
 

 

 

 

Water Finance Exchange, Communities Unlimited, and the Global Water Challenge 
Water and Wastewater Infrastructure Opportunities in Mississippi 

Meeting Report and Recommendations 

On May 24, 2022 Global Water Challenge (GWC), Communities Unlimited (CU), and the Water 
Finance Exchange (WFX) co-hosted a group of over 50 leaders from Mississippi State agencies, 
nonprofits, and communities along with federal government and national organizations to have 
a solution-focused discussion about challenges and opportunities to fund water infrastructure 
for smaller and underserved communities in Mississippi.  The generous support from the Global 
Water Challenge and the tireless work of Communities Unlimited made this workshop possible.  

We further thank our panelists and presenters from the Mississippi Department of 
Environmental Quality, Mississippi State Department of Health, U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), Environmental Policy Innovation Center, 
Promise, Mississippi Development Authority, Mississippi Department of Human Services, EJ 
Water Cooperative, Mississippi Association of Planning and Development Districts, Foundation 
for the Mid-South, and Quantified Ventures for leading our conversation.  

Set forth below is a summary of the discussions and solution pathways identified by the 
participants, and ideas for action-oriented collaborations flowing from these initial Mississippi 
discussions. 

The Challenges and Opportunities of Water and Wastewater Infrastructure in Mississippi 

Communities across Mississippi are facing increasing challenges to water resources and 
sustainable water and wastewater infrastructure systems.  Small, rural, and economically 
distressed communities have limited means to access financing solutions.  Deferments in capital 
investment and maintenance continue to increase environmental and public health risks.  
Economically distressed communities may also be faced with having to raise rates to finance 
necessary water and wastewater infrastructure investments, which increases the burden on 
low-income households.  Communication and innovative solutions are needed to meet public 
health concerns, while avoiding undue rate burdens on economically distressed residents.   

Mississippi grapples with the inherent challenges of rural water infrastructure, as decentralized 
water and wastewater systems pose further complications for sustainable management, while 
reducing the ability to implement economy of scale solutions and partnership opportunities 
among nearby communities.  Regional and watershed solutions are needed to meet the needs 
of communities, which will require new pathways for collaboration with trusted partners. 

W AT E R  F I N A N C E  E X C H A N G E
NO COMMUNITY LEFT BEHIND



Even in light of these challenges, discussions conveyed a sense of opportunity for both rural and 
exurban community revitalization given the existence of new funds and the participants 
openness to collaboration.  The new funds available from the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, as 
well as newly committed state resources from the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA), will 
provide significant resources to water utilities around the country and in Mississippi.  However, 
communities around the state will need additional technical assistance to access these new and 
existing funding opportunities, as well as address emerging contaminants of concern, such as 
“forever chemicals” and lead from lead services lines.   

The workshop centered around the identification of pathways toward implementing scalable 
and sustainable solutions.  Key takeaways from the workshop include: 

• No community should be left behind in Mississippi.  Mississippi has an unprecedented 
amount of new funding, willing and dedicated leaders and organizations, but there is a 
need for those leaders and the many communities in need to develop effective 
collaboration strategies and local partnerships.  
 

• The recently passed State ARPA legislation provides up to $750 million for drinking 
water and wastewater infrastructure to underserved communities in Mississippi, but 
communities must be positioned to qualify for funding and to deploy the funds 
effectively.  Technical assistance providers are needed to identify communities and 
support them to access the new funding opportunities.   
 

• There are hundreds of communities in the State that can benefit from expertise and 
funding for water infrastructure.  Many are not ready to immediately prepare an 
application without help.  Third-party expert intermediaries are urgently needed but are 
limited in number and not yet well-positioned to connect and build trust with 
community leaders.  
 

• Water and wastewater solutions need to be sustainable, meaning utility services must 
be reliable, affordable, efficient, and compliant with applicable laws.  New solutions may 
regional partnerships such as water cooperatives and shared management models. 

Now is the time to build a support network to communicate effectively with communities, 
while creating structures for efficient partnering to get more projects successfully funded and 
achieve scale in the state.  A Community of Practice in Mississippi could generate data and an 
inventory of available funding for communities in need.   

The following recommendations are borne out of the conversations and presentations from the 
workshop. 

