
The Great Lakes Rural Community Assis-
tance Program (RCAP) has helped 11 rural 
communities throughout Ohio receive $33.1 
million in infrastructure improvement grants 
to improve water, wastewater, and other com-
munity infrastructure systems.   

The funding is part of a $93 million pack-
age going towards Ohio water infrastructure 
projects through the Ohio Broadband, Util-
ities, and Infrastructure for Local Develop-
ment Success (BUILDS) initiative. This is the 
first round of funding in a larger $250 million 
state initiative to address infrastructure 
needs.

Great Lakes RCAP, which serves rural com-
munities in a seven-state region that includes 

Ohio, helped 11 communities secure funds 
for multiple improvement projects. Commu-
nities/entities receiving grant funds with the 
assistance of RCAP include:

• Barnesville, Belmont County, $2.257 
million to replace about 25,000 feet of 
waterline and build a new pump station

• Lorain County Rural Wastewater 
District, Ashland County, $1 million to 
install new raw sewage pumps in the 
Cinnamon Lakes subdivision

• Fayette, Fulton County, $10 million to 
replace the community’s water distribu-
tion system
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RCAP helps communities obtain 
$33M in infrastructure grants 

An aerial photo of Slope Creek 
in Barnesville, Ohio. With the 
assistance of Great Lakes RCAP, 
Barnesville received a $2.257 
million grant to replace water-
lines and build a pump station.



2 The Great Lakes RCAP Connection

• Grover Hill, Paulding County, $1.2 million to repair 
the community water system and replace sewer lines

• Hicksville, Defiance County, $1.03 million to develop 
a new wellfield and replace a current wellfield

• Malvern, Carroll County, $150,000 for planning  
and engineering design for waterline replacement

• Morral, Marion County, $5 million to create a new 
sewer system in the main portion of the village

• New Waterford, Columbiana County, $2.5 million to 
replace community sanitary sewer mains and man-
holes

• Russells Point Village, Logan County, $100,000 for 
a stormwater sewer system engineering and design 
project

• Spencer, Medina County, $500,000 to replace a 
sludge pond, raw sewage pumps, and raw sludge 
pumps as well as add meters

• Washington County Board of Commissioners,  
$10 million for a sewer extension project

In addition to assisting communities in procuring 
BUILDS funding, Great Lakes RCAP recently helped six 
other communities in obtaining H2Ohio grants for drink-

ing water improvement or water/wastewater repair or 
replacement. These communities include: 

• Lawrence County, $250,000 for an engineering  
project to improve safe drinking water access

• Noble County Water Authority, $135,000 for water 
line extension

• Washington County, $750,000 for sewer system  
connections for approximately 500 homes

• Bainbridge, Ross County, $500,000 for new sewer 
system and wastewater treatment plant construction

• Harrison County, $500,000 for new sewer system 
and wastewater treatment plant construction

• Wayne Lakes, Darke County, $500,000 for a new 
sanitary sewer collection system

“We are proud of our staff for helping so many small 
communities receive the funding they need to have safe 
drinking water and wastewater sanitation for their resi-
dents,” Great Lakes RCAP Ohio State Coordinator Sherry 
Loos said. 

Loos thanked RCAP staff members for all of their hard 
work in helping dozens of communities throughout the 
state apply for BUILDS and H2Ohio funding, and congrat-
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An old pump station in Barnesville, Ohio. The station 
will be replaced along with roughly 25,000 feet of  
piping as part of the village’s BUILDS Ohio grant.
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ulated Cindy Brookes, Pam Ewing, Roberta Streiffert, Kurtis 
Strickland, Misty Tolzda, and Ron Winland for their success-
ful applications thus far.  More awards are expected in the 
coming weeks as additional rounds of BUILDS grants are 
announced by the state.

RCAP staff help small, rural communities of 10,000 
residents or fewer develop, fund, and manage water and 
wastewater projects, as well as provide other services for 
communities, Loos said. RCAP may help communities de-
termine funding eligibility, apply for funding, select and hire 
project engineers, and other support such as rate studies, 
asset management, and more. Because RCAP is supported 
by federal and state funding through the U.S. EPA, USDA, and 
other sources, services are provided at no cost or minimal 
cost to communities. 

“Water, wastewater, and other infrastructure projects are 
major undertakings for any community—especially small 
ones,” Loos said. “Our staff can help communities obtain 
funding from multiple sources, coordinate financial support 
throughout a long-term project, and provide any help need-
ed to ensure that residents aren’t financially overburdened 
by taking on necessary infrastructure improvements.” 

RCAP is a program of Great Lakes Community Action 
Partnership (GLCAP) and has been serving rural communi-
ties in Ohio and throughout the Great Lakes region for more 
than 40 years. More information on Ohio’s RCAP services is 
available at www.glcap.org/ohiorcap. 

Ohio First Lady Fran DeWine meets with Barnesville residents to commemorate the village’s receipt of a $2.25M 
grant for water infrastructure improvements. RCAP Rural Development Specialist Misty Tolzda worked with the 
village to obtain the grant. 

