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Il. Abstract

This report describes the purpose, process, and outcome of a survey of Clean C

Water for All Coalition (Coalition) members designed to identify communities in L EA ”
need of technical assistance (TA) in order to access water infrastructure funding w

through the State Revolving Fund (SRF) programs. The Coalition is composed ATEQ
of a diversity of organizations across the US, including community-based and Fo g A L L
locally or regionally-focused groups, policy and research organizations, and

capacity-building organizations. Through surveying members, conducting follow-up interviews, and
researching the relevant community and water infrastructure funding landscapes, this survey and

assessment project produced a series of profiles on community water needs. This will be submitted to
EPA to inform deployment of technical assistance resources.

This report includes additional context for the project, including a brief background on the SRF
programs, the process and outreach materials used, as well as observations and recommended next
steps.

Ill. Introduction

Clean Water for All is a broad, national coalition of organizations working to elevate the importance of
clean water through strategic campaigns and collective action to create strong, protective water policies
and ensure their equitable implementation. The Coalition has long advocated for increased investment
in water infrastructure to address the nation’s significant backlog of water needs. In recent years, the
Coalition’s Water Infrastructure Working Group was heavily involved in securing historic levels of
federal funding to help meet the water infrastructure demands of communities that need it most.

In November 2021, Congress passed the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, also known as and
hereby referred to as the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL). Signed into law by President Biden, BIL
provides over $50 billion in supplemental water infrastructure funding, the majority of which flows
through the Clean Water and Drinking Water State Revolving Funds (SRFs) over five years, federal fiscal
years 2022-2026.2 As of this writing, FY22 funding has largely been fully awarded, and FY23 funding is
still being rolled out to states and tribes.® The Drinking Water and Clean Water SRFs are low-interest
loan programs and the primary channels for federal water infrastructure investments to help states,
tribes, and territories meet the requirements of the Clean Water Act and Safe Drinking Water Act,
respectively.

In fall 2022, EPA announced its intent to provide up to $150 million in grants to technical assistance
providers to help communities access additional BIL funds. While EPA has been directed to identify
communities in need, the agency lacks the resources and connections with local communities necessary
to do so. Without additional support, many small or underserved communities will likely not be reached.
EPA staff have repeatedly asked Coalition organizations for assistance identifying communities that
need technical assistance to access SRF funds.

The Coalition remains invested in working collaboratively to ensure equitable implementation of SRF
funds, as it has since BIL's passage. Therefore, the Coalition has surveyed its network and produced this
report to help fill the knowledge gap by identifying communities in need of technical assistance from
EPA and amplifying their water infrastructure priorities.
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IV. Centering Communities in State Revolving Fund
Administration

Residents may be best able to describe water challenges in their communities and often have ideas for
how best to address those challenges. However, this local knowledge and commitment to water solutions
does not always translate into close relationships with water utilities, nor understanding of utility
activities and specific TA needed to access SRF funds. This disconnect presents an immediate challenge
to the fundamental goals of this project, which asks civic and community groups to identify TA needs

in their communities. However, as a coalition, Clean Water for All values the lived experience of
communities, and this project deliberately starts from a place of curiosity about community knowledge
and experiences of water needs and infrastructure failures.

Low or no public visibility into water utility operations, plans, and decision-making processes may also
suggest missed opportunities for water systems to engage residents and bring in NGOs as partners in water
infrastructure priority setting and project development. While there are many types of TA needed to access
SRF funding and each community is different, communication and community engagement support is one
form of TA that may improve water systems’ ability to gather input from residents, build buy-in, and form
beneficial partnerships with NGOs from project design to implementation. Community engagement takes
time, as does working with DACs and small systems, which may be starting several steps behind well-
resourced water systems in terms of preparedness to apply for SRF funds. The rush to apply for and spend
SRF funds risks leaving out community engagement and favors business-as-usual, “shovel ready” projects.

