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About Environmental Advocates
Environmental Advocates of New York’s mission is to protect our air, land, water, and the health of all
New Yorkers. Based in Albany, we monitor state government, evaluate legislation, and champion policies to
position New York as an environmental leader. The strength of our statewide advocacy stems from the broad
coalitions we develop across social movements, strong relationships with state decision-makers built through
our policy expertise, and our strategic communications team.

Executive Summary
All New Yorkers deserve clean water. But to make this fundamental right a reality, New York State needs to
make a sizable investment in repairing, updating, and replacing the vast network of pipes, storage tanks, and
treatment plants that we depend on every day to transport our drinking water, treat our wastewater, and keep
our waterways clean. Upgrading and replacing water infrastructure can be prohibitively expensive for local
governments, who are charged with managing these systems.
Governor Andrew Cuomo and the New York State Legislature created the Water Infrastructure
Improvement Act in 2015, which provides grants to local governments to fund both drinking water and
wastewater infrastructure projects, collectively known as clean water projects. With federal funding
decreasing over the years, New York State has played a critical role in helping local communities pay for
their clean water projects with this grant funding.
In 2019, Environmental Advocates of
New York published Untapped
Potential: Water Infrastructure
Spending in New York, a report that
took a look at WIIA’s first three grant
cycles (2015-2017). Using data
obtained from the Environmental
Facilities Corporation (EFC), which
administers the grants, we analyzed how
successful WIIA was at dispersing
funding to communities across New
York State. This report updates
Untapped Potential with the next
round of data from 2018. Our findings
indicate that WIIA funding remains
enormously popular with local
governments, with $773 million
distributed to projects in 57 of New
York’s 62 counties between 2015
and 2018.
The data also continues to reveal an
untapped potential for WIIA funding.
Each year, only half of shovel-ready
projects with complete applications
received a grant award. And there are
indications that WIIA will struggle to
keep up with the demand for funds
in the years ahead. There was a large
increase in grant dollars requested in
2018 for projects that will become
shovel-ready in the near future.

The Water Infrastructure Improvement Act (WIIA)
has been a transformative initiative to protect
clean water. The following represents how WIIA
funding has grown over the years since its
creation:
• 2015 - $200 million in new funding
• 2016 - $200 million in new funding
• 2017 - $ 1 billion in new funding, to be spent over
five years.
> In 2017, Governor Cuomo and the State
Legislature created the Clean Water Infrastructure
Act (CWIA), which funds a number of clean water
initiatives, including land acquisition and lead
service line replacement. WIIA was one of the
programs benefiting from CWIA funds, receiving
$1 billion of the CWIA’s $2.5 billion.
• 2018 - $0 in new funding
• 2019 - The Governor and Legislature allocated
an additional $500 million to the Clean Water
Infrastructure Act in 2019, the first installment of
$2.5 billion in new CWIA funding promised by the
Governor. It is unclear how much of this new
$500 million WIIA will receive, due to a lack of
line items in the finalized budget bill.

For communities waiting on the sidelines for sufficient funding to become available, projects to protect clean
water are often put on hold. Unless New York invests more, our state government is simply failing to keep up
with the incredible demand and need for this funding.
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The Scale of New York’s Water Infrastructure Crisis
No one can deny the importance of clean water. We depend on it for vibrant communities and a healthy
economy. The United Nations has even recognized clean water as an essential human right. Despite this, we
do not invest nearly enough to ensure that clean water is maintained and protected for the long term.
New York has some of the oldest water infrastructure in the country. $80 billion over 20 years, or $4 billion
a year, is the conservative - and now outdated - 2008 state estimate of the investment needed to fix New
York’s drinking water1 and wastewater infrastructure.2 New York’s investment to date fails to keep up with
this need, and our analysis of WIIA funding confirms this.
The consequences of not upgrading this infrastructure are often devastating, and sometimes deadly, for our
communities and our public health. Water main breaks disrupt local businesses, shut down streets, close
down schools, and often make tap water dangerous to drink. Studies have linked major water main breaks
to increases in hospital visits for gastrointestinal diseases, especially for small children.3 There are over
10,000 regulated water systems in the state, serving approximately 20 million people or nearly 95 percent of
New Yorkers. Much of that infrastructure is outdated, exemplified by places like New York City where half of
all water mains were installed prior to the Second World War.4
On the wastewater side, raw sewage regularly spills
into our lakes and rivers, contributing to harmful
algal blooms that make swimming and other forms
of recreation unsafe. In 2016, Environmental
Advocates of New York released a report entitled
Tapped Out: New York’s Clean Water in Peril, which
examined the extent of combined sewage overflows
(CSOs) and sanitary system overflows (SSOs) in
New York.5 An addendum to that report revealed
that over 10,000 sewage overflows were reported
by local governments from May 2013 to July 2017,
with a total volume of 3.8 billion gallons of sewage
discharged into New York’s water bodies.6
Approximately 30 percent of the 22,000 miles of
New York’s sewer systems have exceeded their life
expectancy of 60 years, and 25 percent of our wastewater facilities are operating beyond their 30-year
life expectancy.7