Ewing  
receives 
Mentor 
of the 
Year 
Award

Congratulations go to GLCAP Senior Rural Development 
Specialist Pam Ewing for winning the Outstanding Mentor of 
the Year Award at the Rural Community Assistance Partner-
ship’s 2021 National Conference, which took place in August. 
National RCAP CEO Nathan Ohle recognized Pam during the 
virtual conference, stating that Pam hosted regular video 
chats to help answer questions for both new and veteran 
technical assistance providers; created documents to help 
new employees with funding applications and environmental 
assessments; and provided training and assistance in many 
other ways for fellow staff. 
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The aftermath of a storm can turn 
a community upside down. So, when 
it comes to tackling inflow and infil-
tration, Ohio RCAP’s Condition As-
sessment Team brings clarity to rural 
villages in desperate need.

Inflow and Infiltration (I&I) of 
stormwater and groundwater entering 
a sewer system can cause overflows 
and sewage back-ups, increase wear 
and tear on the system, and produce 
enormous quantities of dirty water 
that strain the capacity of treatment 
facilities. In systems with significant 
I&I issues, even modest rain events can 
overwhelm collection and treatment 
systems.

But small communities have a team 
that can help. The RCAP Condition 
Assessment Team in Ohio helps small 

systems tackle environmental chal-
lenges posed by summer downpours 
by helping them find the most critical 
problem areas of a system, strategically 
target repair and replacement dollars, 
and plan for future improvements. 

Through generous grants from 
the Ohio Water Development Author-
ity over the past three years, RCAP 
acquired specialized equipment to 
help small systems investigate and 
assess the condition of their sewer 
systems. The team’s tools include: an 
Envirosight CleverScan 3-D LIDAR, 
manhole scanner, SL RAT for acoustical 
testing of sewer mains, Proteus Mini-
cam push camera, WinCan software, 
smoke machine, Eastech iTrackers, GPS 
equipment and rugged tablets, and 
associated safety gear.  This equipment 
—in conjunction with the RCAP GIS 
Team web and mobile data collection 
apps—make for an exceptional field 
data collection and reporting program. 
Their arsenal of equipment and ex-
pertise can help small systems create 
a battle plan to lessen future environ-
mental impacts. 

Since 2018, Ohio RCAP has deliv-
ered Condition Assessment services 
to dozens of small systems. A typical 
visit might involve identifying potential 
sources of I&I. Utilizing flow tracking, 
smoke testing, and pipe inspections, 
RCAP can provide insight into the 
origin of I&I, document problem areas 
and recommend customized solutions 
that work.

What is Condition Assessment?
Condition assessment helps a pub-

lic water utility implement improved 

maintenance and guides decision 
making for rehabilitation efforts. 
By evaluating the current state of a 
community’s water and wastewater 
infrastructure, remaining useful life 
expectancy can be better estimated. 
Cleaning and repair can be targeted for 
areas which need it the most. As public 
utility assets are investigated, data can 
be logged, and the current condition of 
a utility’s assets can be reported.

Nearly all maintenance activities 
start at the manhole, which provides 
critical access to gravity sewer sys-
tems. Understanding the current 
condition of manholes is key to under-
standing the overall health of a sewer 
system. But manhole inspections can 
be time consuming in the field and the 
data for large-scale projects can be 
difficult to manage . RCAP brings tools 
and knowledge to ease the inspection 
process. Its 3D LIDAR manhole scan-
ner improves efficiency in the field 
and collects high quality data that is 
unmatched by traditional inspection 
methods. Captured videos and 360 
images offer communities an unparal-
leled view of manholes structures. The 
process of sorting and reviewing large 
quantities of inspection data is made 
easy by standardized reporting meth-
ods and easy-to-use viewer programs.

Valves are also a key component 
of every water utility system. They 
provide the first line of defense for 
controlling the impact of distribution 
system disruptions. Managing valves 
requires assessment of their condition, 
and a valve exercising plan lays the 
foundation for cyclical maintenance. 
RCAP provides the manpower, me-

Condition Assessment Team offers  
expertise to rural Ohio communities
By Maria Dimengo 
Rural Development Specialist
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chanical tools, mapping, data collec-
tion, and summary reporting crucial 
to the process. Summary reports show 
the impact of maintenance efforts, 
meet regulatory standards, and sup-
port decision making for replacement 
schedules.

Tackling Inflow & Infiltration
Consider how storm events contin-

ue to pose a critical threat to water and 
sewer utility systems. Clear water intru-
sion takes away capacity within collec-
tion systems and burdens a wastewater 
treatment plant’s ability to efficiently 
process sewage. If a wastewater utility 
can eliminate these excess sources of 
stormwater, it can help reduce chemical, 
electrical, and capital costs. 

Stormwater issues abound in rural 
communities across the country with 
assets chronically in danger of disre-
pair when municipal budgets run dry. 
Consider the situation in Adelphi, Ohio, 
a village about 70 miles north of the 
Kentucky border. While working on a 
stormwater master plan, staff called on 
RCAP to investigate I&I in the village 
sewer system. 

“Adelphi was in a really tough 
financial position,” explained Ben 
Howard, RCAP Sr. Rural Development 
Specialist. “The village has a collec-
tion-only sewer utility which sends 
flows to neighboring Laurelville for 
treatment, so any I&I is costly.” 

