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Wednesday, November 04, 2020 
 

SUBJECT 
EPWater has received the prestigious AMWA Sustainability Award for 2020  

BACKGROUND 
The Association of Metropolitan Water Agencies (AMWA) presents top utility management awards annually through a 
competitive selection process.  
 
The Sustainable Water Utility Management Award spotlights efforts of water utilities to “implement long-term and innovative 
economic, environmental and social endeavors.” For 2020, EPWater prepared and submitted an award application and was 
selected along with eight other water utilities nationally to receive the Sustainability award.  
 
EPWater also received this award in 2014, to be eligible for a second award, a utility most show new innovative initiatives 
successfully implemented since the last award.   
   
STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES SUPPORTED 
Increase Customer Satisfaction & Confidence 

EVALUATION PROCESS 
None 

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
None 

PROPOSED ACTION REQUESTED 
None required 
 

SUPPORTING DOCUMENTATION PROVIDED 
• AMWA Sustainability Award Application 
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El Paso Water (EPWater) is a municipal utility and a component of the City of El Paso that 
provides water, wastewater and stormwater services to residents and businesses in the 
city and provides wholesale water and wastewater services to communities within El 
Paso County. In all, the utility serves about 800,000 residents, which is 96% of the 
County’s population.  

El Paso is in the Chihuahuan Desert and only receives about 9 inches of rain per year. El 
Paso uses groundwater and surface water for its potable supply. The groundwater 
sources include the Hueco and Mesilla Bolson aquifers. The surface water comes from 
the Rio Grande, with flows dependent on snowmelt runoff from southern Colorado and 
northern New Mexico. The runoff is stored in the Elephant Butte Reservoir and released 
during irrigation season. El Paso is home to the Kay Bailey Hutchison Desalination Plant 
and is the largest inland desalination plant in the world. El Paso also uses reclaimed 
water to supply non-potable demands. EPWater develops and follows a 50-year water 
plan in alignment with the Far West Texas Regional Plan and the Texas State Water Plan. 
The most recent plan was published in 2016, with the next one due to be published in 
2021.  

EPWater is governed by a Public Service Board (PSB), which consists of the mayor and six 
board members who are appointed by the City Council. The PSB adopts an annual 
combined operating, capital and debt service budget for EPWater with associated rates 
and fees for services. EPWater’s approved annual FY20-21 budget is $490 million.   

El Paso Water has made history with our water resource innovations, leading the way 
decades ago in water reclamation, aquifer recharge, conservation, and desalination. The 
utility’s pioneering spirit and bold actions effectively delivered the water security that 
our desert city enjoys today. By 2070, our county population is expected to grow to 1.4 
million. Once again, El Paso’s future water security will hinge on breaking new water 
innovation barriers at the utility and accelerating infrastructure improvements and 
expansions to our water, wastewater and stormwater systems. To fulfill our promise as 
a public service organization, our technical leadership must be coupled with new 
standards of service to our customers and community.  

The utility began working with the Balanced Scorecard Institute in 2015 to develop a 
new strategic plan and lay the foundation for implementation. Following multiple 
assessments, workshops and visioning exercises engaging dozens of employees across 
the organization, the utility adopted a new 10-year strategic plan in 2016. The plan 
established a new vision, mission and values and outlined twelve priority objectives with 
initiatives developed to drive progress in each area. The utility also developed a new 
system for performance management to align the organization to strategic objectives as 
well as measuring and monitoring progress toward strategic targets.  
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EPWater received an AMWA Sustainability Award in 2014, so the information herein 
provides overall information in each category with an emphasis on new initiatives since 
2014.  

Since the 2014 application, EPWater has adopted a new strategic plan with a revised 
mission, new vision, values and themes of focus.    

To provide our customers a sustainable water supply and the highest quality 
water services to enhance the vitality of El Paso.  

 To be an international model for water resource innovation, respected and 
trusted by our customers for our leadership in delivering sustainable water services to 
a thriving El Paso community.  

 Service, Stewardship, Innovation, Integrity, Safety, Excellence and Teamwork 

Increase customer satisfaction and confidence
Strengthen financial viability
Improve land and water management
Increase innovative solutions
Strengthen stakeholder partnerships
Improve efficiency
Improve communication
Improve infrastructure
Improve use of Technology
Improve knowledge, skills and abilities
Improve succession planning
Improve organizational culture

(adapted from Strategic Plan) 

As a leader in water innovation, El Paso Water is committed to creating a sustainable 
water future for our community. To meet this challenge in the Chihuahuan Desert, it is 
essential to conserve while diversifying our water supplies.  

At El Paso Water, sustainability extends to the way we manage and operate our utility to 
best serve our customers, foster a positive organizational culture, care for the 
environment, and provide financial stewardship of ratepayer funds.  

