
Access to Municipal Water Service: Do Community Demographics Matter? 

Clean water represents one of the most basic and essential human needs.  Over the last two centuries, 
American cities and counties have built hundreds of thousands of miles of pipe to distribute clean drinking 
water and convey wastewater back to treatment plants to be managed safely.  With thousands of private 
and municipal utilities in the United States independently operating to provide water and wastewater 
service, meet environmental and public health regulations, and manage responses to demographic 
changes, it comes as no surprise that water and wastewater systems vary significantly in terms of 
condition and cost to customers. 

Most utilities recoup water costs through user rates, which are based on fixed costs and water 
consumption.  While these water and wastewater rates tend to be affordable in the United States, with 
most users paying less than 1% of their MHI, substantial geographic variation exists.  This geographic 
disparity begs the question – are some groups systematically required to pay more for access to water 
and wastewater service?  Previous studies have noted strong correlations between race, income levels, 
and environmental equity, with poor, minority populations more likely to be disproportionately burdened 
by negative externalities. 

Using data from California, this study sought to determine whether community race and income levels 
impact the rates associated with water service or household water consumption. This research principally 
considered the relationship between demographic variables and water use, costs, and rates in 50 
communities.  The results indicate that communities with higher percentages of Black and Hispanic 
residents use more water, and have higher average water bills.  Smaller communities and more educated 
communities also have higher average water bills.  No demographic factors were found to cause variation 
in water rates, indicating that water consumption is a larger driver than water rates in determining the 
amount of money people spend on water service. 

 


