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New Funding for Source Water Protection  
and Reducing Land-based Pollution:  
Farm Bill and WIFIA

The Backstory

LAKE ERIE IN AUGUST 2014 suffered an algal bloom 
affecting the drinking water of 400,000 people. Lake Erie, 
along with the other Great Lakes, has been subject to 
regulation of its point source discharges, the traditional 
discrete pipe or conveyance of pollution, under the Clean 
Water Act for many decades. Yet, there, and across the 
nation, the most prominent uncontrolled sources of nitrogen 
and phosphorus are nonpoint sources, diffuse runoff from 
regulated urban stormwater and unregulated agricultural 

stormwater. These agricultural nonpoint sources, with the 
exception of large, concentrated animal feeding operations 
(CAFOs), are unregulated under federal law. Moreover, they 
are unlikely to be regulated in the future given the breadth 
and reach of agricultural operations across the landscape.

To better understand the need for water quality 

protection, it is helpful to understand how drinking water 
utilities approach their responsibility to provide safe, potable 
water under the Safe Drinking Water Act, beyond simply 
complying with its “end-of-pipe” regulations.

Source Water Protection
Utilities seek to provide the public adequate quantities 

of high-quality water at affordable rates utilizing a “multiple 
barrier approach.” This approach is comprised of: (1) 
selecting the highest-quality source water possible; (2) 
protecting the source; (3) treating the water; (4) maintaining 

quality in the distribution system; (5) 
monitoring quality at all of these stages; 
and (6) when necessary, if the other 
barriers fail, implementing emergency 
response procedures. 

In terms of developing effective 
partnerships, say, with agricultural 
producers in their watersheds, utilities 
focus on “(2) protecting the source,” or 
“source water protection 

“The primary objectives of SWP 
[Source Water Protection] programs 
are to maintain, safeguard, and/
or improve the quality of a given 
water source…pollution prevention 
is often preferable to remediation or 
treatment of contaminated source 
water.” The obvious benefits derived 
from this preventive approach include 
cost savings, increasing public health 
protection and, in the case of some 
land-based practices, generating other 

environmental benefits such as habitat and aesthetics.  There 
are estimates that $1 trillion is the price tag to repair and 
expand the country’s drinking water infrastructure.  Water 
utilities and communities are turning to a solution as old as 
our nation itself: protecting forested watersheds.

The six main elements of developing and implementing 
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Lake Erie pollution and algal bloom. (Photo credit: wilgory, iStock)

The new five-year Farm Bill and the Water Infrastructure Finance and Innovation  
Act of 2014 (WIFIA) are two important and significant funding opportunities to deal  

with land-based pollution, unregulated nonpoint or diffuse runoff, negatively  
impacting water quality and drinking water sources.
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a successful SWP program are a vision;  
stakeholder involvement; source water 
characterization; goals; an action plan; 
and periodic evaluation and revision of 
the program. 

Farm Bill
Surveying the current situation, 

including the vibrancy of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s many and 
varied conservation programs available 
to the agricultural communities, the 
American Water Works Association 
(AWWA), as part of its Total Water 
Solutions initiative, has embarked 
on a sustained effort to reach out to 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA), Congress and the agricultural 
community at large to forge effective 
partnerships with the object of 
promoting SWP in watersheds and 
source areas benefiting from such 
collaborations.

An example is the, Beaver Water 

District (BWD) project in northwest 
Arkansas where BWD worked with its 13 
partners to form the West Fork White 
River Watershed Project garnering 
more than $8.5 million for conservation 
practices from 2016- 2021. Its $1 million 
contribution has leveraged nearly nine 
times that amount including a Regional 
Conservation Partnership Program 
(RCPP) project from USDA. 

Most notably was AWWA’s efforts 
to incorporate SWP as a basic, organic 

program element in USDA during 
the current effort to reauthorize the 
Farm Bill. In addition to calling for 
funding for the conservation title to 
be maintained at current levels, or 
even increased, and that conservation 
policy gains from the Agricultural Act 
of 2014 be retained, AWWA advocated 
for an explicit emphasis on protecting 
source water to safeguard drinking, 
i.e., potable, water and public health; 
expanding opportunities for the NRCS 
to work with water systems to prioritize 
SWP activities in each state; increasing 
benefits for farmers who employ 
practices that benefit downstream 
water quality; and allocating at least 
10 percent of conservation program 
funds be focused on the protection 
of drinking water. Furthermore, the 
Secretary of Agriculture should be 
authorized to work with drinking 
water utilities and State Technical 
Committees to identify local priority 

areas in each state.
In December 2018, a new five-year 

Farm Bill went into law containing 
virtually all of AWWA’s requests to 
strengthen the protection of drinking 
water sources. H.R. 2, the Agriculture 
Improvement Act of 2018, will amount 
to an astonishing $4 billion over 10 
years to source water protection.

It makes source water protection 
a specific goal of conservation, 
effectively, a more formalized 

programmatic emphasis at USDA and 
NRCS. Indeed, the administrative 
language to the bill’s conservation title 
places an emphasis n source water 
protection for the entire title.

Another key feature of the bill is 
increased authorized funding for the 
RCPP to $300 million a year along 
with some streamlining of program 
administrative processes.

