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“Clean water is
non-negotiable
and expensive.
To ensure the
success of the
Clean Rivers
Project, the
region needs a
better financing
system beyond
D.C. Water’s
narrow rate
base.”

Summary
n D.C. Water, formerly the D.C. Water and Sewer Authority (WASA), has embarked on a
20-year, $2.6 billion Clean Rivers Project initiative to nearly eliminate sewage discharge
into area waterways. Like many cities, Washington is partially served by a combined sewer
system (CSS) that carries both storm water and sewage. The District’s CSS is the legacy of
the federal government, which built the system and governed the city until limited home
rule in 1973. Today, heavy rains that exceed the capacity of the combined system trigger
the release of overflow storm water and sewage into area rivers, ultimately flowing into the
Chesapeake Bay. The Clean Rivers Project, mandated by a 2005 consent decree with the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency, will build underground tunnels to store overflow storm
water and sewage during rainstorms until it can be sent to a treatment plant.
n D.C. Water will finance the Clean Rivers Project by issuing long-term bonds backed primarily by revenue from water usage and a new “impervious area” charge. It is also exploring the extent to which “green infrastructure” can contribute to reduced storm water. The
federal government has supported the project, but its contributions are not guaranteed nor
have the amounts been predictable. Despite D.C. Water’s active and forward-looking management, the Clean Rivers Project raises multiple concerns. These include the burden it will place
on District rate payers; the possibility of crowding out D.C. Water’s other maintenance and
improvement projects; whether and how the beneficiaries of cleaner water downstream should
contribute to the cost; the project’s interaction with other expensive pollution-reduction mandates in the city and region; the lack of financing forecasts for the second half of the project;
and the possibility that D.C. Water ultimately may not be able to afford the project as currently
structured.
n D.C. Water and the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments should convene a
regional coalition to discuss options to pay for the Clean Rivers Project in the context of
other water quality mandates in the region. The regional coalition should discuss options to
expand the project’s payment base to include a broader range of clean water beneficiaries, in
addition to calling for the federal government to make regular and predictable contributions
towards the Clean Rivers Project.
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I. Combined sewer overflows are a major problem in the District and are a
legacy of federal control and neglect.

T

he nation’s capital, like other older American cities, is partially served by a combined sewer
system (CSS) in which pipes carry both storm water and sewage or waste water. In dry
weather, waste water flows to the Blue Plains Advanced Wastewater Treatment Plant at the
southern tip of the District along the Potomac River. After heavy rains, however, the capacity
of the combined sewer is often exceeded, and a mixture of sewage and storm water—combined sewer
overflows (CSOs)—discharges into the Anacostia and Potomac rivers and Rock Creek, leading ultimately to downstream destinations, including the Chesapeake Bay.
Both storm water and waste water present serious water quality challenges. Storm water is dirty, no
matter how it is conveyed. It picks up oil, grease, sediment, and animal waste from streets, gardens,
and roofs and sends it untreated to surrounding waterways. Prolonged development has increased
the amount of surface areas—rooftops, roadways, and parking lots—that do not absorb water. These
impervious surfaces increase the runoff of storm water and snowmelt, making the clean water task
more urgent, as well as causing erosion and other environmental problems. Untreated sewage leads
to multiple problems: it compromises the safety of drinking water, makes water unfit for swimming or
fishing, and causes offensive odors. Actions to improve water quality must address both storm water
and waste water, but this paper focuses on sewage in storm water, specifically the need to identify fair
and sustainable options to pay for the very expensive infrastructure improvements already underway
to reduce CSOs.
Washington’s sewers date back to the nineteenth century, when the federal government built an
80-mile CSS that still survives today. Most of what Americans think of as the federal government—the
Capitol, the Supreme Court, the Mall and museums, the major monuments, and the White House—lies
in the oldest one-third of the city covered by the CSS. Separate storm sewers, which also are old, serve
the remaining two-thirds of the city.2
Today’s combined sewer overflows are the direct result of a federal decision in the nineteenth century to design, build, and then retain the combined sewers. The federal government was responsible
for the District’s infrastructure until the institution of limited home rule in 1973. A recent study by D.C.
Appleseed asserts that the original Army Corps design and construction of the CSO system has proved
“significantly defective,” with resulting damage to the regional watershed’s ecosystems.3
Responsibility for water distribution, sewer pipes, and sewage treatment now rests with D.C. Water,
formerly known as D.C. Water and Sewer Authority (WASA). D.C. Water is an independent authority
with a regional board of directors appointed by the District; Montgomery and Prince George’s counties in Maryland; and Fairfax County in Virginia. In addition to serving the District and its residents,
D.C. Water also serves the suburban counties represented on the board by treating waste water at
Blue Plains from these jurisdictions. A separate entity, the Department of the Environment (DDOE),
is responsible for the city’s separate sewer system, which covers two-thirds of the city and channels
storm water only, and not waste water. The somewhat complicated relationship between D.C. Water
and the DDOE is discussed in Appendix A.
The District’s status as the nation’s capital significantly reduces its tax base and fiscal capacity.
Previous analysis has addressed the fiscal constraints imposed on the District by its lack of a state
and the special relationship between the District and the federal government.4 A high proportion of
property and sales are exempt from taxation (government, diplomatic, educational, nonprofits, among
others). Congress prohibits the District from taxing the earnings of workers living in the suburbs and
working in the city. The city’s high poverty rates and long-term population decline (recently reversed
for the first time in decades) further erode the tax base, limiting the city’s ability to meet its fiscal
needs, including the ability to maintain and improve its infrastructure. When serious mismanagement and economic downturn led to financial crisis in the 1990s, the federal government imposed a
Financial Authority, which balanced the budget and restored fiscal solvency. Throughout this period,
the District suffered from restricted spending and, often, further deferrals of needed maintenance,
capital replacement and modernization of infrastructure.
Recognizing the need for a long-term solution, President Clinton in 1997 proposed a Revitalization
Act to help address the underlying structural causes of the District’s fiscal crisis. Highly visible needs,

