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Orange Water and Sewer Authority 

Affordability Program Update 
 

Year 6: January – December 2021 
 

The goal of OWASA’s Affordability Program is to increase community awareness of options to manage 

and reduce water and sewer bills and to empower low-income customers, and the local agencies that 

serve them, with information and tools to manage and reduce water and sewer bills.  

Through our Affordability Program, our goal is to ensure more equitable access to the critical services 

that OWASA provides and to do so in a manner that is available to all in our community. As such, we 

consider the Affordability Program an outward extension of our Diversity and Inclusion Program.  

The following plan provides an update on the fifth year (2020) of OWASA’s Affordability Program and 

proposes strategies for the coming year (2021). 

Introduction 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had significant impacts on the physical and economic health of our 

community. During this time, as always, Orange Water and Sewer Authority (OWASA) takes our 

responsibility to protect public health and support a vibrant economy in Carrboro, Chapel Hill, and 

southern Orange County through the provision of high-quality, reliable, and affordable water and 

wastewater service very seriously. 

 

OWASA is a not-for-profit, community-owned water, wastewater, and reclaimed water utility. Our 

investments in water and wastewater infrastructure are not supported by taxes nor federal grants: only 

rates and fees paid by customers for services. We are required by law to reinvest the rates and fees paid 

by our customers directly into the treatment plants, pipes, and people that will serve our community for 

years to come. We constantly strive to balance the need to invest in the community’s water and 

wastewater infrastructure and to maintain affordable rates. In 2020, maintaining that balance has been 

more difficult. 

 

On March 12, 2020, in the early days of our pandemic response, OWASA proactively suspended 

disconnections for non-payment. Nineteen days later, North Carolina’s Governor Roy Cooper issued 

Executive Order 124, ordering all utilities to suspend disconnection for non-payment through the end of 

May 2020. This order was extended through July 29, 2020 with Executive Order 142. Given that Orange 

County was still under a declared State of Emergency, OWASA chose to carry on with our temporary 

suspension of standard collection practices beyond the executive order. As of February 2021, we are 

currently not disconnecting for non-payment. This moratorium remains in effect through at least March 

2021 and potentially beyond. 

 

As a result of the economic stress caused by the pandemic and the limitations of in-person engagement 

opportunities, last year, our Affordability Program pivoted to focus almost exclusively to engagement 
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with the community regarding the disconnection moratorium and the identification and promotion of 

programs and strategies to provide bill-relief to customers.   

Unfortunately, the pandemic has disproportionately affected low-wealth customers who were already 

struggling to afford their water bills. Since March 2020, the number of customers with past-due balances 

has nearly tripled. As customers fall behind on their bills, their outstanding balances grow. The longer 

the crisis lasts, the harder it will be for families to keep up with their everyday bills, including water bills.  

In 2020, Orange County, the Town of Chapel Hill, and the Town of Carrboro combined a portion of 

the Federal CARES funding to support an Emergency Housing Assistance Fund that provided over 

$32,000 in water bill assistance to OWASA customers. In addition, the State NC HOPE Program and 

local non-profit Central Piedmont Community Action, Inc. also received federal funding for utility bill 

assistance and providing about $14,000 of additional bill support in 2020. Local churches and non-profits 

continued to support bill assistance.  

The Care to Share Program, the community’s water bill assistance program jointly managed by OWASA 

and the Inter-Faith Council for Social Services (IFC), raised more money this year than ever before. 

Currently, on-bill donations to Care to Share are 54% higher than in 2019. We’ve seen a steady increase 

in monthly recurring gifts over and above the round-up. In total, OWASA customers donated over 

$15,000 to Care to Share in 2020 through recurring on-bill donations. In addition, another almost 

$15,000 was raised by direct donations to IFC for the purposes of Care to Share.  

Looking ahead to 2021, we anticipate another challenging and dynamic year. The following plan outlines 

our foundation, as well as some strategies and initiatives that we anticipate will be an integral part of our 

Affordability Program in 2021. 

Background 
 

OWASA has a long-standing commitment to the affordability of our water and wastewater services. The 

Care to Share Program was started in 1997, in partnership with the IFC, as one of the first customer 

assistance programs in the country. Later, in 2015, the OWASA Board of Directors approved 

OWASA’s first Affordability Outreach Program, which not only focused on promoting the Care to 

Share Program, but also prioritized the importance of partnerships with the social service agencies that 

serve our community to more effectively address service affordability. OWASA now has partnerships 

with over 20 social service agencies in our community. 

