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Directors of Utilities Committee Meeting – May 5, 2021
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A meeting of the Directors of Utilities Committee will be held on Wednesday, May 5, 2021.
The meeting will begin at 1:30 p.m. The agenda and related materials are attached.

Pursuant to the declared state of emergency in the Commonwealth of Virginia in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic and to protect the public health and safety of the committee members, staff,
and general public, the Directors of Utilities Committee meeting will be held electronically via
Webex. Participants can join using the following information:
Join by computer: https://hrpdc-418.my.webex.com/hrpdc418.my/j.php?MTID=m7275661977c5f2353e4bb73b431d9b6f
Join by phone: +1-415-655-0001

Meeting number / Access code: 126 164 8428
Password: 1234

If you have any questions or need further information, please do not hesitate to contact me.
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MEETING OF
DIRECTORS OF UTILITIES COMMITTEE
AGENDA
May 5, 2021
1:30 PM
Pursuant to the declared state of emergency in the Commonwealth of Virginia in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic and to protect the public health and safety of the committee
members, staff, and general public, the Directors of Utilities Committee meeting will be held
electronically.
1. Summary of the March 3, 2021 Meeting of the Directors of Utilities Committee

The summary of the March 3, 2021 meeting of the Directors of Utilities Committee is
attached for review and approval.
Attachment 1:

March 3, 2021 Meeting Summary

ACTION: Approve the meeting summary.

2. Public Comment

3. Help 2 Others Program update

HRPDC staff will provide an overview of the March 21st H2O Program partners meeting
and review proposed changes to program administration, eligibility, allocation of funds,
and collection of donations.
ACTION: Per discussion.

4. Federal Infrastructure Funds

HRPDC staff will share recent experiences in which the Congressional delegation
requested input on regional priority projects across many sectors. Staff encourages
discussion on how best to prepare for potential project requests for new Federal
Infrastructure funding for drinking water and wastewater systems.
ACTION: Per Discussion

5. Lead and Copper Rule follow up

The LCR DUC subcommittee requested guidance and examples of how to conduct and
document a lead service line inventory. One example is captured in the attached AWWA
article on Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority. The committee is encouraged to discuss
if any ideas would be worth duplicating in Hampton Roads. For example, would it be
helpful to work on a regional website to document the lead inventories? Would it be
helpful to create an app for multiple utilities to use in field data collection? How many
utilities have already begun these efforts? The second article is on public perception of
2

public drinking water. Is the committee interested in this type of data? Would a regional
survey be worthwhile?
Attachment 5A: LSLInventory.pdf
Attachment 5B: PublicPerception.pdf
ACTION: Per discussion

6. HRPDC / Mission H2O / New Aqualaw group

HRPDC staff will like to discuss the mission and strengths and weaknesses of the Mission
H2O
organization
and
newly
formed
group
through
AquaLaw
(http://www.vmdwa.org/). Also, HRPDC staff will send out some questions about the
best role for HRPDC and types of work for us to focus on such as data collection,
facilitation, policy analysis, and GIS. This input will inform the recruitment of Katie
Krueger’s replacement.
ACTION: Per discussion

7. Utility Directors Roundtable Discussion

The Utility Directors will have the opportunity to discuss matters of mutual interest.
Including:
• Emergency Debt Repayment Plan Updates
• Spending CARES Act funding
• Coronavirus updates
o Link to HRPDC Coronavirus Planning Hub
• Lessons learned from the pandemic
• Legislative Updates
ACTION: Per discussion.

8. Other Business
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MEETING SUMMARY
DIRECTORS OF UTILITIES COMMITTEE
March 3, 2021
WebEx
Pursuant to the declared state of emergency in the Commonwealth of Virginia in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic and to protect the public health and safety of the committee members,
staff, and general public, the meeting was held on March 3, 2021 at 1:30 pm via WebEx. These
electronic meetings are required to complete essential business on behalf of the region. A
recording of the meeting is available on the website. The following attended electronically:

Directors of Utilities Committee:
David Jurgens, CH
Jason Mitchell, HA
Edward G. Henifin, HRSD
Donald Jennings, IW
Doug Powell, JCSA
Yann A. Le Gouellec, NN

Robert Carteris, NO
Chad Krejcarek, PQ
Jack Reed, SM
Paul Retel, SU
Brian K. Woodward, YK

Directors of Utilities Copy:
Erin Trimyer, CH
Kate Bernatitus, NN
Bud Curtis, NN
James J. Young, NN

Rob Martz, HRSD

HRPDC Staff:
Whitney Katchmark

Katie Krueger

1. Summary of the February 3, 2020 Meeting of the Directors of Utilities and Health

Directors Committee

There were no comments on or revisions to the summary of the February 3, 2020
Committee meeting.

