
 

  

 
CHALLENGES TO CLEAN WATER 

ACCESS 
By Carter Martindale 

INTRODUCTION 
As of 2019, the US Water Alliance found that more than two 

million Americans live without running water, indoor plumbing, or 
adequate water sanitation. While most people living in the United 
States (US) take access to clean drinking water and adequate 
sanitation for granted, people across the US continue to face 
challenges related to clean water access. Families of the Navajo 
Nation in the Southwestern US drive for hours to haul barrels of 
water necessary for their basic needs. In Alabama, children are not 
able to play outside because their yards are flooded with raw 
sewage. In Central Valley, California, water from individual taps is 
not safe to drink, and individuals must fill up bottles at public taps 
(The US Water Alliance 7). 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
estimated that upwards of 477,000 people got sick from the 13 most 
common waterborne infectious diseases in the US and 
approximately 6,900 died from them, during the 2003 to 2009 
period. Furthermore, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
estimates that in 2017 alone almost 22 million US residents drank 
from water systems that were in violation of public health standards 
(American Public Health Organization). While clean water access is 
commonly thought of as only an issue in the developing world, the 
reality is that a lack of infrastructure and investment, contaminated 
water sources, high prices, and other barriers continue to obstruct 
access to clean water for all Americans (Riggs et al. 4).  
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EXPLANATION OF THE ISSUE 
Historical Development 

The US government began investing in modern systems that 
extended safe and reliable drinking and wastewater services to 
Americans as a response to water-borne illnesses (such as cholera). 
These water-borne illnesses were a leading cause of death in the US, 
and government investment helped to neutralize this threat to 
public health. The US continued to fund water infrastructure 
through the late twentieth century, extending water access to nearly 
every American. These investments, however, were not necessarily 
beneficial for all parties. In the early 1900s, for example, federal 
subsidies of drinking and irrigation water for settlers in the West 
often came at the expense of native tribes. This, in addition to 
nuclear weapons testing and nuclear waste storage, is a driver for 
water access challenges in tribal areas like the Navajo Nation. 
Another example of discriminatory investment took place in areas 
like Zanesville, Ohio, which refused to build municipal water lines 
in African-American neighborhoods in the 1950s. While outright 
discriminatory practices such as this have ceased, many 
communities continue to feel their effects today.  

Furthermore, federal funding for water infrastructure today is a 
small percentage of what it once was, placing the cost for expanding 
water and sanitation access on state and local government. Whereas 
63% of total capital spending for water and wastewater systems 
came from the federal government in 1977, today that number is 
less than 9%. Beginning in the 1980s the federal government began 
placing more emphasis on loans rather than grants through 
departments like the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) and State Revolving Funds, making it difficult for rural and 
low-income communities to afford the needed infrastructure. Some 
communities are also reporting that they are losing access to 
services they once had, with six states recording an increase in the 
number of people without access to complete plumbing (The US 
Water Alliance 22–23). 

Scope of the Problem 
A publication by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

suggests water access issues can be thought of in three buckets: 
household or individual issues, community issues, and future access 
issues. The following sub-sections will examine and explain a 
variety of these challenges.  
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Lack of Basic Indoor Plumbing 
Based on American Community Survey data, an estimated 1.6 

million individuals in the US do not have either a toilet, tub or 
shower, or running water in their homes; some individuals even 
lack all of these basic services. For example, Sandbranch, Texas, a 
city located 14 miles from Dallas, has not had running water in the 
138 years since its establishment. 97% of the town’s residents are 
minorities, and they all live below the federal poverty threshold. 
Similarly, 40% of the Navajo Nation residents in New Mexico lack 
running water, relying on monthly deliveries for their water supply.  

A lack of access to water supplies and plumbing contributes to 
unemployment, poverty, health problems, and makes populations 
more dependent on government services; it also discourages 
economic investment in communities or regions and is crucial from 
a human rights standpoint (Riggs et al. 11) 

Unsanitary On-Site Wastewater Disposal 
Even with indoor plumbing, inadequate wastewater disposal 

systems or treatment result in a variety of disasters, such as homes 
where sewage is directly piped to nearby streams, or homes where 
failed septic systems result in fecal contamination. According to the 
US Census Bureau’s American Housing Survey, about one in five 
housing units in the US rely on some form of decentralized facility 
(such as a private septic system) rather than being connected to a 
community sewer system. A significant portion of these 
decentralized wastewater disposal systems have been shown to fail 
at keeping contaminants away from individuals and the nearby 
environment (although nationwide census data on household 
sanitation has not been gathered since 1990).  

