
CLEAN WATER
Access Challenges

Many communities and families in the United States face significant
challenges in gaining and maintaining access to essential water and

wastewater service. These challenges range from lack of indoor
plumbing to emerging challenges linked to economic and natural

resource vulnerability.

Clean water access challenges occur at both the
household level and the community level, for both drinking

water and wastewater services. 
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A family might be affected by one or more of these
access challenges.
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While many communities in the United States benefit from the most advanced and
high performing water and wastewater infrastructure in the world, you don't have to

look far to find a family without access to clean water and sanitary wastewater
service. One or more access challenges can be found in every state in the country,

but 6 examples are highlighted below.

UNSANITARY ON-SITE WASTEWATER
DISPOSAL1

In a county that is 74% African-American, and where
almost a third of the population live below the
poverty line, hookworm, a disease that was thought
to have disappeared by the 1980s, is thriving in
large part because of the lack of sanitary waste
disposal. 73% of the residents who were surveyed
reported raw sewage washing into their homes from
faulty septic or waste pipes, and some have faced
criminal prosecution for open-piping sewage from
their homes. In Lowndes County, 34% of residents
who were tested positive for traces of hookworm. 

Lowndes
County
Alabama

According to data from the U.S Census Bureau's
American Housing Survey, about 1 out of every 5
housing units are not connected to a community
sewer system and instead rely on some form of
decentralized facility, such as a private septic
system.

33%

1 in 5
Households

Source: https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/sep/05/hookworm-lowndes-county-alabama-water-waste-
treatment-poverty  

CONTAMINATED AND AT-RISK WELLS2

The latest data from California’s Water Resources
Control Board show 700,000 Californians are
currently being exposed to contaminated water at
home or at school. In addition to those with
contaminated water, another 3,511 California
households reported having wells that are still dry
according to state data released in January,
2017. The vast majority of those wells are located
in California’s Central Valley, in places like Tulare
County, Madera County, and Stanislaus County.
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According to US Geologic Service data, in 2010,
there were 43 million people on well water, and
more than 20% of these individual wells had at
least one contaminant exceeding the acceptable
limits for human health.

20 Percent

Source: http://www.nbcbayarea.com/investigations/A-Tragedy-Hundreds-of-Thousands-of California-Residents-
Exposed-to-Contaminated-Water-415136393.html   

LACK OF BASIC INDOOR PLUMBING3

Located 14 miles from Dallas, Sandbranch,
Texas has never had running water in the 138
years since it was established. The residents,
only 80 of which have remained, are 97%
minority, and all live below the federal poverty
threshold.

According to data from the American Community
Survey, an estimated 1.6 million individuals in the
United States do not have access to one or more
of the following: a toilet, a tub or shower, or
running water.
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1.6 million

Sandbranch
Texas
Source: http://www.theroot.com/sandbranch-texas-a-small-community-denied-water-for-o-1790858153    

COMMUNITY SYSTEMS WITH
CONTAMINATED WATER SUPPLIES
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As of 2010, 34% of the U.S. Population was being
served by community water systems, supplied
by public-supply wells. Based on a study done
by the USGS, 1 in 5 of the public wells that were
sampled had concentrations of one or more
contaminants that exceeded safe levels for
humans. 

33%

1 in 5 Wells

The San Joaquin Valley has more than one
million people who have been exposed to
contaminated drinking water. Most of the
affected communities are small and rural, and
the residents are low-income and Latino. Of the
680 contaminated public water systems in the
region, 506 (74%) are one hundred percent
reliant on the contaminated groundwater. The
most critical contaminant in San Joaquin Valley
is nitrate.

San Joaquin 
Valley
California

Source: https://www.newsdeeply.com/water/articles/2017/07/05/living-in-californias-san-joaquin-valley-may-harm-
your-health   

COMMUNITY SYSTEM CUSTOMERS
STRUGGLING TO PAY FOR SERVICE
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The Philadelphia Water Department recently
reported that more than 40% of the City's
water utility customers are delinquent in
paying their water bills. 

Philadelphia
Pennsylvania

In areas where large numbers of the population
are living below the poverty line, many customers
cannot keep up with increasing water and
wastewater rates and face having services shut
off. Rates in certain hot spots in the country are
rising at a rapid pace for a variety of reasons
ranging from drought, to significant infrastructure
investment, to costs associated with antiquated
infrastructure.     

Source: http://www.governing.com/topics/transportation-infrastructure/gov-philadelphia-income-based-water-
bills.html

COMMUNITY SYSTEM CUSTOMERS
WITH SUBSTANDARD PLUMBING
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33%

An estimated 29,100 residents have lead or
galvanized steel service lines that need to be
replaced, at an estimated cost of at least
$140 million.

Flint
Michigan

Customers served by even the highest
functioning water systems who live in residences
with vulnerable plumbing still face serious access
challenges. Tenants who have leaky pipes and
have limited control or resources to fix the
plumbing may pay enormous bills for water they
do not benefit from, or may face having their
water shut-off for unpaid bills related to leaks. 

Source: http://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/michigan/flint-water-crisis/2017/07/11/flint-lead-pipes-
replacement/103623316/

The access challenges described above are acute, but
there is ample evidence that many individuals with

acceptable levels of service today may encounter future
limitations due to emerging challenges. 

4 Future Access Challenges
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Solving Access Challenges
Requires Multiple

Interventions

Peer to peer support

Customer assistance programs 

Economic regulation
Targeted household assistance
Investment in new management structures
Statewide water policy initiatives

Stable revenue base
Research and technology

Environmental regulation
Investment in new management structures
Targeted household assistance
Strategic project support

Research
Advocacy
Charitable programs
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