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COMMUNITY
WORKSHOP REPORT

More than 90 leaders across the state attended the 
workshop, including representatives from more than 
15 communities. Set forth below are summaries of 
the discussions, solution pathways identified by the 
participants, and ideas for productive collaborations from 
these conversations.

Pursuing Wastewater Infrastructure Development in 
Alabama’s Black Belt
The Black Belt of Alabama’s name references the rich, 
black soil found across the region, which spans the 
width of the state and 17 counties. The soil’s dense clay 
poses a unique challenge for managing wastewater 
in the mostly rural communities in the Black Belt, an 
area home to roughly 10% of the state’s population. 
Traditional onsite wastewater systems do not work due 
to inadequate percolation and therefore many residents 
in the Black Belt either have straight-pipes where raw 
sewage is discharged directly to the ground surface or 
have failing septic systems. These conditions result in 
millions of gallons of raw wastewater being discharged 
to the ground surface every day through straight-pipes. 
Generations of Alabamians in the Black Belt have dealt with 
disproportionately poor sewage and the accompanying 
public health risks, while infrastructure solutions are 
challenging to execute. 

A primary reason for the slow progress in water 
infrastructure development is widespread poverty and 
an overall lack of economic development, which limits 
financial resources available to invest in water. However, 
advocacy groups have increased awareness of the urgent 
need for investment in the Black Belt. The newly available 
federal funds through the Infrastructure Investment and 
Jobs Act (IIJA), Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), and the 
American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) offer an unprecedented 

On January 26, 2023, the leadership from Alabama 
state and local government, grassroots organizations, 
and academic institutions convened to discuss funding 
opportunities for water and wastewater infrastructure, 
and the challenges to advance environmental and 
public health goals in small, rural, and underserved 
communities. With the Black Belt region of Alabama 
as the focus of the discussion, attendees shared the 
successes and challenges their organizations face. 
The workshop included panel discussions, break-
out sessions, and formal presentations, enabling 
stakeholders to exchange ideas and perspectives.  

The Water Finance Exchange (WFX), Consortium for 
Alabama Rural Water and Wastewater Management 
(CARWW), and Communities Unlimited thank the 
panelists and presenters, including leadership from:

• Alabama Department of Environmental 
Management (ADEM)

• Alabama Department of Economic and 
Community Affairs (ADECA)

• Government Services Group
• U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
• Alabama Department of Health
• Communities Unlimited
• Black Belt Unincorporated Wastewater 

Program
• Veolia
• Black Belt Community Foundation 
• U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
• Alabama Rural Water Association

Generous support for the workshop was provided by the 
McWane Corporation, with event space provided by the 
Alabama Department of Public Health.

Water and Wastewater Infrastructure Opportunities in 
Alabama
Montgomery, Alabama
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opportunity to close this funding gap in the Black Belt. As 
Alabama enters 2023, the Alabama State Revolving Fund 
(SRF) program has already seen several applications 
approved for water/wastewater infrastructure. 

The Montgomery workshop highlighted the difficult road 
ahead for communities facing water infrastructure needs 
in the Black Belt. Fostering community trust, establishing 
consistent project oversight, and building technical 
capacity to maintain sustainable water infrastructure 
are persistent challenges. Conversations and panel 
discussions opened the floor for a deeper dive into the 
challenges communities face when advancing new water 
projects.  Government organizations and local nonprofits 
outlined the major criteria for successful wastewater 
programs, including affordability, sustainability, and 
monitoring and maintenance strategies.

Innovative and forward-looking strategies will allow the 
Black Belt to implement needed water infrastructure 
projects for its residents, while limiting costs passed onto 
low-income households and avoiding over-engineered 
solutions. 

WFX recognizes the gap in support for communities 
navigating the difficult application and pre-development 
process. By convening various funders, community 

partners, and local representatives, the organization strives 
to help communities identify the technical resources and 
expertise that will catalyze water infrastructure projects. 
WFX believes that new, innovative models can create a 
path to safe and secure water infrastructure, as well as 
secure a sustainable future for local communities. 

