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ANC 4D WATER FORUM – OCT. 24, 2017  
HOSTED BY COMMISSIONERS NANCY ROTH-4D01, RENEE BOWSER-4D02, LISA COLBERT-

4D03, JAMIE BARDEN-4D04, KRYSTAL BRANTON-4D05, AMY HEMINGWAY-4D06 
 

Overview 
ANC 4D Commissioners hosted a Water Forum on Tuesday, October 24th from 6:30-8:30PM at Washington Latin Public 

Charter School. The forum was in response to residents’ concerns about water bills and meters throughout the city and 

flooding and drainage issues in certain areas throughout 4D. 

 

The goal of the forum was to inform ANC 4D’s recommendations to the Mayor’s Office, D.C. Council and relevant District 

agencies regarding the water concerns notes above. To facilitate this, ANC 4D did two things: 1) invited DC Water and 

the Department of Energy and the Environment to address community questions collected in advance of and during the 

forum; and 2) collected feedback via attendee surveys.  

 

Commissioner Hemingway moderated a discussion with John Lisle, chief of external affairs at DC Water, and Joshua 

Rodriguez, chief of inspection and enforcement in the water quality division of the Department of Energy and the 

Environment. Mr. Lisle was joined by DC Water staff including Craig Fricke, Manager for Enterprise Asset Management, 

and April Bingham, Customer Service Manager (Meter & Field Services). Ona Balkus, legislative counsel at DC Council’s 

Committee on Transportation and the Environment, announced an upcoming hearing on water costs on November 17th 

at 11am.  

 

Key discussion topics included: (click on link below to skip to that section)

• Water bill breakdown / capital investments / 

CCFs 

• Rate increases (future)  

• Bill spikes / water meters / replacement  

• Decision to retroactively charge for water 

• DC Water Board of Directors / oversight 

• DC Water customer service / appeals process 

• Ways to reduce your bill  

• Ward 4 upgrades 

• Federal government  

• DC Water / DOEE flooding/drainage roles 

• Combined system  

• Catch basins 

• Impervious land and Impervious Area Charge 

(IAC) 

• Tunnels 

• Rain gardens/green infrastructure and storm 

water fees 

• Sherman Circle flooding  

• Back water valve and rebate program  

• Fire hydrant flushing / catch basins 

• DC Water capacity to handle emergencies  

• Storm water volume / RiverSmart Homes  

• DC Water leadership 

• Downspout Disconnection Program 

• Churches/faith community and the IAC 

• EPA mandate 

• Plastic bags and Clean Rivers  

• Committee on Transportation and the 

Environment hearing / testimony  
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Approximately 75 people attended the forum and 20+ people received help on-site with their water bills. Twenty-eight 

people responded to the survey. See attendee feedback.  

 

We are pleased to share the transcript of the forum as well as the topline results of the survey below. ANC 4D is 

preparing a resolution for the November 21st public meeting and will submit testimony to the Committee on 

Transportation and the Environment for its upcoming water hearing on November 17.  

 

For more information, please contact Commissioner Amy Hemingway, (202) 750-4012, 4D06@anc.dc.gov. Additional 

commission information is here.  

 

Welcome & Introductions (summarized) 

Commissioner Colbert thanked everyone for coming and reminded everyone that ANC 4D Commissioners hosted the 
forum in response to residents’ concerns about water bills and meters and flooding and drainage issues. She conveyed 
that a goal is to have actionable outcomes at the end of the event. In addition to adding to the discussion, she invited 
residents to fill out a feedback form to share thoughts on next steps.  

Commissioner Bowser introduced the commissioners who organized the event (outlined above).  

Problem Solving & Program Overview (summarized) 

Commissioner Roth outlined the process for problem solving with DC Water. DC Water had several staff on site to 
review residents’ water bills. Commissioner Branton distributed numbers to residents and posted numbers on the board 
to alert people they were ready to be served.  

Commissioner Barden introduced Commissioner Hemingway 
as the moderator. He then briefly introduced all participants, 
including John Lisle, chief of external affairs at DC Water, 
Joshua Rodriguez, chief of inspection and enforcement in the 
water quality division of the Department of Energy and the 
Environment, and Ona Balkus, legislative counsel at DC 
Council’s Committee on Transportation and the Environment. 
Finally, he gave a program overview – including on the 
community Q&A would be conducted. He invited the audience 
to write questions on the index cards and give them to him 
throughout the event. 

Discussion with DC Water (full transcript) 

Commissioner Hemingway invited John Lisle, chief of external affairs at DC Water, up to the stage for a discussion about 
water bill and meter concerns for about 30 minutes with 15 minutes for moderated resident Q&A. He was joined by 
several DC Water staff including Craig Fricke, Manager for Enterprise Asset Management, and April Bingham.  

mailto:4D06@anc.dc.gov
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M: Can you please break down the water bill? 
 
R: In the packet, hopefully we had enough, but we did print out some information for you. The first one is really 

essentially just where the money goes. So for every dollar that DC Water takes in from its customers, and it’s 
also important to realize that we are a non-profit. We are entirely funded by our rate payers with the exception, 
really a very small exception of maybe some EPA grant money from projects and small amount from the federal 
government to pay for our Clean Rivers Project. But most of our money comes from our rate payers from our 
customers, from you all. So the breakdown shows the first section is how much we spend delivering water and 
sewer services to you. A large part of our cost are related to improving our system. The Clean Rivers Project, 
which the impervious area charge funds, as you can see is a quarter of your bill. So it is a very expensive project; 
$2.6 billion at least to build these deep tunnels and to build green infrastructure. And so, that’s significant. Other 
capital projects, for instance, replacing your water mains under our streets. Some of them go back to the Civil 
War. They are the medium age of 79 years old, so they are very old and we are trying to improve our system and 
spend more money on that. And then the last section is money that we collect in behalf of the District 
Government. The pilot fee is paid in lieu of taxes that the District Government charges DC Water. The right of 
way is essentially a charge for having our pipes under the street, and then the storm water fee we collect on 
behalf of DOEE and the District Government for their storm water program. I also want to just draw your 
attention quickly. I won’t go through all the numbers, but the next slide is a breakdown of the average bill. And 
you can see how it is increasing from last year to this year, and you can see that they Clean Rivers charge is now 
$25 for most of our customers, residential customers. That is for one equivalent of residential unit, essentially 
one ERU, as we call it. And the average bill is now approximately $102, and a large portion of that is fixed. So the 
Clean Rivers charge is $25. That’s fixed. The metering fee is fixed. The water system replacement fee is to raise 
$40 million a year to replace old water pipes. That is also a fixed charge on your bill. So what varies is how much 
water you use, and your sewer chargers are related to how much water you use. And that is about $4.00 for 
every 748 hundred gallons that you…is that right?   (John) 

 
M: Yes.  
 
R: Right. So that’s one CCF. (John) 
 
M: On the back of the bill, why are there two different rates for the CCF water service? 
 