As one of the largest landowners in the city, the utility has a special obligation to 
implement innovative land management policies and practices that serve our 
community’s best interests and balance stormwater capture for flood control while 
protecting open space. 
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Many of the same financial policies and strategies are in place since EPWater received 
the Sustainability Award in 2014, but with the adoption of the new strategic plan in 
2016, several improvements have been made. Strengthening financial viability is one of 
12 main objectives in the new Strategic Plan. In recent years, EPWater has been focusing 
on increasing revenue and revenue sources, and reducing costs to ensure adequate 
reserves and debt-service coverage.  

For fiscal year 2019-2020, EPWater’s Water and Wastewater 
Utility has a debt service coverage of 2.21 times, which is well above the required 1.50 
times debt service coverage as per its bond ordinance. The Stormwater Utility’s debt 
service coverage of 1.87 times also is well above the required 1.25 times as per its bond 
ordinance. Rating agencies, financial institutions and investors take into account 
EPWater’s high debt service coverage favorably, and this allows the utility to issue 
additional debt when needed at low interest rates, thus saving millions of dollars for 
ratepayers. 

An adequate level of debt and strong 
financial position reflects superior financial management, which has allowed EPWater to 
continue to earn among the highest ratings that may be awarded by rating agencies such 
as Standard & Poor’s (AA+) and Fitch Ratings (AA+). Financial institutions and investors 
rely on these rating agencies when making investment decisions, and the higher debt 
ratings is an indication to potential investors of a lower investment risk. These high 
credit ratings also afford EPWater the opportunity to issue debt at a lower interest rate. 

EPWater invests in different security types, short term and long-
term maturities in an attempt to raise the yield while keeping in mind safety, liquidity 
and diversification. These investments are allowable under the Public Funds Investment 
Act of Texas and the PSB Rules and Regulations #10. Market and economic conditions 
continue to influence our investment decisions as we proceed with the foremost 
principle of safety and preservation of capital. Investment income is used by EPWater as 
an additional source of income to fund operating, debt service and capital projects, thus 
maintaining reasonable service rates for our customers. 

The Government Finance Officers Association (GFOA) 
awarded a Certificate of Achievement for Excellence in Financial Reporting to El Paso 
Water for its Comprehensive Annual Financial Report (CAFR) for the fiscal year ended 
Feb. 28, 2019. This was the 24th consecutive year that EPWater has received this 
prestigious award. The Certificate of Achievement for Excellence in Financial Reporting 
Program recognizes government organizations that go beyond the minimum 
requirements of generally accepted accounting principles to prepare comprehensive 
annual financial reports, which provide transparency and full disclosure, and are 
published in an easily readable and efficiently organized CAFR. In addition, EPWater 
received the GFOA’s Distinguished Budget Presentation Award for its annual budget 
document for fiscal year beginning March 1, 2019, which was the 21st consecutive year 
that EPWater has received this award. The Distinguished Budget Presentation Awards 
Program recognizes individual government organizations that succeed in the 
preparation of budget documents of the very highest quality that reflect both the 
guidelines and best practices on budgeting. 
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EPWater has policies and procedures in place to ensure that utility 
operations run efficiently, effectively and in compliance with applicable laws and 
regulations to safeguard public assets. EPWater internal controls reduce the risk of asset 
loss and help ensure financial statements are reliable. Independent internal and external 
auditors annually assess the utility’s internal controls and the risk of material 
misstatements. Both internal and external auditors have found the utility to have 
adequate controls and have not found material weaknesses.  

EPWater uses its rate structure and pricing signals as a water 
management tool to establish a conservation message. In 1991, EPWater implemented 
an inclining rate structure where the unit price increases as water consumption 
increases. Conversely, the less water the customer uses, the less per unit the customer 
will be billed. Each customer determines the block into which he or she will fall based 
on total consumption during December, January and February. Up to 400 cubic feet, 
approximately 2,992 gallons, of water is included in the minimum monthly charge for 
all non-commercial accounts. This structure is consistent with EPWater’s goal of sending 
a pricing signal to high water users or users with high “discretionary” water use. The 
rate structure is used as both a demand management tool and a means of generating 
additional revenue. 

Each customer is charged a water supply replacement charge, a flat monthly fee charged 
to each water customer based on the meter size. This dedicated revenue is used for the 
acquisition of new water resources to meet current and future demand.  

The wastewater bill is determined by calculating 90 percent of the customer’s average 
winter consumption, then billing a minimum charge for the first 400 cubic feet and an 
additional charge for each 100 cubic feet thereafter. The wastewater portion of the bill 
is then fixed until the customer’s average winter consumption is calculated again. 

The governing board of EPWater, the Public Service Board (PSB), approves a budget in 
January for the upcoming fiscal year that begins March 1. Planned rate increases on a 
consistent basis are programmed in the Financial Plan and are mainly driven by 
operations and maintenance expenses, the capital improvement program and debt 
service coverage required both by the revenue bond covenants and by the PSB’s 
benchmarks for financial management.  

In 2017, the PSB began a series of small, single digit rate increases on a yearly basis to 
minimize the impact of large rate increases on the ratepayer. Also in 2017, EPWater 
introduced a conservation waiver that also served as an affordability incentive. For 
customers who use less than 4ccf (2990 gallons of water per month), the utility waives 
the water supply replacement charge, which was about $11 per month in Fiscal Year 
2019. In 2019, this fee was waived in more than 30,000 bills. 

