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INTRODUCTION

This Report examines funding for water infrastructure projects in Mississippi. The Report
focuses on two funds—the Drinking Water Systems Improvements Revolving Loan Fund
(DWSIRLF) and the Water Pollution Control Revolving Loan Fund (WPCRLF)—administered by
the State of Mississippi with federal authorization and support from the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA). The national Drinking Water State Revolving Fund Program (DWSRF)
provides federal funding for Mississippi’s DWSIRLF and the national Clean Water State
Revolving Fund Program (CWSRF) provides federal funding for Mississippi’s WPCRLF. Mississippi
has many public water systems; however, Mississippi’s infrastructure is aging and lacks the
capital investment and revenue base to keep up with operation, maintenance, and upgrade
needs. For this final category—uvital upgrades—these revolving fund programs provide essential
support to communities. This funding, however, is unevenly distributed throughout Mississippi
and is difficult to access for some of the communities that need it most.

Nationally, the overwhelming majority of funding for water and wastewater systems comes
from user fee revenue and municipal bonds.! Federal and state revolving funds account for just
a few percentage points of overall funding.? But, because of the importance of user fee
revenue, revolving funds—and other government funds—are critical for water and wastewater
systems whose service areas include many low-income customers.3 The COVID-19 pandemic
has made the need for non-user fee funding sources even more acute. States across the
country, including Mississippi, implemented moratoria on utility shutoffs,* and the
corresponding nonpayment of utility bills has further stretched utility finances.® Thus, the
DWSIRLF and WPCRLF programs are even more important sources of potential funding for
water systems in the disproportionately low-income Mississippi Delta Region.®

Understanding Mississippi’s water infrastructure funding needs requires understanding the
state’s water systems. Water systems are classified by the EPA as large, medium, or small based
on the number of people the system serves.” Most states’ water infrastructure consists of
several large systems supplemented by medium systems and isolated small systems serving
hard-to-reach communities.® Mississippi’s water infrastructure, by contrast, is dominated by
small and medium systems. Nationally, for every large system a state has, it has four medium
systems. Mississippi has only one large water system and has 87 medium systems,
approximately 22 times higher than the national average.® Whereas almost all other states’
water systems demonstrate at least a significant degree of consolidation and scale, Mississippi’s
water infrastructure is a patchwork of small and medium systems.

Mississippi’s water infrastructure need (i.e., infrastructure needs that would be eligible for
DWSRF/DWSIRLF support) is commensurately Balkanized. According to the EPA’s estimates,
38% of water infrastructure need nationwide comes from large systems while only 16% comes
from small systems.® For Mississippi, those figures are flipped: only 5% of need comes from its
large system while 43% comes from its small systems.! These dynamics are not regional.
Mississippi’s water infrastructure is markedly different not just from the national average but
from the South specifically, as well.
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e Technical support for small water systems. IIJA amends the Safe Drinking Water Act to
provide S50 million in grant funding annually to states, local governments, and other
entities to promote the “operational sustainability of one or more small water systems.”°
These grants carry with them a 10% matching requirement, but that requirement can be
waived by the EPA.



Table 1. Total Funding Appropriation Under IIJA from FY2022-26 by Program and Use

Funding program Use Total appropriation, FY22-26
($ millions)
Clean Water State Revolving General Program 11,713
Fund Program Emerging Contaminants 1,000
Drinking Water State General Program 11,713
Revolving Fund Program Lead Service Line Replacement 15,000
Emerging Contaminants 4,000
Small and Disadvantaged Emerging Contaminants 5,000

Community Grant Program

Source: Congressional Research Service, Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA): Drinking Water and Wastewater
Infrastructure (2022)

METHODOLOGY

This report outlines the available funding and subsidization structures for each revolving fund
program. The analysis includes insights and recommendations gleaned from interviews with
engineers, academics, lawyers, and politicians all working in Mississippi and experienced in these
revolving fund programs. The report also relies on data drawn from annual Mississippi state
reports, which provide a picture of which counties do and do not apply for and receive funding.
Variations in the analysis for the two revolving funds can be attributed to the differences in
information available and reported for each fund.

For DWSIRLF, the research team sourced data from the Annual Reports that the program submits
to the EPA and publishes on the Mississippi State Department of Health’s website for each fiscal
year.'” The team compiled data from summary tables in the Annual Reports for fiscal years 2010
through 2020 and used population data from the 2020 U.S. Census to support the analysis.
Additional data on drinking water facility violations and site visits were found in the EPA’s Safe
Drinking Water Information System Federal Reporting Services.!®

For WPCRLF, the research team compiled line-by-line project data using the Intended Use Plans
for each fiscal year from 2011 through 2021, inputting projects from both the priority and
planning lists.'® The data analysis for WPCRLF focused more heavily on demographic implications
of the project funding, relying on imported datasets from the National Environmental Public
Health Data Explorer.?? Population data for the analysis came from county level data from 2019.
For both Revolving Loan Funds, median income data were from 2018. The datasets for both
Revolving Loan Funds are attached as data worksheets (see Appendix A for DWSIRLF and
Appendix B for WPCRLF).2?

OVERVIEW OF ANALYSIS & BARRIERS TO FUNDING ACCESS

Our nation’s drinking water and wastewater infrastructure is in dire need of funding to
rehabilitate and improve aging and faulty systems. The failing of this infrastructure directly
threatens our environment and health. The recent water crisis in Jackson, Mississippi, which left
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tens of thousands of people without running water and put the city under a boil notice,
highlighted the deteriorating state of Jackson’s water infrastructure.?? Deteriorating water
infrastructure is a widespread problem throughout Mississippi, including the Delta, where some
families have lacked access to running water as recently as this past year.?3 In 2020, the American
Society of Civil Engineers gave Mississippi’s wastewater and drinking water infrastructure
systems both a grade of D.?* These deficiencies do not impact all communities to the same
degree; disparities in infrastructure are linked to race and income.?> The water infrastructure
crisis is acutely felt in communities of color and low-income communities where infrastructure
needs are often overlooked and poorly maintained through what may be described as a form of
“benign neglect.” 26

Mississippi has both federal and state funding available to help address these water
infrastructure issues. This Report examines how that funding is being distributed throughout
Mississippi and evaluates factors that may be contributing to disparities in where that funding is
concentrated.

