approximately $14.7 million of Utility capital costs are 
assumed to be financed through debt over the planning period. Associated debt service is incorporated 
into the financial forecast and directly affects revenue and rate requirements. The CIP also accounts for 
the allocation of responsibility among the Utility customers, the Village of Fall River, and the Elba Sanitary 
District, including City-only, partner-only, and shared capital obligations.  The CIP improvements are laid 
out in Table 1 below. 
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The full CIP is provided in Appendix A – Columbus Wastewater Utility 2026 – 2036 Capital Improvement 
Plan. 

PART IV - RATE STUDY METHODOLOGY 

A. Rate Study Methodology

Components of a Rate Methodology

A comprehensive utility rate study typically encompasses three major components:  

Step 1: Financial Plan/Revenue Requirements 

Compare current sources and uses of funds and determine the revenue needed from rates and project 
rate adjustments. 

Step 2: Cost-of-Service Analysis 

Allocate revenue requirements to customer classes in a “fair and equitable” manner that complies with 
industry standards. 

Step 3: Rate Design 

Consider what rate structure design will best meet the City’s need to collect rate revenue from each 
customer class.   

These three steps are intended to follow industry standards and reflect the fundamental principles of cost-
of-service ratemaking as set forth in the American Water Works Association (AWWA) Principles of Water 
Rates, Fees, and Charges, also referred to as Manual M1. They address general requirements for equity 
and fairness so that rates will be proportionate and not exceed the cost of providing the service to all 
customers.  

B. Columbus Sewer Rate Methodology 

Financial Plan/Revenue Requirements 

The development of the financial plan and  revenue requirements for the City of Columbus were 
determined using the process outlined above.  The City’s 10-year wastewater CIP was updated to 
accurately reflect significant costs that are anticipated for the Utility.  

Cost-of-Service Analysis 

The City’s previous Sewer Rate Study (2022 by Baker Tilly) included a cost-of-service study that defined 
the City’s customer classes and allocated costs to these classes.  The composition and usage by the 
City’s sewer customers, as well as the proportional costs of serving these customer classes have not 
changed significantly since 2022, and so no changes are proposed to the customer classes, nor the 
proportional cost breakdown of rates for these classes.   

Rate Design 

Rate design for the City of Columbus was determined using the process outlined above. 
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Village of Fall River Adjustments

Adjustments to the sewer rates for the Village of Fall River are determined by the processes laid out in 
the IGA and amendments between the City of Columbus and the Village of Fall River and are discussed 
in Part V of this report.   

Elba Sanitary District Adjustments 

Adjustments to the sewer rates for the Elba Sanitary District were determined using the same process 
that was used for the Village of Fall River and are discussed in Part V of this report. 

Financial Forecast Assumptions 

The financial forecast evaluates Utility finances over a multi-year planning horizon aligned with the CIP 
schedule. Operating expenses and capital costs are escalated using an annual inflation assumption of 3 
percent. Depreciation is calculated using a composite depreciation rate of 2 percent applied to new 
capital assets. Debt is modeled with a 20-year repayment term and includes issuance costs equal to 2 
percent of borrowed principal. 

The Utility should maintain a minimum cash balance to cover annual debt obligations, to ensure that there 
is no interruption in debt payments.  Some loan obligations will impose similar constraints.  Ruekert & 
Mielke, Inc. (R/M) recommends that the Wastewater Utility maintain a minimum cash balance to cover 
110% of annual debt service, which would be a debt service coverage of 110% . 

The American Water Works Association (AWWA) provides guidance for utilities for cash balances. 
Although the AWWA does not offer a one-size-fits-all cash-reserve number for all utilities, it does list a full 
year’s worth of operating expenses as a suitable general target.   

R/M recommends a target cash balance for the City of 40 percent or more of its annual O&M expenses. 
Because the City maintains its own wastewater treatment facility, it does need a large cash balance 
compared to other utilities. The cash balance can be used as the sanitary sewer utility fund for 
unanticipated needs, such as emergency main replacements, unexpected shortfalls in revenue, and any 
other unforeseen issues, and can then be built back up over time.  

