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Water shutoffs as a tool: respondent opinions
Pros

Ensures revenue recovery

Maintains low rates for all customers

Encourages participation in payment plans
and long-term solutions

Helps customers prioritize water bills over
e.g. phone or cable

The notice of shutoff can be enough to
spur payment in some cases

Cons

Removes a basic right to clean water

Risks causing life-threatening circumstances

Creates additional hardship during times of crisis

Can encourage water taking

Expensive to utility if technicians are required to shut off and
return service

May initiate a cycle of repeated shutoffs without solving the
underlying problem
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Importance of
avoiding water
shutoffs
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Does your utility
implement water
shutoffs?

Yes No Unsure

Yes
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No
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Effective ways
of ensuring
affordability
and reducing
shutoffs

Low-income rate assistance programs (customer
assistance programs)

Income-based payment arrangements  (e.g. stepped water
pricing system)

Forgiveness programs for past-due balances (e.g.
foundation grants)

Increase the price for excessive usage to maintain low
costs for low water users

Multiple methods of communication with customers

Direct care / Individualized customer service

Third party payment options  (e.g. Promise Pay)

Flow restrictors to supply basic water needs

Inspecting and repairing in-home leaks regularly

No-cost water for specific community groups  (e.g. tribal
members)

Rapid responses to address shutoffs  (e.g. <72 hours)



“[We use] multiple methods of communication,
payment assistance options, and direct care

which has resulted in 73% of scheduled
disconnection workorders being cancelled

before completion. Additionally, water to those
disconnected for nonpayment is restored within

48-72 hours due to favorable restoration
policies.”

 –Tony Serles, Greater Cincinnati Water Works



Methods to
support
households
facing
shutoffs

Direct communication to understand their water usage,
financial situation, and opportunities for support

CAPS, low-income discounts, Water Lifeline

Flexible payment plans and forgiveness

Longer payment terms (up to 24 months)

Debt/Arrears forgiveness

Identify opportunities to reduce consumption

Actively install water-saving devices and fix leaks

Community resources: Actively connect customers to
suppoort (e.g. low-income family assistance funds, social
service agencies, nonprofit grants, utility-sponsored
hardship programs)



Participant quotes

“The best method of supporting a household facing
eminent water shut off is a rapid multi-pronged

approach  that combines emergency, financial
assistance, debt management, tools, and advocacy

for long-term affordability.”

“[C]ustomers just need some flexibility, as they
want to pay but face challenges.”



Infrastructure
and system
constraints
Affordability concerns are often tied
to deferred maintenance and
underinvestment.

Aging infrastructure reaching
end-of-life
Growth pressures and system
capacity limits
External cost pass-throughs
from wholesale suppliers
Difficulty funding replacements
without rate hikes



Challenge to Maintaining Affordability​

“…our residents don't want any rate increases and
our infrastructure investment needs have

increased exponentially - the infrastructure and
assets in the ground is aging and reaching end of

life…[the] cost of all commodities has gone up and
that makes it difficult for policy makers to approve

rate increases.” –Anonymous

Utilities are focused on affordability but often
constrained by the cost of replacing aging infrastructure

and political resistance to rate increases.​



Requested
research
topics

Successful collection on delinquent water bills without
the use of shutoffs​

Preventive outreach models—specifically, how utilities
can proactively identify households at risk of falling behind
on bills(e.g., through cross-referencing with local
unemployment data or low-income housing lists) and offer
support before shutoff notices are sent. ​

Creation of auxiliary organizations

Improving customer service, including assistance for
those who have trouble paying their bills.

Tiered membership benefits​

Impact of privatization on the affordability of water​



Specific research questions
How can the utility avoid expending funds on water shutoff activities
knowing the customer has intentions of paying and will usually make
the payment?

How can mid size utilities set up programs to educate customers on the
cost of water, water conservation, improving water habits (less
wastage and thoughtful use), smart irrigation, and program
availability for [bill] assistance? 

Has there been a successful opt-out donation program implemented to
support customer assistance programs?​



Trends Key Takeaways

Opportunities

Customer-centered solutions for
affordability
Flexible collections are replacing
traditional shutoffs
Rate stability is being prioritized
over long-term investment

Most respondents feel they are
managing affordability and
shutoffs “well” or “very well.”
Two dominant focus areas:

Rate structure &
affordability balance
Customer assistance &
hardship programs

Broad movement toward
reducing or softening shutoffs
Persistent challenges related to
aging infrastructure and
customer communication

Broader adoption of tiered pricing
and income-based rates
Stronger data-driven outreach to
at-risk households
Integrate affordability into long-
term capital planning
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View the full 

Keep the Water Flowing: Best Practices for
Avoiding Water Shutoffs resource here:

https://www.rivernetwork.org/our-impact/our-priorities/safe-
affordable-drinking-water/reducing-water-shutoffs/

https://www.rivernetwork.org/our-impact/our-priorities/safe-affordable-drinking-water/reducing-water-shutoffs/
https://www.rivernetwork.org/our-impact/our-priorities/safe-affordable-drinking-water/reducing-water-shutoffs/