The DWSIRLF and the WPCRLF are state-run funds that provide low-interest loans to
municipalities and utility entities in Mississippi for the purpose of building, upgrading, and
maintaining, drinking water and wastewater infrastructure, respectively. Both programs are
funded primarily by federal capitalization grants (Federal Cap Grants) provided by the EPA and
each has a 20% state matching requirement. The programs also sustain some funds through
interest and principal payments on outstanding loans.

Both programs offer funding opportunities specifically aiding low-income communities. The
statutes governing DWSRF (which funds DWSIRLF) require that a certain percentage of the cap
grant (20-49% for FY2021) be made available as grant funding to low-income communities
through principal forgiveness of up to $500,000. Principal forgiveness is calculated by comparing
the loan recipient’s median household income with that of the state as a whole. WPCRLF has a
similar principal forgiveness program that awards forgiveness, up to $2 million, based on median
household income and population. WPCRLF factors in additional forgiveness-worthy attributes
such as declining population, rising unemployment rates, and existing within an “economically
distressed area.”

Despite the steps Mississippi has taken to incentivize small and low-income communities to apply
for project funding from one of its EPA-backed revolving loan funds, these communities are less
likely to apply for and receive loans. As shown in the analysis below, much of the revolving loan
funds are distributed to counties with Mississippi’s largest population centers. This disparity does
not appear to be due to lack of need. For instance, several projects eligible for subsidization on
the WPCRLF Planning list do not currently meet the final effluent limits prescribed by the Clean
Water Act,?’ yet project leaders have not finalized their funding applications.

Our analysis of DWSIRLF funding history found that counties in the Delta are not applying for
or receiving funding to the same extent as counties in other parts of Mississippi. The majority
of funded projects are concentrated in a handful of counties in southern and central Mississippi,
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with large funding gaps around the northwest and northeast, including the Delta. The majority
of the highest dollar-award grants also tend to be distributed from the capital region to the coast.
Additionally, DWSIRLF funding tends to go to more populous communities. However, per capita
funding does seem to be inversely related to income—that is, loan recipients with the lowest
median income tend to receive the most funding per capita, when they do receive funding.

In the case of WPCRLF, communities in the middle-income ranges have typically received the
highest number of individual grants. Average per capita funding tends to skew towards wealthier
communities, with a huge drop off in communities with median incomes of $20,000 to $29,999.
Project funding per person tended to be higher in counties with a higher percentage of people of
color or a higher Language Social Vulnerability Index; however, this finding may have been
skewed by certain outliers in the data set.

Over the course of our research and informational interviews, several potential reasons for the
disparity emerged. First, potential applicants may be reluctant to take on these loans and opt to
hold off in hopes of obtaining grant money instead. Grant programs that do not entail repayment
are understandably more attractive, even if the probability of securing such funds is low. Small
and low-income communities have more limited tax bases and a long-term loan may be a risky
undertaking. Additionally, communities with outstanding debt may be ineligible for new funding,
though they might obtain special permission from Rural Utilities Services to apply. Existing debt,
alongside general budgetary constraints, may nevertheless deter applicants.

Second, Mississippi does not guarantee principal forgiveness for an applicant in advance. The
resulting uncertainty can make potential applicants hesitant to move forward. This lack of
guarantee may be partially due to technical specifications around receipt of Federal Cap Grants
each vyear. Subsidy availability depends on federal funding, which in turn depends on
appropriations or other revenue raising decision the Mississippi legislature makes for the
WPCRLF and DWSIRLF in a given year.?® While state and federal deposits have remained fairly
stable over time (see Figure 4 for DWSIRLF funding and Figure 13 for WPCRLF funding, below),
continuation is still subject to some legislative discretion, thus undercutting a “guarantee” for
future projects.

While the research team focused on understanding the contours of the revolving loan fund
programs, trends in funding, and challenges in funding access, a natural next question is what
policy solutions could address the most notable challenges. We posit several potential solutions
as starting points for discussion; however, more conversations with stakeholders and
policymakers are needed to better understand the factors that shape the challenges noted, to
identify other potential barriers, and to evaluate these and other potential solutions. Following
publication of this Report and in the coming year, our team will continue engaging with
stakeholders and experts to assess potential steps forward; the ideas below should be read as a
starting point for conversation rather than a policy platform.

Challenge: Mississippi’s annual legislative process for determining its match contribution creates
uncertainty around subsidy availability for small and low-income community projects.
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e Potential Solution: Mississippi could explore legislation that would require a certain level
of state funding for the programs instead of leaving that amount—which is relatively
consistent year-to-year—to the annual appropriations process.

e Note: Recent increases to the federal funding stream, most notably through the
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021 (IJA)?°, will infuse much-needed
resources to make loan forgiveness more certain. The IlJA is expected to increase DWSRF
annual appropriations sixfold, adding an average of $6.14 billion per fiscal year.3° Despite
the increase in available federal funds, Mississippi will still rely on state-based
contributions to come close to its total need. The state’s 20-year need in January 2015
dollars was estimated at $4,823.2 million across all water systems.3! Mississippi also
received funding through the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 that will be used to create
new grant funding programs for water and wastewater infrastructure, including one that
targets Rural Water Associations.?

Challenge: Multiple factors come into play when calculating the principal forgiveness and these
factors can end up increasing the amount of principal forgiveness a loan recipient receives.
Consequently, by the time a project is completed, an applicant may be eligible for more principal
forgiveness then they were told at the time of the initial application. If the principal forgiveness
amount could be estimated with more accuracy early in the application process, eligible
communities could have a greater incentive to apply.

e Potential Solution: Mississippi could develop tools to help potential applicants better
project principal forgiveness for qualifying projects prior to beginning the application
process. Additional mechanisms for guaranteeing future principal forgiveness should be
explored.

Challenge: Small and low-income communities that often have the most serious infrastructure
needs are often reluctant to go through the process to apply for loans.

e Potential Solution: Mississippi should find ways to support communities throughout the
application process. In addition to finding ways to better guarantee subsidization,
Mississippi could provide grants and technical assistance to support communities through
the application process.