ACTION: The summary of the February 3, 2020 meeting of the Directors of Utilities
Committee was approved by consensus

2. Public Comment

There were no public comments.

3. HRSD Resiliency Discussion

Mr Rob Martz, HRSD, gave an update on the HRSD Climate Change Study that began in
2019. HRSD is working to complete a treatment plant flood risk assessment and a
1
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climate change tool for risk and cost over time. The study is still in progress and HRSD
plans to do identify how much it will cost to protect each of their pump stations.
ACTION: None

4. SSORS Changes Discussion

At the February Committee meeting, the Committee suggested incorporating checkbox
ranges of overflow volume to estimate max overflow. However, based on recent talks
between Mr. Paul Retel (SU), DEQ, and VDH, DEQ did not approve of the suggestion.
VDH suggested that instead, localities add a description of the overflow in the text box
of an opened SSORS report so that they can make a decision about closing shellfish
harvesting areas. Then include the final overflow estimate when they are ready to close
the report. Additionally, DEQ asked that the utilities develop a reporting system for
microbial source tracking projects that identify chronic sewer leaks. Ms. Whitney
Katchmark, HRPDC, suggested that the utility directors meet with the MS4’s to
coordinate since many of them ave a bacteria action plan as part of their permit.
ACTION: None.

5. Annual Water and Wastewater Rate Datacall

Ms. Katie Krueger, HRPDC, gave an overview of the recent FY2021 Rate Datacall. She
sent the report and data sheet to Committee once the meeting ended and encourages
Committee members to provide feedback.
ACTION: None.

6. Legislative Updates

Ms. Whitney Katchmark, HRPDC, gave an overview of recent state and federal
legislative updates. Including water audit plan requirements, apprenticeship programs
study, and federal low income assistance programs.
ACTION: None.

7. Utility Directors Roundtable Discussion

Ms. Katchmark updated the Committee on discussions with the CAO’s about assistance
programs. The CAO’s were concerned that not enough customers were applying for the
money, but were still hesitant about starting shutoffs. Isle of Wight stated that they have
not met the criteria to begin shutoffs. Newport News stated that they have not received
much interest from city management to start the shutoffs because they want to get the
vaccinations behind them.
HRSD updated the Committee on their shutoff plans. They are developing a mobile
application that will set up customers on a payment plan online. If the customers still
2
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won’t pay their bill, they are planning to start shutting off customers sometime this
summer. HRSD is not ready to commit to postponing shutoffs for individual localities
yet but they are willing to apply their assistance funds to locality accounts.
Chesapeake asked if there was any locality in addition to them that is working to get
their city council to approve the end of the moratorium on shutoffs. Suffolks is slowly
moving in the direction of getting that approved.

Chesapeake has two large claims (over $10,000) for assistance but is planning to sit on
the claims until the end of the year. Norfolk said that they have received a large claim as
well and they are planning to do the same thing as Chesapeake. Norfolk is thinking
about putting a $10,000 limit on claims in order to assist small businesses.
HRSD also gave an update that the new budget bill allows them to apply assistance to an
account more than once. Additionally, HRSD is working on the tax implications of
assistance that exceeded $600 (which requires a 1099 tax form). They are currently
working with their attorneys to get the special ruling from the IRS since there is an
exception for general welfare support.
ACTION: None

8. Staff Reports
• HRSD Integrated Plan – First Amendment to 2014 MOA: Staff reviewed status of
•
•

locality approvals of the MOA.
FOG MOA – Staff reviewed status of locality approvals of the regional MOA
Groundwater MOA – Staff reviewed status of locality approvals of the MOA

9. Other Business

There was no other business

3
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Attachment 5A

• C OV E R S T O RY

Developing
and Verifying
a Water
Service Line
Inventory
Daniel T. Duffy and William J. Pickering
Key Takeaways
A complete and accurate water service line
inventory goes beyond regulatory requirements
when used in conjunction with a lead service
line replacement program.
Absent accurate historical records, it’s likely
several sources of information will be needed
to complete a lead service line inventory.
The inventory data must be maintained as a
living document so they can be used to help
respond if an exceedance occurs.

In 2016, Pittsburgh Water and Sewer
Authority (PWSA) began work to
prepare and update an inventory
of residential water service line
materials. Through this effort, there
have been many lessons learned.