  



Recommendation 1 – Increasing Community Education and Collaboration 

Mississippi is home to many community leaders, experts, and innovative organizations focusing 
on infrastructure, economic development, and quality of life.  This workshop highlighted the 
many public and private leaders in the water sector that are working to support small, rural, 
and disadvantaged communities across the state.  However, smaller communities are unique in 
their needs for funding and financing, as well as technical assessment.  

The collaborative networks among state agencies, non-profits and technical assistance 
providers, community leaders, and engineering firms can be strengthened to help catalyze 
more sustainable solutions.  Many of these agencies and stakeholders can become siloed due 
to the significant need, but this workshop represented an opportunity for further conversation.  
In Mississippi, due to the bifurcation of state revolving funds and resources between the 
Department of Health and Department of Environmental Quality, a comprehensive statewide 
assessment of system needs, particularly the smaller systems, could help document the unique 
challenges facing these communities.  These assessments and collaborative projects could be 
led by organizations such as Communities Unlimited and the Mississippi Water Resources 
Institute. 

Many of the smaller community representatives stated that they were cognizant of the needs 
in their community, but were unsure how to begin the process of identifying funding and 
financing options.  Many communities are unaware of the depth and availability of financial 
support and while state agencies have successfully presented this information at various 
forums, new mechanisms for outreach to small, rural, and disadvantaged may be necessary.  

Funding and intermediary organizations could reach out directly to communities to encourage 
the conversation, offering technical assistance to catalyze conversations on improving water 
and wastewater infrastructure systems.  These funding and financing plans can be complicated, 
as, for example, communities expressed uncertainty about how funding from Community 
Development Block Grants could interact with State Revolving Funds.  State agencies and 
technical assistance intermediaries can be vehicles for information to flow to communities, 
equipping decision makers with the capacity and knowledge to interact with state agencies and 
pursue funding opportunities.  
 
Recommendation 2 – Managing Technical and Financial Capacity Constraints 

Funding is available for systems through the Mississippi Departments of Health and 
Environmental Quality through the State Revolving Funds, but many communities lack the 
technical capacity, debt service, or rate tolerance needed to invest in infrastructure.  The 
federal BIL funding and the newly identified $750 million of ARPA funding in Mississippi present 
substantial new opportunities to address long-deferred infrastructure investments.  



However, these funding programs have many criteria and matching fund requirements and are 
often lengthy and complicated applications which can discourage or even eliminates many 
smaller communities from consideration.  These funding processes are complex and require 
significant expertise and administrative capacity to pursue.  In addition, these new funds are 
insufficient to meet the needs of every community, particularly those in need of grant funds.  
The rapid timeline requirements of the new federal investments will need to be blended with 
other financing opportunities, including loans, to ensure there is ongoing local ownership over 
new resources.  

These inherent funding challenges are met by community leaders who inherit water and 
wastewater systems that are old and failing, plagued by substantial leaks and water loss, 
environmental and public health risks, and operational challenges.  These problems are 
compounded by increasingly stringent federal laws and requirements.  Hereto, small, rural, and 
disadvantaged communities often lack the financial and operational knowledge base needed to 
operate compliant and reliable systems.  There is a significant lack of human resources at every 
level, from trained community staff, available engineering support, and financial expertise. 

This presents a substantial barrier for communities, as an essential foundation for funding is a 
community’s creditworthiness, complete with up-to-date financials, audits, and engaged 
boards.  To help reduce debt load and keep water rates affordable for low-income households, 
communities may be compelled to identify blended funding sources.  

Technical assistance providers can help communities identify and navigate various funding 
sources and then communicate the structural challenges back to policymakers for potential 
changes in the legislature.  These technical assistance providers include state organizations such 
as the Mississippi Development Authority and national organizations such as Communities 
Unlimited, the Environmental Policy Innovation Center, and WFX who can work with state 
entities and community leaders to bring outside expertise to Mississippi communities. 

Recommendation 3 – Pursuing Innovative Solutions 
 
The solutions to water and wastewater infrastructure challenges will require new and 
innovative models for small, rural, and underserved communities.  For example, the third panel 
on Governance, Replicable Models, and Best Practices discussed the regional co-op model in 
Illinois led by EJ Water Cooperative as well as new financing vehicles such as Outcomes-Based 
Financing pioneered by organizations like Quantified Ventures.  These approaches and systems 
of collaboration must all be integrated with other water management priorities, such as 
watershed planning focused on sustainable groundwater management and related green 
infrastructure initiatives. 



