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National Rural Water Association

• Federation of 50 State Associations serving public water and 
wastewater systems in all 50 states, tribes, and U.S. territories

• NRWA was chartered in 1976 by 8 State Associations 

• Rural Water has grown to represent >30,000 member utilities

• State Associations have 750+ water experts in the field



Community Drinking Water Systems

• America has 49,396 community water systems

• Most US drinking water systems are small:

• 91% serve less than 10,000 persons
• 81% serve less than 3,300
• 54% serve less than 500



Sustainability

• What does sustainability look like for America’s small 
communities?

• What are the differences between urban and rural water 
infrastructure investment?









Here’s How America Uses Its Land

Dave Merrill and Lauren Leatherby 
Bloomberg - July 31, 2018 

www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2018-us-land-use

http://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2018-us-land-use




Urban Areas



Urban Areas



Rural Characterist ics in America Urban Characterist ics in America

Areas with less than 50,000 people Areas with 50,000 or more people

Low density: < 1,000 people PSM High density: >1,000+ people PSM

No dense clusters of people Dense clusters of 2,500+ people

19.27% of the population 80.73% of the population 

96.99% of the total land area 3.01% of the total land area

Rural vs. Urban Characteristics
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Forest land



Forest land







Building Sustainable Systems 

• Rural water infrastructure must be able to support different 
uses and economic activity than urban infrastructure

• Small communities, by definition, have less economies of 
scale

• Consolidation & regionalization of systems will continue to 
play an important role, but are not silver bullets



County Distress
Scores

2017 Distressed Communities Index
Economic Innovation Group





Conclusions

• Small communities are far more likely to be disadvantaged 
and distressed overall

• Affordability is a key factor in providing equitable utility 
services – but looks different in small communities

• Government subsidies and technical assistance should 
prioritize underserved small communities



Innovation in Small Communities

• Circuit Rider Program – Model for the Future

• Workforce Development – NRWA Apprenticeship Program

• Dealing with Emerging Contaminants – PFAS

• Preparing for Natural Disasters & Emergencies

• Promoting Regional Solutions  







www.nrwa.org
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