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jJate'schools and vocational
ding fegislative and legal advocacy groups,
e mtu the issues approached in the film,

nal'settings such as high schools, univers
ssruuts groups, nunproflts andN

are evaluated based on their ability to support or imp de the human right to water and sanitation. The film and toolkit
also accept as fact that racism, sexism and anti-Indigenous policies have long corrupted American institutions. All have
played significant roles in preventing access to safe, affordable water and sanitation.

This film and toolkit enter the world as the United States moves from the Biden Administration’s more progressive
environmental policies to President Trump’s agenda to dismantle the government’s role in protecting public resources.
Political agendas and outcomes in the United States vary across local, state and federal arenas. In different times and
contexts, diverse strategies of communities, activists and lawmakers have varying levels of success in ensuring the right
to safe, affordable water and sanitation. The fight for the human right to water is a longstanding struggle for many
communities across the United States, especially those historically excluded from power structures. As you use this in
your pedagogical settings, it's important to devise ways to both build on and rethink these longstanding strategies.



PART T: FROM A REGIONAL TO A NATIONAL FIGRHT

an aging oil pipeline out of the Great Lakes, and working to draw attention to wl
eventually be known as the Flint Water Crisis. Recognizing that the fthese

from across the country. There, they shared their unique bat all t lences fighting
for access to water and sanitation. Qut of this gathering, ization called the National

communities and drafting comprehensive
sanitation in the United States. Whose Water g

1er into the dynamics of the Grea Lakes Region, the Corn
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THE GCREAT LARES REGCION

WATER EVERYWHERE
BUT NOT A DROP TO




THE GREAT LAKES
29194 OF THE WORLD'S FRESHWATER

B0 MILLIOIN] PEOPLE RELIANT ON WATER

WATER SHUT-OFFS FOR NOH
3@797£@ IN SIX LARGEST CITIES

astal Management and APM Reports

replaced after 2000. Yet half "
EPA estimated that $1.2 trillfon is
across the US, a numbe

__ nfall into one pipe. When
1 “outfall,” which leads directly into

' 8 the Bian Water Act(4). CSO systems
enfs a substantial share of infrastructure

siare often unable to keep up, @ j.-.:_:.__:
are now seldom built, but replacing these system
funding needs.

Until the 2022 Bipartisan Infrastructure law was passed, federal funding for water and sanitation
infrastructure was 1/7 of what it was in the 1970s. Still, the 2022 Bipartisan Infrastructure Law
earmarked only $50 billion for the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to invest in wastewater and
drinking water systems. This was among the largest single allocations to clean water that the federal
government has ever made (5).

Without sufficient government funding to upgrade wastewater systems, utilities will have to pass the
costs on to their ratepayer directly, or issue municipal bonds (7), which pass interest costs on to the
ratepayers while banks profit.



UPDATES

In 2022, after nearly two decades of pressure from activists, Detroit finally passed an income-based water
affordability plan, “The Lifeline Plan.” In 2024, Over 25,000 of Detroit’s 800,000 residentss were enrolled,
paying $18-$56 dollars per month. The plan also removed previous arrears. As of January, 2025, the

program is no longer accepting applications.

For eight years in a row, a coalition of Michigan lawmakers and organizations mt illinthe State
House of Representatives to ensure water affordability across the state. The -
in the lame duck session of 2024, it did. But it failed to pass by one vote==

trust has been severely eroded. Under a 2017 court ruling, thed
service lines with funding from the state. However, the city.i

authored extensive updates on Flint, and Flint Rising a
regular updates on their website.

Philadelphia’s Tiered Assistance Program
nearly 22,000 Philadelphia resident

an Over Next 20 Years” from The Pew Charitable

o “Removing Lead Pipes Would Yield Hundreds of Billions of Dollars in Health Benefits” from the Natural Resources Defense Council

e The Detroit Water and Sewerage Department: A Public Timeline
e Anna Clark and Sarahbeth Maney, “Ten Years After the Flint Water Crisis, Distrust and Anger Linger” from ProPublica

e Kelly Vaughen, “Michigan Still dealing with Fallout from Flint water Crisis 9 years later; Plus new Water Worries” from CBS News
o The NRDC's Water Affordability Advocacy Toolkit

e Flint Rising

o [etroitMindsDying.com, a comprehensive research and interviews database about Detroit's water crisi




THE CORN BELT

SWALLOWING

hat the Clean Water Act shouldwegulate these
Is farming operations. Their unsucees i
hat underground drainage systems shoul
egulated as a point sourcé ( 2.box on page 8).




