WATER AFFORDABILITY ADVOCACY TOOLKIT

Background
Across the United States, communities are grappling with rising water and sewer
rates, which are increasingly unaffordable for many low-income households.
Nationally, water and sewer bills have been rapidly increasing for more than two
decades—even as household incomes have stagnated for most of that time.
The largest national rate survey found that between
1996 and 2018, water and sewer charges increased about
2.5 times as fast as the Consumer Price Index (CPI), a
standard measure of inflation for consumer goods and
services.1 Another analysis, based on census data, found
that household water and sewer costs more than doubled
between 2000 and 2016.2 Over the same period, household
incomes idled.3 One recent peer-reviewed effort to
characterize water affordability nationally, using data from
a nationally representative sample of utilities, found that
households at the 20th percentile of household income in
their city spent an average of nearly 10 percent of their
disposable income on essential water and wastewater
services.4
The rising cost of water and sewer services has severe
impacts for households and communities, including
economic hardship, mental stress, and the loss of

water access due to forced shutoffs, to name just a few.
These impacts are not evenly distributed; lower-income
communities and communities of color are especially hard
hit. However, unaffordable water bills can affect people
everywhere. In multiple states, studies have found that lowincome households in communities large and small, rural
and urban, experience chronic challenges affording their
water bills.5 In some places, where rising costs of water
and wastewater have collided with entrenched poverty,
widespread inability to afford water bills has made the
issue impossible to ignore.6
In response, communities are organizing around the issue
of water affordability and the human right to water. Local
water advocates have taken the fight for affordable access
to essential water and sewer services to city halls, state
legislatures, Congress, courts, and the streets.7
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Protesters march against mass water shutoffs in Detroit, Michigan on July 18, 2014. (Pictured at second-from-left: Maureen Taylor, chair of Michigan Welfare Rights
Organization, a co-sponsoring organization of the rally.)
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fragmented nature of the sector and the relative lack of
regulatory oversight of utility finances and consumer
protection.
Finally, the module briefly discusses the need to move
toward a comprehensive approach to addressing
household-level water affordability.

DEFINING WATER AFFORDABILITY AND THE HUMAN RIGHT
TO WATER
This module aims to provide some essential background on
water affordability in the United States, as context for the
rest of this toolkit. It also introduces some key ideas and
frameworks used throughout.
The first section discusses the definition of water
affordability used in the toolkit. For the most part, we adopt
a household-level approach to understanding the subject.
This is in keeping with the principle that every person has a
human right to safe and affordable water.
Next, the module summarizes some of the impacts of
unaffordable water. Unaffordable water bills can lead to
economic hardship, loss of access to water services due to
shutoffs, spiraling debt, loss of housing, loss of parental
rights, and myriad other negative consequences. Lowerincome households and households of color are particularly
likely to suffer these consequences.
Increasingly unaffordable bills also have negative
consequences for utility finances, by driving up the
number of customers who cannot pay each month and the
cost of collecting overdue amounts (including the cost of
conducting service terminations).
Then, the module describes some of the causes of rising
water rates, including decades of underinvestment in water
infrastructure and the need to update aging components
of water and wastewater systems. On the individual utility
level, water rates reflect, among other things, the utility’s
specific capital needs and operational costs.
Next, the module discusses some structural features of
the water sector that make addressing water affordability
issues particularly challenging, including the highly

The issue of water affordability can be understood in
different ways, including at the individual household level
or generally across a community or an entire state or
region. This toolkit approaches water affordability mainly
from the perspective of the individual household. We focus
especially on issues relevant to lower-income households,
since they that face the greatest affordability challenges.
(As explained in the Introduction module, we focus on
affordability for households connected to centralized water
and sewer utility service.)
The straightforward, conceptual definition of householdlevel water affordability that underpins this toolkit is, as
one public policy researcher has written, “the ability of
individual customers to pay for water and sewer services to
meet their basic needs while maintaining the ability to pay
for other essential costs.”8
There is no consensus approach on how to quantitatively
define or measure water affordability, however.
Methodologies, metrics, and thresholds vary widely across
various studies. (See text box: “Are water bills affordable?
Where and for whom?”) This toolkit does not offer a
preferred methodology.
The conceptual definition above is consistent with the
principle of a human right to water, which is recognized by
international law.9 In the United States, many advocates
champion the human right to water as an organizing
principle for efforts to secure universal access to safe,
affordable water. (See text box: “A human right to safe,
affordable water and sanitation.”) The concept of a human
right to water is gaining traction even among some leaders
in the water utility sector, as reflected in the consensus
principles that emerged from a dialogue convened by the
Aspen Institute in 2021–22.10