EPWater continues to serve its customers while maintaining 
affordable rates. Yearly rate assessments of other utilities show that even with small 
rate increases, EPWater’s rates are among the lowest in the region and Texas. Proactive 
planning, fiduciary responsibility and constant communication with customers make 
EPWater’s high quality, affordable services. For fiscal year 2020-2021, the average 
monthly residential bill is 1.63% of the local median household income, well below EPA’s 
affordability threshold of 2%. 
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EPWater has actively and successfully pursued state and 
federal grants and funding for projects that help reduce the burden on ratepayers. Since 
2015, the utility received more than $20 million in grants and federal/state funding from 
agencies, including the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, U.S. 
Economic Development Administration and the Texas Water Development Board. 
Funded projects include a wastewater collector line, a water line replacement, design of 
new water supply projects, flood control infrastructure and environmental restoration 
studies. 

 

Over the past couple of years, EPWater has implemented numerous projects to improve 
customer service and increase efficiencies, which in turn has also had a positive impact 
on the utility’s financial standing. 

In 2019, staffing was increased at the call center (six
new flex shift call-takers) and operating hours were updated to match spikes in
customer demand times. A new restructured training program helped speed the
time from training to taking calls, while contributing to confidence and improved
retention. In 2020, remote call-taking capability was implemented to continue
serving customers during the COVID-19 pandemic. Also, the utility introduced
post-call surveys to obtain feedback, learn and analyze results for improvement.

 New interactive voice response (IVR)
technology was introduced, which automated phone numbers, updated email
addresses and provided more efficiency for payment extension requests. IVR
surveys have shown a high level of satisfaction in the ease of completing key
tasks. It also contributed to call center efficiencies. For example, in the two
months prior to implementing extensions through IVR, EPWater contact center
agents entered an average of 3,843 payment extensions. From September 2018
through February 2020 (end of the latest fiscal year), 54.5 percent of all payment
extensions were processed through the IVR without call center staff assistance.
That is an average of 2,680 calls per month, or about 11 percent of calls answered
on average by EPWater contact center agents.
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In 2018, the EPWater call center procured and
installed Uptivity recording software. All calls in and out of the call center are
recorded to review for quality assurance purposes. The audio recordings are used
to confirm agreements, arrangements or conversations when a customer has an
issue or dispute. Calls are selected weekly per agent and reviewed. While most
calls and reviews are positive, it provides an opportunity to improve and help a
customer feel appreciated and heard. The accuracy rate in the call center has gone
from 98.31 percent in 2019 to 98.66 percent in the most current reporting month
of 2020.

 In 2018, Customer Service implemented various pilot
programs to use automated meter reading (AMR) and advanced metering
infrastructure (AMI) for drive-by meter reading in key areas to reduce safety risk
to our employees reading meters in areas that are difficult to access. The
technologies evaluated through pilot projects included Radio Frequency (RF),
Cellular and Wi-Fi networks in both AMR and AMI modes to see which best works
for the utility in the topography throughout El Paso. The focus areas for these
meters were high-traffic situations, deep vaults and remote locations. These are
ongoing programs and have not only reduced safety risk but also improved
efficiencies, as the areas take only minutes to read in a drive-by mode versus
hours to read manually on foot. A meter-reading vehicle can be between 300
meters and 4 miles away from the meters for AMI collectors to obtain reads. Many
of these meters are also ultrasonic and have a lifespan of 20 years, with no loss
of accuracy and no moving parts in the meters to wear out. These pilots will help
determine if a full AMI implementation is plausible in the future.

 In 2018, Customer Service and Engineering New
Installation Services formalized a meter forecasting program to assure that the
Meter Shop inventory would always be capable of supporting new development
meter needs, in addition to the ongoing meter replacement programs. This
program has dramatically improved the availability of meters to meet the
demands of the growth in the city when needed and cut long lead times of the
past. This program also merged five purchasing contracts into one for better
internal controls, vendors and pricing.

As part of the new Strategic Plan, stewardship was adopted as a core value in recognition 
of the important role the utility plays to preserve and protect our lands and water 
natural resources. Key strategic objectives have focused on land and water management, 
innovation, improving infrastructure and efficiency, which tie in with environmental 
stewardship.   

Located in the Chihuahuan Desert, El Paso, Texas only receives a scant 8-9 inches of rain 
a year. El Paso Water has successfully met the challenges of supplying water in a desert 
region by conserving water resources and diversifying the water supply. The utility 
balances water from the river and two underground aquifers, as well as reclaimed 
wastewater for irrigation and industrial uses. In 1985, EPWater was one of the first 
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utilities in the nation to build an indirect potable reuse facility, the Fred Hervey Water 
Reclamation Plant, which treats wastewater to drinking water standards to recharge a 
local aquifer.  

