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Sewer Rates and 

the Value of Water

Agenda
• Statewide Sewer Rate Survey

• Setting sewer rates

• The “Value of Water” 

• Communicating rate increases



Sewer Rate Survey



Sewer Rate Survey

• New comprehensive data for 2016.

– Sewer rates- 295 communities

– Stormwater rates- 116 communities

• Average statewide sewer rate $57.

• Over 900,000 people are paying 

more than $100/month (for 1000cf)

– 98,300 excluding Seattle and Bellevue









Sewer Rate Survey

• Rates vary widely across the state.  
Why?

– Treatment Needs

– Size of customer base

–Differences in User Classes

–Deferred Maintenance and Deferred 
Replacement

• Rates on average have gone up 
since 2006



Get ready for the Needs Survey

• Last year we looked at sewer rates

• The next project is a 

comprehensive look at needed 

infrastructure improvements.



Setting Sewer Rates



Setting Sewer Rates

Revenue = Expenses



Strategies to Reduce Expenses

• Choose the best project; not the 

cheap project 

• Value Planning 

• Financing options 

• Maintain your investments in the 

ground 

• Operational efficiencies 



At some point, you will 

have to increase rates.

• Inflation

• Wear and Tear

• Community Growth

• Regulation



The “Value of Water”













Water/Sewer Provide Value

–Essential service 24/7 reliability

–Home Value

–Public Health.

– Tap water is cheap.  Why do people 

buy bottled water?

• Because water is valuable. 



2017 Survey



Opposition to Rate Increases

Has anyone ever said “I am against 

this rate increase because water just 

isn’t valuable to me.”?

Me Either



What do your customers say?

• “How can it cost that much?”

• “That rate hike is too big”

• “I didn’t vote for that.”

• “Ugh.  Another tax increase.”

• “I can’t vote for that.  I’d never get 
reelected.”

• “I can’t afford that, I’m on fixed 
income.”



What do they mean?

• Lack of understanding

• Fear of something

• Financial distress



Communicating rate 

increases



Education

• Show Respect

• Start with Questions

• You need to understand what 

they don’t get.



Education: Pick Your Topics

• Infrastructure

• Process

• Finances

• Regulation

• Planning

• Asset Management





Education: Pick Your Audience

• Ratepayers

• Elected Officials

• General Public



Learning formats

• One on one

• Open houses

• Tours

• Public meetings

• Council workshops



Asset Management

We spend money today  to 

maintain public infrastructure 

investments so we won't have to 

ask for more money to completely 

replace those assets.



Avoid Sticker Shock

• Avoid BIG rate increases

• Phase in over time

• Don’t go for years without an 

increase

• Compare to other towns



Minimize Uncertainty

• Adopt multi year rate structures

• Consider using an inflation index



BIG Government

• Yes, that mean you.

• Remember that fees are not taxes.

• Bring in even smaller government

–Utility Committee

• Invite the BIGGER government

–Ask DOH/DOE to present



Utility fees are not Taxes

• Taxes are collected in aggregate

• Fees pay for specific services

• You run a publicly owned utility with a  
separate enterprise fund.

• Your users are your owners.  

• Utility Rates are investments in the 
reliability and success of the 
water/sewer system, AND in the 
community and your local economy.



When they Can’t Afford To Pay

• Some folks literally can’t afford it.

• Local Assistance Programs 

– (RCW 74.38.070)

–Decide Eligibility

–Decide Assistance

– If you pursue this, keep it simple.

• Voluntary Contribution Programs

• Federal Assistance?





Sewer Survey

• Local Assistance Programs.

• Out of 295 Utilities surveyed, 116 

offer some form of Discount Rates

–Seniors, low income, disabled.

–Wide variety of discount methods.



Time for Questions?



• David.Dunn@ecy.wa.gov

• 360/407-6503 

• Water Quality funding program site: 
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/
wq/funding/funding.html

• Grant and Loan listserv:  
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/maillist.html

Contact Us!
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