“The right to safe and clean drinking water and sanitation [is] a human right that is essential
for the full enjoyment of life and all human rights.”
SOURCE: UNITED NATIONS GENERAL ASSEMBLY, RESOLUTION NO. 64/292, “THE HUMAN RIGHT TO WATER AND SANITATION,” JULY 28, 2010.
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A HUMAN RIGHT TO SAFE, AFFORDABLE WATER AND SANITATION
The human right to water has become a rallying cry for many communities and water affordability advocates in the United States. It can be a
powerful mobilizer and source of moral authority to hold those in power accountable.11
The human rights framework—including a right to affordable water—derives from international law.12 The United Nations General Assembly
formally “recognizes the right to safe and clean drinking water and sanitation as a human right that is essential for the full enjoyment of life and
all human rights.”13 The General Assembly has further explained that these rights “entitle[ ] everyone, without discrimination, to have access to
sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic use [and] . . . physical and affordable access
to sanitation, in all spheres of life, that is safe, hygienic, secure, socially and culturally acceptable and that provides privacy and ensures
dignity.”14
Building on these international human rights, advocates in Detroit leveraged a 2011 visit from the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Water
and Sanitation to expose the appalling lack of access to basic water and sanitation services among lower-income families—including mass
water shutoffs—in Detroit and Flint, Michigan.15
U.S. courts have been reluctant to recognize any “fundamental right” to water under the federal Constitution.16 However, a few state
constitutions recognize some version of a right to “clean water.”17 Moreover, at least two states have legislatively recognized a right of access
to safe, affordable drinking water. California enacted legislation in 2012 recognizing a “right to safe, clean, affordable, and accessible water
adequate for human consumption, cooking, and sanitary purposes” and requiring state agencies to consider this right in their decision
making.18 More recently, the Virginia General Assembly adopted a resolution in 2021 recognizing that “access to clean, potable water in amounts
that will ensure an acceptable standard of living is a necessary human right.”19 The Virginia resolution also specifically addresses water
affordability.20
In at least two other states, legislation has been introduced (but not passed) to codify a human right to water; in several others, legislation has
been enacted or introduced that cites the human right to water as a foundational principle.21
For further reading, resources on the human right to water, including in the domestic U.S. context, have been developed by the Program on
Human Rights and the Global Economy at Northeastern University School of Law.22

A right of access to affordable water service can also
be placed in the context of a right to essential utility
services more broadly. In 2021, the National Consumer
Law Center, the Natural Resources Defense Council, and
other advocates around the country developed a utility
consumer’s bill of rights, “A Roadmap to Utility Service
as a Human Right,” which offers bedrock principles
of universal, affordable water, energy, and broadband
service.23 (The roadmap is reproduced as an appendix at
the end of this module.) There is also an accompanying
implementation guide that can be found online.24 The
authors invite advocates to apply and adapt the roadmap
to their own circumstances to promote federal, state, and
local policy reforms.25 This toolkit reflects the roadmap’s
principles and recommendations.