Layout imagery by Stefan Ml/Shutterstock.com
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P

ittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority (PWSA)
is in the midst of a multiyear project to prepare
and update its inventory of residential water
service line materials. The effort started in
2016 in response to a lead action level exceedance in the
drinking water system. Before 1980, all service lines were
private, but the utility has since accepted ownership for
the portion of the service line from water main to curb
stop for residential customers. Therefore, the inventory
initially focused on residential, public-side service lines
because these are the lines owned by PWSA.
As the inventory effort proceeded, PWSA developed a
better understanding of the information, methods, and
issues related to completing this important project. Like
many large water utilities around the world, data and
records have not been consistently collected and maintained throughout the many years of operation. Learning
from the experiences of similar utilities, PWSA’s main
takeaway was that, to confirm the absence of lead when
records do not exist or have not been maintained, no
single method is capable of obtaining the comprehensive
information necessary to develop an accurate inventory.
As such, PWSA staff have used several data collection
methods to complete the service line inventory, which
have evolved as this effort progressed.

A main takeaway was that no single
method is capable of obtaining
the comprehensive information
necessary to develop an accurate
inventory.

Importance of an Accurate and Up-to-Date
Inventory
While current regulatory compliance is critical, there
are other compelling reasons for utilities to invest in
preparing and maintaining accurate lead service line
inventories.
Lead and Copper Rule Compliance
In the United States, the current Lead and Copper
Rule (LCR) requires that water systems identify the
initial number of lead service lines in their distribution systems, including identifying the portion owned
by the utility. Recent LCR revisions require the materials to be identified as “non-lead,” “lead,” “lead status

unknown” (or “unknown”), and if it was once located
downstream of lead, “galvanized requiring replacement.” In addition, new communication requirements
are proposed that would mandate annual notification
to all locations with lead (including unknown) on either side of the service line.
Another compelling reason for a complete and accurate inventory relates to disclosure and communication. PWSA publishes its inventory on a web-based
map, allowing customers to enter their address and
determine their service line material, if available. With
a more accurate inventory, future communication can
be more precise, potentially reducing the number of
letters sent to customers and any accompanying confusion or uncertainty.
Prioritizing Lead Service Line Replacements
Lead service line replacement (LSLR) programs are
another reason to ensure the inventory is as accurate as
possible. PWSA selects areas for LSLR and water main
replacements on the basis of a prioritization model with
inputs that includes health-related factors and the number of lead service lines in an area. An accurate inventory
helps ensure lead service lines are replaced efficiently.
Reducing LSLR Costs
As part of PWSA’s neighborhood LSLR programs, utility
staff conduct an excavation verification at every residential location in the work area where there is either record
of lead or an unknown record on the public side of the
service line. Since 2018, while working at almost 9,000
locations, PWSA has spent more than US$5 million excavating locations where no lead was found—an effective
but costly and inefficient way to update the inventory. As
its inventory efforts continue and information is obtained
or updated, PWSA can remove locations without lead
from further related activities.

Sources of Information
As part of its original inventory efforts, PWSA developed a digital database of drill records and/or historical records that were created when a water main
was tapped for a service line. Subsequent efforts have
collected data from curb box inspections (CBIs), verification excavations, service line or meter replacements, a
machine-learning predictive model, and records from the
county plumbing department. Summaries of these and
other efforts follow.
Historical Drill Records
PWSA was created in 1984, but before that the water
system was operated by the City of Pittsburgh, which did

8 JOURNAL AWWA • APRIL 2021

Attachment 5A

New Lead and Copper Rule revisions now identify an entire
service line as a lead service line if either the private or public
side is identified as lead.

Photographs are taken during curb box inspections to check for
a “wipe joint” on one side of the service line; this bulb-type joint
typically indicates that the line attached to the valve contains lead.

not own any portion of the water service lines. During
this period, the city was responsible only for tapping the
water main and recording the materials used (the “public
side” record) in a drill sheet or drill record. A service inspection record that captured information mostly about
the meter and house-specific data was also prepared
(but not at every location where a drill record exists),
and this record covered the portion of the service line
between the curb stop and the service location (private
side). However, since the utility did not own the service
lines, these records were not always updated as maintenance was conducted over the years. In 1980 the city took
responsibility for the portion of residential service lines
from the main to the curb stop (public side), while the
remainder of the service line was the responsibility of the
property owner.
PWSA’s initial inventory approach focused on these
historical drill records, which included almost 130,000
paper service record folders (with one to 10 pages in each)
and about 3,000 microfiche records. In 2017 all the paper
records were scanned, a database was created with the
results, and the original inventory was prepared and ultimately published on a searchable online map on PWSA’s
website (see Figure 1 for a screenshot).