The poor condition of their utility 
made it difficult to move forward with 

a stormwater plan, so the Condition 
Assessment team traveled to Adelphi 
to conduct some field investigation. 
They used the CleverScan tool and Pro-
teus crawler camera unit to scan and 
capture image detail from inside the 
manhole wall and sewer lines. They 
made observations from the top of the 
manhole, took photos, and relied on 
the SL-RAT Sewer Line Rapid Assess-
ment Tool to map out the community. 

“They had a simple paper map to 
strategize from,” Ben explained. “The 
SL-RAT scores the condition of sewer 
lines based on the successful trans-
mittance of sound from one manhole 
to the next.  Most of the system scored 
relatively well. Those that scored 
poorly were revisited near the center 
of town where there were signs of 
water backing up into manholes (sur-
charging). Then we used the crawler 
camera to see as far as we could and 
determined that the manholes were in 
relatively good shape.” 

RCAP was able to identify the prob-
lem area where water was backing up 
due to settled-out debris in the center 
part of town. The village will likely use 
a vacuum truck to remove the debris. 
RCAP also followed up with smoke 
testing to detect inflow from private 
property. 

Once RCAP staff know the full 
nature of the problem, they can work 
with a system’s consulting engineer to 
obtain a scope of work and estimate 
the cost to complete necessary repairs 
and improvements. By understanding 
what it costs to fix the problem, RCAP 
can help communities prioritize and 
develop a project timeline, seek board 
or council approval to pursue grants 
and subsidized loans for the project, 
and apply for funding.

OPPOSITE PAGE: Nathan Davis demonstrating the SL-RAT and Proteus Mini-
Cam push camera at an RCAP Field Day training event. ABOVE: Jake Getz and Joe 
Lawrie operate the camera to investigate sewers in Bridgeport, Ohio. 
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In October 2009, Ohio EPA Surface Water Staff  
investigated water quality along Yellow Creek, a tributary 
of the Ohio River, to update a routine Total Maximum Daily 
Load analysis and report that must be completed for each 
watershed in the state.  Sampling upstream and down-
stream of three villages along this small Appalachian stream  
confirmed significant impacts to water quality from failing  
septic systems. High counts of E-coli and fecal coliform 
showed without a doubt that improper treatment was 
polluting the creek and creating a significant public health 
threat. The Ohio EPA Surface Water Division issued Notice 
of Violation Letters to the villages and convened a meeting 
with them in late 2010, with myself in attendance.  OEPA 
recognized one of the villages would be exceptionally chal-
lenging to sewer given lot sizes and topography and ex-
plained their intentions to pursue action against the other 
two if they did not proceed to work towards a solution.

Over the following year, I began meeting with Village 
of Amsterdam officials and offered assistance to the other 
village further downstream.  The Amsterdam mayor and 
village council recognized something had to be done, and 
that their community would need a solution in the future 
to keep homes and businesses and have any chance for 
growth.

As with most unsewered area projects, this one would 
be challenging.  Not only did the rolling hills and topogra-
phy of the valley make a traditional gravity sewer system 
prohibitive in some parts of the community, the watershed 
and areas adjacent to Amsterdam spanned two counties,  
including sections of two different townships and the 
Village of Amsterdam in Jefferson County.  The Jefferson 
County Water and Sewer District had some years ago taken 
ownership of the village public water system. At that  
moment in time, however, the county was not eager or  
willing to take on the project as it focused on other  
mandated projects in the county.

Local residents and officials came together to create a 

planning committee to work with RCAP, and in 2011 an op-
portunity for 100% grant funding through the Ohio Water 
Pollution Control Loan Fund was offered to pay for plan-
ning. I scrambled to help the committee to follow a quali-
fications-based selection process to hire an engineer and 
apply for the grant. Amsterdam was the only unsewered 
community successful in receiving a full grant to cover their 
project planning costs that year.  

Planning took a few years, involving several stakehold-
er meetings and efforts to do a joint project with another 
village further downstream. Fortunately, towards the end of 
the planning phase, a change in leadership and the timing 
of completing other projects in the county opened the door 
for the Jefferson County Water and Sewer District to take 
another look at a project. A new engineering consultant, 
Arcadis, was selected to complete the design. Strong lead-
ership in Amsterdam to seek support and cooperation from 
the Jefferson County Commissioners and reach across coun-
ty lines to seek the approval and endorsement of the Carroll 
County Commissioners resulted in a viable project.  Adding 
over 90 homes in Loudon Township at the edge of Carroll 
County, too far to serve by other wastewater systems in that 
county, led to an exciting regional project that soon gar-
nered the interest and support of other funding agencies. 