By working with this group of organizations, we can better understand the needs of and to reach out to 

a larger population than just those who are missing payments to OWASA. Certainly, those customers 

who miss payments and become eligible for service disconnection are in critical need of affordability 

assistance, but we recognize that there is a larger group of customers who are also struggling to afford 

their monthly bills. It is important that our affordability program help to understand and address the 

need of these customers as well. Additionally, by working together to provide outreach to the 

community, our partners lend credibility to our messaging, as well as help to extend and amplify our 

reach.   

This foundation has been critical to our proactive response to the economic challenges facing our 

customers as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The temporary moratorium on service 

disconnections has provided temporary, but necessary, relief to members of our community. In 2020, 
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the number of customers who were 60 days or more past due on their water bill (making them eligible 

for service disconnection under our standard collection practices) increased from an average of 250-300 

residential customers to 500.  Many of these customers have never faced a water shut off before. Of the 

customers who would have been cut off in 2020, over 300 of them remained current on their OWASA 

bills in 2019.   

Although suspending disconnections for non-payment provides temporary relief for members of our 

community, OWASA is not legally allowed to forgive debt. That means that for these 500 customers 

who are 60+ days past due, the challenge of paying off their debt has increased. In 2019, because 

customers were only able to carry a balance for 60-days, the average amount past due was about $80 

for residential customers. In January 2021, the average past-due amount is almost $300. 

Currently, the total amount past due from all residential customers is about $170,000. 

Fortunately, multiple sources of COVID-related financial assistance have helped to mitigate this crisis. In 

2020, 208 customers received financial assistance. This totaled nearly $60,000 in assistance from 10 

organizations. The largest contributions came from Orange County’s Emergency Housing Assistance 

program ($33,000), the NC HOPE Program ($13,000) and Care to Share, a joint program of OWASA 

and the Inter-faith County of Social Services ($7,000). 

Unfortunately, this assistance addresses a small amount of that which is past due. We anticipate that as 

this pandemic continues to impact our community, the need will continue to grow. In fact, 28 of the 

customers who received financial assistance in 2020 are now back on the past-due list.  

Our challenges in 2021 are to:  

1) Seek and pursue funding for utility bill assistance from individual donors (i.e. Care to Share), as 

well as local, state, and federal sources;  

2) Connect more customers who are unable to afford their water bills with sources of financial 

assistance;  

3) Reach out to customers to set up flexible, extended payment plans to manage large balances, if 

they need them; and  

4) Continue to empower customers with information and tools to reduce monthly water use and 

bills. 

2020 Affordability Strategies and Initiatives 
 

The 2020 Affordability Plan outlined six core strategies for addressing affordability of our services: rates 

and billing; information and outreach; bill assistance; water efficiency retrofits; leak identification and 

repair; and partnerships. Although these over-arching strategies remained effective in 2020, the 

challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic reprioritized some of the individual initiatives. For example, there 

was little-to-no in-person outreach, and the focus on utility bill assistance took priority over the 

promotion of water conservation and efficiency.  

The following section provides an update on the key affordability actions taken by OWASA last year. 
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Rates and Billing 
 

Rate structures, rate levels, and billing arrangements have significant ramifications for the 

affordability of water and sewer for all OWASA customers.  

In acknowledgement of the significant financial impact of the COVID-19 crisis on our 

community, the OWASA Board of Directors approved a budget for Fiscal Year 2021 that did 

not increase rates for the services we provide. Prior to the crisis, OWASA staff projected that a 

5% increase would be needed to continue to support OWASA’s employee compensation 

program and to support our long-term program to renew and replace aging infrastructure. 

Eliminating compensation adjustments for our employees and deferring investments in our 

community’s utility infrastructure is not a sustainable solution, but it was important to the Board 

and our community to mitigate any additional financial stress on our customers during this crisis. 

 

As a result of this, the average bill for 4,000 gallons per month remained the same. Currently, 

the average bill for 4,000 gallons of water and wastewater service is $75.67, which annually 

equals 1.33% of the combined 2019 Median Household Income (MHI) for Chapel Hill and 

Carrboro. OWASA’s Board-adopted Financial Management Policy includes a Service 

Affordability goal that the average annual residential bill shall be no more than 1.5% of median 

household income (MHI).  