While the SRF process can be highly bureaucratic and technical, there are opportunities to increase
inclusivity, transparency, and the role of community residents, both in SRF program administration and
the application process. The observations and recommendations shared in this report reflect this value
and offer ideas about community partnerships and local knowledge can be leveraged to better support
water infrastructure improvements.

How the SRFs Fund Community Water Infrastructure Needs

The SRFs are federal-state partnerships that provide low-cost financing to communities for a wide range
of water infrastructure needs. Congress appropriates funds to the SRFs every year, which can be referred
to as base funding, and BIL provides an additional $50 billion in supplemental funding over five years
(through FY?26), as well as authorized Congress to appropriate higher levels of base funding through the
regular appropriations process. While BIL reduced the state match for SRF supplemental funding, states
have historically contributed a 20% match and have the option of taking set-asides from the federal
capitalization grants to fund programs and activities such as providing technical and administrative
assistance and tribal water infrastructure needs. After taking set-asides, states place the mix of federal
and state funding into the SRFs. Communities can then apply to their state to receive SRF loans for
eligible water infrastructure projects in a competitive process.

States have broad authority in how they administer SRFs, and each state is different. States are required
to outline key SRF program features in annual Intended Use Plans (IUPs), submitted to USEPA as part
of their application for federal funding. State IUPs include program goals, methods for scoring projects
submitted by community water systems (CWS), and a ranked Project Priority Lists (PPLs), which show
all the water infrastructure projects that communities submitted for the current funding cycle. These
are usually further broken down into intended funding lists or otherwise show which projects will
receive funding, the type of funding, and portion of principal forgiveness, which does not need to be
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repaid. Eligibility for principal forgiveness is based on criteria that states set designating applicants
as “disadvantaged communities” (DACs)* in the case of the Drinking Water SRF (DWSRF),® or meeting
“affordability criteria” in the case of the Clean Water SRF (CWSRF).®

In the case of federally recognized Tribal Nations, EPA has historically administered SRFs through
interagency agreements with Indian Health Services (IHS), in which EPA Regional Offices works with THS
to identify, prioritize, and select water infrastructure projects for funding.” Tribes can then manage their
projects with a direct grant from EPA, or request to implement their projects in partnership with IHS.®
Tribes are also eligible to apply to state-administered SRF programs, in addition to IHS tribal-set asides.’

The influx of BIL funding has drawn significant attention to SRF programs, and many state
administering agencies are still adjusting to the volume of applications and making program changes to
comply with new federal guidance. In partnership with River Network, Clean Water for All has developed
resources to help NGOs engage EPA, TA providers, and SRF administrators to center equity, DACs, and
community engagement in SRF programs.' Some of the pathways identified include improved scoring
criteria, “readiness to proceed” criteria, innovative use of set-asides, and more flexible pre-construction
TA opportunities.

Applying for SRF Funding

Preparing an application for SRF funding is labor intensive and requires specialized expertise, such as
engineering and design, financial analysis, capital improvement planning, and administrative capacity.
Many DACs and small water systems do not have these resources in-house, and are limited in their
ability to access outside expertise. Even with free TA increasingly available, internal capacity constraints,
challenges prioritizing projects from a myriad of infrastructure needs, and hesitancy to take on debt are
just some of the barriers to accessing SRF resources. Eligible applicants, usually CWSs, municipalities, or
county entities, can submit water infrastructure projects for consideration and be awarded from multiple
funding streams:

o (Clean Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF):

— CWSRF Base Funding

— CWSRF General Supplemental

— CW Emerging Contaminants (e.g. PFAS, or “forever chemicals”)
o Drinking Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF):

— DWSREF Base Funding

— DWSREF General Supplemental

— DW Emerging Contaminants

— DW Lead Service Line Replacement Funding

EPA has made significant investments in TA with the goal of providing expertise and capacity to
communities to help them successfully access SRF funding. Hopefully, ongoing efforts by the agency
as well as private philanthropy to prioritize TA for DACs will help communities successfully navigate
the application process and mitigate inequities in the distribution of BIL SRF funding. Through SRF
advocacy, communities and NGOs have frequently called on states to simplify and streamline the SRF
application process, ramp up in-house TA resources, and encourage community engagement in the
project design phase.™

