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Water Finance Exchange and RSAH2O 

Water and Wastewater infrastructure Opportunities in Texas 
Meeting Report and Recommendations 

 
On November 15, 2022, the leadership of Texas agencies, NGOs, and communities convened for 
a gathering with like-minded organizations to discuss new funding and investments for water and 
wastewater infrastructure, technical assistance, support needs for communities, and sustainable 
solutions to their long-term economic, public health, and environmental goals.   
 
Water Finance Exchange (WFX) and RSAH2O thanks its panelists and presenters, including 
leadership from: 
 

• Texas Water 
Development Board 
(TWDB) 

• International 
Boundary and Water 
Commission (IBWC) 

• Texas Commission 
on Environmental 
Quality (TCEQ) 

• U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency 
(EPA) 

• U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) 

• North American 
Development Bank 

• Texas 2036 
• Communities 

Unlimited 
• Environmental 

Defense Fund (EDF) 
• Government Services 

Group/Anser 
Advisory 

• The Meadows Center 
for Water and the 
Environment 

• South Texas Water 
Authority 

• Ambiotec Group 
• Texas Rural Water 

Association 
• Texas Water Trade 
• Texas Water 

Foundation (TWF)  

 
Generous support for the workshop was provided by Lyda Hill Philanthropies, CoBank, San 
Antonio River Authority, the Cynthia and George Mitchell Foundation, and the Water Funder 
Initiative.   
 
The workshop convened water sector leaders, communities seeking to address sustainable water 
management needs, and public officials.  More than 70 leaders across the state attended the 
workshop, including representatives from more than 12 small, rural, and underserved 
communities.  Set forth below is a summary of the discussions, solution pathways identified by 
the participants, and ideas for action-oriented collaborations resulting from these conversations. 
 
Pursuing Water and Wastewater Infrastructure Opportunities in Texas 
 
In December 2021, WFX and RSAH2O held a conference in El Paso, TX to discuss replicable 
models for community water infrastructure.  Since then, WFX has been working with 
communities across the state to implement resilient and sustainable water infrastructure projects, 
as well as regional solutions.  Additionally, the passage of the Infrastructure Investments and 
Jobs Act (IIJA) and Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) have significantly increased the funding 
resources available for communities and water systems to pursue sustainable solutions.   
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On November 15, 2021, the IIJA was signed into law and launched a historic funding 
opportunity for the water infrastructure sector.  These funds are critical in Texas, which 
continues to face short- and long-term water management challenges due to increasing 
population, water scarcity, and the ramifications of climate change.  Water security and 
sustainable water management are priorities for communities across Texas as more systems are 
reaching a crisis of water supply and reliability as evidenced by water outages, declining 
volumes in existing sources of water, and boil water notices.  
 
Texas is home to many experts and innovative organizations that focus on infrastructure and 
quality of life.  This workshop was designed to build on existing ideas and more directly connect 
public and private leaders in the water sector.  Our shared goal is to increase the number of 
funded projects delivering sustainable water infrastructure across the state – particularly in areas 
where water access and equity is the primary challenge.  WFX and RSAH2O believe that 
successful partnerships will attract funding and support to achieve these results at a significant 
scale, highlighting the position of Texas as a national leader in water management. 
 
A year after the signing of the IIJA, WFX and RSAH2O hosted their second annual Texas 
workshop attended by leaders and experts from across Texas and national water sector.  Texas 
State Senator José Menéndez, District 26, and San Antonio Mayor Ron Nirenberg provided 
opening remarks to the workshop, welcoming the attendees to San Antonio and reaffirming the 
central importance of water infrastructure to Texas communities.  As the State’s legislature 
identifies the pressing challenges of the state, this workshop offers an opportunity to advance 
solutions to its water infrastructure needs.  
 