UNAFFORDABLE WATER BILLS HARM PEOPLE, ESPECIALLY
PEOPLE OF COLOR AND LOW-INCOME PEOPLE

Public water and sewer systems were developed in the
United States, more than a century ago, primarily to
protect public health by preventing the spread of infectious
disease. They were created, in large part, through massive
public investment made to realize those public health
benefits.26 Ironically, in the 21st-century United States,
loss of water access due to a household’s inability to pay
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puts individual and community health at risk. (See text box,
“COVID-19 highlights the links between shutoffs and public
health.”)
Unaffordable water and sewer bills can have severe
consequences. When people cannot afford to pay, they
often face disconnection of water service and liens on their
property. These collection practices directly harm the
health of individuals and communities, threaten access to
housing (through foreclosure or eviction), and can even
result in loss of parental custody of children.27 There is no
nationwide reporting on water shutoffs for nonpayment.
But various studies have documented thousands or tens
of thousands of shutoffs in individual cities around the
country, in a given year.28 Other studies have identified high
levels of residential water debt in many cities.29
There is evidence that people of color disproportionately
experience water affordability challenges. A recent
working paper analyzing data from more than 1,500 U.S.
water utilities found that Black residents are more likely
to have bills that may be considered unaffordable, as a
share of household income, even after controlling for
poverty rates.30 Analyses of data in various cities have
shown people of color experiencing water shutoffs at
higher rates than others.31 Federal civil rights lawsuits
have alleged racial disparities in water shutoffs and liens in
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specific cities.32 These disparities are consistent with other
findings regarding utility shutoffs more generally, for which
nationwide data are available.33
In some Black communities, water debts are a significant
driver of property loss, leading to the destruction of
generational wealth and feeding the racial wealth gap.34
People of color also are more likely to lack access to basic
water infrastructure, leading many to purchase expensive
bottled water or spend large sums on gas to drive to access
water for their daily needs.35
To pay unaffordable water bills and avoid water shutoffs,
families may alternate between paying energy bills and
water bills, or they may cut spending on other essential
expenses including housing, medicine, transportation, food,
and school supplies.36 Reduced spending on these other
daily needs has its own adverse consequences for health,
employment, and other social outcomes.
Rising water and sewer rates can also increase costs for
residents who do not pay a water bill directly—such as
most renters in multi-family buildings—by raising the cost
of rental housing.37 Those residents can also experience
disconnection of water service when a landlord fails to pay
the water bill.
Unaffordable water bills and the threat of disconnection
also cause significant psychological distress.38 People in
desperate situations whose water service is disconnected
can be criminally prosecuted for reconnecting service
without the utility’s permission.39
Overdue or unpaid water bills can also spiral into greater
household debt. Punitive late fees and interest charges can
amplify the burden, turning small arrearages into massive
ones. Overdue utility bills may show up on consumer credit
reports, affecting credit scores and impacting people’s
ability to access financial services.40

UNAFFORDABLE WATER BILLS ARE A LOSE–LOSE PROPOSITION
FOR UTILITIES AND THEIR CUSTOMERS
Many utilities and regulators assume that when customers
fail to pay their bills, the appropriate response is to use
aggressive collection methods, such as shutoffs and liens,
to coerce payment. When affordability is considered at all,
it is often treated as a matter of charity rather than a core
obligation to ensure universal access to essential public
services.
In reality, though, the vast majority of customers who fail
to pay their water bills do so because they cannot afford
to.45 Punitive approaches to the problem of nonpayment
tend to exacerbate this problem, not solve it.
Increasingly, water and wastewater utilities are
recognizing that, to generate the revenue they need to serve
their communities, they must find ways to ensure that bills
are affordable for those least able to pay.46 For example,
municipalities are often reluctant to raise rates because of
concerns about costs to low-income customers; effective
affordability or assistance programs can enable utilities to
increase rates overall to generate needed revenue, while
protecting people who can’t afford higher water bills.47
When a significant percentage of a water utility’s customers
are unable to pay their bills, the utility’s finances suffer,
to the detriment of everyone served by the system.48
By increasing the rate of bill nonpayment, unaffordable
bills also increase the utility’s cost of collecting overdue
amounts and the cost of conducting shutoffs—expenses that
are passed on to all customers. Ultimately, unaffordable
bills can threaten a utility’s capacity to deliver safe and
reliable water and sanitation service.49 When low-income
customers are billed an amount they can afford, however,
they are much more likely to pay those bills, voluntarily
and on time, providing a more stable, predictable revenue
stream for the utility.

