
PHIL WEBSTER’S TO-DO LIST MUST 
BE A MILE LONG. FIND MORE WOOD 
chips for the composting project. Work on a multi-
year sewer overfl ow reduction plan. Order T-shirts 
for the Stream Team. Monitor effl uent for metals. 
Prepare for the disinfection upgrade. Talk to high 
school students about clean water. Explain recent 
rate increases. Manage multiple contracts. Teach a 
class to wastewater operators.

“It’s a big challenge,” says Webster, Alliance 
Water Resources manager of the Sedalia (Mo.) 
Water Pollution Control Department. Webster is 
responsible for three wastewater treatment plants, 
186 miles of sewers and 10 lift stations, a compost-
ing facility, and 17 employees who remain on the 
city’s payroll. He also manages the city’s stormwa-
ter and industrial pretreatment programs. Twelve-
hour days are not uncommon.

But he has no complaints. “Water really moti-
vates me,” he says. “I grew up on the shores of Lake 
Huron. When I was a kid I remember driving by 
Lake Superior on a family vacation and looking out 
over the blue waters of the lake. It gave me a sense 
of awe and wonderment. I’m not sure what the feel-
ing meant, but the majority of my professional life 
has been involved in water-based operations.”

StArtinG out
After earning a degree in fi sheries and wildlife at the University of Mis-

souri at Columbia, Webster cut his teeth working at a fi sh hatchery in Osage 
Beach, Mo. After fi ve years of working on a farm that raised more than 20 
species of freshwater fi sh, he got married and signed on with Alliance Water. 

“I had to make a choice,” he recalls, “I couldn’t stay 
married to the fi sh farm.”

Alliance assigned him to the wastewater treat-
ment plant the fi rm operated at O’Fallon, Mo., and 
he began as a laboratory technician, complement-
ing two years of lab experience at St. Louis Univer-
sity, where he also took courses.

Three years later, Alliance promoted him to 
manager at Cameron, Mo., and in 2008, he came to 
Sedalia. Today, his duties include management of 
the city’s North, Central, and Southeast wastewater 
treatment facilities. All handle 1.0 to 1.5 mgd, and 
combined they serve a population of about 21,000. 
The North plant dates to the 1940s and uses old-
style trickling fi lters to treat the majority of the 
community’s industrial load, which emanates from 
metals, photographic, and meat processing plants.

The Central plant was an exact replica of the 
North plant, but was upgraded to activated sludge 
treatment in 2000. The majority of the community’s 
restaurants feed this facility, as does the Missouri 
State Fair for two weeks every summer.

The Southeast plant was built in the early 1980s 
and features a pair of oxidation ditches and in-
channel clarifi ers. Biosolids from all three facilities 
are dewatered on belt presses, then brought to a 

central facility. For many years, the solids were land-applied, but recently 
Sedalia launched a static aerated pile composting operation.

The biosolids program is just one challenge that brought Alliance Water 
and Webster to the scene in 2008. Previously, the solids were not passing vec-
tor reduction requirements due to inadequate digestion. The material had to 
be disced into the soil, at extra expense.
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PHIL WEBSTER ACTS AS MANAGER, VOLUNTEER COORDINATOR, PUBLIC EDUCATOR AND MORE 
AS HE LEADS THE WATER POLLUTION CONTROL DEPARTMENT IN SEDALIA, MO.

By Jim Force

Phil Webster at Sedalia’s Southeast 
Wastewater Treatment Plant. (Photography 
by Sydney Brink)
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Phil Webster, alliance Water 
resources, Sedalia, Mo.
POSITION: Manager, Pollution Control  
 Department

EXPERIENCE:  25 years

DUTIES:  Manage city employees and  
 wastewater treatment and  
 collections infrastructure

EDUCATION:  Bachelor’s degree in fi sh 
 and wildlife biology, 
 University of Missouri

CERTIFICATION: Missouri Class A 
 wastewater treatment 

GOALS: Protect and nurture water  
 resources, oversee plant and  
 system improvements, train  
 and inspire new operators  
 and managers, educate the  
 public about the importance  
 of clean water

GPS COORDINATES: Latitude: 38°43'0.45"N;
(Central plant) Longitude: 93°15'49.67"W

profi le  �

“I’ve often told 

myself, usually in 

diffi cult situations, 

that I have the power 

to turn a problem 

into a solution. 

