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CITY 101

NORTHWEST COMMUNITIES are grappling with a range of water infrastructure 
challenges: escalating costs, old and decaying systems, and intensifying health, de-
mographic, and environmental stresses. At the same time, a growing segment of the 
population is struggling to pay for water services and manage other basic bills. State 
and local government officials have extensive influence, and their leadership can help 
optimize water, wastewater, and stormwater infrastructure spending in many ways.

Like utilities, government leaders don’t need to do it alone. A variety of community 
partners can help pilot innovative approaches, and regional collaboration can enable 
multiple agencies to invest together, with private capital where appropriate, to achieve 
efficiencies, resilience, and mutual benefit.

Policymakers need to establish a clear vision and overarching policy principles. By 
adopting lean management performance goals and metrics, they can steer investment 
toward integrated infrastructure systems that benefit the most people. Government 
leaders need to help local communities modernize their infrastructure, train a new gen-
eration of water infrastructure workers, and build local capacity to effectively manage 
and pay for right-sized water systems. State and federal agencies also need to reconsider 
their regulatory strategies, allowing utilities some flexibility to get better results.

Specific metrics that policymakers might use to target system-wide outcomes include:
 Percentage of utilities using asset management and value planning as core busi-

ness practices
 Percentage of utilities that consider upstream and micro-infrastructure solutions 

on a level playing field with traditional gray infrastructure approaches 
 Percentage of utilities that are financially healthy, with stable revenues and no 

serious maintenance and replacement backlog
 Number of people from disadvantaged communities graduating from skill-based 

worker training pipelines who fill high-priority water infrastructure jobs
 Percentage of neighborhoods that can recover water and 

wastewater service within three days of a large-scale earthquake 
or storm 

 Percentage of households that pay no more than 1.5 percent 
of household income (the current California standard) for each 
water service

An example of a principle-based state policy is California’s Hu-
man Right to Water Bill, signed in 2012. It centers on the principle 
that “every human being has the right to safe, clean, affordable, and 
accessible water adequate for human consumption, cooking, and 
sanitary purposes.” The product of compromise complemented 
by a series of planning, finance, agency authority, and water af-
fordability bills, the bill sets broad strategy outlines toward a 
sustainable water future. 
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HOW LEADERS CAN HELP MANAGE INFRASTRUCTURE CHALLENGES.

Match Game
Effective regulatory 

standards align with big-
picture principles.

RESILIENCE
 Time of recovery after a disaster

AFFORDABILITY
 Maximum percentage of income 

that lower-income customers pay 
for any water services

PUBLIC HEALTH
 Temperature of and sediment 

in rivers from which cities draw 
drinking water

 Minimum greenspace acreage 
per household

EQUITY
 Replacement rate of vulnerable 

or hazardous infrastructure (e.g., 
pipes leaching lead in schools) 
that disproportionately impacts 
disadvantaged populations

EMERGENCY SUPPLIES
 Percentage of population 

that will have access to approved 
alternative water supply during a 
multiday disruption event

FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
 Measurable progress toward a 

system that can be paid for over 
the long term by local ratepayers

FAIR GOVERNANCE
 Meaningful engagement 

of community stakeholders in 
decisions at every stage

 Accessibility, transparency, and 
accountability of decision-making
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