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This report is a resource in a series on New Hampshire water and wastewater rates, funded by 
the New Hampshire Department of Environmental Services (NH DES), and compiled by the 
Environmental Finance Center (EFC) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
 
In addiDon to this report is an accompanying set of Tables of rate structures and monthly bill 
amounts. Furthermore, with the online, interacDve Rates Dashboard, users can compare 
uDliDes against various aFributes such as geographic locaDon, system characterisDcs, 
customer demographics, financial indicators, and benchmarks. 
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BY THE NUMBERS 



Median Monthly Base Charge for Rates at 5/8ths Pipe 
(ResidenDal)  

CHARGING FOR VOLUME 
Volumetric (variable) charges are based on the 
volume used aPer exceeding the consumpDon 
allowance included in the base charge (if any). In 
New Hampshire 10.68% of residenDal water rate 
structures only charge customers a base charge 
or a flat fee, so all customers pay a single fixed 
price for service, regardless of how much 
volume they use. On the opposite end of the 
rate structure spectrum,  almost 90% of water 
rate structures in New Hampshire charge for 
volumetric units used. 

 BASE CHARGES
Considerable variaDon exists in how 
uDliDes model rate structures, but almost 
all use a combinaDon of base charges and 
volumetric charges to determine billing 
for their services. 
 

Base charges do not vary from month to 
month regardless of consumpDon. These 
charges can be a constant, universal 
amount for all customers, or vary based 
on customer class (i.e. residenDal vs. 
commercial) or meter size. Base charges 
someDmes feature a consump1on 
allowance, an included amount of usage 
that the customer is not separately 
charged for.
 
Only 27.9% of inside water rate structures 
at all pipe sizes with base charges include 
a consumpDon allowance. Standardized 
to monthly billing, the median 
consumpDon allowance included with a 
base charge is 10 thousand gallons or 
13.37 cubic feet. 

Benefits of base charges: Contributes to revenue stability 
by charging a consistent minimum amount for all 
customers. 
Volumetric-charge-only rate structures can make 
consistent revenue difficult to predict and lead to 
unexpected shortfalls when customer use changes. 
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In New Hampshire 91.58% of 
inside water rate structures and 

88.97% of wastewater rate 
structures include a base charge 

WHAT DO RATE STRUCTURES LOOK LIKE? 



WAYS TO CHARGE FOR VOLUME 
UNIFORM 

INCREASING BLOCK 

DECREASING BLOCK 

As menDoned, most rate structures are a 
combinaDon of a fixed base charge plus a 
volumetric charge. Three common ways to 
charge for volume are uniform, increasing block, 
and decreasing block rates.
 

With a uniform rate structure, the rate does not 
change as the customer consumes more. 
 

The rate increases in an increasing block rate 
structure as the customer uses more. This 
structure is oPen employed by uDliDes that want 
to encourage conservaDon by making higher 
volumes of consumpDon more expensive.  
 

The rate per unit decreases with greater 
consumpDon in a decreasing block structure. 
This type of rate structure may be used to 
encourage economic development by high-
volume users such as commercial businesses.

WHAT IS THE MOST COMMON VOLUMETRIC RATE STRUCTURE ? 
In New Hampshire the majority (56%) of residential water and waste-
water rate structures use a uniform rate to charge for volume. 
Standardized to thousands of gallons, the average uniform rate is $8.33 
for water and $9.67 for wastewater  services. 5 

WHAT DO RATE STRUCTURES LOOK LIKE? 



In New Hampshire, most uCliCes are acDvely evaluaDng and modifying their rate structures 
every one to two years. The EFC recommends that uCliCes review their rates at least 
every two years, at the minimum, to keep pace with inflaCon. An annual or biennial 
review gives uDliDes the opportunity to evaluate if their current rates are enough to cover 
the necessary operaDng expenses and depreciaDon, not to menDon savings goals for capital 
planning, emergencies, or other funds. 
 

