Frequently Asked Questions Related to Infrastructure Issues —
Water Is Life, and Infrastructure Makes It Happen™
What is “infrastructure”?
Infrastructure for water and wastewater means the pipes, drains, pumps and treatment
facilities that deliver the clean water we drink, and take away and treat the water we’ve
used over and over again. Infrastructure is the water line and sewer pipe under your
street, the storm drain at the corner, and the wastewater treatment facility in your
community.
What is “Water is Life, and Infrastructure Makes It Happen”?
This is an educational program to help citizens across the county understand the
importance of water infrastructure and the need for upgrades. The goal of the campaign is
to start a dialogue between citizens and their local officials to make clean, safe water a
priority and to work together to find a long-term solution to upgrade aging infrastructure.
Why is infrastructure at risk of failing?
The last time that most communities made substantial investments in water and
wastewater systems was 40 years ago, or even as long as 100 years. We rely on clean
water for more uses than ever before, which places a heavy demand on municipal
systems. Plus, growing populations are overburdening systems originally designed to
serve much smaller communities. New pollutants give rise to mandatory and costly
compliance with environmental regulations.
The investments made by a visionary generation of leaders in building water and
wastewater infrastructure created a system that protects us. But with the last national
initiative to improve water quality over 34 years ago, these remarkable gains are in
danger and it’s time to take action.
How does a broken sewer pipe endanger a community?
In several ways. The first is public health. The treatment of drinking water has virtually
eliminated waterborne diseases such as typhoid, cholera and hepatitis A. But as systems
deteriorate, we may face other health challenges from unknown or unseen organisms that
can’t be cleaned properly with our current systems.
The economy of a community also depends on clean and safe water. Almost all industries
rely on clean water for manufacturing, power generation and more. Clean water also
supports recreation, tourism, as well as the seafood, fishing and agricultural industries.
Clean water means jobs in every community across the country.

Finally, the environment will be degraded if wastewater is not properly managed and
treated. Our nation’s waterways, rivers and streams as clean as they have been in 40
years. Failing to upgrade infrastructure puts the health of these waterways in jeopardy.
Have there been any cases of water infrastructure failing or is this a future risk?
Yes and yes -- most recently a broken sewer line caused 48 million gallons of raw sewage
to enter the Ala Wai Canal in Waikiki, Hawaii. The contamination spread to a boat
harbor and closed Waikiki Beach for several days. The line break followed more than a
month of heavy rains that overwhelmed the City’s aging system.
In Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in 1993, cryptosporidium, an intestinal parasite found in
humans and other vertebrate animals, slipped through the city’s water treatment facility,
sickened 400,000 people and led to more than 50 deaths. As a result of the outbreak, and
the public outrage that followed it, Milwaukee has invested millions in its water system
that now far exceeds federal safety standards.
In times of natural disasters, such as earthquakes, hurricanes and other emergencies,
already-stressed systems are especially vulnerable to failure. A failure of this magnitude
would seriously threaten the environment through the release of untreated wastewater
into local waterways. Commerce would grind to a halt without clean water.
What is the National Advisory Committee for Water is Life?
This is an alliance that includes water and wastewater organizations, the business
community and environmental and public health professionals, to implement a public
outreach program designed to inform and motivate opinion leaders, ratepayers, the public
and elected officials to understand the important role of water infrastructure in a
community’s health, economy and environment, and to work together to find a solution.
What will it take to bring our nation’s water infrastructure into the 21st century?
The Congressional Budget Office estimates that it will cost between $485 billion and
$1.2 trillion to make the necessary improvements to water and wastewater systems across
the country. And the bulk of these investments will be needed over the next 20 years.
Do utilities have reserve funds on hand to make upgrades and expansions to their
infrastructure?
Water and wastewater utilities are working hard to maintain current infrastructure to the
highest possible standards by looking for the most cost-effective solutions to protect local
water and wastewater systems. As utilities look to the future, they will need the help of
their customers to plan for the necessary expansions and upgrades to their aging systems.
Because of pressures to keep rates as low as possible and because upgrades to
infrastructure are significant capital expenses, most utilities do not have adequate
reserves funds for these projects. These improvements will require additional funding
sources.
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Who will pay for upgrades to water and wastewater infrastructure?
Every community needs to find the best solution to this challenge. Water and sewer rate
increases, bond measures, and requests for state and federal funding are just some of the
ways that communities will finance these critical upgrades. Water conservation, reuse,
and efficiency programs will also play a role.
How can individual citizens and ratepayers help solve this problem?
Ratepayers can help ensure that clean water stays at the top of the community’s agenda
by learning more about local plans to meet the water and wastewater needs of your
community, by participating in water conservation, water reuse and water efficiency
programs available in your community, and by contacting your local utility to find out
how you can become involved in the solution.
Local public officials and citizens must work together to make the health and safety of
water a priority and act before the problem becomes a crisis.
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