August 21, 2020

Submitted via: SAFER@waterboards.ca.gov

Ms. Kristyn Abhold
Senior Environmental Scientist
Division of Drinking Water
State Water Resources Control Board
1001 I Street
Sacramento, CA 95814
Re: Identification of Risk Assessment 2.0 Indicators for Public Water Systems
(Safe and Affordable Drinking Water Fund)
Dear Ms. Abhold:
The Association of California Water Agencies (ACWA) and the California Municipal
Utilities Association (CMUA) appreciate the opportunity to provide comments regarding
the State Water Resources Control Board’s (State Water Board’s) July 16, 2020 Draft
Final White Paper Discussion entitled Identification of Risk Assessment 2.0 Indicators for
Public Water Systems (Draft White Paper). ACWA represents over 450 public water
agencies that deliver approximately 90 percent of the water used for residential,
commercial and agricultural purposes in California. CMUA represents 42 water agencies
that deliver water to over 70 percent of Californians. ACWA’s and CMUA’s member
agencies that provide drinking water take the responsibility of providing safe drinking
water very seriously.
ACWA and CMUA appreciate that the State Water Board is seeking public feedback on
the Draft White Paper’s list of potential Version 2.0 risk indicators before the indicators
are assessed using the Risk Indicator Evaluation Tool. ACWA and CMUA also appreciate
the clear writing and footnoted references with electronic links to source materials. Our
comments fall into three categories: 1) overarching comments; 2) specific comments
regarding potential indicators; and 3) a specific comment regarding the draft Risk
Indicator and Evaluation Tool.

I. OVERARCHING COMMENTS
Comment 1 – FOCUS ON REAL PROBLEMS - The State Water Board should evaluate
and select indicators that will help the State Water Board determine if a public water
system truly is close to failing to provide adequate safe drinking water.
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It is important that the Safe and Affordable Drinking Water fund dollars go to water
systems that consistently fail to comply with federal and state standards and water
systems that are truly “at risk” – i.e., they are truly close to failing to provide adequate
safe drinking water. The money should go toward solutions where there are real
problems.
Comments 2: PICK THE BEST PREDICTORS - The State Water Board should evaluate and
select indicators that are good predictors of whether a system is “at risk” (i.e., truly
close to failure).
State Water Board staff reference in the text (at Page 3, Paragraph 2), that some
indicators will have more “criticality” as it relates to a system’s ability to remain in
compliance with safe drinking water standards. Some indicators would clearly be better
than other indicators in helping the State Water Board determine if a system is truly
close to failure. Our concern is that based on our members’ experience, the list (in
Tables 3, 4, 5 and 6) includes potential indicators that have less criticality and are more
tangential – they will be much less useful in evaluating “at risk.” ACWA and CMUA
recommend that staff remove them from the list. Specific examples are highlighted in
the comments in Section II.
Comment 3 – ELIMINATE REDUNDANCIES - There is a high level of redundancy in the
draft list of indicators. Staff should focus on the indicators with more “criticality” and
delete the redundant indicators.
ACWA and CMUA appreciate that there was interest in increasing the number of
indicators to align with the Human Right to Water and to address water quality,
accessibility, affordability and technical, managerial and financial (TMF) competence.
Staff’s work to compile a list of potential indicators from multiple sources was in a sense
overly successful in that the draft list went from 14 indicators to a menu of 118 potential
indicators. While that can be a good starting point of discussion, many of the indicators
are redundant because they overlap in purpose. Many were developed for different
programs and have different details and uses.
The list can be significantly reduced and still be as effective in its purpose. Eliminating
the redundancy will save time and SB 200 administrative costs in evaluation and
implementation. There are only four major categories (water quality, affordability,
accessibility and TMF), therefore we suggest that the list can easily be pared down to
only include the most significant and definitive indicators with real criticality. This paring
down process will render a more usable and effective tool.