Even with these advances, EPWater must continue to plan and implement a sustainability 
strategy to meet future demand. El Paso’s population is expected to grow 40 percent by 
2040, and drought cycles are expected to continue. The utility participates in regional 
water planning initiatives and has developed a 50-year water plan that includes the water 
diversification and conservation. Key elements of that plan follow.  

 In design, target completion: 2025 
 In design, target completion: 2026 

 Real estate acquisitions complete; target 
completion: 2040-2050 

In 2019, El Paso Water launched the design 
of a new project to take treated Rio Grande water during plentiful years and use it to 
recharge a local aquifer. River water will be treated to drinking water standards and 
piped to a Northeast El Paso location, where the natural geology allows infiltration into 
the aquifer. The ASR project will result in improving the region’s groundwater quality, 
preventing brackish water intrusion into the area and will reverse decades of decline to 
aquifer levels.   

An important feature of the project is an enhanced arroyo, where artificial stream flow 
will be created in a 2-mile stretch of an existing arroyo in an area where the Rio Grande 
historically flowed thousands of years ago. A combination of excess river water, 
reclaimed water and stormwater flows will create new desert and riparian habitats and 
provide opportunities for the public to enjoy nature and trails lining the arroyo. Flows 
to the arroyo will create up to 25 acres of wetlands, where the habitat will benefit 
numerous wildlife species common to the area, including bobcats, rabbits, coyotes, 
quail, red-tailed hawks, spotted ground squirrels, roadrunners, lizards. Also, many birds 
that commonly visit the El Paso area could also migrate for watering, sanctuary, nesting 
and breeding.   

: EPWater is in the design stage and on track to 
build an Advanced Water Purification Facility, which will transform treated wastewater 
into fresh drinking water and deliver it directly to customers. This innovative direct 
potable reuse project could be the largest and first of its kind to operate on a non-
emergency basis in the country. The purified water will be a sustainable drought-proof 
resource for El Paso. EPWater successfully ran a pilot facility in 2015-2016 to test the 
proposed purification process. Thousands of water samples were analyzed at state-
certified laboratories, showing that the purified water meets and performs better than 
all primary and secondary drinking water standards. An independent advisory panel 
consisting of health professionals, scientists and engineers with expertise in areas such 
as public health, provided input prior to our pilot, reviewed tests and samples and 
endorsed the project.  

Texas environmental regulators scrutinized the pilot facility data and other information 
on the pilot project and gave a green light to proceed with design of the full-scale facility. 
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They will review and comment on plans and specifications before construction begins, 
and their final approval is needed before the plant goes online in 2026.  

The environmental stewardship benefits include reducing groundwater pumping, which 
preserves the aquifer. It also promotes the community ethic of recycling and protecting 
water resources.  

In 2014, EPWater launched an ongoing, multipronged communication program for the 
Advanced Water Purification Facility, consisting of pilot facility tours, a speakers bureau, 
social media, video outreach and proactive media relations.  

 Since 2015, the utility has acquired more than 66,000 acres of farmland in 
the area of Dell City (in neighboring Hudspeth County). This area is home to the Bone 
Springs-Victorio Peak Aquifer, which has natural recharge capability, making it a 
sustainable water supply. The real estate purchases have benefited from low-interest 
loan funds from the State Water Implementation Fund for Texas (SWIFT) program. The 
utility has also acquired land along the rights-of-way needed for the pipeline to import 
water from Dell City to El Paso. By acquiring the land and leveraging the SWIFT loan 
program at a time of historically low interest rates, it allowed the utility to spread out 
costs to minimize long-term impacts to customers.  

To preserve the aquifer for the benefit of both Dell City and El Paso, a range of initiatives 
have been introduced to improve water conservation farming practices on lands owned 
by the utility and leased to local farmers. Key initiatives include: 

Recruiting tenants who have a proven record of using sustainable farming
practices and holding them accountable for both conservation practices.
Replacing flood irrigation with more efficient systems. Almost 800 acres of flood
irrigated farmland were converted to either drip or center-pivot irrigation.
Installation of AgSense control panels on 62 center-pivots that resulted in an
estimated water savings of between 300 million to 400 million gallons annually.
Received grant funding from the Texas Water Development Board for a
demonstration project using drip irrigation. Findings demonstrated water savings
without any appreciable impact on crop yields. This led to the conversion to drip
irrigation of an additional 320 acres, with more planned.
Currently conducting a pilot project on soil amendments to determine if water
facility waste products, such as granular activated carbon, can contribute to soil
quality and result in health and/or growth of agricultural fields.