2

BROOKINGS | May 2012

as well as the significant limits and constraints on the city’s ability to fund capital projects, led Clinton
to include a National Capital Infrastructure Authority (NCIA) to fund $1.4 billion in repairs and construction. Unfortunately, it did not survive into the final Revitalization Act.5
However, a 2008 report by the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) recognized the strong case for
federal investment in infrastructure, such as the Clean Rivers Project, whose benefits “accrue to
broad geographic areas and are not restricted to a class of users that can be charged more directly.”
The CBO specifically cited as an example “wastewater treatment plants for communities whose water
eventually flows into a major resource such as the Chesapeake Bay.”6

II. In response to federal mandates to reduce combined sewer overflows,
D.C. Water developed the “long-term control plan,” which will take 20
years at an estimated cost of $2.6 billion.

N

ational policy, beginning with the Clean Water Act (1972),7 requires localities to obtain
permits to discharge CSO flows into surrounding waters, monitor CSO releases, and
implement a long-term control plan (LTCP) for minimizing the impact of CSOs on water
quality.8
In March 2005, D.C. Water reached a legal agreement with the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), which enforces environmental policy, to reduce CSOs. The LTCP, now known as the Clean
Rivers Project, was slated to reduce CSOs by 96 percent by building three large-scale tunnels to store
rain overflows until they can be conveyed to Blue Plains for treatment. The Clean Rivers Project is
estimated to cost $2.6 billion over 20 years and is part of D.C. Water’s Ten Year Capital Improvement
Plan. The capital plan addresses infrastructure, including facilities, pipes, tanks, machines, and technology. D.C. Water’s revenue— user fees and charges and federal grants— pays for the capital plan and
its operating budget, which covers the day-to-day plant operation and equipment. This arrangement
means that future improvements and daily operational needs compete for the same income and
drive the rates, fees, and charges paid by customers.
The debt service to pay for the current capital plan is a main reason for D.C. Water’s budget
increases. The Clean Rivers Project is a substantial part of the capital plan. Other mandated improvements, such as the enhanced nitrogen removal project and new technology to recycle bio-solids, are
also costly, as is replacing the aging water and sewer pipes.9 According to D.C. Water, 44 percent of
the FY 2010–2019 capital plan is meeting federal mandates (court orders, regulatory standards, permit requirements); 13 percent is to address potential facility failures.10
Although the Clean Rivers Project is a 20-year initiative, the capital plan provides annual estimates of the costs and spending only through FY 2019. From FY 2010–2019, D.C. Water expects to
spend $1.25 billion on CSO infrastructure, accounting for 30 percent of the capital plan expenditures
through FY 2019.

III. Paying for the Clean Rivers Project is a major challenge.

T

o meet the Clean River Project’s multi-billion-dollar mandate, D.C. Water issues bonds to
pay for the capital construction. Revenues will service and pay off these bonds as D.C. Water continues to provide normal water and sewer services and upgrades its ongoing operations. Given that the utility’s traditional revenue source is fees on users within the District
as well as regional wholesale users of water treatment services, some creative thinking about new
revenue sources is in order. Both D.C. Water and city residents should consider whether the revenue
is adequate to cover not only the debt service to bondholders over this lengthy period, but also ongoing maintenance, new technology, and other needs. No one wants the general maintenance budget to
be starved, causing deferred maintenance problems down the road.

BROOKINGS | May 2012

3

A. D.C. Water’s revenues are primarily from fees and charges paid by retail and wholesale users, including a new Impervious Area Charge dedicated to fund the Clean Rivers
Project.
Most of D.C. Water’s revenue comes from charges on retail customers in the District, described further
below. In addition, D.C. Water collects slightly less than 20 percent of its revenues from wholesale
charges to several surrounding jurisdictions for waste water treatment. Beginning in FY 2011, wholesale payers also annually contribute 7.1 percent of the costs of the Clean Rivers Project, pursuant to
the principles of the Intermunicipal Agreement governing their relationship with D.C. Water.11
In recent years, operating revenue from retail customers has been growing only as a result of rate
increases (in part required by bond covenants). Water use per household has been steadily declining,
the result of conservation and low-flow technology. D.C. Water charges a metering fee, which is unrelated to water use, but it is small and cannot be counted on for substantial additional revenue.
To lessen dependence on rate increases for water use, D.C. Water instituted a new Impervious Area
Charge (IAC) in 2009, which it deems appropriate for financing the reduction of CSOs. Economic
development has increased the amount of surface areas—rooftops, roadways, and parking lots—that do
not absorb water. These impervious areas have increased storm water and snow runoff, making CSOs
more frequent and the task of reducing and treating them more expensive. By charging the owners
of impervious areas, the payment burden is on those thought to be most responsible for run-off. It is
expected to encourage rate payers to install “green roofs,” porous parking surfaces, and other innovations designed to reduce runoff, which could reduce the volume of CSO needing treatment.