II. SPECIFIC COMMENTS – DRAFT POTENTIAL RISK INDICATORS
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Following are ACWA’s and CMUA’s specific comments regarding the draft potential
indicators.

A. Table 3 - Draft Potential Water Quality Risk Indicators
Comment 4 – COMPLIANCE STATUS – Several draft potential indicators regarding
violations or exceedances include time periods, but there is no consideration of
whether the problem(s) have been remedied.
ACWA and CMUA appreciate that many of definitions for the draft potential risk
indicators in Table 3 include time periods. One concern, however, is that there is no
consideration of situations where the problem has been addressed. If the system has
addressed the problem, the system should obviously not be considered at risk.
Comment 5 – TRENDS/SAFE DRINKING WATER – Two of the draft potential indicators
reference “trends” but do not address trends. Those two draft indicators and a third
related indicator are not good indicators of at risk systems because they vary from
Federal and State law regarding safe drinking water.
At the bottom of Page 18, one draft potential indicator on the Table 3 list is “Presence of
Water Quality Trends Toward MCL.” The proposed definition is “the presence of
regulated contaminant(s), especially those attributable to anthropogenic causes, that
are detected at or greater than 80 percent of MCL in the Water Board’s SDWIS database
over the past decade.” Also at the bottom of Page 18, a second draft potential indicator
is “Frequency of Water Quality Trends Toward MCL.” The proposed definition is
“Frequency of when regulated contaminant(s), especially those attributable to
anthropogenic causes, are detected at or greater than 80% of MCL in the Water Board’s
SDWIS database over the past decade.” These two draft potential indicators are
problematic for a few reasons.
First, under federal and State drinking water laws, water that does not exceed the MCL
is safe drinking water. There is not a problem when levels are, for example, at 80
percent of an MCL. Second, there is nothing in these draft indicators that describes a
trend – a change over time that comes close to the MCL. Third, funding for “at risk”
systems should only be going to systems that are truly close to failing to comply with the
standards. Many systems may have water quality constituents at 80 percent of the MCL
or at another number below the MCL and not be “at risk” whatsoever.
On a related note, at Page 19, one of the draft potential indicators is “Current Water
Quality Greater than 50% (of MCL) for Acute Contaminants.” This indicator is
problematic because (again), it is the MCL that is the regulatory measure of whether the
water is safe. Water that does not exceed the MCL is safe, so this indicator would not
provide an indication of whether a system is at risk.
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Comment 6 – EMERGING CONTAMINANTS – The presence of emerging contaminants
with an established public health goal is a not an appropriate “at risk” indicator for
the Safe and Affordable Drinking Water Fund.
At Page 19, staff is proposing a potential indicator that would be “the presence of
emerging contaminants with an established public health goal.” The State Water Board
is conducting important work regarding emerging contaminants outside the context of
SB 200 (Monning) implementation. SB 200 and the Safe and Affordable Drinking Water
Fund do not address emerging contaminants. SB 200 and the Safe and Affordable
Drinking Water Fund are focused on whether systems are failing to comply with federal
and State safe drinking water standards or are at risk of failing to comply with the
standards.
Public health goals are not safe drinking water standards. The standards (the MCLs) are
the enforceable regulatory requirements for whether drinking water is safe. The
standards are the appropriate benchmark for evaluating the need for financial
assistance from the Safe and Affordable Drinking Water Fund.
Thus, the draft indicator regarding emerging contaminants should be deleted. The
indicators need to directly relate to the purpose of the Safe and Affordable Drinking
Water Fund. ACWA and CMUA understand that the indicators will evolve over time. If a
drinking water standard is set in the future for an emerging contaminant, it will then
become part of the scope of Safe and Affordable Drinking Water Fund funding.
Comment 7 - POTENTIAL CONTAMINATION HAZARDS – The “presence” of nearby
source of contamination is not a good indicator of whether the system is close to
failing to provide safe drinking water.
This draft potential indicator should be modified to address situations where the nearby
source is having a proven and quantifiable direct impact on the water quality in
question.
Comment 8 – REDUNDANCY – ACWA and CMUA suggest that the State Water Board
review the table for redundancies.
For example, at Page 19, two draft potential indicators are:
1) Past presence on the Human Right to Water List – defined as the number of
times the system was on the list over the last four years; and
2) Average duration on the Human Right to Water List – defined as the average
amount of time the system was on the list over the last four years.
One of these two indicators (the one with the least criticality) should be deleted.
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These are two examples of several indicators in Table 3 that overlap. Some of this
redundancy may be the result of compiling indicators from numerous programs and
sources on the list (see Overarching Comment 3 on Page 2). Narrowing down the
number of indicators is important.

