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The Expanding
Role of the Utility

In addition to managing the most vital public 
works of a developed society, a water utility must 
also function as a dynamic business with a limited 
budget and increasing expectations. Customer 
needs are evolving, new and enhanced services 

like potable reuse and improved water loss control have 
been coming on-line, and the regulatory landscape is in a 
constant state of change. However, four trends spreading 
across the sector warrant particular attention: planning 
for sustainability, investing in source water protection, 
thinking beyond the meter, and using new funding 
sources for infrastructure renewal and replacement. 
Although only a part of the expanding roles of the util-
ity, these four developments frame the increasing com-
plexity utilities face moving forward.

PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY
Sustainability is an evolving concept, but now, more 

than ever, utilities need to take the long view, focusing 
beyond the immediate three- to five-year horizon and 
beyond the immediate control of the utility. This means 
evaluating resources the utilities possesses in every area 
(i.e., financial, natural, infrastructure, personnel), rec-
ognizing the effects of current and future decisions, and 
developing plans to meet the needs of today and tomor-
row while minimizing negative impacts. Traditional 
activities like projecting future water supply and 
demand are key, but will likely be only the beginning of 
the decision-making process. Another question that 
may come more sharply into focus will be “How much 
energy does this source water require to obtain, treat, 

and distribute?” Or a more  
complex question is “Will new water  
sources and conservation allow our water system to 
sustainably support economic growth?” Solid informa-
tion and thoughtful analysis will be critical in answer-
ing these questions. There are tools available today, like 
AWWA’s Water Audit Software and the Institute for 
Sustainable Infrastructure’s Envision program, which 
can help prove responsible resource use. 

INVESTING IN SOURCE WATER PROTECTION
In the future, source water protection will play an 

increasingly important role in the multi-barrier water 
treatment paradigm. The brutal fact is that even a well-
run, financially sound water utility cannot possibly cope 
with every threat to drinking water. Although some utili-
ties have had robust source water protection programs in 
place for years, managers at utilities of all sizes are paying 
greater attention to this issue (AWWA 2011). Source 
water protection is preventive in nature and thereby is 
intended to reduce uncertainty about contaminants reach-
ing the water treatment plant intake. Protection programs 
can be effective and save money over the long term. 

Take forest cover, for instance. According to Hydrologic 
Effects of a Changing Forest Landscape, a 2008 report 
of the National Research Council (NRC 2008), “forests 
cycle water from precipitation through soil and ulti-
mately deliver it as streamflow that is used to supply 
nearly two-thirds of the clean water in the United 
States.” However, changes in forested headwaters 
“influence the quantity and quality of downstream 
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water sources.” Understanding that forests and drinking 
water are intertwined, utility managers have increas-
ingly begun to consider the role of upstream forests in 
their decision-making processes. AWWA is currently 
studying these issues through a volunteer-driven study 
of forest cover impacts on the cost of water treatment 
(AWWA 2014).

Utilities in the Savannah, Potomac, and Colorado River 
basins are currently working with a variety of stakeholders 
to either protect or restore forested landscapes important 
to protecting their drinking water sources. In the Upper 
Neuse River Basin in North Carolina’s Piedmont region, 
the City of Raleigh established a nutrient impact fee, a 
one-time charge collected on new water and sewer hook-
ups, followed by a permanent watershed protection fee on 
public water bills of $0.01/100 gallons. This generates 
$1.8 million/year and is used to protect forested land-
scapes by purchasing high-priority lands and conservation 
easements. Durham followed suit with an increase in 
water rates to protect upstream water supply reservoirs 
using similar techniques. 

To the west, Denver Water (Colo.) has spent more 
than $26 million in the aftermath of the Buffalo Creek 
and Hayman fires. The utility is now, in some instances, 
matching US Forest Service funds dollar for dollar for 
forest treatment and watershed protection—such as 
fuels reduction and invasive species response (Denver 
Water n.d.)—as a way to protect against the ongoing 
challenges of beetle infestation, wildfire, and climate 
change. Salt Lake City (Utah), San Francisco (Calif.), 
Flagstaff (Ariz.), and others are engaged in many of the 
same kinds of activities (WRI 2013). AWWA, through 
the Water Utility Council (WUC), has partnered with 
the US Endowment for Forestry & Communities to 
promote cooperation between utilities and forestry 
interests to the advantage of both sectors.