R: …I think the answer to that is that what we instituted the water system replacement fee, we also changed. We 

used to charge everybody the same price for their water service. So whether you were a residential customer or 
a business, we charged the same amount. And we changed that so there is now a slightly different price for 
residential, multifamily, and commercial. We also at the same time instituted what we call a lifeline rate. So for 
the first four CCF’s, about 3,000 gallons that you used, you pay less. It’s under $4.00, a CCF, which is 748 gallons. 
I’m sorry. That’s the way we charge, and I know it’s not as easy as gallons to remember. Everything over 4 CCF’s, 
you pay more. So the idea is in, and particularly if you live alone or there’s only two people in your home, you 
may not be using more than 4 CCF’s. The average bill that I showed you that’s in your information here is for 6.2 
CCF’s, which is what we calculated to be the average usage of CCF. (John) 
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M: Those were the areas where the biggest price increases were. If you’re increasing the prices of the retails 
rates, how much is DC Water expecting to get from that? What are they using that money for? 

 
R: So when you take in more money in the water and sewer rates, that’s paying for essentially operating our 

systems and paying our employees, buying chemicals. So all of the things that we need to treat waste water and 
deliver water to you through the pipes in the city and collect the waste water and get that to Blue Plains, then 
that’s reflected in there. That does not include our capital projects. It may include our debt financing. So a large 
portion of our projects are paid through debt financing. And so in things like personnel, chemicals, other 
expenses, energy, we are the largest user of electricity in the District of Columbia. Those are costs that tend to 
go up. (John) 

 
M: Could you explain how you make decisions like increasing the water rate when you have all of these other 

costs that your customers pay? 
 
R: Yeah. The one thing that I would say is that I think for us, it’s important that we keep the cost that we can 

control as low as possible. And for instance, I think in the current budget that we’re doing now, every 
department has been tasked with trying to cut how much money they spend. And so as far as we can control the 
cost of our programs and what we’re doing, we’re trying to do that. And there are obviously costs that we can’t 
control, but I do believe from the part that doesn’t increase that is not increasing as fast as you might think is 
the cost of your actual water and sewer and services. So what has made the bill go up as fast as it’s gone up, the 
truth of the matter is that your bill has probably in many cases doubled over the last seven, eight, to ten years, 
and most of the increase is to pay for the mandated Clean Rivers Project, which we have to do by law. And if we 
didn’t do it, they would slap us with fines and probably lock some people in jail, and then require us to still do 
the project. And also the cost of rebuilding our system. And for a very long time, nobody in Washington, D.C. 
was charged for maintaining the system. We were charged for the water that you use and your sewer services, 
and that was it. You were not charged anything to replace the pipes that are in the system, and that was fine as 
long as the system was new. The system is not new anymore, and the pipes are very old. (John) 

 
M: What can the communities expect in terms of the increase in future rates? 
 
R: I believe when it comes to water and sewer rates themselves, our current goal is to keep them at 5% increases 

or less. That does not mean that the overall increase would be under 5% because you have to take into account 
the Clean Rivers Project and how that charges escalated. When you first started paying Clean Rivers charge in 
2009, in 2010, it was only a few dollars on your bill. It is not $25. That’s the biggest deciding factor in how your 
bill has escalated. (John) 

 
M: Did DC Water anticipate these bill spikes or did you cause them intentionally?  
 
R: So I’ll answer that. And April’s our expert on meters, but I’ll just start by answering to say, no, we weren’t 

anticipating these spikes, and overall, that’s not what we’ve seen. What we have seen is that there are some 
accounts where people were previously not accurately being charged for the amount of water that they were 
using. I mean, we have some folks that were not being charged at all for the actual water that they were using, 
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or it was estimated because we were having trouble getting out to everybody’s home. We weren’t getting 
automated readings. So then what you have to do is you go out and you have to read the meter manually, and 
we weren’t able to do that in every case. So then we were estimating your bill. We might have been 
underestimating your bill. And in that case, when the meter was changed and it’s working properly, then you’re 
going to be charged for your actual consumption, and in some cases that may go up. And in others, we may have 
been overestimating your usage and you may actually be paying less. So you want to weigh in? (John) 

 
 Yeah. Good evening everyone. Just in conjunction with what John has said, by show of hands, does anyone 

remember you’ve been in your home or your property long enough to remember when DC Water was doing 
quarterly bills? You remember that? So, when we went live in 2001, 2002, we went live not just for changing 
your bills from a quarterly bill to a monthly bill, but we also went live with our new technology. And the new 
technology here is…I wanted to show you. It’s not a smart meter, but there’s smart technologies associated with 
this meter. And so it allowed us to not have to send a meter reader out to your location, to actually read that 
meter on these type of consistent basis. And so we realized that the meter itself is actually registering the usage. 
There’s a register here dial that you can see the usage being calculated as you have water usage inside the home 
or property, but at the same token, it’s this little gray box that we rely on. This gray box is called the meter 
transmission unit, and it actually sends us a signal twice a day and it allows us to be able to bill you for the usage 
that comes off of the meter. The batteries inside this (inaudible) has started to die. The manufacturer gave us 
about 10-15 years for warranty. So, we went live about 16-17 years ago. These are nearing their useful life. And 
so this is the reason that we’re changing our 85,000 of our small diameter meters. When I say small diameter 
meters, it’s two inches in below. The meter itself is going to always register. There may be times when the meter 
may not register and that could simply be because the register has died itself. If that’s the case, as John 
mentioned, we would have to estimate you if we don’t get a read off of this meter transmission unite. If we 
don’t get a read off of this transmission unit, this will cause DC Water to have to present you with an estimated 
bill. When we started this program back in January of this year, I’m sorry, we went live with an anticipated rate 
of 5,000 change outs per month. We wanted to be finish the program in 18 month time frame. And so today, 
we’ve closed down about 50,000 installations that we’ve completed. We’re using our vendors, Smartbridge 
Solutions, to do that. And at the time that we’re changing out this MTU box, it was most economical to go ahead 
and address the meter as well. The meters that are in the ground, as I said, they’re old. Not that they’re not 
working, it’s just that they’re aged. So, it was economically better for us to go ahead and change both pieces so 
that we wouldn’t have to revisit that location for the next 15 years. So it was a smart way to do business. Now 
you may ask the question in terms of a rate increase. The rate increase on your bill, the one item on your bill 
that says $3.86, and I’m assuming that the majority of you here are of a residential property, that $3.86 is the 
fee that takes care of us taking the maintenance of that meter. That fee did not increase in 2017 October 1. And 
so, that same fee is what we’re using today to manage this particular program. We looked at real hard the 
increase received across all of the districts. We’re going through all eight wards. Tonight makes the 22nd ANC 
meeting that we’ve been to. Of the eight wards that we’ve been to, we’ve took a look at all the increases; about 
45 in total that have come in with concerns about the bill itself. There were specifically 17 award (inaudible), so 
looked at those 17. And if you have specific questions, again, we have someone in the back of the room who can 
address those with you individually, but we wanted to be able to share just some information about the 
technology with the water meter itself. One last thing I wanted to mention is you’ll also see as we’re changing 
out these meters, we’re going to be putting a new meter lid. Does anybody remember the armor cast lids in 
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front of your home? Some have fallen in. some have jilted. Maybe you’ve created a tripping hazard. So we are 
going to be replacing meter lids. There are three sizes that we use, so you’ll see some of the larger ones. But 
nine times out of ten, you’ll have this size in front of your home.  
 