In Michigan, for example, state officials estimate that 10% of the 
state’s 1.3 million on-site wastewater treatment systems have failed 
in the past or are currently polluting the environment. The health 
district in Barry and Eaton counties specifically found almost 1,000 
failed septic systems and 300 houses with no septic systems, 
resulting in household sewage running into the nearest farm drain, 
lake, or stream. Similarly, in Lowndes County, Alabama, 
hookworm is thriving largely due to a lack of sanitary waste 
disposal. 73% of residents surveyed reported raw sewage washing 
into their homes from faulty septic or waste pipes.  

Unsanitary wastewater disposal also contributes to health 
problems for low-income individuals and discourages economic 
investment in communities. The waste also pollutes bodies of water, 
destroying drinking water supplies, eco-systems, and recreational 
sites. Generally, the cost is higher to rehabilitate failed systems or 
reverse the contamination and damage once waste reaches the 
environment,  than place alternative infrastructure or better inspect 
and repair failing systems (Riggs et al. 12). 

Hookworm - 
intestinal, blood-
feeding, parasitic 
roundworms that 

cause types of 
infection known as 

helminthiases 
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Contaminated and At-Risk Wells or Water Supplies 
The US Geological Survey (USGS) estimates that 14% of the US 

population receives their drinking water from self-supplied sources 
(generally meaning individually managed wells and pump systems). 
Researchers have found a relatively high number of problems 
among these individual systems, from chemical (both natural and 
anthropogenic) to fecal contamination, with the USGS finding in 
2010 that 23% of 2,167 domestic wells sampled had at least one 
contaminant exceeding acceptable limits for human health. This 
contamination can spread to the estimated 105 million people 
receiving water from public water systems that use groundwater.  
Increasing episodes of drought are also drying up many wells across 
the country, depriving people of their primary water source.  

An example of this is in California’s Central Valley. California’s 
Water Resources Control Board found that 700,000 Californians 
are currently being exposed to contaminated water at school or at 
home. Additionally, 3,511 California households reported dried up 
wells in January of 2017 (Riggs et al. 13). 

Additionally, Algal blooms caused by pesticide run-off and 
chemical contamination (primarily nitrogen or phosphorous) are 
also a problem for drinking water. An algal bloom in western Lake 
Erie in 2014 prompted a three-day shutdown of Toledo, Ohio’s 
drinking water supply, and affected about 500,000 people 
(Dingell).  

 
Customers Struggling to Pay for Service 

 
Water and wastewater rates are rising at a rapid pace in certain 

hot spots in the country for reasons including drought, significant 
infrastructure investment, or the costs associated with lost water. 
This hurts the portion of the population living below the poverty 
line, leaving individuals to have their water and/or wastewater 
services shut off, or even losing their homes to foreclosure for 
failure to pay the bills. Water payments may vary significantly even 
within a very close geographic proximity, and vary largely across 
the US, costing as much as 5.52% of the median household income 
in certain areas.  

 In 2016 in Detroit, Michigan, more than one in six Detroit 
households had their water cut off for unpaid water bills. In 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, more than 40% of the city’s water 
utility customers are delinquent in paying their water bills (Riggs et 
al. 16). 

 
Substandard Plumbing 

 
 Households with leaky pipes and/or limited control to fix the 

plumbing may pay large bills for water they are not using or may 

Water 
Infrastructure -a 

broad term for systems 
of water supply, 

treatment, 
storage, water resource 

management, flood 
prevention and 

hydropower. The term 
also includes water-

based transportation 
systems such as canals.   
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face their water being shut-off for unpaid bills related to these links. 
The American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) grades the US 
water infrastructure as a “D” and wastewater infrastructure as 
“D+”. The ASCE also estimates that there are around 240,000 
water main breaks each year, wasting over two trillion gallons of 
treated drinking water. There is also the problem of service lines, or 
other components of indoor plumbing that contain lead, leading to 
severe health problems for households reliant on these lines. While 
this problem is widespread, it is particularly pervasive in affordable 
housing and rental markets.  

