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I would first like to thank Chairman McIntyre and Ranking Member Conaway for inviting me to testify today.  It is a great honor to be asked to represent small, low and moderate income communities across this nation who depend on rural water systems to provide the most basic of needs.  As the Vice-President of the National Rural Water Association and sitting President of the Georgia Rural Water Association, I hear daily from rural communities in need of assistance, whether it is to design or construct a new system, repair an existing system or respond to a pending emergency, we are always there.  Some of these communities would not be in existence without the USDA programs we discuss today.  Water is the essential ingredient to life, and the work of this Committee and its counterpart in the United States Senate, along with that of USDA to restore and improve the public health, environment and sustainability of these small communities, or in other words, to level the playing field with our urban counterparts so individualism small communities can prosper in this globally competitive environment.  Many lack the capacity or resource base to make these changes without the direct assistance of these programs.
I speak to you today on behalf of the National Rural Water Association (NRWA).  The NRWA is a non-profit federation of State Rural Water Associations which represent the nation’s largest utility membership. Our mission is to provide support services to our State Associations who have more than 26,696 water and wastewater systems as members. 

Member state associations are supported by their water and wastewater utility membership and offer a variety of state specific programs, services, and member benefits. Additionally, each state association provides training programs and on-site assistance in areas of operation, maintenance, finance, and governance. Whether a rural system needs help developing a new rate schedule, setting up proper testing methods, maintaining or upgrading their operator license, or even understanding those ever-changing and complex governmental regulations, state rural water associations and NRWA are the first and best source for assistance to these systems.

NRWA’s support for a clean and healthy environment is second to none. Our State Associations have historically trained over 40,000 water and wastewater system personnel a year for over two decades and provided over 60,000 on-site technical assistance visits a year. Over 2600 ground water protection plans have been adopted by local communities, and another 2300 are in the process of being adopted. NRWA and its state associations are on the front lines everyday ensuring water is safe and available each time someone in rural America turns on the tap.

I’ve come here today to discuss the recently passed American Reinvestment and Recovery Act (ARRA) and its impact thus far.  I would first like to thank the Chairman, Ranking Member and the other members of the committee for their foresight with this legislation.  I would be remiss if I did not mention that is was the Chairman of this Committee that held a briefing on January 9 of this year to make sure Rural America wasn’t left behind and with this historic appropriation level, enough to fund the entire backlog, of water and waste water requests—you have achieved that goal.  On behalf of the thousands of rural communities throughout this nation, I want to personally thank you. 
As Congress reviewed the current needs of communities nationwide for the development of a stimulus measure earlier this year, rural areas became a central point of discussion.  With billions in rural water projects waiting for funding through the USDA Rural Utility Services’ (RUS) Water and Wastewater Grant and Loan Program, the need in these communities was apparent.  While Congress had attempted to address these needs in both annual appropriations and supplemental Farm Bill funding, the need had far exceeded the available funds.  To this end, NRWA supported the inclusion of funds to address this need in the ARRA, and pointed to the success the Department of Agriculture had at delivering these funds in a swift manner in the past.  Unlike other programs where funds are divided amongst the states then given to local and state governments to distribute, the USDA Water and Wastewater Grant and Loan program directly funds projects and has been able to distribute these funds in a manner unmatched by other federal agencies.  
The primary issue that confronts us today is how we can assist USDA in getting the funding out the door of the Department, and into the hands of the communities who so desperately need it.  We also need to continue to help these communities not only access these funds, but help to ensure that these funds are used efficiently to protect the community and government’s investment.  These investments are important to job creation and economic recovery in many of the nation’s smallest and hardest hits communities.  
As you know, this Committee and your Senate counterparts provided the Rural Utilities Service with $135 million to address the backlog of projects in the Water and Wastewater loan program during consideration of the 2008 Farm Bill.  Using this allocation, RUS was able to distribute the money directly to rural communities within 90 days.  This distribution of funds was unique in its efficiency.  In getting the funding out the door in a timely fashion through projects which were already in the pipeline, the Department did an outstanding job.  However, historically additional funding means additional applications.  Communities learn of the opportunity for additional funding and the number of applications increase, further increasing the backlog.
USDA was also able to target these funds to low and moderate-income rural communities under 10,000 in population which are not able to obtain affordable commercial credit.  Compared to other Federal assistance, this program speaks directly to the needs of rural America.  These rural communities often have extreme difficulty in competing with their urban counterparts for funding in other Federal and state agencies that may lack an understanding of the unique circumstances rural residents face.

The need for additional funding and the outstanding track record of distribution of funds, made the RUS Water and Wastewater Grant and Loan Program a prime candidate for funding under the ARRA.  It was for these reasons that funding of $1.38 billion in budget authority, enough for $3.778 billion in program level was included in the bill.  This represented the largest single infusion in the USDA Water and Wastewater Program’s history, enough funds to completely eliminate the backlog of existing projects and address those new project applications which communities had been waiting to submit.  

The amount of ARRA funding released by the Department of Agriculture to small and rural water systems has increased over the past months with announcements of $132 million and $635 million.  This has somewhat trailed the level of funding distributed by the Environmental Protection Agency- state Revolving Loan Fund (SRF), where most of the money is already allocated to projects.  We anticipate that the USDA spending rate will increase over the several months to meet the number of applications received.  
There are several factors which may be contributing to this slower distribution.  The first is the current lack of guidance from the Department on the Buy American and Davis-Bacon provisions in the bill.  While other Departments have issued guidance on these provisions to allow communities to tailor applications and develop proposals, USDA has yet to do so.  For example, in April the EPA released guidance outlining the procedures to comply with the Buy American provisions, their interpretation, and documentation which would be needed.  This direction greatly assisted communities in working towards project starts and receiving their funding.
A second concern is the fact that the ARRA didn’t provide the Secretary any flexibility or waiver authority in administering these funds to local communities.  We have heard numerous situations where a small community is not eligible because the slightly exceeded the population or median income limit or needed to have a high grant to loan ratio for affordability purposes.  For example, the state of Arkansas has a very low median income level which must be met by a community in order to qualify for funding under this program.  Conversely, an identical town in Missouri, located just across the border, would actually qualify for funding with a median income level that is much higher, thus putting the Arkansas community at an extreme disadvantage.  The ability to use grant dollars for the very low income communities is critical as well.  The credit elsewhere clause has also slowed down the process.  Previous legislation for disaster and stimulus purposes provided the Secretary with very limited authority to assist these communities that otherwise meet the Congressional intent for assistance.  USDA has also always used any waiver authority very conservatively.  We would like to ask the Committee to explore providing the Secretary this authority.
Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee, I sincerely thank you again for the work you have done on behalf of Rural America and for taking the time to not just throw funding at an issue, but truly work to solve the problem.  Your efforts are appreciated and I look forward to any questions you may have for me.
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