Challenge: Developing a project application requires the hiring of an engineer. According to
Mississippi stakeholders familiar with these revolving funds, consulting engineers in many ways
drive the program. Most of the work done to obtain the loans and navigate the application
process is done by the engineers. Therefore, it is critical for potential applicants to connect with
engineers familiar with these revolving funds. Although a loan recipient can use an award to
cover costs—like hiring an engineer—once they have received the loan, this up-front expense
may be burdensome and deter some potential applicants. However, many of the engineers will
do a lot of this work out of their own pockets and then wait to get reimbursed once the loans
come through. Although this may decrease the upfront financial burden on applicants, the
delayed payout may still act as a deterrent for these projects. More research is needed into this
issue. Finally, towns and municipalities who do not work with engineers familiar with these



revolving funds may miss out on the opportunity to apply due to a lack of knowledge about their
existence or process.

e Potential Solution: Resources could be made available to help direct potential applicants
towards engineers familiar with these funds. Although applicants will need to go through
the federal procurement process®® before hiring an engineer, such a resource could
provide a helpful starting point. MDEQ and MSDH could also help connect municipalities
found to have drinking water facility violations to engineers familiar with the revolving
funds. In addition, Mississippi could establish a fund to cover engineer and planning
expenses for communities that fall below a certain income threshold. The fund could
provide grants or forgivable loans to help cover this specific cost, separate from the loan
to support the project. Mississippi could also explore incentive schemes to encourage
engineers to accept public projects on a contingency basis. Providing this financial support
could allow engineers to more proactively reach out to communities that would benefit
from these funds.

Challenge: Small and low-income communities often face a funding gap between local revenue
raised to maintain a water system and the costs to maintaining that system. Drinking and
wastewater systems typically depend on utilities rates to cover maintenance costs and raising
rates may not be feasible. Though small and low-income communities face water infrastructure
challenges nationwide, Mississippi faces a disproportionately high level of need for its community
water systems serving 10,000 or fewer people.3* The EPA estimated 71% of Mississippi’s
community water systems in need serve 10,000 or fewer people. This number is significantly
higher than the nationwide average estimate hovering just below 30%.3° Put differently, of the
community water systems in need, 71% of Mississippi’s serve 10,000 or fewer people; for other
states, this number drops to 30% on average.

e Potential Solution: A commonly proposed solution for addressing this issue is to
consolidate smaller, lesser-resourced systems with one another or with larger systems to
better distribute costs. More research is needed to determine which strategies would
work best in Mississippi. Increased investment and coordination at the state level is likely
necessary to support general operation and maintenance of these systems.

Challenge: Communities often lack information about the availability of the revolving loan funds,
loan eligibility, and the application process.

e Potential Solution: Mississippi could encourage communities to take advantage of loan
funding by creating publicity materials and providing toolkits for community leaders and
public entities on how to apply for loans. Materials should specifically highlight
opportunities to receive principal forgiveness and mitigate up-front costs with awarded
funds. Our toolkit, “Applying for a Clean Water Revolving Loan Fund: A Toolkit for
Policymakers,” is designed to provide a model of what such outreach could look like.
Connecting communities to engineers familiar with these funds, as discussed above, is
another means to provide information about the revolving funds.



MISSISSIPPI’S DRINKING WATER STATE REVOLVING LOAN FUND

The national DWSRF Program was established by the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA)
Amendments of 1996.3° Through the program, the EPA is able to make capitalization (cap) grants
to states to “further the health protection objectives” of the SDWA.3” DWSRF is intended to allow
states to “provide low cost loans to public water systems to help achieve or maintain compliance
with SDWA requirements.”38

Mississippi Drinking Water Infrastructure

Much of Mississippi’s drinking water infrastructure is beyond or nearing the end of its design
life.3° This aged infrastructure causes high leakage rates and affects the “systems’ ability to treat,
store, and deliver potable water at adequate pressure to the state’s population.”*° The EPA’s
2015 Drinking Water Infrastructure Needs Survey estimated that Mississippi would need $4.8
billion over the next 20 years—or $241 million annually—to finance drinking water infrastructure
projects and provide safe drinking water.* The vast majority of this spending (slightly over $3
billion) is needed for transmission and distribution projects.*? Unfortunately, only around $100
million, less than half of the $241 million annual demand, is consistently available for drinking
water infrastructure projects.*® The deficit is attributable, in part, to dwindling federal support
for water infrastructure since the 1970s when the Clean Water Act and SDWA were enacted and
federal funds were sent to cities to bring them into compliance.* Nationwide, the share of
federal support in governments’ total water utility spending has reportedly dropped from 31% in
1977 to 4% in 2017.% As described above, however, recent funding provided under the American
Rescue Plan Act and Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021 will increase funding
available for FY2022-26.

Although there are other sources of funding for water infrastructure projects in Mississippi, ¢ the
DWSIRLF program provides a major source of consistent funding. Furthermore, the DWSIRLF
program has a higher funding maximum than many of the other grant and loan programs.*’

The water crisis in Jackson in early 2021 following a winter storm drew increased attention to
Jackson’s deteriorating water infrastructure.*® Figure 7 below, shows that Hinds County receives
a high proportion of DWSIRLF funding and yet drinking water infrastructure challenges in Jackson
remain. City officials estimate S1 billion is needed to fix Jackson’s water system following the
historic freeze, yet last year the EPA’s Drinking Water State Revolving Fund Program totaled only
$2.7 billion for the entire country.*® These critical drinking water infrastructure problems are not
isolated to Jackson. A report by the American Society of Civil Engineers gave Mississippi’s drinking
water infrastructure a D on an A—F scale.”® This report, alongside EPA’s 2015 cost estimate for
fixing Mississippi’s drinking water systems—S$4.8 billion over 20 years—indicate that these
infrastructure issues are widespread throughout the state.

DWSIRLF Loans

The national Drinking Water State Revolving Fund Program allows states to set the loan interest
rates from 0% to market rates and set repayment periods of up to 30 years.>! States also have
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the flexibility to customize loan terms, provide incentives for projects, and award additional
subsidization in the form of grants, principal forgiveness, and negative interest rate loans.>?

