
SonomaValleyCounty 
    SanitationDistrict

THE PROBLEM
Many of the sewer pipes in the Sonoma Valley County 
Sanitation District (District) are more than half a century 
old. As a result, during heavy storms, the system overflows, 
allowing sewage to flow into local creeks and ultimately, 
San Pablo Bay. Over the last 20 years, the District (which 
is a special district governed by a three-member Board of 
Directors) has invested about $89 million in repairing and 
replacing aging pipes, pumps and other infrastructure.
Despite these 
improvements, in 2015, 
the District was fined 
more than $700,000 
by the San Francisco 
Bay Regional Water 
Quality Control Board 
(Regional Board) for 
overflows that occurred 
between 2011 and 
2015.  In addition, the 
Regional Board and 
a subsequent lawsuit 
settlement agreement 
require the District to 
take several actions, 
including:
1. Proposing an 
ordinance to the District Board that would lead to the 
inspection and repair of leaky sewer laterals;
2. Funding a $50,000 program that would result in the 
inspection of laterals and the repair/replacement of at least 
30 laterals.
The side sewer (consists of both the building sewer and 
the lateral sewer) are the pipes that lead from a residence/
business to the sewer main. The pipe from the building 
to public road/easement is the “private” lateral and the 
property owner is responsible for keeping it in working 
order.
Studies conducted by various municipalities and sanitation 
agencies show that leaky sewer laterals contribute about 40 
percent of the additional flows that lead to sanitary sewer 
overflows. The Regional Board has required Districts 

throughout the Bay Area to consider lateral replacement 
ordinances, and many jurisdictions now require private 
sewer laterals to be inspected upon sale of the property, 
change of use and when problems have been identified.
District staff is working on (1) a proposed ordinance and 
(2) an accompanying Inspection, Repair and Replacement 
Program that will meet the Regional Board requirements 
and help reduce sewer overflows.

PROPOSED ORDINANCE
In general, the 
proposed Sonoma 
Valley County 
Sanitation District 
ordinance would do the 
following:
1. Allow the District to 
inspect private sewer 
laterals that are more 
than 30 years old or are 
suspected of being in 
poor condition;
2. Require the 
property owner to 
repair or replace failing 
laterals within one year 
of inspection.

PROPOSED INSPECTION, REPAIR AND 
REPLACEMENT PROGRAM

In addition to the proposed ordinance, the District is 
also proposing a program that would provide free lateral 
inspections to properties in neighborhoods where overflows 
are a problem. If the inspection reveals significant 
problems, the District would – for a limited time – provide 
up to $1,000 for repairs or replacements.
To help property owners pay for the costs of repair or 
replacement, the District is working with the Community 
Development Commission (CDC) and the county treasurer/
tax assessor on financing programs. The 
CDC offers low-interest financing with 
a long payback period to low-income 

SONOMA VALLEY COUNTY SANITATION DISTRICT SIDE SEWER 
(LATERAL) ORDINANCE AND INSPECTION, 

REPAIR & REPLACEMENT PROGRAM



homeowners. Some homeowners may even qualify for 
loans that will be forgiven. For more information about the 
CDC programs, go to http://www.sonoma-county.org/cdc/
cdrehab.htm.
The District is working with the treasurer/tax assessor on 
a loan program that would allow the District to pay the 
upfront costs of lateral repair/replacement. The property 
owner would pay back the District over a period of 5-10 
years through the annual property tax bill. Because the 
repairs/replacement are an improvement to the property, the 
loan from the District would stay with the property if it is 
sold or transferred.

HOW WOULD THE SEWER LATERAL 
ORDINANCE/PROGRAM WORK?

• The District would contract with qualified plumber(s) to 
conduct inspections using up-to-date video technology, 
which rate the condition of the lateral using a standard 
numerical system.
•The plumbing contractor would contact property owners 
in targeted neighborhoods to get permission to enter and 
to inspect the lateral (free of charge to property owner; 
program paid for by District), with the understanding that if 
problems are revealed, it is the homeowner’s responsibility 
to make repairs.
• Note:  The ordinance would allow the District to inspect 
laterals of buildings 30 years or older or that are suspected 
of being defective without property owner permission, but 
permission will ALWAYS be sought prior to inspection. 
The inspection would be through a video and a “smoke” 
test – both of which are non-invasive and do not require 
inspectors to come onto the property.
• If the free inspection finds problems, the property owner 
would be notified that they have one year to repair or 
replace the lateral, and the District would provide up to 
$1,000 rebate for the associated costs.
• The landowner may also be able to receive free toilets and 
other water conserving devices through the District’s direct 
installation program.
• The District would provide information to the property 
owner about financing programs through the CDC or the 
District.
• Within one year of inspection, the property owner would 
be required to provide documentation (through a video 
inspection) that the lateral has been repaired or replaced.

WHAT ARE THE TYPICAL COSTS OF REPAIRING/
REPLACING A SEWER LATERAL?

The Water Agency contacted several plumbers to determine 

average costs of repairing or replacing sewer laterals. 
Costs can vary widely depending on factors including 
lateral length, landscaping, and the condition of the laterals 
connections. The table below illustrates the range of 
possible costs.

Spot repairs can be done when the lateral is in generally 
good condition, with a few, limited problem areas. Lining 
is a technique that involves using a special material and 
resin to line the pipe. Pipe bursting involves digging a 
hole near the building and a hole at the street, and bursting 
through the old pipe with a new pipe. Spot repairs, lining 
and pipe bursting avoid having to dig out the old pipe (and 
disrupting landscaping). Trenching involves digging to 
remove/replace the old lateral.

HOW CAN I LEARN MORE?
Attend one of the two public meetings about the proposed 
ordinance:

Wednesday, October 19, 6 – 7:30 p.m.
Glen Ellen Fire District Community Room
13445 Arnold Drive, Glen Ellen

Thursday, October 27, 6-7:30 p.m.
Sonoma Charter School
17202 Sonoma Hwy., Sonoma
 

Go online to www.sonomacountywater.org/lateral/ to view 
a presentation about the program. The Sonoma Valley 
County Sanitation District Fall 2016 newsletter (available 
online) provides additional information about sewer 
laterals.

NEXT STEPS
Community input from the public meetings will be 
considered by staff. The District Board of Directors (First 
District Supervisor Susan Gorin, Chairman of the Board 
of Supervisors Efren Carrillo and Sonoma Mayor Laurie 
Gallian) will consider the ordinance and the Inspection, 
Repair and Replacement Program at a public meeting in 
fall 2016.
For more information contact Barry Dugan at barry.
dugan@scwa.ca.gov, or 707-547-1930.