CONTINUING PRESSURE

In 2018, the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund sued the County of Maui (8). The group alleged that the®@ounty’s
disposal of wastewater into wells violated the Clean Water Act because it impacted groundwater that
eventually flowed into the Pacific Ocean. Groundwater is not protected under the Glean Water Act. Yet in
2020, the Supreme Court ruled favorahly on the case, asserting that the Clean Water Act,“requires a permit
if the addition of the pollutants through groundwater is the functional equivalent of @ direcf'discharge from
the point source into [protected] waters”(9). However, no lawsuit has yet to bessuccessful in‘using this
ruling to successfully regulate runoff from farm drainage systems.,

HOW THE CLEAN WATER A

WHEN POLLUTION, LIKE WASTEWATER O
THE EPA CALLS
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_ N NED THE CLEAN WATER ACT
.« COUNTY OF MAUI, HAWAII V. HAWALI'I WILDLIFE FUND ET AL (2020)
« UPSTATE FOREVER V. KINDER MORGAN ENERGY PARTNERS (2018)

e

COURT CASES THAT FAILED TO STRENGTHEN THE ACT
-« DES MOINES WATER WORKS V. SAC COUNTY (2015)

‘. PACIFIC COAST FEDERATION OF FISHERMAN’S ASSOCIATIONS (PCFFA) V. GLASER (2013)




CLEAN ENERGY?

lowa is the largest corn and soybean producer in the United States, a commodity that has hee
increasingly precious as an alternative to fossil fuels. While burning ethanol and biodieseldo n
same level of air pollution as burning oil, the impacts on our water systems can he jus ;
demand for these fuels increases, so too do chemical and organic nutrients that run fromf: -.
the Mississippi River. These pollutants end up in the Gulf of Mexico, creating a
square miles that cannot sustain marine life/
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igin of 99% of meat
k is contained for

, CAFOs are
xico (19) Still, due
onitored by the EPA

Hypoxia TaskForce Nutrient Reduction Strategies

i m

o Keith Schneider, "It's getting worse mful farm pollutants” from the lowa Capital Dispatch

- U.S. failing to stemitide ofhe

o Saloni Doshi and Meghan 0'Neal, "Lessons from Ethanol: Why Corn Isn't the Sustainable Fossil Fuel Substitute We Think It Is”

o Bipartisan Infrastructure Law: Gulf Hypoxia Program FY 24 Guidance for State Cooperative Agreements

o The Stray Dog Institute's "The Growing Movement to Stop CAFOs”

o Marina Bolotnikova and Kenny Torrella *9 charts that show US factory farming is even bigger than you realize,” from Vox

o Valerie Baron, “Big Ag Is Hiding in Plain Sight and It's Making Us Sick” from the Natural Resources Defense Council

e “This Land is Our Land: The Farm Crisis in America” by Deep Dish TV
o Full Earl Butz Speech, “The Future Belongs to Those Who Prepare for It, " 1972




APPALACHIA
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A ROBUST PROGRAM FOR INFRASTRUCTURE

75% of Appalachian households are connected to public water systems (22), much higherhan other rural
areas (23), in part due to coal mining’s impact on private wells that is explored in the film.

Through the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (I1JA) of 2021, of the $50 hillion dellars allocated to
improve drinking water and wastewater infrastructure, $647 million was earmarked for Kentucky
communities. Yet as we saw in the film, much of Appalachia’s public infrastructure is crumbling. This leads
to water leaking from the system, and with this loss, higher water rates. Many‘community groups across the
country have noted that the IlJA is missing a requirement that ufilities must enforce affordable rate
structures as a condition for funding.

