FEDERAL STIMULUS MONEY FOR WASTEWATER INFRASTRUCTURE PROVIDES FOR PROTECTION OF MAINE WATERS
On February 17, 2009, President Obama signed into law the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) that provides economic stimulus funding for a wide variety of uses including investment in wastewater infrastructure and non-point source abatement projects.  Maine was awarded approximately $29.1 million dollars under ARRA for these important projects.  This money is being administered through the Maine Clean Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF) program.

The CWSRF was established in 1988 and is jointly administered by the Maine Department of Environmental Protection (Department) and the Maine Municipal Bond Bank.  The CWSRF provides low interest loans to municipalities and quasi-municipal entities, such as sanitary districts, for construction and improvement of wastewater collection and treatment facilities.  The CWSRF is normally funded by a combination of federal capitalization grants and state bond issue matching funds equal to 20% of the federal grant.  However, no state matching funds were required under ARRA.
The long term goal of the CWSRF is to establish a self-sufficient loan program that will maintain and improve Maine's inventory of municipal wastewater treatment facilities in perpetuity.  This will ensure preservation of the water quality gains that were realized by the initial construction of these facilities.  When the ARRA was conceived, Congress recognized that the existing CWSRF programs were the perfect vehicle to administer the stimulus funds targeted to wastewater improvements to address water quality.
Maine currently has 164 publicly owned wastewater treatment facilities.  These facilities use a combination of physical, biological, and chemical processes to treat wastewater from homes and businesses so that it can be safely discharged to waters of the state.  Many of these facilities were originally constructed in the 1970’s and 1980’s and now need upgrades.  In addition, aging sewer systems and pump stations also require periodic upgrades.  Due to these widespread needs, the Department received more than 200 proposed projects totaling over $300 million dollars from over 90 entities.  The number of proposed projects is indicative of the need for continued long term funding for our vital wastewater treatment infrastructure.  

Since project requests far exceeded available ARRA funds the Department developed a priority ranking system that considered the environmental benefits of the proposed projects.  In addition, the proposed projects had to demonstrate the ability to meet certain ARRA requirements such as readiness to proceed to construction quickly and determination if the project qualified as a “green” project through energy efficiency or other means.
On March 13, 2009 the Department posted the selected projects to public comment.  Ultimately, the $29.1 million was awarded to 17 entities to fund 39 projects.  The funding packages consisted of a mixture of principal forgiveness and zero percent loans.  The percentage of principal forgiveness is based on a sewer user rate affordability index developed by the Department.  All awards were capped at $3.0 million per entity.
The selected projects will address a wide variety of water quality issues and provide a variety of environmental benefits including:
· Control combined sewer overflows (Auburn, Bath, Belfast, Biddeford, Brewer, Fairfield, Lewiston, Machias, Portland, South Portland and Winterport).

· Eliminate discharges of municipal wastewater to Messalonskee Stream in Oakland and Limestone Stream in Limestone.

· Implement innovative non-point source control projects in urban impaired watersheds in Bangor (Penjajawoc & Birch Stream) and Portland, Scarborough, South Portland, Westbrook (Long Creek).

· Produce energy savings in Biddeford, Limestone, and Machias.

The selected projects will also provide the following economic benefits:

· Create and sustain numerous jobs throughout the state.

· Commit approximately 80% of the funds for construction in the summer of 2009. 

· Open an extremely high value shellfish area in Machias to create increased permanent employment for 100+ clammers.

· Construct a new wastewater treatment facility in a new location in Ellsworth.  The site of the old facility will be redeveloped as valuable riverfront property and the increased capacity at the new facility will allow for new economic development.

· Complete the first phase of upgrades to the wastewater facility at the Loring Development Authority.

· Maximize the Department’s stimulus funds through coordination with all other funding entities such as USDA Rural Development and the Department of Economic and Community Development CDBG Program.

In short, these projects will meet the goals and requirements of ARRA, create good jobs for Maine citizens and address important water quality issues.
While ARRA funding is important and beneficial, as noted above, wastewater infrastructure needs far exceed available funding.  Current known needs for Maine wastewater infrastructure are estimated at over $350 million for the next five years.  Fortunately, Maine voters will have the opportunity in June of 2010 to cast their vote on a bond request approved by the legislature to provide funding for a variety of clean water programs that will help address this need.  The bond issue includes:

· $3 million for the CWSRF to provide state matching funds so that the state can be awarded $15 million in federal grant funds. 

· $0.6 million for grants for communities for the construction or improvement of wastewater treatment or collection systems.
· $1 million for the Small Community Grant Program that provides grants, based on income, for the replacement of malfunctioning septic systems that are contaminating waters of the state.
· $0.5 million for the Overboard Discharge Elimination program that provides grant funds, based on income, for the removal of overboard discharges so that closed shellfish areas can be opened.
· The bond will also include $0.75 million of the remediation of uncontrolled hazardous waste sites and $3.4 million for state matching funds for the drinking water SRF program administered by the Department of Health and Human Services.

It is important for Maine citizens to carefully consider this important bond issue and to remain aware of the ongoing need to support Maine’s wastewater infrastructure that is so vital to a healthy environment and a healthy economy.

Additional information regarding ARRA funds, including a listing of all ARRA projects, is available at the State’s ARRA websites at:  http://www.maine.gov/dep/recovery/. 

Questions regarding ARRA funds and the CWSRF program can be directed to Steve McLaughlin at steve.a.mclaughlin@maine.gov or 287-7768.