Since 1991, EPWater has reduced its per capita water use by more than 35 percent. In 
the past five years, EPWater has reduced consumption from 130 GPD to 125 GPD. In 
2016, EPWater celebrated the 25th anniversary of the Water Conservation Ordinance, 
which was adopted by City Council in 1991, that included watering schedules, 
enforcement against water-wasting activities and plumbing codes requiring efficient 
fixtures. Since 1991, EPWater has offered a variety of conservation programs with 
50,000+ toilet replacements, 200,000 high efficiency fixture giveaways, 20,000+ 
appliance replacements and turf replacement rebates. These programs continue to result 
in annual savings of 2.6 billion gallons of water per year.  
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Since 2014, EPWater has implemented a series of programs to continue conservation 
progress, including: 

New improvements in response time to water main breaks.
New partnership with the City parks department (as of 2016) to expand smart
irrigation practices.
New program to help commercial and institutional customers improve
conservation.
Continued systemwide leak detection and repair program.
Continued measurements and accounting for water loss.
Continued rate structure and waiver of water supply replacement fee that
encourages conservation.
Residential irrigation evaluations and efficient landscape workshop series for
the public.

In 2017, the utility launched the Certified Water Partner program to improve 
conservation in the commercial and institutional sectors. The first major project was to 
partner with the city to reduce consumption at their facilities. Dozens of audits were 
performed at libraries, fire stations, police stations, recreation centers and the zoo, 
among others. Detailed reports of audit findings were provided along with a grant for 
$25,000 to assist the city in adjusting, repairing or replacing inefficient plumbing 
fixtures identified in the audit report. As a result of the program, an estimated 1.2 
million gallons will be saved per year as a result of water efficiency improvements at 
identified facilities. Plans are underway to broaden the program to include schools, 
multifamily sector, restaurants, car washes. The Certified Water Partner program 
received a Wrangler Award in 2019 from Texans by Nature, a conservation-focused non-
profit organization.    

: EPWater has adopted and maintains a Drought and Water 
Emergency Management Plan to achieve the following objectives: conserve the available 
water supply in times of drought and emergency; maintain supplies for domestic water 
use, sanitation and fire protection; protect and preserve public health, welfare and 
safety; and minimize the adverse impacts of water supply shortages and emergency 
water supply conditions.   
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EPWater continues to receive annual recognition through national 
programs such as the American Water Works Association Partnership for Safe Water, 
which requires the utility to go beyond compliance in serving our community. EPWater 
collects 45,000 water samples and performs 370,000 water quality tests annually at the 
utility’s accredited International Water Quality Laboratory to ensure all state and federal 
standards are met. The utility also monitors and tests the quality of water at various 
wells. One of the biggest concerns El Paso has with water quality is saltwater intrusion 
of groundwater. El Paso’s desalination plant provides a comprehensive water treatment 
technology to remove salts and other pollutants. However, just as important, the wells 
from which water is pumped for desalination are strategically placed to slow or prevent 
brackish water intrusion toward freshwater wells.  

 EPWater has four wastewater treatment plants
(WWTPs) that produce sludge as a byproduct of the wastewater treatment
process. Each plant has its own wastewater sludge dewatering process. The four
plants have a combined total of about 90,000 wet tons of dewatered sludge per
year that is managed and disposed of at a sludge-only landfill (monofill) located
about 30 miles east of El Paso. On average, the sludge contains approximately 85
percent water and 15 percent solids. Within the last few years, EPWater began
working with the University of Texas at El Paso to research methods to dewater
the sludge. Methods tested include optimizing operating procedures and use of
chemical polymers to maximize the solids content of the dewatered sludge. The
research results are promising and have the potential to reduce the volumes of
sludge to be landfilled as well as reducing the number of trips to transport the
sludge. The reduced transportation requirements will also reduce cost as well as
vehicle emissions and fuel needed, which have a combined outcome of reducing
the carbon footprint of operations. Further, the water removed from the sludge
may be captured and used at the plant or further treated and released as effluent
to the Rio Grande, which may contribute to needed flows that support desert
habitats.

As El Paso grows, discharge limits for
industrial customers have been set over time to ensure our wastewater facilities
can continue to meet the demands of all customers while also meeting permit
requirements in accordance with the Clean Water Act. In 2019, EPWater imposed
a maximum limit of 300 mg/L of biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) for industrial
users that discharge into the wastewater system. This action was taken to shift
the environmental and cost burden to local industries and, more importantly,
served to reduce the risk of biological contaminants that could adversely affect
the wastewater treatment system or the effluent discharged to the environment.
Enforcement of the limit will begin in August 2020. By encouraging industrial
users to better treat their own water waste for BOD, these customers also are
provided the opportunity to improve water recycling and water reclamation while
protecting human health and the environment.

In 2016, El Paso Water opened a
new energy-efficient Fleet Maintenance Facility to replace an outdated building
and workspaces. The new facility created a better work environment for
employees and improved safety conditions. The introduction of modernized
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systems also improved productivity, speeding work and enabling the utility to 
better serve customers. Additionally, since 2015, EPWater has replaced 171 
vehicles and pieces of equipment in the utility’s fleet. All new vehicles had 
improved fuel efficiency (estimated 2 mpg improvement on average). In many 
cases, the newer vehicles had reduced emissions, manufactured to meet current 
EPA standards. Additionally, the utility’s new heavy duty and off-road equipment 
purchases also had improved fuel efficiency and reduced emissions, consistent 
with Tier 4 EPA standards. Improvements to both the Fleet Maintenance Facility 
and the vehicle fleet resulted in a reduced carbon footprint and reduced air 
emissions.  

