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Executive Summary

The problems with Martin County, Kentucky's
failing water system are well-known. The Kentucky
Public Service Comission (PSC) describes the
Martin County Water District (“Martin District”) as
operating in a “constant state of emergency” and
claims that after “years of incompetent
management and inept decision makers, Martin
District’s ratepayers have either deficient water
service or no water service at all."?

For decades, Martin District customers were
exposed to known carcinogens and nervous system
disruptors in their drinking water. Headlines clearly
express the county’s continued struggles with
water quality and quantity.? However, what the
media and public officials have mostly missed is the
growing water affordability crisis in Martin County.

Rates for water service have increased by 41.5%
since January 2018 and another rate increase is
expected soon. Rates will likely be raised again to
pay for the outside management company the
Public Service Commission (PSC) has ordered the
district to hire to take over all of the district’s
operations by year's end. While Martin County is
one of the poorest counties in the state, it
currently has the eighth highest average water bill
of all water districts regulated by the PSC. If the
rates are increased by $10 (an additional 26.7%
increase), an increase that Martin District
commissioners claim is probable, Martin County
will have the highest average water bill in the state.

Water is currently unaffordable for over 45.8% of
Martin County residents, based on the
Environmental Protection Agency’s water
affordability standard. Residents are being asked to
suffer an excessive economic burden for access to
drinking water that many believe is not safe for
human consumption or use. Expected additional
rate hikes will broaden and deepen the affordability
crisis - putting more than half of the county above
the EPA's standard for water affordability.

The district’s revenue needs are substantial.
Because of the long history of mismanagement,
poor appropriation of public funds, disinvestment,
and neglect, the system needs to be completely
rebuilt. In addition, the system’s daily operational
costs are bloated because of the district’s poor
financial history, high water loss rate, and structural

and engineering inefficiencies. It is clear that
without additional funds, the water district cannot
ensure safe, adequate water for its customers.

But, as this Report demonstrates, Martin County
residents cannot bear the costs. Imnmediate action
is required to address the water affordability crisis
in Martin County, as well as mitigate residents’
concerns about the quality of their drinking water.
Some suggestions, all of which warrant further
study, are as follows:

1. Prevent further rate increases for Martin
District customers

2. Direct funding from grants toward the most
immediate needs of the Martin District -
including fixing service and main water line

3. Appropriate funds in the 2020 state budget
toward Martin County’s water infrastructure
needs and assistance for low income water
customers

4. Establish forms of low-income assistance to
support the most vulnerable customers in the
Martin District

5. Explore alternative rate structures that could
alleviate the burden of high water bills for the
most vulnerable customers

6. Consider affordability when setting rates for
public utilities

Additional suggestions for further study are
presented in this report’s Conclusion to this Report.
Regardless of what the next steps are, each part of
the process must ensure that residents are

included in decisions that determine the future of
the water district. Residents’ input and involvement
is critical in crafting solutions that will benefit the
greatest amount of people in the county to the
fullest extent possible.

Martin County Concerned Citizens and the
Appalachian Citizens Law Center remain
committed to working with the PSC, the Martin
County Water District, and Martin County
residents to advocate for and realize Martin
County residents’ right to clean and affordable
drinking water.

Appalachian Citizens' Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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Martin County Water District

The problems with Martin County, Kentucky's
public water system are well-documented. The
system suffers from decades of severe neglect and
mismanagement by county and state officials. Over
the years, the infrastructure and distribution
system have been allowed to get so bad that there
are threats of critical failures at every point in the
system:

At the water supply, the intake system at
the Tug Fork of the Big Sandy River has chronic
issues and frequent failures. Most recently, issues

with the intake system caused water supply crisis
twice in 2018.°

In the distribution system, the problems
continue. Over the past year, the Martin District’s
water loss rates have varied from 72.8% in August
2018 to 57.4% in February 2019. Water loss is the
percent of treated water that is unaccounted for in
the system. The average water loss rate for 2018
was 63.53%, and so far the average water loss rate
for 2019 is 69.54%.* In other words, most of the
water the struggling district pays to pump and treat
flows out into the ground rather than serving a
single customer.

