
   Debra Martin, Director of Great Lakes RCAP, 
was one of two speakers at the opening session 
of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
Rural Development’s national policy meeting 
held in Dallas in early January.  More than 600 
staff members of Rural Development from 
across the nation attended the conference titled 
“Leading the Rural Renaissance - Connecting to 
the New Assets”. The Rural Development office 
in Ohio had nominated WSOS Community Action 
Commission, the administering agency for Great 
Lakes RCAP, due to the success the agency has 
had in securing funding from Rural Development
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to operate programs that improve the quality of 
life for residents in rural communities.  WSOS had 
been one of two presenters chosen from a pool 
of nominees. Director Debra Martin stated, “It 
was quite an honor to be asked to present at this  
venue. I was surprised at how receptive the 
audience was.”

   Ms. Martin’s presentation focused upon 
Creating Synergy and Maximizing Resources 
in      Communities. Highlights included WSOS’s 
experience in utilizing a wide variety of USDA       
programs to help build capacity and sustainability 
within small rural communities. WSOS has utilized 
a multitude of USDA resources in the areas of 
infrastructure (through the Great Lakes RCAP), 
community development, lending, and housing. 

   Ms. Martin concluded her presentation with 
details on four projects that used a multitude 
of resources and she shared specific outcomes 
within these communities.  For more details on 
the presentation please visit www.glrcap.org and 
click on presentations, then Creating Synergy - 
Maximizing Resources in Communities.
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RCAP working with local leaders in small communities to meet the safe drinking water, sanitary waste disposal and solid waste needs of rural America



“Everything was great!	 B. Mason; Mt. Auburn, IL

“I don’t think any small community without an 
existing utility should proceed without RCAP 
assistance.”	 R. Aloi; Koontz Lake, IN

“RCAP has been a true blessing to our small 
community and system.”	 R. Harr; Blackey, KY 

“Your program has been extremely helpful to our 
community!”	 L. LaPonsie; Sandusky City,  MI	

And the survey says....	
This survey tool gives Great Lakes RCAP valuable feedback on how it can improve services. The rating scale used is: 
0 = Do not know; 1 = Very Poor; 2 = Poor; 3 = Adequate; 4 = Good; 5 = Excellent.      

“RCAP is the greatest! We are a small village 
without resources to cover the extra expenses of the 
services that you provide. Thank you so much!”		
	  M. Burr; Village of Catawba, OH

“RCAP is faithful to keep me informed so I can 
respond to community members when consulted.”
	 P. Hudson; Middle Fork Community, WV

 “I can’t thank the RCAP office enough for their 
excellent help and would highly recommend them.”		
	 M. Dederick; Village of Vesper,  WI

The Great Lakes Rural Community Assistance Program (GLRCAP) offers on-site technical assistance for 
water, wastewater, sanitary waste disposal and community development needs throughout the states of Illinois, 
Indiana, Kentucky, Michigan, Ohio, West Virginia, and Wisconsin.  Services are provided free to eligible rural 
communities.

Last program year, the Great Lakes RCAP field staff provided assistance to 323 rural communities.  A Customer 
Satisfaction Survey was mailed to each community served and 178 surveys were returned resulting in a 55 percent 
response rate.

 The survey, conducted annually, gives community officials an opportunity to provide input on how to improve 
the services offered by Great Lakes RCAP.   When asked to rate from one to five whether  the respondent would 
recommend RCAP services to other communities with similar problems, GLRCAP received an overall rating of 4.92.  
This is evidence of the invaluable services that RCAP provides. 

Below are some of the comments pulled from the surveys, as well as a chart that indicates survey results.  While 
some names were included, the surveys were conducted anonymously.