C. Revenue Required 

2026 Revenue 

The City’s 2026 sewer budget plus debt obligations and replacement fund allocations set forth a revenue 
budget need of approximately $2,645,000.  This represents a 33 percent increase above current rates.  
Sewer rates were increased in 2022, based on the previous sanitary sewer study, and then again in 2025, 
based on preliminary revenue requirements based on an alternate CIP.   

The Wastewater Utility’s revenue requirement has increased due to rising O&M costs, driven by inflation, 
regulatory requirements, and aging infrastructure. Depreciation of capital assets, including plant facilities, 
fleet vehicles and equipment, and lift stations within the collection system, requires ongoing replacement 
funding to maintain operations. Additionally, existing revenues are insufficient to meet current and 
projected debt service obligations, necessitating rate adjustments to maintain financial viability. 
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O&M costs have increased from just under $1,000,000 in 2020 to just under $1,900,000 in 2026.  The 
funding of equipment replacement accounts was recommended in the 2022 study by Baker Tilly, and this 
represents approximately $400,000 of this operational increase.  These equipment replacement fund 
accounts are necessary to ensure that funding is available for unanticipated equipment failures, and in 
the case of the treatment plant equipment replacement account, to ensure regulatory compliance. 

D. Cost of Services and Cost Allocation 

Costs are allocated based on a number of categories, including function, volumetric costs vs. fixed costs, 
and benefit to external users.  Costs are then allocated across customer classes, as volumetric, fixed or 
other costs.   These costs are then allocated among the Columbus Utilities, the Village of Fall River, and 
Elba Sanitary District, primarily based on wastewater flow proportions, but incorporating other factors as 
appropriate. This approach promotes equity and transparency in cost recovery. 

Cost of Service by Function 

The cost of service by function assigns wastewater utility costs to the core components of service 
delivery: collection, treatment, administration, and capital.  

- Collection costs include operation, maintenance, and rehabilitation of sewers and lift stations.  
 

- Treatment costs reflect expenses to operate and maintain the wastewater treatment facilities and 
meet permit requirements.  
 

- Administrative costs cover utility management, billing, and regulatory compliance and are 
allocated across all functions.  
 

- Capital costs, including debt service, are assigned based on the funding strategy, the asset(s) 
involved, and the type of improvement being made. 

Volumetric Costs 

The costs for O&M of the Wastewater Utility and its facilities can fluctuate based on the flows and usage 
of the sewer system.   The costs for these flow-based expenses are classified as volumetric costs and 
should be funded through the use/volume charge.   

The costs allocated to volumetric costs include the following: 

- Operating Expenses (labor, benefits, power, fuel, etc.) 
 

- Sludge Processing (labor, benefits, maintenance, chemicals, etc.) 
 

- Maintenance Expenses (collection system, pumping equipment, treatment and disposal 
equipment, buildings & grounds) 
 

- Customer Accounts Expenses 
 

- Administrative and General Expenses 
 

- Replacement Funds (treatment plant, collection system, pumps, vehicles) 

Note – The process for allocating volumetric costs to the Village of Fall River and the Elba Sanitary 
District is outlined in Part V of this report. 
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Fixed Costs

The costs for debt obligation will be an expense over the life of each debt issuance and will not be 
affected by usage within the sewer system.  The cost for these relatively consistent annual expenses is 
classified as fixed costs, and should be funded through fixed rate charges, to ensure that the revenue is 
available regardless of fluctuations in usage. 

The costs allocated to fixed costs include the following: 

- Existing debt obligation 
 

- Future debt obligation for upcoming capital projects 

Note – The process for allocating fixed costs to the Village of Fall River and the Elba Sanitary District is 
outlined in Part V of this report. 

Other Costs 

The costs for septage and receiving and high-strength discharge are costs that are driven specifically by 
high-strength dischargers and septage haulers and are therefore not classified under volumetric costs or 
fixed costs.  These services benefit specific users and should be funded through septage rates and high-
strength discharge rates. 