Starting in 2013, for seven years in a row, RCAP assist-
ed the Village and then Jefferson County in nominating a 
construction project for WPCLF principal forgiveness and 
other funding programs.  In 2015, RCAP helped convene a 
special meeting of the Small Communities Environmental 
Infrastructure Group (SCEIG) representing all state and 
federal agencies involved with water and sewer funding in 
Ohio where support from multiple agencies was solidified. 
In 2016-17, the USDA Rural Development Marietta Office 
worked with RCAP to accept an application from Jefferson 
County.  RCAP advocated and helped to secure a $1.8 Million 
grant from the US Army Corps of Engineers Section 594 
program in 2017.  USDA-RD obligated the project, offering 

Over a decade in the making: 
Amsterdam regional wastewater treatment  
system now under construction
By Sherry Loos 
Ohio State RCAP Coordinator
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Funding streams
Amsterdam, Ohio’s wastewater treatment system  
improvements have been funded through multiple  

funding sources throughout the ten-year project.  
These include grants and loans from federal  

and state agencies as well as applicant  
contributions totaling $14,918,344.

Grants/other 
50.9%

$2,557,000 (17.1%)
USDA Water &  
Waste Disposal

$1,800,000 (12.1%) 
Army Corps  
Section 594

$750,000 (5%) 
Jefferson County 

CDBG RPIG

$750,000 (5%) 
Carroll County 
CDBG RPIG

$980,474 (6.6%) 
Ohio EPA WPCLF 

Principal Forgiveness $250,000 (1.7%) 
ARC USDA  

Administration
$250,000 (1.7%) 

OWDA Unsewered  
Community Program

$57,880 (.4%) 
OPWC Interest  

Assistance

$4,439,490 (29.7%) 
Ohio EPA WPCLF Loan

[No interest]

$2,894,000 (19.4%) 
USDA Loan
[2% interest]

$199,500 (1.3%)
Jefferson County 

Applicant Contribution

Loans  
49.1%

335 connections served
136 manholes
39,236 linear feet of 8-inch gravity sewer
1,315 linear feet of 2-inch force main
1,577 linear feet of 4-inch force main 
376 linear feet of 2-inch pressure sewer 
2,871 linear feet of 1.5-inch pressure sewer 
292 linear feet of stream crossing 
404 gravity sewer services
9 grinder pumps 
1,482 linear feet of 16-inch steel casing
2,371 pavement replacement
Two 100 gallon per minute lift stations
50,000 gallon per day activated sludge 
package treatment plant.

Final project results:



$2,557,000 in grant and $2,894,000 in loan funding.  
With encouragement from the Ohio Development Ser-

vices Agency to submit CDBG applications on behalf of both 
Jefferson County and Carroll County, and support from the 
Ohio Mid-Eastern Governments Association to provide ARC 
funding once the project had all other funding in place, the 
project was on solid footing to move ahead.  There was still 
a lot of work to do. After I changed positions to become the 
State Coordinator in Ohio in late 2017, I handed the project 
off to Pam Ewing.  Pam had worked many years at USDA-RD 
before joining RCAP, and I knew she was the best person to 
oversee securing the remaining funding needed for this very 
challenging project.  Pam had already helped by completing 
their USDA and USACE Environmental Reports. Other RCAP 
staff were also involved to bring the project to fruition. Ben 
Howard led an income survey of the Carroll County section 
to document it was a low-moderate income community 
eligible for CDBG funding.  Ron Winland worked with Pam 
to complete a full CDBG Residential Public Infrastructure 
Grant (RPIG) applications on behalf of both counties.

Over the years, project costs increased with inflation, 
site challenges and the design of a hybrid collection system 
including some pressurized small diameter pipes. Fortu-
nately, in 2019-20, the project qualified for partial Ohio EPA 
WPCLF Principal Forgiveness to help bridge the gap along 
with a $4.43 Million, 0% interest, 30-year subsidized loan. 
RCAP staff helped every step of the way with funding appli-
cations for Ohio Water Development Authority Unsewered 
Area Grant funding, ARC, and an Ohio Public Works Com-
mission grant to cover loan interest expenses during con-
struction, which finally got underway in the spring of 2020.  

Throughout construction, Ron Winland continued 
to help by administering CDBG funding for both county 
awards, and this past spring Misty Tolzda with RCAP began 
administering CDBG hook-up assistance. To date, more than 
110 property owners have applied for help, and Misty is 
working with all of them to obtain required bids from area 
plumbers to complete connections to the new collection 
system and to properly crush and fill abandoned septic 
tanks. Construction should be completed before the end of 
2021, twelve years after the initial sampling of Yellow Creek 
had prompted the start of this project.

After it’s completed, the Amsterdam Regional Wastewater 
System will serve 335 connections, including 25 business-
es. The project includes approximately 39,236 linear feet 
of 8-inch gravity sewer; 136 manholes; 1,315 linear feet of 
2-inch force main; 1,577 linear feet of 4-inch force main; 
376 linear feet of 2-inch pressure sewer; 2,871 linear feet of 

1.5-inch pressure sewer; 292 linear feet of stream crossing; 
404 gravity sewer services; 9 grinder pumps; 1,482 linear 
feet of 16-inch steel casing; 2,371 pavement replacement, 
two 100 gallon per minute lift stations and a 50,000 gallon 
per day (gpd) activated sludge package treatment plant.

A recent article in the Steubenville Herald Star quoted 
both Mayor Jim Phillips and Jefferson County Commission-
ers regarding the project.

