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UTILITY INFRASTRUCTURE
Overview

Overview
This booklet was prepared as part of the process of formulating a Master Plan
for Oak Bluffs. For the purposes of the Master Plan, this topic includes:
 Water Supply
 Wastewater Disposal
 Storm Drainage
 Electricity
 Wired Communications – Telephone, cable, internet
 Wireless Communications
Water Storage Tank / Wastewater Treatment Facility on Pennsylvania Avenue

Reference Materials
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Martha's Vineyard Island Plan (MVC, 2010)
Oak Bluffs Master Plan (1998)
MV Source Water Assessment (MVC 2003)
Oak Bluffs Water District website / on‐line data sources
Oak Bluffs Comprehensive Wastewater Management Plan of Study (2017)
Oak Bluffs Wastewater treatment Facility Evaluation (2017)
MV Wastewater Management Study (MVC, 2012)
Oak Bluffs Housing Production Plan (2017 Draft)
Wind Energy Plan for Dukes County (MVC, 2012)
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This “briefing booklet” has
been prepared as part of the
process of preparing an
update to the 1998 Master
Plan for Oak Bluffs.
This booklet is intended to
provide some context about
this topic for the members of
the Master Plan Update
Committee and others.

Water Quality
The Water District reports
that water quality meets
state and national standards.
Water quality is constantly
monitored to determine the
effectiveness
of
water
treatment and whether
additional
treatment
is
required.

Water Supply
Public Water
Public water in Oak Bluffs has been supplied from a municipal water system
since the late 1800s. Most areas of the community have public water service
available (potable and fire supply). Over 4,000 properties are served by public
water.
The Water District obtains water from four functional areas as listed below, all
of which obtain groundwater from the Island’s sole source aquifer:
Area 1: Lagoon Pond Wells (5 wells off Barnes Road capable of producing 500
gallons per minute (GPM) total)
Area 2: Farm Neck Well (2 wells on Tradewinds Road at 600 GPM total)
Area 3: State Forest Well (1 well on Alwardt Way at 1,000 GPM)
Area 4: Alwardt Well (1,000 GPM) or Randolph Well (at 750 GPM) since only one
well can be pumped at a time at the moment.
Additionally, the water system is interconnected with the Edgartown and Tis‐
bury water systems. In the event of an emergency, the Oak Bluffs Water District
can be supplied by Edgartown and portions by the Tisbury system.
There is high seasonality on water demand due to the summertime focus of Oak
Bluffs. Over the course of a year, according to the Water District website, the
average daily use is about 1.44 million gallons per day (MGD). During the sum‐
mer season, the average daily use is about 2.54 MGD. The peak demand during
the summer months have been as high as 3.5 MGD. When demand is high, the
Water District:
 Implements water use restrictions (lawn watering, etc.) although com‐
pliance is voluntary and there is no enforcement program,
 Draws down water levels in the storage tank (capacity of two million gal‐
lons), and
 Relies on rainfall events to replenish well levels.
Historic Postcard of Lagoon Pond Well Site

Water Tank
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Water Supply Well Considerations

Legend
EXISTING
Well site
“Zone 2” areas

POSSIBLE FUTURE
Well site
Possible “Zone 2” area
(based on Tradewinds
well site)
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Some recent actions by the Water District which have moderated the growth in
water usage include:
 Education regarding the need for conservation,
 billing now based on actual usage, and
 an increase in billing rates.
While the Water District has indicated that supply is adequate to meet antici‐
pated need through 2023, it has been preparing for a time when an additional
well may be needed to meet the summer demand for potable water and fire
protection and provide a margin of safety. The need for additional supply
locations is also needed to prepare for possible implications as a result of
climate change – the Lagoon Pond wells may be at risk at some time in the
future based on sea level rise. The District is considering a new well site at the
corner of County Road and Woodlands Drive.
On the other hand, the Town has expressed reservations that the accompanying
land use restrictions (known as Zone 2) around that well site would impose
limitations such as:
 limit the number of bedrooms for new houses,
 impose stricter wastewater requirements, and
 limit the ability to expand existing buildings.
The Town has also been promoting greater conservation efforts, limiting irriga‐
tion system use (which accounts for a large portion of water usage in town), and
other approaches. Such efforts might include adoption of a water use restriction
bylaw adopted by the town. Greater storage capacity (such as an additional
water tank) might help relieve some stress on the water system during periods
of high demand.
Adding additional pumping capacity to allow both the Alwardt Well and Ran‐
dolph Well to operate at the same time is not likely to be productive since the
area of influence of each well overlaps.
On‐Site Wells
A number of properties in Oak Bluffs rely on on‐site wells for domestic water
supply to meet their needs.