by locating and cleaning the curb box and inserting a
small camera down the box to determine material type.
The camera typically is inserted the full depth of the curb
box so that the curb stop and connecting service lines
(public and private side) are visible. A lead line is identified as having a bulb-type “wipe joint,” which was the
joint method typically used to attach the lead line to the
valve. Non-lead lines typically are identified by the fittings observed in the curb box.
After the pilot program, the intent was to conduct
a CBI at all residential service locations that did not
have a historical record for the public side (about
45,000 locations) and use the results to complete the
service line inventory. In 2018 the CBI program was
implemented at full scale, with about 15,000 locations
inspected that year and a goal to do another 15,000 per
year for 2019 and 2020.
Upon completion of the 2018 CBI program, PWSA
reviewed the program’s data and found there were no usable data for about 75% of the locations for the following
reasons:
• Inability to locate curb box
• Curb box damaged or misaligned such that equipment could not access the curb stop
• Line degraded or photos not clear and material type
unidentifiable
When staff compared the materials found from excavating as part of its LSLR program with the CBI records,
the results often conflicted. When the CBI indicated lead,
the result was extremely accurate, and 97% of the locations had verified lead service lines. However, when the

CBIs
Many of the historical drill records were considered inaccurate because of maintenance conducted over the
decades since original installation. In 2017 PWSA piloted
a CBI program, with inspections at a total of about 5,200
locations. With a CBI, service line material is determined
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Screenshot of Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority (PWSA) Lead Service Line Map
ArcGIS
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Figure 1

CBI indicated non-lead service lines, lead was still found
at about 35% of these locations. This is because in some
instances the curb stop and a small portion of the service line necessary to complete the reconnection to the
existing service line (called a tail piece) may have been
replaced, so the CBI method couldn’t confirm if other
portions of the service line were lead material.
On the basis of these results, PWSA determined that by
itself, a non-lead CBI result couldn’t be used for inventory
purposes. Staff amended their original plan to conduct
a CBI at all remaining sites (30,000 locations) and target
subsequent CBI efforts on strategic locations where filling in any information could assist the modeling efforts.

Verification Excavations/LSLR
PWSA’s first LSLR program was implemented in 2017. Most
of the LSLR work conducted since then has consisted of
neighborhood-based programs in which PWSA excavates
the curb stop at all locations within the neighborhood area
that either have a lead historical record or no record at all.
Contractors are required to excavate a minimum of 24
inches on either side of the curb stop to ensure any curb
stop–only replacements with a non-lead tail piece are
identified. If lead is found on the public side, it is replaced;
in addition, PWSA also offers to replace the private-side
lead line at no cost to the property owner if they agree—
this policy was developed to prevent partial replacements.
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Screenshot of ArcGIS Collector App Used by Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority
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Figure 2

As part of this work, PWSA uses an ArcGIS Collector app
to record the material types on either side of the excavated
curb stop and take a photo of the materials. This information is used to update the service line inventory (Figure 2).
PWSA evaluated other excavation methods to assist
in the inventory effort; however, specific conditions in
Pittsburgh make excavation verifications costly and disruptive. “Potholing” (i.e., digging a small test hole) using vacuum excavation techniques has been used in other locations,
but this approach is not more efficient nor less costly than
PWSA’s current method for the following reasons:
• Most PWSA curb boxes are within concrete sidewalks, requiring that staff demolish the sidewalk,

conduct the excavation, and replace excavated
material with suitable aggregate to support the sidewalk. The City of Pittsburgh then requires a full-slab
sidewalk replacement, including adjacent slabs and
potentially a curb depending on the surrounding
conditions.
• Because of the prevalence of locations where
the curb box and tail pieces have been replaced,
PWSA requires a minimum of 24 inches of service line clearance on both sides of the curb box
to ensure that lead is not observed. This results
in a larger excavation, negating the efficiencies
of potholing.
JOURNAL AWWA • APRIL 2021 11

Attachment 5A

• C OV E R S T O RY

Wa te r S e r v i c e L in e Inve n to r y

Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority has spent millions of dollars excavating locations where no lead was found—an effective but costly
and inefficient way to update the inventory.

Several local LSLR contractors have purchased vacuum excavation trucks to assist in the verification process.
The efficiency of this process depends on the underlying
soil conditions, and a truck and crew can verify up to
20 locations in a day under optimum conditions. Other
locations where potholing could be more effective than
sidewalk demolition are green spaces where there would
be limited disturbance.
Machine Learning Predictive Modeling
PWSA engaged the University of Pittsburgh to prepare a
machine-learning predictive model to assist in prioritizing an annual cycle of replacements and in estimating
inventories of service line material. Along with other data
deemed important to the modeling effort, the university
used the verification excavation data from more than
8,100 locations to build a predictive model of service line
materials. The model was used to estimate service line
materials for about 61,000 locations.
Model predictions demonstrated only marginal value
for estimating inventories by material. The model was
73% accurate compared with the historical data that
were 63% accurate. As a result, PWSA isn’t using the
model for estimating inventories of service line by material, but the predictions will be used to assist in prioritizing LSLR areas in the future. PWSA is also exploring

