
 

Meeting Summary 
Etowah Sewer Advisory Committee 

    

 
Date:   January 27, 2026, at 3:30 pm 
 
Location:  Etowah Horseshoe Fire Department  
  15 Morgan Road, Etowah, NC 
 
 

Agenda Item 
 

Presenter 

1. Call to Order, Welcome and Introductions 
 

Chair Egolf 

2. Approval of Summary of Previous Meeting Summary from 
Previous Meeting and Agenda 

 

Chair Egolf 

3. Public Comment 
 

Chair Egolf 

4. Update: NCDWQ Inspection Report 
 

Jones 

5. Update: Asset Inventory and Analysis project 
 

Jones 

6. Update: Plant Replacement Project and Funding 
 

Jones 

7. Update on System Repairs and Maintenance 
 

Griffin 

8. Questions and Adjourn 
 

Chair Egolf 

 
Staff Presentation and meeting notes from Annette Huetter are attached. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Etowah Sewer Advisory Committee

January 27, 2026

Office of the County Engineer



Meeting Agenda

Office of the County Engineer



Update: NCDWQ Inspection Report

On December 17, 2025, our Wastewater Treatment Plant was inspected 
by NC Water Quality Regional Operations Section.  The compliance 
inspection report is on the following pages. 

Office of the County Engineer



Office of the County Engineer



Office of the County Engineer



Office of the County Engineer



Office of the County Engineer

• Recall the older plant had a structural failure just prior to 
the plant transferring to the County.  The previous 
operator addressed the problem by filling the sludge 
holding basin with concrete which seems to have 
stabilized the plant’s wall.  However, without the sludge 
basin, staff must pump sludge frequently from the 
processing portions of the plant which increases 
operations costs.

• With the latest failure and leak in the newer plant, we 
have lowered the plant level below the structural 
problems.  This provides a temporary fix, but in practical 
terms has lowered our plant capacity by 25% to 
approximately 90,000 GPD.  We are at or above the 
capacity with our daily average flow now. 

• Staff has developed an emergency operation plan should 
one or both plants fail.  The initial step is to employ pump 
and haul operations to stabilize until a rented plant can be 
mobilized.  Depending on how long the emergency plan is 
implemented, the cost could be $1M to $2M.



Asset Inventory & Analysis Project

Office of the County Engineer



WWTP Replacement Project

Office of the County Engineer



Maintenance & Repairs

Office of the County Engineer

• Replaced Manhole in Etowah reach 
• Jetted 2 lines in Etowah Reach 
• Effluent Pump #1 Failed at WWTP sent to rebuild 
• Odor Complaints addressed at plant by increasing 

soda ash and pump out both plants 
• Cleaned up debris from Etowah reach manhole repair. 
• WWTP had to be recalibrated and indicated under 

reporting by 58.4%
• 6 Customer service responses 
• Gathered Data for CIP planning and work order system 

• High Level alarms December 
total -19 No overflows 
o Etowah Reach -7
o WWTP- 8
o Brandymill – 1 
o Homeplace- 1
o Meadows -1 
o Sunset Ridge – 1 



Thank You 

Questions?

Office of the County Engineer
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DETAILED MEETING SUMMARY 
ETOWAH SEWER ADVISORY COMMITTEE  

JANUARY 27, 2026 
 
Meeting purpose and context 

• The committee met to receive updates from Henderson County staff on (1) the 
recent NCDEQ/NCDWQ inspection findings, (2) the ongoing Asset Inventory & 
Analysis (AIA) effort, (3) the treatment plant replacement program and funding, 
and (4) recent repairs/operations issues.  
 

• Staff emphasized that conditions at the wastewater treatment plant have 
deteriorated materially since the prior committee update, but they have 
contingency planning in place to preserve sewer service even if a major 
component fails. 

 
Call to order and introductions 

• After informal pre-meeting conversation, the meeting began with introductions. 
• County staff present and presenting: 

o Marcus Jones, County Engineer (stated he is the permit holder; primary 
technical presenter) 

o Andrew Griffin, Facilities Director (managing day-to-day system operations 
with his team; presented on inspection findings and system condition) 

 
Administrative items and public comment 

• Marcus Jones referenced the prior meeting summary being circulated as a 
“meeting summary” rather than formal minutes, and invited corrections by email. 