The Keynote remarks established a foundation for 
discussions to build upon throughout the day:  

• Lance LeFleur, Director of the Alabama 
Department of Environmental Management 
(ADEM), provided an overview of the current 
wastewater infrastructure needs in the Black 
Belt. Upwards of 50% of rural residents in the 
region have raw sewage discharging on their 
grounds creating a health and environmental 
hazard. There have been multiple studies into 
these challenges informing ADEM’s primary 
initiatives as follows: 1) expanding public systems; 
2) creating decentralized cluster systems given 
the low population density of the area; and, 3) 
focusing a portion of funding on individual septic 
systems. ADEM has committed over $100M in 
funding for the Black Belt. 

• Sherry Bradley, Director of the Bureau of 
Environmental Services, Alabama Department of 
Health, explained the challenges of implementing 
cost-effective projects and building community 
buy-in. She reflected on how residents in many 
mobile home communities were accustomed to 
their current sewage conditions. Additionally, 
homeowners often lack the ability to invest in 
individual septic systems and those projects can 
end up being more expensive than the mobile 
home is worth. There is also a persistent distrust 
of outside intervention as the result of prior 
failed projects and predatory business practices.  
Overcoming the status quo will require patience 
and local leadership.  

• Kevin D. White, Ph.D., Professor Emeritus at the 
University of South Alabama, shared his work as 
part of the Consortium of Alabama Rural Water 
and Wastewater Management (CARWW). There 
is a significant opportunity to build decentralized 
water systems around clusters of households and 
communities within the Black Belt.  This method 
requires collaboration and communication which 
are the main objectives of the CARWW.  Investing 
in wastewater is a crucial first step to stimulating 
gains in health outcomes and economic growth 
in rural communities.

Dr. Kevin White addresses workshop attendees.
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Following the keynotes, participants contributed to highly 
productive small group discussions followed by question-
and-answer sessions with three panels of experts. The 
workshop presentations and conversations highlighted 
the following key priorities for overcoming the barriers to 
water and wastewater development. 

Opportunity 1 – Address Community Needs with 
Sustainable Projects

A) Building Relationships and Community Partnerships

A precursor to securing funding for major water 
infrastructure projects is the identification of appropriate 
projects through public engagement. As the main 
benefactors of new wastewater systems, community 
members have an important perspective in the pre-
development process.  Along with properly identifying 
community needs, the panels and breakout groups 

discussed how distrust and poverty are severely limiting 
factors for future projects. In some cases, local leaders 
fear the potential backlash from raising water rates 
resulting from the new investments.  As such, successful 
water projects require engaging local organizations and 
leadership to gain trust and buy-in at the community level. 
This is exemplified by efforts in the Black Belt, where 
wastewater projects are urgently needed, but trust-building 
and public awareness are slow and methodical endeavors.

B) Education and Awareness for Residents and 
Community Leaders 

To build community knowledge of the necessity for new 
water infrastructure, local stakeholders must pursue 
wide-scale education and outreach initiatives.  The public 
health department can be a key player in conducting this 
outreach, as it is currently engaged in these efforts and 
equipped to reach different facets of the community.

During the panels and breakout groups, education was 
continuously listed as a major component of overcoming 
water infrastructure barriers. Many within the Black Belt 
have become accustomed to inadequate sewerage and are 
not aware of the public health risks, do not view improved 
sewerage as a priority, and are less willing to pay for the 
costs of improved sanitation.  Many workshop participants 
suggested education should begin in schools and 
community centers to raise awareness of the public health 
risks associated with poor sewage. The public’s conception 
of water management and supply hinges on available 
information. Water treatment typically happens outside of 
public view and is easy to undervalue, leading to pushback 
and even backlash against any increases to water rates 
required to support new projects. Community leaders must 
prioritize transparency throughout the water infrastructure 
project implementation.  Community residents should be 
able to understand the infrastructure improvements taking 
place and why they are necessary. 

Panel discussions also highlighted that some communities 
have suffered from corrupt business and governmental 
practices in the past and are wary of new interventions. 
Understanding residents’ doubts and building transparency 
into project development can enable communities to 
increase trust in intermediaries and, thereby, advance 
infrastructure solutions. Grassroots organizations possess 
the necessary insight and community connections to 
develop effective communication strategies for the rollout 
of new projects.

Furthermore, local leaders also need education to better 
understand the financing options for large-scale projects. 
The workshop discussions highlighted many instances of 
apprehension about taking out sizable loans for long-term 
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Sherry Bradley, Deputy Director of the Bureau of 
Environmental Services, Alabama Department of Health gives 
a keynote address.
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projects and concerns about what the funds could not 
cover.  Building an understanding with local leadership and 
connecting them to the funders to resolve doubts could 
increase the number of applications for state and federal 
loans. 

