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CALIFORNIA WATER ASSOCIATION 

• Statewide association of regulated 
water utilities (also known as IOUs)

• In CA, dually regulated by CA Public 
Utilities Commission and the CA 
State Water Resources Control 
Board

The California Water Association (CWA) 
represents water utilities that are 
invested in California water and the 
future of our state.



California Water 
Association 

Unveils Strategic 
Framework for 

Water Affordability 
Amid Rising 

Infrastructure 
Demands



DEFINING WATER AFFORDABILITY

While there is no single statutory definition of water affordability, state agencies such as 
the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) and the State Water Resources 
Control Board (SWRCB) have established key metrics to assess and address the 
economic burden of water costs.



CALIFORNIA PUBLIC UTILITIES 
COMMISSION (CPUC) DEFINITION

The CPUC assesses water affordability for customers of investor-owned water 
utilities using the
following criteria:

Affordability Ratio (AR): 
Measures the percentage of 
household income spent on 
water services. Water bills 
should not exceed 10% for 
essential water use.



Hours at Minimum 
Wage (HM): Calculates 
the number of hours a 
minimum-wage worker 
must work to pay for 
essential water service.

CalEnviroScreen (CES): Represents a metric 
that is independent of utility data and is 
comprised of 21 population characteristics and 
pollution burden indicators. CES identifies 
communities least able to afford increases in 
charges for essential services. 

CALIFORNIA PUBLIC UTILITIES 
COMMISSION (CPUC) DEFINITION



STATE WATER RESOURCES CONTROL 
BOARD (SWRCB) DEFINITION

The SWRCB, responsible for overseeing water affordability statewide, employs a 
broader framework that includes:

Percent of Median Household 
Income (%MHI): Uses a 1.5% 
household income threshold as a 
benchmark for affordability in its 
Drinking Water Affordability 
Assessment.

Extreme Water Bill: Defines water 
as unaffordable if it exceeds 150% 
of the statewide average for 
essential use.



Household Socioeconomic Burden: 
Identifies communities with high housing costs 
for low-income customers, based on Poverty 
Prevalence and Housing Burden indicators. 
Assesses the percentage of households in a 
service area earning below 200% of the 
Federal Poverty Level (FPL) to gauge 
economic vulnerability.• Poverty Prevalence measures the percent of the population with household income less than 

200% of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL).
• Housing Burden measures the percentage households that are both low-income and severely 

burdened by housing costs.
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1. More Stringent Water Quality & Operations 

Regulations

2. Unrecovered Costs Due to Conservation

3. Increasing Cost for Imported Water Supply

4. Increases in Groundwater Extraction & 

Regulatory Fees

5. Rising Labor, Insurance, and Energy Costs

6. Aging Infrastructure Replacement 

7. Investments in Drought & Climate 

Resilience

8. Inflation in Construction & Material Costs

FACTORS DRIVING UP THE COST OF 
WATER



INCREASING TRUST IN TAP WATER

Public confidence in tap water is essential for 
affordability, as skepticism about water quality 
drives consumers to rely on costly bottled water. 

• Develop localized customer education 
campaigns

• Improve awareness and transparency in 
water quality reporting

• Gather customer insights through surveys 
and feedback mechanisms

• Support the National Drinking Water 
Alliance’s initiatives





@California Water Association

@CWAwater

@CWAwater
www.calwaterassn.com

THANK YOU!


