
Time to Talk Sewer 

We love our community for many obvious reasons. There is a great read called “For the Love of Cities” 

by Peter Kageyama that explains how people become emotionally attached to a place; which is what 

makes them fall in love with where they live. That’s what communities strive for and Elk Rapids has a 

strong record. People come here and have a good time, even if they just breathe fresh air, enjoy the 

view and eat some flap-jacks. This is a soothing memory and one people seek to repeat. These 

emotional experiences can and often do grow into love. Ask anyone living here now.  

This quality of life is super important for sustaining a healthy community. What’s less visual and 

engaging, but just as important? Sewers. Yep. Municipalities deal with some very unsexy stuff. Roads, 

water systems, and the grand-daddy of them all – sewers. Without well-functioning infrastructure, no 

one comes to play, eat, fall in love or move here. Even natives likely wouldn’t stay. 

Our shiny new waste water treatment plant is fully operational. The former was not meeting DEQ 

requirements and we also needed to treat a much higher volume. Great news. Now, take a jump back to 

my article on water.  Knowing our water lines are past their life expectancy, we took an opportunity to 

TV a couple miles of sewer line. Yes, a company comes with a camera and scopes the lines (think 

colonoscopy). Our preliminary diagnosis confirms a few suspicions.    

The new treatment plant treats 10 million gallons of wastewater a month. Of that, 40-50 percent is 

simple ground water infiltrating our lines through cracks and holes. During rain events and spring thaws, 

that can jump to 75 percent. That’s a big deal because without fixing this, we don’t run efficiently. What 

happens if we can’t keep up? It backs up. Yuck! 

Another issue, what happens if sewage is leaking out of the system through those cracks and holes? We 

could flunk some DEQ testing. Bad. And without being an alarmist, did you see Michigan’s City of Fraser 

Christmas Eve sinkhole? It took out houses, affected an entire neighborhood, and will cost millions to fix. 

When pipes leak in a concentrated area over time, the ground becomes unstable. There’s usually no 

warning signs when it involves sewer lines. The key to avoiding major problems is planning now. 

In that, we have good news. The Village of Elk Rapids is in line to receive funding for a SAW (sewer and 

water) grant. There is an annual, limited pot of state funding for this, and we anticipate receiving the 

grant this fall. This grant will enable us to fully inspect and evaluate our sewer system, identify areas of 

priority work and document our entire system for future planning. It’s a sophisticated process, taking up 

to three years to complete. At that point, we’ll have a great handle on our priorities. Better news: where 

our sewer and water lines are in the same right-of-way and need work, we can save a boatload of 

money by planning to handle both lines at the same time, saving up to $200,000 per mile! 

So, stay tuned. We’ll keep you informed. Even when it’s not sexy, it’s important that you know what 

we’re doing to keep our village a place that we will all continue to love. 

--Village Manager William Cooper 


