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Water main renewal  
mostly an above-ground job

Every year, the city sets out water 
mains in need of replacement, 
determined by the number of leaks 
recorded in sections of a main. 
This year, Beaver Sewer and Water 
Services replaced the water main on 
Alexander Avenue, from Princess to 
Ellen Street, about 400 metres. 

Until just more than a decade ago, water main 
renewal would require excavation to replace an 
entire length of pipe, installed 2.1 to 2.4 metres 
underground. Today, water mains are replaced 
through “directional drilling”, which involves a 
heavy equipment operator directing a specialized 
drill with a directional head to force a rod 
underground, alongside the old main, up to  
100-150 metres in length.

At the end of the length, the rod’s directional head 
is replaced with a cutting head, and the length of 
PVC pipe is pulled (or pushed) back through the 
enlarged new hole. Main diameters ranges from 
about 4-50 centimetres. 

Directional drilling requires excavating ground for 
the drilling start and end point, sectional tie-ins and 
intersections. It allows most of the street to remain 
open for use by residents while work proceeds. 
It also involves excavating less concrete, and is 
frequently faster than full excavation.

WATER AND SEWER FACTS

•  Winnipeg has 2,600 kilometres of water “mains” 
– large pipes carrying water to homes and 
businesses. 

•  Cast iron – used from 1890s to 1950s, the City 
has about 380 kilometres of cast iron mains, which 
have proven very reliable to this day

•  Thinner walled cast iron mains were used in the 
‘50s, and some ductile iron pipe accounts for 
128 kilometres of mains. These pipes have not 
performed as well

•  Asbestos cement (AC) mains were also installed 
from mid-1950 to early ‘80s

•  Since the ‘80s, the preferred material for water 
mains has been polyvinyl chloride (PVC), a hard 
plastic, constituting 1,360 kilometres of pipe.

•  Winnipeg’s alkaline soil has proven especially 
corrosive to ductile iron. Every year, hundreds of 
breaks occur in water mains, requiring emergency 
repair. 

•  The City’s water main renewal program replaces 
an average 12 kilometres of mains each year, 
replacing corroded pipe with PVC, a lighter and 
durable material. 

The wastewater system is composed of 1,037 
kilometres of “combined” sewers that carry 
wastewater and surface water in old areas of 
Winnipeg, and 1,423 kilometres of separated pipes 
that carry just wastewater to treatment centres. 
Further, there are 1,173 kilometres of dedicated land 
drainage sewers, carrying rain or melt from urban 
areas to the rivers.

Thousands of metres of sewer mains are replaced  
or repaired each year.

This year’s budget for water main renewal is  
$17.5 million, and $17 million for sewer.Colin Corneau photos