Cost of Service by Class 

Wastewater Utility costs are allocated to customer groups based on how each class uses the system and 
contributes to overall demand. Residential, residential multi-family, commercial,  industrial, and public 
authority classes are evaluated using flow, strength, and system usage characteristics to fairly distribute 
collection, treatment, administrative, and capital-related costs. Residential costs are primarily driven by 
base wastewater flow, while commercial and industrial costs reflect higher or more variable flows and, 
where applicable, increased treatment requirements. This allocation ensures that each customer class 
recovers its proportionate share of system costs and supports equitable and defensible rate design. 

Current revenues are insufficient to fully meet the utility’s debt service obligations. For 2026, annual 
operating expenses, which are recovered through volumetric charges, are projected to total 
approximately $1,900,000 and include treatment plant operations, collection system maintenance, labor, 
power, chemicals, and routine repairs. Operating revenues generated from user charges and other 
variable sources are projected to total approximately $2,100,000 (assuming a rate increase occurs), 
resulting in limited net operating margin. Fixed costs associated with outstanding debt, including principal 
and interest on bonded capital improvements, total approximately $720,000 for 2026. Existing fixed 
revenues are not adequate to fully cover debt service requirements, requiring reliance on cash reserves, 
which are also not sufficient within the next few years. The Wastewater Utility currently maintains a cash 
reserve balance of approximately $1,000,000 (as of the end of 2025), which is being drawn down to offset 
annual shortfalls. Continued use of reserves to fund debt service is not sustainable and indicates a 
structural imbalance between revenues, operating costs, and fixed debt obligations. 
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E. Rate Design

The objectives of the rate design are to ensure revenue sufficiency and stability, maintain equity among 
customer classes, provide transparency, and remain consistent with industry practice. Continued growth 
in Columbus and increasing system demands require periodic rate adjustments to maintain adequate 
funding for operations, maintenance, replacement, and capital improvements. Review of existing rates 
and projected future needs indicates that increases to both fixed and volumetric charges are necessary.

The Utility’s sewer rate structure includes a fixed monthly charge based on meter size and a volumetric 
charge based on wastewater usage measured in hundred cubic feet (ccf). Fixed charges recover costs 
that do not vary with usage, including debt service and a portion of capital costs, while volumetric charges 
recover variable operating and maintenance costs and a portion of capital-related expenses. 

The 2022 sewer rate study by Baker Tilly established a sewer rate structure that equitably distributes 
volumetric charge and fixed charges across the customer classes.  This sewer rate structure is still fair 
and equitable and should be maintained. 

To address long-term revenue needs, three fixed charge increases are recommended over the ten-year 
planning period: 50 percent in 2028, 22 percent in 2031, and 35 percent in 2034. These scheduled 
increases significantly improve fixed-cost recovery and support debt obligations. In addition, volumetric 
rate increases are recommended to address rising operating and maintenance costs, consisting of a 19 
percent increase in 2026, annual increases of 12 percent from 2027 through 2030, an anticipated future 
increase in 2031 and beyond. The combined approach of phased fixed and volumetric rate increases 
provides the revenue necessary to support utility operations, asset replacement, and planned capital 
investments. 

F. Affordability and Rate Stability Considerations 

The phased rate strategy presented in the financial forecast is intended to balance financial necessity 
with customer affordability. Gradual, predictable increases reduce rate shock and allow customers to plan 
for changes while ensuring the Utility meets its obligations. 

PART V – EXTERNAL USERS 

A. Village of Fall River 

The City of Columbus entered into an IGA with the Village of Fall River on June 1, 2010, for the City to 
accept and treat sewage flows from the Village.  An amendment was made to this agreement on 
September 16, 2010, followed by a 2nd amendment on February 23, 2017.  The key provisions of the IGA 
are outlined below. 

Sewer Utility Invested Funds 

The Village paid a connection fee of $1,500,000 for the right to discharge into the City’s sewer system for 
treatment.  This connection fee was in consideration for improvements to be made to the City’s 
wastewater treatment plant, as well as for past debt service related to collection system and treatment 
plant projects that the Village would benefit from.  In Amendment #2, this connection fee was reclassified 
as “Sewer Utility Invested Funds” (SUIF), and was designated to be used for repairs, improvements and 
upgrades to the wastewater system or wastewater treatment plant. 
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Methodology for Contribution from Sewer Utility Invested Funds

Amendment #2 provided a methodology for determining if the Village would be required to contribute from 
the SUIF for a project.   