Community Leaders Appreciate The  Services of Great Lakes RCAP	 

Worked with community to develop a plan to address the community’s need

Provided the assistance needed to help solve the community’s problem

Responded to requests in a timely and competent fashion

Overall rating of the services your community received

Would you recommend RCAP services to other communities with similar problems

Service Provided									                       Results

4.74

4.74

4.83

4.80

4.92
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What Are My Responsibilities As A Utility Board Member? 
(second article of a three-part series) by Mark Davis, IN RCAP; Based on board training materials developed by Rochelle Owen and Indiana 
RCAP staff

     One cannot underestimate the importance of exercising sound financial management as a part of being a 
utility board member.  In this second of three articles related to the responsibilities of being an effective utility 
board member, we will look at the responsibilities of being a good board member from a financial point-of-
view.  Sound fiscal management, good budgeting skills, and effective management of debt obligations are all 
important pieces of this picture.

     What does having “financial capacity” mean?  It means:

·	 The utility has rates and fees that are high enough to meet the system’s financial needs
·	 The organization can borrow money if and when necessary; and
·	 Funds are secure and available to be expended for the right purpose.

The Budget

The first step to successful fiscal management 
is having a budget of all revenues and expenses.  
This includes expenses for the day-to-day needs 
of the system, capital that is ready to be used for 
unexpected expenses that will sooner-or-later 
arise, and a reserve fund set aside for large capital 
expenses that will be required in the future.  

Two main types of revenue and expenses exist 
– fixed and variable. Fixed expenses are costs that 
are the same regardless of how much water the 
utility is producing. Variable expenses are costs that 
increase or decrease based on the level of operations 
at the utility. Sometimes a cost can be partially fixed 
and partially variable – for example, personnel costs. Fixed cost revenues are ideally the “base rate” that will 
cover the typical expenses and the variable cost revenues are the “per-unit-used rates” that cover the variable 
expenses; in reality it is difficult to precisely identify these but the discussion leads to a valuable estimate of 
the two rates. 

The governing board of the system MUST be involved in the development and adoption of this budget.  
The board members are always ultimately responsible for the budget.

     The five main components of a utility budget are:

·	 Operating expenses: The day-to-day costs of operating the utility
·	 Emergency operating reserves: These should be at least 10% of total operating expenses
·	 Debt service: The cost of payments on outstanding debts
·	 Debt service reserve: A reserve of 20-25% of the average annual debt service payments is advised
·	 Capital improvement reserve: This fund is for future asset replacement

Some utilities may ask:  Why bother having a budget?  The budget is an exceptionally helpful tool that 
can help track expenditures, reduce unnecessary costs, and determine if actual costs are being incurred as 
projected.  This can help the utility to control spending, ensure accountability, and anticipate future costs. For 
all utilities, Board Members need to know the budget cycle.  When is the fiscal year?  Not all localities fiscal 
year is the same as the calendar year.  Members also need to know the local budget advertising and publication 
requirements. (continued on next page)

Typical Expense Items:

  - Debt Service Payment		  - System Financial Reserve
  - Purchased Water		  - Personnel/Admin.
  - Operating Utilities/Supplies	 - Accounting/Taxes
  - Transportation			  - Insurance/Legal Fees
  - Contract System Repairs	 - Equipment Lease
  - Reserve			   - Cost of Wastewater

Typical Revenue Items:

  - Utility Rate
  - Special Fees (hook-up fees, disconnect/reconnect fees, etc)
  - Other Service Charges
  - Interest Income
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   All budgets should roughly follow a four step “budget cycle”:

• Budget preparation: Leading to a proposed budget
• Board and/or state approval of budget request: Leading to an adopted budget for the next fiscal year
• Budget implementation: Disbursements throughout the year in accordance with the approved budget
• Summary reporting: Audited financial statement of the previous budget year

Capital Improvement Plans

A Capital Improvement Plan should be a component of every utility’s overall budget. A capital  
improvement plan is a long-term game plan toward the purchase of “big ticket” budget expenses. The plan 
should include equipment and purchases that are anticipated and  
scheduled for purchase years in advance.  The capital   improvement plan 
forces the utility to look ahead and see what the future needs will be.  