COVID-19 HIGHLIGHTS THE LINKS BETWEEN SHUTOFFS AND PUBLIC HEALTH
The COVID-19 pandemic has spotlighted the connections between access to water and public health, even as it has deepened existing
challenges and inequalities related to water access. Guidance from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention emphasizes the
importance of frequent hand washing to prevent spread of the novel coronavirus.41 Access to water is also essential for bathing and personal
hygiene, hydration, and home sanitation, all of which help to reduce the spread of disease at any time, not only during a pandemic.
The pandemic imperiled many households’ ability to pay for water and other essential services. Black households and other households of color
were hit especially hard, due in part to the staggering wealth gap between Black and white households and higher rates of job and housing
insecurity.42
In the early days of the pandemic, water advocates pushed governments to place moratoriums on water shutoffs in the interest of public health.
Many cities and states did so. However, only 19 states plus Washington, D.C., and Puerto Rico adopted statewide moratoriums at any point
during the pandemic, and many of those lasted only a few months.43
A recent study from Cornell University researchers suggests that water shutoff moratoriums were effective at reducing infections and deaths
during the pandemic. The study estimated that a nationwide water shutoff moratorium would have reduced COVID-19 cases by 3.97 percent and
deaths by 5.51 percent in the 41 states without a moratorium during the study period—protecting more than 480,000 people from infection and
more than 9,000 people from death.44
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ARE WATER BILLS AFFORDABLE? WHERE AND FOR WHOM?
Whether water bills are affordable can be considered at many
different scales, ranging from the individual household to an entire
community, region, state, or even nation.
Determining whether an individual household can afford its water
or sewer bills on a regular basis requires selecting a threshold
for what is considered to be affordable, often expressed as a
percentage of household income. Some advocates cite a United
Nations recommendation of 3 percent, for example.50 Some lowincome water affordability programs use a sliding scale, aiming to
keep bills to a lower percentage of income for the lowest-income
customers. For example, the two U.S. cities that offer percentageof-income rates to low-income households use sliding scales with
a range of 1 to 4 percent (for combined water and sewer costs).51
However, among community, utility, and other stakeholders across
the country, there is no consensus threshold for household-level
affordability.52
A separate question is whether water bills (or water rates) are
considered affordable relative to household incomes across a
utility’s service area or other geographic area.53 Historically,
utilities typically have measured affordability of their rates based
on customers at the median household income. Today, however,
there is a widespread recognition that rate-setting and related
public policy decisions must consider affordability for low-income
households in particular.54 Many recent water affordability studies
focus on low-income households.55 Yet, analysts have varied
widely in their choice of metrics, data sources, assumptions,
and thresholds of affordability. These methodological choices
significantly affect where, for whom, and to what extent bills are
determined to be unaffordable.56 Advocates may wish to work with
academics or other experts to choose one or more methodologies
appropriate for their city or state, in order to quantify affordability
challenges, measure trends over time, and establish goals that can
inform state and local policies.

