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America's water crisis

Democrats unveil $30bn bill to cancel water debts and
bail out utility firms

Nina Lakhani in New York

Thu 20 May 2021 06.05 EDT

Legislation to cancel utility debts for millions of low-income households and bail out
struggling utility companies is to be introduced in the US Senate on Thursday.

Jeff Merkley, a Democratic senator from Oregon, will propose a $30bn low-interest
loans program for electric, water and sewage and broadband providers as part of the
Maintaining Access to Essential Services During the Covid Emergency Act of 2021.

The loans would allow utilities to recoup money in order to stay afloat without
resorting to fines and shutoffs. Utilities have long justified using disconnections as a
way to force people to keep up with bills.

“We cannot rebuild the strength and resilience of America from the
ground up if millions of families lose electricity, water and broadband, we have to keep
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these essential services turned on if people are going to get back on their feet,” Merkley
told the Guardian. “This is like PPP for utilities. If we can get the concept in place, we
can later add more funds if needed.”

It’s unclear how much is owed to utility companies nationwide, though it is probably
significantly more than the $30bn earmarked in the bill.

A survey by the California state water board earlier this year found at least 1.6m
households were behind on water bill payments due to the pandemic, with debt
totaling at least $1bn. At least 25 small and medium-sized water utilities - 1% of the
total - were at imminent risk of going under. Earlier this month Governor Gavin
Newsom announced $2bn in aid for utilities to help keep the taps and lights on for
millions of low-income residents.

In Merkley’s bill, the loans would be conditional on utilities canceling debts for low-
income households. Two years after the end the pandemic, public and small utilities
could see the loans forgiven for the amount of outstanding arrears, as long as they had
not reverted to using punitive measures. Utilities that disconnect or fine customers
would be obliged to immediately repay the loan in full.

“The conditions are very much the heart of the bill. The goal is to enable utilities to do
the right thing but not suffer catastrophic economic consequences as a result,” added
Merkley.

Even before the pandemic, the cost of water and sewage was a growing problem. A
landmark investigation by the Guardian last year found millions of Americans were at
risk of being disconnected or losing their homes due to increasingly unaffordable water
bills. People of color have been disproportionately affected by rising bills and punitive
measures.

Detroit, a city which has disconnected tens of thousands of mostly Black residents as
part of a widely condemned debt recuperation program, was the first to order a
moratorium as the pandemic took hold. Thousands of public utilities and numerous
states followed, and at one point about two-thirds of Americans were protected from
shutoffs.

But shutoffs recommenced as moratoriums expired, leaving millions of families facing
debts accumulated over the past year and new monthly bills.

Mary Grant, a campaign director from the non-profit Food and Water Watch, said: “The
economic devastation of the pandemic is threatening to crush families with billions of
dollars of water debt.”
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Affordability is just one part of America’s Water Crisis.

Federal investment in water systems peaked in 1977, since when local utilities have
been mostly forced to raise money through higher bills and commercial loans to pay
for infrastructure upgrades and environmental cleanups.

Last month, the Senate passed the Drinking Water and Wastewater Infrastructure Act
2021 which would invest $35bn over five years to improve access to clean, affordable
drinking water and sanitation.

Both bills have been welcomed by advocates and trade groups as important first steps:
an estimated $35bn a year over the next 20 years is needed to ensure universal access
to water and sanitation.

Grant added: “We must guarantee safe, clean water for all.”
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... we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions have placed their trust in the
Guardian’s high-impact journalism since we started publishing 200 years ago,
turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. More than 1.5
million readers, from 180 countries, have recently taken the step to support us
financially - keeping us open to all, and fiercely independent.

With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we can set our own agenda and provide
trustworthy journalism that’s free from commercial and political influence, offering a
counterweight to the spread of misinformation. When it’s never mattered more, we
can investigate and challenge without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read, regardless
of what they can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in information
equality. Greater numbers of people can keep track of global events, understand their
impact on people and communities, and become inspired to take meaningful action.

We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on critical events
shaping our world - from the Black Lives Matter movement, to the new American
administration, Brexit, and the world's slow emergence from a global pandemic. We
are committed to upholding our reputation for urgent, powerful reporting on the
climate emergency, and made the decision to reject advertising from fossil fuel
companies, divest from the oil and gas industries, and set a course to achieve net
zero emissions by 2030.
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If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or
small, powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as
little as $1 - and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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