B. Table 4 - Draft Potential Accessibility Risk Indicators
Comment 9 – DWR TOOL – Tables 4, 5 and 6 refer to the Department of Water
Resources’ (DWR’s) Water Shortage Risk Tool. As recent as June of 2020, DWR was
accepting public comment regarding this tool. Therefore, DWR may modify these
indicators, and they were also developed for a different program.
Comment 10 – CRITICALITY - The Table 4 list can be narrowed. There are many draft
potential indicators on Table 4 that have low criticality for accessibility. Examples
follow.
1. Number and Type of Sources (2 Indicators)
For example, looking at Page 20, a public water system with one groundwater source
should not be considered “at risk” for purposes of SB 200 implementation. It follows
that the water system’s source type and number of sources does not have high
criticality for public water systems. One system with one highly reliable water source
may be at a lower risk of failing to provide adequate safe drinking water than a system
with two sources that have less reliability or are of marginal water quality. Water
management is very fact dependent, so it is important that the development of
indicators take into account the highly varied situations in the field.
2. Surrounding Agricultural Land
At the bottom of Page 21, a draft potential accessibility indicator is defined as “Presence
of irrigated agriculture in the surrounding basin (irrigated acreage).” ACWA and CMUA
suggest that for SB 200 implementation, such simplistic language as “presence” of
irrigated agriculture is not an appropriate risk indicator. There is no indication within the
current wording for what risk this particular draft potential accessibility indicator is
targeting. Funding for at risk systems needs to go where systems are close to failing to
provide adequate safe drinking water. This indicator has little criticality.
3. High Priority Basins under Sustainable Ground Water Management Act
(SGMA)
At Page 20, one of the draft potential accessibility indicators is “location in a high
priority ground water basin.” Here too, the indicator is too broad and simplistic to be
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credible in deciding whether a specific system is at risk of failing from an accessibility
perspective.
4. Wildfire Risk – Current and Projected
ACWA and CMUA recognize and are concerned that wildfires can affect water supply
and water quality. However, in stepping back and looking at which factors commonly
put systems at the risk of failing to provide safe drinking water, our organizations would
not be suggesting, for example, “projected area burned from wildfire” (Page 20) “or
Wildfire Risk Current” (Page 20) in the top indicators. The current menu of potential
indicators needs to be narrowed.
5. Water Loss
Water loss (at Page 23) is an important topic that the State Water Board and water
community are working on pursuant to recently enacted legislation. Water loss,
however, is not a good indicator of whether or not a system has reliable access to water
supplies for safe drinking water. This draft indicator should be deleted.
6. Precipitation
At the top of Page 21 is a draft “Drought Early Warning” potential indicator with the
proposed definition of “less than 70% of average precipitation by January 31 st for the
current water year.” This draft indicator ignores that a water system may be prepared
for multiple years for drought because, for example, the system has invested in drought
contingency measures such as water storage or overlies groundwater basins that are
not over-drafted. Such systems will not be “at risk.” This indicator should be deleted.
7. Temperature Shift
On Page 21, there is a draft temperature shift indicator proposed to be defined as the
“projected change in maximum temperature by mid-century.” It is Fiscal Year 202021,and this draft indicator will not allow for an accurate evaluation of risk to accessibility
of water supplies for purposes of near-term SB 200 implementation. ACWA and CMUA
suggest deleting it.