Amsterdam Mayor Jim Phillips called the $14 Million 
project “a huge win for the county environmentally and eco-
nomically,” adding that their one concern, road conditions 
after the sewer line work is done, are now being addressed.

I think this is vital,” Phillips said. “This project is going 
to serve as the benchmark for other communities in the 
county to get on board and, hopefully, do the same for the 
county environmentally.”

Maple said the project “adds value to the village, but 
also gives us a nice polished project and sets a good exam-
ple.” 

“It may take time for residents to see it, but I think it’s 
going to be a huge win for Amsterdam,” Commissioner Tony 
Morellie added.

8 The Great Lakes RCAP Connection

A photo of Yellow Creek taken a few hundred yards 
from the center of Amsterdam. High levels of pollut-
ants were found during a 2009 water quality analysis, 
prompting the area’s wastewater treatment project.
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Water loss and its effects on utility operation
By David Foster 
Kentucky RCAP

Water loss is a problem that many water utilities across 
the nation are currently experiencing. Many of the key 
assets in drinking water systems are nearing the end of 
their useful life, whether it be failing water lines, valves, or 
meters, water loss is typically the result. While aging infra-
structure may be the major cause to water loss for utility 
systems, it is not the only cause. To better capture and un-
derstand the source of the utilities’ water loss, it is import-
ant to distinguish water loss into two categories: Apparent 
Losses and Real Losses. 

• Apparent losses occur because the volume of water 
is not accurately measured or recorded. Common 
examples of apparent loss are data handling errors 
in customer usage (usually from customer billing 
systems), metering inaccuracies, and unauthorized 
water consumption. In other words, apparent losses 
are a distortion of the data on customer consump-
tion and ultimately are a loss of revenue to the 
utility. 

• Real losses are physical losses of water from the 
distribution system of a water utility. Real losses are 
often the primary portion of a water systems water 
loss. Examples include inferior or defective piping 
materials, installation errors such as bedding or 
poor workmanship, excessive pressure, corrosion 
of pipes, accidental damage to water system assets, 
stress due to seasonal changes, etc.

Real losses represent an increase in financial costs to 
a water utility through increases in energy and chemical 
usage required to treat the lost water. For example, if the 
system purchases water, it increases its purchased water 
expense. Another example would be high water leakage re-
quiring larger infrastructure capacity than necessary to try 
and meet customer demand. Apparent losses are realized in 
lost revenue because the water is consumed but not billed.  
Apparent losses also distort data on customer consumption 
because the data from billing and metering errors don’t give 
an accurate representation of the amount of water being 
consumed. Other concerns include increased liability for 
water utilities due to damages from leaks and line breaks, 
contamination of the water system, and even political and 
social costs as a result of higher rates due to loss of revenue 
and increased expenses.

As regulatory agencies are increasingly scrutinizing 
water loss of water utilities, it is imperative that water sys-
tems develop a plan to address high water loss conditions 
in their systems. One of the most accurate and comprehen-
sive ways to address water loss in a water system is with a 
comprehensive water audit. While a water audit is arguably 
the most precise way that a water utility can identify and 
address its issues contributing to their high water loss, 
there are many states and state regulatory agencies that are 
not yet mandating water audits be performed by water util-

Examples of real losses that cause a physical loss of 
water from systems—a leaky hydrant in the top photo, 
and a broken pipe in the bottom. 

continued on next page



West Virginia community 

overcomes terrain obstacles, 

financial challenges and other 

hurdles in quest for safe water

West Virginia’s southernmost county, McDowell County, 
located in the southern coalfields, totals 535 square miles 
in size, making it the 13th largest county in the state. The 
county is roughly in the shape of a semi-circle, with its 
borders following the Appalachian Mountains. The county’s 
topography is characterized by rugged and steep mountain 
side slopes and ridgetops, and narrow floodplains along 
streams. McDowell County is 87 percent forested and  
situated in the most forested region of the state.

McDowell County has endured significant population 
decline in the last several decades. From the 1920s through 
the 1950s, the area was fueled by coal mining money, and 
McDowell County’s population grew to nearly 100,000 
people, making it the third most populous county in West 
Virginia at that time. However, with the decline of the coal 
industry coupled with the severe floods of 2001 and 2002 
that destroyed homes, businesses, and vital infrastructure, 
people left the county. 

As of 2018, the population was estimated to be 18,233 
people, the 32nd (of 55) most populous county in the state. 
The county ranked 35th in population density with 38  
people per square mile, compared to the state average of  
77 people per square mile (according to the US Census, 
American Factfinder).

ONE STEP  
AT A TIME

By Mary Hutson
West Virginia State RCAP Coordinator

ities. Given that many water utilities are not required 
to perform a water audit, convincing many smaller 
water utilities to invest the time and effort to perform 
one can be a daunting task. 