opportunities to use the model predictions along with
other available data (such as a CBI or meter replacement
data) for inventory purposes.
Public-Side Records Update
While the initial inventory efforts focused on historical
drill records, PWSA has undertaken a larger effort to
update its geographical information system with other
sources of service line material information uncovered
through a construction document review. These records
consist mostly of water main replacement projects conducted over the past 50 years, developer submittals, and
county build-date data. Each record is being reviewed to
confirm that enough information is present to indicate a
new service line was installed in its entirety; the record is
updated accordingly.
Private-Side Meter Replacements
In November 2018 PWSA commenced a five-year project
to replace about 50,000 residential water service meters
out of a total of about 71,000 residential service locations.
As part of this work, a tablet app was developed within
PWSA’s work order system. The meter replacement app
requires the PWSA plumber replacing the meter to identify and record the service line material as well as the
household plumbing material immediately adjacent to
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Private-Side Health Department Inspection Records
Allegheny County Health Department (ACHD) oversees
the plumbing permit and inspection process for any
plumbing work conducted in the county (including
private-side service lines). In 2018 ACHD instituted a
moratorium on repairs to private-side lead service lines,
instead requiring those service lines to be fully replaced.
ACHD also doesn’t allow a private plumber to reconnect
a private service line to a public lead line; instead, the
plumber must contact PWSA to replace the public side at
the same time the plumber's work is being done.
Also in 2018, ACHD implemented a tablet app used by
its plumbing inspectors to prepare reports associated
with their work. PWSA recently worked with ACHD to get
automated emails containing any plumbing inspection
report associated with a private service line; this information is used to update the private-side service line
inventory. PWSA is also working with ACHD to review its
inspection records for the past five years (records older
than this are purged) to determine if they can be used to
update the private-side inventory.

• Develop the tools necessary to collect and properly
record new information. PWSA invested in several
specific tablet apps for employees and consultants, and
these tools greatly enhanced the information collected
as well as PWSA’s ability to use it to update the inventory. This effort has also been critical when reporting
data to regulatory agencies and providing updates to
the board of directors and other stakeholders. In addition, the data are used to update PWSA’s online map of
service line materials on a monthly basis.
Depending on the quality of records maintained by your
utility, the development of a detailed and accurate inventory
of service line materials could be a major and costly undertaking. Multiple approaches are likely needed to complete
a utility’s inventory, so a comprehensive evaluation of the
means and tools available will help develop a solution that
can provide reliable cost-efficient data. For example, PWSA
spent a lot of resources researching old operations and
construction records, many of which were paper copies that
required detailed review for the necessary information, as
opposed to focusing on the costlier verification excavation.
Whatever approaches your utility takes, the benefits of a detailed and accurate inventory can help support utility actions
and initiatives such as maintaining current and future regulatory compliance and helping to improve LSLR programs.

Lessons Learned

About the Authors

the meter. A photograph of the meter and connecting piping is included in the record, and the information is used
to update the private-side service line inventory.

PWSA leaders and staff learned several lessons from
efforts to build a lead service line inventory:
• Don’t be afraid to try something new. When developing both the CBI program (not used elsewhere
at the utility) and the modeling effort (a new development), PWSA was optimistic that these initiatives
would provide a reliable solution to preparing the
inventory. But while both provided some information
for the inventory, neither can be used exclusively to
complete the inventory effort. Also, data collected
from each approach are used by PWSA for other purposes beyond the inventory effort.
• Get to know your data and understand the limitations. PWSA’s historical drill records included several
locations that indicated a copper public service line installed as part of a water main replacement project. However, for older replacement projects (1950s and 1960s),
this was the only record available. There were no as-built
construction drawings, so staff subsequently learned that
water main replacement projects during this era installed
only a 3- to 4-foot piece of copper pipe as part of the main
replacement and did not replace the service line to the
curb stop. PWSA staff reviewed the historical drill records
to make sure these locations did not inaccurately report
non-lead if this was the only record available.