Coalition Survey and Assessment: State Revolving Fund Technical Assistance Needs 6



At the local level, this survey revealed a disconnect between water systems and the community
organizations, nonprofits and other civic groups who are interested in solving local water challenges.
Failure to engage residents may result in missed opportunities to pursue innovative solutions, build
community trust, and secure buy-in for current and future projects from design to implementation. To
the extent TA providers can support water systems to strengthen community engagement, form local
partnerships, and help build the capacity of water systems and local groups to continue collaboration
after providers leave, the current national TA push may be able to extend its impact well beyond the
lifecycle of BIL or any one SRF-funded project.

V. Coalition Survey and Assessment Process

This survey and assessment of Coalition members’ knowledge of TA needs took place over three parts,
described below. The results, in the form of community profiles, have been shared with members of
EPA’s TA staff, and the outreach materials used through the first two phases can be made available
upon request. Each step of the process included input from Advisory Committee members, beginning
with a kick off meeting on August 31, 2023.

Part I: Survey
September - October 2023

An initial survey was sent to the Clean Water for All Coalition and partners, with at least three touches over
email as well as verbal updates and reminders on coalition calls and cross-posting in affiliated and aligned
spaces. The survey was designed for Coalition members to self-identify that they were aware of unmet local
water infrastructure challenges or TA needs. Respondents had the option of describing these needs in the
survey itself, but the responses were largely used to generate a “call list” for follow up interviews in part two.

The survey received 25 unique responses from a mix of community-based organizations (13), alliance
or coalition (6) state or regional NGO (6), and national NGOs (7) spread across the US. Ten respondents
identified as advocacy organizations, five as research organizations, and one as a TA provider. Several
respondents indicated that they were aware of multiple communities in need of TA to access SRF funds.
As shown below, respondents had various relationships to the community and/or water infrastructure
challenges they identified, with a significant number identifying their own communities as in need of
TA to access SRF resources.

My community is in need —16 (66.7%)
of technical assistance )

I am in direct contact with local leaders in
one or more communities in need —15 (62.5%)
of technical assistance

I am willing to discuss the situation with a
Coalition representative and am able to speak to —17 (70,8%)
the local water infrastructure and/or TA needs

| am willing to introduce a Coalition

representative to local partners who can speak to —19 (79.2%)
the local water infrastructure and/or TA needs

Other —2 (8.4%)
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Part II: Stakeholder Interviews
November - December 2023

Each survey respondent received up to four follow-up calls and emails requesting a brief interview to
elaborate on the information provided in the survey. Of the 25 respondents, some could not be reached,
some did not have additional details to share, and others shared that they did not have firsthand
knowledge of specific community needs.

In the fall and winter of 2023, 19 people were interviewed over the course of 13 semi-structured interview
sessions. Interviews focused on the personal and professional experience and understanding of local
water infrastructure needs and other related context as subjects saw fit to share. In total, 18 communities
were identified for further research and engagement by EPA and/or TA providers. Interview notes
informed the community profiles shared with EPA, and interview protocol is available upon request.

Part lll: Research & Assessment
January - February 2024

After processing interview notes about the water and infrastructure needs Coalition members
highlighted, profiles were developed for each community identified. Each of the 18 community profiles
include the information outlined below, which have been compiled into a spreadsheet that will be
delivered to US EPA’s TA Team.

The review of recent SRF Project Priority Lists and awards in their respective states attempts to identify
projects that may correspond to those needs, however imperfectly. Two additional community and
regional water needs that did not fit the community profile format but raised important considerations
were shared with EPA in a supplemental attachment.