Lastly, education is a major component of building the 
water workforce at the local level in rural communities. 
Water systems require sustainable workforce for growth 
and operations.  The Governor’s Office of Alabama 
administers the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) 
programs that reach 37 Alabamian counties. This division 
invests in activities such as educational programs offered 
by local foundations, nonprofits, or governments that 
can build local capacity and technical skills. Additionally, 
regional organizations such as Communities Unlimited are 
actively creating educational opportunities for individuals, 
organizations, and small utilities to spur rural economic 
development. The added benefit of new training programs 
is that the water projects can hire within a given community 
which strengthens community trust and buy-in. 

Opportunity 2 – Identifying Technical and Funding 
Resources for Applicable Projects

Water infrastructure is a long-term investment that requires 
solutions that consider the current needs and sustainability 
strategies of communities. Sherry Bradley of the Bureau 
of Economic Development Services at the Alabama 
Department of Health shared her checklist for successful 
water systems:

Projects should strike a balance between function and 
affordability. The infrastructure investments cannot be 
designed for “perfect world” scenarios and should consider 
the daily life of residents in the community. Communities 
should be careful to avoid over-engineered projects that will 
not be serviceable in the future given available financial and 
technical resources.  Finally, available technology, as well 
as community needs, may change in the future, so an ideal 
water infrastructure project should consider the potential for 
significant changes in population or housing.

A) Identifying the Correct Funders

Throughout the workshop, attendees heard from funders 
about the types of grants and loans available for various 

aspects of water infrastructure projects. Each project 
is unique and some communities face roadblocks in 
identifying the most applicable funding opportunities, as 
well as completing funding applications. This process 
can involve the participation of engineers and other 
third parties to assess the community’s water needs and 
prescribe an appropriate project. 

Lastly, pre-development activities also require a difficult 
cost assessment that includes a deep understanding of 
the community and its finances. If communities cannot 
carry out a thorough cost-assessment, they run the risk of 
not adequately accounting for future costs.

B)  Identifying Technical and Local Expertise During 
Pre-Development

Given the complexity of pre-development, a small 
community relies on its ability to source technical 
expertise. Robert Sheets, CEO of the Government 
Services Group, described this first due diligence as 
ensuring there are enough “honest brokers at the table.” 
It can be difficult to evaluate the difference between a 
$10,000 project and a $30,000 project. Sourcing reliable 
technical assistance providers, as well as incorporating 
knowledgeable local leaders, can ensure that the 
projects submitted for funding are the most suitable for 
communities over the long-term considering durability 
and affordability. 

C)  Leaning on Local or Regional Partners

Rural, small communities often lack the expertise and 
bandwidth to access funding but can address local needs 
through external partnerships. Community leadership 
should tap into the knowledge of external organizations 
to learn methods for securing funding. The pre-
development phase is also characterized by an increased 
burden of financial audits and analysis to be considered 
for certain funding opportunities. Partners with technical 
expertise can guide communities through this process 
and provide support on the new tasks.   

D) Lay the Groundwork for Skill Development

As previously mentioned in Opportunity 1, education is 
an important step prior to breaking ground on a new 
project. To ensure the longevity of the infrastructure 
investment, the workforce must exist in the community. 
This may mean establishing the educational resources 
to build a technical workforce that can maintain a 
potentially more complicated water system or keep up 
with new technology. The burden of providing training 
opportunities can be shared across communities 
through regional partnerships which can reduce costs to 
communities. 
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Opportunity 3 – Regional Solutions 

As highlighted throughout the workshop, infrastructure 
costs are prohibitive factors for individual households 
as well as local governments. Centralized traditional 
wastewater treatment plants can cost tens of millions-
of-dollars and are not feasible in many rural areas. The 
costs for individual septic systems can range widely from 
$5,000 to $25,000 per household, with ongoing annual 
maintenance costs. With so many disconnected water 
systems and neighboring communities with similar issues, 
decentralized water systems present opportunities to 
share costs through the adoption of regional solutions. 
Regional solutions create scale and allow for entities with 
complementary missions to work in collaboration such as 
environmental conservation and economic development 
initiatives.