The Mississippi State Legislature established the DWSIRLF program to receive the DWSRF Federal
Cap Grants and provide loans to public water infrastructure projects.>® The loans are available to
public entities and tax exempt rural water associations.>* The maximum loan award is $5,000,000
per loan recipient, although exceptions may be granted on a case-by-case basis.>> For FY2021,
recipients were only eligible to receive one loan, although if funds were still available at the end
of the year, systems could obtain an additional award or an increase in an award.>® The DWSIRLF
program loans covers 100% of the eligible project costs, minus any other sources of funding the
project receives.®” All loans have an annual interest rate of 1.95%, compounded monthly, and a
maximum repayment period of 30 years, or 40 years for disadvantaged communities.>® “After
the loan is awarded, costs associated with planning, designing, and constructing the project are
reimbursed to the recipient.”>® Repayment of loans is to begin within one year of the project’s
completion.®® The loan cannot be used to cover expenses for operation and maintenance of the
public water system.®!

A project for which the applicant has completed all loan application requirements and is ready to
proceed is placed on Mississippi’s “Priority List.”%2 Mississippi may rank ready applications on the
basis of risk to human health, SDWA compliance, and system need.®? In practice, Mississippi
places project applications into 1 of 13 categories and then generally awards funds in rank order,
with Category | projects being funded first.®* The very highest priority projects are those needed
to bring a faulty system back into compliance.® Projects within each category are then ranked
based on the following criteria:

(1) benefit the most people per dollar expended; (2) assist systems most in need
on a per household affordability basis as required by the SDWA (3) use
consolidation with other systems to correct existing deficiencies and improve
management; (4) take into consideration the system’s current capacity; (5)
encourage participation in short-term and long-term technical assistance
programs; and (6) encourage participation in the Drinking Water Needs Survey.%®

In the case that there were not enough funds to fund the entire priority list, the more highly
ranked projects would receive funding, up to the available funds. To date, no project on the
Priority List has been bypassed for a funding award due to a lack of funding.®’



Figure 3. Distribution of DWSIRLF Project Funding | Figure 3 shows the breakdown of
Legend: counties that have or have not

Blue - Funded received funding through DWSIRLF
Orange - Unfunded over the period FY2010-2020. Those
that are labeled “funded” came from
the priority list or the planning list,
whereas those “unfunded” counties
have not applied for or received any
funding at all. Although Figure 3
demonstrates some amount of
DWSIRLF funding has reached many
counties in the state, 27 counties—
four of them in the Delta region—
have yet to apply for any funding at
all.

DWSIRLF Funding Sources

In order to be eligible to receive the
Federal Cap Grants, a state must
establish a revolving loan fund.®®
Mississippi created the DWSIRLF
program in order to receive the Cap Grants from the EPA and provide low cost loans to public
water infrastructure projects.®® The deposited funds are then used to provide loans “to
community water systems and nonprofit noncommunity water systems.”’® Through the
repayment of these loans, with interest, and annual contributions from cap grants and state
matching (discussed below), Mississippi is able to maintain a “perpetual” revolving fund, from
which it continues to make new loans.”*

Source: Data from DIWWSRF Anmual Reports, F¥s 2010-2020

Mississippi’s DWSIRLF program began in 1997 with the deposit of $10 million into the Revolving
Fund, through the issuance of State General Obligation Bonds.”? Since then, funding for the
DWSIRLF program has been provided through Federal Cap Grants, state matching, interest on
the deposits in the fund, repayments on loans, as well as the balance left in the fund from the
previous year.’® Figure 4 shows how the proportion of funding from each of these sources has
varied year-by-year, from 1997 to 2020. The overall funding source composition from 1997 to
2020 is shown in Figure 5. DWSIRLF has paid out nearly $430 million in loan funding since the
program’s inception, averaging $17.8 million annually.”*
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Figure 4. Breakdown of Funding Sources from 1997-2020
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Figure 5. Financial Inputs and Outputs (total). 1997-2020
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Allotment of the Federal Cap Grants to states is based on the EPA’s Needs Survey, which is
conducted every four years.”> The EPA’s sixth Drinking Water Infrastructure Needs Survey was
conducted in 20157 and the agency initiated activities for the seventh in 2019,77 although the
final report will likely take a few years to publish. Mississippi received Federal Cap Grants of
$11,957,000, $11,845,000 and $11,853,000 in 2018, 2019, and 2020, respectively.’® These Cap
Grants are available to Mississippi to obligate during the fiscal year for which the funds are
authorized and the following fiscal year.”

States must match 20% of the federal grants.8 This means that in addition to the money from
the EPA, a state must deposit into the fund an additional amount equal to 20% of what the EPA
allotted to the state. The match must be made either on or before the date on which the grant
payment is made to the state.®! Each state must document in either its Intended Use Plan or
grant application/award the proportionality cash draw ratio that will be used.® For FY2021,
Mississippi planned for a cash draw ratio of 20.48% state funds to 79.52% federal grant funds.%3

Traditionally, Mississippi has provided the state match through the sale of state general
obligation bonds.®* From 2014 to 2016, however, the State Legislature provided direct funding
for the program, which was supplemented by funds from the State Drinking Water Systems
Emergency Loan Fund in order to reach the required 20%.2° In 2018, Mississippi began to once
again provide the state match by selling state general obligation bonds.® If a state provides a
match in excess of the 20% requirement, the excess balance can be “banked” towards future
state match requirements.?” This may explain why state match for some years is equal to 0 or is
below the 20% requirement (see Figure 4).88 Mississippi provided matching funds of $1,000,000
and $3,000,000 in 2019 and 2020, respectively.®?