The Keynote messages established the foundation for the conversations throughout the day:   
 

• Commissioner Maria Elena Giner, IBWC: shared strategic priorities of the IBWC and 
detailed the challenges facing border communities in Texas and across the country, where 
diminishing water supplies are met with a lack of water infrastructure.  Her dissertation 
on water and wastewater infrastructure implementation in Texas’ colonias highlights how 
planning horizons require realistic approaches to right-size community infrastructure, as 
well as include long-term operations and maintenance costs.  Local insights and technical 
expertise are necessary to build sustainable solutions.  
 

• Chairwoman Brooke Paup, TWDB: shared the Water Development Board’s objectives to 
effectively utilize the IIJA funds and support economically distressed communities.  To 
meet the needs and opportunities of these new infrastructure funds, TWDB is building its 
capacity and workforce to effectively conduct outreach and coordinate support for 
communities.  The Chairwoman further expressed the need for collaboration among 
technical assistance providers and state agencies to identify, support, and advance 
communities in need.  The TWDB is actively seeking project applications from 
communities. 
 

• Morgan Johnson, Senior Counsel to Commissioner Lindley, TCEQ: provided an 
overview of the agencies’ regulatory practices and ability to provide technical assistance 
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services to the communities to help avoid compliance issues.  The agency’s goal is to 
partner with local municipalities to facilitate best practices and ensure that all residents 
have safe, reliable water resources. 
 

• Robert R. Puente, CEO/President, San Antonio Water System (SAWS): provided luncheon 
keynote remarks on how SAWS has successfully implemented water conservation efforts 
in a rapidly growing city, as well as how larger systems can support communities in need, 
providing the example of SAWS’ legislatively mandated efforts to absorb a nearby 
struggling system.  Communities can invest in their water awareness and increase public 
knowledge to encourage resiliency, which can lead to significant capital cost savings.  

In addition to the outstanding Keynotes, all participants took part in highly productive small 
group discussions followed by three panels of experts.  The following priority topics were 
highlighted by the conversations and presentations from the workshop.  
 
Opportunity 1 – Technical Assistance and Collaboration Opportunities 
 
At WFX and RSAH2O’s workshop in 2021, technical assistance was advanced as a central 
component of the anticipated IIJA funds.  Following the workshop, the Texas Water Foundation 
and other partners conducted a survey asking organizations in Texas what technical assistance 
means to them.  The responses indicated that the definition of technical assistance is varied and 
comprehensive, as technical assistance providers assist communities with nearly every function 
of utility management, financial support, and infrastructure implementation.  For many 
communities, technical assistance providers serve as experts in multiple roles, assisting from 
project conception to completion.  
 
Technical assistance providers can help communities and local leaders ask the right questions, as 
well as understand the obstacles that prevent project implementation.  The aim of technical 
assistance providers is to make it easier for communities to work with the state and federal 
agencies responsible for administrating and allocating funds.  This support is needed due to the 
lack of institutional capacity in small, rural, and underserved communities.  
 
Often, smaller communities have limited capacity from a Mayor, City Manager, and City 
Secretary to manage water infrastructure, which is just one of many competing priorities.  Even 
after a project is submitted, technical assistance is needed to help with subsequent application 
processes and manage the implementation of funds.  
 
However, the past technical assistance practices will need to change if the water sector will 
effectively take advantage of the new IIJA funds.  Technical assistance training is difficult and 
comprehensive, as the water infrastructure sector requires a diverse set of knowledge on topics 
from water chemical reactions, rural water standards, funding and financing eligibility 
requirements, and community relationships.  More technical assistance is needed at all levels.  
 
The IIJA’s five-year timeline will be difficult for small, rural, and underserved communities to 
meet as they often lack the administrative, financial, and technical capacity to meet application 
requirements.  As noted by workshop attendees, the country is now in year two of the IIJA’s 
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five-year cycle and the communities targeted by the federal funds need additional support to 
meet the rapid timelines of the funding opportunity.  If rural and underserved communities are 
not able to successfully access the funding opportunities, the funds may not achieve their 
intended impact. 
 