-~ U © ]

THE FLOW OF FEDERAL INFRASTRUCTURE DOI.LARS
TO LOCAL UTILITIES

1. The Federal legislative and exel
allocate federal infrastructure doll
on population, need and other factors.

tostates, whichi
funds to local wat

low inthiva

4 Ulililies’ interest
; payments replenish
= the state revolving

2. These federal dollars go

into “state revolving funds,”

one for drinking water and one =} loan funds.
for clean water. :




THE FLOW OF FEDERAL DOLLARS
IN THE INFRASTRUCTURE AND JOBS ACT

$11.7 BILLION w
CLEAN WATER : 26.7 BIL
STATE REVOLVING FUNDS ; DRINKING WA
L] EO"S"umingWESIBB reatment STATE REVOLVING FUNDS
plants o Lead service line replacement: SI5 billion
Addressing non-point sourec pollution e General funds for communities: SIL.7 billion
Improving decent:2lized wastewate: (half of orgivable)
managemeat like seplic tanks : o Address PFAs or “forever chemicals: $4
sformwater managemeant lion
ter consgmvatio

INFRASTRUCTURE
ACT OF 2021

funding goes? Which projects get funding?”

RTHER READING O
INVESTMENT A

Evan Koslof, “ Who decides where infras
From WUSA9, Washington DC

e “Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 2- Year Progress Report” from the Brookings
Institute, 2023

o “Tracking Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act Water Infrastructure Spending” by
Bluefield Research, 2024

o The EPA’s IIJA Fact Sheet

The EPA’s Local Infrastructure Investment Stories SOURCE: EPA.GOV



FUNDING OBSTACLES FOR APPALACHIA

these new federal funds, yet there has been no directive to focus on rural commaniti
less than 10,000 residents. Yet across the U.S., 90 percent of community waier ss than
(0,000 people _) These small cummunmes face mynad uhstacles

In Martin County, as of 2024, 70% of the system's
of dollars that have poured into Appalachlan sIaI
unprecedented. Yet Martin County estimai
total of $60 million to fix the system

|
o Mary Cromer and Ricki Draper, “Drinking Water Affortal Nartin County, Kentucky,” from the Appalachian Citizens'

Law Center and Martin County Concerned Citizens

* How-To Video on Community Water Tesﬂng: Martin Enunry Community Water Testing Report Back

. Amanda Darllng et al, Mlcruhmluglcal and chemical drinking water conaminants and associated health outcomes in rural
Appalachia, USA,” in Science of the Total Environment, 2023

* "How the infrastructure package could impact Appalachians living with failing water systems,"from Southerly Magazine




THE RURAL SOUTH




THE LINK BETWEEN MOBILE HOMES AND SANITATION

One reason Pamela Rush had no extra money to install a septic tank was because of the exorbitant
payments she owed for her crumbling mobile home. Residents of the U.S. are increasinglytlrning to
manufactured “mobile” homes as an alternative to traditional housing (31). Often, manufactured home
owners lease the land on which they place the structure. In these instances, mobile home owners may not
have the authority to make necessary mpruvements to their onsite septic systems. Their home is\also
considered “personal property,” not “real estate,” and is ineligible for conyentional murtgages (_)
Residents instead turn to the home manufacturers themselves for financing, ona “chattel mortgage,” where
the home itself is collateral for the loan. In 2015, a flurry of news axticles exposed billionaire philanthropist
Warren Buffet’s predatory lending schemes for low-quality mobilé homes ( &%3_) Hegardless of why,
when housing is unaffordahle, paying for water and sanltanun ls lmpussmle

UPDATES

As a result of the American Rescue Plan of 2021, a'program to-aid 6OVID recovery, Lowndes County
received $3.7 billion to help low-income homeowners replace failing septic systems (36). In 2022, at an
event in Lowndes County, Catherine Flowers, the USDA and the EPA"announced the Closing America’s
Wastewater Access Gap Communitydhitiative, whichprovides no-cost technical assistance fo c_n-mimunities
with failing septic systems or nonexistent wastewater infrastructure. The program also helpsthese
communities apply fnrsamtatmnfundmg through the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law. In 2024, the prugram
was expanded to 150 communities across the U.S. (37). ‘ -