At the water treatment plant, the
situation is not much better. The plant was built in
the late 1960s to serve only 600 households in the
town of Inez. Little was done to upgrade the plant
as the system was expanded to serve the entire
county’s 4,316 households.” The water demand for
the system is 2 million gallons per day. There are
three clarifiers in the treatment plant, each of
which has a 1 million gallon per day capacity. Only
one of the three clarifiers is fully functional, one
has not worked for years, and the other is badly in
need of repair.

Unsurprisingly, the Martin District also has
significant financial problems. The Martin District
owes nearly $800,000 in past-due accounts
receivable.® Those outstanding operational debts
reduce the district’s purchasing power, as many
vendors require cash on delivery and will not
provide more advantageous purchasing
arrangements.

Rented pump at the Martin District intake on the Tug
River. Photo by author, January 11, 2019

Finally, the quality and consistency of the water
provided by the district is poor. Line breaks cause
frequent service disruptions and resulting boil
water advisories.” In addition, for most of the last
two decades, the district was consistently in
violation of the Safe Drinking Water Act’s water
quality standards for disinfection byproducts,®
exposing residents to known carcinogens and
nervous system disruptors. According to the EPA’s
Safe Drinking Water Information System, the
Martin District has violated federal water quality
standards 90 times since 2001, including 34
Maximum Contaminant Level Violations for
disinfectant byproducts Total Haloacetic Acids
(HAAS) and Total Trihalomethanes (TTHM).?

Because of these ongoing violations, customers
received quarterly notices like this on their bills for
many years:

Testing results...show that our system
exceeds the standard, or maximum
contaminant level (MCL) for
trihalomethanes (THM) and haloacetic acids
(HAA)...Some people who drink water
containing trihalomethanes in excess of the
MCL over many years may experience
problems with their liver, kidneys, or central
nervous system, and may have an increased
risk of getting cancer. Some people who
drink water containing haloacetic acids in

Appalachian Citizens’ Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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excess of the MCL over many years may
have an increased risk of getting cancer.®

While the notices claim that these violations are
“not an emergency,’ receiving these warnings over
many years has significantly eroded the public’s
trust in their drinking water, as well as their trust in
the regulatory agencies that govern the water
system. Furthermore, this was compounded with
the mistrust that arose after the 2000 coal slurry
spill in the county, when a coal impoundment
ruptured and over 300,000 gallons of coal waste
spilled into rivers and waterways in Martin County.
While the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) and other officials claimed that the water was
“safe” at a public meeting weeks after the spill,
public concern persisted, and conflicting
information and sentiments eventually precipitated
a breakdown in trust in the regulatory agencies
that govern water quality,’* which persists to this
day.'?

In 2018, the system changed its chlorination
method and has not been in violation of
disinfection byproducts standards since.*
However, in an ongoing University of Kentucky
study on water quality in Martin County,
researchers detected trihalomethanes that were
above the MCL in up to 15-20% of the homes
sampled in summer 2019 and also detected
coliform bacteria in a similar number of samples
(15-20%).4

The breaks in the distribution system also cause
significant water quality concerns. When there is
low pressure in the distribution lines, untreated
groundwater enters the lines and comes out of

customers’ taps without being treated. This
infiltration likely explains the number of reports of
contaminated and polluted water coming out of
people’s faucets.’ Many residents report skin
irritation, gastrointestinal problems and
autoimmune disorders that they worry may be
caused by water contamination.'® Preliminary
findings from the University of Kentucky study, as
well as discussions at community meetings, show
that many customers of the water district feel that
their water is unsafe for consumption and instead
rely entirely on bottled water for both drinking and
cooking.

Jars of water from Martin County Water District
customer 's tap, posted on "Martin County Water
Warriors" Facebook Group by Hefner Hare in February,
2018.