UNDERSTANDING THE DRIVERS OF RISING WATER RATES

At the national level, decades of underinvestment—and
the resulting need to rehabilitate, replace, and modernize
aging water and wastewater infrastructure—are a primary
driver of increasing water and sewer rates. Among the
most substantial capital expenses water and sewer systems
face are removing toxic lead service lines, enhancing
water treatment to filter harmful chemicals in source
water, eliminating sewage overflows, replacing ancient
water mains and sewer lines, and making infrastructure
more climate resilient in the face of more frequent and
intense storms and flooding—all steps that are necessary
to ensure safe, clean water for all.57 These dynamics play
out in communities across the country, with rate impacts
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being higher in some places than in others depending on
local circumstances. In some instances, a legacy of racial
discrimination in provision of municipal water services
contributes to present-day cost burdens.58
The need for massive investment will continue to drive
rates up around the country, even with the substantial
new federal infrastructure funding provided in the 2021
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law. The federal government
and states can help ameliorate some of those pressures by
prioritizing funds for the most disadvantaged communities.
Yet the hundreds of billions of dollars of needed investment
far outstrip the current availability of federal and state
funds.59
At the individual utility level, water rates may be driven
by a multitude of factors. Rates are significantly shaped by
the cost to the utility of providing service, which is unique
to each utility. The cost of providing service includes
the cost of the infrastructure required to procure, treat,
store, and deliver water—such as water intakes, pipes,
valves, pumps, storage tanks, and meters—as well as
operational expenses of the utility, ranging from chemicals
to electricity to staff.60 In water systems with deteriorating,
leaky distribution systems, costs also include production
of water that never reaches any customers—but that
everyone ultimately pays for through rates.61 In cities with
historical population declines, a smaller number of people
than municipal systems were designed to serve must now
bear the cost of maintaining and fixing aging infrastructure,
intensifying upward pressure on rates.62
Utilities often finance pipe replacements and other
infrastructure projects by taking on debt or issuing bonds,
which resurface in water rates as interest and other debtrelated charges. Borrowing costs depend on the overall
state of the utility’s finances and can be a substantial
portion of a utility’s entire budget.63 The cost to ratepayers
of infrastructure investments will also be influenced by
whether and to what extent the utility makes use of grants
or low-cost loans available through state and federal
government programs.64
There are many other reasons that rates may vary among
water providers, including, for example, the opportunity
for larger systems to realize economies of scale relative
to smaller systems, differing utility ownership structures,
differences in water supply costs, and the extent to which
utility revenues may be diverted to nonutility purposes.65
As explored in detail in the Equitable Water Rates module,
rates also vary (for any given level of water use) depending
on policy choices that utilities make when designing
their rate structures.66 For local advocates interested in
improving affordability, it is important to understand the
most significant factors affecting a utility’s rates.
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COMPARING WATER RATES: RESOURCES AND CAUTIONARY NOTES
Comparing water rates across utilities can be tricky. Higher rates do not necessarily mean higher bills because typical water usage may
differ from place to place—and bills are typically a function of both rates and usage. Likewise, simply comparing bills does not show whether
affordability is a greater challenge in one community than in another, since affordability is a function of both bills and income levels across a
community. Further, because the actual cost of providing water and sewer service may vary according to local conditions, higher rates or bills
do not necessarily mean that a utility is “overcharging” its customers.
Still, wide variation in rates from place to place may reflect historical and current inequities in the provision, funding, and management of
essential water services.
Several organizations publish compilations or offer online dashboards that can help you understand how your rates compare to those in other
areas for a given level of water usage. The most widely-used free compilations and dashboards are listed below; be aware that they cover only
certain states and may vary in how frequently they are updated.
The University of North Carolina’s Environmental Finance Center compiles and publishes information on water and wastewater rates from
thousands of systems in more than 20 states, extracted from annual surveys performed in each state by local agencies, consultants, trade
associations, and nonprofits.67

n	

The Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions at Duke University published an online water affordability dashboard that covers
14 states and more than 3,000 utilities.68

n	

Circle of Blue publishes an annual survey of water rates in 30 major U.S. cities.69

n	

The Jersey WaterCheck website shows water rates of more than 100 water systems and several dozen wastewater systems in New Jersey,
which can be searched by utility or compared across utilities.70

n	

THE FRAGMENTED OWNERSHIP AND OVERSIGHT OF WATER AND
WASTEWATER UTILITIES PRESENT CHALLENGES TO ADVOCATES
The water and wastewater sector is highly fragmented and
decentralized, with utilities operated primarily by local
governments. For drinking water, there are approximately
50,000 community water systems in the United States.
More than half of these are very small, serving populations
of less than 500. At the opposite end of the spectrum,
the largest 434 systems serve nearly half of the U.S.
population. The overwhelming majority of people who
receive drinking water from a utility (84 percent) are
served by publicly owned utilities, with most of the rest
served by investor-owned utilities.71
The wastewater sector is similar. It has somewhat fewer
individual utilities, though they still number in the tens
of thousands. Most wastewater utilities are small, with
the majority of the population served by the largest ones.
And the vast majority of wastewater customers are served
by publicly owned systems, with investor-owned utilities
serving an even smaller share than in the water sector.72
These structural features make it especially challenging to
address household-level affordability issues in the water
and wastewater sector, as compared with more centralized
and highly regulated sectors such as gas and electric
utilities.73 For example, the proliferation of small water
utilities can make it harder to administer and fund robust
affordability and assistance programs in the water sector,
since smaller utilities have less administrative capacity and
revenue to support such programs. The fragmented nature
of the sector also makes it more difficult to coordinate and
scale advocacy efforts.
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In addition, the fact that water utilities are mostly publicly
owned creates problems related to regulatory oversight.
Investor-owned water and wastewater utilities, which
operate as for-profit monopolies in their service areas,
are almost always regulated by state utility commissions.
These commissions have extensive public processes to
review and approve rates, typically with the involvement
of designated ratepayer advocates (although with varying
results in terms of affordability). In addition, utility
commissions typically have various consumer protection
rules for all utilities they regulate, addressing such issues
as minimum notice requirements for shutoffs, prohibitions
on shutoffs for certain vulnerable customers (such as
those with specific medical needs) or at certain times of
year (such as winter heating season), fair billing practices,
dispute resolution procedures, and more.74
By contrast, publicly owned utilities—including most
water and wastewater utilities—are typically not subject
to state utility commission oversight of rates or consumer
protections. These utilities set rates independently, subject
to very general state law principles but with no state
approval needed. Further, no state has a comprehensive,
uniform set of consumer protection rules that apply
to utilities that are not commission-regulated. Rules
and policies on shutoffs, billing, and the like are also
determined at the local level, where they vary extremely
widely.75 (See the module on Accountability and
Participation in Decision Making for more discussion of
how governance and oversight differ for investor-owned
and publicly owned utilities.)
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TOWARD A COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO WATER
AFFORDABILITY

