
 

 

441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC  20548 

 

April 10, 2015 

Chairman John Shimkus 
Subcommittee on Environment and the Economy 
Committee on Energy and Commerce 
U.S. House of Representatives 

Dear Chairman Shimkus: 

We appreciate having had the opportunity to appear before the House Committee on Energy 
and Commerce, Subcommittee on Environment and the Economy on February 27, 2015, to 
testify on GAO’s work on the drinking water needs of the nation’s rural and smaller 
communities. 

Enclosed are GAO’s responses to the questions you submitted for the hearing record related to 
our testimony, Rural Water Infrastructure: Federal Agencies Provide Funding but Could 
Increase Coordination to Help Communities (GAO-15-450T). If you or your staff have any 
questions, please contact me at (202) 512-3841 or gomezj@gao.gov. 

Sincerely yours, 

 

J. Alfredo Gómez 

Director, Natural Resources and Environment Team 
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Committee on Energy and Commerce 

Subcommittee of Environment and the Economy 
February 27, 2015 Hearing on  

The Needs of Drinking Water Systems in Rural and Smaller Communities 
Responses to Questions for the Record GAO-15-450T 

 
1. Mr. Gomez, has GAO examined the impact of funds made available through the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act towards drinking water infrastructure? 
 

a. During your most recent review of drinking water infrastructure, did 
Recovery Act funds have a positive impact? 
 

b. Does GAO know how many jobs were created by Drinking Water State 
Revolving Funds projects funded through the Recovery Act? 
 

c. Has GAO made any recommendations regarding drinking water 
infrastructure projects funded by Recovery Act monies to Congress and 
federal and state agencies? 

 
1a. In June 2011, GAO published a report that reviewed the status and use of Recovery Act 
funds provided to the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Clean and Drinking Water State 
Revolving Fund (SRF) programs nationwide and in nine selected states: Alabama, Connecticut, 
Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, New Mexico, Nevada, Washington, and Wyoming.1 We reported 
that as of March 2011, states had used almost $6 billion in Recovery Act Clean and Drinking 
Water SRF program funds to support more than 3,000 water quality infrastructure projects 
nationwide. In the nine states GAO reviewed, Recovery Act funds paid for 419 infrastructure 
projects that helped address major water quality problems, and the states used about a quarter 
of the funds they received to pay for projects in economically disadvantaged communities.  
 
1b. Overall, the 50 states reported that the Recovery Act SRF programs funded an increasing 
number of full time equivalent positions (FTEs) for the quarter ending December 2009 through 
the quarter ending June 2010, from about 6,000 FTEs to 15,000 FTEs. As projects were 
completed and funds spent, these FTEs had declined to about 6,000 FTEs for the quarter 
ending March 2011. As of March 2011, states had drawn down from the Treasury approximately 
79 percent, or $3.1 billion, of the Clean Water SRF program funds and approximately 83 
percent, or $1.7 billion, of the Drinking Water SRF program funds.  
 
1c. GAO has not updated the findings of the June 2011 report since its publication. In addition, 
GAO did not make any recommendations regarding drinking water infrastructure projects 
funded by the Recovery Act in the report.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1See GAO, Recovery Act: Funds Supported Many Water Projects, and Federal and State Monitoring Shows Few 
Compliance Problems, GAO-11-608 (Washington, D.C.: June 29, 2011). 
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2. The GAO report to this committee discussed the water and wastewater needs along 
the U.S.-Mexico border. 

 
a. What are the types of communities in this region? 

 
b. What has been done to improve water and wastewater infrastructure in the 

rural communities along the U.S.-Mexico border? 
 

c. Are there other parts of the country that have the same problems as those 
identified along the U.S. Mexico border? 

 
2a. The region along the U.S.-Mexico border includes a wide range of community types, from 
large cities—such as Los Angeles, California, population 3.8 million—to small, rural 
communities—such as Spofford, Texas, population 75. Of the 44 tribal nations in the region, 30 
are in California, 8 in Arizona, 1 in New Mexico, 2 in Texas, and 3 in both California and 
Arizona. This region also includes colonias. Colonias emerged as developers sold small plots of 
residential land to individuals without providing water or wastewater infrastructure. Residents 
often placed a trailer or similar structure on the land or built their homes themselves, many 
starting with just one room and adding on periodically as they were able to afford it. Numerous 
news articles during the 1980s and 1990s described colonias, with one referring to colonias as 
“pockets of poverty” with conditions similar to those generally associated with “third-world” 
conditions.   
 
2b. Since 2012, officials from EPA, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development, the Department of Health and Human Services’ Indian 
Health Service, the Department of Commerce’s Economic Development Administration, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, and the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Reclamation 
have increased coordination to provide funding for drinking water and wastewater infrastructure 
in the border region. EPA, USDA, and other participating agencies are also taking action to 
coordinate policies and procedures that should help identify water infrastructure projects in the 
border region and help streamline the information needs and selection of projects for funding, 
potentially reducing the time and effort spent by communities that apply for funding. In addition, 
in 2014, USDA provided $500,000 in grant funds for a needs assessment of communities along 
the U.S.-Mexico border.   
 
2c. GAO has not conducted work in other regions of the country to determine whether they face 
water and wastewater infrastructure challenges that are similar to those faced in the U.S.-
Mexico border region. However, water infrastructure experts have identified Appalachia, the 
Deep South, the Mississippi Delta, South Dakota, and Alaska native villages as regions that 
face challenges consistent with the challenges faced by the U.S.-Mexico border region. 
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