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City Council has been in discussions with SaskWater about possible solutions to the 

operating risks currently facing Meadow Lake’s water treatment plant. 
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Communities with SaskWater service include Nipawin, Melfort, Melville, Humboldt, 

Pierceland, and the LaRonge area
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In addition to potable water, SaskWater would provide operations and maintenance 

of the sewage system and certified oversight of the distribution system.
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If SaskWater identifies savings through efficiencies or regionalization it will be reflected in 

future water rates. 
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Water costs have been steadily increasing due to regulation changes, water quality issues, 

and rising chemical costs.

Distribution costs have been steadily increasing due to increased repairs to water and 

sewer lines. In 2018 we had 7 water main breaks and 16 sewer service line breaks. Breaks 

are most frequently caused by drastic temperature changes and aging infrastructure. 

Amortization represents the capital investments and the need to budget for future capital 

replacements. An average of $2 million per year has been invested in the water and sewer 

system over the past 10 years with lagoon, lift station, reservoir, and water plant upgrades. 
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Currently Meadow Lake’s water rates are some of the lowest in the province for 

communities with populations over 4,000. 

Because bills are issued quarterly and also include garbage and recycling fees the water 

charges seem higher than they actually are.

In order to cover rising costs, as well as the need for future infrastructure repair and 

replacement, Meadow Lake’s water rates will need to be increased whether or not an 

agreement is signed with SaskWater.

These are average costs for 2019 and there is a trend across the province of increasing 

water costs as municipalities are faced with the challenges of aging infrastructure. Where a 

community’s utility rates fall is also often a reflection of the amount of recent investment 

made in their capital infrastructure. 
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This chart is based on the current water rate bylaws posted to other communities’ websites 

and assumes a 5/8” meter size and consumption amount of 51 m3 per three month period 

(17 m3 per month). 

As each community bills waste collection costs differently, those charges are not included 

in this chart, although Meadow Lake does also include waste collection in the utility bills.

Some communities also include an additional storm water infrastructure levy in their utility 

bills. As Meadow Lake has no comparable levy, this data was not included. 
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Prior to 2012 the City’s water rates were set to recover the costs of the water 

production and treatment, and sewage collection. The rates did not include the 

costs of delivering water to residents – the distribution system. They also did not 

reflect capital investments by including amortization, which budgets for required 

future capital upgrades. This means the water rates were artificially low, and were 

being subsidized by taxes for a number of years. In addition, as our distribution 

system ages the costs for repair and rehabilitation increase, putting more pressure 

on water rates. 
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Meadow Lake’s plant is a Class IV plant, which requires a Class IV operator to legally 

run. There are very few Class IV operators in the province, with the majority 

working for SaskWater. Many communities in the province are also moving to regional 

water systems and pipelines and/or utilities serviced by SaskWater. The increase in water 

regulations has made class II, III and IV plants harder for smaller communities to operate 

independently as they require greater resources and experience.  

Last year’s extended PDWA was caused by unprecedented algae growth. Projections 

show that this type of water quality issue is expected to become more frequent in 

the future throughout the country. 

Council is looking toward the future and trying to protect Meadow Lake’s water 

quality in the long term. The plant is operating well now, but may not always 

continue to do so. In a partnership with SaskWater, SaskWater would assume the 

risks of future capital investment, as well as the risks of regulatory compliance and 

ensuring that Meadow Lake water customers continue to receive safe, reliable 

drinking water. 
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SaskWater’s capital investment in the purchase of the water plant would provide 

funds for Council to invest in current and future capital upgrades, which would 

mean that those upgrades could be done without the need to increase rates in the 

future. The $7 million purchase revenue would be used to offset the need to 

borrow for current capital projects, and one plan would be to place $2 million into 

an investment reserve with the interest revenue used to either offset rates or future 

project costs.

SaskWater has greater capacity to look at future regional partnerships for water 

services, whether through the sale of potable water or through providing certified 

staff support.

SaskWater is able to provide dedicated expertise in the event of future water 

quality issues.