Emerging Contaminants
Protecting our drinking water from emerging
contaminants will require large amounts of
state investment. The adoption of Maximum
Contaminant Levels (MCLs) for the chemicals
PFOA, PFOS, and 1,4-dioxane will require
water suppliers to install new treatment and
filtration systems if they exceed one or more
of the MCLs. According to the NYS
Department of Health, statewide
treatment costs could reach as much as
$1.5 billion for PFOA and PFOS, and
$1.1 billion for 1,4-dioxane.8
The Governor announced in 2019 that
$350 million is available through WIIA to
assist communities facing these new costs.
While these grants are extremely important
to aid in the installation of treatment
technology, New York State must ensure
that its annual commitment to water
infrastructure funding is increased to address
these new needs, so that traditional water
infrastructure upgrades are not shortchanged by a lack of available grant dollars.

New challenges are accelerating the breakdown of
our aging infrastructure and exacerbating New York’s
contamination crisis, which will require even greater
levels of investment to address. Climate change
is increasing the frequency and severity of harmful
algal blooms, droughts, and floods. Pharmaceuticals,
pesticides, emerging contaminants, road salt, and
lead are polluting our drinking water. We need an
investment that matches the scale of the need.

[1] Drinking Water Infrastructure Needs of New York State, NYS Department of Health, 2008, https://www.health.ny.gov/environmental/water/drinking/infrastructure_
needs.htm
[2] Wastewater Infrastructure Needs of New York State Report, NYS Department of Environmental Conservation, 2008, https://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/42383.html
[3] “Hospital visits for gastrointestinal illness after a major water main break in 2010,” Lin, C., et al., National Health and Environmental Effects Research Laboratory, 2017.
[4] Report Card for New York State’s Infrastructure, American Society of Civil Engineer’s New York State Council, 2015, https://www.infrastructurereportcard.org/wpcontent/uploads/2017/01/NY_ReportCard_FullReport_9.29.15_FINAL.pdf
[5] Tapped Out: New York’s Clean Water in Peril, Environmental Advocates of New York, 2016, http://www.eany.org/our-work/reports/tapped-out-new-yorks-clean-waterperil-march-2016
[6] Tapped Out: Addendum, Environmental Advocates of New York, 2017, http://www.eany.org/our-work/reports/tapped-out-addendum
[7] 2015 Infrastructure Report Card: New York, American Society of Civil Engineers, 2015, https://www.infrastructurereportcard.org/state-item/new-york/
[8] NYS Department of Health [PowerPoint Presentation], NYS Drinking Water Quality Council Meeting, December 2018.
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Analysis of WIIA:
2015-2018

Lead in Drinking Water

Environmental Advocates of New York
obtained the following data from the
Environmental Facilities Corporation (EFC)
through Freedom of Information Law (FOIL)
requests. The data we received for the first
four years of WIIA grant funding (20152018) highlight the local governments that
applied for grants, the types of applications
submitted, and how much grant funding was
awarded. According to the terms of this grant
funding, local governments can apply for
WIIA funding for up to 25 percent of eligible
wastewater project costs, with awards capped
at $5 million per year, and up to 60 percent
of an eligible drinking water project, with
awards capped at $3 million over five years.
Our analysis indicates that this grant funding
remains extremely popular among local
governments. As seen in Table 1, local
governments submitted 429 applications for
grant funding in 2018, nearly matching the
2017 total of 441 applications. EFC also
remains effective at processing these
applications and moving money out the
door. EFC awarded 153 grants to clean
water projects in 2018.