Aside from a water audit, there are additional re-
al-world practices that can be implemented by small 
utilities. Minimizing apparent losses is usually one 
of the quickest and most impactful ways for water 
utilities to begin to address their water loss issues.  
Many times, a water utility may not realize they have 
a water loss issue or the extent of their water loss 
because of problems with the accuracy of their ap-
parent water loss data. Some practices that should be 
implemented, but not limited to are, periodic testing 
of customer meters and if necessary, replacement of 
meters. Meter reading information also needs to be 
accurately transmitted to the billing system software. 
This is especially important when dealing with manu-
al read meters. Unauthorized consumption analysis 
should include examining billing data for abnormal 
or suspicious data patterns, and if necessary, on-site 
inspection of customers’ meters to determine if tam-
pering or unlawful activities have taken place.  If so, 
the utility should follow through with enforcement to 
mitigate unauthorized activities.

All water utilities should be addressing real 
losses on a daily basis by actively performing main-
tenance that includes aspects of leakage control, 
repairs, and developing asset management programs 
for planned replacement of aging components. Active 
leakage control is a necessity to address real losses. 
Water utilities cannot just rely on waiting for leaks 
to surface to locate them. Whether it is from zoned 
metering to identify high loss sections of their system 
or utilizing leak detection equipment to find hidden 
leaks, water utilities need to have a proactive rather 
than reactive view of mitigating real losses. 

When water utilities begin implementing tar-
geted water loss programs, they will begin to realize 
incremental improvements in water loss each year. 
It may take several years for utilities to see the full 
effects of these water loss reduction efforts, but it is 
not a luxury that many utilities can afford to put off 
any longer. For any drinking water utility system to 
appropriately reduce their water loss, they must first 
understand the source of their water loss, there is no 
time better than now.

continued from previous page
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Mountainous regions like southern West Virginia have 
an abundance of water, but the terrain creates challenges. 
Many of these communities were constructed from scratch 
in and around the V-shaped hollows, which split the wooded 
mountains that blanket this region’s landscape.

Although McDowell County was the third most populat-
ed county, the area was fueled by coal mining money. The 
coal mining industry built the infrastructure and provided 
everything to support the workforce. By 2000, coal camp 
communities were still in place.  As the mining industry 
here weakened, coal company water systems changed hands.

Most coal company water systems were sold, either to 
the community or to a private entity. The private operators 
who took over systems from the coal companies often ne-
glected upkeep, resulting in poorly maintained systems and 
unsafe water. Customers were charged flat rates for poor 
service and even poorer quality. It was clear revenue was 
not being put into maintenance.

By 1971, a private utility known as McDowell Coun-
ty Water Company controlled water service in Coalwood, 
Caretta and 12 other communities. These water systems 
were already nearing the end of their usable lifespans and 
the company allowed them to further deteriorate. In 1987, 
Olga Coal Company, Owner/Operator of McDowell County 
Water Company, filed bankruptcy, shutting down all mining 
operations. Repeated complaints to McDowell County Water 

Company achieved no results. 
Community residents lead by Frankie Rutherford 

resolved to take legal and political action to secure clean 
water for McDowell County. With the pro bono assistance 
of a local attorney, Big Creek People In Action (BCPIA) was 
formed and aspired to force McDowell County Water Com-
pany to fix the existing supply problems, and seek compen-
sation for damages to fixtures and appliances.

In March 1989, the WV Public Service Commission 
(PSC) found McDowell County Water Company culpable of:

• Providing grossly inadequate water service to its 
customers

• Inadequate, inefficient, and irresponsible manage-
ment/operations

• Being unresponsive to the needs of the customers. 
The court ordered the company to take specific steps to 

remedy this situation. As of October 1989, little had been 
accomplished by the water company, and the Commission 
found McDowell Water to be “irresponsible” and “unrespon-
sive.” Ordered receivership proceedings begun against the 
company. 

Company assets were turned over to the McDowell 
County Commission, the only existing form of government 
for the small unincorporated communities in the service 
region.  The Commission was initially inclined to place the 
water system in the control of another private operator, but 

McDowell County Public Service District office and field staff at work. The Public Service District formed in 1990 to develop 
and maintain water systems that had been neglected in previous years or fallen into disrepair.
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BCPIA was vehemently opposed to this idea.
Bobby Lewis, McDowell County Commissioner, rec-

ommended that communities would be better served by 
retaining local control through the organization of a Public 
Service District (PSD) under the auspices of the County 
Commission. PSDs are public corporations established by 
county commissions with approval of the WV PSC to devel-
op and maintain water systems. 

After a long series of hearings which several members 
of the local commission resisted, McDowell County PSD was 
established in 1990.  Since its inception, the McDowell PSD 
has continued to expand its role in the county, taking over 
and upgrading small private community systems in trouble, 
one or two at a time, and building new treatment plants 
when needed, often using groundwater extracted from deep 
abandoned mines.  The PSD’s customer base has grown to 
about 3,600 and now operates 15 water systems.

District personnel are experienced in the planning 
and implementation of extensions to its systems.  Since its 
creation in 1990, the District has completed 14 major water 
projects. Essentially all these projects were completed on 
time and within or below budget. The District has identi-
fied three additional water projects and is proceeding with 
implementation as funding allows.