This is a plastic lid versus the armor cast that’s there 
now. This actually band to you is attached to the back 
of this lid. And so when you think about the meter pit 
itself, it’s below ground. This lid promotes 
transmission signal. So if you think about your 
cellphone, if you’re in a dead zone in times you ride 
through the city and your cellphone will drop a call 
on you. So we’re trying to make sure that as we 
change the meters and the MTU’s that we also 
created a lid that will allow us to be able to receive a 
better transmission and a consistent transmission. Of 
this close to 50,000 that we have installed thus far, 
we’re getting 99% reads on those installations. And 
that’s very important, because when we started this 
goal a few months back, we were reading some 
around 70% of our customers, which means we were 
estimating about 30% of our customers. And that’s 

probably many of you in the room. And so having the vendor work for us, changing out the meters, and having 
staff to be able to look at those meters when they come in with a series of photos, we’ve been actually verifying 
and validate the meter that is coming out the ground versus the meter that’s fully in the ground. It’s not just 
about changing the meters as far as this point in time, but it’s about data collection. And so when you think 
about that we haven’t look at those meters in close to 16 years, it’s very important that we gather variables of 
information to help us to prepare for the next 15 years.  (April) 

 
M: How do you just decide to retroactively charge people? When does it stop? Was this approved by your Board 

of Directors in the FY18 plan? 
 
R: So, I think I had some of the same questions about retroactively charging people, and we had a very good I think 

internal discussion about what our policy should be or what we should do. And it was determined that in the 
cases where we have been estimating some of these bills, and that’s obviously through no fault of the 
customer…we’ve been estimating your bill. So, it was determined that we would not go back any further than 
three months if we had good data. And only in that case, if we had good data to support. If we had 
underestimated how much you had been using, then we would go back and collect if we could determine what 
you actually had been using that we would then charge you for what you had used. So, what your consumption, 
we would charge that, but no further back than three months. Because to come to a customer and say, a year 
ago, sorry, we were wrong, you actually used more than we thought you did. We decided that really that wasn’t 
something that we could do. Anything to add to that or is that good? (John) 

 No, I think that’s right… (April) 
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M: Was this decision approved by the Board of Directors? 
 
R: So, as far as I know, I don’t think that decision had to be approved by them. (John) 
 
 Correct. I think as John said, it was an internal discussion that we had with some of our senior management 

within customer service, and we felt that it was the right thing to do because we had been estimating so many 
of our customers for so long. And so it did not have to reach for approval… (April) 

 
M: How does DC Water respond to calls for additional oversight? 
 
R: So, I think it’s important to understand that we are tasked with running DC Water, and there are in our enabling 

legislation and in the authority that the board gives us, there are parameters for what we’re able to do and what 
we’re not able to do. So for instance, if you’re going to spend a million dollars on contract, that has to be 
approved by the board. If you’re spending a smaller amount of money, those contracts do not necessarily have 
to go through the board. So, there are certain decisions that require the Board of Directors. To answer your 
question on oversight, DC Water Management is essentially neutral on that issue, but I will tell you this that 20 
years ago, DC Water or WASA at the time was part of the District Government. And it’s my understanding that a 
lot of the money that was collected from our customers at that time was not going back into our system, and it 
was actually Congress that said, we need to do something about this and make this an independent agency or 
we’re going to federalize it. And that’s what happened. It was turned into an independent authority of the 
District Government. So, our money is separate from the District Government’s and it was created that way on 
purpose. However, in terms of oversight, our board is nominated and approved by the Mayor of the District of 
Columbia and approved by the Council. And only the members of the board that represent the District of 
Columbia get to vote on our rate increases. There are suburban members on our board, but they do not decide 
the rating issues that impact the District of Columbia. So we believe there is a (cough) of oversight, but we’re 
indifferent on the question of more oversight. And I think that’s an important question to think about. Because 
to us, obviously, there are a lot of opinions on that and I understand where the question is coming from, but I 
think it’s also important to look at what needs to be done, what projects have to done, and how you’re going to 
get that done and whether that work would have to be done no matter whether you added another layer of 
oversight or not, that work still needs to be done. (John) 

 
M: Now let’s move on to the audience questions. Can we issue a municipal bond to pay for the fixed cost of 

water system replacement fees? 
 
R: So, the money allows you to rate $40 million a year, and that is capitalized, which means the bulk of our capital 

projects, we are issuing bonds. And so we’re issuing municipal bonds for the majority of our capital work. Just to 
point out to your point about the Public Service Commission, we’ve heard that a lot. I think the one thing to 
keep in mind is that all of the utilities that they regulate are for profit organizations. We are non-profit, and 
again, an independent authority of the District Government. (John) 

 
M: How do you know if your meter has been replaced? 
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R: So, the main thing you would notice is that you have a new lid in front of your home, but of the same token, 
Smartbridge Solutions, they’ve been a run of all the wards of all their properly ID while they’re out there with 
their vehicles, decals, and badges and so forth. But of the same token, if every change out required a curtesy 
knock at your door, now keep in mind, 95% of these are in public space, so your meter may be changed and you 
may not know that it occurred. But if you’re home, they will give you a curtesy knock at the door, they will 
advise you of why they’re there. They will then proceed to the meter box to make the change out as quickly as 
possible. It’s about a 15 minute shut down. And unfortunately, some of the change outs occurred while people 
were in the shower, so they found out the hard way. But because we had so many to do, we were not able to 
provide one on one contact with letting you know we were coming. So the ANCD’s were our way in letting you 
know. If you have any questions about the change out, you can always call either our PMO Office, I think that’s 
information listed in your materials, or you can call customer service directly and we can let you know whether 
that meter has been changed. (April) 

 
M: DC Water’s customer service is not responsive and you even closed your only customer service office. How is 

this helpful? What are your plans for customer service improvement? 
 
R: So, we used to have a walk in center near Union Station, and we had that for a long time. People could walk in 

and make payments at that center. Obviously, there’s some cost associated with running a facility like that for 
really a relatively small amount of our customers I believe were using that. And instead what we did is we 
partnered with a company that allows us to accept payments…I think it’s a 150 or so locations… (John) 

 
 Mom and pop shops throughout the district. (April) 

 
 So mom and pop shops throughout the district, where you can go in and make a payment. So obviously we 

know that was an inconvenience, but we found a solution that will still allow you to make walk in payments. 
(John) 

 
(Someone from the audience starts shouting.)  
 
So I think the second part of this question that it wasn’t just to pay your bill. You could walk in and you could 
discuss your account. And obviously, there is some convenience to being able to do that in person, so I’m not 
going to dispute that. I think it was a decision based on the tradeoff that you can still do that by calling the 
customer service and speaking to our billing department. We just can’t do it in person at the moment. And so I 
understand what you’re saying, but I think for us it was probably a financial tradeoff decision that we would still 
have a way for you to pay your bill in person and then hopefully be able to address your comments and 
questions and concerns over the phone or in writing. And so we’re still trying to be responsive, but I get your 
point that you would like to have a way to do that in person. So I understand.  (John) 

 
M: What are some recommendations for consumers to reduce their bill? 
 
R: So, one of the things I included in your packet is several different programs that are available to customers. So 

for instance, the CAP Programs, our Customer Assistance Program, that is if you qualify for low income heating 
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assistance, you automatically qualify for the same assistance on your water bill. If you look at it, it’s the third 
slide. It’s a very significant decrease in your bill. It’s I believe about $50 off of the average bill. There is the River 
Smart Rewards Program, which is managed through the Department of Energy and Environment. That gives you 
a credit, a small credit, because the fee is not there under your storm water fee, but also gives you a small credit 
on your area charge. And we also have a SPLASH Program, which is another way that we can assist customers. 
There are, as we said, fixed fees on your bill, and I think one of the things that is sort of hard for people to 
understand is those fees are fixed. And so although the CAP Program does give you a 50% discount on that fee 
as well. The CAP Program gives a very large discount to customers who qualify for that. Decreasing your water 
usage, obviously, would have an impact on your bill. Take the whole thing as a whole, it is not going to impact 
your fixed charges. (John) 

 
M: What are the status of upgrades in Ward 4? 
 