Special Terms for Certain Communities

Mississippi has special funding opportunities available for disadvantaged communities.
Authorized under America’s Water Infrastructure Act of 2018 (AWIA), disadvantaged
communities are eligible for loans with 40 year repayment terms, 10 years longer than current
maximum for other borrowers.?® AWAI also requires that “additional subsidy for state-defined
Disadvantaged Communities must be between 6% and 35%” of the Federal Cap Grant.”%!
Congress has frequently increased the percentage reserved for subsidization through the
appropriations process, resulting in a 20% to 49% set-aside for subsidies from the Federal Cap
Grant for FY 2021.°2 Subsidization may be provided by “a negative interest rate, Principal
Forgiveness (PF), or a combination of the two.”%* Mississippi will only award PF using Federal
funds.®*

The amount of PF for which a potential loan recipient (LR) may be eligible is calculated by

comparing, as a percentage, the potential LR’s median household income (MHI) with the median
household income across the state of Mississippi.®> The amount of subsidy is outlined in Table 1.
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Table 2. Loan Principal Forgiveness Based on Median Household Income

Loan Recipient Median Household Income Threshold Principal Forgiveness (%)
90% < LR MHI < 100% 15
80% < LR MHI < 90% 25
70% < LR MHI <80% 35
LR MHI < 70% 45

Source: Miss. St. Dep’t of Health, Drinking Water State Revolving Fund Loan Program, State of Mississippi Annual
Report Federal Fiscal Year 2020

The State Board sets a limit of $500,000 on the subsidy (PF) for a single loan (i.e., the amount
that one recipient is getting for a project).?® Once that limit is hit, only regular loan funds, with
standard terms, are available to support the project. The Board’s rationale in setting this limit
was “to ensure that the assistance is dispersed as far as possible[.]”°?” Therefore, an entity would
be eligible for less PF than the percentages outlined above if it took out a larger loan and the
percentage amount is greater than $500,000.°8 For example, in 2019, the City of Jackson and City
of Grenada received awards of $12,903,093 and $11,500,000 respectively and were each eligible
for the maximum $500,000 in PF.%° A review of Annual Records shows that each year, Mississippi
awards loans that exceed $3.3 million, such that $500,000 in PF would not cover even 15% of the
total loan award (the lowest PF level).1% Just twenty-six of 153 projects—just less than 17%—
have been awarded funding at or below the PF cap between 2010 and 2020.1°* The PF cap thus
may be preventing Mississippi from supporting low-income communities with larger scale
projects and deterring such applicants.?
Figure 6. Number of Projects Awarded by County, 2010-2020

Total DWSRI |:'||-_\'\ ts Funded :'-:. County 200 0-20

5

Source: Data from DWSIRLE Awnual Reports, FY¥s 2010-2020
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Fund Distribution

Although drinking water infrastructure issues are common across Mississippi,'°> DWSIRLF funds,
in particular, are not reaching communities in the Delta. Our research team’s analysis found that
the majority of Mississippi’s drinking water infrastructure projects are concentrated in a handful
of counties in the southern half of the state (see Figure 6). The greatest gaps are on the
northwestern and northeastern borders of the state. Not only are the projects concentrated in
the south by number, but the highest awards also tend to go to projects in the southern and
southeastern portions of the state (see Figure 7). Counties in the Delta are either not receiving
funding or are receiving lesser amounts relative to other parts of the state. Additionally, the
analysis showed that a greater proportion of program funds flow toward larger communities (see
Figure 8).

Figure 7. Total Program Funding by County, 20102020

l'otal DWSEF Program Funding by County, 2010-20

Source: Data from DWSIRLE Amnual Reports, F¥5s 2010-2020
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Figure 8. DWSIRLF Program Funding based on Community Population

DWSIRLF Program Funding by Community Size
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Figure 9. Project Awards by Median Income
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Beginning in 2013 the DWSIRLF Funding Annual Reports began reporting income levels of the
population served for each project. To create Figure 9, Project Awards by Median Income, the
average funding per person was calculated using the project award divided by population served
by that project. As Figure 9 shows, several projects have directed a great amount of funding to
those with median incomes at the lower range ($20,000-529,999). Most projects serve
populations in the $30,000-549,999 income range. Holmes County and lIssaquena County
account for the high average funding per person served in the lowest median income range. Only
four counties—Holmes, Issaquena, Jefferson, and Wilkinson counties—have received funding in
this income range.1%

To bolster the conclusion that funding is not necessarily being directed to the areas with the
greatest need, funding in 2020 did not align with violations reported in the Safe Drinking Water
Information System (SDWIS). In other words, funding awards do not seem to be responsive to
drinking water facility violations, where counties are in need of funding to fix these problems.
Figure 10 and Figure 11 below show differences in funding and drinking water facility violations
and site visits, respectively.

Figure 10. Funding Amounts and Drinking Water Facility Violations

Funding Amounts and Drinking Water Facility Violations
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Figure 11. Funding Amounts and Dninking Water Facility Site Visits
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In 2020, Rankin County received the lowest amount of total funding, $190,000, but had the
highest number of total violations and site visits. Jackson County, which received the greatest
funding amount in 2020, had the second-most violations and site visits. Additional research could
more thoroughly explore whether there is a correlation between site visits or violations in one
year and applications for project funding in subsequent years.

Emergency Loan Fund

The primary purpose of the DWSIRLF program is to provide loans to public water systems, so as
to protect public health and bring these systems into compliance with the SDWA.% Mississippi
also has a Drinking Water Systems Emergency Revolving Loan Fund Program, an entirely state-
funded loan program that seeks to save time and expense by providing a ready funding source,
rather than the intensive process of applying for DWSIRLF funding.% This fund can come in
handy when, for example, a water system is found to have SDWA compliance issues in November
or December, after the DWSIRLF program application deadline (typically September) has already
passed. The Emergency Fund functions as a temporary fix for water system compliance issues as
the potential loan recipient goes through the process of applying for DWSIRLF funding.
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The Emergency Fund may not, however, be an attractive solution to low-income communities.
Since the Emergency Fund is 100% state-funded and a product of Mississippi law, its loans are
ineligible for subsidization. Loans from the Emergency Fund also have a 2% interest rate and must
be repaid within just 5 years,'®” making these loans unaffordable for smaller systems. These
terms may make communities reluctant to take out significant loans from the Emergency Fund,
thus keeping water systems from addressing a problem until it receives a DWSIRLF loan.