 
• No written public comments were submitted ahead of time; none were presented 

during the public comment slot. 
 
Key discussion themes and decisions 
 

1. Capacity, taps, fairness, and developers 
• A recurring concern raised was fairness between: 

o Existing customers already on the Etowah system, 
o Residents/areas with separate private systems nearby 
o Prospective new users (businesses/developers) seeking taps, and 
o Property owners who bought land expecting sewer access. 

 
• Staff explained that “facilities are there so we can tap in” is incorrect in the 

current condition; the limiting factor is capacity/compliance, not just proximity of 
lines. 
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• Staff discussed the Utilities Commission matter involving WNC Resort Properties 
and noted that, as a result of that process, the County must offer taps when 
capacity becomes available, at the then-applicable cost. They stressed the 
practical implication: one requested tap can translate into many more similarly-
situated taps that must be offered (a “one tap is really 50 taps” concept). 
 

• Staff clarified “no new taps” under the current moratorium/compliance 
constraints, while also distinguishing that replacement of an existing connected 
structure (same meter size / no added flow) is different than adding new flow. 
 

2. Rate structure and potential impact fees 
• Staff explained the two-part structure that utilities often use: 

o Monthly user rates cover ongoing operations (billing, staffing, chemicals, 
routine maintenance). 

o Impact fees (if adopted) are intended to equitably assign capacity-related 
costs to new users. They described that North Carolina requires a formal 
study tying impact fees to the cost of capacity. 
 

• Staff noted the rate increase already implemented was based on benchmarking 
and an “educated estimate” ahead of the full rate study results, and that the final 
study could still adjust rates up or down. They emphasized expectation 
management: the current number may not be the final number, but it will be 
supported by a transparent, cost-based analysis. 
 

3. Unbilled connections (“freeloading”) and mapping to confirm customer 
base 
 

• A question was asked about customers who have not been billed historically. 
 

• Staff stated the issue is real but more complex than it sounds: 
o They believe there are at least 50 unbilled connections (possibly more). 
o Some affected customers may not realize they are not being billed. 
o The plan is to identify them through mapping/analysis, then bring a single 

consolidated recommendation to the Board of Commissioners on how to 
handle billing going forward and whether any back-charges are 
appropriate. 
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4. NCDEQ/NCDWQ inspection findings: “catastrophic failure” risk 
 

• Staff reported that the State inspected the treatment plant and the collection 
system (separate permits) and issued written findings using unusually strong 
language indicating risk of catastrophic failure. 
 

• Andrew described observed structural deterioration, including missing/rusted-
through structural members in a digester tank and other failing components, with 
operational consequences: 

o Reduced usable volume in at least one tank (they are intentionally limiting 
operating levels to prevent leakage/spills). 

o One digester area filled with concrete, eliminating normal solids handling 
and increasing pumping frequency/costs. 

o Higher solids concentration, higher chemical use, more odor potential, and 
more wear on equipment. 
 

• Operational impacts cited during the meeting: 
o Pumping costs have increased substantially (a figure of roughly $6,000 for 

the prior month was stated). 
o Odor complaints (notably near the shopping center) were discussed as 

tied to concentrated waste/solids handling constraints and the increased 
need for pumping and chemical dosing. 
 

• Contingency planning for a catastrophic plant failure: 
o Staff explained they have evaluated emergency temporary treatment 

options. 
o A portable/temporary plant solution was described as very expensive (on 

the order of $2 million) and slow to deploy (estimated two to three weeks 
to set up). 

o During any interim period, service continuity would rely on aggressive 
pumping/hauling logistics (a “fleet of trucks” concept), driving major 
operating costs. 
 

5. Asset Inventory & Analysis (AIA) project and timeline 
 

• Staff described the AIA project as the foundational step to “know what the system 
is” (GIS mapping, condition assessment, and a capital improvement plan that 
forecasts replacements/maintenance across roughly a 10-year horizon). 
 