R: So, we don’t have a list of the individual projects. We are spending money across the city, and the one thing that 

might impact whether we’re spending more in one particular area as opposed to another might be the age of 
the system. It might be factors that we’ve determined that might be causing more stress on the system in a 
particular place. But I can tell you that one of the things that we’ve put up on our website in the last few months 
is an open portal, and one of the data sets is there is our capital improvement projects. And you can see exactly 
where the money is going. We also have a list on our website of all the projects that we’re doing. (John) 

 
M: Why are D.C. residents overcharged to pay for U.S. Congress share of the Clean River Project? 
 
R: So, the answer to that is twofold. The federal government does pay the impervious area charge, and my 

understanding is they initially brought, claiming it was a tax, and they don’t pay taxes. But eventually, they 
relented and they didn’t pay the impervious area charge. And they pay a lot of money because they own a lot of 
property in the District of Columbia. So, they do pay that. When the program, or what we call our long-term 
control plan or Clean Rivers Project was originally envisioned, it was an understanding that the federal 
government might pitch in about 50% of that project or up to 50%. Now that is not happening, and the reason 
why we think maybe they should is because they built the system. So, they built this combined sewer system 
that we’re trying to fix, and now it is up to us to fix it. So, they do not pay for that project, but I would say they 
pay approximately $14-15 million a year. We get an appropriation through Congress for that. It is often almost 
every year is a fight. The White House puts the money in. The House of Representatives takes it out. When they 
go to conference, the Senate puts it in their version. And then they work it out, and we’ve been able to get it, 
$14-15 million a year. We are spending $100 million a year, so we’re spending a lot more than that. (John) 

 (Audience member speaking.) 
 
 We got it. I don’t know the running total. I think the federal government might dispute what their share is, but 

you’re right. They didn’t build the system. It’s not just what runs under the capital. It’s what runs all the way 
through downtown. And I don’t know if everybody understands how the system was built. Well, a long time ago, 
all the sewer ran right into the rivers, so then we fixed that. They created Blue Plains, and they made this 
combined sewer system where everything, storm water, what comes out of your house, all goes down to be 
treated. And when it’s not raining, that system works great. When it is raining, and we had storms, the overflow 
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goes into Rock Creek, the Anacostia River, and the Potomac River. Because we were sued, the federal 
government mandated that we had to fix that. (John) 

 
M: That’s a great segue for the next part of our discussion on flooding and drainage. 
 

 
 

Discussion with DC Water & DOEE (full transcript) 

Commissioner Hemingway invited Joshua Rodriguez, chief of inspection and enforcement in the water quality division of 
DOEE, to join her and John Lisle on the stage. They discussed their complementary yet distinct roles in managing 
flooding and drainage strategies and mitigating issues for another 30 minutes with another 15 for Q&A.  
 
M: How does DC Water describe its role with respect to flooding and drainage? 
 
R: Well, we’re responsible for maintaining the sewer system. As John said, the sewer system in this area, what we 

call a combined system, which means storm water and sanitary waste water from your homes catch basins. As 
John said, during dry weather, that flows down Blue Plains and is treated there. When it rains out heavy enough, 
the rain, those systems overflow into the streams. So we’re responsible for maintaining that combined system. 
The combined system is about a third of the area of D.C. and right in the middle all the way up to the tip. That is 
a combined system portion of D.C. That includes catch basins in the street that are connected to that same 
sewer. And basically our responsibilities are to maintain and clean those catch basins and keep the sewers clean 
and flowing. And also our other big responsibility is to implement the program that’s being implemented to 
reduce the overflow and collect more of this waste water to get more of down to Blue Plains for treatment.  
(Craig) 

 
I: What is DOEE’s role in relation to drainage and flooding? 
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R: Certainly. So as Craig explained, there’s specific infrastructure and pieces that are structured all over this city to 
manage that flooding, storm water drainage, etc., and that’s’ DC Water’s responsibility to manage that. Our 
responsibility comes in in two different areas. One, a more conceptual long-term playing aspect. Recently, we 
helped finished Climate D.C, which is looking long-term at climate change and how we’re going to handle and 
mitigate those factors as well as flood plain management and things of more long-term, larger scale flooding. 
The other piece though is we help administer and help facilitate the installation and construction of 
infrastructure, low impact developments, and other projects and measures that help eliminate the volume of 
water that gets to DC Water infrastructure. Now things like rain gardens, rain barrels, those types of smaller 
projects that you can install on your homes and install in other smaller developments, those are very important. 
However, the Department of Energy and Environment, we really focus on these large scale developments and 
large scale projects.  

 
I’d like to use the ward as an example, because there’s a massive development. It has a lot of impervious 
surface. So our responsibility there is to ensure that they have all the practices, all the measures in place to 
retain storm water and either reuse it, let it infiltrate, or manage in some way that it’s not getting into the 
systems that DC Water is responsible for. I was just going to say that’s based on the storm water regulations that 
DOEE is responsible for; writing, managing, and enforcing. (Josh) 

 
M: Can you give us a sense of the combined system between the district and the suburbs? What are we dealing 

with in our sewer system? 
 
R: This area is part of the combined system, and that was the wave that most systems were built probably up to 

World War II, 40s to 50s in there someplace. Maybe a little longer. Newer development after that has been 
separate system where storm water is tied directly to the nearest stream or creek, and the sanitary sewer 
system that picks up the waste water from people’s homes and businesses and stuff is a totally separate system 
as tied all the way to the treatment plant. And the middle third of the city is combined and the outer edges and 
the suburban jurisdiction all are newer systems and basically our separate system.  

 
M: How does DC Water monitor the catch basins? Is the maintenance regular or based on 311 calls? 
 
R: Clarence can jump in if I got it wrong here, but I think we’re required to, inspecting, clean all of the catch basins 

at least once a year. So we have a preventive maintenance program. We track those in our maintenance 
management system, our maximal (?) system and we try to get to one of those every year and clean them. And 
then we would also respond to complaints about flooding and things that are blocked. One of the complications 
with our clean program is we have to deal with cars parked in front of them and things like that that prevent us 
getting through them. But we try to post no parking signs and things like that so we can fulfill that obligation to 
clean the catch basins once a year. (Craig) 

 
M: Catch basins in some areas have flooded every major storm for at least the last ten years. What’s causing this? 
 
R: Well, it could be a maintenance issue and the catch basin’s not clean or the sewer connected to the catch basin 

is blocked. But it could be that there’s just not enough catch basins in that area to collect the water. And so also 
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in a lot of these areas, there’s a lot of paved areas and we’re getting some of these really intense storms, and 
they just kind of overwhelm the catch basins and flow by. So part of it is that you have to have the catch basins, 
they have to be clean and open, but you have to have enough of them for the areas they’re serving. (Craig) 

 
M: Can I get a commitment from DC Water tonight to study that area a little bit further? 
 
