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Water Infrastructure Funding
A Winning Investment
for Towns in Difficult Times

By Maureen Cunningham & Rob Hayes, Environmental Advocates of New York
The COVID-19 crisis has made it crystal clear that New
Yorkers need clean water and continued investment in
water infrastructure now more than ever before. Clean
water and hygiene are at the front line of our defenses
to stop the spread of coronavirus, underscoring the
need to continue investing in the aging drinking
water infrastructure that keeps tap water safe for
handwashing and drinking. The run on toilet paper
in stores early in the crisis and the increasing use
of non-flushable alternatives like baby wipes and
paper towels has led to clogged sewer lines, straining
already-outdated wastewater systems. The issue
of water access and affordability, closely linked to
the ability of water utilities to afford infrastructure
upgrades without passing on the costs to customers
in the form of higher rates, has also risen to the
spotlight, as many people across the state are faced
with unemployment and lost wages.

flowing into our waterways every year. A quarter
of New York’s 600 or more wastewater treatment
facilities are operating beyond their 30-year useful
life expectancy, and approximately 30 percent of
the 22,000 miles of New York’s sewer systems have
exceeded their life expectancy of 60 years.1 The state
put a price tag on how much it would cost to repair
this wastewater infrastructure in 2008, and it was
$36.2 billion over 20 years.2 Climate models since
2008 are showing more frequent severe storms and
rising seas, which will surely put additional strains on
New York’s water infrastructure, with 25 percent of
the wastewater treatment facilities along the Hudson
River located in the 100-year floodplain and likely
to be impacted by intensified flooding and sea level
rise.3

What has not changed during our public health crisis
is the fact that New York has some of the oldest water
infrastructure in the country. Outdated sewer lines are
often overwhelmed when it rains, resulting in billions
of gallons of raw sewage and untreated stormwater
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Water Infrastructure Investment could Prove Game-Changer in
Post-COVID Economies
Our drinking water systems are in a similar state of
disrepair and face a comparable need for investment.
There are 2,840 public community water systems
in the state, serving the majority of New Yorkers.4
Much of that infrastructure is outdated, exemplified
by places like New York City, where half of all water
mains were installed prior to World War II.5 In western
New York’s Erie County, over 1,000 water main breaks
were reported in 2017, where many of these pipes are
over 100 years old; the rate of water main breaks there
is more than double the average of 300 other water
utilities across the country6 and will cost an estimated
$1 billion to fix.7 The cost to fix our drinking water
infrastructure statewide, according to a 2008 estimate,
is $38.7 billion over 20 years.8 Protecting our drinking
the New York-New Jersey Harbor & Estuary Program Action Agenda and the New
York State Hudson River Estuary Action Agenda, August 2018, http://thehudsonweshare.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Hudson_River_Report_Final_August-2018_s.
pdf
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water from emerging contaminants, including
the adoption of new drinking water standards for
PFAS chemicals (specifically, PFOA and PFOS) and
1,4-dioxane, could add billions to that amount. To
simply replace the estimated 360,000 lead service
lines around the state, New York will need to invest an
additional $1 billion by conservative estimates.
With these growing infrastructure needs around the
state, felt most acutely at the local level, Governor
Andrew Cuomo and the New York State Legislature
took a big step in the right direction by creating the
Water Infrastructure Improvement Act (WIIA) in 2015,
which provides grants to local governments to fund
both drinking water and wastewater infrastructure
projects. With federal funding decreasing over the
years, New York State has played a critical role in
providing municipalities the grant funding they need
to make water infrastructure upgrades affordable.
In the 2020-21 New York State budget, $500 million
was earmarked for clean water projects, with a
portion of that funding for the Water Infrastructure
Improvement Act.9 The $3 billion “Restore Mother
Nature” Environmental Bond Act, now scheduled
for the November 2020 ballot, also includes funding
for water infrastructure, and eligible projects include
wastewater infrastructure and municipal stormwater
projects as well as lead service line replacement.
ture_needs.htm
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There were no line items attached to this funding in 2020, so we cannot
track how much will be allocated for different programs, including for the Water
Infrastructure Improvement Act grant program.
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Water Infrastructure Investment could Prove Game-Changer in
Post-COVID Economies

Environmental Advocates of New York decided to
find out how well New York’s water infrastructure
grant dollars were helping communities jumpstart
clean water projects and putting construction crews
to work. We obtained 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
(2015-2018) highlighted the following information:
local governments that applied for grants, the types
of applications submitted, whether funding was
awarded, and if awarded, how much.10
Our February 2020 report, Untapped Potential: New
York’s Growing Water Infrastructure Need, reveals
the success of New York’s water infrastructure grants
and how much local governments depend on this
funding to protect their water supplies. Between
2015 and 2018, New York distributed $773 million in
grants to nearly 500 projects in 57 out of 62 of the
state’s counties.1112 Local governments, cumulatively,
in Nassau County were awarded the most grant
dollars in the period from 2015 to 2018 with nearly
$42 million, followed by Dutchess County local
governments with $39 million and Oneida County
local governments with $37 million. In particular,
towns received 26 percent of all WIIA grant dollars
awarded from 2015 to 2018. This funding was
awarded to 126 unique town governments throughout
the state, through 147 grant awards totaling just over
$200 million. Grants for these towns ranged from
$30,000 to $5 million, and the average grant award
was $1.4 million. Over the last four award cycles, two
towns received the maximum amount awarded per
year for their wastewater projects ($5 million): the
Town of Cheektowaga (2016) in Erie County and the
Town of Chenango (2018) in Broome County. A dozen
towns throughout the state received the maximum
amount per year of $3 million for drinking water
infrastructure projects they submitted in that same
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Information on the terms of these grant dollars and how much funding