 An example of this problem is the town of Flint, Michigan, 
where an estimated 29,100 residents have lead or galvanized steel 
service lines that need to be replaced. The estimated cost for this 
restructuring is at least $140 million, which some experts indicate 
that the resulting social cost from the harm done to children by lead 
exposure will be $395 million (Riggs et al. 22). 

Congressional Action 
In 1948, Congress enacted the Federal Water Pollution Control 

Act, establishing the basic structure for regulating discharges of 
pollutants into “the waters of the United States.” This act was 
reorganized and expanded in 1972 through a series of amendments 
that are now known as the Clean Water Act (CWA). The CWA 
allows the EPA to implement pollution control programs and 
develop national water quality recommendations for pollutants in 
surface waters. The CWA also makes it unlawful to discharge any 
pollutant from a point source (such as a pipe or man-made ditch) 
without a permit, and requires that industrial, municipal, and other 
facilities must obtain permits if their discharges go directly to 
surface water. It also funded the construction of sewage treatment 
plants through the Construction Grants Program (which was 
streamlined in 1981 and then replaced in 1987 with the Clean Water 
State Revolving Fund), in addition to formally recognizing the need 
for future planning to address “critical problems posed by non-
point source pollution” (OA US EPA).  

In 1974 Congress passed the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA), 
granting the EPA power to establish primary and secondary 
standards for water contaminants. The SDWA was later amended in 
1986, requiring each state to maintain a wellhead protection 
program that is approved by the EPA. In 1996, amendments 
expanded wellhead protections to include a Surface Water 
Protection Program, a program that applied to surface water that 
was used for drinking.  

Other federal laws protecting groundwater include: the RCRA, 
FIFRA, and the TSCA. The Resource Conservation and Recovery 
Act (RCRA) passed in 1976, regulates the storage, transportation, 
treatment, and disposal of waste in an effort to keep groundwater 

Leaching – the 
flowing or draining of 

soluble chemicals or 
minerals into or out of 

soil, generally due to 
rainwater 
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pure. The Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act 
(FIFRA) passed in 1947 and amended in 1988, authorizes the EPA 
to control the availability of pesticides that could leach into 
groundwater. The Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA) was passed 
in 1976, and authorizes the EPA to regulate the manufacture, use, 
storage, distribution, and/or disposal of any toxic chemicals that 
could leach into groundwater (Michigan State University).  

More recently, in 2016 the Water Infrastructure Improvements 
for the Nation Act (WIIN) was passed. This program provides 
grants to help cities/entities (such as Flint, Michigan) meet EPA 
guidelines. Specifically, Sections 2104, 2105, and 2107 of the WIIN 
Act focus on providing assistance for small, disadvantaged 
communities, and provide funds for both testing lead levels in 
drinking water at schools and child care programs, and reducing 
lead levels through new infrastructure and treatment options (OW 
US EPA, “The Water Infrastructure Improvements for the Nation 
Act (WIIN Act) Grant Programs”).  

In October of 2018, America’s Water Infrastructure Act (AWIA) 
was signed into law. AWIA requires community drinking water 
systems that serve more than 3,300 people to develop or update 
risk assessments and emergency response plans, in addition to 
specifying components that the risk assessment and response plans 
must address. AWIA also establishes deadlines by which water 
systems must certify to the EPA that they have completed the risk 
assessment and response plans (OW US EPA, “America’s Water 
Infrastructure Act”). It also increases authorized funding for Public 
Water System Supervision grants to states, in addition to other 
funding opportunities for state and local governments (House 
Committee on Energy and Commerce).  

Other Policy Action 
In 1922, seven western states (Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, New 

Mexico, Nevada, Arizona, and California) and the federal 
government negotiated the Colorado River Compact to allocate 
water rights on the Colorado River. The compact partitioned water 
between Utah, New Mexico, Wyoming, and Colorado (the Upper 
Basin States) and Arizona, Nevada, and California (the Lower Basin 
States), specifying that each of the basins would have rights to a 
certain amount of water per year. It also allocates the rights to a 
certain amount of water to each state, and not the federal 
government (“The Colorado River Compact”).  