Although this can 

be diffi cult, it has 

always worked 

when I stop for a 

second and remind 

myself that being 

positive is the best 

mindset to have.” 
PHil WEBSTEr

ABOVE: Phil Webster checks the variety of protozoa in a sample of wastewater to get a snapshot of 
the population’s health and the effi cacy of the treatment process. 

A lagoon built to catch stormwater overfl ow is located 
next to Sedalia’s West treatment plant.
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it’S About AttituDe
“The city understood the issue 

and looked at what else they could 
do,” says Webster. “The new com-
post facility is looking really good 
and is producing a Class A material.”

Still, fi nding an adequate source 
of wood chips and marketing the 
material successfully remain works 
in progress. “We need about 200 
cubic yards of wood chips a week,” 
Webster says. “We started operation 
in September 2010. The fi nal prod-
uct is screened to quarter-inch 
granular material. It’s a good way to 
go with our solids.”

In talking with Webster, you get 
the impression that it’s only a mat-
ter of time before the composting 
challenge will be solved; he seems 
to fl ourish when faced with a 
problem. “Attitude plays a big role 

in getting me motivated,” he says. “I’ve often told myself, usually in diffi cult 
situations, that I have the power to turn a problem into a solution. Although 
this can be diffi cult, it has always worked when I stop for a second and 
remind myself that being positive is the best mindset to have.”

That can-do attitude is no doubt helping Webster deal with a number of 
other issues he and his staff and the city face as they work to improve Seda-
lia’s wastewater treatment system.

The city has entered a consent decree to correct wet-weather problems, 
and Webster is in charge of developing a long-range comprehensive plan that 
will cost about $30 million over the next fi ve years.

“During rainstorms, we can see upwards of 14 mgd at the Southeast 
plant,” he says. “It’s a serious I&I problem. We’re doing a lot of fl ow monitor-
ing and modeling, using about 35 to 40 monitoring sites.”

MultiPle SourceS
On the stormwater side, the city is concentrating on illicit discharges, 

construction sites, and its own municipal operations. “I go out personally 
and review all our municipal operations to make sure we’re practicing what 
we preach in stormwater control,” he says. The wet-weather plan also includes 
a number of retention basins.

There’s more on his plate. With several metal fi nishing operations on the 
Sedalia system, the city’s permit has limits for metals. Webster and the Sedalia 
staff are heavily involved in a translator study for metals in the receiving streams.

Disinfection is another issue. At present, disinfection is not required at 
Sedalia, but it will be soon. Webster is responsible for preparing a plan to add 
disinfection to the treatment facilities when that requirement takes hold in 
2013. On an even larger scale, the city is considering the feasibility of consol-

GoinG To THE MaT
While proud of his accomplishments as a water manager, 

Phil Webster is just as enthusiastic about his family’s success. 
His daughter Emily is a wrestler on Sedalia’s Smith-Cotton High 
School team and one of the few girls in the country competing 
against boys.

Wrestling in the 103-pound division, she was named to the 
2010 girls high school All-American team by TheMat.com/
ASICS. “It hasn’t always been easy for her, but overall I think 
sports can lead to great things for girls,” Webster says.

She’s following in her father’s footsteps. One team observer 
recently commented, “Emily’s footwork reminds me a lot of Phil.” 
Webster, who also has a 23-year-old son and another boy in fi fth 
grade, disagrees. “She’s a lot faster than I ever was,” he says.

iMMErSED 
in WaTEr

Phil Webster really 
lives water. “Over the past 
several years, I have 
adopted an activity that 
combines a few of my 
favorite things into a sort of 
spiritual effort. On New 
Year’s Eve, I run about four 
miles from my house to a 
pond, and when I get to the 
water I strip to my shorts 
and jump in the water for a 
short dip.”