R: For the August storm, there was a number of flooding issues all around the city and we’re kind of doing an eye 

level evaluation of those now, trying to sort them into different causes and areas that we can look into further 
and coordinate with DDOT if need be. If we think that’s the issue, we can foresee that with them; if we think it’s 
a maintenance issues, things we do ourselves. We’re trying to sort all these into these different categories and 
take a close look at them. (Craig)  

 
M: Is there a need for developers who do new construction to have any responsibility for determining the impact 

of that impervious land before they’re allowed to have a permit to do the work? 
 
R: So, I’m not an expert in this specific 

area. I can certainly say that there is a 
responsibility for developers to 
maintain or retain volumes of storm 
water. Now, there is a specific 
threshold though that triggers that, 
and many times what you might 
consider a flipped home or something 
of that magnitude doesn’t trigger 
that. And the reason for that is 
essentially they did not want to 
require specific retention 
requirements o  n homes that my just 
be putting in a new patio or a new 
pavement area. And there’s a specific 
threshold based on square footage of 
disturbance, it’s determining that. So 
if a home is flipped on the inside only 
disturbs the staircase, then they 
would not require any retention. If there’s a development of multiple homes, or let’s say condos, that puts in a 
driveway, that disturbs maybe 500 square feet, they may not also trigger that requirement. So, there is a 
responsibility, but it’s based on a square footage of land disturbance. To answer a question you didn’t ask, but to 
kind of go back on how inlets and other areas are maintained and why you might actually need to dredge an 
inlet. While these projects may not require storm water retention, they still do maintain responsibility for 
sediment the erosion or anything else that may be flowing from these project sites. So an inlet or a catch basin 
will need to be dredged because there’s large amounts of sediment coming from the streets or possibly these 
projects. That so happens if the enforcement of those things falls within my shop. So, if you see those sediment 
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run offs, if you see those projects that have these large amounts of storm water during construction running 
from them, I will leave my card here, but also 311 and the 311 app are easily reportable sites.  The best way to 
keep those systems clean and prevent ongoing maintenance is just to prevent the discharge of that sediment 
into those inlets. (Josh) 

 
M: Did you want to add something? 
 
R: Yes. I also just mentioned that for our part, most of the Clean Rivers Project is… we’re building these deep 

underground tunnels, which obviously can capture a lot of storm water, store it, and then bring it down to Blue 
Plains to be treated. But we are also now doing some green infrastructure, and yesterday, we had the kickoff for 
some of the work we’re doing right here in Ward 4 with the mayor and councilmember. And the way that works 
is there’s several advantages. One is work that you can see. It’s above ground. It helps beautify the neighbors 
and streets, but it captures storm water before it even gets into the system. So, we’re doing that. It also creates 
jobs and puts people to work working on those projects. And so, we ask that the EPA and the Department of 
Justice for permission to do that. It’s a very long process, but they finally approved it. And so, we just started 
doing some of that work as well, and that will help capture some of the storm water runoff.  

 
M: Will the northern boundary tunnel help our specific area? 
 
R: No. The northern boundary tunnel is a project that is basically in the Anacostia drainage basin. This is part of our 

Rock Creek Sewer Shed, but it’s all part, as John said, part of the Clean Rivers Program. It’s a combination of 
what we call gray infrastructure, these tunnels, and also the green infrastructure that’s being implemented in 
Rock Creek. And the goal of it is the gray infrastructure keeps the water out of the sewers. The green 
infrastructure stores it in there before treatment. (Craig) 

 
M: How does DOEE allocate the spending of the money taken from the storm water fee on the water bills? Does 

it go toward rain gardens? And how are rain gardens chosen throughout the city? 
 
R: So, with the allocation of the funds, they are used for things like rain gardens, other green infrastructure pieces. 

I can’t speak to exactly how and where they’re allocated, why some money would go in one place or another, 
but there are specific elements, and John did mention that age of the sewer sheds is one, where the water is 
flowing is another. Craig mentioned this is the Rock Creek watershed. Potomac, Anacostia, they also have more 
specific needs. But that money is moved through the program to handle that. One of the big pieces though that 
it goes to pay for is the facilitation, the administration of our MS4 permit with the federal government on when 
and where we can discharge storm water directly to the river. That MS4 stands for Municipal Separate Storm 
Sewage System. That’s the storm water that flows through the rivers without treatment. It’s very important that 
that water is protected. Because it’s not treated, it doesn’t have any protections before it flows directly to the 
river. Significant efforts that go into play to keeping that water clean and ensuring that it’s not going to pick up 
pollutants, etc. Otherwise, there’s other pieces of our operations and budgets that pick up those storm water 
fees. And in a more specific question on how that money is allocated, who makes those decisions, we can 
certainly follow up to make sure that that information is provided. But again, this is kind of a high level overview 
of what we use that money for. (Josh)   
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M: How do we evaluate the flooding issues in Sherman Circle, for example? 
 
R: Well, you have to basically look at the hydrology or how much rain you want to plan for in a certain area, how 

much of that is going to run off, and then is it enough catch basin capacity to get it into the catch basins. Once it 
gets into the catch basins, there has to be enough pipe capacity to carry it down through the biggest pipe that 
can handle it. Because if you just go around increasing catch basins, you could let so much water in it, you 
overwhelm the pipe system and it’s still going to back up. So lots of times there’s no easy answer for these, and 
they can get pretty complex pretty quickly and pretty expensive, because of all that has to work in concert; the 
catch basin, the pipe size, and then where it’s ultimately going. (Craig) 

 
M: During the flooding, there was water coming up from toilets in residential homes. What causes that? 
 
R: Well, that’s exactly what happens as I mentioned if you get too much water coming into catch basins or it’s 

coming in too fast. It overwhelms the system and the pipe system. And your house, there’s a graphic I put in 
here showing your house plumbing, is basically connected to that sewer. And so instead of the water flowing out 
of your house, it can back up through your house. And if that’s the case and you experience that, I did provide 
some information in the handout about the things to know, to know how the plumbing works in your house. 
And since, it’s a combined area, and a separate area, only your sinks and your toilets and your showers and stuff 
would drain to the sewer, and your downspouts and your sub pumps and everything would have to go 
someplace else. But in a combined area, that all goes to the same place, so you really need to figure out where 
all your downspouts go, where your sub pumps go. And then if you have one of these backups, I put information 
in there. There is a device you can get installed on your connection to the sewer that prevent the water from 
backing up from the main line into the street into your house, and we have a rebate program if you quality for 
that. And I left the link. The link is in your package on how you might look into that. (Craig) 

 
 (Audience members shouting.) 
 
 (Woman from the audience shouting.)  
 
M: Her question was, why has DC Water stopped flushing the fire hydrants during warm weather? 
 