Then, beginning in the mid-1930s the federal government 
enabled the development of rural water systems through the New 
Deal. For example, the Public Works Administration funded water 
supply projects in communities of fewer than 1,000 people. 
Following World War II, The Great Society Initiatives funded pilot 
programs to develop rural water systems and lead to the 
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establishment of the Rural Community Assistance Partnership, a 
major technical assistance provider for small water systems today 
(The US Water Alliance 22) 

In 2015 the United States along with almost 200 United Nations 
(UN) member countries adopted 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
to address various global issues. Sustainable Development Goal Six 
is targeted to “ensure availability and sustainable management of 
water and sanitation for all” (Riggs et al.). While adopting these 
Sustainable Development Goals did not result in any immediate 
policy change, they do provide guidance and strategies for the 
United States as it seeks to increase access to clean water. Some of 
these strategies include: ending open defecation; reducing 
pollution; eliminating dumping and minimizing the release of 
hazardous chemicals and materials; increasing recycling and reuse 
of water; implementing integrated water resources management; 
and protecting and restoring water-related ecosystems, including 
mountains, forests, wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes (United 
Nations).  

Finally, in April of 2020 the EPA and the Department of the 
Army published the Navigable Waters Protection Rule (NWPR) to 
define “Waters of the United States” as used in the CWA. The 
NWPR establishes that four categories of water are federally 
regulated, including: the territorial seas and traditional navigable 
waters; perennial and intermittent tributaries to those waters; 
certain lakes, ponds, and impoundments; and wetlands adjacent to 
jurisdictional waters. However, the NWPR also details 12 categories 
of exclusions to “waters of the United States,” including: 
groundwater, many ditches, and waste treatment systems (OW US 
EPA, “The Navigable Waters Protection Rule (Step Two) - Revise”).  

On a state level, California signed the California Human Right to 
Water Bill in 2012, establishing “the policy of the state that every 
being has the right to safe, clean, affordable, and accessible water 
for adequate consumption, cooking, and sanitary purposes.” (Bill 
Text - AB-685 State Water Policy). In 2016 Pennsylvania passed a 
law making $22 million available for grants or reimbursements for 
sewer and water projects, increasing available funds by $19 million 
from the previous year (Tyrrell and Farquhar). In March of 2017, a 
97 million dollar settlement of a class action lawsuit was approved 
in which the state of Michigan agreed to replace water lines for at 
least 18,000 households in Flint by 2020 (Murray and Kominers 
17). Federal, state, and local officials also worked together to 
develop the Policy on Water Infrastructure Sustainability, a policy 
that aims to ensure “federal investments, policies, and actions 
support water infrastructure in efficient and sustainable locations 
to aid existing communities” (OW US EPA, “Policy on Water 
Infrastructure Sustainability”).  

 
A child in Apache 
County, Arizona 
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storage barrel since 
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available. 
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IDEOLOGICAL VIEWPOINTS 
Conservative View 

Conservatives favor fewer federal regulations, and as such have 
opposed past amendments to the CWA that they felt granted the 
federal government too much power. This means that while they 
may agree that having access to water is important, conservatives 
will favor and seek to protect state and private water rights first. 
Conservatives are also generally opposed to increased regulations 
on corporate access to and use of various chemicals and pesticides 
by the EPA. Similarly, conservatives are split on whether climate 
change is a major political problem, and those who doubt in climate 
change also tend to doubt the impact that runoff and wastes have 
on our water supply. 

The Conservative stance on welfare is also important to consider 
when discussing federal water subsidies. Conservatives will 
generally oppose expansive subsidies or economic interference from 
the government, preferring to rely on competition between 
businesses to regulate and establish fair pricing. However, many 
rural, conservative areas (especially in the South) suffer from a lack 
to clean water, making this a potential area for conservative 
support.  

Liberal View 
 Liberals agree that access to clean water is a fundamental 

human right, and generally favor increasing federal regulations and 
funding to promote increased water access. Liberals tend to agree 
that the EPA needs more power to regulate the use and disposal of 
chemicals by businesses, and generally think that preserving and 
promoting access to water may come before private or state water 
rights. Regarding climate change, almost all liberals agree that 
anthropogenic climate change is a serious global problem, however 
members of Congress hold varying opinions as to the best strategy 
to resolve the problem. This regard for climate change also 
influences liberals’ concern for other natural resources, such as 
water.  