 

Although, against this metric, we are meeting our affordability goal, MHI fails to capture true 

service affordability in our community. The MHI in our service area is relatively high. Using this 

metric alone to gauge the affordability of water and sewer service underemphasizes the 

challenge that some members of our community have in paying their utility bill. About 20% of 

Chapel Hill residents and 23% of Carrboro residents have an annual household income of 

$25,000 or less. An average bill of $75.67 represents 3.6% of an annual income of $25,000, 

representing a significantly larger portion of household income than for those at the median. Put 

another way, an individual working minimum wage at $7.25 per hour, must work more than ten 

and a half hours to earn enough to pay an average water bill in our community. 

 

It is important that we remain committed to cost control and prudent investment in the utility. 

 

Information and Outreach 

OWASA has worked to be proactive in sharing information and reaching out to individuals and 

leaders in our community regarding our moratorium on service disconnections and the 

availability of utility bill assistance. Additionally, we have pursued opportunities to combine this 

information with resources on water conservation and efficiency.  

Moratorium on service disconnections  

Web and social media posts: Information about the temporary suspension of disconnects was 

shared using Twitter, OWASA’s main social media channel. Four posts included information 

about the temporary moratorium and linked to OWASA’s web post for more information. In 

compliance with requirements set in place by Governor Cooper’s Executive Orders 124 and 

142, we have maintained a banner at the top of our web site about OWASA’s temporary 

suspension of service disconnections.  
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Agua Vista notification for all customers: To comply with EO 124, OWASA sent direct emails to 

over 13,000 customers through the Agua Vista messenger in April 2020 alerting them to the 

temporary moratorium on service disconnections. These emails had a 63% open rate. Again, in 

June, OWASA sent over 13,000 emails to customers with information about EO 142. These 

emails had a 65% open rate. These two emails also included information about how our 

customers could help their neighbors in need by contributing to Care to Share.  

Availability of Utility Bill Assistance 

Web and social media posts: We kept our website up-to-date with the latest information on the 

availability of utility bill assistance and periodically promoted Care to Share on our social media 

platforms. 

 

Emails and letters: Two letters were mailed and/or emailed to all residential customers with a 

balance over 30-days past due in June and again in September. These letters informed customers 

of OWASA’s temporary suspension of disconnects and pointed them to resources to help them 

pay their water bills.  

In December, Orange County’s Emergency Housing Assistance team reached out to let us know 

that their CARES funds would expire at the end of the calendar year. Through a mutual aid 

agreement between Orange County, Chapel Hill’s Public Housing Program and OWASA, we 

emailed all OWASA customers who were over 60-days past due an application to apply. Orange 

County was also able to relax their application requirement to allow more customers to apply 

for these funds. As a result of this email campaign, 47 customers received financial assistance, 

including 30 public housing residents.  

Agua Vista Home Water Reports 

Our Agua Vista Web Portal platform is equipped to deliver customized letters and emails with 

information about water use, conservation tips, and other messages to a specific sub-set of 

customers. In the third and fourth quarter of 2020 (FY21), we used Agua Vista to send 

customized letters and emails to approximately 500 customers for whom the water bill may be 

financial burden1. The goals of this program were to:  

▪ Encourage low-wealth customers to register for and utilize Agua Vista  

▪ Increase the number of customers who apply for Care to Share and other sources of 

bill assistance  

▪ Reduce the water bills of low-wealth customers through water saving behavior change  

▪ Pilot the use of Home Water Reports for future community outreach 

The results of this pilot were mixed. Of the 500 pilot participants, 56% were registered for Agua 

Vista before the start of the pilot. The pilot resulted in 25 new registrations, a return rate of 

approximately 5%. Fourteen pilot participants applied for and received some form of bill 

assistance in 2020.  

One positive sign that these emails were well received is open rates. These remained high 

throughout the pilot. The first welcome letter had an open rate of 49%, which is quite 

 
1 Identified as individually-metered residents of Public Housing, customers that were currently past due on their 
water bill, or customers that were disconnected for non-payment in 2019. 
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impressive. This rate dropped only slightly to 38% after the fourth communication. This suggests 

that participants continued to be interested in this information. Click-rates, however, were 

disappointingly low. If customers clicked on a link within the email, (to register for Agua Vista or 

investigate sources of financial assistance, for example) they would generate a recorded unique 

click. In total, the pilot generated 67 clicks.  