Then he either runs 
home or gets a ride. 
“Although it sounds crazy, 
I really feel refreshed,” he 
says. “It has become my 
way of bidding farewell to 
the old year and welcoming 
in the new year.”

Members of the Sedalia waste treatment team managed by Phil Webster 
(front and center), are from left, back row, Mark Grose, head operator, North 
plant; Denny Vinson, operator, Southeast plant; Stephen Kelly, crew 
supervisor; and Jed West, operator, Southeast plant. Middle row, from left, 
Doug Knight, maintenance mechanic; and Curtis Campbell, crew supervisor.

Every day Phil Webster, center, 
holds a meeting at 7 a.m. with 
supervisors and maps out the day’s 
work. From left, are Doug Knight, 
maintenance mechanic, Curtis 
Campbell, crew supervisor, and 
Stephen Kelly, crew supervisor. 
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idating treatment at one or two of its treatment plants.
Webster’s ability to involve the employees will help solve these issues. 

“Phil makes employees part of the answer,” says mayor Elaine Horn. “He 
empowers employees to do their jobs better. In turn, they really accept him.”

John Q. Public
All these improvements will require funding in a time when state and 

federal support is limited. Sedalia’s citizens will be asked to shoulder more of 
the burden. That’s one reason that Webster practices public education so 
avidly that he could be the poster child for the Water Environment Federa-
tion’s public education committee. 

He organizes citizen groups, known as Stream Teams, that clean stream 
banks and monitor water quality throughout the community. “I want people 
to know that our efforts are bearing fruit,” he says. 

He has prepared printed materials explaining wastewater treatment and 
water quality. A stormwater education program he 
wrote features cartoon caricatures he created. One 
creature is MI and another ZU, for the Miz-zou chant 
of University of Missouri fans during sports events. 

The third represents a water drop, and together they 
tell the water cycle story.

“I saw the little artful characters used at the 1998 
Nagano Olympic Games, and I thought they were a 
wonderful communications tool,” says Webster. “When 
I came to Sedalia, I developed these little characters 
as a way to promote the stormwater volunteer effort.”

He started an Adopt a Storm Drain program, and he 
frequently talks to students at area schools. “We’re just 
planting seeds,” he says. He wants people to have fun 
with water topics, and he takes the same approach 
as he teaches a wastewater management course 
approved for operator certification credits in Missouri. 

on the front line
The work Webster does is part of what makes a 

success of public-private partnerships like the one 
between Sedalia and Alliance Water. “First of all, the 
municipality has to have a real need that we can 
meet,” says Webster. “Then we can use our experi-
ence and expertise to meet their needs and develop 
a good working relationship.

“Our economy of size helps save money on 
chemicals and certain equipment purchases. And 
the company’s wealth of experience can help a 
municipality work smarter and more cost-effectively. 
We also try to become part of the community by 
joining service clubs, giving classes in the schools, 
and volunteering in the community.” 

Mayor Horn notes that Webster has been an essen-
tial promoter of the city’s $30 million sewer overflow 
project. “He’s right there,” Horn says. “He goes into 
the schools, he gives presentations to service clubs. 
He explains how we got where we are and where we 
need to get to. He’s gotten families to adopt storm 

drains and outfalls and to take part in things in their neighborhoods. None 
of this would have happened without Phil.

“He brings an incredible wealth of knowledge and education to our com-
munity. He has an impressive dedication to the job, and he works nonstop. 
He’s been able to assess what we’re doing well and what we can do better, 
where we can consolidate. With his leadership at the department, we’ve 
been able to move forward.”

Webster observes, “I approach each day as a gift, a new beginning so to 
speak; with the knowledge that no matter what happens to me, the sun will 
rise again tomorrow. This work has great 
variety and plenty of challenges. It offers 
me the opportunity to be a real environ-
mentalist. I’m serving on the front line of 
environmental protection.”  

Alliance Water Resources 
573/874-8080
www.alliancewater.com
(See ad page 18)

more info:

“Phil makes employees part  

of the answer. He empowers 

employees to do their jobs better. 

In turn, they really accept him.”
Mayor ElainE Horn
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