2018 Water Rate Increases

These crises of water quality, quantity, poor
management, and indebtedness require significant
financial resources. Under Kentucky law, the water
district must provide “adequate, efficient, and
reasonable service” at “fair, just, and reasonable
rates.”'” The rate must be sufficient to fund both
the operational and capital needs of the water
district.’® Any change in rates must be approved by
the PSC.%

After the 2018 water crisis, the Martin District
requested a 49.5% rate increase. In response to the

request, the PSC raised significant concerns with
the management of the Martin District and its high
water loss rate. The Martin District’s requested
rate increase in January 2018 would have raised
the minimum monthly bill from $26.50 to $39.62.2°
The PSC did not grant the full rate increase as
requested, partly because of the system'’s high
water loss rate.? Instead, the PSC increased rates
in two separate orders. First, the PSC granted an
emergency rate increase of 26.5% on March 16,
2018, which included a $4.19 monthly debt service
surcharge that can only be used to pay off past

Appalachian Citizens' Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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debt.?? Second, on November 5, 2018, the PSC
entered an order for an additional rate increase of
25.72%.%° The total increase amounted to 41.5%.

The November 5, 2018 Order describes the PSC'’s
concerns about the Martin District:

Martin District currently operates in a
constant state of emergency and its
ratepayers are suffering the dire
consequences of decades of poor choices
made by its management and
commissioners. As a direct result of years of
incompetent management and inept
decision makers, Martin District’s ratepayers
have either deficient water service or no
water service at all.?

Because of those extraordinary circumstances, the
PSC also ordered a “structured plan..[in] an attempt
to save Martin District from collapse.”? That
“structured plan” includes a requirement that the
Martin District retain an outside company to
provide all operational management services to the
district by the end of 2019. The PSC also ordered
an additional $3.16 per customer per month

“Management and Infrastructure surcharge” that is
to go into effect after the retention of the
management company. The surcharge is to pay “in
whole or in part” the compensation of the
management company.%

The PSC acknowledged that it “seems
counterintuitive”# to raise rates for customers who
are not receiving safe and sufficient water services.
Still yet, the orders raised the minimum bill in 2018
from $26.50 to $37.51,% an increase of 41.5%. If
the Management and Infrastructure surcharge is
put into effect, the minimum rate will increase to
$40.67, a total increase of 53.5%.2

The Martin District is currently in contract
negotiations with the sole company that submitted
a bid to take over the district’s operations and
management. The PSC has recently reiterated its
position that if the district does not enter a
contract with the company that submitted a bid, it
will cancel the $4.19 per customer debt service
surcharge &

The Water District’s Customer Base

Based on U.S. Census estimates, the estimated
population of Martin County is 11,232, living in
4,316 households.?* The U.S. Census estimates the
population of Martin County has decreased 12.4%
since the last census, when the population was
counted at 12,929.%? The county’s median
household income is $29,239. Approximately
35.8% of the population lives in poverty.*® 24.6%
of the population under the age of 65 is disabled.*
11% of Martin County residents receive SSI.*

Further, recent data on trends in employment
income compared to non-labor income in the
county demonstrate that labor earnings in the
county are in steep decline. Less income is coming
from wage labor where rates of pay tend to
increase from year to year. According to the U.S.
Bureau of Economic Analysis, from 2000-2017,
labor earnings in Martin County decreased 19.3%,
while non-labor income increased 34.4%
(age-related government payments such as Social
Security increased 64% and hardship-related
government transfers increased 49%).% Likewise,

according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics,
employment in Martin County decreased by 32%
from July 2010 to July 2019.%”

The data suggest that more people are
depending on income that will continue to
be stagnant into the future.

Number of Martin County Residents Employed
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Local Area Unemployment Statistics. Data for July.

Figure 1: Number of Martin County Residents Employed
2010-2019%
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Household Income in Martin County, Kentucky
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Figure 2: Household Income in Martin County, Kentucky. Data from Census FactFinder 2013-2017 Estimates.