- For projects funded by replacement accounts, no contribution from the SUIF would be required. 
 

- For projects funded through borrowing, the Village would contribute from the SUIF at the 
appropriate allocated percentage.  
 

- For projects funded partially through borrowing, and partially through replacement accounts, the 
Village would contribute from the SUIF for the borrowed costs only, at the appropriate allocation 
percentage. 

Amendment #2 also provided a methodology for determining the allocation of costs for projects where the 
Village would be contributing from the SUIF.  Cost allocation would be determined in proportion to the 
design parameter(s) pertinent to each project.  For the majority of the projects in the CIP, the key design 
parameter is the average daily flow rate, which corresponds to the volumetric rate allocations outlined 
later in this section. 

Allocation of Operation and Maintenance Costs 

The IGA provided a methodology for determining volumetric rates for the Village for O&M costs, based on 
total flows treated by the Village in a given year.  The allocation of these costs was broken into three 
separate categories, to appropriately reflect the O&M activities that were related to facilities that are 
utilized by the Village for treatment and exclude those O&M activities that are related to collection system 
and pumping costs for which the Village receives no benefit.   

This involved 3 main components: 

1. O&M Expenses (before Administrative and General Costs) 

O&M expenses directly related to the wastewater treatment plant, sludge processing, treatment and 
disposal equipment, and building grounds would be allocated based on the Village’s proportion of the flow 
that was treated by the WWTP. 

Village O&M Costs (before Administrative and General Costs) =  

&   ( , , , & )

     
     

 
2. Administrative and General Expenses 

The Administrative and General (A&G) expenses for the WWTP include O&M work related to the 
collection system and pumping that do not benefit the Village.  To determine the allocation of the A&G 
expenses, the percentage of Village O&M costs (before A&G costs) would be used for allocation. 

Village A&G Costs =  
 

 &   (  &  )

 &   (  &  )
   &   
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3. Replacement Fund Accounts

The cost to fund replacement accounts for the wastewater vehicles and WWTP equipment are allocated 
based on the Village’s proportion of the flow that was treated by the WWTP as laid out above.  Any 
vehicles that would not be used to the benefit of the Village would not be included in this cost.  There are 
no vehicles programmed in the CIP.  Additionally, the Village would not be responsible for funding of the 
replacement accounts for the wastewater collection system or pumps.   

Replacement Fund Account Costs = 
 

   

     
 

Once these three costs have been determined, each cost is then divided by the total gallons of Village 
flow treated in that year to determine a per-gallon unit rate.   The combined Village O&M rate (before 
A&G) and Village A&G rate combine to provide a blended Village operational rate. 

Proposed Village of Fall River Rates 

2024 historic data was used to determine the proposed rates for the Village of Fall River flows. With the 
recent transition of the wastewater utility from the City of Columbus to the Columbus Utilities, there is 
extremely limited data with which to project specific cost data for 2026.  For this reason, the 2024 data 
was used instead.  It is recommended that projected data is used for the next rate update, since historic 
financial data and trends will be established. 

In 2024, 66.93 million gallons of flow from the Village1 were treated, out of a total 429.56 million gallons of 
total flow treated at the WWTP2. The Village proportional flow percentage for 2024 was determined to be 
15.58% 

The Village O&M (before A&G) percentage was determined to be 15.58% 

The Village A&G percentage was determined to be 14.09% 

The combined Village operations percentage was determined to be 14.88% 

For this study, the calculated Village percentage of WWTP-related O&M costs was used to establish the 
equipment replacement rate of 14.88% in place of the IGA established rate of 15.58%.  This was done to 
better represent the Village’s allocation of costs as they relate to the treatment plant itself, instead of flows 
treated as a whole. 

