
Thursday, May 28th, 2009

Meeting organized by Assemblyman Green to discuss Plainfield’s water issues

Held in the Anne Louise Davis Room at the Plainfield Public Library
Speakers:

Local Government:

Mr. Jerry Green – Assemblyman, Plainfield
Ms. Sharon Robinson-Briggs – Mayor, Plainfield
Mr. Rashid Burney – President, Plainfield City Council
New Jersey American Water (NJAW):

Mr. Jason Gonzalez – Vice President, Government Affairs

Plainfield Area Regional Sewer Authority (PARSA):

Mr. Bill Populous – Commissioner

Union County Utility Authority (UCUA):

Mr. Sunil Garg

Assemblyman Green began the meeting at 6:45pm by welcoming and thanking all those in attendance (approximately forty (40) attendees, including speakers).  He stated that the purpose of the meeting was to address the concerns of Plainfield residents with respect to the water and sewage fees that they are currently being charged.  He also stated that the meeting was organized not for political reasons, but in response to concerns that were raised by residents who attended the last (FOSH-sponsored) meeting with the goal being to come together, as a community, to address those issues and hold people accountable.  
The first speaker to take the podium was Mr. Jason Gonzalez, Vice President of Government Affairs for New Jersey American Water (NJAW).  Mr. Gonzalez stated that NJAW monitors and collects each household’s water usage and transmits the raw data to the Plainfield Municipal Utilities Authority (PMUA) on a quarterly basis.  Subsequently, PMUA uses that data to calculate its sewage fees.  Mr. Gonzalez stated that he understands the problem of using water bills in the summer months to calculate sewage fees as water usage during the summer months is higher due to pool and landscape maintenance.  To solve this problem, Mr. Gonzalez offered two (2) solutions.  The first solution would be for homeowners to request that a second water meter be installed to monitor and collect usage data on water that is solely used outside of the home.  This data would not be transmitted to PMUA and, ultimately, would not be used to calculate sewage fees.  The fees associated with the installation of a second water meter would be a one-time installation fee of $2,800 and a $9 monthly service charge.  The second solution would be for PMUA to implement an alternative billing methodology such as using the average water usage during the winter months as the basis for sewage fees charged during the summer months.  This solution is in-line with how other towns (i.e. Lakewood) bill its citizens for sewage fees.  
I asked Mr. Gonzalez how long he thinks it would take to implement a change in the billing methodology used by PMUA.  Another NJAW representative who was present stated that a change in how the raw data is transmitted to PMUA (monthly vs. quarterly) could be made immediately and that, ultimately, PMUA would be responsible for the timing of implementing a change to its billing practices.

A gentleman in the audience asked why the installation fee for a second water meter is $2,800 when he was quoted an installation fee of $250 for his residence in Virginia.  Mr. Gonzalez replied that the $2,800 installation fee is governed by the Board of Public Utility (BPU) and that NJAW has no flexibility in the amount charged.  Mr. Gonzalez also stated that the $2,800 fee covered costs associated with the excavation of lawns and sidewalks, materials used, and man hours needed for the installation.  

Mayor Robinson-Briggs asked Mr. Gonzalez if the $2,800 installation fee could be paid over time or if that fee would be due in full at the time of installation.  Mr. Gonzalez replied that the payment of the installation fee would be treated “no differently than if the homeowner called a plumber to make repairs on his or her home” and that the fee would be due in full at the time of installation.  Mr. Gonzalez also reminded the Mayor that the installation of the first water meter is free and that the $2,800 fee would only apply to the installation of a second water meter.  He then stated that each homeowner would need to determine the cost effectiveness of installing a second water meter and that water conservation should be taught and encouraged throughout the community.  In response to this exchange, Assemblyman Green stated that the city of Plainfield would explore ways to help residents pay for the installation of a second water meter if needed. 

Councilman Burney asked Mr. Gonzalez how residents who spend their winters in the south are billed for water usage during the winter months.  Another representative from NJAW who was present replied that a minimum charge is applied.  Councilman Burney then asked Mr. Gonzalez if older water mains could be repaired or replaced during the installation of a second water meter since the street outside the home would already be torn up.  Mr. Gonzalez replied that NJAW has spent approximately $8.5Mil over the past eight (8) years to repair and replace older water mains, but that using the installation of a second water meter as an opportunity to repair or replace water mains would not be possible as (a) this would put a lot of strain on both the main water main and the primary water meter and (b) the area surrounding the water main would not be excavated if a second water meter was installed.  In that case, a separate section of lawn/sidewalk/street would need to be excavated.  

An audience member asked Mr. Gonzalez how water usage information is transmitted to PMUA (i.e. monthly, quarterly, or annual usage).  Another representative from NJAW who was present replied that PMUA requests that quarterly usage data be transmitted.  Mr. Gonzalez then stated that PMUA uses the quarterly usage data to calculate an average sewage fee.  Per Mr. Gonzalez, the calculation used by PMUA to calculate its quarterly sewage fee is Total Water Usage multiplied by the Yearly Sewage Rate divided by four (4).
Another audience member asked Mr. Gonzalez (who, by this time, had been joined by Assemblyman Green at the podium) how we could ensure that PMUA wouldn’t simply increase its sewage rates to compensate for revenues lost as the result of a change to its billing methodology.  Assemblyman Green responded by stating that “the City Council has just as much power as PMUA.”  He also stated that commissioners are not appointed for life, that they should be running the PMUA facilities, and that they should be empowered to make the Executive Director(s) of PMUA comply with their wishes.  If commissioners are unable to perform those duties, Assemblyman Green stated that they could be replaced.