In 2023, the U.S. D-epa-rtments of Justice and Health and Human Senfi.i:és-- ordered the,Alabama.Department
of Public Health fo take immediate action.on raw sewage issues in Lowndes:County, to which the Alabama
Department agreed, ThedAlabama'Department also agreed to.Stopueporting resmems to the police for
impropef septlc systems so.Jong as those residents apply for help (3_l:'l_)

Still, mequmes remain Iargely unaddressed. That sameweat, Fluwers arganization, the Center for Rural
Enterpn_.s_e and Environmental Justice, joined with the Southern Poverty kaw Center to file a civil rights
complaintagainst the Alabama Department of Environmental Management for discriminating against
minority communities in its distribution of funding furwastewater infrastructure (39, 40). The complaint is
currently under investigation (41) | -

FURTHER READING

e “0&A: Catherine Coleman Flowers on the Black Belt, infrastructure and climate resilience” in the
Alabama Reflector

e The EPA’s Closing America’s Wastewater Access Gap Program Overview

o Waste: One Woman's Fight Against America’s Dirty Secret by Catherin Coleman Flowers

o “Sanitation Inequity and the Cumulative Effects of Racism in Colorblind Public Health Policies” by
Jennifer Carrera and Catherine Coleman Flowers

e The Center for Rural Enterprise and Environmental Justice

o The Full US Congressional Hearing of the Poor People’s Campaign in 2018 featuring Pamela Rush
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VIDEO: LEARN ABOUT THE EXPLOITATION OF NAVAJO NATION
BY PEABODY COAL AND THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

p - - s T N
COURT VICTORIES FOR WATER RIGHTS ON TRIBAL LANDS
UMITEDNSTATES V. WINANS (1905) ARIZONA V. CALIFORNIA (1983)
WINTERS V. UNITED STATES (1908} BALEY V. UNITED STATES (2019)

B

COURT RULINGS AGAINST WATER RIGHTS ON TRIBAL LANDS
ARIZONA ET AL. V. NAVAJO NATION ET AL (2023)




NOT JUST NAVAJO NATIO}

Across the U.S., 48 percent of households on Native American reservations du not have clean water or
adequate sanitation (44). The causes are multiple.

.~ CONTAMINATIOM Tribal economies have long been séliant
- that are subjected to few regulations requiring pollution and<€leanu
activities globally are located on or near Indigenous Pe

estimates it will cost over $700 million te
(50). In comparison, the Bipartisa

An overview of Indigenous People’s Rights ang :
Dreaming of Sheep in Navajo Country by Marsha Weisiger, about New Deal policies that impacted
Navajo Nation's economic and social sovereignty

Report on Universal Access fo Clean Water for Tribes in Colorado River Basin

Brief History of Water Rights in Navajo Nation

United States EPA Abandoned Uranium Mine Cleanup Datahase

Native American Rights Fund's Tribal Water Institute




CLEAN, SAFE, AFFORDABLE WATER DURING
DONALD TRUMP'S FIRST TERM (2017-2021)

Repealed the Clean Water Rule, narrowing what is defined as “water of the United States,” and
eliminating restrictions on pollution into smaller or seasonal waterways and haif ghall U.S. wetlands

25% most important areas for wildlife
Offered nearly 100 million acres of publicly owned waters to oil and gas t

Halted bans on toxic chemicals |
Rolled back the federal share of funding on water and‘sanitati

Funds nor new infrastructure

CLEAN, SAFE, AFFOF
JOE BIDE

Reversed Trump’s Clgan W
Created protections for G47illior
history)
Baﬂﬂed_;g;3 .

fe Revolwng Loan Funds
gtroleum industries to se

ne through 1he Inflation Reducti
gled $35 billion into land and W

Bobby Magill, "Biden Clean Water Rules Vulnerable in New Trump Administration,” in Bloomberg Law
Leda Huta, "How Do President Trump's Executive Orders Impact Your Clean Water?” from American
Rivers.