Water Burden in Martin County

In granting the second rate increase of 2018, the
PSC articulated its charge saying that it “is
statutorily authorized to foster safe and reliable
service at a reasonable price, while also providing
for the financial stability of the utility by setting a
fair and just rate to support its operations.”’

What constitutes a reasonable price
cannot be determined without an
understanding of whether the price
is affordable for the district’s
customers.*°

This report presents an affordability analysis of
water rates for different income levels in Martin
County. We designed this affordability analysis
based on the work of Roger Colton, who has done
similar analyses in Baltimore** and Southeast
Michigan.*?

In this Report, whether or not water is affordable is
determined by each household’s “water burden,” or
the percent of a household’s income spent on its
water bill. The EPA considers a drinking water
burden of 2.5% or above to be unaffordable.”® This
Report adopts the EPA standard for determining
affordability.

Appalachian Citizens' Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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Based on this Report’s
analysis, water is currently
unaffordable for over 45.8%
of Martin County
households.

This Report presents the water burden for Martin
County households in ten income brackets. It
compares income levels to the typical household

% of
Income Level Households at |Current Rate
Income level

Less than

$10,000 18.10% 6.53% - >6.53%
$10,000 to

$14,999 6.70% 4.35% - 6.52%
$15,000 to

$24,999 21.00% 2.61% - 4.35%
$25,000 to

$34,999 7.90% 1.86% - 2.61%
$35,000 to

$49,999 17.90% 1.30% - 1.86%
$50,000 to

$74,999 14.90% 0.87% - 1.30%
$75,000 to

$99,999 8.20% 0.65% - 0.87%
$100,000 to

$149,999 3.90% 0.43% - 0.65%
$150,000 to

$199,999 1.30% 0.33% - 0.43%
$200,000 or

more 0.00% <0.33% - 0.33%

Table 1: Water Burden in Martin County, KY at Current
Water Rates

For 18.1% of Martin County households with
incomes below $10,000 per year, the water burden
is much higher than the EPA threshold for
affordability. Households making just under
$10,000 per year pay 6.24% of their annual income
for their water bills, more than two times higher
than the 2.5% affordable water burden.

bill of $54.37 for 4,000 gallons of water per
month.** Table 1 below shows the water burden at
the current rate for the ten income ranges
reported, using a typical water bill. Water burdens
in excess of the 2.5% standard used for
affordability are in red. This analysis shows that
approximately 1,977 households in Martin County
(45.8% of households) have an unaffordable water
bill. At the current rates, only households with
incomes at $26,100 or higher have affordable
water bills, or water burdens less than or equal to
2.5%.%

For many of the county’s 1,229 SSI recipients,
water is even more unaffordable. If we assume that
a disabled SSI recipient lives alone, is a typical
customer using 4,000 gallons a month, and
receives the average SSI payment of $681.90 per
month,*” they would spend 7.97% of their income
on water - over three times the affordable burden.
If this customer received a minimum water bill
(currently set at 2,000 gallons for $37.51), they
would pay 5.5% of their monthly income on water,
more than twice the affordable burden.

16% of household
water meters in Martin
County were

disconnected between
July 2018-June 2019.

The district’s water disconnection activities also
demonstrate the unaffordability of current rates.
From July 2018 to June 2019, the district
disconnected 511 meters and reconnected 39442
That is a shutoff rate of 16%.% In comparison, the
average large water utility nationwide
disconnected only 5% of its residential customers
in 2015.22 Further, the district reports that it sent
300 disconnect notices in July 2019.2%
Disconnections further exacerbate the problem of
affordability, as customers are required to pay a
$40 disconnect fee and an additional $40 fee to
reinstate their service.

Appalachian Citizens' Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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Case Study: Timmy
Smith

Timmy Smith, 54 years old, lives in the house he
grew up in, nestled on the eastern Kentucky
hillside up a steep gravel driveway. He sits on a
bench out on his back porch, with his mother’s
wind chimes that line the porch ringing in the wind,
and remembers the games he grew up playing in
the woods around his house. His playground
included two coal mines and a coal preparation
plant next door, about 500 feet from his home,
owned by local operators and Massey Coal
Company. It operated from 1965 to 1995. His
father dug coal underground at the mine for 23
years.