A post-pilot survey has been sent to all participants to gauge their satisfaction with the materials 

they received as part of this program and report any water-saving actions taken as a result of 

the home water reports they received. These results are not yet available to include in this 

report. 

Water Conservation Kits  

In previous years, OWASA had a robust outreach and engagement strategy designed to 

communicate how to keep water bills affordable by conserving water in homes. Our Water 

Wagon is a popular fixture at local events where we share information and give away water 

conservation kits. Unfortunately, this program was not possible this year during the pandemic.  

Instead, OWASA partnered with Orange County’s Sustainability Office and Chapel Hill Transit 

to distribute water conservation kits at the Fall Family Gift Bag Event (photo below). In 

November and December, with the help of our partners, we distributed 200 leak detection dye 

tablets to help customers detect toilet leaks, 100 shower timers and 200 flyers on water 

conservation and the Agua Vista web portal to low-wealth families in our community.  

 

 

  

Information Accessibility 
 

We continue to pursue opportunities to increase the accessibility of our outreach. For example, 

in the spring of 2018, our customer-facing staff engaged in an awareness training session to help 

them become better able to identify and assist a growing segment of our community who may 

have impairment in memory or cognitive abilities. Our team refreshed their knowledge and 

understanding further with an interactive training session in January 2020. As a result, we 

renewed our commitment to the Dementia Friendly Orange County program. Additionally, in 
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October 2020, our Communications Team attended a regional summit on equitable community 

engagement highlighting the need to intentional action and strategies that find people where they 

are. Our partnerships in the Affordability Program assist greatly in helping us communicate with 

people where they are. 

 

Bill Assistance 
 

Promoting donations to Care to Share, as well as supporting additional funding for utility bill 

assistance provided from local governments, the state, and nation, has been a primary focus of 

our affordability efforts this year. In addition, we have taken steps to promote the use of these 

funds. 

Care to Share: The Care to Share program, a joint program between OWASA and the IFC, 

continued to be a focus of the Affordability Program. However, this year, it took on a greater 

sense of urgency.  

 

Streamline application process: IFC offers up to 12 assistance appointments per day on a 

first-come, first-served basis. Even in transitioning to virtual appointments during the pandemic, 

the IFC is limited in the number of appointments they can support. Knowing that the need for 

utility bill assistance was significantly greater this year, OWASA worked with the IFC to develop 

a process by which OWASA Customer Service Representatives assist with the referral process, 

avoiding an appointment.  

 

OWASA’s new process has been tested and is running smoothly, although somewhat under-

utilized. We anticipate demand for Care to Share funds and the use of this new process will 

increase when we resume standard collection practices. 

 

Promote donations to Care to Share: Overall, on-bill donations to Care to Share are up by 

almost 55% since last year. We’ve seen a steady increase in monthly recurring gifts over and 

above round-up amounts. In total, we raised over $15,000 for Care to Share this year through 

on-bill donations. Additionally, the IFC received $14,397 in direct donations specified for Care 

to Share. Our efforts to promote donations to Care to Share have included the following: 

 

Care to Share Thank you Letters  

OWASA mailed out letters to all Care to Share donors in February 2020. The letters 

thanked donors and encouraged all round-up customers to consider a monthly 

recurring fixed donation. Fixed-bill donations provide more consistent and higher funds 

for the program. As a result of the February 2020 letter, 19 customers transitioned 

from round-up donors to fixed bill donors. This trend continued throughout the year. In 

November, fixed amount donors gave 72% of the total dollars donated that month.   
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Month # of fixed 

amount donors 

Dollars raised by 

fixed amount 

donors 

# of round-up 

donors 

Dollars raised 

by round-up 

donors 

January 2020 100 $544.60 879 $426.20 

April 2020 119 $781.70 855 $424.39 

November 2020 148 $1,084.02 816 $414.41 

 

Starting in May, all new Care to Share donors received a special thank you email. In 

addition, the automatic message that pops up after donors give online at owasa.org was 

modified to thank donors for their generosity.  