R: So, we flush the fire hydrants to get the water in the water mains moving. It’s not to clean the catch basins. We 

stated previously, and Clarence mentioned, we are required to clean all the catch basins at least once a year, but 
if somebody calls us and says, catch basin on my street is blocked, then we’ll go out and do that on an 
emergency basis and clean them. What we’re talking about here is larger problems that are probably larger than 
one catch basin. And it could be multiple. It could be as Craig said the capacity of the system. We’re not putting 
it on you because the system isn’t yours, but there are things that you as a homeowner can do to protect 
yourselves. And that’s why this information is in here. The back water valve is probably the most important. A 
back water valve will keep sewer and storm water from coming back into your house and coming out your drains 
and your toilets if it’s installed properly. And that is an important safety guard to protect your property from 
things you can’t control. If the system can’t handle… 

 Whose responsibility is it for the back water…? (Woman)   
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 The back water valve? So you have that installed by a plumber. We also have a program that provides a rebate, 
and you can buy for our rebate to pay for that. That’s one of the things we’ve been looking it. I believe it was up 
to $6,000 rebate to customers to put in a back water valve to protect themselves. That was one of the first 
things we did before we built the first (inaudible) home. And a surprisingly few, small percentage of people took 
us up on our offer to pay for up to $6,000 to do that. But that is one of the things you can do.  

 
 Who’s paying the $6,000? (Woman) 
 
 DC Water is paying for that. If you apply for the program and you’re eligible, then we would. And there are steps 

you have to follow. Make sure that you have a licensed plumber; that sort of thing. 
 
 Yeah, you hire the plumber. Well, first of all, you have to go apply to see if you qualify for the rebate. And then if 

you do, you hire the plumber. Then you send us the bill and we refund you up to $6,000.  
 
 (Audience members shouting) 
 
M: Do we call 311 to get DC Water to come out that night? Should we call you directly? 
 
R: Call us directly.  
 
M: Do you have a 24/7 emergency line? 
 
R: 202-602-3400.  
 
M: During the August storm, many customers couldn’t be seen by DC Water that night and had to wait till the 

next night. Is there a reason why we can’t cover all the emergencies in one night? 
R: Yeah, I think the simple answer is that on a night like that…and it actually sounds like August 11th was worse… 

but I know August 12th, we had multiple locations with flooding and we do not have…I don’t know how many 
crews we have at a time, but we don’t have enough crews to get to every single emergency, especially all at 
once. So in some cases, if it is a capacity issue…for instance, if the Northeast Boundary Trunk Sewer is backed up 
and that causes flooding in a number of places, there really isn’t anything we can do about that. That’s going to 
leave your problem in the short run. If it’s a clogged catch basin and we can get out there and fix that, then that 
might take care of the problem. But if it’s a larger issue, that may take a long time.  

 
M: Can you tell us about some of the programs available to residents to help them manage their own storm 

water volume? 
 
R: Yes. So the main program is RiverSmart Homes, and unfortunately, while I can speak in generalities about it, the 

specifics can be directed to our office on how to apply for that and what type of incentives we provide. They are 
readily available too on our website. And that helps with essentially incentives to install green practices like rain 
barrels, rain gardens, other practices and measures that will prevent the volume of water from leaving your 
property and getting to the street and then possibly causing the flooding. I might look at this very similar to the 



 
 

M = moderator 
R = respondent    16 

way the district’s security camera incentive is. It’s not necessarily to capture the money or to make money back 
on your water bill, it’s an incentive for you to prevent further water from leaving your property. Additionally, it 
also provides a lot of extra green…practices of rain barrel certainly used during dry weather to help water you 
lawn or water your garden. Other infiltration practices also keep that water on your lawn or on your property to 
then prevent that water from just dredging off and into the street. So RiverSmart’s the number one program 
there. For larger residential developments, if you’re in a condo or something of that nature, there are additional 
programs that your building association or your condo association can apply for and work to and solve. But 
really, I would focus on the RiverSmart to improve individual single family homes with those type of practices.  

 
MI: Do you have any data of residents that are taking advantage the RiverSmart program?  
 
R: I do not have any data in front of me, 

but these programs does have the data 
and we can certainly look into that. We 
can also look into those people who 
applied and see where you are on the 
list. It is a very popular program. And 
then unfortunately too, sometimes our 
contractors that we have, there’s red 
tape that kind delays some of these 
installations or delays some of our 
inspectors to come out for audits. But 
we will certainly address each and 
individual concern about, I applied, but 
I haven’t heard anything. We will 
certainly handle those types of 
questions and then provide any further 
information that any individual may 
have.  

 
 I just want to mention one other program. Since we’re doing a lot of pre-infrastructure and moving forward, 

we’re trying to sign people up for our Downspout Disconnection Program. And a lot of people, there were 
downspouts, so especially your gutters drained into a pipe that leads to the sewer. So we, as a way to reduce 
the amount of water that’s flowing into the sewer, we’re asking people if they…they have to look at their 
property and make sure it works, but to disconnect those downspouts and we’re getting ready barrel as well, 
and hopefully try to drain any water into their yard rather than having it go down into the sewer.   

 
M: Let’s take some audience questions. Who is eligible for the back water valve rebate? 
 
R: Anybody in a combined service area is eligible. We looked it from a hydrologic point of view, the history of 

backups, and some other engineering criteria to determine eligibility.  
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M: Do you think the website is inaccurate on eligibility? 
 
R: I think when the program was initiated, there was a tighter geographic boundary on it, Bloomingdale, but it’s 

since been expanded. So yeah, we need to look into that website.  
 
M: For RiverSmart participates, how would it decrease the IAC charge?  
 
R: Well, that’s a question for a specific auditor to come out and look at the property. Without seeing your specific 

piece of property, the impervious surfaces, what practices may be applicable or available to your property, it’s 
very difficult to make a determination right here. But as I said, when you have an auditor there, that person’s 
trained to look and provide guidance and likely give the best bang for your buck. But again, if you don’t want a 
bunch of barrels sitting around your house, you rather have a rain garden, that certainly will affect what your 
options are. But again, if I didn’t answer that specific question here, please follow up and we’ll help get that 
correct answer or a better answer for you.  

 
M: How does DC Water respond to helping churches and other lower income organizations manage high 

impervious area costs? 
 
R: So the first thing I’ll say is that it is, as Mr. Hawkins said in the piece and in his interview, it is an issue that we’re 

aware of. We know the impact that it’s having on churches and cemeteries and some non-profits in the city. It is 
not a situation where there is an easy answer, because what he meant by, somebody has to pay, is that this 
project, we are required by the federal government to do. And if you look at the consent decree, it’s essentially 
a legal document that tells us that we signed and the government signed, the district signed, the Department of 
Justice and UBA. It spells out exactly how much storm water we have to capture and when we have we to do 
that. And the very first deadline is coming up in March of next year. And so the tunneling system that runs from 
RK Stadium all the way down to the Blue Plains treatment plant has to be operational by March 23, 2018. And if 
it doesn’t, then we assume there will be some consequences and fines until it is in operation. It is obviously for a 
good reason. It is to clean up the rivers. And the Clean Rivers Project is going to reduce the amount of line 
sewage that goes into the Anacostia River by 98%. So that’s a good thing. But the program is expensive and if 
you give one group or class of customers a break, then where is that money going to come from? So we 
understand the plight of the churches. It’s not easy on any of you. So if you’re paying $25 more every month 
right now for this program, that’s not easy. We understand that. And commercial properties, businesses, they’re 
also paying, and they probably have more funds and they’re more able to pay that. The other thing I want to say 
about that program is that when it was designed, the idea behind the charge is that you are going to be charging 
people based on how much they contribute to the system. And that allows us, for instance as Mr. Hawkins said, 
that allows us to be able to charge somebody that runs a surface parking lot, but they don’t use any water so 
they’re not paying a water bill. But we can charge them an impervious area charge because they paved over 
their property and that’s just running off and contributing to the problem. If we hadn’t done that, we most likely 
would have done the volume metric charge, which means the more water you use, the more you pay, and that 
would have impacted different people.  