C. Table 5 - Draft Potential Affordability Risk Indicators
Comment 11 – SYSTEM AFFORDABILITY - Table 5 mixes system affordability and
customer affordability indicators. Table 5 should instead address system affordability.
Low-Income Water Rate Assistance (LIRA) is an important topic, but that topic focuses
on customer affordability. SB 200 (Monning) is not a LIRA statute. Rather, it focuses on
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safe drinking water and affordability at the system level. The affordability indicators for
the SB 200 implementation should address system level affordability.
For example, one of the proposed potential indicators (at Page 24), “poverty
prevalence,” is proposed to be defined as “percentage of serving population under 200
percent of the Federal Poverty Level.” A similar draft potential indicator is “Percentage
of Poverty,” which is proposed to be defined as the “percentage of the serving
population living at or under the water service area poverty income.” A poverty
prevalence indicator can be helpful in determining the scope of a LIRA program, but
again, SB 200 did not set forth a LIRA program. For purposes of determining the
affordability in the system context for SB 200 implementation, ACWA and CMUA
suggest evaluating whether the amount that the system charges exceeds 2.5 percent of
median household income for the community in question. This affordability indicator
comes from longstanding U.S. EPA policy on drinking water affordability. ACWA and
CMUA recommend the addition of this indicator to the white paper.
Draft Table 5 relies significantly on the 2019 paper entitled Developing a New
Framework for Household Affordability and Financial Capability Assessment in the Water
Sector, (Raucher et al.). Many of the individual indicators pulled from that paper focus
on the household (customer) affordability question rather than the system affordability
issue that SB 200 seeks to address. These benchmarks are not at the appropriate scale
to be used in risk assessments for systems and should be deleted.
Comment 12 – OEHHA DRAFT TOOL - Table 5 includes three draft potential indicators
sourced from the draft Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment (OEHHA)
Human Right to Water Tool that have not been finalized and need to be revised.
ACWA’s and CMUA’s understanding is that OEHHA has not yet finalized its draft report
entitled, A Framework and Tool for Evaluating California’s Progress in Achieving the
Human Right to Water. The three indicators in question all reference 6 hundred cubic
feet (CCF) of water. As noted in OEHHA’s draft document at Page 66, 6 CCF equates to
50 gallons per capital per day (GPCD) for a 3-person household and 37 GPCD for a 4person household. ACWA submitted comments to OEHHA on February 19, 2019 noting
that the Human Right to Water relates to indoor water uses (i.e., human consumption,
cooking and sanitary purpose). (Please see California Water Code Section 106.3.) Recent
State laws enacted in 2018 set a standard for indoor residential water use of 55 GPCD
until 2025. (Please see California Water Code Section 10609.4.) If an indicator is going
to relate to water usage, it should be consistent with the Human Right to Water and the
State’s water use efficiency laws and reference 55 GPCD.
Please note that two other indicators in Table 5 also reference “6-CCF.” Please see
“Extreme Water Bill” and “Hours at Minimum Wage to Pay Water Bill” at Page 25.
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Comment 13 – CRITICALITY (E.G., SHUT-OFFS) – Many of the draft potential indicators
in Table 5 will not help the State Water Board determine if a public water system is
close to failing to provide safe drinking water because of system affordability.
Indicators with more “criticality” should instead be evaluated and selected.
For example, two of the draft potential indicators, “% of shutoffs” and “duration of
shutoffs,” are not good indicators in this area. While shutoff issues are important, and
recently enacted legislation (SB 998, Dodd, 2018) and COVID-19-related Executive
Orders address shutoffs, shutoffs are not good indicators for system affordability for SB
200 purposes. Outside of the pandemic where shutoffs are suspended, shutoffs happen
for multiple reasons. Some examples of reasons include home sales, tenant turnover,
people who can afford to pay but are trying not to pay, and people who have difficulty
paying. A number or percentage of shutoffs could be significant for a system which is
well-managed financially and which has affordable water. ACWA and CMUA suggest the
deletion of these two draft indicators.
Comment 14 – REDUNDANCY – Table 5 includes many draft potential indicators that
are simply redundant. (See Overarching Comment 3 on Page 2.) Staff should narrow
down the list of potential indicators.
To illustrate the point, examples (not a complete list) of redundant draft potential
indicators in Table 5 include:
1) Household Burden – Average Water Rates divided by 20 th percentile household
income for water service area;
2) Affordability Ratio – Average Water Rates divided by 20 th percentile household
income (discretionary after excluding costs for housing, food, healthcare, energy
and taxes) for water service areas;
3) Households Below the Living Wage – Percentage of households earning below
the living wages.
Again, many of these draft potential indicators have been compiled from various
programs and or studies. A concerted effort should be made to pare down to a short list
of indicators with high criticality for SB 200 purposes.
Comment 15 – UNC FINANCIAL DASHBOARD – ACWA and CMUA may have additional
comments regarding draft indicators from the UNC financial dashboard after the
August 28, 2020 webinar regarding SAFER cost assessment methodology
development.