: In 2015, a new 1.5-million-gallon reclaimed water
storage tank was installed at the Hickerson Water Reclamation Facility to aid in
the customer demand for reclaimed water on the west side of town. Through
water reuse, the utility reduces pressure on the aquifer, helping stabilize levels
and prevent decline.

 In 2015, a series of major odor-control
improvements began at the Haskell R. Street Wastewater Treatment Plant,
resulting in a 75 percent decrease in the number of neighbors affected by odors
from the plant. This was a follow-up to a similar project completed at the
Hickerson plant. In 2014, a super-oxygenation system was installed at the
Frontera Lift Station, which services the neighboring John T. Hickerson Water
Reclamation Facility. The technology makes the lift station a better neighbor by
discharging cleaner air and reducing the number of odor complaints. EPWater was
one of the first utilities in the United States to use the innovative technology.

 

In 2017, EPWater adopted an Energy Management Master Plan designed to provide clear 
vision and direction on a series of continuous improvements in energy efficiency. Five 
key operational practices have been adopted as part of implementation:   

Implementing changes to maximize process controls and minimize resource use
(energy, chemicals and consumables).
Assessing and making decisions on lowest lifecycle cost, rather than just lowest
initial cost procurement price.
Developing reliable and timely process performance metrics within all operations
sections to benchmark and improve operating efficiency.
Using key process performance metrics to make informed decisions, including
ROI, best practices and tracking results of system improvements.
Implementing the processes to quantify resource savings from each facility
improvement.

With the adoption of these practices, EPWater expects to reduce energy usage across a 
range of utility operations, which in turn reduces costs and carbon footprint. Targeted 
improvements are already yielding results.  

In 2019, EPWater began a project to install power 
meters at wastewater treatment plants. The power meter installations on all significant 
electric motors at each treatment plant will produce valuable data that will be used by 
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the plant’s control system to develop key performance indicators identified by the 
operations stakeholders to trend and benchmark each sub-process at the plant. This will 
allow plant operators to analyze and determine the expected operating range of plant 
equipment and better understand how that equipment is performing over time, which 
allows the utility to schedule preventive maintenance and maximize energy and 
operational efficiency at the plants. The data also will be used by utility managers and 
engineers to design any future changes at the given facilities. 

Most of the electricity consumed by EPWater is used in 
water-pumping operations, which includes pumping well water into the system, 
pumping water through various treatment processes, lift stations pumping water into 
force mains and wastewater treatment plants pumping water in various systems. In 
2019, EPWater completed a pilot program to test certain older and newer water pumping 
systems. The results revealed a newer pump station performing slightly above its design 
standard for efficiency while an older pump station showed construction deficiencies 
that resulted in the pumps operating well below its intended design for operating 
efficiency. This pilot program demonstrated a significant opportunity for the utility to 
reduce electricity usage through an ongoing program to identify pumps in need of 
preventive maintenance or replacement to improve energy efficiency and carbon 
footprint.  

EPWater manages thousands of acres of land in El Paso County as well as water rights 
for those acres. The utility periodically sells land not needed for facilities or watershed 
management, but both land and water are needed to ensure smart and sustainable 
growth. The utility purchases open space with a stormwater function to decrease flood 
risk and partners with the City and non-profits to preserve land for public recreational 
opportunities.   

 Under the 2008 Stormwater Utility Ordinance,
EPWater must allow for the use of open space as natural drainage and, to the
extent responsibly possible, preserve the city’s open spaces, greenways, arroyos
and wilderness areas. The ordinance also specifies that 10 percent of the system’s
annual revenue be allocated for such green projects. Since 2014, EPWater has
acquired about 50 acres as part of this program to reduce flooding and preserve
green space.

In 2012, EPWater acquired the 372-acre land for the Rio
Bosque Wetlands Park. Through a partnership with the University of Texas at El
Paso, the once dry area is now flourishing. A pipeline from the nearby Roberto R.
Bustamante Wastewater Treatment Plant provides reclaimed water for irrigation
from May through September, and secured Rio Grande water rights add an
additional source of water. Native vegetation is now thriving in flooded wetland
cells along the river channel, and we are seeing the return of woodland and
riparian habitats that once thrived along the river. In 2014, EPWater pursued and
entered into a partnership with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to develop a
feasibility study to transform this wetlands project into a park that fulfills the
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vision for Rio Bosque woodland and riparian habitat benefits and public 
community park amenities. That feasibility study, which was over $1 million and 
jointly funded (50:50) with the Corps, is nearing completion, and the utility is well 
positioned to receive Corps funding for construction, which would include a 
visitor center, trail system, viewing scopes, footbridges and more.    

 In November 2016, EPWater purchased the Playa Drain from
the El Paso County Water Improvement District No. 1, and granted the City of El
Paso permission to use the Playa Drain for the construction of hike and bike trails
and other recreational uses. EPWater and the City worked in conjunction with the
Paso Del Norte Health Foundation to build a walking/biking trail along the 9.82
miles of the drain.