B. D.C. Water fees and charges will increase sharply over the next decade, yet these
funds may not keep up with the costs of the Clean Rivers Project and D.C. Water’s other
ongoing obligations.
The IAC is designed to more fairly reflect responsibility for storm water pollution and encourage
cleaner alternatives. It is dedicated to addressing the CSO infrastructure problem and represents the
first time D.C. Water has directly linked any of its revenue to any particular part of its operating or
capital program. All retail customers pay the IAC, including D.C. households and businesses, traditionally tax-exempt organizations, such as universities, hospitals, the federal and District governments,
and the D.C. Housing Authority. Even those without water charges, such as parking lots, are covered by
the IAC.
However, revenue from the IAC falls far short of covering the debt service on the bonds for the
Clean Rivers Project. D.C. Water estimates that the IAC will generate about $250 million from FY 2010
to FY 2015, with debt service extending for a considerably longer period.12 The budget projects annual
IAC revenue of $15.5 million in FY 2011, growing to $134 million in FY 2019. Annual debt service, in contrast, is projected to rise from about $100 million to more than $250 million over this same period.13
There are no publically available estimates of the annual revenue from the IAC beyond 2019 or over
the entire 20 years of the Clean Rivers Project.
D.C. Water introduced the IAC in spring 2009 at a low rate, intending to increase it annually by significant amounts. In 2010, D.C. Water changed the residential IAC from a single amount to a six-tiered
charge depending on the size of the property’s surface area. Small to moderate sized residential properties will bear the bulk of the residential charges. D.C. Water forecasts that the 92 percent of residential properties that constitute the lowest two tiers (up to 2,000 square feet of impermeable surface)
will pay 78 percent of the residential IAC bill.14
The IAC rose from $1.24 per month in FY 2009 to $3.45 per month in FY 2011. In FY 2012, the fee is
$6.64 per month, more than quadrupling in four years. The metering fee has also nearly doubled. As a
result, even though water use fell and water/sewer rates rose about 9 percent per year, the typical D.C.
Water residential monthly bill grew about 13 percent per year over this period.
D.C. Water is projecting that the monthly IAC will be $28.77 by FY 2019, which represents phenomenal
growth (more than 2,000 percent from its initial small payment). D.C. Water’s customers will notice the
impact. By FY 2019, the IAC will account for about 28 percent of D.C. Water’s typical residential water
bill, as its growth surpasses that of the basic water and sewer rate. District residents can expect to see
monthly charges of about $104 in FY 2019, up from typical monthly charges of about $40 in FY 2009.15
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Figure 1. Sample D.C. Water Bill Explained

SAMPLE DC WATER BILL EXPLAINED
Service Address
1201 Mockingbird Lane SE
Washington, DC 20011-5923

THESE REVENUES DO
NOT GO TO DC WATER.
DC Water collects them for
others.
Meter Number

Prior Read
Date

Current
Read Date

The 12345678

06/29/11

07/29/11

A payment for city services (such as fire &
police) used by DC Water.

CURRENT WATER AND SEWER CHARGES
Metering Fee
Water Services
Sewer Services
Impervious Area Charge

DC Water’s payment to use city streets for
water and sewer lines and other services.

CURRENT CHARGES AND CREDITS
DC Govt PILOT Fee
DC Govt Right of Way Fee
DC Govt Stormwater Fee
SPLASH Contribution – Thank You

Your payment to the DC Dept. of the
Environment (DDoE) for their stormwater fee
(also based on ERUs) which funds their
stormwater collection activities.
DDoE does not bill separately.

THESE REVENUES
GO TO DC WATER.

Account Number 012345-6
Square/Suffix/Lot xxxx xxxx
xxxx
Impervious Surface Square
Footage 1,000
Number
Of
Days
30

– RESIDENTIAL
5 CCF x $3.10
5 CCF x $3.79
1 ERU x $3.45
5 CCF x $0.45
5 CCF x $0.14
1 ERU x $2.67

Prior Read
614

The Metering Fee is for
maintenance of the meter and meter
reading equipment.
$3.86
$15.50
$18.95
$3.45
$2.45
$0.70
$2.67
$0.42

TOTAL CURRENT CHARGES

$48.00

TOTAL CURRENT BILL

$48.00

The Water Service charge is for purchasing and
delivering water to you.

The Sewer Service charge is for the sewer system
and wastewater treatment.

The Impervious Area Charge (IAC) funds the construction
of a project to reduce sewer overflows into local
waterways. It will soon be known as the Clean Rivers
Charge.

Some customers make a voluntary contribution to
help others who are unable to pay their water bills.

1: Water
billed
in or
CCF.
CCF=100cubic
feet,
or 748 gallons.
DC residence uses 6.69 CCF/month.
Note 1: Water use is billedNote
in CCF.
1 CCF =use
100iscubic
feet,
748 1
gallons.
Average D.C.
residence
uses 6.69Average
CCF/month.

