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Working with our Municipalities to Deliver Clean Drinking Water

By U.S. Senator Tim Johnson (D-SD)

The federal government has a few sacred responsibilities.  First and foremost is to protect the country from external threats and hostile nations.  The Congress is taking that responsibility very seriously by ensuring that the men and women in the Armed Services have the support they need to protect our security and freedom.  Congress also has to pass an annual budget. 
An important part of the federal government’s annual budget is the commitment to ensuring that all communities have access to clean drinking water supplies.  For several fiscal years, high budget deficits and the commitment to fund the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan forced the federal government to reduce its role in supporting state programs that fund local clean drinking water projects.  During the past legislative session, the new Congress decided to reverse those cuts and work to provide more resources to the localities and municipalities responsible for delivering drinking water and other essential public utilities.  I want to share with you what some of those budget decisions will mean for South Dakota and its citizens. 
There are approximately 52,000 public water systems serving communities throughout the United States.  According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s latest needs survey, water systems will need to invest an estimated $276 billion between 2003 and 2023 just to meet health standards and replace deteriorating infrastructure.  The vast majority of these community water systems serve less than 3,300 users where the capability to pay for these capital projects is far different from large community systems serving big urban areas.  In South Dakota while some of our rural, municipal and industrial water supply needs are met through regional rural water systems, many local communities also rely on funds through the Drinking Water and Clean Water State Revolving Funds.  Accordingly, there is a strong role for federal and state aid to community public utilities. 
For Fiscal Year 2008, the Drinking Water and Clean Water State Revolving Funds will receive $829 million and $689 million, respectively.  These programs provide states with seed money to make low-interest loans for drinking water and wastewater projects in communities across the nation, helping to make those projects more affordable than they would otherwise be.  The fact that these funds are “revolving” means that each federal dollar is stretched as far as possible by lending it multiple times to multiple projects.  Though the funding levels approved for the current fiscal year are significant, I am concerned that they are not large enough to keep pace with our infrastructure needs.  That is why I recently joined a bipartisan group of twenty four Senators in urging the Director of the White House Office of Management and Budget to seek a more adequate funding level in the President’s forthcoming budget proposal for Fiscal Year 2009.  As a member of the Senate Appropriations Committee, I will continue to advocate for rural water and wastewater infrastructure funding as the budget process unfolds. 
Buttressing federal grant and loan programs is the prospect of direct aid from the Bureau of Reclamation, United States Department of Agriculture, or U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.  As you know, South Dakota communities have long sought regional solutions to poor drinking water quality, water supply and moving water to where people live and work.  Congress continues to support direct aid to regional rural water systems.  As a member of the Senate Appropriations Committee I was able to secure over $67 million in federal assistance for the continued construction of several rural water systems in South Dakota in 2008.  These rural water systems serve all parts of the state and in the past thirty years, Congress has greatly increased the amount of direct financing to regional systems in South Dakota. 
I believe that the economy of our state is better served and our quality of life improved because many communities in South Dakota now receive municipal drinking water supplies from a regional rural water system.  Even with strong direct federal support, the need for meeting many of our smaller community’s infrastructure needs exceeds the existing financing capacity.  Southwestern South Dakota and parts of the Black Hills utilize an existing patchwork of wells and private water systems to meet drinking water and wastewater needs.  In East River, value-added agriculture and the boon in ethanol production is signaling to existing regional systems the need to expand.  In both of these cases regional solutions to drinking water problems can effectively deliver the valuable public good of municipal and residential water.  

In 2008, I am going to continue to work toward increasing the federal investment in South Dakota’s public infrastructure.  Municipalities require good public utilities to attract businesses and retain workers that strengthen communities.  I appreciate being able to share with you how important these issues are to me and how I will work to keep fighting for these investments as your United States Senator. 
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