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Intro 

As of the end of May 2015, there were more than 480 counties designated as drought disaster 
areas by the United States government. This includes virtually all of Arizona, California, 
Colorado, Nevada and Oregon. Significant portions of several other states including Idaho, New 
Mexico and Texas have also fallen under the drought disaster category. 

As a nation, we have recently grappled with a significant number of fast-moving hurricane and 
storm-related disasters; Katrina and Hugo in the Gulf Region and Sandy, Lee and Irene in the 
Northeast. The unfolding drought disasters present unique challenges, create or add new 
burdens for vulnerable populations and require new forms of assistance to meet those needs. 
However, lessons learned from other disasters and best practices in program administration 
can be incorporated into these responses, improving outcomes and lives.  

Water is a basic necessity of life1 and while we may debate which contributing factors resulted 
in the current drought situations and water shortages, the fact is people live in areas with a 
limited supply of water.  

In early May 2015, the surface of Lake Mead, the largest reservoir in the country spanning 
Nevada and Arizona, was measured at below 1,080 feet above sea level—the lowest measure 
since the 1930’s. When the surface measure falls below 1,075 feet above sea level, mandatory 
water restrictions are implemented. The majority of restrictions will not immediately impact 
residential users, but will be a significant step in this evolving disaster.  

Eventually, as water restrictions and market forces combine, the cost of water will necessarily 
increase for residential users. Low-income earners will be disproportionately impacted as 
leaner budgets have less room for increased costs. Families that already struggle to put food on 
the table and keep the lights on will now contend with water insecurity.  

 

 

1 “[A] minimum of 7.5 liters per capita per day will meet the requirements of most people under most conditions” (Howard and 
Bartram, 2003) 



  

 

Historical Insights and Impacts of Drought 

The arid climate of the Southwest has long been vulnerable to drought, with well-documented 
impact on human populations since prehistoric times. Pueblo peoples, such as those whose 
archaeological remains are seen by thousands of visitors each year at sites such as Chaco 
Canyon and Mesa Verde, utilized well-developed water management systems to adapt to the 
climate. However, in times of severe drought, even these sophisticated technologies were not 
sufficient to protect them against the effects of climatic extremes. For those who survived 
these environmental disasters, migration was the most common outcome for their 
communities. 

While migration may have been the most feasible choice for vulnerable populations in 
prehistory, it was not without its costs. Studies of migrant health consistently demonstrate that 
successful migrants are those who possess a certain baseline of good health. However, those 
most likely to be adversely affected by the lack of access to sufficient, clean water are also most 
likely to suffer from a range of health problems. 

US Drought Disasters 

Droughts represent slow-moving disasters. Often, they are the result of a combination of 
factors such as a decrease in rainfall or snow that reduces capacity at water sources. Impacts 
can take years to be felt by consumers. Frequently, efforts to curb usage fall short amid hope 
that the next weather cycle will replenish these water sources. Unfortunately, many areas 
continue in decline and there is less water available for all users. 

The challenge of addressing severe water shortages are exacerbated by arcane water law 
(riparian rights) and agreements that alone were innocuous, but combined with weather events 
result in disaster. For example, The Colorado River Compact of 1922 allows California to use 
excess water not used by the other six signatories (Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, 
Utah and Wyoming). Population shifts to the Southwest have resulted in less excess water for 
California. As a result, the demand for available water has increased as supply has decreased 
due to weather. 

Since 1922, as the residential population grew, so did the agricultural use of the water supply. 
For example, California is the 8th largest economy in the world, with significant revenue from 
farming. As water conservation measures become necessary, difficult questions are raised. 
Agriculture uses the largest share of water in the state and some have advocated for limiting 
supply or increasing cost. Others argue that lush, green lawns and swimming pools should be 
curtailed. These are complex questions with social, economic, and environmental consequences 
which will take time to resolve. Meanwhile, drought disaster declarations multiply and become 
more severe. 



  

 

Drought Responses 

Droughts are a different sort of disaster since they are not only slow to develop but offer no 
chance for a quick return to normal. In a hurricane response, we seek to rebuild homes and 
lives while improving resiliency. During a drought, the problems and solutions will take time to 
identify and resolve. Policymakers will need to consider the many uses of water and the 
impacts of proposed responses. For example, California, and other drought-impacted areas 
produce a significant portion of the US food supply so increasing water costs for agricultural 
uses will eventually impact food costs. However, one immediate issue that must be addressed 
is the urgent need to subsidize water cost for low-income residential users. 

The fact is, with decreased supply due to drought and increased demand due to population 
shifts and land uses; the price of water for residential consumers has risen or will rise in many 
communities. All consumers will feel a pinch but low-income and other vulnerable consumers 
will face increasingly serious hurdles as they must manage reduced water use and pay for its 
increased cost from budgets with limited flexibility for additional expenses. 