UDliDes that modestly raise rates at more frequent intervals accumulate more revenue over 
Dme than those that implement less frequent, but more drasDc rate increases. Customers 
are also less likely to balk at more gradual, periodic rate increases than a one-Dme price 
hike.
 

The calendar year when sampled rate structures were first put into effect is shown below 
for 138 rate structures. 
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MORE
RECENT 

The MAJORITY of utilities have updated 
rates since AT LEAST 2022. 

About 2 IN 4 utilities have not updated 
their rates since 2021 or earlier. 

OLDER NEW
RATES

WHEN WERE RATES LAST CHANGED? 



$62.70    | $752.70
   MONTH        YEAR 

$70.60    |   $847.40
     MONTH      YEAR 

   

WASTEWATER 

$412   |   $4,941
   MONTH           YEAR    

$538   |   $6,452
   MONTH     YEAR 

New Hampshire’s Average Bills* 

WATER 

As volume increases, the  average 
wastewater bill tends to rise at a 
greater rate than the average water 
bill. At zero consumpDon, water bills 
are almost equal to sewer bills, but 
at 6,000 gallons there is a $7.52 
difference in the average price. 
 

While reporDng the average bill is 
helpful for understanding the “big 
picture” for water and wastewater 
bills, it does not show the total 
distribuDon of bills. The graph to the 
leP shows the Minimum and 
Maximum bills for ResidenDal Water 
and Sewer. 
 

RANGE OF BILLS 

Residential  (6,000 GALS) Commercial  (50,000 GALS) 
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*The bills modeled are inside the service area 

WHAT ARE UTILITIES CHANGING? 





Assessing rate affordability remains a challenge because there is no one true, universal 
measure of affordability. The most commonly used indicator, Percent Median Household 
Income, or “Percent MHI,” calculates how a year’s worth of water and wastewater bills, in 
this case, 6,000 gallons/month, compares to the MHI of the community served by the uDlity. 
MHI is provided by the most recent 5-year esDmates of the US Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey. 

Based on results from the 2023 rates survey and 2017-2021 American Community Survey 5-
year EsDmates, the median percent MHI for annual combined water and wastewater bills 
ranges from 0.53% to 4.28%, with an average of 2%. However, about 20% of uDliDes serving 
both water and wastewater annually charge over 2.5% of their community’s MHI for 
combined services. 

 

As all communiDes have a range of income brackets, it is important to keep in mind that what 
may seem like a small percentage of the community’s MHI can have a proporDonally larger 
impact on lower-income populaDons. For a more in-depth look at the affordability of water 
and wastewater services in a community, the EFC offers the free, Excel-based ResidenCal 
Rates Affordability Assessment Tool, available for download on their website. 

0.88% 

1.00% 

0.14% - 3.12% 

0.20% - 2.78% 

MEDIAN % MHI
for 6,000 Gals/Month: 

RANGE OF % MHI
for 6,000 Gals/Month: 

WATER 

WASTEWATER 

10 

HOW AFFORDABLE ARE RESIDENTIAL BILLS?



UDliDes someDmes fall into the trap of 
pricing services based on what their 
customers have always paid, rather than 
focusing on the boFom line of their 
balance sheets. This year 102 municipally-
owned uCliCes out of the total 156 
uDliDes (65.4%) provided their most recent 
annual financial reports to the survey. 
While statewide conclusions cannot be 
drawn from this limited dataset, there are 
some notable trends. First, some essenDal 
definiDons: 

WHAT IS OPERATING 
RATIO? 
OperaDng raDo, also known as cost 
recovery raDo, is a financial benchmark 
that determines if an enDty is operaDng at 
a loss, gain, or just breaking even. The 
raDo is simply the division of operaDng 
revenues by operaDng expenses, which 
can include or exclude depreciaDon. A 
uDlity’s operaDng raDo must be at least 1.0 
to break even. 

