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ager Rob Hites was hop-
ing for.

Massive quantities of  
rain are sneaking into 
Waynesville’s sewer sys-
tem. It overwhelms the 
sewer plant, maxing out 
its capacity and causing 
overflows of  raw sewage 
and disrupting the chem-
ical balance in treatment 
tanks.

On a normal day, the 
plant handles 4 million 
gallons. During big rains, 
it spikes above the plant’s 
6 million gallon capacity, 
possibly going as high as 
8 million gallons.

“When we have two 
inches of  rain in an hour, 
these microbursts like 
we’ve been having in the 
mountain valleys, we’ve 
been moving up to 8 mil-
lion gallons. When you 
run all that clear water 
through it, it washes all 
the neutralizing bugs 
out,” Hites said.

The town not only gets 
dinged for environmental 
violations, but it’s a waste 
of  money.

“We are trying to save 
the chemicals and elec-
tricity and everything 
that goes into treating 
stormwater,” Hites said.

Regulatory, growth 
woes

But there’s an even big-
ger problem.

As Waynesville contin-
ues the long and arduous 
process of  rebuilding its 
antiquated sewer plant, 
it’s hit a snag with state 
regulators. The town isn’t 
expanding the plant’s 6 
million gallon capacity 
as part of  the rebuild, at 
least not initially.

And that’s troubling to 
environmental regulators 
who fear the violations 
during heavy rains will 
keep happening.

“They felt like we 
needed to expand the plan 
to 8 million gallons a day. 
We wanted to keep it at 6,” 
Hites said.

Compounding the 
problem, a growth boom 
playing out is poised to 
add even more load to the 
plant.

The 200-unit apart-
ment on Plott Creek, the 
210-unit apartment at the 
former BI-LO grocery 
plaza, and dozens of  new 
homes are on the hori-
zon. Commercial growth 
is booming too, from the 
new Publix complex and 
new Starbucks already 
completed, to a new car 
wash beside Ingles, a 
new Dunkin near Lake 
Junaluska and the new 
Mountain Credit Union 
headquarters on Russ Av-
enue.

State environmental 
regulators have threat-
ened to bring the hammer 
down by stopping any 

new development from 
hooking on to the sewer 
system unless Waynes-
ville gets its capacity is-
sues under control. It 
would be a devastating 
blow to the economy and 
leave developments al-
ready under construction 
in the lurch, town leaders 
fear.

Meanwhile, Junaluska 
Sanitary District, which 
also feeds into the 
Waynesville sewer treat-
ment plant, is expanding 
sewer lines out N.C. 209 to 
serve Riverbend Elemen-
tary and commercial de-
velopment around the I-40 
interchange.

Town leaders and the 
McGill engineering team 
handling the sewer plant 
rebuild have a plan to 
handle the additional 
load that’s needed, one 
that’s cheaper and eas-
ier than expanding the 
plant’s capacity.

Reining it in
In Hites’ view, the 

plant’s capacity isn’t the 
real problem. The real 
problem is renegade rain-
water getting into the 
sewer system and caus-
ing the volume spikes.

Instead of  making the 
plant bigger, go after the 
underlying problem of  
rain inflow, Hites said.

Enter the sewer smoke 
test. Hites was hoping to 
find low-hanging fruit 
— places where storm 
drains and gutters are 
channeling large vol-
umes of  water into the 
sewer system.

“We found a number 
of  houses where people 
had snuck their gutters 
into our sewer system,” 
Hites said. “If  you are 
getting all the flow from a 
roofline directly into the 
sewer, that’s thousands 
of  gallons that we are 
having to treat.”

Even more bang for 
the buck is storm drains 
tied into the sewer sys-
tem. Storm drains are 
supposed to carry rain 
away into the storm drain 
system and dump into 
creeks. But if  corners 
were cut decades ago, 
storm drains could have 
been improperly tied into 
the sewer system.

“You can have a case 
where 30 or 40 years ago, 
the city was putting in 
a storm drain and said 
‘Hey we don’t have any 
storm water lines around 
here, let’s just connect it 
to the sewer system cause 
it’s right here,’” Hites 
said. “That’s hundreds of  
thousands of  gallons go-
ing into the sewer during 
a nasty summer storm.”

The town’s plan to pick 
up additional capacity at 
the sewer plant doesn’t 
stop with ferreting out 
renegade rainwater, how-
ever.

There’s also a part B: 
building a holding ba-
sin to absorb the spikes 
during heavy storms. 
Since the swell in volume 
is short-lived, a holding 
tank would serve as a re-
lease valve to catch the 
deluge that hits the sewer 

system and 
allow the 
plant to 
catch up.

Some of  
the storm 
water inun-
dating the 
sewer plant 
is outside 
W a y n e s -
ville’s con-
trol, how-

ever. Three 

other sewer systems — 
Junaluska Sanitary, Lake 
Junaluska and the town 
of  Clyde — all send their 
sewage to Waynesville’s 
plant.