Community Profile Format:
« Community name, county and state;

o Water system details with links to their respective USEPA EnviroFacts profiles and/or websites;
and

o Demographic information from the US Census Bureau that can be cross-referenced with EJ
metrics.

Water infrastructure snapshot:
» Identifies the state agency or agencies responsible for SRF administration;

o Summarizes community water infrastructure concerns based on interview notes and
supplementary research;

» Reviews of two or more most recent Intended Use Plans/Project Priority Lists (PPL) per state,
plus a few additional funding channels to identify whether community priorities may already
be addressed OR if relevant project applications were submitted but not funded for some reason,;
and

» Interpretation of current TA conditions or needs based on information available, such as
community planning documents and/or project materials.
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Stakeholder details and contact information we provided alongside their respective community profiles.
Each of the respondents named here expressed consent to share more about their community's needs
with EPA or TA providers.

VI. Observations and Discussion

The goal of this project was to identify communities that would make good candidates for TA in

support of accessing SRF funding, in line with Coalition and BIL goals of equitable investment in water
infrastructure across communities most in need. In addition to the community profiles provided to EPA,
we offer the following observations from the survey and assessment process.

First, to ground any observations and findings as a result of this project, it is important to acknowledge
that Clean Water for All is a coalition of NGOs and community based organizations. In the vast majority
of cases, NGOs are not the primary applicants for SRF funding. Residents and civic groups often have
limited knowledge of the specific TA needs that their community water systems have, what TA they are
already receiving, and how their utility is or is not approaching SRF opportunities. Coalition members
cannot be expected to have great visibility into the status of their utility’s financial health, capital
planning and technical and infrastructure needs. However, we believe that residents and community
leaders have valuable perspectives on the water infrastructure needs in their communities.

The Coalition acknowledged at the outset that this undertaking was somewhat of an experiment, with
unknown outcomes. We understood that there was a high degree of uncertainty in terms of the number
of communities that would be identified, as well as type and granularity of information uncovered. We
were pleased to gather nuanced insights from Coalition members, which we were able to supplement
with additional research to provide a snapshot of communities and their water infrastructure needs. The
following is a discussion of additional observations that emerged throughout this process.

Community organizations and NGOs may be untapped allies in TA delivery and water
infrastructure investments.

Residents and partnering organizations shared insight into their local water landscape, unique lived
experience related to water infrastructure needs and failures, and well-formed opinions about their
local water system leaders and institutions. A number of Coalition members interviewed in this process
described positive partnerships with community water systems and municipalities in addressing local
water infrastructure needs.

Example: Representatives from Concerned Citizens of Martin County
(KY) brought two local utility operators with them to the virtual interview
as well as an ally from Appalachian Citizens’ Law Center. Together, they
were able to articulate challenges in the water system itself, community
experience of both unaffordable water bills and water quality concerns, as
well as barriers to seeking SRF funding in the state of Kentucky with clear
recommendations for improvement.

NGOs working on water issues can be important partners in
community engagement through project design and implementation,
complementing the work of local agencies. In many cases, NGOs and
comimunity groups may be better-positioned to build trusting relationships with residents, which is crucial
for securing buy-in, sourcing new ideas, and closing local information gaps.
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Example: A representative from Passaic River Coalition (NJ) invited a
local environmental justice leader from Paterson, NJ, who had experienced
several basement sewer backups due to the failing combined sewer system.
This community leader has worked to raise the profile of the chronic
flooding issue for years, including tenure as the chair of Paterson’s Green
Team, successfully organized neighbors to amplify community needs,

and shared a nuanced understanding of dynamics between local, state
and federal actors. BIL-eligible projects addressing CSOs and flooding in
Paterson appear on the latest IUP.

Community water needs extend beyond “shovel-ready” projects.
Technical assistance should, too.