The Public Service Board agreed in 2015 to grant the City temporary
use of several EPWater properties as trailhead sites. The City built improvements
on the sites, such as parking lots and park benches and will also maintain the
trailhead properties.

El Paso Water’s new strategic plan places a heightened priority on relationships with 
customers, stakeholders and employees, and significant progress has been made in each 
of these areas to build trust and confidence, contributing to sustainability.  

Since EPWater was awarded the AMWA Sustainability award in 2014, a number of new 
programs have been implemented to assist customers, engage them and improve overall 
customer satisfaction.  

 In 2019, EPWater partnered with the City of El
Paso and non-profit Amistad to create the AguaCares program, a payment
assistance program that helps low-income seniors with emergency payment
assistance. As a result of the program, in its first year, about 200 seniors were
helped and able to avoid disconnection.

 EPWater applied for and received a
$500,000 grant of CARES Act funding through the City of El Paso to help low-
income customers who are impacted by income loss resulting from the pandemic
to pay overdue water bills. The program is expected to help more than 2,000
customers with financial assistance.

 In 2016, EPWater’s logo and branding elements were
modernized to reflect the innovative, modern utility that it is, and the website
was updated in 2018 to be more customer-focused and user friendly. Customers
and stakeholders provided input on desired features and information of interest,
and feedback helped drive the changes. Web visitors increased by 40% in the year



El Paso Water 2020 AMWA Sustainability Award Application    l      

following the modernization. Along with the new website, a new, monthly e-
newsletter called Pipeline was launched in 2018 to keep customers informed of 
utility news, tips and helpful information. The existing social media program was 
also improved with the addition of Instagram and Nextdoor. The utility’s social 
media presence on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Instagram has a combined 
14,000 followers.  

The new Strategic Plan placed new emphasis on building relationships and partnerships 
with various stakeholders, including community leaders, regional water experts, 
neighbors of projects, youth and vulnerable communities. Several new programs have 
been implemented since EPWater was awarded the Sustainability award in 2014.  

 In 2016, El Paso Water’s President and CEO
sought a new way to discuss important issues with business and community
leaders. The El Paso Water Executive Roundtable Program was launched as a
regular luncheon meeting with no more than a dozen leaders at a time.
Participants included C-Suite executives from the fields of banking, health care,
real estate, land development, manufacturing. Guests received a brief overview of
the region’s water resources, the utility’s goals for a sustainable water future and
what it is needed in terms of community support to reach those goals. The
intimate setting has enabled a rich dialogue with valuable sharing of information
and learning opportunities for both the utility and community leaders.

 EPWater, along with collaborating local
organizations and academic institutions, launched the annual Two Nations One
Water U.S-Mexico Border Water Summit in 2018, which brings together water
leaders from industry, academia and government to share information, facilitate
dialogue, and explore water technology solutions to contribute to regional water
sustainability. Water scarcity is a critical issue for El Paso because water resources
(aquifers and Rio Grande) are shared with both the state of New Mexico and
Mexico. This series of summits, which typically attract 200-300 water sector
leaders and feature speakers and work sessions, has offered an important forum
for learning and collaboration.

 In the aftermath of the Flint, Michigan water crisis,
EPWater increased its water quality outreach to build trust in the community.
Although EPWater does not have lead pipes or service lines in its system, older
homes or buildings (pre-1989) sometimes have lead in plumbing fixtures. To
prevent lead in old homes from entering the drinking water, EPWater adds
phosphates to inhibit corrosion, and continuously monitors the distribution
system. EPWater voluntarily tested water at all local public schools for lead.
Customers were invited to contact the utility laboratory if they were concerned
about their water quality, and stakeholders were invited to tour EPWater’s
International Water Quality Laboratory.

 To improve the community’s awareness of
utility work that may impact their daily lives, EPWater created a construction
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outreach program in 2016. Special focus is given to residents, businesses and 
schools that are likely to be impacted. For each project, the project manager 
works with the communications team to create a customized public outreach plan 
to inform neighbors about the project and any potential noise, traffic or service 
interruptions. Outreach tactics have included public meetings, door hangers, 
letters, social media (via Nextdoor) or door-to-door visits. The program has 
reduced complaints and improved relationships with neighborhood stakeholders 
and elected officials.  

 For many years, EPWater has had a robust education
outreach program. The utility has continued to build on that with most offerings
hosted at our TecH2O Water Resources Learning Center, which offers museum-
quality exhibits on water resources. Over the past five years, EPWater has hosted
more than 400 field trips with more than 17,000 students; hosted 27 teacher
workshops with 529 participating educators; and has provided 455 in-classroom
presentations. EPWater began hosting large signature events in 2018 to attract
families and has hosted 20 events to date, bringing more than 5000 visitors to
the TecH2O Center. The combined effort has reached thousands of students,
teachers and family members with water conservation and resource protection
messages. Additionally, EPWater introduced a new tool for residential customers
wanting to learn about water efficient landscapes. The DesertBlooms website
provides information on native plants and shares examples of attractive gardens
and courtyards that have incorporated water efficiency principles. The site also
provides a tool for users to design their own garden or courtyard.