Collaborating with regional organizations is not just 
important for gaining additional technical expertise, it 
is also a key strategy for conserving limited financial 
resources. Technical assistance providers, as well 
as research institutions, can be key partners in 
building comprehensive project plans along with local 

government that tackle wastewater needs concurrently 
with other initiatives such as the mission to improve 
environmental health. 

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 
to community infrastructure. For example, Dr. White, 
along with the rest of the Consortium, is working to 
advance regional collaboration for decentralized 
wastewater systems.  Through their research, they have 
found a significant number of cluster opportunities of 
homes that are located within close proximity to each 
other. Given the low population density and distance 
between potential water projects, a decentralized 
approach would avoid excessive costs.  Oftentimes, 

rural communities face 
greater financial costs 
per household for water 
given the distance of 
piping to reach between 
homes, but a clustered 
model can create nodes 
for infrastructure that 
can serve currently 
disconnected 
households.

However, new 
management and 
governance models 
are needed to 
address decentralized 
infrastructure needs, 
particularly using a 
clustered engineering 
approach. Funding 
and financing alone 
will not fix these long-
standing problems. To 
be sustainable, this 
management structure 
will need a regional 
approach, as this can 
allow for economy-of-
scale opportunities, 
while increasing the 
viability and sustainability 

of long-term operations and maintenance. As noted 
throughout the workshop, these new models require 
community ownership and participation to address 
community trust concerns and build local agency. 
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Brent Fewell (left) moderates a panel on “Local and Federal Resources Available to 
Communities”.
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Proposed Action Steps
Building on lessons learned.  Start the groundwork.

The leaders assembled in Montgomery, AL 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, WFX and 
Communities Unlimited will continue to serve small, rural, 
and underserved communities across Alabama 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 Montgomery yielded several ideas for 
achieving change at scale, including:

• Community Collaboration and Technical Assistance 
– Engage grassroots organizations and government 
agencies such as the Department of Health working 
in the Black Belt communities to develop a water 
education initiative. Additionally, utilize connections 
made through the workshop and other regional 
organizations such as the Consortium for Alabama 
Rural Water and Wastewater Management (CARWW) 
to provide local technical assistance and advance 
engineering solutions

• Training and Education Development – Identify 
workforce gaps and barriers to entry, build 
partnerships with universities, corporations, and 
schools to build the pipeline, and prescribe structural 
opportunities for scaled training. Tap into ARC 
resources to build work opportunities and register 
apprenticeships.

• Advancing Governance Solutions for Regional 
Challenges – Identify regional actors and partners 
to begin building regional governance models 
for decentralized engineering solutions. Assess 
opportunities for other implementing success stories 
from similar contexts around the country.

The discussions continued to build momentum and action 
for supporting communities across Alabama to access 
sustainable infrastructure solutions. WFX, Communities 
Unlimited, and CARWW 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. 

Appendix – Breakout Group Messages
1.) What are the biggest challenges confronting water 
infrastructure in Alabama?  

• Oversite and management, beginning with installation
• Operations & Maintenance —personnel needed 

perform the maintenance often lack the skill set within 
the community.  Licensed operators are difficult to find 
and require workforce development.

• Staffing shortages
• Setting the right rates 
• Complex regulatory environment requires many 

specialty skill sets.
• Proactive in financial management – planning on how 

to implement rate increases in future
• Communities are more focused on drinking water than 

wastewater
• Political issues – challenges with raising rates
• Over-engineering projects that become more than the 

local operator can manage
• Small communities have the least technical capacity 

for the project
• Lack of financial reporting can delay in receiving 

future funds
• Training for board members
• Lack of community outreach/education, resistance to 

unfamiliar solutions
• Normalization of wastewater infrastructure failure

2.) What additional resources are needed to help rural 
communities in Alabama access safe, clean water and 
wastewater treatment infrastructure? 

• Regionalization – consolidate management, costs and 
services

• More accessible training programs with additional 
operator training 

• Management of funding procurement
• Legislation to incentivize regional solutions

3.) What are examples of successful decentralized 
projects in Alabama and the key elements for success?  

• Wastewater fees can result in having dedicated and 
structured management/staff in place to address 
maintenance.  Large enough to afford these 
individuals.  

• Rate subsidies and low-income assistance programs 
are needed to support community participation

• Smart metering to ensure accurate financial 
accounting

• South Alabama utilities success stories
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