Mdnica Cordero, “With Lee Zeldin tapped to head EPA, President Trump sets the stage for regulatory
rollbacks” from Investigate Midwest

Alejandro Maceira Rozados, “2025 U.S. Presidential shift: water policy impact and industry
implications,” in Smart Water Magazine

lan James, "Trump wants to upend California water policy. State officials say it could do harm,” in LA
Times




PART &: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND LESSTN PLANS

., What similarities do you see playing 4
Note: Instructors may narrow the

a specific region, such Whai ities do
facing Navajo Nation’

y safe, affordable water and
litical landscape will vary.

policy proposed by a participant
ty to provide more information to

' delivered? (Note: Participan
egardless of knowledge lev

encourage that participant’s civic involvemen

o In the film, we saw examples of how the media influences public opinion about who deserves access fo safe,
affordable water and how this access is best achieved. How has the media influenced your perception of
communities struggling with access to safe affordable water? How has it influenced your ideas about what
is needed to ensure this human right?

In Lowndes County, a predatory home loan was one reason Pamela Rush was unable to afford a septic tank
and other basic needs. In your community, what are some of the satellite issues that impact your abhility to
access safe, affordable water and sanitation?

o Which approaches to activism in the film are most relevant to your community and its current political
landscape? Which are the least relevant?



IF YOU HAVE 1-3 HOURS

Citizens to push fo
d members and cummumty org

ess to safe, affordable water or
ample, “lack of enforcement of pollution
eam and upstream residents.”

sanitation and its root cause. Let's o
regulation causes unsafe water for dow

On a shared document, make three columns. In the first column list all of the individuals
and institutions who are stakeholders in the issue. In the second column, list how they
are harmed by the issue.

See the following page for an example.



STAREHOLDER

DOWNSTREAM RESIDENTS AND WATER SYSTEMS

SMALLER, ECO-CONSCIOUS FARMS

. DEVALUED LAND i
« LITTLE RECOURSE FOR POSSIBLE VIOLA

AGRICULTURAL LOBBY

RELATIONSHIPS WITH LAWMAKERS,
IC AND SMALLER, ECO-CONSCIOUS

ABSENCE OF INFORMATION FROM
LATORS, LOBBIES MAY BE OVERBURDENED
WITH HELPING FARMERS IMPLEMENT PRODUCTIVE
CONSERVATION MEASURES

BANKS/LENDERS

BORROWER’S INABILITY TO PAY IF LAND BECOMES
POLLUTED OR SADDLED WITH LAWSUIT
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Groups report back and discuss. If there are connections between multiple obstacles, the facilitator should
group these obstacles into one.

Participants then vote on the obstacle or set of obstacles they see as most pressing. There may or may not
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EXAMINING WATER SYSTE".
__-IN OUR COMMUNITY "

s
Y

0 Watch the full film, or any of the five Iucatmnsegmems from within
~ the film¢

Part_lclpants read relevant sections from the toolkit’
3§ 1 small groups of 2-3¢ parficipants discuss the following questions:

¢\ What obstaclesio, accessingsafe, affordable water and sanitation
do you see inyour own community?

(\ What obstacles do/you see as a potential threat (due to
geographical, demographic or political similarities) to your
community?

(\ What obstacles are neighboring communities facing?

be a consensus on the top concern.



< Assign individuals or teams to research the following topics related to the ohstacle of most concern. (Note:
this will likely require several hours or days, and will likely be considered a major assignment.)

 HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE OBSTACLE
u Policies that created and/or enabled the current problem
u Hlstorlcal beliefs and narratives that creaied and/or enabled the pro I

activity?
© Historical initiatives to change these dynamics, poli¢ies @
failures

4 CURRENT POLICIES AND THE SPECIFIC WAYS T
) Current laws
<) Regulatory standards
8 Agency rules
) Departmental policies

 CURRENT INITIATIVES FO
COMMUNITY MEMBERS

u Legal
u Leglslatwe

NG THOSE BY ACTIVISTS, O

NT. OBSTACLES TO CHANGE INITIATI ES. OFFICIALS, DIFFERING
AS'AND BELIEF SETS (1-3 PARTICIP
_ Agendas of elected officials
O Differing needs of various communities within the
&) Public belief sets

& Media narratives

& Financial considerations

= C~C‘:~f

same geography

¢ Participants present their findings to the group, and take notes on similarities running throughout the
presentations.

