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Evidence of Life…
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SEATTLE
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Water Is Essential
Thousands have lived without love, not one without water. 

- W. H. Auden
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Water Utilities Are Essential Service Providers
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1) Ensure all people have access to clean, safe,
affordable water service

2) Maximize the community and economic
benefits of water infrastructure investment

3) Foster community resilience in the face of a
changing climate

- An Equitable Water Future, US Water Alliance 2017

Three Pillars of Water Equity
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What 
we 

invest 
in 

matters
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Natural Capital
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2018 SPU Annual Budget - $1.2B 

Financial Capital
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Manufactured Capital 
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Evolution in Utility Management…

Credit:  Stokley Towles
Stormwater
2012
Photographer:  John L. Little, Sr.
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Built for a Drip, Not a Downpour

“Cities don’t have the luxury 
of climate denial and 
cannot wait for federal 
leaders to embrace science. 
The effect of inaction is 
already at our doorstep.” 

– Seattle Mayor 
Jenny Durkan
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“Look deep into nature, and then you will understand everything better.” 
– Albert Einstein

Integrated Approaches
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Affordability Matters
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Growing cost of living and income disparity
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Local Incomes and Self Sufficiency

• More than 50% of Seattle 
households reported annual 
incomes of <$50K in 2016.

• A Seattle household of four 
needs $75K each year to pay 
for basic living needs, 
according to a 2017 report.
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• SPU Bills 

• Inflation (CPI)

• Highest Income Quintile

• Lowest Income Quintile

SPU Bills v. Inflation and Income (1989-2016)



Date (xx/xx/xxxx) Department Name Page NumberSeattle Public Utilities

SPU Bill Benchmark 
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Bill Benchmarking – Typical SFR Monthly Utility Bills, 2016
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SPU – CIP Spending (1995-2023)
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Utility Costs: Impact those who can least afford it

• Low-income

• Fixed-income

• Traditionally 
underserved 
communities 
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SPU Utility Discount Program

• Serves 33,000+ households

• Based on income eligibility

• 50% discount on utility bills

• Auto-enrollment program for 
affordable housing residents
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Emergency Assistance Program

• Customers at risk 
of water service 
shutoff

• 50% reduction 
unpaid bill

Credit – Valley View Sewer District – Flush Fund



Date (xx/xx/xxxx) Department Name Page NumberSeattle Public Utilities

SPU Affordability + Accountability Strategy

AssistanceReasonable
Rates

Responsible 
Investment

Performance

Ensuring customers 
can access utility 
services without 
risk of shutoff.

Keeping rates as 
low as possible for 
as long as possible.

Calibrating service 
levels and 
investments with 
needs, risks, and 
maximum value for 
least cost.

Bringing 
transparency to 
how ratepayer 
money is spent and 
the value of those 
investments.
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Ten Big Levers

Budget 
Building and 
Management

Financial 
Policies and 

Practices

Revenue 
Recovery

Alternative 
Financing and 
Partnerships

Capital Project 
Planning and 

Delivery

Contracts, 
Services, Levy 
Negotiations

Regulatory 
Alignment to 

Benefit

Process and 
Staffing 

Efficiency

Customer 
Assistance 
Programs

Workforce 
Development + 
Opportunities
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Photo credit: Robert McClure/ Crosscut 

Partnerships Are Essential
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Growing Regulation
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Partnering with Regulators

Photo credit: Bellamy Pailthorp/ KPLU News 
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Regulatory Approaches
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Water Funding Has Tanked
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Photo credit: Robert McClure/ Crosscut 

Partnering with Regulators and Stakeholders

Photo Credit:
Stokley Towles
Stormwater
2012
Courtesy of the artist
Funding SPU 1% for Art, Seattle Arts & 
Culture
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Stormwater 

from MS4 

Outfalls

Stormwater from 

combined system 

and POTW

Combined 

Sewer 

Overflows

Sewage from 

combined system 

and POTW

584,000 Kg 
TSS/Year

174,000 Kg 
TSS/Year

514,000 Kg 
TSS/Year

Annual Total Suspended Solids (TSS) to Receiving Waters

Stormwater is major source of pollutant 

loading to local water bodies 

5,560,000 Kg TSS/Year
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Centering On What’s Essential…