Timmy remembers the time in the late 70s, when
his family’s well, and all of his neighbors’ wells
went dry. The families all lost their wells in the
same afternoon, and it was clear to all that it was
because of the mining on the nearby ridge. None
of them were compensated for their loss, but
instead were hooked up immediately to the
county’s water system, the county’s preferred way
of dealing with wells sunk due to mining.

While the mines are long gone and the prep plant
has been closed since 1995, Timmy and his family
still suffer from the consequences of the mining so
close to their home. The foundation of his house is
unstable and his favorite fishing spots have not
been fishable since the 2000 coal slurry spill.

Timmy is disabled and relies on the $771 monthly
income he receives through social security. He
currently struggles to cover his expenses with this
amount, and is terrified of another water rate
increase.

T

Water $38.51
Electricity $120.00
Garbage Pickup $14.95
Phone bill $57.00
Burial Insurance $19.00
911 & Fire tax $8.75
Groceries $367.79
Personal Hygiene $20.00
Transportation $40.00

Money orders, payment fees, postage $10.00

Home repairs/maintenance/cleaning

supplies: $75.00

Total Monthly Expenses $771.00

Table 2: Case Study Monthly Expenses, SSI Recipient

As all of Timmy's income is allocated to monthly
expenses, he has no extra spending money and
very little wiggle room for unexpected or additional
expenses. Another rate increase would mean hard
choices for Timmy - choices that include whether
to pay his water bill or buy groceries or medicine.
Timmy cannot afford another rate increase, but he
also cannot afford to go without running water. If it
were up to Timmy, he would still be using his well
water - water he remembers as some of the best
he has ever had.

Appalachian Citizens’ Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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Another Rate Increase?

The Martin District faces a major
dilemma. The district currently does
not have the revenue needed to pay
a management company, and the
potential additional $3.16 surcharge
is likely not enough to pay the
contract costs.*

At this point, no one knows what level of rate
increase will be needed if the district follows the
PSC'’s order and signs a contract with the sole
company that submitted a bid to take over daily
operations.>* However, if that happens, a third
increase is inevitable.

Yet, customers are already struggling to pay for
water after the 2018 rate increases. Faced with the
possibility of another impending rate increase, a
number of the Martin District’s current customers
have written to the PSC expressing their
frustrations.

Customer Kim C. explains the difficulty of paying
current water bills and the added hardship that a
rate increase would bring with it:

| live in Inez, KY...and [am] on a fixed income,
| barely make it from month to month now.
If it wasn’t for RAMP22 or other places giving
out food and sometimes water, | and others
in this county would not make it. So if our
water bills go up, | like many would have to
have it disconnected because | could not
afford it. If this county keeps raising rates,
fees and taxes, | will have to move out of
the county | love and was raised in.2

Ruth Crum, another customer, expresses a similar
sentiment:

Our bills are already around $81.00 or
higher a month. We are on Social Security,
we can't afford higher water bills...Our
income doesn’t go up. Most people in the
county are on a fixed income. If they raise

our water bill, we will disconnect our city
water.2Z

While the additional revenue required to meet
contract negotiations with a private management
company is as of yet unknown, the water burden
for various levels of possible rate increases for a
typical household are demonstrated in Table 3 on
the following page. Again, water burdens above
2.5%, which are considered unaffordable, are
shown in red.

The Teamsters delivering donated bottled water to
Martin County. Photo by author, April 7, 2019.