 
 Major League Baseball pays the same as one church? (Man from audience) 
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 I’m not sure what the reference is that you’re saying. It’s all based off of your impervious area.  
 
M: Is DC Water currently in active with the faith community? If not, are you open to having organized 

discussions? 
 
R: Somebody asked about board decisions earlier. This is a board discussion. So to change the way all of our 

charges, what we charge for water and sewer, what we charge for the impervious area charge, all of that is 
approved by our board and then that becomes part of the DC Code. And so then… 

 
 I represent a church. We’ve been trying to get in contact with you and you’ve done nothing. (Woman) 
 
 So I’m not aware of that, but I’m happy to look into that for you. And I know George has have conversations 

with representatives of the faith community. I do. I do know he has. Well, I’m happy to talk to him about that 
and see why that is. What I would tell you about that is, and the board even said, and I spoke yesterday…I spoke 
to our new board chair who also happens to be the Director of the Department of Energy and Environment and 
ask him what he sees as the time table for looking at this. And he says, immediately, but it’s going to be a long 
process. And essentially he wants to do a full assessment and see if anybody is disproportionately impacted the 
impervious area charge. Because everybody’s impacted by it, but we want it to be fair. And if it needs to be 
tweak or changed, if it is really having a negative impact on people, we want to see if we can lessen that. So 
that’s what we will be looking at.  

 
M: Somebody writes, the EPA did not mandate the multibillion dollar tunnel project, only the tax. This project 

started at $1.7 million dollars. Why are we nearly at $3 billion? 
 
R: From my understanding from 2009 on, the cost to build the project is $2.6 billion. Obviously, that could go up. 

Cost change. Construction cost change, so that could go up. As far the other part of what’s required, I would just 
ask you to read our consent decree and what’s required in that consent decree and then look at the long term 
control plan. If you have anything different to say about that? 

 
 No. It’s that when we required to clean this up, we basically work through alternatives and submitted a plan and 

this was the plan that was accepted. And I think cost went up as these types of projects tend to go up. But as 
John said, I think the cost that we locked in since about 2009 has been this $2.6 billion. (Craig) 

 
M: George Hawkins stepped down from DC Water. Is there a new leader? 
 
R: No. We know who our interim general manager will be and that is Henderson Brown, who is our General Council 

of the moment. The Board of Directors will set the process for determining the next CEO and General Manager 
will be, and I imagine that will take about a number of months because they’re just getting started. (John) 

 
M: Someone wants clarification on disconnecting your downspout from the combined sewer system. 
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R: Clarification on the idea…the downspouts are connected to your sewer. If you disconnect the downspouts and 
the sub pumps and get them out on the ground and to where they can infiltrate instead of contributing flow to 
the sewer, that could help any flooding issues you might have. And if you install one of these back water valves, 
it’s very important that you don’t have a sub pump or a downspout connected on your house side of these back 
water values, or that will kind of come into your basement. (Craig) 

 
M: When will the green infrastructure project at Kennedy and Second Street be completed? 
 
R: So we’re doing the next part of a DDOT project, and I think the work is underway. But do you remember when 

that is? No, I don’t remember how long it is… (John) 
 
M: I thought it was December. Yes, it’s December 22nd. How did DC Water decide on installing impervious pavers 

on certain segments on an alley? Why not the entire alley? 
 
R: I have to take that one back and ask our green infrastructure team. We may not need to do an entire alley. You 

may have the same result if the run off goes towards the part where the papers are. I have to get a more 
complete answer for you on that after we’re done. (John) 

 
M: Someone said they have black flakes that come up from their sinks and toilets. Have you heard this complaint 

before? 
 
R: I would answer that from my own home experience. I’ve had that at home and it was a washer. But I don’t know 

if it’s an ongoing issue that’s not related to your own plumbing. If it’s coming into your house and the water, 
then that’s a situation that you should talk to our drinking water folks. Let me give you a number for that; 202-
354-3440. No? That’s not right. 202-612-3440 for drinking water. And I’ve had had that experience at home in 
washers that I had to disintegrate. It could be your shower head or it could be your faucet. So it could be as 
simple as that. (John) 

 
M: Somebody said, DC Water has an appeal process, but the customer is never found in favor. Can you address 

that? 
 
R: What is that? Never?  
 
M: Do you know if you ever found in favor of the customer? 
 
R: Looking at April and it sounds like that’s not accurate.  
 That’s not accurate. So customers can dispute their bill within 7-10 tens of receiving that bill. In the event that 

you request for a customer hearing, it is heard before an independent arbitrary who will work with DC Water, 
review the account, review the bill, review the concern, and provide the best option for the customer and their 
DC Water. At the time we did quarterly bills, we had lots and lots of concerns and disputes that were being 
looked at. And that’s because at that point in time, quarterly billing, we couldn’t tell you or notify you of a 
problem, because by the time, you got your second bill, you were already six months into payment that were 
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due for DC Water. And so now that we bill on a monthly basis, your fee bill will accurately, more timely, so you 
have an opportunity to look at those bills in a more recent fashion. And if you ever feel that you have to dispute 
one, the dispute process is on the back of our bill. (April) 

 
M: There is a local example of someone disputing their bill and the effort it took to get a hearing. Why does it 

take calling so many times to get things like this addressed? 
 
R: So if he’s saying he wasn’t able to get a hearing, I’m not aware of that, so… (John) 
 
M: He got the hearing, but only after agitating a director level… 
 
R: My understanding is there’s a fairly established process for asking for a hearing, requesting a hearing and then 

getting that scheduled. And I think as April said, if you don’t request that in a timely manner, then that could 
impact it. (John) 

 
 No. And I remember Mr. Noble’s case. It came in on one of the miss serves, and I think that’s what got the 

attention of a director’s level. But again, the process is very simple. We do have one arbitrator. Depends on 
what the schedule looks like, but we will not delay providing you with a date if it’s requested for a dispute. 
(April)  

 
M: Did you have a follow up? 
 
R: Mr. Noble went very public with his case, and he had a couple of months of a very high bill. And one of the 

things that he said in his post was that his bill skyrocketed after the meter was changed. Actually, his first bill 
that went up was prior to the meter being changed and then went down and went back up again. And we did go 
out. You can request an audit. Go in and we investigate, see if there’s any leaks, and we did find two. And we 
had some very good conversations with him. And the last time I spoke to him and we agreed that he’s going to 
get those fixed and then we’d see if the problem persisted, and if it persisted, then obviously there was 
something else at play. And so I think that’s where we left that. (John) 

 
M: Does the money collected for plastic bags contribute towards the Clean Water Project? How much is collected 

per year?  
 
R: That is not a DC Water… (John) 
 
 So that fee does not go to the Clean Rivers. It’s something that’s done internally here within DOEE. I can’t speak 

numbers, but we do have the numbers and is a successful program. And we can I guess support that success 
with numbers if that’s you’re looking for. And then also we can provide any information on where those funds 
are specially going to. I think my information is on the agenda. For that person who asked that question, please 
feel free to reach out to me directly. And then for anyone else in the audience that has questions about anything 
we talked about here or the agency, certainly reach out to me directly. And if I don’t’ have the answer, I will get 
you the person who has or get it directly for you. (Josh) 
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M: Do you have any closing remarks? 
 