Note 2: For environmental charges, DC residential properties are billed for the amount of impervious area on their property. This is calculated in units of 1,000 sq.
ft. – known as an Equivalent Residential Unit, or ERU. 1 ERU=1,000 sq. ft. of impervious surface area. Most DC residential properties are classified as 1 ERU.

Note 2: For environmental charges, D.C. residential properties are billed for the amount of impervious area on their property. This is calculated in units of 1,000 sq.
ft. – known as an Equivalent Residential Unit, or ERU. 1 ERU=1,000 sq. ft. of impervious surface area. Most D.C. residential properties are classified as 1 ERU.

Moreover, D.C. Water’s monthly bill also includes additional charges that the authority collects
and passes through to the District government, so the dollar amounts noted above understate the
total amount that residents pay for water and sewer services. In addition to this estimated $104
each month in FY 2019 (including D.C. Water’s IAC, water services, sewer services, and the metering
fee), customers also pay several other fees to the District government. They pay a separate District
government storm water fee, also based on impervious surface area; a Payment in Lieu of Taxes
(PILOT) for D.C. Water’s use of city services; and a Right of Way fee for D.C. Water’s use of city streets
to access water and sewer lines. D.C. Water does not project these District pass-through charges into
the future, and that portion of the bill is ignored here, as it does not represent revenue to D.C. Water.
In short, complete reliance on fees, including the IAC, to finance the new costs of the CSO project
may be unrealistic.
Figure 1 describes a typical D.C. Water bill. Table 1 in Appendix B presents D.C. Water’s projections for
their rates and charges (generating their revenues) through FY 2019 as of the start of FY 2012.
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C. The water/sewer burden on low-income customers will double.
The IAC is yet another monthly utility payment for households. At some point, customers, especially
those with low or fixed incomes, are likely to protest. On average, utility payments represent 6 to 7
percent of household spending. However, they represent a much larger share for low-income households.16 Compared to households with average incomes, those in the lowest quintile pay 45 percent
more of their income towards utilities.17 Spending on utilities is regressive and recent data indicate it is
becoming more so.18
Affordability is a real concern in the District, given its 20 percent poverty rate. The District has a
persistent group of low-income residents, earning at or below $24,475 a year for a family of three.19
Moreover, the District’s income distribution is becoming more unequal. As a result, in constant dollars,
the D.C. Water bill burden will double, from 2.5 percent to 5.2 percent of the top earners in the lowest
quintile by 2019.20 This is a conservative estimate because it focuses only on the charges by D.C. Water
and not those that the utility collects on behalf of the District government.
D.C. Water (and by law, the EPA) must pay close attention to the burden of these payments. EPA
guidelines suggest that water or sewer charges greater than 2 to 4 percent of median household
income are a strain on household budgets.21 In 2008 (prior to the introduction of the IAC), payments to
D.C. Water represented less than 2 percent of District median income for three-fourths of the District’s
residents.22
However, the degree of hardship that D.C. Water bills, including the new IAC, impose on the District’s
low-income residents is hard to discern. Many low-income residents of the District are not direct
customers of D.C. Water. Renters who live in multifamily apartment buildings or Housing Authority
apartments are not direct D.C. Water customers. The landlord pays the water and sewer bill, which is
covered in the rent. According to D.C. Water, an in-house analysis in 2009 determined that roughly 25
percent of low-income customers receive a D.C. Water bill.23
D.C. Water’s Customer Assistance Program (CAP) helps low-income homeowners who face payment hardship.24 Introduced in 2000 for those meeting income eligibility requirements, it has been
expanded several times and is administered as part of the District’s utility relief programs.25 To qualify,
the rate payer’s income must be below 150 percent of the poverty line. Participation in CAP has grown
from an average of about 2,680 households annually in 2001–2005 to 6,458 customers in 2010, about
6 percent of residential customers.26
D.C. Water spent $1.9 million in FY 2011 supporting low-income District households through CAP, and
it expects to spend $2.3 million in FY 2012. These costs are covered with higher rates on all payers.
With the growing payment hardship, D.C. Water will face pressure to expand this subsidy, particularly
as landlords face pressure to contain the pass-through of rising water bills into rents. All of this will
bring further, marginal, pressure on D.C. Water to contain rates, or operating costs, or both.

D. The federal government contributes to the long-term control plan through charges
and periodic earmarks.
Federal agencies with buildings and other facilities in the District are D.C. Water customers, paying both water/sewer charges and the IAC.27 Federal water/sewer payments, from more than 500
accounts, total about 9 percent of D.C. Water’s operating revenue. With respect to water charges (not
the IAC), D.C. Water’s 10 largest government customers provide about three times the revenue as the
10 largest commercial customers, which are universities, hospitals, real estate companies, and other
commercial enterprises.28 All nonresidential IAC assessments are based on estimated square footage
of impervious surface areas. Information on the breakdown by payer type of the nonresidential IAC
payments is not available, so we are not able to judge the size of the federal agency payments relative
to major commercial customers.
In addition to agency payments, federal appropriations have contributed $153.5 million to the Clean
Rivers Project to date. According to D.C. Water, the federal contribution equates roughly to a 3.7 percent
reduction in the retail rates.29 The 10-year capital plan, very conservatively, assumes no separate federal
money for the Clean Rivers Project. Yet, D.C. Water is upfront about its need for additional federal help:
In FY2010 D.C. Water received federal funding of $20 million for the CSO LTCP and $25 million
has been proposed for FY2011 of which $8.5 million has been received. However, as the total
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project spending increases over the years, so does the projected IAC rate. If additional federal
assistance is provided, the Clean Rivers IAC would increase at a slower pace than this ten-year
plan proposal assumes. As noted earlier, this plan assumes jurisdictional contributions to the CSO
LTCP under the IMA of 7.1 percent beginning in FY2011.30 [emphasis added.]