What should the Master Plan approach be with regard to
public water supply?
Are there any other issues associated with water supply
that should be considered in the Master Plan?
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Estuaries Project

Wastewater Disposal
Public Sewer
Prior to 2002, wastewater disposal in Oak Bluffs occurred through on‐site septic
systems. However, this became a challenge over time in the village area due to
the prevalence of small lots. A public sewer system was constructed to serve
the densest areas (and has since been expanded to include Martha’s Vineyard
Hospital, the Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School, the YMCA, Woodside
Village, and the Ice Arena). A centralized treatment facility is located on Penn‐
sylvania Avenue with underground discharge fields located next to the treat‐
ment facility and under Ocean Park. Approximately 700 properties are served
by public sewer.
Key system statistics are approximately as follows:
 The overall system has a discharge capacity of about 620,000 GPD (un‐
derground discharge fields).
 However, the treatment plant has a discharge permit from the State for
350,000 gallons per day (GPD).
 Due to some operational limitations in the system, the effective treat‐
ment capacity of the facility is about 275,000 GPD.
 Existing flows to the treatment facility are about 250,000 GPD.
At the present time, an updated comprehensive wastewater management plan
(CWMP) is being prepared to evaluate ways to:
 reduce environmental degradation (nitrogen loading) in estuaries based
on information generated as a result of the Massachusetts Estuaries
Project (see sidebar),
 address water quality / public health overall,
 eliminate or reduce operational limitations,
 investigate whether the Town can ease restrictions that were imposed
on approving new sewer system connections, and
 address community needs and desires (economic development, down‐
town redevelopment, affordable housing, etc.).
At the present time, Oak Bluffs is in Phase 1 of a three‐phase process which will
likely continue through 2019:
 Needs Assessment – understanding various needs / issues and estimat‐
ing how much capacity is needed or desired,
 Alternatives Analysis – evaluating alternative approaches and identify
feasible and prudent alternatives, and
 Recommended Plan – recommending solutions.
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In 2001, the Massachusetts
Estuaries Project (MEP) was
created to help determine
current nitrogen loads to
southeastern Massachusetts
estuaries
and
evaluate
reductions that would be
necessary to support healthy
ecosystems.
This information is used by
MassDEP to calculate the
maximum amount nitrogen
that a waterbody can
assimilate and still support a
healthy ecosystem (i.e., meet
surface water quality stand‐
ards and support public
health).
The MEP also provides
technical
guidance
to
support
appropriate
wastewater, watershed, and
embayment
management
techniques
to
reduce
nitrogen
loading.
This
technical guidance is being
used by communities to
support the development of
Comprehensive Wastewater
Management
Plans
(CWMPs).
In Oak Bluffs, studies have
been conducted for:

Sengekontacket Pond

Lagoon Pond

Oak Bluffs Harbor

Farm Pond

Flow Neutral
With
regard
to
the
wastewater system, the term
“flow neutral” means that a
property connecting to the
sewer would have to demon‐
strate that it could accom‐
modate
the
proposed
development with a Title 5
compliant septic system.
Then, the property would be
allowed to connect that
amount of development to
the sewer system.
This approach is intended to
ensure that development is
controlled and wastewater
flows are managed (and not
accelerated or expanded) as
a result of the availability of
sewers.

Wastewater management solutions considered as part of the CWMP may in‐
clude a combination of approaches:



Wastewater collection
centralized treatment



Innovative/alternative on‐site
septic systems



Alternative approaches (shell‐
fish, permeable reactive barri‐
ers, etc.)

and

Could Reduce
Nitrogen Loading /
Address Water
Quality

Could Address
Community Needs
And Desires

Could Address
Operational
Limitations










Sewer expansions can be funded by:
 Current and future sewer users,
 All properties within the sewer service area,
 All taxpayers in the community,
 State and/or federal grants, or
 A combination of the above.
Sewer expansions are expensive and there are several ways that they can be
financed:
 By the municipality (general obligation bond or sewer revenue bond),
 By the State of Massachusetts at a zero percent (0.0 %) interest rate if
the sewer project is “flow neutral” (see sidebar).
Although the final determination of capacity expansion and allocation will occur
as part of the CWMP process, the intention at this time is to make it “flow
neutral” in order to qualify for zero percent financing.