Appalachian Citizens’ Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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25% or [30% or 50% or 100% or

Current [$3.16 $12.55 |$15.05 $27.19 ; $50.18
Income Level Increase |Increase Increase Increase
Less than 18.10
$10,000 % 26.53% 2690%  2816%  2848%  29.14%  29.79%  211.42% 213.05%
$10,000 to 435% - 4.60% - 5.44% - 5.65% - 6.09% - 6.52% - 7.61% - 8.70% -
$14,999 6.70% 6.52% 6.90% 8.16% 8.48% 9.13% 9.79% 11.42% 13.05%
$15,000 to 21.00 2.61% - 2.76% - 3.26% - 3.39% - 3.65% - 3.91% - 4.57% - 5.22% -
$24,999 % 4.35% 4.60% 5.44% 5.65% 6.09% 6.52% 7.61% 8.70%
$25,000 to 1.86% - 1.97% - 2.33% - 2.42% - 2.61% - 2.80% - 3.26% - 3.73% -
$34,999 7.90% 2.61% 2.76% 3.26% 3.39% 3.65% 3.91% 4.57% 5.22%
$35,000 to 17.90 1.30% - 1.38% - 1.63% - 1.70% - 1.83% - 1.96% - 2.28% - 2.61% -
$49,999 % 1.86% 1.97% 2.33% 2.42% 2.61% 2.80% 3.26% 3.73%
$50,000 to 1490 0.87% - 0.92% - 1.09% - 1.13% - 1.22% - 1.30% - 1.52% - 1.74% -
$74,999 % 1.30% 1.38% 1.63% 1.70% 1.83% 1.96% 2.28% 2.61%
$75,000 to 0.65% - 0.69% - 0.82% - 0.85% - 0.91% - 0.98% - 1.14% - 1.30% -
$99,999 8.20% 0.87% 092%  109%  113%  122%  130%  152%  174%
$100,000 to 0.43% - 0.46% - 0.54% - 0.57% - 0.61% - 0.65% - 0.76% - 0.87% -
$149,999 3.90% 0.65% 0.69% 0.82% 0.85% 0.91% 0.98% 1.14% 1.30%
$150,000 to 0.33% - 0.35% - 0.41% - 0.42% - 0.46% - 0.49% - 0.57% - 0.65% -
$199,999 1.30% 0.43% 0.46% 0.54% 0.57% 0.61% 0.65% 0.76% 0.87%
$200,000 or
more 0.00% <0.33% <0.35% <0.41% <0.42% <0.46% <0.49% <0.57% <0.65%
Percent of
Households
with
Unaffordable
Water Bills >45.80% >45.80% >45.80% >45.80% >53.70% >53.70% >53.70% >71.60%

Table 3: Water Burden in Martin County for Various Rate Increases

Appalachian Citizens' Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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Comparing Income with Rate Increase

I Current Rate

Figure 3: Water Burden in Martin County, Kentucky

As demonstrated in Figure 3, any rate
increase would affect low income
residents the most.

A household with an income greater than $52,195
will have an affordable water bill even if rates
increased by 100%. For families with household
incomes below $15,000 (24.8% of the population)
even a 25% increase would result in a water

burden that is over twice the affordability standard.

This translates into real hardship for low-income
residents in Martin County, who do not have extra
funds to allocate toward additional rate increases.

Figure 4 demonstrates the percentage of
households in Martin County with unaffordable
water bills at the current rate and at various levels
of rate increases (where water burden is greater
than 2.5%).

$3.16 Surcharge

25% Increase 50% Increase

Unaffordable Household Water Bills in Martin County, Kentucky
B Current Rate 80.00%
71.60%
[ $3.16 Surcharge
25% or $13.59 Increase
W 50% or $27.19 Increase
75% or $40.78 Increase
W 100% or $54.37
Increase

60.00%

40.00%

20.00%

0.00%

Figure 4: Unaffordable Household Water Bills in Martin
County, Kentucky

The high water burden already faced by
over 45.8% of Martin County residents, as
well as the downward trajectory of the
economy in Martin County, demonstrate
that Martin County residents simply
cannot afford another rate increase.

