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Jeff Dale, MRWA Technical Advisor

The extremely cold temperatures that we all experienced last
winter created issues many of the water and wastewater oper-
ations specialists have never seen. I think it took most of us
by surprise; it did me. I started getting calls about frozen
water services, then frozen water mains, then frozen water
towers, then frozen sanitary services, then frozen sanitary
main lines. I was fielding around 35 phone calls every day for
a couple of weeks. The main question I received at the time
was: “Who thaws out water services and how do I thaw out a
water main?”

As many of you know, MRWA started to compile a list of
qualified, licensed, and insured companies that provide that
service. It got to a point that they were so busy that they were
booked for up to three weeks in advance. So then cities and
private parties started looking at any way possible to get
water service back on. This is where things happened that
should not have happened! The local person who had a
welder or sewer jetter figured out he could make a quick
buck. Some of these water services were thawed out with the
same equipment that was used in sewer lines! Wiping down
the hose before sending it up your water system doesn’t cut
it. They also figured out they could thaw services or water
mains with a welder, or at least they heard it can be done? You
get the message here; make sure you hire a qualified,
licensed, and experienced company.

As the water services were freezing up, we needed to prevent
the other services from freezing. Most cities started to pro-
mote leaving your water run at a pencil-sized stream. This
was not proven science, but what other options did we all
have? This also caused other issues: Operational and
Financial. Operational: you can only pump so much water; all
customer’s pencil-sized streams were not the same. Some
systems could not keep up with demand; others were match-
ing the demand and the water tower sat idle and froze up.
Wastewater was an issue with cities that pump to other facil-
ities and pay by the gallon. The same issue occurred for water
systems that have to purchase the potable water. 

I have been asked to come up with a ‘plan’ if we should have
a repeat of 2014 temperatures. We cannot develop a one size
fits all policy, but we can all develop a prevention plan that
fits your system. Some cities paid for thawing out services,
some did not. Others gave credit for water used to prevent the
service or water main from freezing. Wastewater becomes an
issue to, the same thing here happened, some gave a credit
some did not.

“I was fielding around 35 phone calls
every day for a couple of weeks.”
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Unique situations come into play with ownership issues of the
water or sewer service. The cities that owned the water service
typically paid for thawing fees and gave a credit for running
water. The cities that do not own the service seemed to leave
it up the customer and gave little or no financial assistance.
I’m playing devil’s advocate here by asking “Was the water
main buried deep enough? And if not, is that the reason the
water service or corporation froze?”

Prevention should be the first and most important part of your
‘Plan’. Monitoring water temperature is the first line of
defense. The water system can start to check water temps
before the frost levels reach the danger zone. 38 to 39 degrees
is telling you that 32 degrees is not too far away. This can be
your trigger to start public information on preventing freeze
ups. 

This is where you need to include your city leaders to have a
policy in place for who is going to pay for the water used to
prevent the service / water main from freezing. If your system
decides to allow customers to run water and give them a cred-
it, who pays if the service still freezes? My opinion is the cus-
tomer should pay then; evidentially they did not follow direc-
tions. Public education will also be a very important aspect of
your ‘Plan’. Teach them how to take the temperature of the
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water. Run the water in a glass and monitor the temperature record-
ing the lowest reading and the highest reading after the temp has sta-
bilized. Give them options for where to purchase thermometers
capable of reading accurately. Maybe your city wants to provide this
equipment for areas of your city that was most affected? Another
aspect of your ‘Plan’ is what if we have a block of services or water
main that freeze up? There was a run on the purchase garden hoses
last winter like never before used to supply water from house to
house. Include in your plan a contractor that specializes in tempo-
rary water services. 

Let’s hope we never experience another winter like last year, but if
we do you need to have a ‘Plan’ in place to protect your water sys-
tem. If you have a unique situation or feel you have a good plan in
place please share it with us. 
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Call Tony Schrantz ...612-600-8716
...24 hr Emergency Service

www.watermainleaklocator.com

Now Offering:

Dependable, Accurate & Experienced Leak Detectors

Water System Leak Detection

Conservation Services,Inc.

& Surveys

2.75 Billion Gallons 
of Water! 
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