R: That last one was kind of my closing one. Please feel free to reach out to me directly. I do want to reiterate 

somebody that mentioned kind of unsolicited…our office is specifically responsible for protecting, not only the 
line sewer with the assisting DC Water protecting line sewer, but our main goal is the protection of district 
waters, the Anacostia, the Potomac, and Rock Creek as well as the storm sewer system. My contact information 
is on there. If you ever have any suspicion of something that’s illicitly going on that someone dumped 
water…that’s typically the most common issue in residential areas. But really any concerns that district waters, 
please feel free to reach out to me and reach out to our agency. That’s what we’re tasked with. While 311’s 
great for lots of different issues, my phone number is the best for this specific issue. (Josh) 

 
 The only thing that I would leave you with is that it’s important that you have flooding or backup that you call 

the 202-612-3400 number and report it. Calling that number ensures that it gets into our database and that’s 
the way we track where we’re having these, where the problems are grouped together. And much of you can 
tell us about what type of problem you’re experiencing, the better. (Craig) 

 
 I just want to say thank you all for coming. We know that obviously the services we provide are things that you 

can’t live without. Water is crucial to all of us. We are trying to balance the work that we have to do in making 
sure that we’re providing safe drinking water to you as well as treating the waste water that we collect and 
doing that in the most efficient way. We’re looking for outside revenue sources, ways that we can raise money 
from some other place besides our rate payers. And we really are trying to make sure that we are good stewards 
of the system that you left in our hands and the money we collect on your behalf. I think that the other side of 
that coin is that there is various work that we absolutely have to do to improve the system and to meet our 
federal mandates, and that is expensive. And we know that puts a lot of pressure on everyone and it’s difficult, 
but thank you for your time. (John) 

  
M: Lastly, we will hear from someone from the D.C. Council’s Committee on Transportation and the 

Environment.  
 
R: Hi everyone. I won’t keep you too long. We know it’s been a long night. So as Amy said, I’m Ona Balkus. I’m 

Legislative Counsel in the Committee on Transportation and the Environment. We are holding a hearing on DC 
Water on November 17th. It’s a public hearing at the Wilson Building, which is 1350 Pennsylvania Avenue. I think 
11:00 a.m., but if you go on the Council website, give us till Friday. We should post it tomorrow. If you go on the 
Council website, there’s a calendar right there. If you click on November 17th, they’ll have the room and the 
time. As John was mentioned, DC Water is an independent authority, so that means that the DC Council doesn’t 
have oversight or authority over changing their budget. So we can’t change their rates or decide what they’re 
charging. But we do still have oversight and authority over them. That means we can audit them. We can bring 
them in and ask them to testify on different issues. The Council’s done other things related to DC Water in the 
past. We can require them to study a certain issue. We required them to study contaminants in drinking water a 
few years ago, to publish a study on that. We can also fund programs that they administer. So for a while back 
maybe ten years ago, we funded a program where district residents could get their lead pipes replaced. They 
would get a rebate if they did that and DC Water administered that program. There’s actually a current bill that 
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Councilmember Nadeau from Ward 1 just introduced that would kind of bring that program back in a slightly 
different way. So we do have oversight and we also confirm their Board of Directors, their nominees that the 
mayor nominates. So we have that oversight as well. We are hearing a lot about the water rates. This is not just 
a Ward 4 issue. This is a district wide issue, and that’s really why we want to hold this oversight hearing to ask 
General Manager Hawkins to come in, talk a lot about what you all here tonight hear from the public about what 
you all are experiencing the issue with churches, with residential homes. So this is a really great opportunity to 
have your voice heard, put your testimony on the official record. If you can’t come in person, you can submit 
written testimony after two weeks after the hearing. So we encourage you to do that. I will say oral testimony is 
always better because you have everyone’s attention in the room, but written testimony is great too. So that’s 
my… 

 
M: When would testimony need to be submitted? 
 
R: So you have to sign up to testify I believe it’s 24 hours before the hearing. And if you are submitting written 

testimony, you can do that up to two weeks after the hearing. And the way you do that is through email and all 
of the information is in the hearing notice, which like I said, we will file tomorrow, which means it should be on 
the website by Friday.  

 

Closing Remarks (summarized) 

Commissioner Colbert conveyed that the Commission appreciates everyone’s questions and comments and that the 
Commission would be considering all inputs in order to make a recommendation to the District government, DC Council 
and/or DC Water. She announced that the next ANC 4D meeting is Tuesday, November 21, at 6:30PM. Finally, she 
thanked everyone for coming to the forum. 
 

Attendee Feedback (topline analysis) 
Twenty-eight attendees provided feedback via a survey. More than half of survey respondents joined the event because 
of high water bills. Inadequate oversight of DC Water was the next biggest priority for respondents. Additional detail is 
below.  
 

General Themes Count Specific Themes Count 

High Water Bills 15 High bills 15 

Inadequate WASA Oversight 11 

Lack of oversight of DC Water 5 

Need for oversight body for DC Water 6 

Poor WASA Customer Service 5 Poor WASA Customer Service 5 

Flooding, Storm Sewer Clearing 7 

Flooding 4 

Clear Storm Sewers 3 

Lead in water 2 Lead in water 2 
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As detailed above, DC Water “determined” in an “internal discussion” to retroactively charge people for three months of 

prior water usage. DC Water representatives suggested this did not need board approval nor did they inform customers 

of this decision. The lack of oversight and transparency is concerning. Data would be very helpful to determine the 

extent of the issue and the impact throughout the city as would an exploration of the Committee on Transportation and 

the Environment’s authority over DC Water. Additional points of interest include:  

 

High Water Bills 
Beyond the retroactive charges accounting for bill spikes, District residents are paying more in fees than for actual 
water/sewer usage. Meanwhile, the Impervious Area Charge (IAC) is incurred even when runoff has been mitigated – 
moreover, the faith community and churches in particular are being hit hard with the IAC and are not being heard. There 
are concerns for elderly and low-income residents' ability to pay. And generally, there is difficulty understanding water 
bills.  
 
Inadequate DC Water Oversight 
Regardless of how far and wide the retroactive charging goes, DC Water lacks oversight. Residents specifically called for 
an oversight body. Most frequently mentioned oversight bodies were the D.C. Council, the Office of the People's 
Council and the Public Service Commission. Also, there is a potential conflict of interest given the head of DOEE is the 
also the head of DC Water’s board of directors.  
 
Poor DC Water Customer Service 
A general lack of timely response from DC Water was a common complaint as well accessibility. The difficulty of going 
through the appeals process and lack of fairness was the center of this issue. There is a lack of transparency regarding 
how many appeals are taken, how many rate payers actually win their cases, and whether they are fully reimbursed. 
 
Flooding and Storm Sewer/Catch Basin Clearing 
DC Water lacks capacity to handle emergencies during heavy rains. Residents reported the lack of emergency teams 
available during storms to clear storm drains and assist residents, and the failure to do preventative storm drain clearing 
ahead of storms. Sewage backflow into basements/toilets is also a notable problem.  
 

Note that we deliberately did not address lead in water because of the enormity of the topic, but are very interested in 

developments related to residential lead issues, including the cost to replace pipes leading to homes; as well as lead in 

schools and related mitigation strategies undertaken through the Department of General Services.  

 
### 
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