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he Augusta (Ga.) Util-
ities Department has 
been tackling a system-
wide evaluation under 
the guidance of a con-

sent order from the Georgia Depart-
ment of Environmental Protection, 
and crews are turning to some hi-tech 
new equipment to get the job done. 

Like many cities, the sanitation 
system in Augusta began as a com-
bined sewer system. Under the con-
sent order, the department has three 
years to evaluate that portion of the 
system, and two years beyond that 
to make any necessary repairs. 

“I am actually proud to say that 
at this point we’re about two years 
into that initiative and to date we’ve 
found very few things that have actu-
ally required attention in the formerly 
combined area,” says Jody Crabtree, 
asset manager for the Augusta Util-

ities Department. “We know sanitary 
is going where it should and we’ve 
been proud to point out that to date 
we haven’t found anything that 
would be of environmental concern.” 

The department uses GIS to map 
all its assets, and Crabtree says they 
are lucky to have fairly detailed maps 
going all the way back to the 1930s, 
but they occasionally still find struc-
tures that aren’t recorded or don’t 
match the information in their sys-
tem. In the formerly combined sec-
tion of the system, storm drains 
dumped into the sanitary sewer. 

“As we find them they’re being 
rehabbed,” Crabtree says. “Obviously 
it’s nothing we are very proud of; 
there’s still a few of them that are 
combined.”

 
Full evaluation

Augusta’s collections system, like 

most, is comprised of a variety of 
pipe materials and sizes. Crabtree 
says about 85 percent of the approx-
imately 950 miles of pipe in the sys-
tem is 12-inch or smaller, and the 
largest mains are 84 inches. The 
older concrete and vitrified clay 
pipes are the most troublesome, the 
latter primarily because of joint fail-
ure. The system also includes some 
brick arch pipe that’s still serving 
the downtown area. 

“We have an old system,” Crab-
tree says. “There is a fair amount of 
pipe that isn’t very old, but we also 
have some pipe that was installed in 
the early 1900s. Some of it was actu-
ally installed in the late 1800s. 

“We’re working on getting a mul-
tipoint inspection done on those, 
utilizing laser and sonar to get a 
good idea of what condition those 
pipes are in. It’s not a huge amount 
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of the system, but we still have some.” 
In the mission to map and eval-

uate every inch of their system, 
Augusta has turned to new technol-
ogy, including the SL-RAT from Info-
Sense. The SL-RAT, or Sewer Line 
Rapid Assessment Tool, has had a 
huge impact on the efficiency with 
which the department is able to 
assess its collections system. The 
technician places a transmitter in 
an open manhole, and the transmit-
ter sends tones to a receiver in a 
downstream manhole. The receiver 
compares the tones with tones it 
should hear in a clean pipe and gives 
the technician a simple assessment 
in real time. The acoustic inspec-

tion takes less than three minutes 
without contacting the waste stream. 

Crabtree and his team bought 
their first SL-RAT in April after see-
ing it at a trade show and wanting 
to test it out. He says the cost of the 
unit, combined with the results it 
yielded in initial tests, made the pur-
chase an easy decision. In fact, it has 
worked so well they’ve already pur-
chased a second unit. 

“Right now our one crew is aver-
aging about 7,000 feet of pipe 
assessed a day. And no test runs lon-
ger than three minutes,” Crabtree 
says. “I have a crew of two guys that 
go out with it every day; we give them 
maps of the system and they go out 
and run everything on their map 
that’s an 8-, 10- or 12-inch line.” 

The crew brings back the infor-
mation at the end of the day, and if 
something needs immediate atten-
tion, the collections manager has a 
report waiting for him the next 

morning, including a map of the 
lines that need to be cleaned. 

“That’s a huge efficiency booster 
right there,” Crabtree says. “One of 
the reasons why we were under con-
sent order was because there were 
so many overflows and so far this 
year our overflows are down by 25 
percent.” 

Crabtree says that can be partially 
attributed to the SL-RAT, although 
other initiatives implemented in the 

past few years have also made an 
impact, including bolstered root and 
grease control programs. 