Whether customers can afford their bills, and what
happens when they cannot pay, are two distinct but related
questions. Water rates, water usage, the availability of
affordability or assistance programs, household income,
and cost of living largely determine a customer’s ability to
pay. But bill collection practices and consumer protection
rules determine what happens when someone cannot.
A comprehensive approach to water affordability must
address both questions. This toolkit aims to do so while
recognizing the deep and multifaceted challenges described
above.
(As noted in the Introduction module, a holistic approach
must also address topics beyond the scope of the toolkit—

for example, improving access to state and federal
infrastructure funding and adopting practices that enable
more efficient provision of safe, reliable water and sewer
service.)
The modules in this toolkit offer a broad range of policies
and tactics that can be applied at the local and state levels.
These include targeted programs to reduce low-income
customers’ bills, more equitable rate structures, debt relief
programs, consumer protection rules, governance reforms,
and more. The many cross-references from one module to
another underscore that these policies work best when they
are implemented together as part of a holistic affordability
strategy. It is our hope that the ideas and examples in this
toolkit can help advocates around the country achieve their
goals of ensuring affordable access to essential water and
wastewater services for every household.

© Thomas Barwick/Getty Images
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Appendix
A UTILITY CUSTOMER’S BILL OF RIGHTS

In 2021 the authors of this toolkit and other advocates around the country developed a utility consumer’s bill of rights—
“A Roadmap to Utility Service as a Human Right”—that offers bedrock principles of universal, affordable water, energy,
and broadband service. The roadmap is reproduced in full below, and an accompanying implementation guide can be found
online.76 The authors of the roadmap invite advocates to apply and adapt it to their own circumstances to promote federal,
state, and local policy reforms.

Essential Utility Services During the COVID-19 Pandemic and
Beyond: A Roadmap to Utility Service as a Human Right
March 2021
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▪

Safe, reliable, and affordable energy utility service — including heat, cooling, and light — is
an essential human need.

▪

Safe, reliable, and affordable water and sanitation are essential human needs.

▪

Reliable, robust, and affordable broadband internet service is an essential human need.

▪

No household should be disconnected from these essential utility services based on the
inability to pay.

▪

State laws, including those that direct the actions of public utility commissions and
municipalities, and cooperatives, should explicitly recognize that uninterrupted utility service
is an essential human need and essential to public health and safety.

▪

Utility service should be affordable for all households. In practice, that requires targeted,
effective utility affordability programs sufficient to meet the needs of economically distressed
households (such as percentage of income payment plans and/or discount rates).

▪

Utility billing and collection practices should recognize that uninterrupted utility service is an
essential human need. In practice, that requires affordable debt retirement programs and
prohibits, at a minimum, the assessment of late payment and reconnection fees, deposits,
liens, sale of debt to debt buyers, and other aggressive collection practices.

▪

Utilities should monitor for and report on disparities in impacts by race and ethnicity on
billing, collection, and termination practices, and all services provided, and correct any
identified disparities.

▪

Utilities should provide robust and targeted energy and water efficiency services for
economically distressed households.
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