To better support these communities, trusted intermediaries and technical assistance providers 
are necessary to build a pipeline of shovel-ready projects for communities with tremendous 
needs.  This funding is an opportunity to make needed investments in communities working 
diligently to prepare for the future, but lack the administrative capacity to be successful. 
 
As stated by Chairwoman Paup, technical assistance providers need to collaborate to create a 
Community of Practice for underserved communities.  To successfully partner, effective 
coordination depends upon developing a shared nomenclature and more commonly accepted 
definitions of key terms like technical assistance, regionalization, shared services, affordability, 
sustainability, and right-sized community plans.   
 
The workshop consistently highlighted the importance of collaboration and real interpersonal 
interactions.  More outreach is required to effectively address the immense needs of small, rural, 
and underserved communities.  The TWDB has allocated significant staffing resources to 
communicate its funding opportunities and help communities to advance applications, working 
directly with small and rural communities to provide information on funding opportunities, 
eligibility requirements, and project options.  However, due to the high number of fragmented 
water systems, greater support is needed to reach more communities in need.  
 
Technical assistance providers can provide support to bridge these gaps, working with federal 
agencies to conduct targeted outreach, bringing in outside experts such as engineers, and 
assisting communities to advance funding applications.  As was remarked at the workshop, the 
water sector needs more “humans talking to humans.” 
 
Opportunity 2 - Addressing the Workforce Challenges 
 
In 2018, the Brookings Institute published a report on “Renewing the water workforce: 
Improving water infrastructure and creating a pipeline to opportunity,” which included an 
estimate that 33% of the water infrastructure workforce was approaching retirement age in the 
next few years.  Since then, the COVID-19 pandemic and the tightening labor market have 
significantly impacted the water sector’s workforce.  At the same time, the new federal 
infrastructure investments have dramatically increased the demand for staffing support across 
state agencies, technical assistance providers, and utilities.  
 
At the San Antonio workshop, state agencies, technical assistance providers, and communities 
consistently highlighted these workforce challenges.  The TWDB is currently increasing its 
staffing capacity and collaborative partnerships to implement and administer the new funds but 
continues to face staffing shortages.  Utility workers are not paid competitive salaries compared 
to other sectors and institutional knowledge is not being passed along to the newer workforce.  
The water sector provides a critical service, as utility workers are responsible for the public 
health of communities. 
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For small, rural, and underserved communities, these workforce challenges are even more acute, 
as larger cities can afford to pay higher salaries to engineers and utility staff.  For example, 
utility training programs can create unintended consequences of staff and contractors leaving to 
find jobs in larger cities, leaving gaps in smaller communities.  
 
In Texas, while there are significant workforce constraints, there is not a comprehensive 
assessment of workforce needs.  More evaluation and research are needed to effectively identify 
where workforce needs are greatest and barriers to bringing in new workers, as well as retaining 
the existing workforce.  
 
The water sector needs to focus on workforce development recruitment and provide additional 
training options, such as apprenticeship opportunities.  The sector can work with academic 
institutions and technical colleges to better market the water infrastructure sector and build the 
workforce pipeline.  While the IIJA funds present infrastructure opportunities, utilities need 
additional support to manage and maintain these new investments, particularly when using new 
technologies.   
 
Opportunity 3 – Building Sustainable Systems 
 
The new federal infrastructure funds offer communities opportunities to advance sustainable and 
comprehensive solutions.  The idea of “sustainability” came up throughout the workshop and 
was a focus of the third panel, Building Sustainable Solutions for Texas Communities.  
Sustainability contains a multitude of definitions spurred from the perspectives of different water 
stakeholders. 
 
