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Sewer rates to rise 18% over 2 years 
La Mesa mayor: City must play catch-up  
Liz Neely STAFF WRITER   
Published: April 30, 2005 
Residents and business owners will soon see their sewer rates increase, a move city officials say is necessary to help 
catch up on maintenance and compensate for higher costs.  
Rates will go up 9 percent a year for the next two fiscal years, with the first increase taking effect July 1. The average 
residential bill is currently $55.68 per month, and it will jump to $60.43 in fiscal 2006 and $65.64 in fiscal 2007. The rates 
for businesses are calculated differently, so there is no average bill. 
It's likely sewer rates will continue to escalate. The city is trying to close the gap between revenue and expenditures, but 
also is paying more to treat and transport wastewater, officials said. 
Sewer rates went up 6 percent for each of the past three fiscal years, part of a plan approved by the City Council in 2002. 
But rates were not raised for eight years before that. 
Mayor Art Madrid said the city is now forced to play catch-up. 
"I would be less than honest if I didn't say we have to look at fee increases for the next several years to make up for the 
years we didn't have any," Madrid said. 
The council voted unanimously this week to increase sewer rates, as well as the fees for other city services. 
The sanitation budget for fiscal 2006 is expected to be about $8.8 million. 
La Mesa officials say about 60 percent of the spending plan is outside the city's control because, like some other 
municipalities, it pays the city of San Diego to treat its wastewater. 
City officials said sewage-treatment costs are rising. San Diego passes those increases on to municipalities, which in turn 
pass the costs on to ratepayers. 
San Diego's financial situation also is causing some uncertainty. Because of its fiscal woes, San Diego can't sell bonds to 
borrow money for capital improvements to the metropolitan sewage system. It's not yet known how that will affect the 
municipalities that rely on San Diego for sewage treatment, said La Mesa Councilman Ernest Ewin, who also is a member 
of the Metropolitan Wastewater Joint Powers Authority. The group includes officials from eight cities, the county and 
several water and sanitation districts. 
Meanwhile, the bulk of capital improvements needed in La Mesa are on the back burner. The city has budgeted $880,000 
in projects for fiscal 2006, but there currently are $38 million worth of backlogged projects, said Greg Humora, La Mesa's 
director of public works and city engineer. 
That means the city often is forced to make improvements after problems occur. 
La Mesa is working to receive a $12 million loan from the state to replace pipes that are prone to backup. The low-
interest-rate loan would allow the city to replace 56,000 feet of pipe over a five-year period, according to a report prepared 
by Humora. 
Residents need to know there are "serious needs in the system and we need to be proactive," Ewin said. 
Meanwhile, the council also has voted to increase developer fees and fees for many city services. 
The fee for sewage connections, for instance, had not been raised for 11 years. But the council this week voted to 
increase it from $2,400 to $4,200 for each home built in the city. 
La Mesa also is increasing the developer impact fee associated with parks from $610 per new home to $5,441. The city's 
fee was significantly lower than those of other municipalities, city officials said. The increase is expected to generate $2 
million to $4 million a year, according to a city staff report, and La Mesa will use the money to acquire land for new parks 
or to pay for improvements. 
Ewin said the increase will give the city "the ability to make choices and do things we've not been able to do in the past." 
The fees for many city services will increase for the second consecutive year. Until last year, the city had not increased 
fees for a decade, and a consultant study found the city was shouldering some or most of the costs for many services, 
such as zoning changes and building inspections. 
Last year, the council adopted a new fee structure to be phased in over two years. It is intended to recover most or all of 
the costs for services that benefit specific individuals or types of businesses. Fees are now updated annually. 
Some increases are minimal, while others are significant. For example, pool rental charges for schools and nonprofits will 
increase by $1 an hour to $31 an hour. Obtaining a copy of a police report will jump from $11 to $12. The cost for a zone 
change, however, will increase from $4,435 to $8,365, and the cost for a sign permit will jump from $75 to $115. 
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