As described in Part lll, Overview of Analysis & Barriers to Funding Access, there are several policy
changes Mississippi could enact to make funding more accessible to low-income communities.
One suggestion that came up in our interviews is that Mississippi could reserve some of the
DWSIRLF funds for emergency projects to address compliance issues flagged after the application
deadline and throughout the year.

MISSISSIPPI’S WATER POLLUTION CONTROL REVOLVING LOAN FUND

Congress established the Clean Water State Revolving Fund through the 1987 amendments to
the Clean Water Act.'°®® The Water Pollution Control Revolving Loan Fund (WPCRLF) is the
program that Mississippi established to disburse funds from the federal program and is a key
funding source for communities in addressing wastewater.1%?

Mississippi Wastewater Infrastructure

Mississippi’s wastewater infrastructure faces serious challenges, as its “D” grade from the
Mississippi Section of the American Society of Civil Engineers indicates.'° Much like Mississippi’s
drinking water systems, the state’s wastewater treatment systems may be nearing the end of
their lifespan.!! Over the past five years, the state’s Department of Environmental Quality issued
2,175 notices of violation for wastewater treatment plants.'*> Many systems work adequately in
dry conditions, but “increasingly frequent and severe wet weather events” push systems to their
limit, exposing structural deficiencies.3 Most communities cannot pay for system upgrades by
raising rates alone (or at all) and grant funding is very competitive; therefore, federal loan funding
is necessary for communities to address wastewater systems.14

WPCRLF Loans

WPCRLF loans are available to public entities authorized under State law to own and operate
wastewater facilities.!® These loans are used to fund “construction of eligible wastewater
treatment and transportation facilities, non-point source and storm water pollution control
programs, and estuary conservation and management programs.” 16

WPCRLF loans are available at interest rates of 0.8% compounded monthly for 20-year loans.!’
If the projected useful life of the project is at least 30 years, loans are available at an interest rate
of 1.8% compounded monthly for 30-years.!!® Loans cover all allowable project costs, including
costs incurred during the application process such as hiring engineers.*® As with DWSIRLF, loans
cannot be used to cover expenses for operation and maintenance of public water systems.12°
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There is no cap on the maximum loan award an eligible applicant may receive.?! Applicants may
submit funding applications for multiple projects within the same year.'??

Each year, the Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) publishes a “Priority
List,” which lists the projects that will receive funding in a given year. Projects are ranked on one
of three different Priority Lists. The Small/Low Income Communities Priority List is for applicants
which serve a population of 4,000 or less with a median household income of $40,000 or less.'?3
In 2020, MDEQ set aside $18.4 million for qualifying projects on this list.12* Any of the $18.4
million not obligated to small/low income community projects would then be released to fund
projects on the Green Project List or Regular List.1?> The Green Project Reserve Priority List is for
projects where at least 25% of the scope of the project qualifies as “green.”12¢ This list is used to
ensure that “green projects” will not have to compete with “regular” projects for funding.?” In
2020, MDEQ set aside $9.5 million to fund “green projects,” with leftover funds available to any
other loan recipient.?®

All other projects are placed on the Regular Priority List.??° The Priority System gives preference
to projects that “will bring existing wastewater facilities into compliance with their final discharge
limitations, as required by the federal Clean Water Act.”3° From there, funding is awarded based
on environmental importance, and as determined by 12 categories within the priority system.3!
According to officials at MDEQ, for the past 15 years MDEQ has been able to fund every project
that became ready for loan award during any given fiscal year.

MDEQ also publishes a “Planning List,” which lists projects that are almost ready to receive
funding except for the completion of some final step of their application, such as the submission
of a facilities plan.'3? According to people with knowledge of the program, applicants for projects
on the planning list are often holding off on finalizing their applications while they consider
whether to take on a loan.

MDEQ also sets aside a Loan Increase Reserve, in order to cover construction expenses and allow
the project to be finished, in case a project goes over the anticipated cost.'33 In 2020, MDEQ set
aside $5 million.13* If the need for loan increases exceeds the funds available in the Loan Increase
Reserve, MDEQ may recover funds from loan decreases or other sources.'3> In 2020, MDEQ also
reserved $600,000 for increasing subsidies to subsidy-eligible projects funded prior to 2020.13¢

Figure 12 below demonstrates the distribution of funding in terms of funded and unfunded
counties. There are 34 counties who have not received any WPCRLF loans and do not belong to
the planning list. Although many counties in the Delta have received WPCRLF funding, there
remain critical gaps in the region—and throughout the state of Mississippi—where counties and
cities have not applied for any amount of funding.
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Figure 12. Distnbution of WPCELF Project Funding WPCRLF Funding Sources

Legend:
White - Unfunded

Purple - Currently Unfunded
but Future Funding Planned
Green - Funded

Sowrce: Data from WPCRLFE IUPs, 2013-2020

As a revolving loan fund, the WPCRLF,
like the DWSIRLF, is designed to fund
new projects in perpetuity.’®” Loan
payments, including interest, go back
into the fund to support new
projects.'3® Additionally, annual state
appropriations and Federal Cap Grants
fund the WPCRLF.1*° Mississippi
applies to receive a Federal Cap Grant
by submitting its intended use plan,
which includes projects on the state’s
Priority List,* and then Mississippi
must match 20% of the amount of
money received from EPA.*! Figure 13
shows the amount of new funding
injected into the WPCRLF from these
two sources since 2013.

