
 

 
Water System Capacity 
 
 
 

What is water system capacity? 
We define water system capacity as the system's technical, managerial, and financial capability 
to achieve and maintain compliance with all relevant local, state, and federal plans and 
regulations. In other words, the system has the knowledge, tools, and resources to ensure it can 
provide safe and reliable drinking water now and into the future. 

What does a water system with capacity look like? 

Technical Capacity 

Source Water 
Adequacy  

• The system’s source is adequate to meet current demands and anticipated 
growth, meets all applicable water quality standards, and is appropriately 
sampled and protected.  

System 
Operations  

• The system has a certified operator who: 
- Understands the benefits of public health protection. 
- Knows the applicable drinking water standards. 
- Understands the system’s technical and operation characteristics. 

• Successfully implements the system’s operation and maintenance plan. 

Infrastructure 
Adequacy  

• The system can reliably produce and deliver an adequate supply of water that 
meets all drinking water standards. This is because its infrastructure, from 
source through distribution, is in good condition, and hasn’t exceeded its useful 
life.  

Managerial Capacity 

Ownership 
Accountability 

• Responsibilities of the governing board and operator/manager are clearly 
identified and communicated to prevent confusion and mistakes in the daily 
operation of the system. 

Planning and 
Performance 
Measurement 

• The governing board develops and periodically revisits strategic plans, 
including source water protection, water rights, emergency preparedness, 
future growth demands, finances and asset management (including short- and 
long-term capital investment), and service policies. 

• The governing board identifies and implements accountability and 
performance measures. 
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Managerial Capacity (cont.) 

Staff Knowledge 
and Training 

• System personnel have adequate knowledge to manage operations, understand 
applicable regulatory requirements, and have the necessary licenses and 
certifications. 

• Owners, managers, and operators receive ongoing training to stay current on 
regulatory requirements and best practices. 

Effective 
External 
Linkages 

• System personnel interact regularly with their customers and regulatory 
agencies. 

• System personnel build relationships with their customers, technical assistance 
providers, and regulatory agencies to increase their ability to solve problems 
quickly. 

Financial Capacity 

Revenue 
Sufficiency  

• Rates and other water system charges cover the full cost of service. 
• System personnel know and can measure all costs and revenues. 
• Reserves or savings are available for unexpected expenses. 

Fiscal 
Management  

• System personnel keep adequate books and records, use appropriate budgeting, 
accounting, and financial planning methods, and manage revenues effectively. 

Credit 
Worthiness  

• The system has an established credit rating to allow personnel to access funds 
for an emergency or for implementation of a capital improvement plan. 

• System personnel can access capital for the system through public or private 
sources. 

What are the benefits for systems that achieve a high level of capacity? 
All water systems, regardless of size or other characteristics, can benefit from a program of 
continuous improvement that includes self-assessment, strategic planning, and monitoring for 
accountability and performance. Doing so allows a system to: 

 

• Save costs associated with minimizing liability, prolonging the useful life of 
infrastructure, and running the system efficiently. 

 

• Protect public health by ensuring consistent compliance with drinking water standards, 
including federal and state regulations and other applicable standards of performance. 

 

• Provide service to their existing customers and serve new customers in the future. 
 

• Request funds from the Drinking Water State Revolving Fund (DWSRF) loan program. 
 

• Enhance performance beyond compliance through measures that bring about efficiency, 
effectiveness, and service excellence. 

How has the Office of Drinking Water required systems to show capacity? 
Over the past decade, we’ve required new and expanding water systems to show technical, 
managerial, and financial capacity in their water system plan or small water system management 
program. 
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Online survey coming soon! 
We’re developing an online survey 
for small water systems. The first 
phase of this survey effort focuses 
on community water systems with 
100 to 1,000 connections. It 
includes simple questions about 
your water system. After taking the 
survey, you’ll get immediate, 
customized feedback to help you 
build your system’s capacity. Your 
participation will help us make 
smart decisions about how we 
continue to assist small systems. 
Check our website in late 
summer/early fall of 2011 for a link 
to the survey. 

We’ve also used operating permit color and enforcement actions as indicators of capacity. 
Systems with a green operating permit and no enforcement actions showed a higher level of 
capacity, whereas systems with a blue, yellow, or red operating permit and multiple enforcement 
actions showed a lower level of capacity. In addition, we’ve offered technical assistance to 
systems with lower levels of capacity. 

What is the Office of Drinking Water’s 
approach going forward? 
Our past efforts have helped systems build their capacity. 
Still, we’re seeing evidence that many small community 
water systems are struggling, and a few are even failing. 
In general, when the size of the community decreases, the 
challenges the water system faces increase. The 
legislature asked us to study this issue and make 
recommendations. We are committed to creating new and 
improved tools and processes to better assess small 
systems’ capacity so that we can provide targeted, 
appropriate, and effective assistance where and when it’s 
needed. 
 