Waynesville wants 
these systems to perform 
smoke tests of  their own 
to fix rain inflow, but 
Waynesville can’t force 
them to do so. Environ-
mental regulators could, 
however, if  Waynesville 
can prove they are part of  
the problem.

Waynesville is in the 
process of  measuring 
how much flow is coming 
from these other systems 
during storm events with 
sonar equipment at con-
nection points.

“If  these flow tests 
show during a rainstorm 
their flow into us doubles 
or triples, that’s pretty 
good evidence,” Hites 
said.

Smoke and mirrors
The town has faced 

scrutiny from environ-
mental regulators for 
letting the plant get as 
bad as it is. The aging 
1960s-era plant is on its 
last leg, making time of  
the essence.

Under a best case sce-
nario, the rebuild won’t 
be done until 2023. If  the 
town is forced to increase 
the plant’s capacity from 
6 to 8 million gallons, it 
would have to go back to 
the drawing board on en-
gineering plans, navigate 
a new discharge permit 
and redo its loan financ-
ing due to the added cost.

All of  that would take 
precious time the town 
doesn’t have — about 

three additional years, 
Hites estimated. Ironi-
cally, he said, the same en-
vironmental regulators 
that want the plant fixed 
as soon as possible would 
be delaying the project by 
insisting the town redo 
its plans to add more ca-
pacity.

Admittedly, however, 
the plant will eventually 
need more than 6 million 
gallons if  growth contin-
ues. This is where part 
C of  the town’s capacity 
strategy comes in.

It doesn’t make sense 
to spend $20 million on a 
rebuild, and have to come 
back in just 20 years and 
do it again because it’s 
not big enough.

Luckily, however, the 
headworks of  the plant 
will be capable of  han-
dling 8 million gallons.

“We are renovating 
plant to 8 million gallons 
but leaving it on paper as 
6 million to avoid a new 
discharge permit,” Hites 
said. “The only thing it 
would need to bring it to 
8 million gallons a day 
in the future is an addi-
tional clarifier.”

That additional clari-
fier can be added if  and 
when the new volume is 
needed rather than doing 
it now.

At the end of  the day, 
however, the town has to 
convince environmen-
tal regulators. It’s taken 
months of  negotiations, 
meetings and appeals, but 
Hites thinks the town has 
finally gotten there.

“We believe they now 
understand the design is 
sound and that it works,” 
Hites said.
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Waynesville’s sewer treat-
ment plant is on its last leg 
and then some — saddled 
with environmental viola-
tions, worn-out parts, over-
flows, leaky collection lines 
and subpar storage capacity.

It handles sewage for a 
large central swath of the 
county, from Lake Junaluska 
to Clyde to Iron Duff, as well 
as greater Waynesville. More 
than 10,000 households and 
businesses on four different 
sewer systems will see their 
rates go up to pay for the re-
build.

Waynesville is four years 
into the process of rebuild-
ing the plant, but has at least 
three more to go with a target 
completion of 2023.

The town has been nav-
igating a maze of moving 
parts that have to happen be-
fore the first screw or shovel 
of dirt can be turned.

The rebuild will cost big bucks, now pushing 
$20 million. Negotiating the best deal on a loan 
has been a complex process. The town has been 
bargaining with both state and federal loan funds 
to find the optimum interest rate and pay-off pe-
riod. The better the rate and longer the pay-off 
period, the lower the annual loan payments and 
the less sewer bills will have to go up.

It takes the right mix of compounds and live or-
ganisms to clean the sewage. Waynesville has run 
afoul of pollution limits due to high concentrations 
of salt getting into its system, presumably from ep-
som salt manufacturer Giles Chemical.

The salt kills the bacteria that are supposed to 
neutralize ammonia, leading to violations for high 
levels of ammonia. The town and Giles continue to 
try to trouble-shoot the problem.

Flash storms with intense rainfall have been 
overwhelming the plant’s capacity, causing viola-
tions. Rain is getting into the sewer system either 
from leaky sewer pipes or gutters.

Other sewer systems feeding the plant are part 
of the problem, but Waynesville is the one getting 
dinged by regulators. Line work to identify where 
the rain is getting into the system is now part and 
parcel to the rebuild itself.

Planning and designing will ultimately take lon-
ger than the rebuild itself. The town has been in 
the study phase and planning process for almost 
five years. There is another year of final engineer-
ing to map out what needs to be done — from con-
crete thickness on the holding basin to bolt sizes 
on new mechanical equipment. The project can 
then finally go out to bid. The town’s engineering 
firm of McGill is entering the final stage of the engi-
neering, and within a year, should be able to take 
the project out to bid.

Waynesville has been in the crosshairs of state 
environmental regulators who got fed up with re-
peated pollution violations. Regulators threatened 
to stop all new development from hooking on to 
the sewer system until the plant was fixed, which 
would bring the local economy to a screeching halt. 
Added regulatory scrutiny has meant more hoops 
and hurdles during the already onerous permitting 
requirements.

Waynesville Town Manager Rob Hites