Capital improvement plans need to include an anticipated funding 
source. This can include debt (such as bonds) or money from a capital 
improvement fund. A capital improvement fund is money that is 
“set aside” in basically a “savings account” which can earn interest 
and be readily available when a large capital purchase is needed. The 
annual budget should include a capital improvement line item. Rule of  
thumb: If you think of your operating budget as your “checking account”  
think of your capital improvement budget as your “savings account.”  
It is advisable to separately account for the capital budget from the  
regular operating budget to clearly differentiate the two. The number  
one challenge of a capital improvement budget is that it is for future needs. As such, the most difficult task  
for the board is to maintain a positive balance in this account.

Rate Setting

What can board members do when a utility is running 
in the red (bills are exceeding income)?  

Basically, there are only three things you can do when revenues are not covering expenses, and each 
comes with its own pitfall.  (1) Cut expenses.  Pitfall: Utilities have many fixed costs. Expenses may be difficult to 
cut without sacrificing service and creating customer dissatisfaction.  (2) Borrow money to pay expenses.  Pitfall: If 
you are borrowing internally it is critical to repay the borrowing, otherwise you are simply raiding your reserve fund,
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House Bill 9 (The Open Records Bill) Signed by Ohio’s Governor
Thomas Fishbaugh, OH RCAP

Under provisions of the House Bill 9 all public 
officials or their designees must take a three-hour 
Open Records course, provided by the Attorney 
General or his designee, for each term of office.     
Redaction or denial of public records must  include 
the reasons for such redactions or denials. Redactions 
are considered a denial of access to the records in 
question. 

Public offices may ask the records requester for 
their name and that their request be in written form. 
However, it should be made clear by the office that 
such information is not an obligation.   All local 
records commissions’ plans for retention, disposition 
or destruction of public records must be submitted to 
the Ohio Historical Society for review. After review, 
OHS is to submit such plans to the State Auditor for 
approval or disapproval. 

The bill allows for a mandamus action, as does 
current law. However, the bill provides for “statutory 
damages” at the rate of $100 a day, up to $1000, 
from the day the mandamus action is filed. Those 
damages are to be awarded by the court on all 
successful actions, unless the judge finds, essentially, 
that “reasonable” or “well informed” public officials 
would not clearly know that the records in question 
were meant to be open.  

The bill also allows journalists to still have  
access to information regarding concealed-carry gun 
licenses, but journalists are only permitted to see that 
information, not write down the information they see. 
Except for a provision changing the timetable for a 
study committee on public advertising methods and 
obligations, the provisions of HB 9 have an effective 
date of nine months after passage, which makes it 
approximately October 1, 2007. 

not borrowing.  The pitfall of external borrowing is interest payments.  (3) Raise utility rates.  Pitfall: Rate increases are 
never popular with the customers.

Rates for water treatment plants must produce revenues to cover the full costs of producing, treating, 
storing, and distributing water.  Rates for wastewater plants must provide revenue to cover full costs of 
collecting, treating, and discharging wastewater.  In both cases rates must be fair, equitable, and related to the 
service they are paying for.  There are two quick calculations that any utility can use to help them determine 
their utility’s financial health:

1) The Operating Ratio is the Total Revenues / Total Operating Expenses. Debt payments are not included 
within the “total operating expenses”, but are included in the Coverate Ratio. The absolute minimum operating 
ratio for a utility is one (1).  Anything less than one requires the utility to review their rate structure because 
expenses are exceeding revenues.  For systems with less than 1,000 connections, the generally accepted “healthy” 
operating ratio is 1.35; 1.15 is optimal for systems with over 2,000 connections.

2) The Coverage Ratio is Income Available for Debt Service / Annual Debt Service Expenses. This is an 
indicator of a system’s ability to repay debt.  A ratio of less than one means your utility doesn’t have enough 
money coming in to cover existing debt.  The generally accepted “healthy” ratio for systems with less than 
1,000 connections is 1.9 and 1.25 is optimal for over 2,000 connections.