Care to Share Giving Tuesday Now Campaign 

This May 5th campaign included a joint press release with Chapel Hill and Carrboro and 

a social media campaign in which OWASA and local elected officials promoted 

donations to Care to Share. As a result of this modest campaign, over $2,800 was 

donated directly to the IFC and on-bill, recurring donations increased by approximately 

$100 per month. Over 12 months of giving, this equates to $1,200.  

Care to Share Day and Giving Tuesday 

This November 16-Dec. 2 campaign was entirely virtual due to the pandemic. We 

coordinated a creative campaign designed to foster empathy and understanding by 

asking our social media followers to imagine what a day without water might mean to 

them.  

We got the initial word out about Care to Share Day through an interview as part of 

Wonderful Water on WCHL on November 16. Customer Service Manager Denise 

Battle represented OWASA on the program. We also promoted this message to UNC 

off-campus housing residents through the Tar Heel Citizen Times and to multi-family 

residences through our Multi-Family Master Meter email list. 

We crafted a social media-based campaign that challenged members of our community 

to create a video about what a day without water might mean to them and post it to 

their Facebook and Twitter accounts. These videos, as well as traditional posts featuring 

compelling images and text that prompted giving, were amplified by our partner, IFC. A 

snapshot of one such video that was shared on Facebook is included below. 

As a result of the Care to Share Day campaign, OWASA generated 17 tweets resulting 

in more than 13,000 impressions, one of our best results on this platform this year. 

https://chapelboro.com/town-square/wonderful-water/wonderful-water-care-to-share-day
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In addition, official proclamations by the two towns were presented on Care to Share 

Day. 

Finally, OWASA’s Executive Director sent a letter and follow up email to 50 

contractors and consulting firms with whom OWASA does business asking that they 

consider donating to the Care to Share Program. Donors remain anonymous to 

OWASA. This letter alone resulted in $2,230 of direct donations to the IFC. 

In sum, the Care to Share Day campaign raised $8,714 in direct donations to the IFC 

and corresponded with a $110 monthly increase in on-bill donations, which over twelve 

months will result in $1,320 more annual donations. 

Extended Payment Plans: Prior to the pandemic, OWASA offered extended payment plans 

through the LIFT-UP program run in partnership with Community Empowerment Fund. While 

this program has not been discontinued, the circumstances of 2020 resulted in no use of the 

program. Customers essentially have an extended payment with the suspension of service 
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disconnection and late fees. Meanwhile, we have planned for a program to offer extended 

payment plans when standard collection practices are resumed. This plan is described below. 

Other funding for bill assistance: We have and will continue to provide support for 

applications for grant funding. In 2020, we wrote a letter to NC state legislators supporting state 

funding for utility assistance (House Bill 1200). We have also written letters of support for 

Orange County’s and the Town of Carrboro’s applications for Community Development Block 

Grant – Coronavirus (CDBG-CV) funding. Additionally, OWASA Board Chair Ray Dubose and 

Mary Tiger presented to the Orange County Board of County Commissioners (BOCC) in 

December 2020 to update the BOCC on the current state of utility bill non-payment and the 

assistance available for utility bill assistance. As a result of that presentation, the BOCC is 

working with State Representatives to draft a bill that could potentially expand state funding for 

utility bill assistance and expand the authority of water utilities to provide bill relief to low-

wealth customers. 

Leak Identification 
 

Proactive leak identification can help our customers avoid high bills, home damage, and water 

waste and is good customer service. The data collected through our investment in Advanced 

Metering Infrastructure (AMI) allows for faster notification of leaks – before they have a 

devastating effect on customers’ bills. 

In March 2019, OWASA rolled out our Agua Vista customer-facing web portal, putting hourly 

water use data at the fingertips of customers. Moreover, the Agua Vista web portal runs 

analyses of water use trends and proactively notifies customers (via email, text, voice, or post, if 

necessary) of water use indicative of a leak. As part of this notification, the system also provides 

OWASA customers with step-by-step guidance to identify and repair the source of the leak. 

All OWASA customers are automatically opted in to leak notification. If they have not yet 

registered for the Agua Vista web portal, we utilize the email address provided when they 

signed up for an account. If a residential customer does not have an email on-file with OWASA 

and has not registered for Agua Vista, we mail a printed leak notification2.  