Appalachian Citizens' Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens
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How Martin County stats compare to other
rates in the state

Based on the cost of a typical household water bill

associations, and privately owned water companies . o ..
regulated by the PSC, Martin County currently has spending 75% more of their income on

the eighth highest water bill in Kentucky.=2 water bills than in Oldham County.
If a $10 rate increase Current Price
Were to go Into effect, Water District gallons
° y 1 Caldwell County Water District $64.29
Mq rtl n cou nty S Rattlesnake Ridge Water
e 2 District $62.52
average household bill
Southern Water & Sewer
would become the 3 District $58.82
° ° 4 Corinth Water District $58.81
hlgheSt In the Stqte’ for 5 Breathitt County Water District $58.19
WCIteI‘ th Clt mda ny 6 Judy Water Association Inc. $56.78
1 1 Crittenden-Livingston County
residents feel is unsafe , |Crittenden-Liy 65603
to consume. 8 Martin County Water District $54.37
9  West Carroll Water District $51.77
If average bill is calculated by county (in counties 10 \S{Sfrtli;n Mason County Water $51.40
with multiple water districts, each district’'s water :
bill was averaged), Martin County has the third Eastern Rockcastle Water
11 Association $51.34

highest average water bill at $54.37, for water
districts regulated by the PSC. The county with the 12 Sandy Hook Water District $50.95

lowest water bill, $21.09, is Edmonson County.*’ Letcher County Water and
13 Sewer District $50.00
L )
Martin County’s average monthly water 14 North Marshall Water District  $50.00

bill is 63.4% higher than in Edmonson

X 15 Bracken County Water District  $49.11
County, the Kentucky county with the

. ) 16 Parksville Water District $48.65
lowest water bill. See Figure 5 for a map of e b ure Water Distri $18.41
average water bills by county. annonsburg Water District :

18 Peaks Mill Water District $48.02
To compare water burden across Kentucky, water 19 Todd County Water District $48.00
burden was calc'ulated for gach county using ' East Clark County Water
average water bill and median income.?? See Figure 20 District $47.94
6 for a map of water burden for each Kentucky Table 4: Twenty Highest Water Bills in Kentucky

county with data reported. Breathitt County has
the highest water burden at 2.7%, and Martin
County has the second highest at 2.4%. Oldham
County has the lowest water burden at 0.37%.
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Average Monthly Water Bill by County
Assuming 4000 Gallons Used

$21.00 - $27.00
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*3ome counties omitted due to a lack of available data

Sowrces : Esri, USGS, NOAA

Figure 5: Average Monthly Water Bill by Kentucky County.
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Water Burden by County

Assuming 4000 Gallons Used Monthly

0.00%-0.72%
0.73%-0.96%
0.99%-124%

B 125%-153%
B 154%-198%
I 199%-270%
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*Some counties omitted due to a lack of available data
Scowces: Esri, USGS, NOAA

Figure 6: Average Monthly Water Bill by Kentucky County.

Conclusion

As demonstrated above, Martin County’s water
safety and water quantity crises have now
translated into a water affordability crisis that
threatens the financial well-being of this already
economically stressed region. Clearly, the Martin
County Water District cannot provide the quality
and quantity of water to which citizens have a
right without additional resources for
desperately needed improvements in capital,
management, and operations. However, water is
already unaffordable for many residents of
Martin County, and additional rate increases will
be unaffordable for the majority of the county’s
residents. Resolving this dilemma requires that
the PSC and the Martin District consider ways of
meeting the district’s revenue requirements that
do not rely exclusively on residential rate

increases. Simply put, local families cannot afford
to pay the full cost of water system
improvements. Further, it is unfair to burden
residents with costs that result from years of
unchecked neglect and mismanagement,
particularly as residents are suffering the health
and financial consequences of decades of unsafe
drinking water.

Immediate action is required to address
the current water affordability crisis, to
mitigate concerns about drinking water
quality, and to avoid a deeper long-term
water affordability crisis. While offering
definitive solutions is outside of the
scope of this report, we would like to
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conclude with several suggestions for
alternative courses of action that
warrant further study.