When the EPA awards Mississippia Cap
Grant, the state can schedule to pay its
20% match at some point in the future.
Mississippi generally schedules match
payments within two years of the
grant’s being awarded. For example, in

2016, the state scheduled all of its match payment for the fourth quarter of 2018.14? Sometimes,
however, this time horizon is shorter; in 2020, the state scheduled $37,443 for match payment
in that same year, and then scheduled $2.83 million for payment in the first quarter of 2021.%43
The payment date is significant because the money from the Cap Grant cannot actually be used
until the state has disbursed its match payment into the program.** When the state disburses
its 20% match payment, it can “draw down” five times that amount of money from the cap

grant.1%

Mississippi normally provides its 20% state match through direct appropriation, state general
obligation bonds, or interest earnings on state match deposits.'#® For example, the 2019 regular
legislative session authorized $7.94 million in bonds in order to provide the state match for the
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Figure 13. WPCELF Appropriations by Year
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remainder of the FY2017 capitalization grant, the entire FY2018 and FY2019 capitalization grant,
and a small part of the FY2020 capitalization grant. Proceeds from the sale of these bonds were
deposited into the WPCRLF during the first quarter of FY2020.'*” The 2020 regular legislative
session authorized $2.83 million in bonds, which will match the remainder of the FY2020
capitalization grant. 48

Special Terms for Certain Communities

Much like with the DWSIRLF program, Mississippi provides subsidies to certain low-income rural
communities through principal forgiveness, as contemplated under the Federal Water Pollution
Control Act.'* Federal Cap Grants are critical because they allow Mississippi greater ability to
subsidize projects through principal forgiveness without jeopardizing the perpetual nature of the
fund.1>0

Projects on the Small/Low Income Communities List serve communities with a population of
4,000 people or less and a median household income of $40,000 or less. Those projects are
eligible for principal forgiveness of a maximum of 75% of their loan amount requested, provided
that amount does not exceed $2 million.?*! These communities are also on a separate priority list
so that they do not have to compete with larger service areas for funding.'>? The ranking criteria
on this list also differs from the main list: towns are awarded “subsidy points” for declining
population, rising unemployment rates, and/or being identified as an “economically distressed
area.”'™ In 2020, Mississippi set aside $18.4 million in available funds for qualifying projects in
small/low-income communities, and reserved an additional $600,000 for subsidy increases.'>
Despite this set-aside, Mississippi listed only one project in the “Small/Low Income” in its 2020
IUP: the town of Tutwiler, with a population of 3,488 and median household income of $29,681,
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applied for a $6.7 million loan to renovate its wastewater treatment facility and improve its
wastewater transportation system.'®> Other communities with projects on the Planning List
would also be eligible for subsidization, but had not yet finalized their applications.>®

According Mississippi stakeholders we spoke with, community reluctance to move forward with
a project is partially attributable to a concern with signing onto a loan without assurance of a
certain amount of principal forgiveness. This kind of subsidy is especially important for rural
communities because they do not have the tax base that a larger, more densely-populated
municipality might have. Debt owed to other entities may also deter participation,'>’ while
existing loans in arrears or other loan agreement violations will generally disqualify the
applicant.?®® If an applicant is delinquent on a previous WPCRLF loan, the applicant will not be
eligible for a new WPCRLF loan until they get caught up on the delinquent loan. The regulations
do not specify if delinquency on a non-WPRCLF loan will disqualify the applicant, however, such
delinquency will raise red flags for the application. Applicants should consult with MDEQ on how
delinquent non-WPCRLF loans could affect their eligibility.

The total amount of loan funding and forgiveness requested by rural communities is a small
portion of the total amount of funding the program disburses annually. For instance, there were
five projects for facilities not meeting Clean Water Act effluent limits that were eligible for the
Small/Low Income Subsidy on the WPCRLF 2020 Planning List, meaning that these towns were
likely ready to apply except for some final formality such as the submission of a facilities plan.>®
These five projects covered three communities (the town of Coldwater had three projects on the
list).160 Altogether, these projects would have requested $8.7 million and would have been
eligible for $4.2 million of principal forgiveness, had they all moved forward in the same year. 6!
All of these projects would have received funding if they had completed their applications; as
projects for small/low-income communities with water systems not meeting Clean Water Act
limits, they would have been at the top of the 2020 priority list. Although we cannot say with
certainty whether these towns would have received forgiveness, all qualified for forgiveness and
there was money in the program that could provide it. If every subsidy-eligible project on the
Planning List had finalized their application, the total forgiveness amount would have been
$8.375 million, well within the program’s $104.8 million balance carried over from 2019 and
under the $14.3 million Federal Cap Grant for 2020.162

Fund Distribution

Our research team sought to identify community characteristics associated with receiving or not
receiving funds from WPCRLF. This analysis focuses on income and demographic data across
counties receiving project funding from 2011 to 2020.%3 In that time, 149 projects were funded
in total across 39 counties. Forty-one counties did not apply for funding between 2011 and 2020.
Even though agencies at the sub-county level often apply for and receive funding, we completed
our analysis at the county level to consistently analyze additional factors that were only available
at the county level.
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First, we compared data between counties on the Priority List that received WPCRLF funding and
counties that did not receive funding, either because their projects remained on the Planning List
or because they did not apply for funding. Some counties have projects that were placed on the
Priority List and received funding, while some of their other projects have remained on the
Planning List. These counties were included in the list of “Funded Counties” for the sake of this
analysis.

Table 3 compares average economic, demographic, and additional factors between counties that
had projects funded from the WPCRLF.'%* Many of the factors, listed in the table below, were
similar for both funded and unfunded counties, though highlighted cells present potentially
meaningful differences. The most significant difference was in “Number of People within FEMA
Flood Hazard Area (2011),” with funded counties on average having approximately 2,800 more
people living within FEMA Flood Hazard Area compared to unfunded counties. Perhaps funded
counties have a higher population on average, or perhaps they are more likely to apply for the
WPCRF if they experience more flooding.

Table 3. Economic, demographic, and social characteristics of applicants on the priority and
WPCRLF planning lists.