The root causes of excessive nutrients can often 
originate within the watershed of a utility but outside 
of its control. Yet utilities must pay the treatment costs 
to address problems like cyanobacterial blooms, which 
are happening more frequently because of excessive 
nutrients, that can potentially leading to cyanotoxin 
concerns. Seeking ways to reduce upstream nutrient 
loading makes good sense for utilities that are affected 
downstream. One of the primary sources of excessive 
nutrients is unregulated agricultural runoff, a non-
point source under the US Environmental Protection 
Agency’s (USEPA’s) Clean Water Act and outside the 
scope of that act’s regulatory program. The WUC is 
likewise leading an AWWA initiative to build bridges 
to the agricultural community and the US Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) conservation program. This 
initiative is exploring effective means of including 

drinking water and source water protection funding 
in the reauthorization of the massive Farm Bill that is 
expected in 2018.

In the United States, current funding for mandatory 
Farm Bill conservation programs is nearly $6 billion/year. 
This annual federal appropriation is several times the size 
of the state revolving loan fund programs and a sum of 
money that source water protection programs collectively 
could only dream of. The key to effectively harnessing 
Conservation Title programs will be to build 
relationships between water utilities, agricultural 
producers in their watersheds, and USDA state 
conservationists—partnerships that can move more of 
these available dollars out onto the landscape. Such 
partnerships can promote the objectives and goals of the 
Safe Drinking Water Act while addressing the needs of 
both water utilities and farmers. Tapping into USDA 
conservation programs could enable tremendous progress 
in source water protection, reducing not only nutrients but 
also pathogens, sediment, and pesticide pollution. Buffer 
strips, bioreactors, nutrient-management plans, forest 
restoration, and other techniques could be brought to bear 
to reduce threats to drinking water quality.

THINKING BEYOND THE METER
It generally holds that customers, community leaders, 

and the media do not understand the legal boundaries 
that distinguish the utility from the water arriving at the 
kitchen tap or bathroom shower head. Consequently 
utility leaders need to communicate with their communi-
ties about water service and quality “beyond the meter” 
into their customers’ homes and businesses. The crisis 
around lead release from household plumbing and lead 
service lines in Flint, Mich., is an important example. The 
failure in Flint has led to a failure of public confidence in 
both water utilities and the regulatory structure under 
which utilities operate. While lead is a legacy contami-
nant in drinking water and the majority of lead exposure 
is a result of materials largely owned by customers, the 
media, political leaders, activists, and customers are 
extrapolating from Flint to the water systems across 
North America. Water systems must respond to these 
concerns with information that both helps customers 
understand their local circumstances and guides them to 
understand the risks posed by lead in water so that cus-
tomers can make informed choices at their taps and 
understand the full cost of safe water. 

In the United States, the proposed Lead and Copper 
Rule Long-Term Revisions is expected to be published 
in 2017. The proposal will likely include elements 
from the National Drinking Water Advisory Council’s 
2015 report, including (1) identifying and removing 
lead service lines in their entirety; (2) focusing greater 
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attention on corrosion control, particularly more 
active monitoring of water quality parameters; (3)  
creating a new framework for customer-requested 
sampling, including a health-based household action 
level for lead; and (4) placing additional focus on pub-
lic education about lead, particularly targeting homes 
with lead service lines and homes with new, unpassiv-
ated copper. Three of the four major elements of the 
National Drinking Water Advisory Council framework 
focus on influencing customer behavior. 

