
It may say flushable, but it isn’t! That is the word from Michelle Molina, Operations Manager of the 

Eugene-Springfield Metropolitan Wastewater Commission’s Water Pollution Control Facility. That was 

one of the key takeaways from the September 12 presentation to the Springfield City Club by her and 

Todd Miller, an Environmental Management Analyst. Every week, she said, plant staff take a large truck 

to the landfill filled with wipes and similar items that get stuck in the plant’s headworks, forming a mesh 

that covers the entry to 

the treatment system. 

There is no standard for 

what is “flushable,” she 

said, and all these wipes 

gum up the treatment 

plant, do not deteriorate, 

and must be manually 

removed. “You can’t even 

water jet them,” she said.  

The headworks is the 

entry point to an 

extensive treatment 

train(see Figure 1), that includes aeration to remove odor, and digestion by bacteria to remove solids, 

followed by disinfection using sodium hypochlorite in lieu of dangerous chlorine gas, before the 

resulting water is discharged into the Willamette. The plant also has a tertiary treatment system but 

does not need to use it because the first two stages of treatment leave the water adequately treated. 

Mr. Miller described the history of the current plant, which replaced two separate plants operated by 

the cities of Springfield and Eugene, in 1984. The two cities were fortunate because after the Clean 

Water Act was adopted in 1972, federal funding for treatment facilities became available. While the two 

cities would have had to fund the full cost if they repaired the existing separate plants, the federal 

government would pay 80 percent of the cost of a regional plant. 

Both cities concure3d that the solution was obvious. Now, the 

regional system, shown in Figure 2, includes the plan and an 

extensive system of pipes which collect sewage from the two cities 

local sewer pipes and convey it to the plant for treatment.  

 

The regional system is a unique partnership formed by the City of 

Springfield, the City of Eugene and Lane County. It has no 

employees of its own. It uses about 77 employees of the City of Eugene to operate the treatment plant, 

and about a dozen employees of the City of Springfield to manage the administration of the system and 

its large capital program. 

The system is funded by sewer fees imposed on residents of the two cities. These fees cover 90 percent 

of system costs, with Systems development charges making up 6 percent. Regional spending is primarily 

for capital investments in maintain the $450 million in assets. Capital spending and debt service make up 

almost 60 percent of spending while 30 percent is in system operations and 9 percent in administration.  

Figure 1 Water Pollution Control Facility Diagram 



Mr. Miller pointed to 

several innovative 

approaches by the regional 

system to use almost 

everything that comes 

down the sewer pipe./ 

Solids that are not removed 

during treatment at piped 

to a facility north of Eugene 

where they are dried and 

then sold to grass seed 

famers who apply them to 

the land as fertilizer. Excess 

water is piped to a 

plantation of poplar trees 

where it supports their 

growth. (The trees are 

harvested on a 12-year cycle for a variety of purposes). Methane gas, which is a byp0roduc t of the 

treatment process, provides power for about half of plant operations. While at present, excess methane 

is burned off, Ms. Molina discussed a project now underway which will allow the full methane output of 

the plant to be put into the NW Natural system to provide natural gas to its customers. 

Operating the system is not without its challenges, however. The impact of rainy weather is a major 

challenge. The average daily flow into the plant is 390 million gallons per day. But the plant is designed 

to a capacity of 227 million gallons per day, because during the rainy season a substantial amount of 

storm water infiltrates through the pipes in each city and ends up being conveyed to the plant. Mr. 

Miller pointed to the fact that the plant’s permit expired a dozen years ago. EPA and DEQ! Have 

continued the permit administratively because they cannot navigate the changing standards for 

environmental impact and have inadequate resources to complete reviews on a timely basis. Ms. Molina 

pointed to the risk of increased levels of pharmaceuticals in the waste stream. There Is no way, she said, 

to remove these complex biological substances from the stream, thus trey pass through the system and 

end up in the water of our rivers. 

Figure 2 Regional System 