There was great enthusiasm for supporting regionalization in a variety of forms, such as sharing 
operational and management responsibilities or more formal partnerships to share wastewater 
or water treatment plants.  Clear state and federal incentives for regionalization could help 
support and catalyze more of these projects.  Mississippi Planning and Development Districts 
will be a key resource for communities interested in this process.  

A significant challenge facing communities is ensuring water and wastewater rates are 
affordable for low-income residents and communities.  Rate increases will likely be necessary to 
finance new infrastructure investments, but these rate structures can be established to reduce 
rate shock and regressive impacts on communities.  In addition, like many states, Mississippi 
has a Low-Income Water Assistance Program that is available to individuals who experience 
difficulties in paying their water bills and the Mississippi Department of Human Services will 
support residents seeking access to this program.  New private-sector solutions, capitalizing on 
pay-for technologies, such as Promise Pay, can complement these programs and are available 
to communities to ensure that those who are having financial troubles can have the flexibility 
and assistance they need.  

Foundational to all these innovative solutions is trust between the communities, state agencies, 
and intermediaries.  New governance models, regionalization and partnerships, and funding 
opportunities will necessitate support to meet communities where they are and work hand-in-
hand with local leaders to build strong relationships.  This presents an opportunity for 
established organizations to work with new communities, as well as bring in outside technical 
expertise and support from across the country.  

In addition, existing resources such as the Mississippi Association of Planning and Development 
Districts, Mississippi Rural Water, and Communities Unlimited can position government funding 
programs to be accessed and implemented at scale by hundreds of communities.  This 
collaborative network and community of practice can build a support system for communities, 
while highlighting policy solutions for the state.   

Proposed Action Steps 

The leaders assembled in Mississippi shared a sense of urgency for action-oriented 
collaboration among key organizations.  As one opportunity for collaboration, the Water 
Finance Exchange and Communities Unlimited are committed to serving communities across 
Mississippi through the provision of pre-development funds and technical assistance.  We will 
partner with communities at a local level to achieve successful and sustainable projects.  The 
learnings from these projects can help to drive the large-scale policy and culture changes that 
are necessary to serve the thousands of communities in need.  The discussions at the workshop 
yielded several ideas for achieving change at scale, including: 

• Assemble Actionable Information - Map community needs, funding sources, technical 
assistance resources and case studies to help inform community leaders and help 



cultivate promising community project candidates.  There is a time sensitive opportunity 
given the availability of ARPA, BIL and USDA Rural Development funds and assistance. 
 

• Create a Community of Practice - Enlist the interest of organizations to collaborate 
around strategy and, policy and tactics for funding more underserved communities.  
This community of practice can advance regional solutions and opportunities.  
  

• Identify Priority Regions and Communities - Identify Mississippi communities and shared 
challenges by communities, building replicable models of financing and governance 
solutions.  For example, align partners around opportunities for rural county 
revitalization that address both the water and social/economic priorities. 
 

• Create a feedback loop for policy recommendations - Open communication with 
communities to learn from successful and unsuccessful project implementation can 
inform policy changes that will increase the likelihood of funding and project success. 

Mississippi is home to many community leaders, experts, and innovative organizations focusing 
on infrastructure, economic development, and quality of life.  The Mississippi Departments of 
Environmental Quality and Health, EPA, and USDA have available funding to support 
community projects.  The Water Finance Exchange and Communities Unlimited have additional 
funds that can be deployed specifically for pre-development.  

The goal we all share is to increase the number of funded projects that deliver sustainable 
water infrastructure across the state.  We believe that successful partnerships will attract 
funding and support to achieve these results at a significant scale and provide more sustainable 
and resilient solutions for all residents in Mississippi.  

WFX, Communities Unlimited, and the Global Water Challenge reiterate our sincere gratitude 
and thanks to all the presenters and attendees who contributed to this important workshop. 
We believe these conversations yield collaboration and action that directly supports small, 
rural, and underserved communities.  

 

 

 

 

 