D. Table 6 – Draft Potential TMF (Technical, Managerial and Financial)
Risk Indicators
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Comment 16 – CRITICALITY: FINANCIAL – In general, ACWA and CMUA suggest that
the State Board should focus the financial part of Table 6 on a few indicators that have
a strong relationship to financial health and can easily be evaluated. Examples follow.
The proposed “current ratio” potential indicator at Page 29 is a good choice. This ratio
compares current assets to current liabilities. One suggestion is an indicator regarding
what percentage of costs are overhead costs. Another suggestion is whether annual
financial audits are conducted for the public water system.
Comment 17 – FULL BOARD – Maintaining a full board is a good indicator, but the
proposed definition should be modified.
At Page 30, there is a draft potential indicator labeled “Maintaining a Full Board
(organization).” This concept is an important financial indicator. The proposed definition
is “Does the water system maintain a governing board which actively meets in
accordance with best practices for the governance type/legal entity status of the
system.” [Emphasis added.] ACWA and CMUA suggest changing “best practices” to
“legal requirements.” While meeting best practices would be ideal, if the State Water
Board is determining whether the systems are on the edge of financial unsustainability,
the indicator should measure whether: 1) they maintain a full Board; and 2) that Board
meets in accordance with legal requirements. Again, the “at risk” funding need to be
targeted where there are real problems.
Comment 18 – CRITICALITY: RATE STRUCTURES – The draft potential risk indicators
regarding rate structures at Page 26 (“year rate structure was last updated” and “type
of rate structure used by water system”) lack criticality.
These draft potential indicators would not be good indicators of whether a system is
truly at risk of failing to provide safe drinking water. A rate structure approved a number
of years ago can be fine. Different types of rate structures can work well. There are
other indicators that have significantly more criticality relative to financial capacity.
Please see the prior comment. ACWA and CMUA suggest that these two draft potential
indicators regarding rate structures be deleted.
Comment 19 – CRITICALITY – Table 6 includes many other draft potential metrics that
can be deleted because they are not good indicators of whether a public water system
is close to failing to provide safe drinking water because of lack of TMF capacity.
Examples follow:
1. Number of Staff
There are many public water systems with small staffs that are successful in purveying
safe drinking water. This indicator lacks criticality.
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2. Customers Metered/Absence of Customer Level Meters
Water meters are important for many reasons, but the absence of customer-level water
meters is not a good indicator of whether the system is at risk of failing to provide safe
drinking because of lack of TMF capacity.
3. Number of Service Connections
There are public water systems with relatively small numbers of service connections
that have high levels of TMF. The number of service connections is not a good indicator
of whether a system is close to failing to provide adequate safe drinking water due to
lack of TMF capacity.
Comment 20 - Operators –Table 6 includes a potential indicator with the proposed
definition of “Does the water system have a full-time operator.” ACWA and CMUA
suggest changing this to “Does the water system have an operator with the
appropriate distribution system and/or treatment system certifications from the State
of California for the system.”
The State Water Board establishes certification requirements for different types and
complexity of water distribution systems and water treatment technologies. This
ensures that personnel are trained and qualified to operate distribution systems and
water treatment facilities, including those that treat and remove harmful contaminants.
As such, Community Water Systems must have operators that have the proper levels of
water distribution operator certifications and treatment operator certifications for the
size and complexity of their systems in accordance with Title 22, California Code of
Regulations, Division 4 (Environmental Health).