Regarding welfare, liberals tend to be in favor of increased 
federal support for high-risk individuals living below the poverty 
line. They also tend to advocate for increased support for 
minorities, which plays a large role in water policy. Liberals will 
generally be more likely to support federal funding and subsidies 
for water policy since those without access to clean water tend to be 
minorities, such as African-American, Latinx, or Native American 
communities.  
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AREAS OF DEBATE 
 A Bill to Expand and Refocus Federal Funding 

Rural, low-income, and tribal communities that generally suffer 
from contaminated water supplies or inadequate wastewater 
systems cannot cover the operation and maintenance costs 
necessary to replace or construct new water systems. By expanding 
funding to programs that already exist, such as State Revolving 
Grants, Community Development Block Grants, and USDA-Rural 
Development Grants, the federal government could provide 
hundreds to thousands of households with clean water access. 
Agencies like the USDA, EPA, or Economic Development 
Administration could also free up funds to co-fund projects, making 
money more accessible for individuals who need help. Finally, 
funds could be allocated specifically for community-based 
programs like DIGDEEP which prioritize developing infrastructure 
in communities where it does not currently exist.  

By prioritizing grants, the federal government will ensure that 
these funds are used by communities and individuals that are most 
in need. Similarly, by refocusing spending to institutions that are 
already in place and work on a state or local basis, the government 
can ensure that the money is used by individuals with a knowledge 
of local predicaments and experience working in those specific 
communities. Since barriers to water access vary by geography, 
block and rural development grants provide the most flexibility for 
households to spend money on their specific needs.  

Finally, the Economic Policy Institute estimates that “$188.4 
billion spent on water infrastructure investments over five years 
would yield $265 billion in economic activity and create 1.9 million 
jobs.” (Clean Water for All 15) 

An argument against increased funding is just that- it requires 
either a reallocation of funds from current projects, or an increase 
in federal spending to support further grants. Several of the 
established programs have resources in the form of loans that go 
unused each year, so rather than increasing funding, steps could be 
taken to make the loan application process easier and/or quicker 
for applicants. Furthermore, since water access issues are only 
prevalent in certain communities and states, it should be the place 
of each individual state to reallocate funds to support their 
residents. Similarly, it is possible that block or rural development 
grants could be misused or misallocated by local/community 
organizations.  

Political Perspectives on this Solution 
Conservatives would generally oppose increased federal 

spending that is likely to come at the expense of our taxpayers or 

Block Grant –a 
grant from the federal 

government which 
local or state 

authorities can 
allocate to a wide 
range of services    
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other current budgets (such as the Department of Defense). 
Similarly, conservatives are likely to see water access problems as a 
state-based issue, not something the federal government has a place 
in. However, rural conservatives could support reapportionment of 
existing funds to prioritize infrastructure development in rural 
areas. 

Liberals on the other hand tend to support environmental or 
developmental projects in at-risk communities even if it means 
increased federal spending. Again, since the benefactors of these 
grants are likely to be minority or otherwise disadvantaged 
individuals, many liberals will see this federal involvement as 
necessary, especially since current state and community funding is 
not working.  

 Supporting and Expanding Natural Infrastructure 
As discussed earlier, many of the necessary storage and 

treatment processes to ensure clean and accessible water are 
outdated, expensive to update, or do not exist in the first place. 
Natural infrastructure seeks to develop new strategies based on 
the natural cleansing and recycling of water. It would prioritize 
planting trees and restoring wetlands rather than building a new 
water treatment plant. It would mean improving water efficiency 
and conservation in our systems rather than building new dams, or 
installing green roofs and rain gardens for stormwater capture 
instead of installing underground tanks. Rather than increase the 
current funding strategies, Congress should explicitly require, 
incentivize, and prioritize the development and use of natural 
infrastructure (Clean Water for All 16).  

Natural infrastructure, in addition to increasing water access, 
supports ecosystem health, lowers energy use, provides educational 
opportunities to children, and increases natural, green space in 
cities. This increased green space has been shown to increase the 
lifespan of residents, and the EPA found in a study across six 
communities that for every $1 spent on source water protection 
(through strategies such as natural infrastructure), they saved $27 
in future contamination cleanup costs.  

Investing in natural infrastructure will also result in many new 
jobs. Jobs for the Future estimates that almost 3 million people are 
already employed in the natural infrastructure field, and that 
workforce is expected to grow by five percent over the next five 
years. Federal investment would increase the amount of growth, 
rapidly expanding this industry. Furthermore, studies have shown 
that as opposed to gray infrastructure projects, natural 
infrastructure relies more heavily upon local workers, creating a 
greater and longer-lasting impact on local economies (Rivers).  