Recent water crises in Flint, Michigan and
Newark, New Jersey have shed light on the
problem of lead service lines, which exposed
thousands of children in those cities to lead in
their drinking water. Lead service lines are the
water pipes that connect water mains to a
building’s internal plumbing. When these pipes
corrode, they leach dangerous neurotoxins into
tap water.
An estimated 360,000 lead pipes are buried
underground across New York State, and are
already contaminating drinking water. In 2018
alone, the City of Newburgh, City of
Amsterdam, Village of Ilion, Village of
Lyndonville, and Town of Bolton all exceeded
the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA)
standard for lead in drinking water.
According to EPA data, 66 public water systems
with the capacity to serve over 126,000 New
Yorkers exceeded the EPA standard for lead in
drinking water between January 2015 and
March 2018.9
New York will need to invest at least $1 billion to
locate and replace every single lead service line in
the state (based on the conservative estimate
of 360,000 lead pipes in New York, with a
conservative replacement cost estimate of
$3,600 per pipe). The longer lead service lines
remain beneath our feet, the greater the chance
that water crises will occur here in New York.

Table 1: Number of WIIA applications and awards (2015-2018)

Round 1 (2015)
Round 2 (2016)
Round 3 (2017)
Round 4 (2018)
Totals

Total applications

Awarded applications

Percentage of applications awarded

176
280
441
429
1326

45
102
169
153
469

26%
36%
38%
36%
35%

[9]What’s in Your Water?: An Updated Analysis, NRDC, 2018, https://www.nrdc.org/experts/kristi-pullen-fedinick/whats-your-water-updated-analysis.
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However, both Chart 1 and Table 2 below demonstrate that current levels of WIIA funding are still not
sufficient to meet local governments’ demonstrated need. As in prior years, a large number of shovel-ready
applications (151 applications) went unawarded in 2018. Only about 50 percent of total shovel-ready
applications receive grant funding each year. Over $267 million was awarded in 2018. However, EFC could
have distributed an additional $232 million to shovel-ready applications if there had been enough money
to meet this need. With greater levels of funding, WIIA has the potential to do much more to improve
New York’s water quality.
Chart 1: WIIA Applications, 2015-2018
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Notes on Chart 1 categories:
• Awarded applications received grant funding.
•S
 hovel-ready applications are applications that EFC has deemed fully acceptable to receive a WIIA grant. These applications
include all of the necessary engineering reports and paperwork on a project’s costs and timeline. Oftentimes, the only green
light that shovel-ready projects need to start construction is a state grant to reduce the high costs faced by local governments.
• I ncomplete applications may be missing paperwork for a project that is otherwise a good fit for WIIA funding, and can be
resubmitted in future years. One round’s incomplete applications may become many of the next round’s awarded applications
and shovel-ready but unawarded applications.
• Ineligible applications cannot receive a WIIA grant.10

Table 2: Percentage of shovel-ready applications awarded (2015-2018)

Round 1 (2015)
Round 2 (2016)
Round 3 (2017)
Round 4 (2018)

