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Identifying and Overcoming Challenges to 
Successful Water Utility Partnerships

This program is made possible under a 
cooperative agreement with EPA.  
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Webinar Presenter: Jeff Hughes
•  Director, UNC 

Environmental 
Finance Center

•  Faculty, UNC School 
of Government

•  Past/”Recovering” 
Small Water System 
Utility Director
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What We Offer 

 

 

Individualized technical assistance, workshops, small group 
support, webinars, eLearning, online tools & resources

The Smart Management for Small 
Water Systems Program  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•  Asset Management"
•  Energy Use and Efficiency"
•  Meeting Regulatory Compliance"
•  Fiscal Planning and Rate Setting"
•  Multi-funding Coordination"
•  Communications and Decision-making"

•  Water Loss Reduction"
•  Working with Other Water Systems"
•  Financing"
•  Funding Programs"
•  Managing Small Utilities in Drought"

Areas
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Who We Are 

About the Environmental Finance Center Network (EFCN)

The Environmental Finance Center Network (EFCN) is a university-
based organization creating innovative solutions to the difficult how-
to-pay issues of environmental protection and improvement. The 
EFCN works with the public and private sectors to promote 
sustainable environmental solutions while bolstering efforts to 
manage costs.
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1.  Why partner?
2.  Types of partnerships
3.  Common barriers to partnering
4.  Strategies and tips for crafting successful 

partnerships
5.  Questions/Comments

Today’s Topics
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Webinar Participants
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Poll 1: If you are a utility, how many people 
does your utility serve?

•  Under	  500	  
•  501	  to	  1,000	  
•  1,001	  to	  3,300	  
•  3,301	  to	  10,000	  
•  Over	  10,000	  
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The Spectrum of Water Partnerships
•  Handshakes about cooperation

•  Strategic service (billing, purchasing) partnerships

•  Emergency mutual aid agreements

•  Bulk/wholesale water sales agreements

•  Management contracts

•  Joint management/ownership entities (authorities)

•  Find someone to take over the business
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•  Use question function to type in a few sentences of 
advice.

•  We may read a few of them during the webinar.
•  Sign your name, if you want to be mentioned by 

name.

What key advice would you give your 
peers in increased partnering?
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Benefits of Partnerships
•  Better service and reduced financial impact on 

customers"
•  Reduce costs through increased economies of scale"
•  Access to capital needed to replace and improve 

water-delivery infrastructure"
•  Improve operational performance through better 

access to skilled staff and advanced technologies"
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For many, it may be the only fiscally viable 
option….

•  The temptation of 
“new”

•  Fewer customers
•  Declining sales
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•  Depend on the services of other utilities 
•  Other utilities rely on our services 
•  We rely on other utilities and others rely on us
•  Is independent and will likely stay that way 
•  Is independent, but will be in a partnership within 5 

years

Poll 2: If a utility, what best describes your 
situation?
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•  Very
•  Somewhat
•  Not so much
•  Happy to be rid of the thing

Poll 3, if a utility, how important is it for 
you to maintain control in the future?
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Very	  
67%	  

	  	  Somewhat	  
22%	  

Not	  so	  
	  much	  
5%	  

Happy	  to	  be	  
rid	  of	  the	  
thing	  
6%	  

If	  you	  manage	  a	  utility, how important is it 
for you to maintain control in the future?
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Common Concerns with 
Partnerships

•  Desire for autonomy"
•  Keep options open…"
•  Unequal sharing of benefits"
•  Mistrust of other systems"
•  Takes too much effort to pull off and not sure who 

should lead the effort"
•  Other: Send us your concerns with chat function!!"
"

www.efcnetwork.org
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Bulk Purchase: Northeast/Merrimack

– 35 community 
water systems"

– Purchase supplies/ 
chemicals together"

– Agree not to seek 
out vendors 
independently"
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•  100 systems in Ohio"
–  Organized by a for-profit full-service company"
–  Consortium purchases lab services in bulk on 

behalf of 100 systems"
–  Volume discounts of 10 to 50 percent at labs"

Bulk Laboratory Services
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Sharing Staff: Panora and Des Moines, IA 
 – Panora is a small system serving 1,175 

customers"
– Had difficulty retaining operators"
– Signed an MOU with Des Moines to allow Des 

Moines to monitor the treatment plant 
remotely and limiting need for on-site operator 
to 2.5 hours per day"
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Sharing Billing
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Asset Transfer: Ellsworth Estates, CT
– Small	  private	  HOA	  system	  serving	  82	  homes	  sold	  
to	  Connec@cut	  Water	  Company,	  a	  large	  private	  
system	  serving	  41	  communi@es	  