IV. D.C. Water is actively exploring “green infrastructure” to improve water
quality and reduce the need for expensive “gray infrastructure,” as well as
other strategies to raise revenue and reduce costs.

D

.C. Water, like water authorities and other jurisdictions around the country, is moving
toward greater reliance on “green” infrastructure, which may be cheaper than the “gray”
infrastructure (holding tanks, wider pipes, and so forth) at the heart of the Clean Rivers Project. This approach, also known as “low impact development” (LID) and “source
controls,” prevents and ameliorates some of the serious runoff during storms, by limiting it at source
or capturing it into the ground. The approach also offers the aesthetics of green roofs, tree canopies,
road greenways, and wetland improvements as well as the promise of local jobs. Its uses are expanding
rapidly, although it remains a complement, not a complete substitute, for gray infrastructure. Green
infrastructure is easiest to implement with new development, which is relatively rare in D.C. However,
green infrastructure is also being used successfully in both the redevelopment and the retrofitting of
existing buildings and sites.31
The EPA recognizes the benefits of green infrastructure and is working with the National Association
of Clean Water Agencies (NAWCA), where D.C. Water is an active member, to give direction for demonstration projects, best practices, and guidelines for its use in long-term control plans and consent
decrees.32 A number of municipalities have already required storm water source controls for new development, and many are embarking on pilot programs for retrofitting (often on public property).33
D.C. Water, working under the requirements and time lines of the consent decree, anticipates using a
hybrid approach of gray and green infrastructure.34 To prove that low-impact development can reduce
reliance on the more expensive gray infrastructure, D.C. Water is seeking EPA permissions for a multiyear demonstration project, estimated (not yet budgeted) to cost between $10 million and $30 million.35 The EPA, recognizing the difficult financial conditions state and local governments face as well
as significant gains with green initiatives, recently has allowed some cities to include green infrastructure demonstrations in new and amended CSO consent agreements.36 D.C. Water, if successful, will seek
to move forward (with federal consent) with a hybrid approach for the two remaining elements of the
Clean Rivers Project: the Potomac River and Rock Creek projects, most of which have not begun; all
must be completed by 2025. (The first phase, already underway, is a combination of Anacostia River
projects and would not be affected.) The consent decree allows downsizing, but not elimination, of the
remaining Potomac and Rock Creek tunnels.37 This offers the potential of having more time to solve the
issues than allowed in the consent decree.38
Questions remain about using green infrastructure in the Clean Rivers Project. Will it result in meeting water quality standards? Will it capture enough runoff to reduce CSOs at the same level? Will it
prove to be cheaper than gray infrastructure? Will these questions be answered by the 2025 deadline?  Cost savings provide the incentive for a concerted effort to answer these questions positively.
The window for planning and implementing the green infrastructure for the Clean Rivers Project is
very tight.39
There may, of course, be other cost efficiencies at D.C. Water. For example, the authority is turning
waste into energy to reduce fuel costs.40 It has an impressive record of minimizing unpaid bills and collecting revenue.41 Realistically, though, the Clean Rivers Project is the major cost driver behind customers’ mounting bills, with the Nitrogen Removal Project (dedicated to sustainability for the Chesapeake
Bay area) also carrying a heavy price tag ($1 billion). These costs are not going away nor likely to be
significantly abated.
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V. Recommendations: D.C. Water, regional stakeholders and the federal
government should develop other funding options.

T

he estimated 20-year cost of the Clean Rivers Project has already grown from the initial
$2.2 billion in 2005 to the current $2.6 billion by 2025. Our examination of the payment
burden extends only as far as D.C. Water’s forecasts: 2019. Costs are likely to continue to
escalate. The current trajectory may be unsustainable.
Two options to reduce the burden on D.C. rate payers include: reduce the cost of the Clean Rivers
Project; or, spread the costs out among more payers and beneficiaries of clean water. Neither is easy.
DC Water’s proposed low impact development demonstration project would lengthen the timeline for the Clean Rivers Project.42 The proposal will require agreement among a number of actors,
including the federal government, the District government, and D.C. Water, which will be a delicate
and difficult conversation. Unfortunately, it is not clear, yet, how much D.C. Water’s actions to develop
green infrastructure might reduce the costs of meeting the goals of the consent decree, or whether
the proposal will be approved. So, we focus on strategies to pay for the long-term control plan, as currently configured, more fairly and efficiently.
Below are several recommendations.