In 2020, Agua Vista issued over 9,900 leak notifications, about 89% of these notifications were 

sent electronically. About 1,900 customers have provided feedback that the notification was, in 

fact, a leak that they fixed. More than likely, the number of actual leaks was greater, and people 

did not log into the system to provide us feedback. The average affirmed leak was over 1,700 

gallons per day. Early notification of a leak of this magnitude results in real savings for a 

customer, as well as the prevention of property damage. This service is appreciated by our 

customers (See below for two of the most recent responses we have received) 

 
2 We have mailed about 1,045 letters at a cost of $1,568 ($1.50/letter). As registration for Agua Vista increases, 

we expect the cost of printed leak alerts to decline. 
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In order to assist customers who may not have the resources to address a leak once notified, 

we have developed and uploaded a leak repair resource guide that refers customers to home 

repair organizations associated with the Orange County Home Preservation Coalition. 

We have had great success in registering customers for Agua Vista. Over 53% of customers are 

now registered for Agua Vista.  
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Partnership 
 

As described earlier in the Plan, one of the cornerstones of the Affordability Program is our 

strong partnerships with social service agencies. Through regular emails and one-on-one virtual 

meetings, we’ve kept in close communication with these agencies, updating them about the 

changes in our standard collection practices. A list of the organizations included in our regular 

outreach is attached as Appendix A. 

In addition, OWASA staff regularly attended monthly Orange County Home Preservation 

Council meetings to remain connected to our affordability partners whose mission it is to keep 

Orange County residents in their homes. These meetings have been an essential pipeline for 

receiving information from our partners and communicating updates on our standard collection 

practices.  

Proposed Strategies for 2021 

 
We know that 2021 will be a challenging year. It will be an especially difficult year to plan for what’s 

next, since so much of what happens this year is difficult to completely plan for. What we do know is 

that we cannot extend the moratorium on disconnects indefinitely. When we do return to normal 

collection practices, OWASA will mobilize a communication and engagement plan to connect our 

customers who have struggled to pay their water bills with the assistance and resources they need. We 

don’t want anyone to go without water. We will have three months between the end of the 

moratorium and the time at which a customer would be eligible for service disconnection. We will need 

to lean heavily on our partnerships to reach as many customers as possible with three key messages: 

1) If you are struggling to pay your water bill, OWASA is here to help. There are multiple sources 

of financial assistance that can help you pay off your water bills, including OWASA and IFC’s 

Care to Share program.  

2) If you fell behind on payments, our Customer Service staff is trained and ready to help you set 

up an extended payment plan that can spread your payments over up to 18-months without late 

fees, interest or penalties.  

3) If you are able, please give to the Care to Share fund to help your neighbors in need. No one 

should have to go without water.  

After conversations with our community partners, we identified two big takeaways that have informed 

our strategy for communicating these messages to our customers.  

First, it is not enough to simply email our customers with past due balances. Our partners report that 

our customers are overwhelmed with information. A better strategy is to partner with trusted 

organizations in the community - organizations that our customers already rely on for resources, 

assistance and information - to help us spread the word. Luckily, we can leverage our strong, long-term 

partnerships with key front-line organizations to help. These organizations have volunteered to help us 

get the word out through their emails, newsletters, neighborhood meetings, food delivery days and in-

person visits. This will amplify and extend our own messaging to customers.  

In addition, we must translate all our messaging into multiple languages and ensure that it is readable, 

understandable and actionable for all customers. Again, our partners have a long-history of engaging 

these populations and have generously offered to assist.  
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Resumption of Standard Collection Practices 
 

Preparation: In this time period before standard collection practices resume, we will prepare 

outreach material to advance the aforementioned messages. This outreach material will include: 

▪ New post for the web site and social media updates 

▪ Direct email and letter to customers past-due on their OWASA bill  

▪ Direct email to and discussions with Affordability Partners  

▪ Presentations to the community via our Affordability Partners 

▪ Flyers and “ads” for our Affordability Partners to distribute via their channels 

It will be important that the outreach material developed for the public is translated into 

Spanish. Additionally, we will communicate with the Refugee Support Center and Refugee 

Community Partnership to ensure that they have the information that they need to support the 

community they serve. 

We will work to establish a process for getting customers signed up for an extended payment 

plan. This will likely involve an online form. We will continue to identify ways to simplify the 

Care to Share application process. 