< In small groups, participants brainstorm next steps. Depending on participants’ relationships to the issue,
this could include supporting an existing initiative, speaking at an upcoming meeting in support of
legislation, requesting a meeting with an elected official, producing a report to be circulated among
journalists or city government workers, or creating a short film or podcast on the issue.



WHOSE MEDIA?

© Watch Whose Water or any of the five location segments from within

the film.

. Read all or parts of the toolkit

se sources identify as contributing to the problem?
se sources identify as contributing to the solution?

«\ Which demographics do they leave out?

¢\ What is the tone of their coverage? Emotional, urgent?

< How are people facing the issue shown or discussed? Are they
treated as sources of knowledge? Victimized? Blamed? Seen as
an obstacle for progress?



EXAMINING THE POWER OF
THE UNITED NATION

}.]: »

hile their visit did little to'
‘equitahle policies related
ia attention.

rresponding toolkit section,

oup view the Detroit segment of Whose

pReleases, or list of Official
oses several locations where a rapporteur

U.S. Special Rapporteur for
tatement and Followup Rep
duced a report.

has visited
\ Using the Rapporteur’s’ public communications an ,news media coverage and statements hy
advocacy groups, individual participants trace:

 What events led to the visit?

> Who was the rapporteur and what is their biography?

< What did the rapporteur do during the visit?

< What were the impacts of the visit?

(\Each participant presents their research to the group. The group then compares and contrasts each case
study.



3 WAYS T0 BET INVOLYED

Across the United States, educational institutions, public officials and organizations of all sizes continue to
fight for the human right to water and sanitation. This section provides examples of myriai
initiatives and idenitifies national organizations working to secure the right to clean, affo
sanitation. «

ypes of successful

BACK INTO PUBLIC UTILITIES
HOW CALIFORNIA WON THE STATEM

TRENGTHEN THE CLEAN

ATERIN TRIBAL LANDS



NATIONAL ORCANIZATIONS

NATIONAL COALITION FOR

EDUCATION AND LEGISLATION ON
AFFORDABLE WATER

NATIONAL RESOURCE DEFENSE
COUNCIL

CLEAN WATER ACTION

AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

FOOD AND WATER WATCH

WATERKEEPER ALLIANCE

WHAT

A TEAM OF LAWYERS AND LEGISLATORS
WORKING TO DRAFT AND INTRODUCE FEDERAL-
LEVEL HUMAN RIGHT TO WATER LEGISLATION

THE ENVIRONMENT, INGLU
AFFORDABLE WATER

TECHNOLOGICA
WORKING WITH R

'TO ACCESS
SANITATION INFRASTRUCI

BUILDS A BASE TO MOBILIZE FOR CLEAN WATER
INITIATIVES AND AGAINST LARGE CORPORATE
POLLUTERS

A NATIONAL COALITION OF GRASSROOTS
GROUPS WORKING IN THEIR OWN COMMUNITIES
TO PROTECT THE ECOSYSTEMS OF WATERWAYS

_ CAMPAIGNS, DONATETO T

LA WATER'S
{ AND ASK THEM IF
DRT THIS TYPE OF

VISIT NRDC'S PETITIONS AND LETTERS

OR TOOLKITS PAGES TO FIND AND
PARTICIPATE IN CURRENT INITIATIVES

JOIN ONE OF THEIR MAN
[0 THE CLEAN
WATER FUND OR VOLUNTEEF

OIN AS A PUBLIC UTILITY OR

VIEW THEIR INITIATIVES AND REACH

OUT TO CONNECT

TAKE DIRECT ACTION OR VOLUNTEER
FOR ONE OF THEIR MANY INITIATIVES

FIND A GROUP NEAR YOU




