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Public	Water	Suppliers

Municipal	Utility:		Town	or	City	owned	and	
operated	water	works.			

Regional	Public	Utility:		spans	multiple	
jurisdictions

Special	District:		independent,	special-
purpose	governmental	units	that	exist	
separately	from	local	governments	such	as	
county,	municipal,	and	township	
governments,	with	substantial	administrative	
and	fiscal	independence



Non-Public	Water	Suppliers

• Investor-owned

• Homeowners	associations

• Cooperative

• Non-for-profit



Water	Providers	in	the	USA



Six	companies	account	for	over	half	the	USA	investor-owned	utility	market



EPA	Regions:	1)	Connecticut,	Massachusetts,	Maine,	New	Hampshire,	Rhode	Island,	Vermont;	2)	New	Jersey,
New	York,	Puerto	Rico,	US	Virgin	Islands;	3)	Delaware,	District	of	Columbia,	Maryland,	Pennsylvania,	Virginia,	
West	Virginia;	4)	Alabama,	Florida,	Georgia,	Kentucky,	Mississippi,	North	Carolina,	South	Carolina,	Tennessee;	
5)	Illinois,	Indiana,	Michigan,	Minnesota,	Ohio,	Wisconsin;	6)	Arkansas,	Louisiana,	New	Mexico,	Oklahoma,	
Texas;	7)	Iowa,	Kansas,	Missouri,	Nebraska;	8)	Colorado,	Montana,	North	Dakota,	Utah,	Wyoming;	9)	Arizona,	
California,	Hawaii,	Nevada,	American	Samoa,	Guam;	10)	Alaska,	Idaho,	Oregon,	Washington



Public	Utility

• Public	entity	managed	by	locally	
elected	officials/	public	employees

• Optimize	benefits	for	local	customer	
owners	usually	in	the	form	of	lower	
rates.

• Public	utilities	have	access	to	tax-free	
bonds	and	co-ops	have	access	to	
low-interest	loans	usually	at	the	local	
level.

Investor	Owned	Utility

• Private	company.	Shareholder-
elected	board	appoints	management	
team	of	private	sector	employees.	

• Optimize	return	on	investment	for	
shareholders.

• Stockholders	(investors),	the	sale	of	
bonds	and	bank	borrowing	help	
finance	the	utility's	operations.



How	does	institutional	structure	influence	
municipal	water	provision?



Massachusetts:	50	Cities,	301	Towns



Open	Town	Meeting
(most	Communities)

• Population <	6000

• All	registered	voters	may	
participate	in	town	meeting

• Board	of	Selectmen	serves	as	
chief	executive

• No	town	manager

Representative	Town	Meeting	
(39	Communities)

• Population	>=	6,000	

• Representatives	elected	from	
precincts	of	the	town.	Serve	3-
year	terms

• Board	of	Selectmen	serves	as	
chief	executive

• Board	of	Selectmen	may	appoint	
town	manager/administrator

Hinsdale
Monroe
Royalston



Town	of	Hawley	MA



Many	towns	run	on	volunteer	government

• Town	Clerk,	Highway/Road	Foreman	à paid	(often	part-time)
• Board	of	Selectmen	à varies,	but	often	<	$2000
• Committees,	etcà Goodwill	of	the	individuals



Town	of	Hinsdale





So	clearly	there’s	a	capacity	issue…

what	else?



Autonomy	&	Accountability

Autonomy	to
• Set	tariffs
• Set	Salaries
• Determine	procurement	rules
• Obtain	financing

Accountability
• To	public
• Of	Individual	staff
• To	regulators





A	common	dynamic	of	municipal	water	utilities

• Economies	of	scale/	density

• Water	is	perceived	as	a	basic	service

• Large	sunk	costs,		operating	costs	<<	capital	costs

Consumers	see	utility	as	a	monopoly,	see	prices	as	too	high

Politicians	use	pricing	as	an	instrument	of	political	mobilization

Continue	to	operate	even	if	prices	are	below	total	average	costs











Low-Level	Equilibrium	Trap



What’s	happening	inside	the	utility?