Finally, it is important to remember that natural infrastructure 
can exist in tandem with gray infrastructure- investing in a new 
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Infrastructure – 

also known as green 
infrastructure; 

natural infrastructure 
seeks to protect, 

restore, and replicate 
natural water systems  

 

Gray 
Infrastructure –

Infrastructure 
projects which often 

rely on larger 
companies with 

existing, trained labor 
pools outside of the 
communities where 
the project is being 

built or maintained 
 



 HARVARD MODEL CONGRESS 

 
© HMC SAN FRANCISCO 2021 – REDISTRIBUTION OR REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED  11 

strategy does not necessitate the elimination of current 
infrastructure.  

In opposition to natural infrastructure, the larger start-up cost 
should be noted. Due to its community-based approach, time and 
resources must be spent educating new operators on how to 
properly use green technology. Similarly, small businesses may lack 
the tools or experience to install green infrastructure that larger 
businesses have. There are also vast expenses necessary to improve 
efficiency and conservation in current water systems without simply 
replacing them.  

There is also a concern over the lack of expansive empirical data 
supporting natural infrastructure. While more environmentally 
friendly, green systems are generally more susceptible to natural 
disasters and extreme weather conditions, some natural strategies 
(such as green roofs or rain gardens) are also ineffective in deserts 
or drought ridden areas (such as Navajo lands in New Mexico or the 
Colonias in Texas).  

Political Perspectives on this Solution 
Due to the community focus of natural infrastructure projects, 

conservatives are likely to see this as a state or local government 
issue and not the responsibility of the federal government. 
Furthermore, increased requirements and guidelines for bloc or 
rural grants could be seen as government overstep and 
overregulation. Finally, due to the environmental focus of natural 
infrastructure, the split view on climate change among conservative 
candidates could lead some to not endorse this strategy. 

On the other hand, because of its nature-focused approach most 
liberal congress people are likely to support this approach. In 
addition to improving water access it is likely to decrease the US’s 
carbon footprint. Additionally, the focus on community jobs is 
likely to benefit minorities and low-income neighborhoods, 
spreading out economic prosperity and green community spaces or 
parks.  

Focus on Affordability 
Even in areas with functioning water/wastewater systems, 

affordability can still be a large issue for many US residents. 
Congress could promote affordability by encouraging states and 
water utilities to adopt low-income customer assistance programs, 
equitable rate structures, and/or other strategies that will 
reduce overall costs borne by all customers. It could do this by 
providing grants to utilities supporting the establishment of 
customer assistance programs, or it could create a federal program 
for water utility bill assistance similar to the Low-Income Home 
Energy Assistance Program. Another way to increase 
affordability is requiring the implementation of recommendations 

Equitable Rate 
Structures – 

generally volume-
based structures; they 

charge consumers 
based solely on their 

personal use of water, 
eliminating general 

fees that are charged 
to all consumers 
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by the EPA for equitable rate structures. This can be done by  way of 
providing options for low-income households to be charged at lower 
rates for the minimum sanitary requirement of water consumption 
(Clean Water for All 17).  

For example, in the City of Philadelphia, the Tiered Assistance 
Program (TAP) allows income-based, consistent monthly bills to be 
given to customers who have an income less than 150% of the 
federal poverty level. Past due amounts are also suspended while 
customers are enrolled in the TAP (Riggs et al. 21). 

Another possible option for increasing affordability is to allow 
water systems and their providers to fine polluters based on the 
amount of garbage or chemicals put into a water system, in addition 
to requiring offenders to pay for cleaning up the contamination they 
contributed. The sum of these fines and the money saved on clean 
up could then be used to subsidize low-income households, 
reducing the amount of necessary federal spending.   

The first concern to such systems is that they are expensive: 
Philadelphia’s TAP program is expected to cost $18 million per year 
(Riggs et al. 21). Massive federal spending would be required to 
provide enough grants to cover each city in need. It is also possible 
that utility companies would increase their prices for customers not 
receiving governmental support in response to potentially lost 
revenue.  

Monitoring individual water pollution is also extremely 
complicated and hard to implement. New regulations regarding the 
amount of “acceptable” pollution by a household, the common 
practice for determining the source of pollution, an acceptable fee, 
and acceptable methods of clean up would be required. In addition, 
there is potential to run the risk that individuals already lacking the 
ability to pay for water may be fined, thus defeating the purpose of 
the policy.  