Water Infrastructure Finance and 
Innovation Act of 2014 (WIFIA)

An entirely new opportunity to 
finance source water protection, at 
scale, again still untried, is the new 
federal loan and guarantee program 
authorized by the Water Infrastructure 
Finance and Innovation Act of 2014 
or WIFIA which provides long-term, 
low-cost supplemental credit assistance 
for regionally or nationally significant 
projects covering or funding basically 
anything already allowed under both 
the Clean Water Act and Safe Drinking 
Water Act State Revolving Loan 
programs. WIFIA is run out of EPA 
headquarters.

Water and waste water utilities 
usually have a high credit rating and, 
collectively, the sector has only a
0.04 percent default rate. Given the 
leverage potential, this presents a 
great benefit to borrowers and the 
taxpayers. In terms of the ratio of 
infrastructure investment supported by 
WIFIA-49 percent of the project cost-
to the amount of the congressional 
appropriations to cover subsidy costs, 
EPA staff estimates the current leverage 
ratio of the existing loan portfolio at 
100-1! Here are a few more details on 
the program.

Eligible borrowers include local, 
state, tribal and federal government 
entities; partnerships and joint 
ventures; corporations and trusts; Clean 
Water and Safe Drinking Water Acts 
state revolving loan programs.
Besides traditional gray infrastructure, 
the acquisition of property or 
easements if it is integral to the project 
or will mitigate environmental impacts-
all these are eligible. EPA staff report 
that they would, for instance, consider 
a major project, say, to protect a 
headwaters forest as eligible as long 

Sunset on the White River, Arkansas (Photo credit: Jenniveve84, iStock)
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as the borrower can handle the debt 
and loan terms and is competitive with 
other applicants in any given cycle.

Recall that, according to a 2008 
report of the National Research 
Council, “the forests cycle water 
from precipitation through soil and 
ultimately deliver it as a streamflow that 
is used to supply nearly two- thirds of 
the clean water supply in the United 
States.” Deforestation or forest fires 
threaten source waters, reservoirs 
and public health. So financing forest 
restoration or protection makes 
sense for utilities. It is no stretch of 
the imagination to envision doing 
something at watershed scaled to deal 
with agricultural runoff in the source 
water area of a downstream drinking 
water utility including widespread 
implementation of management 

practices such as saturated buffers and 
various end-of-field treatments.

While the minimum project size for 
large communities is $20 million, it is 
only $5 million for small communities 
with a population of 25,000 or less. The 
maximum portion of an eligible project 
to be funded by WIFIA is 49 percent. 
Repayment of the loan can be deferred 
5 years after completion of the project, 
and 35 years is the maximum final 
maturity.

The challenge of dealing with source 
water or watershed protection at a 
scale necessary to remediate pollution 
from widespread row crop agricultural, 
forest fires, deforestation and the 
like requires commensurate financial 
resources. The new Farm Bill and WIFIA 
programs offer the opportunity to 
address land-based pollution.

There is much work to do, but the 
drinking water sector is committed to 
work with its partners in agriculture 
to do the right thing for farmers, 
ranchers, woodlot owners and utility 
customers in the quest for safe drinking 
water and public health. AWWA 
intends to engage with the entire 
range of agricultural partners both in 
Washington and, more importantly, 
across the country. ■
G. Tracy Mehan, III is Executive Director 
for Government Affairs at the American 
Water Works Association and former 
Assistant Administrator for Water at the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency. 
Contact: tmehan@awwa.org.

I AM EVER GRATEFUL to live in place where I have 
potable tap water on demand.  This is a luxury to most of 
the world and to far too many people in the United States.  
On October 23rd, AWRA, along with Olympian Michael 
Phelps, joined with 1,236 other celebrities and organizations 
(including many of our AWRA members), to promote a day 
of action titled “Imagine a Day Without Water.”  Sponsored 
by the US Water Alliance Value of Water Campaign, it 
was marked by social media messages, government 
Proclamations, editorials, tours of treatment plants and more.  
The goal of the day was to bring attention to the need for 
investment in water infrastructure and to highlight the frailty 
of many water systems.  

After extensive research, the Water Alliance compiled tips 
to help water professionals communicate more effectively 
with the public about water investment needs. Following are 
their top eight ideas:

Messaging DOs
1. Draw parallels to other kinds of infrastructure that 

people can see (roads, bridges, etc.)
2. Detail the age and condition of the system
3. Focus on public health consequences of failing 

infrastructure
4. (Related to Item 3) Know how to talk about Flint 

as a validator of public health risks of neglecting 
infrastructure

Messaging DON’Ts
5. Assume the public has any working knowledge of 

water infrastructure
6. Point to the low cost of water as a rationale for 

investments in water infrastructure (this particularly 
relates to comparisons to things like milk or gas – as 
water is not as a comparable commodity)

7. Focus on natural disasters or climate change as a 
threat to water in inland communities 

8. Stress direct job creation as a reason for infrastructure 
investment (while this might work for elected officials, 
it is not effective with the public)

Learn more about the Value of Campaign and  
the Imagine a Day Without Water activities at  
http://thevalueofwater.org. ■

Imagine a Day Without Water Draws National 
Attention
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