Moreover, we will continue to work with our Affordability Partners to address any 

administrative barriers that may stand in the way of a customer receiving bill assistance. 

Resumption of standard collection practices: Once the decision is made, we have 

committed to the community to provide at least 30 days of notice before resuming our standard 

collection practices. Once standard collection practices resume, a customer will need to miss 

two consecutive bills before they are eligible for service disconnection. In the first weeks, it will 

be important to ensure that the community is aware of the upcoming change in practice. 

Throughout the three-month time period, we will work diligently to connect customers that are 

behind on their OWASA bill to resources to assist them. We anticipate that the demands on 

our Customer Service Team will increase during this time, as they work with customers to 

connect them with bill assistance and establish payments plans. 

Additionally, we will work in close partnership with those agencies administering bill assistance, 

primarily the Orange County Department of Housing and Community Development and 

Emergency Housing Assistance, to assist in the application of funds for OWASA Bills. Currently, 

we are aware of several funding sources for the Emergency Housing Assistance: 

▪ CDBG-CV Funds: Orange County and The Town of Carrboro were each awarded 

$900,000 of CDBG-CV funds for the purposes of emergency housing assistance, including 

utility bill assistance. Although the Town of Chapel Hill was not eligible for these funds, 

due to their size, the Town has communicated that they will make CDBG funds available 

for this purpose in 2021. 

▪ Emergency Rental Assistance Program: The Consolidated Appropriations Act, signed in 

late December, made $700 million available to the State of North Carolina for housing 

assistance, including utility bill assistance. The amount that will be available to Orange 

County is currently unknown. 

▪ Federal support for water and wastewater bill assistance: The Consolidated 

Appropriations Act also made $638 million nationally available specifically for water and 
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wastewater bill assistance. We will continue to monitor this fund and work to apply for it 

on our community’s behalf. 

In addition, Central Piedmont Community Action, Inc. has CARES funding that is set to expire at 

the end of 2022. They have an online application and can translate into Spanish. The Marion 

Cheek Jackson Center has a modest amount of funds to use for housing assistance. The Care to 

Share Program will continue to be available to provide utility bill assistance. 

Our communication material will provide information to help customers and the agencies that 

are working with them to connect to utility bill assistance and establish payment plans. 

Extended Payment Plans: At this point in time, our plan is to offer customers at least 18 

months to repay past due balances, interest-and-fee-free. Initially, we do not plan to 

automatically enroll customers in a payment plan. Instead, we will ask them to establish a plan 

that works best for them. We will re-assess the uptake of payment plans during the three-

month period and decide whether or not we need to consider automatic enrollment. We will 

work with Orange County Department of Housing and Community Development to explore 

the opportunity to sign people up for payment plans with their assistance. 

Rates and Billing 

 
OWASA continues to be a good steward of the financial resources entrusted to the agency in 

order to keep rates as low as possible for everyone in our service area. 

 

 Information and Outreach / Water Efficiency Retrofits 

 
We will work with our community partners to distribute and install water-saving technology. 

This will include, but not be limited to, the following: 

a. Partner with HOPE Renovations and possibly Meals on Wheels to install low-flow 

showerheads, faucet aerators, and test for leaks in the homes they visit 

b. Continue to distribute water conservation kits through food drives (PORCH) 

Additionally, we will work with our partners to develop educational resources to empower 

customers with the tools and resources that they need to save money by saving water. This 

outreach will include, but not be limited to the following: 

a. Partner with HOPE Renovations to develop a DIY toilet flapper replacement video 

b. Participation in the “Making a House a Home Workshop” with Habitat for Humanity 

and Jackson Center in the Spring of 2021: This program is focused on Northside 

neighborhood. We will discuss water conservation and Agua Vista and provide water 

conservation kits 

c. Promote Agua Vista for residents of Chapel Hill Public Housing via Residents Council 

d. Promote Agua Vista and water conservation through Orange County Council on Aging 

outreach material, Habitat for Humanity bi-weekly newsletter, CPCA newsletter, Meals 

on Wheels direct outreach, PORCH monthly mailer, TABLE monthly newsletter (info 

translated into in English and Spanish) 
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e. Participate in educational events put on by partners to discuss Agua Vista, leak 

detection, and water conservation 

f. If safe, table at events, if the opportunity arises (CPCA Back-to-School and PORCH 

food distribution) 

As with our other communications and community engagement efforts, we will work to ensure 

that the information is accessible to many in our community by translating material and working 

with our partners. Staff have and continue to participate in training for helping to communicate 

with a diverse community (e.g. dementia training). We will continue to seek information and 

opportunities to improve the accessibility of our communications. 