Natural Resources Sustainability – Water supplies are sustainable when they are accessible and 
available on long-term planning horizons.  In Texas, this is often directly connected with 
groundwater supply and aquifers.  Dr. Robert Mace stated that sustainable water use means, 
“available water in perpetuity,” and recommended that communities need to begin using 
significantly longer time horizons than typical development projects.  More support is needed for 
communities to make informed decisions on their water availability, as current groundwater 
legislation is often insufficient to maintain long-term supplies.  Dr. Mace emphasized that 
existing water supplies in Texas are declining and, by definition, are not being managed 
sustainably. 
 
As communities grow in population, as well as manage and attract further economic 
development opportunities, these groundwater and surface water supplies must be managed to 
ensure that decentralized actors are sustainably using existing resources.  For example, one 
community remarked that they were attempting to determine aquifer sustainability but only had 
access to data and projections that were decades old.  Future sustainable solutions will require 
new drought-resistant water resources, such as brackish desalination, as well as increased 
investments in green infrastructure to combat stressed water supplies.    
 
Economic Development Sustainability – Water infrastructure is a cornerstone of economic 
capacity.  For many communities, infrastructure improvements can provide additional access to 
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new water supply connections, which can bring additional economic investment.  At the same 
time, communities improve their capacity and agency to pursue funding and financing 
opportunities using skills and systems built when implementing water infrastructure solutions, 
which are translatable to other infrastructure and economic development investment 
opportunities.   
 
As advanced by Carlos Marin, CEO of Ambiotec, utilities need to conduct comprehensive 
assessments of their risks and opportunities (asset management), as well as identify how 
communities can meet economic development demands.  Utilities can explore private 
partnerships to effectively allocate risk and bring on more nimble expertise where appropriate.  
 
Municipal Financial Sustainability – Capital improvement plans, financial models to assess rate 
increases, and decision points for when communities can and should raise rates to manage long-
term investments are critical elements for long-term project success.  Non-revenue water can be 
a significant challenge to overcome, as communities with leaks of up to 40% of their water 
supply will not be able to financially maintain systems. 
 
The water rates are also directly connected to public conceptions of water management and 
supply, as residents often undervalue water and there is significant pushback against raising 
rates.  For example, one community representative stated that their position is akin to the 
“delivery man,” rather than the provider of clean water. 
 
These elements of sustainability need to be in conversation with each other as they can represent 
conflicting priorities if communities do not effectively utilize comprehensive approaches.  For 
example, utilities need to effectively plan for water conservation, as conservation will reduce 
usage, which may result in a rate increase to maintain revenues. 
 
Opportunity 4 – Advancing Regional Solutions 
 
The IIJA and IRA present an opportunity to advance regional solutions where intermediaries can 
serve as expert resources, advocates, and partners to communities that are seeking collaborative 
approaches for community infrastructure.  For example, WFX is working with leaders from 
Presidio County in West Texas, also represented at the San Antonio workshop, to implement a 
resilient county-wide water and wastewater infrastructure strategy for communities sharing 
watershed resources.   
 
The workshop highlighted how community infrastructure solutions must be holistic, integrating 
affordable community financing with stewardship of water resources, particularly as water 
supplies become stressed.  One priority strategy is regional solutions, which offer opportunities 
to address water infrastructure and watershed goals simultaneously, while advancing regional 
economic prosperity.  Regional solutions offer the opportunities to create scale, utilizing 
watershed perspectives to address environmental needs.  Economic development organizations 
and Council of Governments can be key partners in building comprehensive project plans. 
 
While regional collaboration may not be appropriate for every community and project, they do 
offer important solutions for Texas, which has more than 7,000 water systems, many of which 
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are small and rural.  Like all technical assistance partnerships, regional solutions require 
significant trust-building.  One panelist remarked that the Friday Night football scores can 
influence the likelihood of two communities collaborating on their water infrastructure 
challenges.  
 
This collaboration can take many forms, such as consolidated approaches to management and 
operations that can help realize needed economies of scale, as well as other promising models to 
maximize scale and control costs in the provision of operating services, shared capacity, 
wholesale water, and other ideas.  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. 
 