Daniel T. Duffy is an independent consultant with East Woods Consultants LLC,
Boylston, Mass.; dtduffy@gmail.com.
William J. Pickering is the chief executive officer of
Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority, Pittsburgh, Pa.;
wpickering@pgh2o.com.
https://doi.org/10.1002/awwa.1686

AWWA Resources
• Examining the Proposed Lead and Copper Rule Trigger Level.
Masters SV, Bartrand TA, Seidel CJ. 2020. Journal AWWA.
112:11:40. https://doi.org/10.1002/awwa.1613
• Detroit’s Robust Full Lead Service Line Replacement Program.
Smalley SA, Peckinpaugh B. 2020. Journal AWWA. 112:10:40.
https://doi.org/10.1002/awwa.1593
• Safety and Affordability Are Vital for Lead Service Line
Replacement. Deshpande N, McCarthy C. 2020. Opflow.
46:8:10. https://doi.org/10.1002/opfl.1408
These resources have been supplied by Journal AWWA staff.
For information on these and other AWWA resources, visit
www.awwa.org.
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• F E AT U R E

Improving
Public
Perceptions
of Tap Water
Matthew Junker and Adam T. Carpenter
Key Takeaways
A 2020 AWWA survey explored the US public’s
perceptions of drinking water, sampling a range of
demographics to get a comprehensive picture.
Overall confidence in tap water is positive, but the
water sector must address some issues to increase
public trust and understanding of water systems.
Communication is a powerful tool. A water utility
in Pennsylvania took cues from other utilities to
strengthen its customer outreach channels.
Layout imagery by sonsart/Shutterstock.com
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P ub li c Pe r c e p t i o n s o f Tap Wa te r

W

hen AWWA set out to poll a US audience about their confidence in tap
water, it did so because there was concern about perceptions among water
customers. Had the national regard for public water
supplies been tainted by the issues that surfaced with
the 2014 lead contamination in Flint, Mich., and awareness campaigns of activist organizations?

Had the national regard for public
water supplies been tainted by the
2014 lead contamination in Flint,
Mich., and awareness campaigns
of activist organizations?

Survey Insights
AWWA’s survey, Public Perceptions of Tap Water, was
conducted by Morning Consult on June 10–13, 2020,
and was overseen by a steering committee of utility
leaders. The survey sample aimed for a broad range
of people, and of the 2,200 who were contacted, 1,940
were served by water utilities. Interviews took place
online and the data were weighted to approximate a
sample representative of US adults based on gender,
education, age, race, and geographic region.
The good news is that nearly four out of five
Americans served by a water utility think their water
is excellent or good. “It’s encouraging to see that
overall confidence in tap water is high in the United
States,” said AWWA chief executive officer David
LaFrance when the survey results were released. “We
hope this survey helps water professionals better understand consumer perceptions—both positive and
negative—so they can continue to address concerns
and strengthen public trust.”
While AWWA will use the results to provide insight
on expected discussions about possible adjustments
to the Safe Drinking Water Act, the survey also
revealed issues that can be directly addressed by
the water sector. In particular, Black and Hispanic
consumers reported lower levels of satisfaction than
White consumers, and they were also less confident
in the safety and quality of water.
Income was a factor as well, with the less affluent
having lower levels of satisfaction and confidence in

safety and quality. Figures 1–3 chart the responses to
three survey questions.
“The survey underscores that there is still a lot of
work to do to earn trust among Black and Hispanic
water consumers and among people with low and
middle incomes,” said AWWA president Melissa
Elliott after the survey results were released.
“Developing solutions to affordability challenges,
swiftly addressing water quality issues in disadvantaged communities, and improving communications
are key in building confidence in tap water.”

Consumer Confidence
Since the Consumer Confidence Rule took effect in the
United States in 1999, every community water system
has been required to develop an annual Consumer
Confidence Report (CCR). Most community water systems are required to deliver a CCR to customers, either
by mail or electronically, with the exception of some
small systems that can apply for waivers to post the
report publicly instead of delivering it to customers.
These reports are meant to convey the safety
(or lack thereof) of a given system’s water, but a
group convened by AWWA of water industry experts
and regulators that met in 2019 agreed that CCRs
aren’t widely read. On the other hand, according to a
2016 Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll,
Americans ranked contaminated drinking water
third—just behind heroin abuse and cancer—as the
biggest risk to public health. The US Environmental
Protection Agency stated in its 2003 Gallup survey
that, since the vast majority of water systems were

Black and Hispanic consumers
reported lower levels of satisfaction
than White consumers, and they were
also less confident in the safety and
quality of water.

meeting federal standards, “a number of Americans
may be taking unnecessary and costly precautions” by
purchasing in-home treatment devices. AWWA asked
specific questions in this area through its 2020 Public
Perceptions Survey to help address these concerns and
bring new information to the conversation.
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On the topic of in-home treatment, respondents who reported
drinking filtered water weekly or
more often were asked to choose
a response that best described
why they drank filtered water.
Of adult water utility customers
who responded, 30% selected
safety and 26% selected taste as
their reason for drinking filtered
water. In addition, the survey
found that rural respondents
prioritized taste as the main
reason for filtering their water,
urbanites prioritized safety, and
those in suburban communities
were evenly split.
It was also noted that income
affected perception of a need for
in-home filtration rather than an
aesthetic reason, such as taste.
Lower-income adults were more
likely to report safety as their
reason for drinking filtered
water, while higher-income
adults reported taste as their
main driver.

