F. The Infrastructure Funding Gap


The Water Infrastructure Funding Gap

The cost of repairing and maintaining America’s clean water infrastructure keeps rising, while federal funding has been slashed.
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the General Accounting Office (GAO) and the Water Infrastructure Network (WIN) all report a $300-500 billion gap between the nation’s needs and what we actually spend on our aging infrastructure. In its own analysis, U.S. EPA estimates that if this need is unaddressed, as early as 2016 we could see a return to water quality similar to pre-1972 Clean Water Act days — a loss of 35 years of environmental progress. The pie chart at right shows wastewater infrastructure capital funding needs, from a 2002 survey by the National Association of Clean Water Agencies (NACWA).
Thirty years ago, the federal share for construction of clean water infrastructure was 75 percent. Today, it has fallen below 5 percent. Meanwhile, cities and local utilities spend $63 billion annually on clean water infrastructure – second only to education in the level of local spending.
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Here in our community, [INSERT local facts here, such as: Spending on our capital program has increased _____ percent since ______. Federal funding has fall from ______ percent in ______ to _____ percent today.]

A Gradual Decline over Time
In 1972, the Clean Water Act created a federal grants program that helped our nation build the most advanced wastewater treatment systems in the world. The $61 billion in grants helped nearly all communities build secondary treatment facilities. Many have also added advanced treatment, such as filtration, to remove even more pollutants.

In 1987, the grants program was phased out and replaced with the Clean Water State Revolving Loan Fund (CWSRF). These low-interest loans, which are usually administered through state agencies, are the primary source of federal support today.

Since 1988, the CWSRF program has dispensed $47 billion, continuing the successful local-state-federal partnership for clean water. However, the loan fund has been under attack in recent years. It has been cut from $1.35 billion in 2004 to just $900 million in 2006. The Bush Administration and the U.S. House of Representatives have proposed cutting another $200 million from the CWSRF in the fiscal year 2007 budget, with the Administration seeking to zero out the program by 2011. 
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Solving the problem locally, through increased water and wastewater rates, would address only a portion of the problem. Local communities already are raising household user fees well beyond the rate of inflation, as shown in the graph below. 
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Financing the gap entirely with utility rate increases would result in a doubling or tripling of rates across the nation. Small, rural and low-income communities would be hit the hardest, since costs are higher for small systems and low-income households have little disposable income to afford higher rates. Without federal assistance, our nation’s need for improved clean water infrastructure likely will not be met.
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