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Background
• Water infrastructure upgrades and maintenance to comply with 

federal and state regulations exceed $1 trillion in the next 25 years 
and may triple the current household water and sewer bills in the 
US, which impose an economic burden on low-income households 
and communities. 

• By 2040, Tennessee drinking water and wastewater infrastructure 
upgrade costs are estimated to increase to $15.6 Billion.

• State agencies, local government, and communities are concerned 
with: (1) Community’s ability to take on additional debt in the form 
of loan repayment and/or matching funds for grants; (2) Best 
available information to assess ability to pay for infrastructure 
upgrades; and (3) Use of an appropriate method based on best 
available data to make informed decisions. 

• 2014 Water Resources Reform and Development Act requires state 
agencies to develop water affordability criteria including population 
trend, income, unemployment, and other relevant metrics. 

Summary and Conclusions
• County/City level affordability index is a useful tool to determine the relative economic 

strength of Tennessee communities.
• State Revolving fund subsidy is prioritized to small and disadvantaged communities with 

population below 10,000 and an affordability index below 50. 
• Affordability index provides an insight into the socio-economic conditions, the underlying 

reasons that affect the prosperity of communities and helps determine the financial 
capabilities of communities to afford loans and matching funds for grants. 

Objective
This study will use a database of Tennessee communities considering 
socioeconomic variables (e.g. bond rating, debt, population change, 
unemployment rate, median household income, poverty rates, and food 
stamp dependence) to determine community’s ability to pay for water 
infrastructure upgrades. 

Data
• Socio-economic data for 347 cities and 95 

counties were obtained from US Census Bureau’s 
American Community Survey.

• Poverty data – United States Department of 
Agriculture- Economic Research Services.

• Unemployment rate - Tennessee Department of 
Labor and Workforce Development.  

• County financial/bond rating data - Tennessee 
Comptroller of the Treasury.

Results
• Out of the 95 counties and 347 cities, 54 counties and 215 cities 

have an affordability score less than 50 (Threshold level), indicating 
their eligibility for principal forgiveness, low interest loans and 
technical assistance. 

• Affordability Index was used to prioritize disadvantaged 
communities to allocate State Revolving Funds for Clean Water and 
provide matching rates for Community Development Block Grant. 
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