Budgets, capital improvement planning, and regular “check-ups” or rates are critical components for a utility 
maximizing its “financial capacity.”  The tools introduced in this article are important business practices and 
a MUST for a utility to consider itself fiscally responsible and financially stable.  RCAP is here to help utilities 
with issues related to financial capacity, but ultimately we hope to help utilities to internalize these skills so 
that a discussion of the “coverage ratio” and “operating ratio” are as easy and common as talking about water 
mains and treatment plants.  Here’s to your utilities financial capacity.
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HOW TO SPARK A “HOMETOWN RENAISSANCE” IN SMALL 
WISCONSIN COMMUNITIES 	 By Dr. Art Ode

Does your community have historical resources 
that could attract tourists and potentially earn 
additional  revenues? 

The Village of Mason located in Bayfield 
County in far-northern Wisconsin, has answered 
yes to this question. Through a project funded by 
Great Lakes RCAP via an RCDI (Rural Community 
Development Initiative) grant  through USDA, 
Wisconsin RCAP (which is administered by 
the Wisconsin Community Action Program 
Association) has selected several Wisconsin 
communities, including Mason, to implement a 
unique comprehensive community development 
model - Project Good Start. The process begins 
with visioning where the community would 
like to be and also takes it a step further with 
implementation of steps to get there. Input is taken 
directly from residents, business owners, and 
high school seniors. Projects in Wisconsin have 
involved downtown revitalization, public facilities 
including infrastructure and parks, and business 
development. One of the  objectives is to build the 
capacity of the community, so that they are able to 
achieve goals that they have set.

The Village of Mason, with a population of 72 
persons, is the smallest incorporated village within 
the State of Wisconsin. It is located along the White 
River, which is a class A trout stream and part 
of the Bad River Watershed, which empties into 
Lake Superior. The community is rich in history 
and natural resources, but little else. RCAP has 
been working with the community since 1995, 
when failing private septic systems were causing a 
deterioration of the water quality in this important 
watershed. RCAP worked with the community to 
develop a wastewater facility, and then continued 
to build the capacity of the local officials. RCAP 
worked with the community through the Good 
Start strategic planning process, which helped them 
to identify areas of importance to the community. 
Two such areas were the restored historic Railroad 
Depot grounds and the White River Park. Both  
areas were widely used, but in need of restoration 
and new concepts. 

With RCAP’s assistance, the community 

       

hired consultant Dr. Art Ode from Bayfield, a  
semi- retired horticulturist, with considerable 
national experience in the design and management 
of museums and parks.  Conceptual landscape 
plans and work plans were then developed, with 
the help of community leaders; citizens; and 
federal, state and county natural resource experts. 
The intent was to develop and implement major 
changes and additions to both parks. 

Both the White River Park and the Mason 
Depot Museum Grounds are exceptional historic, 
educational, and recreational resources for the 
community. The Village of Mason and the Historical 
Society had done an excellent job of saving and 
enhancing these properties. However, a great deal 
more can be done at both locations to increase their 
recreational and cultural value to residents and 
tourists alike. There is an excellent opportunity here 
to create a physical and educational link between 
the depot, a nearby Nineteenth-Century railroad 
bridge, and the park, the sum of which will be of far 
greater value than considering each separately. 

Nineteenth and early Twentieth-Century 
buildings still exist relatively unchanged, and could 
be a part of the historic preservation, education 
and tourism effort of the community of Mason. 
Additional study and thought should be given 
to this concept, which has the potential to make 
Mason a unique tourist destination and to greatly 
increase its self image and community spirit. In any 
case, working towards the realization of the plans 
put forward will greatly improve both sites and the 
community as a whole.
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Although Mason is just beginning to implement 
their objectives as a result of Project Good Start 
they have taken significant steps as a community. 
They are planning to further develop their “already   
existent” local resources, which will not only benefit 
the residents living there, but also has the  potential 
to attract tourists seeking to “experience” history.

There are many other small rural communities 
in Wisconsin and surrounding states, which have 
similar cultural and environmental resources. They 
are often the heart and soul of these communities, 
having the capacity to link past and present residents 
in efforts to save their community. Emphasizing 
their revitalization as has been done in Mason could 
spark a true cultural and economic renaissance 
throughout these regions. This is a concept worthy 
of serious consideration by government and private 
funding agencies.