local governments may receive each year can be found on EFC’s website: https://
nysefc.app.box.com/s/4u4x2urvw2pyd3igpx6lpmdx1f655l3d
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time period.13
Our report also shows that despite the investment
made to date, New York State is simply not investing
enough to address our enormous water infrastructure
backlog. Only about 50 percent of total shovel-ready
applications submitted by local governments received
grant funding each year. In 2018, over $267 million
was awarded to 153 projects around the state, but EFC
could have distributed an additional $232 million to an
additional 151 shovel-ready applications if there had
been enough money to meet the need. And that need
is growing every year: local governments requested
$103 million more in grant dollars in 2018 than in 2017,
with the total number of applications growing from
176 in 2015 to 429 in 2018.
With federal funding for drinking water and
wastewater infrastructure on the decline since its
peak in 1977 (when adjusted for inflation),14 local
governments across the country have been left with
the burden of paying for it. In turn, the burden is often
passed on to households in their water and sewer
bills, with the average annual household combined
water and sewer bill now close to $1,000 and
growing.15 The Water Infrastructure Improvement Act
(WIIA) has been critical in alleviating this burden for
municipalities in New York State. With greater levels
of funding, this grant program has the potential to do
much more to improve water quality throughout the
state, including putting a dent in the $80 billion (and
growing) need for water infrastructure repairs and
upgrades in New York.
The WIIA grant funding also has the potential to
revitalize our economy and make water accessible
and affordable to all New Yorkers at a time when
13

For a complete list of grant awards per municipality, please see this

appendix to our 2020 report, Untapped Potential: http://eany.org/sites/default/files/
documents/wiia_appendix.pdf

14
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Equity, and Reliability (WATER) Act, Food& Water Watch, accessed in April 2020,
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/sites/default/files/fs_1704_water_jobs-web.pdf
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Paying for Clean Water, National Association of Clean Water Agencies,
accessed in April 2020, https://www.nacwa.org/issues-in-depth/paying-for-cleanwater

Untapped Potential: New York’s Growing Water Infrastructure Need,

Environmental Advocates of New York, 2020, http://eany.org/our-work/reports/
untapped-potential-new-yorks-growing-water-infrastructure-need-0
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The five counties that did not receive funding from 2015 to 2018 comprise
New York City. New York City generally does not apply for WIIA grants, instead relying on a large enough ratepayer base to fund water infrastructure improvements.
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Water Infrastructure Investment could Prove Game-Changer in
Post-COVID Economies
we desperately need both. The COVID-19 crisis has
put many New Yorkers out of work and threatens
municipal budgets for years to come. As our state
government contemplates how to jumpstart a
statewide recovery, water infrastructure funding
serves as a powerful economic stimulus: in 2019
alone, New York’s water infrastructure grants created
20,000 jobs, and saved local governments millions
of dollars.16 By some estimates, each public dollar
spent on water infrastructure yields at least $2.62 in
economic output in other industries.17
State investments to fix our pipes makes water more
affordable in the long run, something New Yorkers
will need in the next several years. The average
water utility in the United States shut off 5 percent
16

Governor Cuomo Announces More Than $416 Million in Grants for Water
Infrastructure Improvements Across New York, NYS Office of the Governor, 2019,
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-more-416-milliongrants-water-infrastructure-improvements-across-new
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Local Government Investment in Municipal Water and Sewer Infra-

structure: 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

of households for nonpayment in 2016.18 When local
governments are provided the resources to repair,
replace and upgrade water infrastructure, ratepayers
are not forced to bear the brunt of the cost and then
be threatened by water service shut-offs when they
cannot afford to. There is a long recovery ahead, and
every New Yorker will need access to clean water as
a basic necessity in order to help prevent a future
resurgence of COVID-19.
Investing in water infrastructure can ultimately
have powerful short-term and long-term benefits
for New York towns and town residents. Not only
do water infrastructure improvements temper
the threat of COVID-19 and help New Yorkers and
local governments get back on their feet, but these
investments also move us closer to a world where
access to clean water is a reality for all. As we start to
think about economic recovery in these difficult times,
continued investment in clean water infrastructure
throughout the state needs to be prioritized and is a
clear win for everyone. r
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America’s Secret Water Crisis, Food & Water Watch, October 2018,
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/insight/americas-secretwater-crisis

Did You Know?
• NYSHIP is available to virtually all public employers
across New York State
• Over 800 counties, cities, towns, villages, school districts
and special districts participate in NYSHIP
• More than 1.2 million public employees, retirees and
their families have health insurance through NYSHIP

A unique health insurance plan developed for New York’s employees.
For additional information regarding The Empire Plan, public employers may visit our website
at www.cs.ny.gov or email the Public Employer Liaison Unit (PELU) for the New York State
Health Insurance Program at PELU@cs.ny.gov.
New York State Department of Civil Service, Employee Benefits Division
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