III. SPECIFIC COMMENTS – DRAFT INDICATOR EVALUATION TOOL
The description of the Draft Risk Indicator Evaluation Tool is well-written and easy to
follow. We have one comment at this time.
Comment 21 – For Step 3, the “Combined Evaluation,” the “Maybe” category should
not include “Fair” results for Step 1.
As noted on Page 30, “Step 1” would evaluate whether a “relatively strong relationship
exists between a potential risk indicator and a water system’s ability to provide
adequate and safe drinking water.” (Step 2 would get into the coverage, availability and
accuracy/quality of data.) Step 1 is a hugely important part of the tool. It goes right to
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whether the indicator will be valuable for determining if a water system is close to
failing to provide adequate safe drinking water.
To have an “Excellent” score for Step 1, the determination would have to be “evidencedriven.” To have a “Good” score, the determination would have to be recognized in the
water sector. To have a “Fair” score, there would be some water sector debate over
relationship.
As proposed on Page 32, Step 3, the “Combined Evaluation,” would give the indicator a
“Maybe” for inclusion in the Risk Assessment 2.0 if Step 1 resulted in “Good” or “Fair”
scoring and if Step 2 resulted in “Good” or “Fair” scoring for all three Step 2 criteria (not
summarized here). ACWA and CMUA suggest that for the indicator to be in the “Maybe”
category, it should have a “Good” scoring on Step 1. Otherwise, the State Board could
be using an indicator that is neither evidence-driven nor recognized by the water sector.
There is no shortage of potential indicators, and we suggest that the State Board really
focus on strong indicators so that there is greater likelihood of SB 200 funding going to
solve real problems.
Accordingly, we suggest the following change at Page 32:
Maybe: Step 1 results mustmay be Good or Fair; and Step 2 results may be
Good or Fair for all three criteria.

IV. CLOSING
ACWA and CMUA look forward to engagement with the State Water Board and staff on
this important topic. To discuss these comments, please contact Cindy Tuck at (916)
441-4545 or cindyt@acwa.com or Danielle Blacet-Hyden at (916) 326-5802 or
DBlacet@cmua.org.
Sincerely,

Cindy Tuck
Deputy Executive Director for Government
Relations
Association of California Water Agencies

Danielle Blacet-Hyden
Deputy Executive Director
California Municipal Utilities Association
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cc: The Honorable E. Joaquin Esquivel, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board
The Honorable Dorene D’Adamo, Vice Chair, State Water Resources Control Board
The Honorable Tam Doduc, State Water Resources Control Board
The Honorable Laurel Firestone, State Water Resources Control Board
The Honorable Sean Maguire, State Water Resources Control Board
Ms. Eileen Sobeck, Executive Director, State Water Resources Control Board
Mr. Darrin Polhemus, Deputy Director, Division of Drinking Water, State Water Resources
Control Board
Mr. Andrew Altevogt, Assistant Deputy Director, Division of Drinking Water, State Water
Resources Control Board

