CLEAN RIVER IMPERIOUS AREA CHARGE

- DC Consumer Utility Board, February 2019
dcCUB fully supports the goals of DC Water’s Clean River project, which will substantially improve the water quality of the Potomac and Anacostia Rivers by largely eliminating our combined sewer system overflows.
However dcCUB is convinced that the assessment method to repay the bonds issued for the project is unfair and badly designed.  The Clean River Impervious Area Charge (CRIAC) on many rate-payer’s DC Water bills is often larger than the total charges for all other DC Water services.  Below we detail some of the most obvious reasons that the size of this charge is so large and so wrong.
A. The formula is unfair.  It does not account for roadways and public rights of way.  DC Water agrees that this is wrong.
Every year millions of commuters and tourists use our public streets, alleys, and sidewalks.  The DC government gets various revenues from these users.  The DC government should pay its share of CRIAC.
All roadways, sidewalks, alleys and other public rights of way, including those owned by the DC and federal governments, should be included in the CRIAC assessment.
Presently, only private roadways are charged the CRIAC fee.  The public rights of way constitute nearly half of impervious surface in the District.  It is entirely appropriate for both the local and federal government to assume a share of responsibility for maintenance of the District’s water infrastructure.  Rate-payers should not be required to bear all the burden.
B. The formula is unfair.  It does not accurately reflect the impact of individual properties. DC Water agrees that this is wrong.
1. It does not account for baseline flow:
Up to 20% of the cost of the CRIAC should be based on DC Water's baseline flow under dry weather conditions. DC Water estimates that 18 to 20% of the flow into its treatment facility is from regular use (e.g., sinks, toilets, showers, etc.).  A commensurate percentage of the CRIAC should be paid based on the baseline flow.
Both baseline flow and stormwater from impervious surfaces contribute to combined sewer overflows, so both should be subject to fees to support Clean Rivers project. The effect will be to shift an equivalent percentage of the Clean Rivers project cost to larger buildings, institutions, and multi-family dwellings that contribute more to baseline flows, and reduce the burden on individual residential ratepayers and owners of larger plots of land, such as churches and schools.
2. It does not give credit to green infrastructure
The CRIAC discount for ratepayers who install green infrastructure to reduce stormwater runoff should be increased to 20% from the current 4%.  That would provide a greater incentive for new green infrastructure, which would in turn reduce stormwater runoff.
In addition, private development of green infrastructure should also be integrated into the stormwater retention credit trading program based on locational value to managing stormwater overflows.
3. It is based on obsolete impervious surface area estimates:
The estimates of impervious surface used by DC Water to set the CRIAC fee should be based on recent satellite data on perviousness rather than 2014 aerial surveys of the color of a surface.
DC has seen a tremendous amount of development in the last five years, with many new buildings resulting in increased impervious surfaces. Those new impervious areas are not accounted for and those property owners are not paying their fair share.
4. It does not reflect other potentially relevant criteria such as slope, vegetation, etc.
C. The formula is unfair.  It did not include representation from DC rate-payers.
This may may explain why it was designed so badly.
Oversight of DC Water should be expanded. The Board could include more ratepayer advocates, some appointed by the DC Council. The feasibility of subjecting DC Water to oversight of the Public Service Commission should be considered.
The current DC Water Board, appointed by the Mayor and chaired by the Director of DOEE, provides inadequate oversight. More formal accountability to ratepayers is needed. The recently passed law to task the Office of People’s Council with representing ratepayers who have complaints against DC Water implicitly acknowledges insufficient oversight of the utility, but does not sufficiently address the problem. 