Assessing technical, managerial, and financial capacity 
means collecting the right information and using it in a 
meaningful way. We already have some small water 
system information, like water quality data. But we lack facts about small water systems’ 
financial and managerial capacity. By getting this information, we can better direct our planning, 
sanitary survey, training, funding, and compliance resources. This will help us better meet the 
short- and long-term capacity development needs of small water systems. 

How can the state help my system increase its capacity? 
Our programs and staff can help you improve your technical, managerial, and financial capacity 
in many ways, depending on where you need assistance. 
 
Planning 
Planning is a comprehensive process of collecting important water system information and using 
it to make the best management decisions for the system’s short- and long-term viability.  
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/Programs/water_sys_plan.htm 
 
Emergency Response and Security 
How well you handle an emergency depends on how well you prepare. Our emergency response and 
security program connects you with people and resources so you can get help quickly during an 
emergency.  http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/Security/security.htm 
 
Source Water Protection (SWP) 
Protecting the system’s source is the first barrier in the multiple barrier approach to protecting 
drinking water. Our SWP program provides tools and resources to help you protect your source. 
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/sw/default.htm 
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Water Use Efficiency (WUE) 
With a WUE program, you identify how to use your water resources wisely to serve current and 
future needs. Developing a comprehensive program allows you to implement a rate structure that 
balances revenue and promotes conservation. http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/Programs/wue.htm 
 
Sanitary Surveys 
Sanitary surveys are conducted periodically to review water system infrastructure, operations and 
maintenance procedures, and policies. The surveyor, operator, and system owner identify and 
discuss system strengths, immediate and long-term threats to public health, and solutions to those 
threats.  http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/Programs/sanitary_survey.htm 
 
Operator Certification 
The system’s operator is a vital asset to the system. Our operator certification program helps 
make sure the operator is qualified and has the skills needed to operate and maintain the system. 
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/opcert/default.htm 
 
Water System Management (SMAs) 
SMAs have the knowledge and expertise to help water systems they own or manage achieve 
short- and long-term goals.  http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/Programs/wtr_sys_management.htm 
 
Drinking Water Rules 
To meet state and federal requirements, new drinking water rules are periodically adopted to 
ensure systems provide safe and reliable drinking water. 
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/our_main_pages/regula.htm 
 
Drinking Water State Revolving Fund (DWSRF) 
The DWSRF loan program provides low interest loans to community and nonprofit 
noncommunity water systems for capital improvements that result in public health protection.  
http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/our_main_pages/dwsrf.htm 
 
Training 
Proper training is an important step in building a system’s capacity. You can find links to 
training online at http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/our_main_pages/training.htm 
 
Technical Assistance 
Call your Office of Drinking Water regional office at the number listed below. We can:  

• Explain the requirements of state and federal regulations. 

• Identify appropriate follow up action, such as taking repeat samples, flushing a 
distribution system, providing public notification, and disinfecting a water system. 

• Share new treatment technologies or help you optimize your current treatment plant. 

• Discuss loans and grants that can help improve your water system. 

• Make referrals to specialists that can help you with financial aspects of the system, such 
as conducting a rate study or developing an asset management plan. 

• Explain options such as merging with another water system, interties, and restructuring. 
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Office of Drinking Water’s regional offices include: 
Eastern Region:  Spokane Valley (509) 329-2100 
Northwest Region:  Kent (253) 395-6750 
Southwest Region:  Tumwater (360) 236-3030 

How else can I help my system increase its capacity? 
Use Fact Sheets and Guidance Documents. 
Get copies of publications about capacity and other topics by calling (800) 521-0323 or using our 
online publications database at https://fortress.wa.gov/doh/eh/dw/publications/publications.cfm 
 
Fact Sheets 
• Asset Management for Small Water Systems (DOH 331-345) 
• Financial Viability for Small Water Systems (DOH 331-305)  
• Water Rates: Paying for Drinking Water (DOH 331-327) 
 
Guidebooks 
• Strategic Planning: A Handbook for Small Water Systems (EPA publication 816-R-03-015) 
• Asset Management: A Handbook for Small Water Systems (EPA publication 816-R-03-016) 
• Taking Stock of Your Water System: A Simple Asset Inventory for Very Small Drinking Water 

Systems (EPA publication 816-K-03-002) 
• Setting Small Drinking Water System Rates for a Sustainable Future (EPA publication  

816-R-05-006) 
• Small Water System Management Program Guidebook (DOH 331-134) 

 
Join our e-mail lists to get updates about drinking water rules and publications. 
Sign up at http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/dw/default.htm#join_ 
 
Get information from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 
EPA offers capacity information online at http://www.epa.gov/safewater/smallsys.html 
 
 

 
 
 
If you need this publication in alternate format, call (800) 525-0127. For TTY/TDD, call (800) 833-6388. 


