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 DATE: 04-10-12  

 
COUNCIL ACTION FORM 

 
SUBJECT:  DRAINAGE DISTRICT WASHINGTON #59 
 
BACKGROUND:  
On February 1, 2012 the City of Ames received letters from Scott Wall, Drainage Clerk 
with Story County, indicating that the Story County Board of Supervisors, acting as 
Drainage District Trustees, intend to transfer control of three drainage districts to the 
City of Ames.  The Iowa Code authorizes the Supervisors to transfer drainage districts 
to a City under the following circumstances: 

“If the board of supervisors of any county at any time finds that twenty-five 
percent or more of the total area of any established drainage district is located 
within the corporate limits of any city, that the district's drains are wholly or 
partially constructed of sewer tile, and that the district's drain or drains are 
needed or being used by the city for storm sewer or drainage purposes, the 
board may by resolution transfer to the city control of the entire drainage district, 
including the portion outside the corporate limits of the city.”  §468.322  

 
The Iowa Code further provides that the City has a duty to accept control and 
administer any drainage district properly transferred:   
 

“It shall be the duty of the governing body of any city to accept control of and 
thereafter to administer a drainage district properly transferred to the city, 
commencing on the date specified in the resolution of the county board of 
supervisors certified to the governing body as provided in section 468.323, or at 
such later date as may be agreed to by the county board upon request of the 
governing body.” §468.322 

 
Therefore, it is important for the City at this time, prior to any action being taken 
by the Supervisors, to determine whether each drainage district meets the 
standards set out in the Code. 
 
The first drainage district under question is labeled Drainage District Washington #79.  
This drainage district is located in the Worle Creek watershed area.  When City staff 
reviewed the Code of Iowa requirements and compared the makeup of the drainage 
district infrastructure, it was found that this district does not contain any tile.  As the 
Code indicates, the district must be wholly or partially constructed of sewer tile in order 
for the district to have the ability to transfer jurisdiction to the city.  The City Attorney 
notified the Supervisors of the City’s conclusion, which the Drainage Clerk 
acknowledged.  Therefore, the Story County Board of Supervisors, acting as the 
Drainage District Trustees, will retain control of this first drainage district. 
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The second drainage district under question is labeled Drainage District Ontario #63, 
which is located in the area around North Dakota Avenue and Ontario Street.  In 
comparing information provided by the County with the City of Ames storm sewer 
system; there were no locations where the two systems connect.  The City’s storm 
sewer system was constructed in accordance with current standards and specifications 
and is a stand-alone system. A letter has been sent to the Drainage District 
Trustees/Drainage Clerk notifying them of this system independence, which City 
staff has concluded does not meet the Code language for transfer of jurisdiction.  
The Trustees have acknowledged receipt of the letter, but the Drainage Clerk has 
not yet responded officially.   
 
The final drainage district under question is labeled Drainage District Washington #59.  
This drainage district includes the Ames Municipal Airport and Teagarden/Southdale 
Subdivisions in the south part of Ames.  Approximately 67% of the drainage district lies 
within the Ames corporate limits, and the other 33% is in the county.  In the mid 1980s, 
the City of Ames and the Drainage District came to an agreement for a joint project that 
rehabilitated the drainage tile in connection with a stormwater drainage project that the 
City of Ames was completing.  (At the time of the joint project, Ames Mayor Paul 
Goodland requested that the Drainage District Trustees delay transfer of the 
District to the City of Ames until after the project was completed.  The agreement 
expired December 31, 1985, but the Trustees did not take any action at that time 
to transfer jurisdiction to the City.) City staff investigated the City’s storm sewer 
system and found one location where the drainage tile may be connected into the upper 
reach of our storm sewer system.  However, rather than the City using the Drainage 
District’s tile, it appears that the drainage district’s tile is flowing into the City’s storm 
sewer. If further investigation verifies this conclusion, and if the district’s drains 
are not being used by the City for drainage purposes, then this drainage district 
also fails to meet the legal standard for transfer to the City.   
 
It should be emphasized that before the Trustees can complete any transfer of 
jurisdiction, they must first make findings that each drainage district meets the 
standards set out in the Iowa Code and then pass a resolution transferring 
jurisdiction to the City. 
 
The Iowa Code states that: 
 

“Once a drainage district is properly transferred to a city, the Iowa Code provides 
that the city council assumes control, supervision, and management of the district 
in the same manner and with the same powers that were previously conferred on 
the board of supervisors.”  Iowa Code §468.326   
 
“The city council may use the drainage district for any purpose that it deems 
proper and necessary for the advancement of the city or its health or welfare, and 
the city shall be responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of the drainage 
district.”  Iowa Code §468.325 
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Therefore, should the City need to accept transfer of the district, additional 
responsibilities could include locating, inspection and maintenance of the drainage tile 
to ensure that the tile functions.  This would be necessary especially considering that 
Story County has not located, cleaned and inspected the tile for decades.  Given our 
lack of experience maintaining this type of system, it is very difficult to estimate 
the additional cost or personnel time that the City will be assuming each year.  
 