Customer Satisfaction With Tap Water

Copyright © 2020 Morning Consult. All rights reserved.

Figure 1

Customer Perception of Tap Water Safety

Staying in Touch
Of the 1,940 people participating
in the AWWA survey who were
served by a water utility, 1,363
reported drinking bottled water
at least once a week, with the
main reason being convenience.
But of those who already drink
bottled water, 52% believed it
was more desirable than tap
water for various reasons,
including taste, quality, safety,
and odor, and 24% said they
never drink their tap water. This
is consistent with similar surveys. For example, in its 2020
Water Utility Residential
Customer Satisfaction Study, J.D.
Power found that 25% of adults
surveyed didn’t drink tap water.
Regardless of who’s saying it,
these responses suggest that
consumer perceptions of drinking water need to be addressed.

Copyright © 2020 Morning Consult. All rights reserved.

Figure 2

Customer Perception of Tap Water Quality

Copyright © 2020 Morning Consult. All rights reserved.

Figure 3
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Recent Communications and Customer Perception
Recent Communications and Customer Perception
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Figure 4

Regular Communication Makes a Difference
Digging deeper into the survey results reveals relatively simple ways to improve the perception of a utility’s water, starting with bolstering or fine-tuning
communications. Figure 4 shows that respondents
who recalled any communications from their utility
in the past year were much more likely to give high

Digging deeper into the survey
results reveals relatively simple
ways to improve the perception of a
utility’s water, starting with bolstering
or fine-tuning communications.

ratings to safety, satisfaction, and quality than
respondents who didn’t recall hearing from their utility at all.
On the topic of safety, respondents were 60% more
likely to rate their utility as excellent if they had heard
from the utility in the past year, with similar but lower
levels when rated on quality and satisfaction. The time

frame during the past year didn’t change things
significantly—only that customers recalled communication at some point. Since only 28% of respondents recalled receiving any communication from their water
utility at all, it appears there’s room for improvement
when it comes to staying in touch with customers.
J.D. Power found similar results when trying to quantify customer satisfaction in relation to service. Using a
1,000-point scale for satisfaction, J.D. Power calculated
that customers who recalled a proactive communication from their water utility rated them 106 points
higher than customers who recalled no communication. Simple, proactive communication seems to be a
good strategy for building customer confidence. Also
from J.D. Power’s 2020 study, customers who recalled
receiving a CCR were 5% more likely to drink their tap
water, and those who used auto-payment and e-billing
had a 4.5% increase in customer satisfaction.
Learning by Example: Newsletters
Other utilities can provide good examples of what
works and what approaches they take to enhance communication with their customers. When the Municipal
Authority of Westmoreland County (MAWC; New
Stanton, Pa.) was evaluating ways to reach its customers directly, it learned that in Colorado, Denver Water
had recently started sending a weekly newsletter, TAP,
to customers.
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“In the face of a changing media landscape and future
water challenges, we wanted to proactively take our
stories directly to our customers and stakeholders,” said
Stacy Chesney, director of public affairs for Denver Water.
“It wasn’t enough to rely on pitching stories to the news
media in hopes of them picking it up. Launching denverwaterTAP.org has helped Denver Water lead conversations about water and share insightful news, features,
and commentary. Through TAP, we stay at the forefront
of water issues and build trust with the people we serve.”
Denver Water, which serves more than 1.5 million
people, employs staff to write its newsletter. MAWC,
which serves about 400,000, scaled that idea down to
fit its budget. MAWC uses freelance writers to compose memorable, newsy stories and features about
how water is used to attract customer “clicks” to the
email newsletter. Because writing and editing can take
time, MAWC thought paying $100 per story was a good
investment. The utility uses between three and seven
stories in its twice-a-year newsletter.

Some articles in MAWC’s newsletter are entertaining, such as an article on home brewing; other articles
are practical and instructive, such as those on cleaning
aerators and servicing a hot water tank’s sacrificial anode. And while the fun stories may lead more customers
to open an email, MAWC reported that readers click
through on the website four to 10 times more frequently
to read articles about improving water quality in homes
and businesses. Newsletters can also highlight awards,

Utilities often already have the
tools to give customers advance
notices—for example, when there is
a potential leak in the home, which is
usually from a toilet.

accomplishments of longtime staffers, and new programs and faces at a utility.
While MAWC has 121,000-plus potable water accounts and more than 26,000 wastewater accounts, it
has email addresses for only about 53,000 of its total accounts. The utility is working to increase that number.
A utility should set up a separate email domain
for its newsletter. If sent from a company account,
a handful of customers will mark it as spam, and
eventually other email messages could be diverted to
spam folders.