Characteristics	of	Water	Providers

• Long	time	horizons	for	planning	&	implementation
• Strong	reliance	on	locally	knowledge	
• Generally	staffed	by	technicians,	accountants
• Want	to	avoid	attention



Is	the	pump	working?

Electrical	bill	needs	to	be	paid

Need	to	do	the	data	analysis	so	can	
revise	the	tariffs

Gotta fill	out	the	monitoring	report

Town	Selectman	just	
called	a	meeting	for	
7pm	tmrw,	but	I	am	
supposed	to	be	home	
watching	the	kids

We	need	to	dig	up	that	
pipe,	but	that’ll	

require	a	permit	under	
the	Wetlands	
Protection	Act



Arsenic	Standards

• 2000	EPA	proposed	to	lower	the	
standard	for	drinking	water

• 2000	Review	panel	concerned	
about	costs	&	impacts	on	low	
income	customers

• 2001	EPA	reduced	max	level	to	10	
ppb

“We’ve	lived	a	long	time	
with	high	arsenic	levels…”	

“This	is	going	to	cost	more	than	all	our	
reserves”

“We	would	like	some	definitive	scientific	
evidence	that	this	is	worth	doing	… the	
data	just	don’t	justify	the	new	level”



Policies	
supposed	to	
implement

Structure	&	
Culture	of	

Water	Utility Individual	
understandings,	
beliefs, capacity





The	Utility	is	Embedded	in	a	Larger	Structure



State	and	Federal	Regulations

• Safe	Drinking	Water	Act
• Clean	Water	Act



State	and	Federal	Regulations

• Safe	Drinking	Water	Act
• Clean	Water	Act
• Wetlands	Protection	Act
• Mass	Water	Conservation	Guidelines
• Etc…





MA	Wetlands	Protection	Act
• Protects:
– rivers	and	streams,	lakes	and	ponds;	
– the	vegetated	wet	areas	bordering	rivers,	
streams,	lakes	or	ponds;	

– the	100-year	floodplain;	
– isolated	areas	that	flood	seasonally,	such	as	
vernal	pools.	

• Requires	review	and	permitting	to	build	
construct	or	other	wise	alter	these	
resource	areas	or	buffer	zones	around	
them.



Massachusetts	Water	Management	Act

• Authorizes	(MassDEP)	to	regulate	the	quantity	of	water	
withdrawn	from	both	surface	and	groundwater	supplies	to	
ensure	adequate	water	supplies	for	current	and	future	water	
needs.	

• Key	components
– including	a	registration	and	a	permit	program
– best	management	practices
– rules	for	restrictions	
– annual	reporting
– conservation	standards	(leak	detection,	gpcd,	program	requirements)





State	and	Federal	Regulations

• Safe	Drinking	Water	Act
• Clean	Water	Act
• Wetlands	Protection	Act
• Mass	Water	Conservation	Guidelines
• Etc…

These	requirements	have	a	high	toll	on	small	
municipal	water	providers



Policy	Implementation









Local	Responses	to	State	Polices

“We	have	a	volunteer	town	government.	Being	aware	of	all	of	
the	regulations	and	rules	coming	down,	I	suppose	is	the	real	
difficulty.	We	all	have	other	jobs	and	occupations”

“even	to	read	and	understand	these	things	can	be	very	difficult	
for	us”



Local	Responses	to	State	Policies

“the	state	has	to	paint	its	policies	with	a	broad	brush,	so	we	get	
pulled	into	requirements	that	are	really	inappropriate	for	us”

“the	state	always	adopts	a	one-size	fits	all	approach,	but	we’re	a	
size	small”	

“blanket	rules	affect	each	town	differently…”



Local	Responses	to	State	Policies

“it’s	easy	to	pass	a	law	…		it’s	much	more	difficult	to	abide	by	
that	law	when	your	towns	don’t	have	the	resources”

“unfunded	mandates	from	the	state	are	a	major	hindrance	to	
action,	with	demands	should	come	money”



Anything	here	that	might	apply	to	Hinsdale,	
Monroe,	or	South	Royalston?

How	could	we	find	out?