 The low-income community
of Montana Vista, located outside city limits/service area but within El Paso
County, has about 2,000 homes that have relied on septic systems for decades.
These systems generally have not been properly maintained and pose a health
hazard. The utility pursued grants along with other stakeholders to bring first
time wastewater service to the community. In 2018, the Texas Water Development
Board, through the Economically Distressed Areas Program (EDAP), provided
$11.4 million in grant funding for the first phase of construction of the new
wastewater system, which will bring service to 800 homes. The project is under
construction and will be completed in 2021. EPWater plans to pursue grant
funding to complete the second and third phases of the project in the near future.

 EPWater convened a Stormwater Master Plan Advisory
committee in 2008 when the EPWater first took over management of the
Stormwater Utility. The committee was instrumental in achieving community
engagement in the adoption of the Stormwater Master Plan in 2009. In 2017,
EPWater saw the need again to obtain community input on updates to the
Stormwater Utility’s capital improvement plan, so a group of community leaders
was convened. This group of business leaders, civic neighborhood representatives
met several times over a month to tour stormwater facilities, review the utility’s
budget and improve the capital improvement plan. The group’s participation and
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recommendations were crucial to developing an updated capital improvement 
plan, addressing the needs of the El Paso community.  

In developing the new Strategic Plan, the overall approach changed to involving 
employees in the entire process. Senior leaders wanted employees to actively engage in 
the new strategic plan and understand how they fit into it. One example: Employee-led 
business unit teams were created to develop and track metrics around key objectives 
and initiatives.  

 While the water sector nationwide braced itself in recent
years for a wave of Baby Boomer retirements, EPWater effectively managed a
smooth transition with a healthy number of promotions and talent recruitment
to meet the needs from retirements. The utility thoughtfully and deliberately
increased cross-training across the organization and partnered with Dale
Carnegie to provide a series of leadership development workshops and coaching
opportunities for more than 100 managers and supervisors.

 EPWater launched an employee communications
program in 2016 to keep employees more informed of utility news, create
opportunity for open dialogue, and encourage employees to be utility
ambassadors. A new staff member was dedicated full time to employee
communications. Initial projects included launching WaterWire, a bi-weekly
employee newsletter emailed to all 900 employees and printed in poster form to
display in facilities near time clocks. The Waternet (intranet) was revamped, with
a user-friendly homepage and fresh weekly content that emphasizes employees.
For example, one series called “We are El Paso Water” features employees from
different areas of the utility and profiles what they do. Another called “Living our
Values,” highlights employees who have demonstrated one of the utility’s core
values. More recently, EPWater began filming monthly video messages from the
president and CEO during the COVID-19 pandemic to help keep employees
working at home connected and to share his gratitude for the essential work
employees are doing. Each video has been viewed over 800 times.

In 2009, EPWater introduced an employee engagement and
social responsibility initiative called Charity of Choice. EPWater employees choose
one charity annually and concentrate on fundraising initiatives to make a big
difference for that one non-profit organization. In their off hours, employees plan
and host sporting competitions, karaoke contests and dances among other events
and give their time, money and talent for the cause. Since the program began,
employees have raised more than $367,000 for 11 local charities. Employee
participation increases almost every year. Highlights from recent years: In 2016,
employees raised $39,000 for the Salvation Army of El Paso; in 2017, employees
raised $55,000 for the Casa de las Abuelitas of the Opportunity Center for the
Homeless; in 2018, employees raised $47,000 for the Assistance League of El
Paso, and in 2019, employees raised $61,000 for Law N’ Paws.
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 The annual employee survey shows significant positive
strides since the new strategic plan was launched. Key improvement areas:

o Perception of teamwork in the organization increased 17%.
o Perceived commitment to safety increased 15%.
o Perceived commitment of managers preparing internal candidates for

promotion increased 20%.
o Satisfaction with information and news received on the utility increased by

27%. (Details) When asked in 2019 if teamwork is encouraged and
practiced, the number has increased by 17% when compared to 2016.
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____   
Name: Rene Leon 
Title: Legislative Liaison 
Organization: El Paso Water 
Phone (915) 594-5613 
E-mail: rleon@epwater.org

____    E-mail the completed application in PDF format to info@amwa.net. 

____     E-mail a 250-word summary of the main achievements described in the 
application (in a .doc file) to info@amwa.net. 

____    
Name: Christina Montoya 
Phone (915) 594-5596 
Email: cmontoya@epwater.org 

____   E-mail a high-resolution (300 dpi) head and shoulders color photograph of the 
utility executive (in jpg format) to be featured with the award, identified with 
name and title.  

____  E-mail two or three high-resolution (300 dpi) color photos of activities, personnel 
or facilities related to the main achievements (in jpeg format), with descriptive 

.  Please  embed photos in word or 
pdf files. 