The second speaker to take the podium was Mr. Bill Populous, Commissioner with the Plainfield Area Regional Utility Authority (PARSA).  Mr. Populous made a brief statement about the services provided by PARSA (i.e. maintenance of twenty (20) miles of sewage lines across eight (8) communities).  He also stated that water conservation is key if Plainfield residents want to reduce their water and sewage costs.

The third speaker to take the podium was Mr. Sunil Garg, Director of the Union County Utility Authority (UCUA).  As he introduced Mr. Garg, Assemblyman Green stated that Plainfield is not “boxed in and could take its waste elsewhere if it isn’t treated fairly by UCUA.”  He told Mr. Garg that residents want PMUA to reduce frivolous charges (i.e. charges related to open garbage cans, additional garbage bags) and seek ways to reduce costs rather than simply passing additional costs onto Plainfield residents.  Assemblyman Green also stated that Plainfield currently has no representation on the UCUA Board of Directors.  
Mr. Garg stated that, despite the name, the UCUA is primarily responsible for the management and disposal of Type 10, Type 13, and Type 27 solid waste as defined by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection (NJDEP) (http://www.state.nj.us/dep/dshw/lrm/type.htm).  He also gave the audience a quick lesson in the history of solid waste management in the State of New Jersey, including an overview of legislation enacted in the mid-80s that forced each county to become self-sufficient in managing its own waste.  In response to this legislation, the UCUA was created and funded by the issuance of twenty-five (25) to thirty (30) year revenue bonds (those bonds mature in approximately twenty (20) years).  The UCUA has a twenty-seven (27) acre waste-to-energy facility where solid waste is turned into electricity and subsequently sold to the PJM (Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Maryland) electrical grid.  The turnaround time for turning waste into electricity is approximately 1.5 days.   
Per Mr. Garg, the City of Plainfield has a very advantageous, long-term contract with the UCUA which covers the annual disposal of 18,500 tons of solid waste at the waste-to-energy facility.  Currently, Plainfield is paying “tipping” charges of $64.44 per ton, plus an administrative fee of $2.50 per ton.  It wasn’t clear if it is written into Plainfield’s contract or if it is part of the UCUA mandate, but Mr. Garg stated that “rates could only increase by the cost of living as measured in August of the prior year.”  In addition, the administrative fee is a fixed fee and can not be increased.  For comparison purposes, Mr. Garg stated that Westfield has no contract with the UCUA and currently pays approximately $94 per ton with the difference in rates used to pay debt service on the UCUA bonds.  In addition, pricing for solid waste disposal on the open market is currently $87-$90 per ton.
Mayor Robinson-Briggs asked Mr. Garg what the term of service was for commissioners on the UCUA Board of Directors and how Plainfield could get representation on that board.  Assemblyman Green (who, by this time, had joined Mr. Garg at the podium) responded by stating that Plainfield “has paid the UCUA more than any other local municipality and that it shouldn’t have to beg for representation.”  In addition, Assemblyman Green stated that the UCUA contract was signed more than twenty (20) years ago and, at the time, other options for solid waste disposal were explored, including transporting that waste to areas along the eastern seaboard and as far south as West Virginia.  He also mentioned the possibility of having other local municipalities dump their solid waste in Plainfield as a way to offset Plainfield’s waste disposal costs.

A gentleman in the audience asked both Mr. Garg and Assemblyman Green if Plainfield could explore the possibility of disposing of its solid waste at other facilities (i.e. Staten Island).  Mr. Garg replied that, indeed, Plainfield could dispose of its solid waste at another facility, but that it would likely cost significantly more than Plainfield is currently paying.

Another gentleman in the audience asked Mr. Garg if the revenue from the sale of electricity could be redirected to individual municipalities.  Mr. Garg stated that redirecting revenue from the sale of electricity was not possible and that that revenue was used to subsidize costs related to waste disposal and keep them low.  This same gentleman asked Mr. Garg if there were future plans to convert the yellow and brown grease generated by Plainfield-area fast food restaurants into biodegradable fuel.  Mr. Garg stated that he wasn’t knowledgeable about the process involved in creating biodegradable fuel, but would be more than willing to continue that discussion off-line in an effort to learn more about programs that are available and see if such programs could be implemented in Plainfield.   

The last speaker to take the podium was Mayor Robinson-Briggs who stated that her office has been inundated with calls from angry residents complaining about the recent PMUA fee increases.  She also stated that she was encouraged by the options that are available and that those options will be thoroughly explored in an effort to help PMUA reduce costs for all Plainfield residents.  

Assemblyman Green closed the meeting by thanking the speakers and all those who attended.  He also stated that, regardless of billing issues, the PMUA facilities were “state of the art” and that Plainfield could serve as an example for other local municipalities (i.e. Scotch Plains) that are considering the creation of their own utility authorities.  Assemblyman Green ended the meeting at approximately 8:15pm.

After the meeting ended, I made my way to the dais so that I could introduce myself to Councilman Burney.  As I waited for my turn to speak with the Councilman, Assemblyman Green approached me and introduced himself.  He then asked me why, if this was such an important issue for FOSH, I was the only FOSH representative present.  I replied that there may have been scheduling conflicts that prevented others from attending, but that I had spoken with FOSH board members before the meeting, including FOSH President Tom Glynn, and that I agreed to represent FOSH at the meeting and provide members with a detailed account of the evening’s discussions as well as any decisions that were made.  I also stated that, based on the evening’s discussions, it seemed as though both FOSH and local government officials were working towards the same goal (i.e. reducing water and sewage costs for Plainfield residents).  Assemblyman Green agreed with me and excused himself so that he could speak with other meeting attendees.  Several minutes later, one of Assemblyman Green’s assistants, Kerry Baucum, approached me and stated that she would add my name to her contact list.  In addition, she stated that Assemblyman Green would be organizing another forum, this one much smaller, to discuss possible implementation of the various options discussed earlier.   
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