Throughout the survey and interview process, Coalition members identified water infrastructure and
management concerns that do not easily conform to “shovel-ready” projects, or otherwise extend beyond
the scope of any one water infrastructure project, or discreet TA resources designed to access SRF funding.
Several people raised issues that warrant attention from EPA that could be developed into SRF projects,
but certainly could benefit from further investigation and potentially referral to other programs at EPA or
appropriate state and federal agencies. The deployment of TA to communities may turn up other stories
and examples that require coordination with other departments and agencies, such as EPA’s emergency
response or brownfields programs.

Example: A community leader in Rusk County, TX raised concerns about the health of soil and water in her area,
and shared that residents have a widespread suspicion that contamination is linked to serious negative health
impacts locally. While the Texas Railroad Commission conducted testing,
itwas limited and largely inconclusive. However, historical reports by the
Texas Water Development Commission and USGS show a legacy of toxic
pollution in the area, which is near a retired oil field and close to active
fracking sites. Additionally, recent reports suggest jurisdictional gaps have
led regulators to miss several sources of polluted water in the area and
across the state, triggering involvement by EPA Region 6 and state agencies.
In addition to deploying resources to address urgent pollution issues, TA
could be provided to develop projects to address the community’s long-term
clean water needs.

Clean Water for All Coalition members are at the front line of many local water issues.

When cross-referenced with EPA’s Bipartisan Infrastructure Law Funded SRF Projects report, none

of the communities identified by Coalition members appear on the list of BIL-funded projects.' The
communities included in this report may not yet be on EPA’s radar and could be good candidates for TA.
By targeting the communities identified by coalition members, TA providers and water systems may
have an opportunity to develop community-inclusive processes from an early stage. This is important
not only from a project development and implementation perspective, but also because community
residents with deep roots and commitment to clean water can be powerful champions over the long
term. For many community water issues, especially in DACs, it can take a long time to see results and
this staying power is critical. Some of the Coalition members identified in this survey process have
been long-standing advocates for clean water in their communities, and are finally seeing action to
address their concerns either through BIL or other sources.
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Example: A community leader identified through a coalition partner
has worked for years to raise the profile of PFAS contamination from
Wurtsmith Air Force Base in Oscoda, MI. This leader was recently quoted
in Congresswoman Slotkin’s announcement of clean up efforts together
with the Pentagon. While Oscoda did not appear in Project Priority Lists
in FY2023, Emerging Contaminants projects in Oscoda are listed in

both the Clean Water and Drinking Water SRF PPLs for FY2024. Now, the
Department of Defense is looking to apply its cleanup model in Michigan
to PFAS-contaminated sites nationally as it embarks on investigations
into an additional 700 sites.

U.S. Air Natl. Guard, Amber Powell/Released

Vil. Recommendations and Next Steps

Submission of the coalition community needs survey and assessment to EPA should be followed by
conversations with EPA staff and TA providers to determine if and what elements of this project are most
useful. This follow-up may inform iterations or replication of this survey among other coalitions and
networks. It would also be useful to interview TA providers and client communities to better understand
the role or potential role of community engagement in water TA and SRF project development.

Additionally, we offer the following recommendations, informed by the interview and research process
described in this report:

Recommendations for EPA & TA Providers:

1. Follow up with communities identified through this project; connect them to relevant resources
and/or leverage intel to engage the community water systems identified and deploy SRF TA.

2. Coordinate among TA providers to support water systems in pursuing community-inclusive
project selection and development processes, and share best practices.

3. In addition to reviewing state IUPs and reporting from Environmental Finance Centers and
other TA providers, EPA should consider conducting surveys of or interviews with water
systems that go through the SRF application process and/or receive federal TA to understand
barriers and opportunities for improvement in both state SRF administration and TA programs.

4. Invest in capacity-building approaches, including community engagement, to extend the
impact of TA beyond the lifecycle of any one particular application cycle, project, and even the
BIL package.

5. Ensure EPA staff and TA providers are equipped to identify water needs beyond the scope of SRF,
and connect communities to other forms of assistance or agency action through programs such
as EPA Emergency Response, the Superfund and Brownfields Programs, or resources offered by
other agencies.