– Sale	  aDer	  elderly	  co-‐operator	  died;	  other	  elderly	  
co-‐operator	  could	  not	  handle	  system	  on	  his	  own	  

– Now	  has	  access	  to	  30	  operators	  and	  could	  spread	  
capital	  costs	  over	  en@re	  CWC	  system	  
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•  “The County has the resources to 
properly operate the system and is in 
a better position to apply for the 
funding necessary to upgrade the 
system”  

Town Manager Recommendation to 
Board to Allow Transfer of Assets

Transfer of Management and/or 
Ownership: Edgecombe County, NC 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–  Consolidation of 12 public and private community 
systems into one new entity

–  Much greater access to paid, professional 
operators

Asset Transfer: Mountain Regional 
Water Special Service District, UT
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•  5 to 40 years 
•  Water purchase agreements
•  Management contracts

Inter-local/utility agreements: Lots 
of Examples!
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What are Issues SHOULD be in writing in 
your Inter-local Agreements?
•  Service area boundaries"
•  Water quality and pressure"
•  Current and future capital costs"
•  Commodity costs adjustments"
•  … and more."
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Crafting Successful Inter-local 
Agreements"

http://efc.sog.unc.edu/"
"

Format"
–  Questions to consider, 

descriptions, example text"
–  Advice for getting inter-local 

agreements right, avoid pitfalls"
–  NOT every issue that will come 

up in every document"
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Begin with Service Area

•  What does the agreement say about each 
partner’s current and future service area?"

•  Where’s the map?"
•  What is the connection between water and 

growth?"



www.efcnetwork.org

Capital Costs

•  How does the agreement assure that 
water suppliers receive adequate payment 
for use of their capital and for new 
investments?   "

•  How precise in the language?"
•  Who	  pays	  for	  unused	  capacity?	  
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•  Rolling capital costs into the commodity 
charge with a minimum purchase clause

•  An upfront capacity fee
•  A recurring capacity fee component
•  Purchaser assumes a percentage of seller’s 

debt service (Be Precise!!)
•  Pass through retail customer impact fees 

(uncommon)

How is Capital Addressed?
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Commodity Charge Adjustments

•  What does the agreement say about how 
commodity charges are calculated and 
modified over time? "
– No mention  (BAD)"
– CPI or other index"
– Cost accounting (Can be Difficult)"
– Linked to retail rate "
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Working Together

•  What does the agreement about the 
transferability of conservation status/
measures?"

•  Does the agreement address non-revenue 
revenue water or excessive inflow/
infiltration? "

•  Does the agreement allow for variations 
due to emergencies? "
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Ques@ons/Comments	  
•  Use	  ques@on	  func@on	  
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#1: E.M. Planning for Small Water Systems and 
the NYSERDA Model (12/02/2014)

#2: E.M. Teams, Baselines, and Data Collection 
(03/03/2015)

#3: E.M. Project Ideas, Prioritization Methods, and 
Implementation Planning (06/09/2015)

#4: Paying for Energy Improvements 
(09/16/2015)

Find Money in the Water System Budget: 
Energy Management (E.M.) Webinar Series 
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•  2:00 – 3:00 PM EDT, Wednesday, September 16
•  Instructors:

–  Glenn Barnes, Senior Project Director, EFC at UNC-Chapel Hill
–  Cory Cox, Public Utilities Director, City of Pickens, S.C.
–  Frank Shepard, Energy Efficiency and HVAC Consultant
–  David Tucker, Project Director, EFC at UNC-Chapel Hill

•  Register here at:
http://efcnetwork.org/webinar-paying-for-energy-improvements/

ENERGY MGT. WEBINAR #4: 
Find Money in the Water System Budget: 
Paying for Energy Improvements
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•  Yes
•  No

Poll 4: Would you like to subscribe to the UNC 
Environmental Finance Center blog? (choose one) 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•  Yes
•  No
•  Would Like More Information About This

Poll 5: Are you interested in technical assistance for your 
small water system? (choose one) 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Thank You
•  Please fill out an evaluation
•  Please consider participating in a voluntary research 

survey
•  Links will be sent out to you in chat box and via 

email. 
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Ques@ons?	  
Jeff Hughes!
Environmental Finance Center!
UNC School of Government!
919 843-4956!
jhughes@sog.unc.edu"
www.efc.sog.unc.edu"
"