• Currently in progress — Elkhorn Phase II — will 
also replace systems in Northfork and Keystone with 
water from the Maybeury plant 

• Keystone has been on a boil water advisory since 2010
• Northfork has been under an advisory since 2013
• Elkhorn Phase III — provide service to customers 

up Northfork hollow, which will include Ashland & 
Crumpler

• Elkhorn Phase IV - will replace the Kimball plant 
with water from the Maybeury plant and upgrade 
water lines to the county line

Randy Whittaker, Field Supervisor and Most Senior 
Employee, takes great pride in the quality of its operations. 
Mr. Whittaker is responsible for the 12-field staff and the 
O&M of the 15 water systems. These individual systems, 
spread across the county, create additional burdens with re-
porting and water sampling.  Just performing daily systems 
checks requires workers to drive about 300 miles. Working 
together, the PSD applies makeshift solutions to the most 
urgent problems until funding can be obtained to provide 
long-term remedies.  And forget water loss percentages! 
Just keeping water in the decaying lines is a triumph. It is a 
minute-by-minute struggle most of us could never envision.

McDowell County’s Public Service District (PSD) began as a response to deteriorating water systems throughout the 

county. Since its formation in 1990, PSD has grown to 3,600 customers and has completed 14 major water projects. 

The coal industry thrived  
1920-1950, during which  

McDowell County’s population  
reached nearly 100,000.

Mining operations supported  
infrastructure (including water systems) 

at coal camps and communities  
throughout the county.

As the mining industry  
declined, coal companies  

sold water systems to  
other entities.

A TIMELINE

1900



Financial challenges exist as well. As the district has 
made upgrades, borrowing has stacked up, much of it in the 
form of loans. “We have a tremendous amount of loan debt,” 
Brewster said, adding that monthly payments total about 
$32,000. She didn’t seem panicked about the district’s debt 
load. The district charges $32.26 per month for up to 2,000 
gallons of water.

The McDowell County Public Service District has 
worked for 31 years to improve and maintain infrastructure 
that provides drinking water to people in remote corners 
of the state. The District has been making decisions based 
upon its twenty-year plan in order to prepare for expansion 
into additional areas operating on the values and philoso-
phies:

• Excellence in customer service
• Professional management
• Operational excellence in system operations
• Regulatory compliance with local, state,  

 and federal regulations
• Implementation of industry best practices
• Technical expertise with a commitment to  

 technical training and certification for employees
• Forward looking as evidenced by long term  

 planning for operations, capital, and growth
• Committed to safety in operations and in  

 enhancing public safety for the communities  
 through improved water quality and fire protection

“We’ve been pretty aggressive in the county about 
trying to provide water to as many residents as we possibly 
can,” Brewster said. There are still pockets of the county 
that do not have access to public water, or that have poor 
quality water, according to Brewster.

RCAP has been working with the PSD since 2017 to 
assist with the funder’s requirements. If you can name it, 
RCAP has assisted with it. With 15 separate systems, it has 
been a task to meet funding requirements, such as O&M 
manuals, standard operating procedures, safety programs, 
cross-connection programs, asset management plans, 
vulnerability assessments, emergency response plans not 
to mention compliance issues such as public notices, admin-
istrative orders, sampling plans, and monitoring schedules 
and last but not least operator continuing education and 
certification training. You know you have become part of the 
community when you call to make hotel reservations and 
they know you by first name and say your room is ready. I 
now officially have my own room at the Count Gilu in Welch.
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Water systems throughout  
the county deteriorated as  

infrastructure upkeep  
was neglected.

The McDowell County Public  
Service District (PSD) formed to  
assume control of water system  

ownership and upkeep.

The PSD begins a phased plan of  
infrastructure improvements to county 
water systems. Meanwhile, the county 

population stands at roughly 18,000.

PRESENT
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By Glen Terry 
Water Operator

In 1968, Eagle Boys Village started with eight delin-
quent boys, a tent, and a hope that by treating the real 
issues the boys were facing, their futures could be changed 
for the better. 

In the fall of 1969, foster care was introduced when the 
families of five boys failed to pick them up when summer 
camp at Eagle Boys Village ended. The simple idea of sum-
mer camps for troubled boys quickly turned into year-round 
residential treatment and therapy. 

In 1994 services for girls were added and they changed 
their name to Eagle Village. Fifty years after their humble 
beginnings, they are now a 681-acre campus that serves 
hundreds of kids each year through residential treatment, 
adoption and foster care, short-term interventions, and 
specialized summer camps. 

The water system that served them was considered a 
Non-Transient, Non-Community Water System (NTNCWS). A 
NTNCWS is a public system that regularly supplies water to 
at least 25 of the same people at least six months per year, 
but not year-round. A Community Water System (CWS) is a 
public system that serves at least 25 year-round residents 
or 15 service connections to year-round residents. Eagle Vil-
lage became a CWS in 2018, and as a result, is now required 
to meet all the rules and regulations for that type of system. 
The Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and 
Energy (EGLE) had been trying to get them compliant for 
three years but had made little headway towards a reso-
lution.  The facility was under an administrative consent 
order since April 2018 and Eagle Village, not understanding 
why they were now a public water system, panicked and 
missed major deadlines which triggered a $20,000 fine.  At 
this point, Rural Community Action Partnership (RCAP) was 
asked to try to work with the system to come up with a plan. 