6. Research and catalog information related to state-level TA programs, including but not
limited to those funded by SRF set-asides. Identify other, accessible resources such as funding
accelerators, Urban Waters Federal Partnership and similar programs, designed to connect
communities to funding opportunities to meet local needs, not limited to SRFs. Develop a
clearinghouse of both SRF and non-SRF TA resources that can support water infrastructure
projects, with a clear articulation of services offered by each.
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Recommendations for NGOs & Philanthropy:

1. Additional research is needed to better understand barriers and opportunities for meaningful
community engagement in setting local water infrastructure priorities, project design, and
implementation. Specifically, does community engagement support better project design or
implementation? Increased awareness of SRF-funded projects and benefits? Political will for
future water infrastructure investment?

2. The NGO sector can socialize messaging around the value of water and water infrastructure
projects, which can support future clean water policies and investments. For example, this
survey led to research into water infrastructure needs in Southwest Arkansas including recent
water rate increases by an investor-owned utility, which the manager blamed on an “unfunded
mandate” by EPA. Affordability is a real tension facing many communities in need of
infrastructure upgrades. NGOs can help balance public discourse by promoting public health,
providing education on BIL investments, and continuing to advocate for improved principal
forgiveness and DAC policies as well as other water affordability strategies.

3. Additional research is needed to understand the relationship between water affordability
and BIL infrastructure investments, and how TA providers are or are not providing financial
analyses with projected impact on water rates when developing water infrastructure projects.
Opportunities for additional support or TA focused on customer assistance programs (CAPS)
or water affordability strategies should also be explored. Better understanding these dynamics
may help alleviate CWS hesitation around taking on debt, illuminate community-scale
tradeoffs between public health and affordability, and even support the development and
uptake of CAPs and long-term water affordability policies.
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Endnotes

1. Clean Water for All Coalition Water Infrastructure Working Group:
https://protectcleanwater.org/project/infrastructure/

2. Bipartisan Infrastructure Law SRF Memorandum:
https://www.epa.gov/dwsrf/bipartisan-infrastructure-law-srf-memorandum
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law: A Historic Investment in Water:
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents 2021-11/e-ow-bid-fact-sheet-final.508.pdf

3. Bipartisan Infrastructure Law SRF Funding Status, US EPA:
https://www.epa.gov/water-infrastructure/bipartisan-infrastructure-law-srf-funding-status

4. There are many ways of describing communities that are historically marginalized, low-income, or disinvested, and
the term “disadvantaged communities” is not ideal. However, many SRF programs use this language due to the
historical use of these terms in relevant federal statute. For consistency and clarity, this report will use the term
disadvantaged community, or DAC.

5.  “Drinking Water State Revolving Fund Fact Sheet,” SRF Advocates Forum:
https://srfadvocatesforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/DWSRF factsheet_formatted.pdf

6. “Clean Water State Revolving Fund Fact Sheet,” SRF Advocates Forum:
https://srfadvocatesforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/CWSRF factsheet_formatted.pdf

7. EPA Regional and Geographic Offices: https://www.epa.gov/aboutepa/regional-and-geographic-offices

8. Factsheet: BIL Investments in Tribal Nations and Their Communities:
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2021-12/bipartisan-infrastructure-law.tribal.fact_.sheet .pdf

9. EPA Memo on Tribal Set-Asides in the SRFS:
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2023-06/FY23_Allotment_Memo_Tribal_Final June_2023.pdf

10. State Revolving Fund Advocacy Toolkit, River Network:
https://www.rivernetwork.org/connect-learn/resources/state-revolving-fund-advocacy-toolkit/

11.  SRF State Advocates Forum: https://srfadvocatesforum.org/

12. BIL Funded SRF Projects Quarterly Report, US EPA:
https://www.epa.gov/cwsrf/bipartisan-infrastructure-law-funded-state-revolving-fund-projects-quarterly-report
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