Lead is not the only contaminant receiving attention 
in which the risk to consumers predominantly lies 
within customer premises outside of a utility’s direct 
control. Last year’s Legionnaires’ disease outbreak in 
the Bronx, N.Y., and the recognition of a Legionnaires’ 
disease outbreak in Flint have been the latest events 
associated with the proliferation of these biofilm patho-
gens. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) indicates, “Outbreaks are commonly associated 
with buildings or structures that have complex water 
systems, like hotels and resorts, hospitals, and cruise 
ships.” This past June, the CDC placed a special empha-
sis on the risk posed by bacterial proliferation in prem-
ise plumbing, releasing a new toolkit, “Developing a 
Water Management Program to Reduce Legionella 
Growth and Spread in Buildings” (CDC 2016). As with 
lead, communication and transparency regarding 
microbial risks are critical. Utilities need to communi-
cate to their communities what is being done to manage 
microbial risks and serve as local providers of informa-
tion about water quality, directing customers to relevant 
and accurate information in order to help them make 
risk-management decisions (CDC 2016).

Statutes that do not typically impact the water sector 
will likely have an expanded role in utility operations in 
the future. In March 2016, USEPA proposed revisions to 
the Risk Management Program rules under the Clean Air 
Act §112(r). USEPA anticipates publishing a final rule by 
December 2016. If finalized as proposed, this rulemaking 
will expand required reporting at drinking water and 
wastewater facilities that use chemicals like chlorine and 
ammonia, additional emergency response coordination 
and exercises, and information disclosures, and will 
potentially require assessments of inherently safer tech-
nology. Some utilities have been undertaking many of 
these activities in the past, but if completed as USEPA 
currently envisions, these activities will be required of a 
much larger segment of the utility community. 

USING NEW FUNDING SOURCES FOR 
INFRASTRUCTURE RENEWAL AND REPLACEMENT

No discussion of the changing role of the utility 
would be complete without touching on financing. 

AWWA and related associations can take credit for 
moving the issue of the state of the nation’s water infra-
structure to the point that it is a given that the nation 
must reinvest in this vital infrastructure now. The hang-
up, not surprisingly, is how to pay for the required level 
of investment. Local rates and charges will always be 
the backbone of financing local infrastructure, but 
achieving sustainable water rates while protecting 
lower-income citizens is a growing challenge as water 
rates continue to rise. Look for more proposals, either 
locally or at the national level, for developing rate assis-
tance programs for lower-income water customers. 

In the United States, AWWA led efforts to enact the 
Water Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act in 2014, 
the first water infrastructure legislation passed since the 
state revolving loan fund program was created in 1996. 
Momentum is building toward reinvestment in water 
infrastructure and pushing Congress toward more robust 
funding. The program’s features of being long-term budget 
neutral and its ability to leverage small amounts of appro-
priations into significantly larger dollars in loans or loan 
support make it attractive to lawmakers.

Some lawmakers have begun laying the groundwork 
for possibly reauthorizing and making administrative 
changes to the state revolving loan fund program in the 
next session of Congress. With a new Congress and a 
new presidential administration coming in January, the 
directions those efforts could eventually take are largely 
unknown. Variables that will sway these discussions 
include who the new president is, which party controls 
the House and the Senate, and the interests of certain 
key individual members of Congress. What this could 
mean for the expanding roles of the utility at this stage 
is anyone’s guess. AWWA staff are now participating in 
these early Safe Drinking Water Act discussions, provid-
ing the expertise and experiences of its members. 

BUILDING AND MAINTAINING THE UTILITY 
OF THE FUTURE

While AWWA’s annual 2016 State of the Water 
Industry Report (AWWA 2016) provides a regular 
review of issues top of mind for the nation’s utility 
managers, no one knows what is around the corner. In 
2015 no one expected the failure of a drinking water 
system serving a city of 100,000 in the United States. 
We can be assured that in addition to being expected to 
perform its long-standing core missions of delivering 
safe and affordable water, treating wastewater, and pro-
viding all the other related services, utilities will need to 
look beyond the bounds of today’s routine for strategic 
local partnerships with property owners, ratepayers, 
and customers alike in order to build and maintain a 
sustainable water utility of the future. 
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