
 
 
 

 

 

TO: James L. App, City Manager 

FROM: Richard McKinley, Public Works Director 

SUBJECT: Private Sewer Laterals at 12th Street and Other Road Improvement Projects 

DATE: May 19, 2015 

NEED: For City Council to consider options regarding replacement of private sewer laterals as 
part of the 12th Street and other road improvements projects. 

 
FACTS: 1. Private sewer laterals are underground drain lines extending from a home or 

business to the City sewer main, which is typically in the middle of the street.  There 
are more than 10,000 private sewer laterals in Paso Robles.   
 

2. Per the Municipal Code, a private property owner is responsible for maintenance of 
their sewer lateral all the way to the point of connection to the City sewer main, 
including segments within the public right-of-way, as shown in this figure. 

 
 

3. The Sewer Enterprise Fund collects revenue to maintain and regularly replace the 
140 miles of sewer mains throughout town, but does not collect revenue to maintain 
or regularly replace private sewer laterals.  To do so would require a major increase 
to sewer rates. 
 

4. Private sewer laterals typically have a useful life similar to or longer than the building 
it serves.  Private sewer lateral segments within the public right-of-way do not often 
fail.  For example, over the past 40 months, the City issued only 13 encroachment 
permits, at locations throughout the City, for repair or replacement of private sewer 
lateral segments within the public right of way.  That equates to a failure rate of 
approximately 3 laterals each year, for the 10,000 total private laterals throughout 
town. 
 

5. The City is preparing for major improvements to 12th Street, with most of the work 
to occur between Vine and Fresno Streets.  The sewer main in the street will be 
replaced prior to paving.  The replacement work will include reconnecting private 
sewer laterals to the main, and will comply with the Municipal Code in that Sewer 
Enterprise Funds will not be used to replace private sewer lateral segments within 
the public right-of-way. 
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6. While reviewing the 12th Street Improvements project in February, City Council 

requested this report back from staff regarding private sewer laterals, including 
consideration of making lateral replacement available to property owners at their 
own expense. An estimated 27 private laterals are within the 12th Street project 
limits. 
 

ANALYSIS & 
CONCLUSION: The need to replace private sewer laterals beneath City streets does not arise often 

and it has been City practice while replacing sewer mains in advance of road 
construction to re-connect private laterals to the main without requiring 
replacement.  The City could continue this practice with regard to the 12th Street 
Improvement project and for other future road improvements. 

Another option would be negotiate a bid item with the 12th Street and other street 
improvement project construction contractors for lateral replacement within the 
public right-of-way.  That negotiated pricing is typically on the order of $2,500 per 
lateral and would be offered to property owners as an opportunity to replace their 
private sewer lateral ahead of street construction, if they choose.  Payment 
arrangements would be made between the construction contractor and property 
owners directly.  

A third option considered was for the City to potentially lend money to owners who 
wish to replace their laterals ahead of road construction.  Current creditor rules may 
apply to such an arrangement, but certainly the basics of administering such small 
loans (estimated at $2,500 per lateral replacement) would apply.  Those basics 
include provisions for failure to pay, change of property ownership, properties going 
into receivership, etc.  Small loans are administratively complex and while the City is 
well-staffed to oversee community sewer service, it is not structured or experienced 
in administering such loan programs, especially if such a consideration is offered 
with every road reconstruction project. 

Given this setting and the fact that very few private lateral failures within the public 
right-of-way are reported each year, negotiating a lateral replacement bid item with 
the City’s construction contractor and offering that pricing to property owners 
affected by City street improvement projects appears appropriate. 

Note to 12th Street Property Owners:  If you are experiencing problems with slow 
drainage or stoppages, consider having a licensed plumber assess the condition of 
your lateral, to determine if replacement of the sewer lateral segment within the 
public right-of-way is truly necessary.  In many cases, drainage problems are caused 
by intrusion of roots from trees and shrubs planted on private property, which can 
be remedied fairly inexpensively.  Replacement of the sewer lateral segment within 
the public right-of-way may not be necessary. 

FISCAL IMPACT: Proceeding with street improvements and leaving private laterals as-is would have 
no fiscal impact on City funds.  Negotiating a lateral replacement bid item and 
making affected property owners aware of that pricing would result in a nominal 
fiscal impact on overall street improvement project administration.  Administering a 
loan program for lateral replacement would be administratively complex to the point 
that loan administration costs would approach the value of the small loans 
themselves. 
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OPTIONS: a. Direct staff to continue the practice of addressing City-maintained utility 

improvements ahead of 12th Street and other road improvement projects without 
requiring the replacement of private sewer laterals ahead of such road construction, 
or 

b. Direct staff to negotiate a sewer lateral replacement pay item with the 12th Street and 
other road improvement construction contractors and make affected property 
owners aware of such pricing such that they may choose to make payment 
arrangements directly with the construction contractor, or 

c. Amend, modify, or reject the above options. 
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