The City’s Municipal Engineer attended a meeting to gather information being provided 
from the Drainage Clerk and Trustees.  At the meeting, the Trustees indicated that they 
intend to transfer jurisdiction to municipalities who can then make decisions where there 
are urban areas/city residents who have different expectations than they are used to 
when dealing with County officials.  Additionally, they emphasized that the area where 
tile lies within the corporate limits enables City staff to more easily see improvements 
that need to be made rather than County staff.  The Trustees indicated that the Auditor’s 
Office would still levee the assessments for the drainage districts even if transferred.   
 
At the meeting, the Trustees were still considering the transfer of jurisdiction of nine 
drainage districts to six communities.  In response to the letter sent regarding Ontario 
#63 within Ames, they indicated that they were not concerned about this drainage 
district since it has been inactive for a long time, and that they heard the City’s position 
that it does not meet the Code terms for being transferred.  The Trustees indicated that 
they would take final action at a later meeting. 
 
As for Washington #59, the Trustees indicated that there has been land activity within 
the City in recent times. (The landowner recently did some land grading just west of US 
Hwy 69, which was over a drainage district tile).  They also indicated that when the City 
and Drainage District completed a joint project in the mid 1980’s, there was talk about 
transfer at that time but the City had asked them to delay that transfer.  Toward the end 
of the meeting, the Trustees moved to further consider the transfer of five drainage 
districts within four communities, including Washington #59 in Ames.  They indicated 
that they would get copies of all records for Washington #59 to Ames staff by April 6, 
2012; and have set a date of hearing for April 24, 2012 during the morning Board of 
Supervisors meeting.  Upon taking action on April 24, 2012, they could then transfer 
jurisdiction between 30 to 90 days from that time. 
 
On March 30, 2012 the Municipal Engineer received a package from the Drainage 
Clerk that contained files for Washington #59.  The file indicates that in 1913 a 
total length of 18,936 lineal feet of 6-inch, 8-inch, 10-inch, 14-inch, 18-inch and 20-
inch sections of Grade 1 vitrified salt glazed drain tile was installed.  Periodically 
Story County crews have had to respond to fix sections that have blown out and 
in the mid 1980s the Drainage District and City of Ames partnered to complete 
some further repair.  Overall, the original 1913 sections of pipe still make a 
majority or the system.  The file indicates that there is an account balance in the 
amount of $811.30 as of March 1, 2012.  It is unknown that this time what would 
happen to that balance. 
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During the informational meeting that the Municipal Engineer attended, Story 
County staff including the County Engineer indicated that they have no idea of 
the condition of the tile within the district.  They said that it has not been 
televised nor cleaned, so there is no absolute knowledge if the tile if fully 
functional at this time.  If the tile that still remains is in disrepair it could be a 
rather large project that the City would have to undertake to repair the tile.  The 
project could be an assessment project to the drainage district properties 
including those located each in the City limits and in the County. 
 
ALTERNATIVES:  
 

1. Direct staff to attend the April 24, 2012 Board of Supervisors meeting and 
oppose the transfer of Drainage District Washington #59. 
 

2. Direct staff to attend the April 24, 2012 Board of Supervisors meeting and 
accept the transfer of Drainage District Washington #59. 

 
MANAGER’S RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
 
While the staff appreciates the Board of Supervisor’s desire to transfer the 
decision-making authority for a drainage district partially within a city to the 
municipal governing body, the staff does not see any benefit at this time to the 
City assuming responsibility for the management and maintenance of any of the 
three drainage districts.  
Our reluctance to assume these additional responsibilities is influenced by the following 
three factors: 

1) It appears the drainage systems have received very little maintenance or 
improvements over the years which will most likely result in a very costly 
project(s) to renovate the system. This fact will require significant staff time to 
communicate these needs and justification to impacted property owners as well 
as receive their concerns. 

2) Portions of all of districts are outside of the city limits. Therefore, City staff will be  
required to communicate with County residents about any proposed 
assessments. These residents will likely be confused about not being able to 
interact with their County elected representatives if they have questions or 
concerns. 

3) The City staff lacks the expertise, equipment, and time to assume this new  
maintenance responsibility for rural drainage systems.  

Therefore, it is the recommendation of the City Manager that the City Council 
adopt Alternative No. 1, thereby directing staff to attend the April 24, 2012 Board 
of Supervisors meeting and oppose the transfer of Drainage District Washington 
#59. 
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