Funded Counties (Avg.) Unfunded Counties (Avg.)
(Priority List Counties) (either on Planning List or have
not applied for funding)
2018 Median Income $40,464.83 $39,425.95
White (2019) 55.1% 56.41%
Black (2019) 42.44% 40.85%
American Indian/Alaska Native (2019) 0.56% 0.96%
Asian (2019) 0.71% 0.67%
Other (2019) 1.20% 1.13%
Hispanic/Latino (2019) 3.25% 2.45%
Number of People within FEMA Flood 4814.35 1987.88
Hazard Area (2011)
ATSDR Social Vulnerability Index — 0.61 0.55
People of Color/Language Percentile
(2016)
ATSDR Social Vulnerability Index - 0.67 0.64
Housing/Transportation Percentile (2016)

Source: Data from National Environmental Public Health (EPH) Data Explorer, Ctr. for Disease Control &
Prevention, applied to counties applying for funding as listed in WPCRLF IUPS.
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Figure 14 demonstrates the breakdown of funding per capita for WPCRLF. There seems to be
relatively high per-capita concentration of funding in counties in the Delta, with Washington,
Bolivar, and Tallahatchie Counties all at the highest end of the funding-per-capita range. In
Washington County’s case, $48.5 million total was awarded to five projects, four of which were
awarded to the City of Greenville. Greenville is Mississippi’s 9th largest city, > which received by
far the most funding per person. Seven of the ten projects in Bolivar County qualify in the
small/low-income category. Tallahatchie’s $11.6 million has been awarded across just two
projects, both to the Town of Tutwiler, a community of around 3,400.16°

Figure 14. Project Funding per Capita by County, 2011-2020
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When looking to total county funding, the map displays a more even spread among those
counties that received funding, although the distribution in Figure 15 highlights how many
counties have not been awarded any funding in the program. The county at the highest end of
the range, DeSoto, has been awarded a cumulative total of $96 million, which nearly doubles that
of the second highest awarded Hinds County, which has received $51.5 million through 2020.
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DeSoto had the greatest amount of total funding, which was disproportionately higher than its
funding per person. DeSoto County is part of the Memphis, Tennessee metropolitan area, and so
relative population density might explain both the greater need in the county and lower the
funding per capita.

Figure 15. Project Funding by County, 20112020
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DeSoto County also ranks among the top counties for number of projects awarded in the time
span analyzed, though Harrison County has been awarded the most. Harrison County is home
to Biloxi, Mississippi’s fourth-largest city,'®” but the City of Biloxi has been awarded just three of
the county’s projects for a total of $8.5 million. The remaining eighteen projects, totaling $39.5
million, have been awarded to the Harrison County Utility Authority, which services the cities of
Biloxi, D’lberville, Gulfport, Long Beach, and Pass Christian.®® HCUA has twenty-one additional

Source: Data from WPCRLF IUPs, 2071-2020
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projects on the Planning List for 2021 and after, totaling $46.9 million in additional requested
funding.

Figure 16 also shows that forty-seven projects in total have made it into counties in the Delta
region, out of a total of 149 projects funded in the time span we analyzed. However, many of the
Delta counties have yet to be awarded any project funding at all. As mentioned elsewhere, the
data also does not represent any nuances within a county’s borders as to how the funding might
be dispersed among the various municipalities and communities within the region.

Figure 16. Number of Projects Funded by County, 2011-2020
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Our research team analyzed economic and demographic trends among counties that received
funding over the 10-year period of inquiry. Per capita project funding tended to be higher in
counties with a higher percentage of people of color or a higher Language Social Vulnerability
Index. However, outliers such as DeSoto County, which received more grants than any other
county may have skewed the data in some areas.

Figure 17. Awards by Median Income
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When analyzed by county median income, no clear funding trend appeared in the data. Counties
with the lowest median income ($20,000-29,999) received the least funding per person, and
those with the highest median income ($60,000-69,999) received the most funding per person.
The former category contains data from seven projects split between four counties. The latter
category contains data from 24 projects split between only two counties: DeSoto and Rankin.
DeSoto County Regional Utility Authority (DCRUA) obtained grants every year between 2011 and
2014 and again in 2019 and 2020. Rankin County rivals DeSoto County in population as the fourth-
largest county by population in Mississippi (DeSoto County is third). The population of these two
counties and the large number of projects for which they apply may explain why the highest
income bracket has higher funding per person than other brackets. However, the need for
funding that comes with a large population does not necessarily correlate with a greater amount
of funding per person; the two most populous counties in Mississippi (Hinds County and Harrison
County) fall into the $40,000-549,999 category for median income, which had lower per capita
funding on average.
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Figure 18. Project Funding by White % of County Population
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As  Figure 18
shows, our analysis
indicates that the
average total
funding per person
is higher  for
counties with a
higher percentage
of people of color.
DeSoto County’s
population is
66.4%  white,®®
likely skewing the
60-70% category,
since that county
has the highest
number of
projects. It s

unclear what accounts for the high average total funding per person for counties that are 30-40%
white. Hinds, Washington, and Harrison Counties, which have the next-highest total funding
behind DeSoto, have populations which are 25.1%, 25.8%, and 67.8% white, respectively.’®
Finally, project funding per person, and total number of projects, tended to be higher in counties
with a higher Language Social Vulnerability Index, as shown in Figure 19, below.

Figure 19. Project Funding by People of Color/Language Social Vulnerability Index
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Emergency Loan Fund

Mississippi also has a Water Pollution Control Emergency Loan Fund, an entirely state-funded
loan program that seeks to provide shorter-term loan assistance for emergency repairs and
improvements that cannot wait for the regular WPCRLF funding cycle.’?

The Emergency Fund may not, however, be an attractive solution to low-income communities.
The Emergency Fund is 100% state-funded, consequently, as a product of Mississippi law, its
loans are ineligible for subsidization. Loans from the Emergency Fund also have a 4% interest rate
and must be repaid within just 10 years,'’?> making these loans unaffordable for smaller systems.
These terms may make communities reluctant to take out significant loans from the Emergency
Fund, thus keeping water systems from addressing a problem until it receives a WPCRLF loan.
The Emergency Fund also caps loan amounts at $350,000.173

Similar to our recommendations for the DWSIRLF Emergency Loan Fund, and as described in Part
lll, Overview of Analysis & Barriers to Funding Access, Mississippi could reserve some of the
WPCRLF funds for emergency projects. Thus, communities would be equipped address water
system problems immediately without taking on the burden of the Emergency Fund’s tougher
loan terms.

NEXT STEPS

This Report provides an overview and basic analysis of funding disparities among local water
systems in Mississippi. It also posits some reasons for those disparities and potential policy
solutions to overcoming those barriers. However, any solutions pursued should be grounded in
and informed by the experiences of those working for and with communities to improve their
water systems. We offer the analysis and ideas in the Report to start the conversation but hope
to continue this dialogue with community leaders to support the development of policy proposals
that would effectively meet their needs.
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