Confidence in Quality

The Municipal Authority of Westmoreland County posted this
photograph on its Facebook page with the message, “Your
water is safe, and Mary-Louise is taking samples, making sure
that it stays that way—all the way to your door. Essential, now
more than ever.” The post received replies such as “Thanks for
keeping us safe Mary Louise!” and “Good job, Mary Louise!”
Photo by Municipal Authority of Westmoreland

AWWA’s survey showed a weak point in reporting to
water customers about the frequency of water quality
tests; 49% of respondents weren’t very aware or were not
aware at all that water utilities test water frequently.
Utilities could tell customers how often they test their
water as compared with the frequency of testing at bottled water companies; this could be a way to address
the safety and quality concerns raised by those who
avoid drinking tap water.
When MAWC highlighted tests within its distribution system in an April post on Facebook, it attracted
about 10 times the attention of usual posts (see the photograph on this page). While some of that interest was
attributed to concern about the COVID-19 pandemic,
the response was enthusiastic.
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Repeat, Repeat, Repeat
Repetition is often key to memorable communication.
AWWA’s Trending in an Instant communications guide
states that repetition is reassuring. Research has proved
that people need to hear something at least three times
from a trusted source before complex information—or
information that goes against a previously formed and
ingrained opinion—is even heard.
When COVID-19 became an issue, MAWC used its
newsletter, website, and social media accounts to convey

Regardless of the goals for outreach
or methods used, utilities will benefit
themselves and their customers by
making regular, informative, clear
communication a priority.

that its water was still safe and not a means of transmitting SARS-CoV2. Communications included descriptions,
photos, and videos that reinforced this message. When it
came time to publish its post-COVID-shutdown flushing
instructions, MAWC sent the instructions, along with a
helpful video from Louisville Water in Kentucky, to business groups, the 90-plus municipalities it serves, and all
of the Facebook community groups in its service area.
According to President Elliott, “We need to do a better job of reaching water consumers in ways that are
meaningful to them and through the communication
channels they prefer.”
Utilities often already have the tools to give customers advance notices—for example, when there is
a potential leak in the home, which is usually from a
toilet. MAWC uses its robo-call emergency tool to notify
customers about 30% higher-than-normal consumption
before they receive their water bill. The call suggests
looking for a toilet leak and offers to connect the customer with a customer service agent. This advance
notice sometimes comes up to a week before the bill
arrives, so customers can investigate the situation and
respond immediately, which they often appreciate.
MAWC does the same for customers who have failed
to pay their bills for any reason. These customers
receive a call before they are sent written notice, and
about a third of this group opt to be connected to a customer service representative and pay their bill.

Making Customer Connection a Priority
Following examples from peer utilities and industry leaders, MAWC recently worked on making its CCR easier to
understand. Using graphical cues, customers can now
clearly see if any federal or state water quality standards
aren’t met, or in MAWC’s case, that all standards continue to be met.
MAWC promotes its payment portal through its newsletter and an occasional social media advertisement.
As noted earlier, availability of auto-pay or e-billing has
been shown to correlate to greater customer satisfaction.
To highlight its capital improvements, which also influence
customer satisfaction, MAWC gathers information from multiple departments monthly. It updates projects on its Leaks &
Projects Map twice a year. Leaks appear "live," or are updated
as they happen. The idea is to convey how MAWC addresses
vital infrastructure in its service area, turning service interruptions into a means to better connect with customers.
It’s important for utilities to be aware of public perceptions of their tap water. And regardless of the goals for
outreach or methods used, utilities will benefit themselves and their customers by making regular, informative, clear communication a priority.
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login required].
• Four Ps for Effective Communication. Dearing Smith K. 2019.
Journal AWWA. 111:7:54. https://doi.org/10.1002/awwa.1325
• Public Buy-In: We Can’t Succeed Without It. Kubick K.
2016. Journal AWWA. 108:4:18. https://doi.org/10.5942/
jawwa.2016.108.0041
• Changing Public Perception About Water Purification.
Steirer M. 2012. Opflow. 38:12:8. https://doi.org/10.5991/
OPF.2012.38.0079
These resources have been supplied by Journal AWWA staff. For
information on these and other AWWA resources, visit www.
awwa.org.
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