 “We’re taking baby steps, but 
the SL-RAT is one of those things 
that’s turning the baby steps more 
into a full stride,” he says. “I hon-
estly can’t say enough good things 
about it.”

  
Keeping it in-house

Augusta has a robust stable of 

 
OUTGROWING A 
BIG ROOT PROBLEM 

Augusta, Ga., is known as the Garden City, and root infiltration has 
long been a problem in the city’s wastewater collection system. 

Jody Crabtree, asset manager for the Augusta Utilities Department, 
says they’ve stepped up their root control program in recent years to 
combat the problem. They’ve used Duke’s Root Control, and he says 
in-house crews have had success applying Vaporooter. 

“Our root-related backups have dropped off dramatically since we’ve 
stepped up our chemical root control,” Crabtree says. 

The root control contractor handles work in backyards and private 
areas, and the department’s root control teams work mostly in the 
right-of-ways, which Crabtree says is a big time saver for the department. 

The department also does flow monitoring and regularly checks a 
series of manhole inspection routes to keep an eye on what’s happening 
underground. 

“They pop 40 or so manholes in certain areas and look for inflow and 
infiltration,” Crabtree says. “They look for anything that looks out of the 
ordinary in one manhole, then they skip a few manholes and look in 
another one. It’s not a perfect system but it kind of gives us a bird’s eye 
view of what we have going on in that particular area at that time.”

OPPOSITE PAGE: Members of Augusta Utilities Department’s SL-RAT and  
Vac teams include, from left, CMOM technician Joseph McGary, laborer 
Martin Harper, Assistant Asset Manager Kevin Joyner, CMOM technician 
Nathan Rothwell, Collection Manager Kelsey Henderson, Asset Manager 
Jody Crabtree, and CMOM technicians Frank Mingledoff and Jerome Mitchell 
with the department’s Vactor 2100 Series vacuum truck. (Photography by 
Kaylinn Gilstrap)

“We’re taking baby steps, 
but the SL-RAT is one 
of those things that’s 

turning the baby steps 
more into a full stride. I 

honestly can’t say enough
good things about it.”

Jody Crabtree

Joseph McGary looks over the 
SL-RAT (Sewer Line Rapid 
Assessment Tool) during a pipe 
assessment (InfoSense).



equipment and capable crews who 
can handle most jobs. 

“Anything that needs to be done 
we can do in-house,” Crabtree says. 
“We have our own cleaning trucks, 
what we consider our first line of 
defense, the rooter trucks that go 
out and free up lines when they get 
clogged or stopped up. We have crews 
that go out and handle the 3 o’clock 
in the morning calls. We do all our 
own locates. There’s very little that 
we actually have to contract out.” 

The utility department also has 
its own engineering division, though 

Crabtree says they sometimes seek 
outside help on larger projects. And 
while he says the department could 
be completely self-sufficient if it had 
to be, they do contract out some 
cleaning work to keep crews free for 
other projects. 

“We’ve contracted out a little bit 
of cleaning just because as we’ve 
been assessing our pipes we’ve found 
we do have some areas that get dirty 
relatively quickly,” he says. “We have 
a local contractor who cleans some-
where around 20,000 feet a month 
for us but that’s just to free our crews 

up to do other things.” 
The department still does plenty 

of its own cleaning work, and for 
that they rely heavily on their fleet 
of four jet-vac trucks – two from Vac-
Con and two from Vactor. They also 
have several rodder trucks that han-
dle initial response. Crabtree says 
they typically send out a rodder 
truck when there is a backup or slow 
drain, and then follow that up with 
CCTV inspection and additional 
cleaning if necessary. 

Camera equipment includes an 
Envirosight ROVVER X, a fully out-

fitted CUES inspection van and sev-
eral push cameras from various 
manufacturers. 

