
Irvine Ranch Water gets edge in bid for Tustin area
sewer service
By BROOKE EDWARDS STAGGS
2015-11-11 16:03:54

Irvine Ranch Water District just got the upper hand in a bid for
80,000 new customers.

Staff from the Orange County Local Area Formation
Commission recently recommended allowing the Irvine water
agency to take over sewer service for residents in western
Tustin, North Tustin and El Modena, an unincorporated
community near Orange.

East Orange County Water District also submitted an application to serve the area, drawing
support from some local leaders and residents. However, LAFCO, which oversees boundary and
governance changes, reviewed both applications and released a report endorsing Irvine Ranch
Water for the job.

“Because of the district’s history of financial stability and the economies of scale that will be
gained in terms of staffing and other resources, IRWD is the most logical local sewer provider,” the
LAFCO staff report states.

Orange County Sanitation District has served the 7,800-acre area since 1985. Now the county
agency wants to step away from local services to focus on countywide wastewater treatment.

That prompted the competing bids, with Irvine Ranch promising to lower rates by 50 percent while
East Orange County Water pledged to lower them by 10 percent.

State law favors an existing agency expanding its service rather than a new one entering the field,
the LAFCO analysis states. The report cites Irvine Ranch Water District’s 50-year experience
handling sewer service, while East Orange County Water has only offered water service.

The final decision rests with the 11-member regional LAFCO.

Project manager Ben Legbandt said the vote will be pushed back until at least Dec. 9, since the
county Board of Supervisors needs to first take action on related property tax changes.

Contact the writer: 714-796-7963 or BStaggs@OCRegister.com
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Letters: Irvine Ranch Water District preferred
2015-10-28 17:09:08

Re: “Agencies compete to take over sewer service in Tustin,
North Tustin and Orange’s El Modena” [News, Oct. 20]: All of
this talk about water and sewage is now the hot topic for
apartment owners in O.C. and, specifically, North Tustin. Who
knew that such a small line item on a tax bill could have such a
significant financial impact on so many members of the
community?

Apartment complexes situated in North Tustin would especially benefit from Irvine Ranch Water
District being awarded services to the area. Cutting my sewer rate by 50 percent would drastically
reduce my property’s operating expenses, and, by drastic, I mean saving an additional $37,000
over the lifetime of the mortgage. Members of our association stand to individually save upward of
$275,000 over the same timeframe. If the O.C. Local Agency Formation Commission chooses East
Orange County Water to provide North Tustin’s sewer service, the potential savings will disappear.

Failing to select IRWD would hurt property owners and business operators. Saving 50 percent on
our bills and having the more experienced provider in IRWD is the logical choice. If East Orange
County Water could offer greater savings or even a superior, proven track record, then I would be
willing to consider their services. But to cut our bills by 10 percent while choosing a provider with
no sewage treatment experience is a bad idea for North Tustin and puts the health and safety of
our employees, our residents and our youth at risk.

LAFCO owes it to this community to select the agency that can provide certainty with regard to
rates, health and safety. Choose IRWD and let us all benefit from that decision.

Nicholas Dunlap

Santa Ana

President, Apartment Association of Orange County

The abridged version

Re: “Private money running from the train” [Opinion, Oct. 23]: You’re right to question the financial
assumptions underlying the high-speed rail project. But, you really could have said it all in just one
word: ARTIC!

John T. Dzialo

Fullerton

Cleaning out the hanger

Re: “Fighter jets track military blimp drifting over Pennsylvania” [News, Oct. 28]: This runaway
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blimp must be Speaker John Boehner’s idea of “cleaning out the barn.” That is, getting rid of
another wasteful program.

Rob Macfarlane

Newport Beach
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Agencies compete to take over sewer service in
Tustin, North Tustin and Orange's El Modena
By BROOKE EDWARDS STAGGS
2015-10-20 14:06:37

Two agencies are competing for uncommon spoils: sewage.

Both East Orange County Water District and Irvine Ranch Water District have applied to take over
sewer services for 80,000 people living in a swath of western Tustin, North Tustin and El Modena,
an unincorporated community near Orange.

The good news is that both agencies are promising to cut rates for residents – one by 10 percent
and the other by 50 percent, with different philosophies about how to finance maintenance of the
area’s 174 miles of pipeline.

“We’ve received a lot of feedback in support of both applications,” said Ben Legbandt, who’s
overseeing the project for the Orange County Local Area Formation Commission, which directs
boundary and governance changes.

LAFCO will hold a workshop Wednesday, Oct. 28, at Foothill High to present details on the
competing applications and to solicit feedback before taking the issue to its regional commission
for a vote.

WHY THE CHANGE?

Orange County Sanitation District has served the 7,800-acre area since 1985. It’s the largest area
that still gets daily sewer service by OCSD, which wants to step away from local services to focus
on countywide wastewater treatment, Legbandt said.

OCSD approached East Orange County Water District to take over sewer service for the area, and
the two entered into an agreement in February 2014.

East Orange County Water has long provided daily service for nearly 1,200 customers in North
Tustin, along with selling wholesale water to several agencies. But since the district has never
provided sewer service before, LAFCO is required to review the application and determine which
adjacent agency is the most logical provider, Legbandt said.

The city of Orange – which provides sewer service for its residents and may one day look to annex
El Modena – was brought to the table. So was Tustin, which receives the rest of its sewer service
from Irvine Ranch Water District. But the only other agency that submitted an application was
Irvine Ranch Water District, which serves some 370,000 customers throughout central Orange
County.

DIFFERENCE IN PROPOSALS

East Orange County Water intends to cut rates by 10 percent the first year, which would save the
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average homeowner $21 annually. The district would then save money each month to build up its
reserves and pay for system improvements in cash as needed.

“We’re a pay-as-you-go agency,” said Lisa Ohlund, general manager for the district. “We don’t
have any debt. We don’t have unfunded pension liabilities.”

Irvine Ranch Water intends to cut rates by 50 percent for the first five years, which would save
homeowners $108 annually. The district would then take out bonds to pay for improvements if
needed, increasing rates by 2 percent annually starting the sixth year to keep up with inflation and
cover any debt service.

“We can do it for half the price,” said Paul Cook, general manager for Irvine Ranch Water. “It’s just
good governance.”

Tustin, Orange and the Foothill Communities Association, a nonprofit serving North Tustin, have all
written letters in support of East Orange County Water taking over service. They argue that the
district is smaller and more local, already knows the service area and has a good customer service
record.

Other residents and apartment complex owners who stand to save tens of thousands of dollars
each year have spoken in support of Irvine Ranch Water. Arguments here include the district’s
record as the cheapest water provider in the county and that it has resources to handle
maintenance and emergencies in-house rather than via a contractor, as East Orange County Water
intends.

WHAT’S NEXT

Following Wednesday’s hearing, LAFCO staff will review all feedback and recommend one of the
proposals for approval to the 11-member LAFCO commission, likely during their December hearing.

A change in service still requires a Board of Supervisors vote because of the property tax involved,
a reconsideration period and a protest period. That means it will likely be at least late winter or
early spring before a new agency takes over and reduced rates might kick in.

Contact the writer: 714-796-7963 or BStaggs@OCRegister.com
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