RCAP immediately reached out to Eagle Village. Initially, 
they were skeptical and needed reassurance that it was not 
EGLE’s intent to single them out, but rather to make their 
system more compliant and increase reliability and safety.  
After a few meetings, it was understood RCAP was there to 

help. (Additionally, it should be noted that there was no dia-
log between Eagle Village and their district engineer before 
RCAP’s involvement.)  RCAP’s approach was to first sit down 
with them to discuss their needs. This was done by per-
forming a Technical, Managerial, and Financial Assessment. 
After the Assessment was performed, RCAP conducted an 
operational evaluation and inventory of the water system 
to determine the condition of their assets.  This information 
was of great use for helping them to think about the most 
cost-effective way to address the compliance issues. It was 
also a basic first step towards developing an asset man-
agement plan.  RCAP helped them select an engineer and 
well driller, submit their permits and drawings for current 
system upgrades, develop a capital improvement plan with 
estimates, and outline a timeframe for meeting those goals. 
Eagle Village’s infrastructure was initially set up in a matter 
consistent with a residential water system with nine wells, 
most serving a single building. None of these wells were 
Public Water System compliant due to the following: there 
were no backup wells for any buildings, the wells were not 
Type One compliant and no metering was in place. With 
RCAP assistance, Eagle Village obtained an abeyance of the 
$20,000 fine through developing a plan to address the sys-
tem’s needs over the next ten years. The plan included:

• Assist Eagle Village with working towards  
 compliance by upgrading three outlying wells.
• Develop a plan to abandon six wells.
• Drill Type One wells (over the next two years)  
 that would bring much of the complex into  
 compliance 
• Forge a path to complete compliance in a  
 ten-year period. 
 There is still a lot of work to be completed; however, 

the system is well on its way to addressing EGLE’s concerns.  
The district engineer for EGLE recently wrote an email that 
read, “Glen and Leo have been great to work with and have 
definitely been the reason for the successful advancements 
that will be taking place at Eagle Village.” Our intention is to 
continue to work and support Eagle Village as they are very 
pleased with RCAP’s support.  

RCAP helps bring Eagle Village  
water system into compliance 
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The Village of Saunemin needs a wastewater treatment 
plant due to health concerns from the Illinois Department 
of Public Health and aging infrastructure both within the 
village and individual homeowners’ properties.

Once the village decided that it was imperative to move 
forward on a plant, bigger questions started to come into 
play. What is the best type of plant for them—traditional 
big pipe, or a decentralized system? Should the Village look 
into a regional approach or proceed with the project them-
selves? The final question was one that plagues all villages 
and cities in America: How will the Village pay for the new 
plant? 

Referred by the Illinois Department of Public Health, 
RCAP began working with the Village of Saunemin in the 
Fall of 2019. RCAP staff members, James Meece and Robert 
Rick, introduced RCAP to the Village board members, how 
they could assist, and the options available to help them 
with their problem. Through these conversations RCAP 
was able to present them with several options, including a 
regional approach and decentralized 
system, which was not prevalent in the 
state of Illinois. The Village showed in-
terest in the decentralized system and 
asked RCAP to investigate further. 

RCAP and the Village brought in a 
representative from the Illinois De-
partment of Public Health Livingston 
County, to discuss their thoughts on 
this new type of system. RCAP also 
reached out to several companies 
specializing in decentralized systems, 
so they could provide information to 
the Village. Once it was decided that a 
decentralized system was best, RCAP 
and the Village started the process of 
finding an engineer for the project. 
RCAP provided several suggestions to 
the Village and assisted in picking the 
best candidate for the job. 

Next, the question of funding 
needed to be answered. While the 
Village was weighing their possibilities, 
the Illinois Environmental Protection 

Agency announced an Unsewered Community Funding 
program. This was grant money that would provide funding 
to communities to both plan for and eventually construct 
wastewater facilities. RCAP informed the Village about the 
grant and assisted them in applying for these funds. 

There have been several challenges so far with the proj-
ect. One of the major ones being that RCAP could not meet 
in person with the Village during the pandemic. Others 
included overcoming a lack of knowledge of decentralized 
sewer systems and finding experts in the field. 

RCAP recently learned that IEPA has awarded the village 
$30,000 towards a planning grant that will help to deter-
mine the type of treatment and feasibility for the communi-
ty, with hopes of moving to the construction of a wastewater 
treatment plant. The village has proceeded with hiring an 
engineer and RCAP is planning to continue to assist as the 
project continues through development and obtaining the 
necessary funding to construct the project.  

Hiring engineer first step in village sewer project
By James Meece & Robert Rick 
Technical Assistance Providers

Great Lakes RCAP Project Spotlight

Location: Saunemin Village, Illinois 

Challenge: The Village of  
Saunemin, population 404, is in 
need of a wastewater treatment 
plant. After village officials worked 
with RCAP to investigate several 
options for improving their waste-
water treatment, the next step was 
to seek funding to begin the initial 
stages of the project.

First steps: RCAP technical assis-
tance providers James Meece and 
Robert Rick assisted the village in 
finding an engineer to embark on 
the project. RCAP also notified the  
village of available funding. The 
village obtained a $30,000 planning 
grant to help with project develop-
ment.

Saunemin
Village
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