A. D.C. Water and the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments should convene
a coalition of regional stakeholders, including the federal government, to discuss options to pay for the Clean River Project, in the context of regional federal water quality
mandates, such as the Chesapeake Bay cleanup.
A broader regional coalition is needed for long run cleanup of the Potomac and Anacostia watersheds. A regional conversation would contribute to a shared understanding of the various water
cleanup efforts, requirements, and funding pressures throughout the region and how they relate to
one another. Such a coalition could lead to more effective regional cooperation and problem-solving
related to cleaning up the rivers flowing into the Chesapeake Bay.
The Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (COG) is well positioned to serve as convener
or co-convener. The draft 2012 policy priority for COG’s Chesapeake Bay and Water Resources Policy
Committee is to “support policies that supplement local funding and provide local governments and
utilities with the flexibility needed to meet EPA’s and state wastewater, septic, and storm water requirements for restoration of the Chesapeake Bay, Potomac River, and local waters.”43
In addition to D.C. Water and its customers, other localities in the region face spending pressures in
meeting environmental standards, many tied to the Chesapeake Bay. For example, preliminary capital
cost estimates to meet the Total Maximum Daily Load requirements to clean up the Chesapeake Bay
equal a little less than $1 billion for Frederick County, MD, about $1 billion for Montgomery County, MD,
and $845 million for Fairfax County, VA.44 The federal government does not provide much support for
storm water funding, so localities primarily bear these burdens.45
The federal government’s active and engaged participation is essential. It should not take much persuasion. The EPA, strongly supporting “integrated” approaches, seeks to “encourage regions to work
with the states to engage…local partners…”, and, in support of recent green infrastructure efforts,
is promoting these approaches around the country.46 The spiraling costs of meeting tighter environmental standards to address pollution from storms are a widespread problem, generating mounting
burdens on rate payers and localities throughout the country.47 Federal, state, and local cooperation in
the Capital region, to address funding for the myriad of water quality efforts and mandates, would be a
demonstration for the whole country.
The federal government should acknowledge its role in creating the CSO problem and make regular and predictable contributions toward the Clean Rivers Project.
CSO cleanup is a federal mandate; in the case of D.C. Water, the mandate is directed at the system that
the federal government built and maintained for years. Although the federal government has contributed about $150 million to the Clean Rivers Project to date through earmarks, these one-off payments
are not a dependable, recurring revenue stream. The federal government’s impact is regional. In
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addition to the legacy of the old capital district’s aging sewers, federal buildings, laboratories, military
installations, and their impervious surfaces are spread throughout the larger suburban region. The
impact on the region of the nation’s capital city justifies a special federal contribution to D.C. Water’s
resolution of the CSO problem.
The regional discussion should rethink the “polluter pays” principle and examine other governance and financing methods to support the Clean Rivers Project and other regional water quality
initiatives that benefit all parties.
There has been little analysis or public discussion of how the burden of paying for the Clean Rivers
Project will be shared among D.C. Water users and other beneficiaries, or how it interacts with other
water quality improvements throughout the region. Current plans (to reduce CSOs and other water
quality efforts) are based on the principle that the polluter pays. However, clean water is a public
good. Like rivers, the benefits from cleanup flow downstream. All users benefit from it. Unfortunately,
manmade, artificial borders obscure the benefits from being recognized, appreciated, and paid for. D.C.
Water, as established, was not as “regional” as is needed now to match the costs with the benefits of
the cleanup. Governance was designed to oversee fee-for-service sewage treatment, not broader clean
water concerns.
As Figure 2 illustrates, the District’s CSOs affect the entire region, through the Anacostia and
Potomac Rivers, which are part of the Chesapeake Bay watershed. The District generates some storm
water pollution, including the worst CSOs, but localities upstream and downstream from the District in
the Anacostia and Potomac watersheds also generate pollution.
Regardless of the origin of the problem, all residents and visitors to the region benefit from the
cleanup. In a regular market, they would pay for these benefits, but the nature of a public good offers
no mechanism to charge them. The mismatch between payers and beneficiaries extends beyond D.C.
Water. For example, 80 percent of the Anacostia watershed is in Maryland, upstream of the District. As
Maryland works to clean the streams and tributaries to the Anacostia, its efforts risk being neutralized
by the District-based CSOs.
The Clean Rivers Project is a mammoth undertaking, but it is only a fraction of the action needed
in coming years to ensure the region’s water quality. Eliminating the District’s CSOs must be supplemented with measures to reduce agricultural runoff, storm water runoff, and other sources of pollution in the Anacostia and Potomac watersheds, leading ultimately to the Chesapeake Bay. Other local
jurisdictions are also currently grappling with how to implement and pay for storm water reduction and
green infrastructure to comply with their own water quality mandates.48
D.C. Water is an independent authority with regional participation and reach. Unfortunately, the
regional representation is limited to three suburban counties that use Blue Plains’ sewage treatment
services: Fairfax County, VA, Prince George’s County, MD, and Montgomery County, MD. But a number
of other Virginia and Maryland municipalities are downstream of the District and have no links to D.C.
Water or the Clean Rivers Project.
A focus on the benefits of clean water also leads back to increased investment by the federal government. The CBO’s report, as noted earlier, identified scenarios such as the Clean Rivers Project as a
worthy candidate for federal investment owing to the broad geographic areas that benefit from clean
water and the difficulty in directly charging the beneficiaries.