For 2024, the volume rates were determined to be: 

$1.55 per 1,000 gallons treated for O&M Costs 

$1.23 per 1,000 gallons treated for A&G Costs 

$0.34 per 1,000 gallons treated for replacement funding  

The combined volumetric cost for the Village was determined to be $3.13/1,000 gallons of flow treated. 

 
1  Flows based on wastewater utility metering data 
2  Flows based on WWTP flow data and WDNR reporting 
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A summary of the calculations for the 2024 calculations is included in Appendix B – 2026 External User 
Rate Calculations. 

B. Elba Sanitary District 

The City of Columbus entered into a Contractual Agreement with the Elba Sanitary District on September 
19, 1995, for the City to accept and treat sewage flows from the Sanitary District.  Some of the key 
provisions from the agreement are as follows: 

- The Sanitary District shall be allocated an average annual design flow of 9,900 gallons per day. 
- The usage by City customers within the Sanitary District shall be assumed to be 15% of volumes 

metered 
- The City shall pay 12% of sewer rehabilitation costs within the Sanitary District 

Allocation of Costs 

The agreement with the District does not clearly lay out a mechanism for allocating costs for 
improvements and volumetric charges, and so the methods used for the Village of Fall River were utilized 
to determine allocations for the Sanitary District in this study. 

Proposed Elba Sanitary District Rates 

2024 historic data was used to determine the proposed rates for the Elba Sanitary District, for the same 
reasons as stated above for the Village of Fall River. 

In 2024, 4.99 million gallons of flow from the Sanitary District3 were treated, out of a total 429.56 million 
gallons of total flow treated at the WWTP4. The Sanitary District proportional flow percentage for 2024 
was determined to be 1.16%. 

The Sanitary District O&M (before A&G) percentage was determined to be 1.16%. 

The Sanitary District A&G percentage was determined to be 1.05%. 

The combined Sanitary District operations percentage was determined to be 1.11%. 

For this study, the calculated Sanitary District percentage of WWTP-related O&M costs was used to 
establish the equipment replacement rate of 1.11% to represent the Sanitary District’s allocation of costs 
as they relate to the treatment plant itself, instead of flows treated as a whole. 

For 2024, the volume rates were determined to be: 

$1.55 per 1,000 gallons treated for O&M Costs 

$1.23 per 1,000 gallons treated for A&G Costs 

$0.34 per 1,000 gallons treated for replacement funding  

A summary of the calculations for the 2024 calculations is included in Appendix B – 2026 External User 
Rate Calculations. 

  

 
3  Flows based on wastewater utility metering data
4  Flows based on WWTP flow data and WDNR reporting 
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PART VI - 2026-2036 FINANCIAL FORECAST

The financial forecast in Table 2 projects the rate adjustments required annually to maintain a  positive 
cash flow, meet debt obligation requirements, and provide sufficient revenue to fund Utility costs.  
Revenues from volumetric rates will need to be sufficient to fund O&M costs and revenues fixed rates will 
need to be sufficient to fund debt obligations and future capital improvements.  

R/M assumed the following for this financial forecast:

- An annual increase of 3% for O&M expenses

- An annual increase of 3% for inflation

- An annual increase of 3% for depreciation

- Rate increases for external users would roughly mirror the trends in the overall utility costs.  Actual 
rate increases will be determined on a bi-annual basis, based on the methodology outlined in Part V 
above.

- Allocation percentage for external users would stay roughly the same as the 2024 determination, and 
treated flow proportions will be the primary factor in determining cost allocation for these projects.  
Actual cost allocations will be determined for each project, based on the methodology outlined in Part 
V above. 

R/M recommends the following target goals, as discussed in Part IV of this report:

- Minimum debt service coverage of 110%.

- Target cash reserve of 40% off annual O&M cost, or minimum $1,000,000 in cash reserves, 
whichever is higher.

Table 2 below shows the key financial aspects of the financial projection.  The full financial project is 
included in Appendix C – Columbus Wastewater Utility 2026-2036 Financial Forecast.

The Utility’s wastewater debt coverage is projected to fall below the 110% minimum in coverage in 2026 
and 2027, but the proposed rate increases would help the Utility meet this coverage in 2028.  