In 2018, Water Plant staff worked approximately 500 hours of extra overtime 

responding to the extended PDWA and the water quality issues that caused it. In a 

normal year, Water Plant staff work an average of 1300 hours of overtime. 

SaskWater’s remote access monitoring system would significantly reduce the 

amount of overtime required and the risk of staff burnout. 

14



15



While the factors related to budgeting decisions remain the same (regulatory 

requirements, water quality, infrastructure needs), SaskWater’s policy is to operate on a 

risk averse model that seeks to ensure that there are as few issues with water quality and 

service as possible. The impact of this is often an increase in financial investments for 

equipment or facility upgrades that may have been viewed as optional or able to be 

postponed under previous Councils. SaskWater would still work on behalf of the City to 

secure grant funding and if no funding is available, and SaskWater will work with council to 

determine appropriate timing for capital investment. 

One of the biggest risks to the City is that residents may start using less water in 

response to rate increases. An agreement with SaskWater would have a flat annual 

cost associated to the fixed costs of operating the plant regardless of the amount of 

water used, which means that if water consumption drops the City would need to 

find other ways to make up the difference.

SaskWater will provide a 5 year rolling forecast of capital and operating needs and 

will work with the City to time expenditures and apply for funding.
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At the beginning of the phase in process, costs under SaskWater will be very similar to the 

projected costs for the City operating on its own. This forecast for City expenses includes a 

6% increase in 2020 to the Water & Sewer Treatment operations to account for probable 

staffing risks and needs. These forecasts are an estimate only, as there are a number of 

unknown variables in the City’s expenses that cannot be wholly accounted for. By the end 

of the phase-in process, there is a significant forecasted difference in costs, however once 

this point is reached annual cost increases from SaskWater are expected to be within the 

normal range of inflation. 

The difference does not necessarily need to be offset by utility rate increases but will need 

to be offset through municipal funds in some way – through a possible combination of 

infrastructure levies, increasing the number of water customers, and other strategies. 

*Yes there is an additional expense in 2025 but the City expense forecast doesn’t include a 

reflection of costs for an additional $7 million in capital. 
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The current City budget includes plans to borrow for the City’s 1/3 portion of the recent 

water plant upgrade, as well as the new sewage lift station being constructed this year. The 

above table shows the additional impact to the City’s water and sewer costs of the 

estimated annual loan payment amounts. 

If the City is able to apply some of the $7 million purchase revenue towards these capital 

projects, there would not be any additional borrowing costs. Under this scenario, the 

difference in annual costs is significantly reduced. 
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These projections include maintaining the current levels of annual rate increases. They do 

not reflect the hypothetical utility rates shown on the next slide. The higher revenue under 

a SaskWater agreement is based on a plan to invest $2 million of the asset purchase price 

and use the interest revenue to help offset the impact of cost increases. 

These projections do not include the City ‘billing itself’ for water used by City facilities. A 

significant amount of water is lost each year between the water plant and the metered 

customers through fire hydrant use, operating facilities like the arena and swimming pool, 

and water line breaks. One way the City could potentially keep water rates lower is to bill 

itself for its water usage, essentially offsetting water costs through another revenue source 

such as taxes, grants or user fees. 
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This projection is based on an average residential property using 17m3 of water per month, 

and is broken down into monthly and quarterly billing amounts. The rates presented here 

are very unlikely to be used in practice as they are based on have a $0 net loss between 

water and sewer expenses and revenues, which is a goal that has not currently been 

achieved in the utility rates being used. In practice, the City would likely offset these costs 

through buying its own portion of the water being used. 

These rates are presented for discussion purposes only, and show the true cost of water 

services when utilities are not being subsidized in any way. These rates include a significant 

increase in 2020 to close the current funding gap, and thereafter include annual increases 

based on the projected cost increases. 

These projections are also based off of the second table of operating expenses, which 

includes an estimated amount to cover long term debt payments. Currently the water rate 

structure does not include the principal payment of loans in the cost recovery model, only 

the interest. 
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