Political Perspectives on this Solution 
Conservative policy makers are likely to disagree with both a 

mandate requiring the implementation of equitable rate 
structures/customer assistance programs, and an increase in 
federal spending to subsidize such programs.  

Liberal policy makers would likely support an increase in grants 
that are specific to utility companies creating or revitalizing 
customer support programs, and are also likely to support the 
creation of a new federal program for water utility assistance.  

The Small and Simple Things 
Constructing necessary infrastructure or finding safe water 

sources can take long periods of time, in addition to costing large 
amounts of upfront capital. A strategy commonly used to help 
second and third world countries who struggle with access to clean 
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water is to provide individual, low-cost solutions for water access. 
Filers, solar disinfection devices, chlorine tablets, or purifying 
straws can be subsidized and/or provided to communities who have 
access to water that is unsafe to drink. These individual devices are 
low in cost when purchased in bulk, easily transportable, and 
generally easy to use. Crates of bottled water can also be provided to 
communities struggling with water access (rotaryservice). 

One common argument against such policies is that this course 
of action does not, nor will it ever, resolve the actual problem. 
Individuals living in these rural or underdeveloped areas still 
deserve access to water, yet only providing them with various filters 
is a bandage over the real problem. In addition to requiring 
constant government subsidization and intervention to 
continuously provide the necessary materials, portable filtration 
systems also fail to provide enough water for hygienic practices, 
such as brushing one’s teeth or bathing. These policies also fail to 
address the issue of wastewater produced by bathing and using the 
bathroom.   

Political Perspectives on this Solution 
There is no particularly clear partisan divide on this solution, 

however both ends of the political spectrum are likely to see this as 
only a temporary solution, or a part of a more comprehensive plan. 
Conservatives, however, may be opposed to increased federal 
government subsidies, believing that water relief should be handled 
on the state or local level for individual communities.  

A Bill to Increase Assistance for Indigenous Peoples 
Native American communities are disproportionately affected 

by water access issues and have been harmed in the past by federal 
government action.  Water rights are tied to land rights on  Native 
American reservations, and Native Americans have an implied right 
to “sufficient water to fulfill the purposes of the reservation.” 
However, this right is not being met. There are currently several 
water rights claims against the US government. Some members of 
congress have advocated for establishing water facilities on Native 
American lands by providing communities with the upfront capital 
to build necessary infrastructure in exchange for a settlement of 
various legal claims (Riggs et al. 11).  

This action would honor various treaties and rights guaranteed 
to Native Americans that are not currently being fulfilled, in 
addition to having widespread health benefits. The American Public 
Health Association (APHA) estimates that building sanitation 
facilities on American Indian and Alaska Native lands would result 
in “at least a 20-fold return in health benefits” (American Public 
Health Organization).  
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Some representatives may feel that this action does not go far 
enough- perhaps the federal government should provide funding 
for water systems on Native land without the request for a dismissal 
of current suits against the government. Other opponents may feel 
that current grants and funding are enough, it is simply a matter of 
waiting for Native communities to continue using the available 
funds.  

Political Perspectives on this Solution 
Liberals tend to favor Native rights and treaties, sometimes at 

the expense of states’ rights, and thus are likely to sympathize with 
the nature of this bill. However, depending on personal beliefs and 
their constituents, the degree to which they believe the government 
should be involved, and on what terms, are likely to vary.  

Conservatives generally favor states’ rights over Native rights or 
past treaties, however conservative states like Utah or Wyoming 
could support increases in support for Native Americans. However, 
they are likely to oppose increased federal spending at the expense 
of increased taxes.  

BUDGETARY CONSIDERATIONS 
The current appropriation of funds is estimated to provide more 

than $1 billion in credit assistance and may finance over $2 billion 
in water infrastructure investment (American Society of Civil 
Engineers). However, ensuring adequate upgrades and repairs to 
the water infrastructure in the US will require a large portion of 
funds. The EPA estimates that $472.6 billion is needed over the 
next 20 years to maintain and improve our drinking water 
infrastructure. Of that amount, $312.6 billion is required to replace 
and refurbish deteriorating pipelines alone, with another $83 
billion for water treatment infrastructure, $47.6 billion for storage 
infrastructure, and $21.8 billion for source intake structures.  