• The completion date mentioned for the AIA/rate analysis work was March 2027. 
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• Staff tied AIA outputs directly to: 
o A defensible rate study, 
o Impact fee justification (if adopted), and 
o Better operational planning (replacement cycles, preventive 

cleaning/CCTV, pump inventory planning). 
 

6. Repairs/maintenance since last update; monitoring issues 
 

• Several operational pain points were described, including: 
o A manhole failure that required replacement (about $5,000). 
o Ongoing pump failures and rebuild costs (including large pumps; rebuild 

and replacement costs were discussed as significant). 
o A flow-meter calibration problem: the meter was reported to be under-

reading by about 58%, requiring a data correction report to the State and 
possibly prompting meter replacement due to age and inability to hold 
calibration. 

o High-level alarms: staff referenced a high volume of alarms in December 
(19), each requiring staff response even if it does not rise to a reportable 
spill. 
 

• Staffing and cost accounting: 
o Staff noted that a substantial amount of staff time is currently being 

absorbed outside the enterprise fund accounting structure (i.e., not fully 
charged back to the sewer fund), and that the rate study should address a 
sustainable staffing/indirect cost model. 
 

7. “Flushable” wipes/rags/FOG education and enforcement 
 

• A question was raised about whether alarms and failures share a common 
denominator. 
 

• Staff described an influx of rags/wipes and related debris causing pump 
problems (wipes, shop towels, cleaning wipes, etc.). 

 
• They discussed a practical education strategy: 

o A billing insert/flyer warning residents not to flush anything except human 
waste and toilet paper. 

o Potentially using visuals/photos of retrieved debris to make the message 
land. 

o Committee members were encouraged to spread the word within their 
communities. 
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• Staff acknowledged they have methods to identify sources over time, but 
education was positioned as the quickest, cheapest first step to reduce damage 
and operating cost. 
 

8. Plant replacement project, funding, and alternatives (regional pump station 
vs. new plant) 
 

• Staff confirmed the County is already moving “full steam ahead” on replacement 
planning and that rehab is not viable (“throwing good money after bad”). 
 

• Funding and schedule: 
o They referenced a major grant award of $12.7 million already secured. 
o Total project cost was described as likely exceeding $15 million, leaving a 

remaining gap they are actively pursuing with State support. 
o Current planning assumption: roughly a 3-year delivery timeline (improved 

from earlier 3–5 year framing because of the grant award). 
 

• Alternatives and regional coordination: 
o Staff discussed evaluating either a new/expanded treatment plant and/or a 

regional pump station solution, including potential connection to MSD 
and/or the City of Hendersonville systems, and stated they have already 
initiated conversations about potential connection points. 

o Capacity considerations were discussed in plain terms: 
§ Preliminary sizing discussed around 250,000 gallons/day for 

plant/pump station planning as a working figure (subject to the 
detailed analysis and policy choices). 

§ The discharge permit capacity of 500,000 gallons/day was 
referenced for treated discharge to the French Broad, with the 
distinction that collection/pumping constraints also matter. 
 

• Growth implications: 
o Committee discussion acknowledged the inherent policy tension: 

§ Build too small and you lock out reasonable growth and/or push 
development toward less desirable onsite solutions. 

§ Build too large and you may induce more growth demand than the 
community wants. 

o Staff emphasized that while engineering can “right-size” infrastructure, the 
ultimate growth posture is a policy call for the Commissioners informed by 
cost and zoning/buildout analysis. 
 
 
 
 
 



 6 

9. Specific development example: Bojangles 
 

• Bojangles was discussed as a concrete example of the current “no new tap” 
reality: 

o Without sewer service, they cannot obtain a certificate of occupancy. 
o They reportedly had not purchased the land as of the last attendee 

communication, and the project may be shelved unless/until sewer 
capacity becomes available. 

 
How the committee can help  

• Staff asked the committee to remain engaged, understand the constraints, and 
help communicate accurate information to customers to counter rumors/hearsay. 

• Staff indicated that when options are ready for the Board, they will try to bring 
them to the advisory committee first to gather input and to be able to report the 
committee’s perspective back to the Commissioners. 
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