B. D.C. Water should expand its city-based revenue by fine-tuning the impervious
area charges.
D.C. Water’s user charges, including the impervious area charges, capture customers exempt from
property taxes (of which there are many in the District). The IAC has the added advantage of not being
linked to (declining) water use. Certainly, D.C. Water should look for new fixed charges, even if they
cover fewer customers.49 It should also re-examine the IAC, which is intended to reflect in a direct way
the link between development and resulting polluting storm water. There are several possible concerns
with the present IAC structure. First, the square footage measure is only a rough approximation to the
development-pollution link, which may be subject to challenge as the charge grows. D.C. Water should
explore whether square footage alone is sufficiently related to runoff levels.
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VI. Conclusion

T

he Clean Rivers Project and the health of area waterways may be at risk if financing depends solely on D.C. Water’s rate structure. The present approach puts the burden to pay for
this project on District residents, businesses, and property owners based on the “polluter
pays” principle. Such a financing principle could be risky, judging by the projections of costs
through FY 2019. What if rate payers’ will or ability to pay fails? Using D.C. Water’s projections for
water and sewer rates and the IAC (which is dedicated to the project), water bills as a share of income
for the lowest-income retail customers will more than double by 2019. Utility payments are the biggest
proportionate burden for households at the lowest income levels. Will this project continue through to
completion at a cost that can be borne by the District’s economic and household base alone?
Further, there is no indication of how much more the IAC and water and sewer rates will have to rise
between 2019 and 2025 to complete the long-term control plan and meet the stipulated water quality.
Over time, there will be pressure to ease rate increases. Any inability to sustain rate and IAC increases
may jeopardize project completion. It may also result in deferred maintenance, or the shrinking, delay,
and postponement of other basic improvements.
To minimize these risks to a project that will be of enormous benefit to the capital region, the time
has come to ensure that all the beneficiaries pay their fair share. Water, like transportation, is inherently cross-jurisdictional. The entire region benefits from cleaner water and must be part of planning,
implementing, and funding the cleanup strategy. The current fragmented efforts do not allow for a
match between the scale of the problem and its response.
D.C. Water has no authority outside of its narrow rate utility and it has no state government to protect its interest. It needs help to ensure that all who will benefit from this expensive and lengthy project pay for it. The federal government has contributed, but not enough. Every additional federal dollar
for CSO clean-up is a dollar in the pocket of D.C. rate payers. The federal government is far from a disinterested party. It is a major beneficiary of cleaner rivers and has championed a cleaner Chesapeake
watershed. It was the historic designer, builder, and operator of the District’s combined sewer system,
which generates the CSOs. It is also the originator of the mandate to clean them up and a party to the
consent decree. Through the Bay cleanup, the EPA has put the entire D.C. region on a pollution diet.
Part of that diet limits D.C. Water’s nitrogen and sediment allocations for CSOs, providing the scientific
evidence that the long-term control plan affects the long-term health of the Chesapeake Bay. As such,
every jurisdiction in the region has an interest in ensuring that the long-term control plan is funded
securely through its completion.
Not surprisingly, no one wants to pay for something if they do not have to. As noted above, other
localities are also facing increased costs from storm water management mandates tied to Chesapeake
Bay and other water quality policies, leaving them feeling squeezed. A regional convening organized
by the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments and D.C. Water offers a major opportunity
for the federal government, the states of Maryland and Virginia, the District of Columbia, and local
jurisdictions to sort out a more rational distribution of costs and payments for the benefits associated
with clean water, a public good. There is also the need for greater education about the side effects and
benefits of this expensive, long-term cleanup. Finally, greater regional participation in future decisions
should be encouraged, as the EPA appears ready to do. Options and technology will change over time.
Regional transportation planning groups hammer out similar issues; such an approach can work for
clean water issues.
Without an active, involved regional effort, D.C. Water’s narrow payment base may be stretched too
thin to carry out the Clean Rivers Project and meet its legal requirements. If the long-term control
plan lacks affordable, dependable financing through 2025, completion may be threatened, putting
improved water quality in the region at risk. No one wants that to happen.
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Appendix A. The District Department of the Environment (DDOE)

I

n 2006, the District created its own Department of the Environment (DDOE), with storm water
responsibilities for the two-thirds of the District’s area covered by the Separate Sewer System. In
managing these separate storm sewers DDOE coordinates the Municipal Separate Storm Sewer
System (MS4) permit issued by the federal government for storm water.
DDOE also was mandated to levy a fee into an Enterprise Fund to pay for storm water pollution
prevention and remediation, which they did in 2009. Like D.C. Water, DDOE’s storm water fee is based
on impervious surface area. Today, D.C. Water collects both sets of fees—paid by all D.C. rate payers—
remitting the storm water charge back to DDOE. The DDOE fees are directed to their Enterprise Fund,
dedicated to supporting D.C.’s compliance with the terms of the MS4 permit, and are segregated from
other District and D.C. Water accounts.51
The DDOE is also enabled by law to offer discounts and grants to property owners to reduce the
physical size of impervious surfaces, promote green roofs, rain gardens, rain barrels, low impact
development, and downspout disconnections to reduce the flow of storm water. DDOE posted a new
rulemaking in August 2011 for a credit program, but currently they offer no such program. The law also
requires D.C. Water to coordinate with DDOE to implement their program, and the D.C. Water Board of
Directors is on record that there will be an incentive or credit program for the IAC in the future.52
In theory, the more successful the DDOE might be in reducing impervious surfaces in the future
(arguably incentives and rebates should make a difference in behavior), the more such concessions
would bite into the base of D.C. Water’s IAC. While one cannot know yet how significant such an impact
might be, the impact on revenues would have to be made up by the ratepayers.
The District would seem to be a small territory to have two sewer and wet weather clean-up operations.53 While jurisdictional and administrative concerns are not the focus of this paper, issues of
DDOE/D.C. Water cooperation, coordination, overlap and redundancies might offer fruitful territory for
future work and even eventual consolidation and cost savings. Given the District’s history, one assumes
this might not be easy. However, time often makes the once-unthinkable even possible. It is useful, perhaps, that D.C. Water’s current general manager, George Hawkins, is the former DDOE director.
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Appendix B. D.C. Water Rates, Charges & Typical Bills