The EPA predicts that another $271 billion is needed to repair 
and upgrade publicly owned wastewater treatment or conveyance 
facilities, sewer overflows, and stormwater management systems. 
(American Public Health Organization). The above costs are also 
expected to increase due to the impact of climate change, such as a 
reduction in snow melts, draughts, and extreme precipitation; all of 
which can reduce water availability, harm the structural integrity of 
water systems, or overwhelm reservoirs and sewers.  

The EPA estimates 
that it will take 

$472.6 billion over 
the next 20 years 

to improve and 
maintain the 

nation’s drinking 
water 

infrastructure.   
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CONCLUSION 
America is facing an infrastructure crisis. As systems across the 

US continue to deteriorate, more and more individuals are going 
without access to such a basic amenity as clean water. While there 
are geographical hot spots of a lack of water access, the US declared 
it a national problem when the government set a goal of having 
universal access to clean water and basic sanitation services by 
2030 (United Nations). Polluted water sources, substandard 
infrastructure, and rising prices all pose significant barriers to 
achieving equitable and universal water access in the US.  

Delegates will need to negotiate several things as they move 
forward with determining an effective policy solution: Where will 
the enormous amount of funding that is necessary to resolve water 
access come from? What is the role of state and local governments 
in an issue that varies substantially community by community? 
Should a community centered approach be prioritized? Should 
most Americans who already have access to water sacrifice to help 
those who do not? Are these Americans obligated to help? How 
ought the US interact with Native Americans? These questions 
must be answered before a coherent strategy can be taken by this 
body of Congress.  

As you think and work together, remember that this is an issue 
that affects over 2 million Americans today and the count is only 
growing. Waterborne diseases that we once thought were 
eradicated are preventing children from going to school. Elderly 
folk are going without showers or functioning toilets. Be creative, 
combine multiple solutions, and do not be afraid to explore and 
bring in new ideas as you strive to come up with an agreeable 
solution. 

GUIDE TO FURTHER RESEARCH 
Many independent environmental agencies produce documents 

with assessments on the water crisis and possible solutions for 
various communities. More resources can be found through 
organizations such as Clean Water for All, the EPA, and various 
University’s schools of law or environmental studies.  

When looking for more research, delegates should be looking for 
specific communities that are affected (ideally, communities that 
you represent) and specific practices that could be implemented on 
either a state or federal level. I would also recommend looking for 
specific city policies that are targeted at increasing the affordability 
or access to clean water, especially in urban areas.  
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There is also a lot to be discovered about the history of 
interaction between the US government and Native Americans, 
especially regarding water rights. Looking for court cases, legal 
briefs, or settlements between and about the Navajo or Ute tribes in 
the Rocky Mountains could lead to more case studies and historical 
examples of water rights issues in the US, in addition to providing 
more context for today’s situation.  

GLOSSARY 
Wastewater Treatment (or Services) – a process used to 

remove as much of the suspended solids (such as garbage or 
assorted organic matter) as possible before the remaining water, 
called effluent, is discharged back to the environment   

 Hookworm - intestinal, blood-feeding, parasitic roundworms 
that cause types of infection known as helminthiases 

Water Infrastructure - a broad term for systems 
of water supply, treatment, storage, water resource management, 
flood prevention and hydropower. The term also includes water-
based transportation systems such as canals.  

Leaching - the flowing or draining of soluble chemicals or 
minerals into or out of soil, generally due to rainwater 

Block Grant - a grant from the federal government which local 
or state authorities can allocate to a wide range of services 

Natural Infrastructure - also known as green infrastructure; 
natural infrastructure seeks to protect, restore, and replicate 
natural water systems 

Gray Infrastructure - infrastructure projects which often rely 
on larger companies with existing, trained labor pools outside of the 
communities where the project is being built or maintained 

Colonias - unincorporated, low-income, and generally 
rundown settlements along the Texas-Mexico border 

  The Low-Income Energy Assistance Program - LIHEAP; 
provides federally funded assistance in managing costs associated 
with home energy bills, energy crises, and energy-related minor 
home repairs 

Equitable Rate Structures - generally volume-based 
structures; they charge consumers based solely on their personal 
use of water, eliminating general fees that are charged to all 
consumers 
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