“We’ve bought several different 
kinds, mainly because in the big 
scheme of things, push cameras are 
not overly expensive and we’ve sort 
of been dabbling with different kinds 
just to see which one we like the best,” 
Crabtree says. “We’re sort of chal-
lenged [by our director] to always 
think of a different way to do things 
and that’s sort of the thing here; 
we’re not married to one manufac-
turer or vendor or anything. They all 
have their pros and cons and we eval-
uate each one on their own merit for 
what we need before we commit.” 

Augusta is also using four robotic 
Solo cameras from RedZone Robot-
ics. The Solo cameras provide auton-
omous inspection and 360-degree 
video of the pipes. 

“Two guys can go out and aver-
age about 5,000 feet a day with four 
cameras,” Crabtree says. “They can 
go out and do a neighborhood in a 
week, where with a typical crawler 
system it might take you two weeks 
to do or even three depending on 
how fast your crew is.”

Nathan Rothwell, left, and Frank Mingledoff clean out a section of pipe with the Vactor 2100 Series vac truck.

Information is gathered from the 
SL-RAT.



Replace or rehab
Augusta has replaced about 30 

miles of pipe over the past 10 years. 
They handle that work in-house, but 
when a situation calls for trenchless 
rehabilitation, they generally hire a 
contractor. They prioritize and 
determine the best course of action 
on a case-by-case basis. 

“If you’ve got a pipe offset and 
you know you aren’t going to impact 
anything other than some dirt by 
digging it up and replacing it, it 
doesn’t really benefit you to go in 
and line that pipe,” Crabtree says. 
“Like anybody does, we look at every 
possibility before we make a deci-
sion as to whether or not it would 
be better to line it or just completely 
replace it.” 

Similarly, the type of replace-
ment pipe depends on the situa-
tion, Crabtree says, but PVC is 
usually the pipe of choice for col-
lection mains. Ductile iron is used 
on pipe buried less than 4 feet deep, 
and the largest pipes in the system 
are HOBAS. 

Much of the pipe that’s been 
replaced over the past decade was 
clay and concrete in older neigh-
borhoods where there were frequent 
problems. Some older concrete trunk 
mains have been replaced, as well. 

“It’s been a primary focus to get 
the bad stuff out of the way, and 
that’s where we are now,” Crabtree 
says. “We’re evaluating what we have 
left to determine what’s next in the 
pecking order.”

 Working together
In addition to following their 

assessment plan and using new tech-
nology to help satisfy their consent 
order, Crabtree says the depart-
ment’s collaborative atmosphere has 
gone a long way in helping it reach 
its goals. 

“We’ve always had excellent lead-
ership in this department. Our pre-
vious director and our current 
director were both very hands on, 

they wanted to know what was going 
on with their system. That’s been a 
huge help, we have a great team-
work atmosphere here.” 

Crabtree says the attitude is best 
summed up by a quote that hangs 
in the department: ‘There’s no limit 
to what we can accomplish as long 
as no one cares who gets the credit.’ 

“We follow that,” he says. “That’s 
sort of the everyday mentality here.”F

 

“We’re sort of challenged [by our director] to always
think of a different way to do things and that’s sort of 
the thing here; we’re not married to one manufacturer 

or vendor or anything. They all have their pros and 
cons and we evaluate each one on their own 
merit for what we need before we commit.”

Jody Crabtree
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CUES
800/327-7791
www.cuesinc.com
(See ad page 23) 

Duke’s Root Control, Inc.
800/447-6687
www.dukes.com

Envirosight
866/936-8476
www.envirosight.com
(See ad page 2) 

HOBAS Pipe USA
800/856-7473
www.hobaspipe.com

InfoSense, Inc.
877/747-3245
www.infosenseinc.com
(See ad page 49) 

RedZone Robotics, Inc.
412/476-8980
www.redzone.com

Vac-Con, Inc.
888/491-58762
www.vac-con.com
(See ad page 60) 

Vactor Manufacturing
800/627-3171
www.vactor.com
(See ads pages 3 and 37) 

Vaporooter
800/841-1444
www.vaporooter.com

 

Jody Crabtree, 
Asset Manager
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