Disaster responses normally flow through agencies that routinely administer funds to support a 
recovery effort. For example, Katrina-and Sandy impacted housing and response and recovery 
funding was administered by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and the US 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). 

The economic impact of worsening drought conditions will be even more personally felt and 
require more flexible and timely responses. Given the urgency, many jurisdictions are modeling 
Low to Moderate Income (LMI) subsidy programs on energy and telephone assistance programs 
offered through Public Utility Commissions (PUCs). This makes sense, as water is regulated by 
PUCs, who already provide subsidy programs. Expanding and improving these models where 
needed will be an efficient way to address the potential disaster impact in a timely manner. 

Several communities are considering or have already implemented low-income water 
assistance programs, but what form of assistance will most effectively mitigate the implications 
of a natural drought disaster for vulnerable populations? 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

Best Practices in LMI Assistance Program Administration  

Based on the nature of the emerging drought disasters, the need to design and prepare relief 
programs is urgent. This assistance should be available as soon as possible and tied to an 
increase in water rates for residential users. Lessons learned from previous disaster aid 
programs in how to get the right benefit to the properly identified and certified eligible 
recipient in order to avoid waste, fraud and abuse should be implemented at program 
inception. Anticipatory consideration of such barriers to efficient program management would 
encourage administrators to adopt a model with a qualification process that takes into account 
the time of applicant and reviewer, cross eligibility, and data checks to limit errors. These data-
driven models are already in use for other programs, such as the federal Lifeline Program that 
enables access to basic phone services, and have proven effective in the efficient delivery of 
assistance. 

The primary key to success for such a program is ensuring accurate eligibility determination is 
executed. Planning the design, processes and management of these programs as soon as 
possible is recommended in light of the difficulties many local agencies have experienced in 
administering the numerous aspects of subsidy programs. Challenges include implementing 
complex regulations in order to aggregate and match information from multiple data points; 
sorting and verifying large volumes of data and completing eligibility determinations in a timely 
manner. 

Several best practices in low-income assistance program administration would allow benefits to 
reach those in need while minimizing fraud, waste and abuse. Applications could be taken by 
phone, via internet or mail. If income-based, proof of eligibility could be established with 
income data, proof of receipt of another income-eligibility subsidy and recertification could be 
approved with the same mechanisms. Data security would be a necessity as well so that 
compliance standards as it relates to the receipt and management of sensitive personal 
information are met. After the initial round of eligibility and aid delivery, recertification 
procedures may need to be implemented to ensure additional assistance is made available to 
applicants who continue to meet eligibility requirements. Sometimes overlooked in the urgency 
of qualifying applicants and providing aid is the fact robust reporting is important and enhances 
oversight, improves overall programmatic results and is a key element of best practices for 
program administration. Thus, establishing a strong program administration framework is a key 
to overall program success. 

 

 



  

 

From an administrative standpoint, programs are frequently supported by and effectively 
managed through outsourced specialists. This option decreases the administrative burden on 
frequently over-extended staff and allows well-qualified and experienced providers backed by 
existing technological and processing infrastructures to bring best practices to this work. This is 
true especially where local authorities opt for capped programs with limited pools of funding. 
Outsourcing is often the best option to streamline procedures, limit administrative costs and 
use more of the allocated funding providing direct assistance since an existing infrastructure 
supported by established processes and people are already in place. 

Conclusion 

The drought disasters currently unfolding across the nation have highlighted vulnerabilities in 
communities that will require multi-dimensional responses. Issues range from making the best 
use of an increasingly scarce resource to offering assistance to individuals facing water 
insecurity and providing solutions as new needs emerge. 

As with other recent natural disasters, responses should be timely and flexible to meet the 
needs of eligible applicants. An immediate necessity will be to provide vulnerable and LMI 
populations with subsidies if and when residential water rates increase. These subsidies should 
be narrowly tailored to make the best use of available funds. Implementation should limit 
fraud, waste and abuse while not over-burdening applicants and those in need. 

PUCs and water authorities should consider saving time and money through a public-private 
partnership so that the combined resources, skills and expertise of this collaboration can offer 
the best solution to the public in need of support. 
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About Solix 

Solix is a leading provider of program administration, eligibility determination and customer care 
services to government agencies and businesses throughout the United States. Founded in 2001, the 
company has a record of success in helping government agencies run more efficient programs, qualify 
applicants faster with greater accuracy, and enable more responsive customer communications. 
Headquartered in New Jersey, Solix also operates facilities in Illinois, Kansas and Texas. 