First and most importantly, Martin District
customers cannot afford another rate increase. If
the contract with Alliance Water Resources
requires an additional rate increase, it should not
be entered. Rather than hire a management
company to take over the district’s daily
operations, the district should hire a qualified
general manager.®*

Second, all federal grant funding should be
directed toward the most immediate needs of
the water district - including fixing service and
main water lines. While $7.23 million in federal
funding for Martin County was recently
announced,®?> most of that funding is being
misdirected toward projects that do not serve
the majority of residents in Martin County.®®

At a recent Martin County Concerned Citizens
meeting on September 12, 2019, residents
expressed their dissatisfaction with more federal
funding going to a mostly empty industrial park
in the county, and advocated instead for the
money to be used to fix water lines. Fixing water
lines will address the Martin District’s water loss
rate that contributes to higher costs of service as
well as water quality issues.

Martin County Concerned Citizens Meeting,
September 12, 2019. Photo by Roger Smith, The
Mountain Citizen

Third, we urge the state legislature to
appropriate funds for rebuilding Martin County’s
water infrastructure in the 2020 budget.

Fourth, protections need to be put in place to
protect the county’s most vulnerable residents.
All such programs should be designed with input
from county residents and address the particular
issues facing the district and the county.
Examples of such customer protection programs
could include (1) policies and procedures to
protect seniors, those with serious medical
conditions, and those with young children from
water shut offs;** (2) development and funding of
a Customer Assistance Program that could
provide a lifeline for customers facing
disconnection and could help customers pay for
meter replacements.; and (3) development of a
senior discount program.

Fifth, we urge the district and the PSC to explore
alternative rate structures that could alleviate the
burden of high water bills for its most vulnerable
customers. For example, it may be prudent to
explore lowering or eliminating the minimum
usage®® and lowering the base rate accordingly.®
Or, it may be prudent to consider adjusting rates
for the district’s commercial and industrial
customers.

Sixth, the PSC must consider affordability when
setting public utility rates. Under Kentucky law,
the water district must provide “adequate,
efficient, and reasonable service” at “fair, just,
and reasonable rates." We believe that for a rate
to be considered "reasonable," it must be
affordable for ratepayers in the district.

Martin County Concerned Citizens and the
Appalachian Citizens Law Center remain
committed to working with the Public Service
Commission, the Martin County Water District,
and Martin County residents to advocate for and
realize Martin County residents’ right to clean
and affordable drinking water.
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available at productview.xhtml, last visited September 25, 2019. It is reasonable to assume that many within that
28.5% use less than 2,000 gallon per customer minimum and could benefit from a rate structure that did not have a
2,000 gallon minimum.

Appalachian Citizens’ Law Center & Martin County Concerned Citizens


https://psc.ky.gov/pscscf/2018%20cases/2018-00017/Public%20Comments//20190617_Ruth%20Crum%20Public%20Comment.pdf
https://psc.ky.gov/pscscf/2018%20cases/2018-00017/Public%20Comments//20190617_Ruth%20Crum%20Public%20Comment.pdf
https://www.psc.ky.gov/Home/Library?type=Tariffs
https://halrogers.house.gov/press-releases?ID=6EE0A8EA-3F6D-41B6-9E03-9311A58FD870
https://halrogers.house.gov/press-releases?ID=6EE0A8EA-3F6D-41B6-9E03-9311A58FD870
https://halrogers.house.gov/press-releases?ID=6EE0A8EA-3F6D-41B6-9E03-9311A58FD870
https://www.kentucky.com/opinion/op-ed/article235027732.html
https://www.psc.ky.gov/tariffs/Water/Districts,%20Associations,%20%26%20Privately%20Owned/Martin%20County%20Water%20District/Tariff.pdf
https://www.psc.ky.gov/tariffs/Water/Districts,%20Associations,%20%26%20Privately%20Owned/Martin%20County%20Water%20District/Tariff.pdf
https://www.psc.ky.gov/tariffs/Water/Districts,%20Associations,%20%26%20Privately%20Owned/Martin%20County%20Water%20District/Tariff.pdf
https://www.psc.ky.gov/tariffs/Water/Districts,%20Associations,%20%26%20Privately%20Owned/Martin%20County%20Water%20District/Tariff.pdf
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=CF

