
“Improving Rural Quality of Life”

Systems Helping Systems:

A Conversation on Utility Collaboration

November 17, 2020



Thank you to our funders!

“Improving Rural Quality of Life”



Acknowledgement

This project has been funded wholly or in part by the United 

States Environmental Protection Agency under an EPA Training 

and Technical Assistance for Small Drinking Water Systems to 

Achieve and Maintain Compliance. 

The contents of this document do not necessarily reflect the 

views and policies of the Environmental Protection Agency, nor 

does the EPA endorse trade names or recommend the use of 

commercial products mentioned in this document.

“Improving Rural Quality of Life”

Acknowledgement



“Improving Rural Quality of Life”

Sarah Buck

Panelist

Laura Landes

Panelist

Derik Dressler

Panelist

Zach Green

Panelist



“Improving Rural Quality of Life”

Kinsey Brown

Moderator

Glenn Barnes

Moderator



RCAP National Office

1701 K St. NW, Suite 700

Washington, D.C. 20006

www.rcap.org

Western RCAP

Rural Community Assistance 

Corporation

www.rcac.org

Midwestern RCAP

Midwest Assistance Program

www.map-inc.org

Southern RCAP

Communities Unlimited

www.communitiesu.org

Great Lakes RCAP

Great Lakes Community Action 

Partnership

www.glcap.org

Southeastern RCAP

Southeast Rural Community Assistance 

Project

www.sercap.org

Northeastern RCAP

RCAP Solutions

www.rcapsolutions.org

“Improving Rural Quality of Life”

RCAP Network Map



◼Define utility collaboration

◼ Identify examples of different types of collaboration

◼ Explain how collaboration can evolve over time through an in-

depth case study

◼Discuss RCAP’s past and ongoing research into collaboration
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Defining Utility Collaboration

with
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◼What does the phrase “utility collaboration” mean to you?  What 

are some examples?

◼ Please type your thoughts into the question box
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OPEN ENDED QUESTION
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Examples of Different Types of Collaboration

with
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◼ Tri-town operator 

meetings

Sharing services

◼Woodward assistance 

through RCAP

 Leak detection
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Informal Cooperation

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beaver_Springs,_Pennsylvania
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


◼Hegins Hubley –

Mountain Water 

Authority

Started as informal 

cooperation

Certified Operator 

services

 Technical and 

Managerial

Operator local champion 
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◼ LCWSA

◼ Serving 10 sewer and 

water systems in 12 

Lycoming County 

◼ 8,500 customers

Small town politics

Regulatory/compliance 

driven  

Big picture thinking  

Critical Infrastructure 

Asset Management 
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◼Mifflin Twp., Columbia 

County

Unaccounted water 80% 

was primary driver

Major infrastructure 

upgrades

Aqua PA acquisition

User rates
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Ownership Transfer

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.privateinternetaccess.com/blog/2017/09/equifax-yet-another-catastrophic-leak-old-world-cant-get-away-with-this-anymore/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


How Collaboration Can Evolve Over Time

with
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Kankakee Alliance

An Ongoing Case Study
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Demographics

Community/System Name Population 

Served

Connections MHI

Godley Public Water District 660 232 $49,531

Village of Diamond 2508 880 $60,417

City of Braidwood 6200 2102 $63,651

Village of Coal City 5587 2330 $71,406

Village of South Wilmington 681 321 $68,750

Village of Braceville 900 322 $63,077

Village of Essex 0 0 $72,406

Custer Park (Unincorp.) 0 0 N/A



Project Area



What do these 3 things have in common with the KA?

Median Household 

Income ~$40,000



The Regional Problem



Theory or Practical?

    

Identify
Understand 

&  Document
Determine Assess Develop

Identify project 

champions and 

on the ground 

support

Understand and 

document 

existing 

strengths and 

challenges

Determine the 

best type of 

partnership and 

partners to 

address those 

challenges

Assess 

practicality of 

possible 

partnerships

Develop a 

plan for 

communicating 

with 

stakeholders



Step 1: Identify Champions/Support

◼ Joe Cosgrove - Godley PWD

◼ Individual Community Support

Mayors, Operators, Fire Protection, County Officials, Economic 

Development

◼RCAP officially entered as 3rd party facilitator in the Spring of 

2019.

Why?



2019 Regional Collaboration Summit, Springfield, IL

Regional Systems Panel
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Step 2: Understand & Document Strengths/Challenges

◼ Summer 2019 – Vision Development

Challenges 

◼ Poor well water quality; Fire Protection; Long-term water supply

Strengths

◼ River withdrawal permit; willingness to come to the table

Concerns

◼ Funding; Local control; Rates; Fire protection; Regulatory Issues 

(Mixing?); Corrosion Control Study



Step 3: Governance Structure + Participants



Step 4: Assess Practicality

TMF Capacity Framework

◼Capacity – the ability to comply with water and wastewater 

regulations

◼ Three areas of system capacity (TMF)

 Technical

Managerial

 Financial



RCAP’s Role Within Kankakee Alliance



Step 5: Communication



RCAP’s Past and Ongoing Research into Collaboration

with
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Three Resources

Available at https://www.rcap.org/blog/regionalizationresearch/
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1
Determine whether a partnership may 

be right for your community

2
Find out what resources are available 

and build your team

3 Commit to transparency from the start

4
Commit to a willingness to listen, be 

respectful and find mutual benefit

5
Recognize the importance of thinking 

through and reaching agreement on 

governance

6
Keep a patient mindset, and know that 

this is a long-term discussion focused on 

sustainability
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7
Be realistic about long-term costs and 

capacity to keep up any new 

infrastructure

8
Help system leadership and boards 

develop an understanding of their roles 

and responsibilities

9
Keep your goal in sight, but be open to 

possibilities

10
Ensure building and earning trust is 

prioritized throughout the process
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◼Rural Matters

◼New research: 

Recommendations for policy-

makers

◼How to encourage 

regionalization?

◼Guidebook
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Other Resources/Coming Soon:

Stock photo



◼ Fall 2020:

Coming soon!

◼ Fall 2019: 

The Regionalization Issue

◼ Fall 2018 feature story: 

Regional Partnerships: Sustainable Rural Water Systems

◼ Summer 2009:

The Road to Regionalization
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Rural Matters

https://www.rcap.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/RCAP_Fall19_Web.pdf
https://indd.adobe.com/view/f4f8d21b-3634-4ce8-abed-78f9037f21eb
https://www.rcap.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/RuralMatters-Summer2009-1.pdf


https://www.epa.gov/dwcapacity/water-system-partnerships

“Improving Rural Quality of Life”

https://www.epa.gov/dwcapacity/water-system-partnerships


◼Rollout webinar for the Water 

System Partnerships Handbook

◼ Targeted for state drinking water 

personnel and EPA Regional staff

◼ Technical assistance providers may 

also find this tool helpful in 

supporting their communities

◼ https://register.gotowebinar.com/regi

ster/4828533211412329229
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EPA Partnerships Webinar Tomorrow!

https://register.gotowebinar.com/register/4828533211412329229


https://www.epa.gov/waterfinancecenter/funding-strategies-promote-system-regionalization
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https://efc.sog.unc.edu/project/utility-regionalization-and-consolidation
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◼ In January:

Risk/Resilience Assessments & Emergency Response Plans

Helping Small Water Systems Comply with AWIA 

Requirements
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Next Finance & Management Webinars
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