The Utility’s cash reserve is projected to fall below 40% of the annual O&M expenses by the end of 2026, 
but the proposed rate increases would help the Utility re-establish the target cash reserve by about 2031.

As with any financial forecast, expenses and/or revenues may differ significantly from the forecast. The 
Utility should revisit this forecast each year and adjust its planning as needed.
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PART VII – RECOMMENDATIONS

A. Recommended Rate Updates

R/M recommends updating the following rates:

1. Increase the volumetric rates for Wastewater Utility customers from $6.35 per 100 cubic feet to 
$7.56 per 100 cubic feet.

2. Increase the volumetric rates for the Village of Fall River from $2.59 per 1,000 gallons treated to 
$3.13 per 1,000 gallons treated.

3. Increase the volumetric rates for the Elba Sanitary District from $2.42 per 1,000 gallons treated to 
$3.13 per 1,000 gallons treated.

B. Customer Impacts

For the initial years of implementation, customer impacts will be driven primarily by volumetric rate 
adjustments, with an additional fixed charge increase in 2028. In 2026, customers will experience an 
increase in the usage-based portion of their bill due to a 19 percent volumetric rate increase, reflecting 
rising O&M costs. This is followed by an additional 12 percent volumetric increase in 2027 as system 
demands and costs continue to grow. In 2028, customers will see both a 12 percent volumetric increase
and a 50 percent increase to the fixed monthly charge, resulting in the largest impact to customers within 
the next 10-year period. The fixed charge adjustment will have a greater impact on customers with larger 
meters, while volumetric increases will primarily affect higher water users. These early, phased increases 
are intended to stabilize utility finances while moderating year-to-year bill impacts.

Customer Analysis

The analysis in Table 3 presents sample bills to illustrate typical charges for customers with Alternative 2 
rate structure. Currently, the demand increments are based on estimated average values, not specific to 
Columbus. Additional examples of customer bill impacts are shown in Appendix D – Customer Rate 
Comparisons.

Expenses and/or revenues may differ significantly from the forecast. The City should revisit this forecast 
each year and adjust its planning as needed.

Neighboring Municipal Sewer Rates

Table 4 provides data comparing City of Columbus’s proposed 2026 rates to its neighboring 
municipalities. All fixed and volume rates are taken directly from the respective municipalities website. 
The rates shown are quarterly.
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C. Reserve Policy

R/M recommends that the Utility adopt a reserve policy of maintaining target cash reserves equal to 40 
percent of annual O&M expenses or $1,000,000, whichever is greater. 

Maintaining adequate reserves improves financial resilience and creditworthiness and would better equip 
the Wastewater Utility to handle unexpected costs that arise in the future.

PART VIII - SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

The City of Columbus Sanitary Sewer Utility faces increasing financial pressures driven by rising 
operating costs, existing debt service obligations, regulatory requirements, and substantial capital 
reinvestment needs. Without rate adjustments, the Utility will be unable to maintain required reserve 
levels or sustainably fund system improvements.

R/M recommends that the Columbus Wastewater Utility:

1. Adopt sewer rates for the City of Columbus Utility customers consistent with the proposed rates 
from this study.

2. Adopt sewer rates for the Village of Fall River and the Elba Sanitary District consistent with the 
updated rates from this study.

3. Implement the recommended rate adjustments for 2027 and 2028 on January 1st of the calendar 
year.

4. Reaffirm the Utility’s reserve policy target.

5. Update the financial forecast and external user rates on a bi-annual basis.

6. Update the CIP annually.  
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Columbus Wastewater Utility 2026 – 2036 Capital Improvement Plan

Appendix B: 2026 External User Rate Calculations 

Appendix C: Columbus Wastewater Utility 2026 – 2036 Financial Forecast 

Appendix D: Customer Rate Comparisons 
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Appendix A: Columbus Wastewater Utility 2026 – 2036 Capital Improvement Plan 
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Appendix B: 2026 External User Rate Calculations 
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Appendix C: Columbus Wastewater Utility 2026 – 2036 Financial Forecast 
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