What should the Master Plan approach be with regard to
centralized wastewater disposal?
Are there any other issues associated with centralized
wastewater disposal that should be considered in the Mas‐
ter Plan?
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On‐Site Septic Systems
Many areas of Oak Bluffs are still served by on‐site septic systems.
Since septic effluent is nutrient‐rich, it may make sense to consider requiring
that any new development (or any replacement septic systems) be required to
install an innovative/alternative on‐site septic system that reduces nitrogen
and other nutrients. Otherwise, any improvement in water quality resulting
from sewer improvements / expansion may be offset by the thousands of
homes still on septic systems.
While this will likely be more expensive than a typical septic system, septic
system users should address the impact their systems have on the overall health
of the estuaries and on water quality.

What should the Master Plan approach be with regard to
on‐site wastewater disposal?
Are there any other issues associated with on‐site
wastewater disposal that should be considered in the Mas‐
ter Plan?

Storm Drainage
Due to the sandy soils on Martha’s Vineyard, indications are that there are few
major stormwater drainage issues. Even though climate change may bring more
frequent and more intense rain storms, experience has indicated that the
stormwater drainage system will likely be able to accommodate it.
Oak Bluffs is applying “low impact development” approaches to stormwater
drainage, when and where appropriate, and this has the potential to help ad‐
dress stormwater quantity and stormwater quality issues.

Are there any issues associated with stormwater drainage
that should be considered in the Master Plan?
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Streetlights

Electricity
Electric Generation / Transmission
Eversource, the basic electric utility for Martha’s Vineyard, generates or acquires
electricity elsewhere and transmits it to the island for distribution.
With increasing electrical demand on the island, some electrical supply concerns
have arisen:
 Peak demands in the summer that can stress the overall system,
 Voltage spikes / drops that can affect sensitive electronic equipment,
 Reliance on essentially one underwater electrical cable.
Eversource is working to address these critical issues. Discussions have taken
place with regard to a possible battery storage system to stabilize the power
supply to the island and to condition the power. The batteries would be
charged in off‐peak hours and then additional power would be available when
needed. Eversource has on‐island diesel generators that may be retired or may
be supplemented with fuel cells, solar panels, wind turbines, or other genera‐
tion sources to meet demand.
Provided these efforts continue and are implemented, adequate electrical
supply is anticipated to be available in the future to meet community needs.
Electric Distribution
Electrical distribution in Oak Bluffs is provided by Eversource. Most of the
distribution system involves overhead wires although there are some areas
where the electrical wires are contained in underground conduits.
Over the years, Eversource has made significant progress in improving the
reliability of its electrical distribution through improvements to the electrical
system (automatic re‐closers, circuit upgrades, etc.). Major storms and other
events can still cause service disruptions due primarily to tree damage. Periodic
tree trimming is one approach to minimizing power outages due to storm
events.

Are there any other issues associated with electric genera‐
tion / transmission / distribution that should be considered
in the Master Plan?
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Some communities have
established policies related
to streetlights:

Ownership
(utility
company or municipali‐
ty)

Bulb‐type (LED or high
pressure sodium or oth‐
er)

Location (on all streets,
or only in certain areas)

Type (“smart” street‐
lights that only go on
when activity is detect‐
ed

Are there any other
issues
associated
with street lights that
should be considered
in the Master Plan?

Wired Communications
In Oak Bluffs, land‐line telephone and cable communication (television and
internet) is provided by either Comcast or Verizon. Most people are now ob‐
taining telephone through “bundled” services from Comcast. Verizon inherited
the original telephone system on Martha’s Vineyard and may be seeking to
divest itself of the phone system to focus on newer technologies.
Overall, telephone and cable communication services are reported to be good
with options available for speed and capacity to serve the needs of residents
and businesses.

Are there any other issues associated with wired communi‐
cations that should be considered in the Master Plan?

Wired Telephone

Cable TV
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Internet

Wireless Communications
Many people are using wireless phones and other devices (some people are
relying exclusively on them) and the capacity of the wireless system is an im‐
portant consideration. There can be challenges in Oak Bluffs due to:
 A limited number of telecommunication towers,
 Differing antennae locations for different providers,
 High seasonality of use / demand.
Since it may be difficult to site additional telecommunications towers in Oak
Bluffs, it may make sense to consider supporting deployment of a distributed
antenna system (DAS) along major roads in order to eliminate gaps in existing
coverage and provide better coverage town‐wide for data and voice.

Are there any other issues associated with wireless com‐
munications that should be considered in the Master Plan?

Common Tower
With No Camouflage

Stealth Monopole
As Flagpole

Tree Tower
With Lower Branches

Antennae On Tower

Antennae on Water Tanks

DAS Installation
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Notes & Comments
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