Total shovel-ready
applications*

Awarded
applications

Shovel-ready but
unawarded
applications

Percentage of
shovel-ready
applications awarded

95
189
321
304

45
102
169
153

50
87
152
151

47%
54%
53%
50%

*Total shovel-ready applications = awarded applications + shovel-ready but unawarded applications
[10] An application is deemed ineligible if: it had closed alternative short-term financing, another project with the same scope was already awarded a
grant, the applicant was already awarded maximum grant, the project had completed construction prior to October 1, 2018, or the scope of the project
was outside WIIA’s funding mandate.
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Importantly, Chart 2 indicates that more than just a simple doubling of WIIA’s annual funding level
will be required to fund 100 percent of each year’s shovel-ready applications moving forward.
Increasing demand for WIIA grants threatens to continue to leave communities without the funding
they need. The total grant dollars requested by local governments has continued to increase every year; in
2018, local governments requested $103 million more than in 2017. There was a very large increase in the
grant dollars requested by incomplete applications, indicating that future years will see even higher rates of
shovel-ready applications demanding funding. Moreover, as local governments resubmit unawarded
applications, they will continue to develop and submit new applications as well. An enormous universe of
needed water infrastructure upgrades has yet to be submitted for WIIA funding.
Chart 2: Total Grant Dollars Requested, 2015-2018
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The widespread distribution of grant funding is one
of WIIA’s major achievements. Projects in every
county outside of New York City received WIIA
grants between 2015 and 2018. The trends we
identified earlier in this document are consistent
across New York: in each region, a large number of
projects have benefited from grant funding, but an
equally large number of shovel-ready projects were
put on hold. For a breakdown of these numbers by
county, please visit the Environmental Advocates of
New York website.

$773,383,776

Grant dollars awarded
from 2015-2018

Image 1: Geographic Distribution of Awarded Applications, 2015-2018

Image 2: Geographic Distribution of Shovel-Ready but Unawarded Applications, 2018
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Conclusion
As daunting as our water challenges are, investing in clean water infrastructure is a clear solution, and one that
has proven extremely effective. WIIA funding has already made a positive impact on the water infrastructure
needs faced by local governments around the state. As evidenced in this report, more than $773 million
was distributed to nearly 500 projects in 57 out of 62 counties between 2015 and 2018.
However, every year, there are shovel-ready projects that go unfunded; over 150 projects in 2018 were
put on hold simply due to insufficient WIIA funds. We have not even scratched the surface of the $80
billion need over 20 years (or $4 billion a year) the state identified in 2008, or the additional threats that
climate change, harmful algal blooms, lead service lines, and emerging contaminants pose.
As a tangible example, WIIA awarded $416 million to local governments in 2019. However, EFC allocated
$120 million of this funding for the removal of emerging contaminants like PFOA, PFOS, and 1,4-dioxane in
drinking water. While it is extremely important to fund the installation of treatment technology for emerging
contaminants, New York State will need to increase its commitment to address this need while ensuring that
traditional water infrastructure upgrades are not short-changed by a lack of available grant dollars.
Water infrastructure funding is
not only an investment in clean
water and public health, but also
in our economy and our way
of life. New York’s water
infrastructure grants created
20,000 jobs in 2019 alone,11
and each public dollar spent
on water infrastructure yields
$2.62 in economic output in
other industries.12 Water
infrastructure spending builds the
economic base needed to attract
thriving businesses and people to
communities throughout New
York State, which is why this
funding has such a broad base of
support statewide.
Water infrastructure repair, steps from the State Capitol

Each time we see a wooden pipe pulled out of a city street in New York, like we saw in downtown Albany in
2019, we are reminded of how outdated our infrastructure really is. The threats our water resources are facing
in 2020 warrant a comparable 21st century investment. Fortunately, New York already has the grant program
and administration in place to deliver. If we are to position New York as a leader in ensuring clean water to all
of our residents and safeguarding our water resources for the long term, we need to make an investment in
our infrastructure equal to or greater than the incredible challenges we face. Our right to clean water depends
on it.

[11]Governor Cuomo Announces More Than $416 Million in Grants for Water Infrastructure Improvements Across New York, Office of the Governor, 2019,
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-more-416-million-grants-water-infrastructure-improvements-across-new
[12]Local Government Investment in Municipal Water and Sewer Infrastructure: Adding Value to the National Economy, U.S. Conference of Mayors, 2008,
https://www.cadmusgroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Krop-et-al-2008-LocalGovt-InvtInMunicipalWaterandSewerInfrastructure.pdf
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Investments in New York’s water infrastructure are paying off – communities are able
to fix their pipes and protect their water. Yet, there is a growing need for water
infrastructure funding that is critical for New York to be able to ensure clean and
healthy water for the future.

Join our effort to #FixOurPipes
Visit WWW.EANY.ORG