D

.C. Water projects water and sewer rates for ten years for planning purposes. The actual
rates are set annually through a public process, and may differ from the projections as a
result.54 As shown in Appendix Table 1, the impervious area charge (IAC), introduced at a
monthly fee $1.24 in FY 2009, was $3.45 in FY 2011, and $6.64 in FY 2012, more than quadrupling in four years. D.C. Water projects the IAC to climb to a monthly $28.77 by FY 2019. This represents phenomenal growth—more than 2,000 percent from inception; more than 700 percent from FY
2010; and more than 300 percent from the latest, $6.64, rate. For what began as a small payment, the
IAC will now have a noticeable impact on the bills facing D.C. Water’s customers.
In the four years since the introduction of the IAC (FY 2009 to FY 2012), the typical monthly waterrelated bill grew about 13 percent per year. This reflects a combination of water and sewer rates
increasing about 9 percent per year, plus substantial growth in the other two smaller charges: a more
than quadrupling of the IAC; and an almost doubling of the metering fee.
The utility’s board and management in mid-2011 marginally reduced the water and sewer rate
increase for the following two years. The D.C. Water portion of the typical customer bill grew almost 11
percent in FY 2010 and more than 18 percent in FY 2011. The reductions lower growth in the typical bill
to 10 percent in FY 2012 (from what would have been a 13 percent increase).
D.C. Water projects average annual increases in the water and sewer rate of 6 to 6.5 percent from
FY 2013 to FY 2017, and then 4.5 percent for FY 2018, and 3.5 percent for FY 2019. Even so, the D.C.
Water portion of the typical residential bill will increase by double digits in FY 2013 (10.6 percent)
and in FY 2014 (12.1 percent), driven by a more than doubling of the IAC. In the remaining five years
through FY 2019, the annual rate of growth of the IAC is projected to double or triple that of the water
and sewer rates, resulting in the typical monthly bill growing almost 8 percent per year.
The annual growth in the average D.C. Water-related bill strongly outstrips forecast inflation and
expected growth in taxable income over the coming period. Please see Appendix Table 1 for details.
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Appendix B Table 1. D.C. Water’s Current Projections for Average Residential Monthly Bills, 
FY 2009-2019 (based on adopted FY2012 rates)*
Share of D.C.
Water bill
												
%
		
FY
FY
FY
FY
FY
FY
FY
FY
FY
FY
FY change,
FY
		
09
10
11
12
13f
14f
15f
16f
17f
18f
19f
09-19	 09
D.C. Water Retail Rates*

37.53 40.94 46.09

FY
12

FY
9

48.17

51.31

54.39

57.67

61.41

65.09

68.04

70.45

88

0.92

0.82

0.68

1.24

2.20

3.45

6.64

9.73

14.52

17.66

20.33

23.19

25.49

28.77

2,220

0.03

0.11

0.28

2.01

2.01

3.86

3.86

3.86

3.86

3.86

3.86

3.86

3.86

3.86

0.05

0.07

0.04

40.78 45.15 53.40

58.67

64.90

72.77

79.19

85.60

92.14

97.39

103.08

D.C. Water IAC*
D.C. Water Customer
Metering Fee*
Subtotal Rates & 
	 	 Charges

153

Change $/month
		 from prior year

2.84

4.37

8.25

5.27

6.23

7.87

6.42

6.41

6.54

5.25

5.69

10.7

18.3

9.9

10.6

12.1

8.8

8.1

7.6

5.7

5.8

0.9

2.1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.6

1.6

1.6

2.0

2.0

9.8

16.2

8.7

9.2

10.5

7.2

6.5

6.0

3.7

3.8

% Increase in D.C. Water’s 
Portion of Bill
General Inflation % CY
(GDP Price Index)^
Growth of D.C. Water bill in 
excess of inflation

CY Economic Indicators: % Change Annual
CBO Real Growth in GDP^

-3.5

3.0

2.3

2.7

3.6

3.6

4.9

4.2

3.3

2.8

2.5

CBO Taxable Income^^

-3.6

0.0

4.7

3.3

3.0

4.1

6.6

7.2

6.6

5.8

5.2

												
* Source: D.C. Water June Retail Rate Committee Actions 6-28-11, “Projected Average Residential Monthly Bill”, page 39.
Other Sources:												
^ CBO Budget and Economic Outlook: January 2012. (CY; 2010, 2011 actuals.)
^^ Taxable Income forecasts: supplement to Chapter 4, Budget and Economic Outlook, January 2012 //www.cbo.gov/doc.cfm?index=12699 		
Actual taxable income growth CY2009 from Table 4.2,CBO Outlook January 2010							
Actual taxable income growth CY2010 from Table 4.2, CBO Outlook January 2011
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