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Dedicated to enhancing the ability of 
governments and other organizations to 
provide environmental programs and 
services in fair, effective, and financially 
sustainable ways through:
 Applied Research   
 Teaching and Outreach
 Program Design and Evaluation

How you pay for it matters





Some of the many “newish” 
barriers to universal affordability

• Increasing 
infrastructure/revenue needs 

• Household incomes for many 
stagnant or falling

• Lack of national or state level 
assistance programs

• Challenges to funding local 
customer assistance programs



What question are you working 
on?  

• Is the financial capability of a water utility so 
distressed that they require special treatment (EPA)?

• How do you allocate scarce public infrastructure 
funding among different utilities? (Funding agencies)

• How do you decide what families are so distressed 
that they are allowed to pay less than others for 
water services (utilities)? 



Current Policy Debates

• Lumping or splitting?
– Water, wastewater, 

stormwater, other 
essential services…..

• How do you Measure?
– Metrics and Thresholds

• What level should it be 
addressed at?
– Community, utility, 

household?

• What entity should lead?
– Federal, State, utility, local 

government, Non-profit
• Who should pay?

– Federal, state, local 
government tax payers

– Utility customers
– Bottled water drinkers?



Affordability in the Water Industry

Affordability in the water industry can be visualized in 
three groups:
1. The financial capability for the water system to 

meet regulatory requirements
2. The financial requirements need for a water system 

to qualify for funding assistance
3. And the ability of a customer or household to 

pay their water bill



The Cause of Rising Water Rates

Aging infrastructure, current and new regulations, 
increasing frequency in drought years, and a utility’s 

financial health, all contribute to increasing water 
rates. This can cause great hardship on communities, 
particularly those in states with high poverty rates. 



Typical Annual Bill for Water and 

Wastewater Services
Poverty Rate by State



Who is Affected by Increasing Water 
Rates?

Increasing water rates not only affects the customer, 
but your water utility’s overall financial health.



Determining if your utility 
has an affordability 
problem can be hard to 
assess. Simply comparing 
different utilities water 
rates is not helpful. This is 
due to the variability in 
water rates amongst 
utilities. A snapshot of Los 
Angeles County illustrates 
this variability.

How do you know if your utility has an 
affordability problem?



EFC Affordability Assessment Tool



EFC Affordability Assessment Tool
What data do you need?

• The tool uses a 
combination of utility-
level rates data and 
US Census data

• Input “income bucket” 
data for the 
community

• Input rates at a given 
usage 



EFC Affordability Assessment Tool
What does the output look like?

• The tool will show the 
proportion of your 
community in each 
bucket 

• Will show the percent 
of annual income 
spent on water, 
wastewater, or water 
and wastewater for 
each bucket



EFC Affordability Assessment Tool
What does the output look like?

• The tool will show the 
percent of households 
estimated to be low 
income

• Can also be used to 
show the effect of 
new rates

• Can show the 
information for all 
households or just 
homeowners



Challenges in Metrics

While these tools and methods can be helpful and 
informative in determining if an affordability problem 
exists in your utility or community, there are always 
challenges in determining what are/is the best 
metric(s) to use.



Halls, TN



Pavo, GA



The MHI is not a good 
indictor of the wealth in this 
community.

The MHI is not a good 
indictor in this community, 
because almost half of the 
population is below 25k.



Addressing Affordability Challenges

So you have an affordability problem…

How can 
you help 
your 
customers?



Types of Customer Assistance 
Programs

• Bill Discount 
• Lifeline Rate 
• Temporary Assistance 
• Flexible Terms 
• Water Efficiency



How you pay for it matters…

Generally, customer assistance programs (CAPs) are 
funded by volunteer contributions. However, at times, 
the funds collected from these contributions are not 

enough to run a robust customer assistance program. 

What about rate revenue??



Navigating Legal Pathways to Rate-Funded 
Customer Assistance Programs



Why is the Focus on Rate Revenue?

• Limited and unpredictable nature of volunteer 
contributions

• Consistent and robust form of revenue to fund 
customer assistance programs

• Offers opportunity to build in low income protection 
into cost of service

• Success of existing customer assistance programs 
• Widest variation in assistance options



What’s in the Report?

• State summaries that provide an analysis of principle 
legal barriers and opportunities to establishing a 
customer assistance program for water and wastewater 
utilities in each of the 50 states, as well as the District 
of Columbia and several other territories

• Utility level case studies to show how some programs 
have been established within existing legal frameworks

• Potential models from other sectors, as well as other 
countries





Commission-Regulated Utilities: Ability to Implement CAPs Funded by 
Ratepayers Revenues, by State and Territory 



Noncommission-Regulated Utilities: Ability to Implement CAPs Funded 
by Ratepayers Revenues, by State and Territory 



Addressing Affordability at State Level



Summary of Research



Scenarios



Common Metrics

• Region 4
– MHI
– Population Change
– Water Rates
– Number of Connections, 

Poverty Rate, Total 
Appraised Value of 
Property

• Region 9 and 10
– MHI
– Water Rates
– Population
– Debt
– Colonia Area, Poverty 

Level, Type of Project, 
O&M, Consolidation



Questions?
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