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Project 
Overview 

and Purpose

Project Overview and Purpose

Summarizes the wastewater project options at 30% design to 
inform board and public on needs and alternatives.

Key Themes and Considerations

Focus on constructability, long-term operability, system 
reliability, cost, and long-term operational sustainability for 
decision-making.

Governance and Communication

Supports transparent, consistent communication to help the 
Public and Board make informed decisions.

Next Steps and Uncertainty

Highlights preliminary nature of data, ongoing design, 
negotiations, and public outreach efforts.
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Background 
and Need for 
a Community 

Wastewater 
System

Community Profile and Wastewater Setup

Los Olivos has about 1,000 residents and 4,000-5,000 
weekend/holiday visitors using decentralized septic 
systems.

Environmental and Regulatory Concerns

Septic system densities coupled with shallow groundwater 
have caused groundwater issues, leading to regulatory 
Special Problem Area designation.

Capacity and Reliability Challenges

Septic systems struggle with peak tourist wastewater 
demand, forcing use of portable toilets in some 
businesses.

Need for Centralized System

A community wastewater system will enhance health, 
environmental stewardship, and support needs.
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Overview of 
Wastewater 

Collection and 
Conveyance 

Alternatives

Gravity Sewer Collection System

This system uses gravity to move wastewater through 
underground pipes to centralized lift stations for pumping 
to treatment (City of Solvang).

Septic Tank Effluent Pump (STEP) Collection System

Each property has an underground tank and pump 
sending liquid wastewater into a pressurized collection 
network. Solids remain in the tank, and the property owner 
is required to pump the tank on a regular basis.

Conveyance to Solvang

A pressurized pipeline (i.e. force main) to Solvang. A 
gravity pipeline to Solvang may also be an option if 
County approves attachment to the existing bridge 
crossings
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Gravity 
Collection 

System 
Characteristics

System Design and Operation

Private property owners would have a gravity sewer lateral that 
would convey wastewater to the collection system. The 
collection system is comprised of 8-inch minimum PVC pipes 
that convey wastewater by gravity to a sewer lift station. 

Construction Challenges

Deep trenching increases costs, especially in flat or utility-
dense areas. Deep trenches may require dewatering.

Maintenance and Governance

Sewer laterals are privately owned to the property line. District 
owns and operates collection system. 

System Vulnerabilities and Public Impact

Susceptible to infiltration and inflow; requires higher initial 
investment.
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STEP Collection 
System 

Characteristics

Decentralized Wastewater Collection
STEP uses underground tanks with effluent pumps to send liquid 
wastewater through a pressurized pipe network (2”-4”), enabling 
shallower pipe installation and flexible layouts.

Construction Advantages
Operating under pressure reduces depth of excavation, reduces 
dewatering requirements, lowering initial District construction costs 
compared to gravity systems.

Maintenance and Operational Challenges
Mechanical pumps and tanks at each property increase 
maintenance and replacement needs, potentially raising costs 
and concerns about power outages, odors, and noise.

Cost and Responsibility Shift
While cost-effective for the District, STEP systems shift financial and 
operational burdens to homeowners, requiring careful 
communication and equity consideration. District may need to 
maintain easements on all private properties to maintain STEP 
system.
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Construction 
Cost 

Comparison 
Between 

Alternatives

Construction Cost Overview

Gravity collection scenario estimates construction costs at 
$51.2 million primarily due to deeper trenches.

STEP Collection Cost Advantage

STEP system costs approximately $38.6 million, 25% less 
than a gravity system, primarily due to shallower trenches 
and smaller pressure mains. Costs do not include effort to 
obtain easements.
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Cost Sensitivity 
and Key 

Uncertainties

Sensitivity Analysis Overview

Examined ±30% variation in major construction costs to 
assess impact on total project cost.

Key Cost Drivers

Construction methods like open-cut trenching and 
pressure main installation greatly affect construction cost.

Additional Uncertainties

Groundwater, asbestos water line risk, negotiations with 
the City of Solvang and the County of Santa Barbara, and 
easement feasibility influence project cost.

Risk Management Importance

Robust contingencies and proactive risk management 
are essential for successful project completion.
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30-Year Life 
Cycle Cost 

Comparison

Comprehensive Cost Analysis

The 30-year analysis includes construction, maintenance, 
energy, and equipment replacement costs for a 
complete cost overview.

District Costs Comparison

Gravity collection costs $52.9 million, while STEP costs $39.6 
million over 30 years from the District perspective.

Private Property Owner Costs

STEP system incurs higher private property owner costs 
due to new tanks, pumps and energy consumption.

Note, the costs presented here and in the report are not 
the same as a rate study. Other costs, such as connecting 
to Solvang, are not included in this report. 
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30-Year 
Life Cycle 
Cost Comparison



Wallace Group I DEDICATION TO SERVICE  

Key Risks and 
Construction 

Challenges

Technical and Environmental Risks

Shallow groundwater and permitting challenges increase risks and 
complicate construction activities.

Utility Conflicts and Disruptions

Existing asbestos cement water pipes create risk for service 
interruptions and unplanned repairs during construction.

Community Impact and Mitigation

Traffic disruptions, noise, and access limitations require phased 
construction and effective communication with the community.

System-Specific Challenges

STEP system faces homeowner acceptance and pump 
maintenance risks, higher burden on property owners; gravity 
system involves higher costs and more disturbance.
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Summary of 
Strengths and 

Weaknesses
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Board-Level 
Decision 

Considerations

Cost Sharing and Equity

Decision involves balancing cost distribution between 
District and private owners, with equity as a critical factor.

Operational Complexity

Consideration of how much operational complexity the 
District can manage effectively for each system 
alternative.

Public Acceptance and Communication

Systems that are simpler and less intrusive tend to have 
higher public acceptance and easier communication.
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Recommended 
Next Steps and 

Conclusion

Project Refinement Activities
Refine the preferred alternative with additional surveying, 
geotechnical, potholing, and groundwater analysis to reduce 
uncertainties and improve cost accuracy.

Coordination with City Authorities and County of Santa Barbara
Maintain coordination with the City of Solvang to clarify 
conveyance needs, capacity issues, and cost-sharing 
opportunities. Continue discussions with County regarding 
hanging the force main on the bridge deck.

Governance and Funding Preparation
Prepare Engineer’s Report and funding strategies to support 
rate-setting and financing for project implementation and 
determine a complete “all-in” project cost estimate.

Public Outreach and Engagement
Engage residents and businesses through outreach to explain 
alternatives and gather community input for informed decision-
making. Additional survey required on private property for 
locating existing septic tanks.
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Questions?
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