New incentivizes would promote regional and collaborative approaches.  For example, there is 
no effective mechanism in Texas to incentivize larger systems to connect with small clusters of 
nearby homes or form a cooperative system.  Many communities worry about the loss of control 
of their water system, but technical assistance providers can help highlight how systems of 
collaboration can be put into place without a loss of control.  There are many models of regional 
partnerships and RSAH2O is working with Robert Sheets, CEO of Government Services 
Group/Anser Advisory to introduce legislation to make this process easier for willing 
communities to advance.  
 
Proposed Action Steps 
 
The leaders assembled in San Antonio shared a sense of urgency for action-oriented 
collaboration among key organizations.  These workshops continue to highlight the critical 
importance of remaining connected across organizations.  
 
As one opportunity for collaboration, Water Finance Exchange and RSAH2O continue to serve 
small, rural, and underserved communities across Texas and work with other technical assistance 
partners to implement suitable solutions.  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 in San Antonio yielded several ideas for achieving change at scale, including: 
 

• Technical Assistance Collaboration and Outreach – Map community needs, build 
collaborative data resources, conduct extensive outreach with state agencies, partner to 
support communities and projects, and disseminate case studies to help inform 
community leaders and help cultivate promising community project candidates. 
 

• Building the Water Workforce – Identify workforce gaps and barriers to entry, build 
partnerships with universities and schools to build the pipeline, and prescribe structural 
opportunities for scaled training.  
  

• Advancing Regional Solutions – Identify Texas regions and shared challenges by 
communities in those regions, build replicable models of financing and governance 
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solutions based on the local context, and advance policy solutions to incentivize 
collaboration. 

The State of Texas, RCAP, USDA, EPA, and others have funds that can be deployed for pre-
development.  WFX and technical assistance providers including Communities Unlimited, Texas 
Rural Water, Texas Water Foundation, Dig Deep, Quantified Ventures, and the Environmental 
Policy Innovation Center have professional expertise that can assist communities in need.  In 
February 2023, WFX plans to host a workshop in the Rio Grande Valley focused on building and 
implementing regional solutions.  
 
The discussions in San Antonio continued to build momentum and action for supporting 
communities across Texas to access sustainable infrastructure solutions. WFX and RSAH2O 
believe that water infrastructure is about more than pipes and pumps.  Instead, it serves as a 
catalyst for sustainable economic growth, public health, and environmental outcomes.  
 
No community should be left behind.  
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Appendix – Breakout Group Messages 
 
What are challenges facing communities to access resources for water infrastructure?  What 
roadblocks have emerged that have caused previous efforts to fail? 
 

- Institutional capacity gaps in communities and challenges transferring knowledge to 
changing leadership 

- Maintaining momentum through multi-year funding processes, including initially denied 
applications and cumbersome application timelines 

- Difficulties in raising rates, residents not valuing water 
- Trust in governmental entities 
- Low-income communities with pockets of wealth may need grant funds, but do not 

qualify 
- Increasing growth requires new investments, but is difficult to maintain and requires new 

capacity 
- Aging infrastructure with significant non-revenue waters 

 
What support systems are needed for communities in Texas to access new funding resources? 
 

- Outreach to small, rural, and underserved communities; bringing communities and 
funding agencies together 

- Increased flexibility to meet compressed funding timelines 
- Human connections and building relationships 
- Expanded technical assistance services, expertise to plan, development, and implement 

projects 
- Leveraging technical assistance and funding opportunities to pursue blended financing 

packages 
- Building regional hubs that offer project support, such as application writing 

 
What are the key elements for success for communities advancing sustainable infrastructure 
solutions?   
 

- Available grant funding 
- Technical assistance intermediaries and expert partners, including engineers 
- Water source protection and resilient green infrastructure 
- Trusted relationships and long-term partnerships 
- Building financial sustainability and affordable rates 
- Partnering with academic institutions and other partners to build replicable and scalable 

solutions 
- Philanthropy can support outreach and convenings to stimulate application development 