WHY INCLUDE 
DEPRECIATION? 
Whenever possible, depreciaDon should 
be included in operaDng expenses to 
account for the inevitable cost of replacing 
equipment and infrastructure at the end of 
its expected useful life. DepreciaDon 
allows costs to be figuraDvely 

parceled out over Dme, avoiding a sudden, 
enormous expense when the Dme comes to 
replace assets. Consider the differences in the 
graphs below with and without depreciaDon 
factored into  operaDng expenses. 

 ProporCon of UCliCes OperaCng RaCo >= 1 Including 
DepreciaCon
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 ProporCon of UCliCes OperaCng RaCo >= 1 Excluding 
DepreciaCon

DO PRICE REFLECT THE TRUE COST OF SERVICE?



Without accounDng for depreciaDon, 36 out 
of 102 uDliDes with financial data (35%)  
generated enough revenue to recover 
operaDng costs (operaDng raDo of 1.0 or 
greater). Of the uDliDes that were not able to 
recover expenses, the vast majority served 
less than 10,000 people. 

With depreciaDon included, 46 of the 102 
(45%) uDliDes generated enough revenue to 
cover operaDng expenses—a drop from 
2020.
 
All uDliDes face the issue of generaDng 
sufficient revenue to pay for the high fixed 
costs of providing safe and reliable services. 
However, smaller uDliDes must spread out 
those high fixed costs over a smaller 
customer base. 

WHAT IS CONSIDERED HEALTHY? 

The Cost Recovery dial on the Rates 
Dashboard uses red, yellow, and green 
colored bands to give the viewer a simplified 
idea of the health of the uDlity’s operaDng 
raDo at a glance. 

While it is clear that being “in the red” is not 
a good posiDon to be in, there is no universal 
standard for what consDtutes 

. 

a healthy operaDng raDo beyond 1.0. 
Generally, as the Cost Recovery dial shows 
in the green band above, an operaDng raDo 
including depreciaDon of at least 1.2 allows 
uDliDes to account for day-to-day 
operaDons and maintenance expenses, as 
well as for future capital costs. In New 
Hampshire, 32 uDliDes that provided 
financial informaDon have an operaDng 
raDo of 1.2 or greater 
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DO PRICE REFLECT THE TRUE COST OF SERVICE?
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ConnecDon and impact fees are one-Dme charges associated with either connecDng to an 
exisDng system or offsenng increased demands on the system. Besides charging rates for 
service, one-Dme fees are an important revenue opDon for uDliDes, parDcularly for 
operaDng as a self-sufficient enterprise fund. 

There is a clear trend for 
connecDon fees over impact 
fees. As shown at leP, 
connecDon fees are used by 
uDliDes, almost 6 Dmes more 
than impact fees for water 
service, and 3 Dmes more for 
wastewater. 

Of those serving both water 
and wastewater, 88% charge 
connecDon fees for both 
services. 72% of uDliDes 
providing only one service 
charge a connecDon fee for 
that service. 

Very few uDliDes charge 
impact fees alone. Impact 
fees could be less prevalent 
due to their abstract 
purpose, which can
be harder for customers to 
understand, and for uDliDes 
to quanDfy.
 

As shown at right, the 
average impact fee is about 
the same price of a 
connecDon fee for the same 
service type. However, it is 
important to note that in
years past (with higher levels of collecDon), Impact Fees were significantly lower in both water 
and wastewater.

Similarly to rates for service, wastewater fees are on average greater than those for water. 
This is in line with the greater costs associated with providing wastewater service compared 
to water service. 

WHAT ONE-TIME FEES DO UTILITIES CHARGE?







This project was made in part through a cooperaDve agreement with the U.S. 
Environmental ProtecDon Agency.

The Environmental Finance Center would like to thank the New Hampshire 
Department of Environmental Services, Tighe & Bond, Inc., and all of the water 
and wastewater systems that parDcipated in this year’s survey.

We would also like to thank our partners in New Hampshire: 

Image: FloaDng by Nicholas Erwin, courtesy of CreaDve Commons. Bath, New Hampshire. 
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