Bill Assistance 
 

 We will continue to promote donations to Care to Share with the following activities: 

a. Include a Care to Share bill insert in all September bills 

b. Reprise our successful Care to Share Day/Giving Tuesday Campaign in November 

i. Social media-based campaign 

ii. Wonderful Water segment 

iii. If safe, this will be coupled with an in-person celebration  

c. Mail Care to Share annual thank you letters in early February 

d. On-going social media outreach 

e. Explore Invoice Cloud (current system used for online billing) click donations: Invoice 

Cloud recently rolled out a new on-bill donation feature that will prompt customers to 

add a donation to their payment before they check out. This has worked well at other 

utilities, and we will work to explore the integration of this option with our existing 

billing and banking systems. Currently, 71% of our customers receive an e-bill, a number 

that continues to rise. We believe that this option is the most viable option for 

encouraging one-off on-bill donations. 

 

In addition, we will continue to remain current on the local, state, and federal funding assistance 

opportunities for bill assistance, will support application to those funds when needed, and 

coordinate with the administrators of those funds. 

 Leak Identification 

 
We will continue to promote registration for Agua Vista, so that customers can be alerted of 

potential leaks in their property. Additionally, we will continue to pay for printed (and mailed) 

leak alerts for those customers that have not-yet registered.  

Additionally, we will work with the Orange County Home Preservation Coalition to 

incorporate leak detection in the initial home assessment that is conducted for new applicants. 

Leak detection tablets have been provided to Rebuilding Together of the Triangle and HOPE 

Renovations for their use in their initial home assessments that inform what type of work needs 

to be done. In addition, Meals on Wheels has agreed to distribute leak detection tablets to their 

clients. 
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 Partnership 
 

Remaining in close communication with our partners in the community will remain a key 

strategy in 2021. 

Resources Required 
 

Successful implementation of this program will require approximately ¼ of Strategic Initiative Manager’s 

time, as well as ½ of part-time Sustainability Program Coordinator’s time to manage and implement 

aspects of the program, the assistance of the Communications Specialist and Customer Service Team, 

the commitment and support of OWASA staff, and a modest budget of $7,400 to produce and translate 

outreach material, purchase water-saving devices and demonstration material, mail letters, and promote 

Care to Share.  

Conclusion 
 

The foundation laid from years of commitment to service affordability were critical to OWASA’s work 

with the community this year. We are grateful to the support of our Board of Directors and local 

leaders and the partnership of our local social service agencies that work tirelessly to address the needs 

and improve the conditions of our community. 
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APPENDIX A: Affordability Partners 

Our community partners are the foundation of the Affordability Outreach Program. They 

provide insight and input on strategies needed to help improve the affordability of water and 

sewer services. In collaboration with them, we can more effectively provide relevant and 

accessible information to the community. Moreover, we increase our understanding of the 

needs and challenges of our low-wealth customers. 

Our partners include: 

• Town of Carrboro 

• Binkley Baptist Church 

• CASA 

• Central Piedmont Community Action, Inc. 

• Town of Chapel Hill 

• Community Empowerment Fund 

• Community Home Trust 

• Compass Center for Women and Families 

• El Centro Hispano 

• EmPOWERment Inc. 

• Habitat for Humanity of Orange County 

• Hillsong Church 

• Hope Renovations 

• InterChurch Housing Corporation 

• Inter-Faith Council for Social Services 

• Love Chapel Hill 

• Marion Cheek Jackson Center 

• Meals on Wheels 

• Orange County Affordable Housing Collaborative 

• Orange County Family Success Alliance 

• Orange County Home Preservation Coalition 

• Orange County Justice United 

• Orange County Department on Aging 

• Orange County Department of Housing and Community Development 

• Orange County Department of Social Services 

• PORCH 

• Rebuilding Together of the Triangle 

• St. Thomas More Catholic Church 

• TABLE 

• University Presbyterian Church 

• Waste Reduction Partners 
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