More about Heritage  
and Cultural Tourism……..

One of the most popular tourist activities today 
is visiting historical and cultural sites. In fact, one 
of the fastest growing niche market segments in 
the travel industry today is heritage tourism. The 
Historic/Cultural Traveler by the Travel Industry 
Association and Smithsonian Magazine conducted 
a national research study in 2003 and discovered 
that 81% (118 million) of U.S. adults who traveled in 
2002 were considered cultural heritage travelers.

Heritage tourism is attractive to communities 
due to the diversification of local economics.  
According to a recent study by the Travel Industry 
Association of America, travelers, who participate 
in historic and cultural activities, stay longer, 
spend more, and do more than other types of 
U.S. travelers. On average cultural and heritage 
travelers spend $623 per trip compared to $457 
(excluding transportation costs) for all others. 
Other economic benefits include job creation and 
higher property values. Preservation of a unique 
community characteristic along with improvement 
to quality of life and community pride are also 
advantages.

As a result in working with communities 
throughout the United States for the past ten 
years The National Trust for Historic Preservation 
has developed five guiding principles to create a 
sustainable cultural heritage tourism program: 

1) Collaborate
2) Find the fit between a community and tourism
3) Make sites and programs come alive
4) Focus on quality and authenticity
5) Preserve and protect resources

For communities interested in beginning a 
heritage tourism program The National Trust for 
Historic Preservation states that to be successful 
there are four basic steps that must be followed: 

1) Assess the Potential 
2) Plan and Organize
3) Prepare for visitors, and protect and manage
4) Market for Success

Communities that are interested in learning  
more about the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation should visit http://www.nationaltrust.
org/heritage_tourism. The website also has a list 
of resources specifically for rural  communities, 
including technical assistance in the development 
of programs. 

Additional information regarding tourism 
in rural America can be found at USDA’s Rural 
Information Center. A comprehensive list  
of resources is located on its website @ http://www.
nal.usda.gov/ric/ricpubs/tourism.html. 
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The community of Terrill is located in Madison 
County, Kentucky, where the Bluegrass Region 
meets the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains.  
This small community has approximately 176 
homes, none of which has access to a public   
wastewater   system.   Although  the  methods 
of treatment for most of these residences were 
septic systems that were failing, there were a few 
homes directly discharging via straight pipes 
into a small creek near the Battle of Richmond 
historical site.  This battle having occurred during 
August 29-30, 1862 is recorded as being the second 

Terrill on Verge of Receiving Public Sanitary Waste Disposal Services
By Kimberly Padgett, KY RCAP

largest Civil War battle in Kentucky and the most 
impressive Confederate victory of the entire 
Civil War. The manager of the Northern Madison 
County Sanitation District, Elliot Turner, contacted 
Kentucky RCAP to request assistance with 
obtaining rights-of-way and authorizations from 
the property owners.  

Remarkably, the district was able to secure 
$1,325,000 of funding with only a $400,000 loan.  
The remaining included the following grants: 
$750,000 - Kentucky Infrastructure Authority’s 
Tobacco Settlement Funds; $175,000 - Community 
Economic Growth Grant; and $400,000 - Kentucky 
Infrastructure Authority’s Fund A.

Construction on the Terrill Sanitation Sewer 
Project is nearly 60% complete.  Manager Turner 
stated, “Looking back one year ago today, you 
(RCAP) were out getting easements for this project.  
The district has never had a project go from 
planning to construction in that short amount of 
time.  The district is very appreciative of the help 
Kim and Chris were able to provide.”

Due to the district’s dedication and fiscal 
responsibility, many residents of Madison County 
will be provided with sanitary waste disposal.

RCAP Partners with ASDWA on Nationwide Webcast Trainings

Within the past few months a series of trainings were conducted for members of the  
Association of State Drinking Water Administrators nationwide. The training topics were:  
Finance, Asset Management, Budgeting, and Rate Setting. RCAP staff in each of the six  
regions developed and conducted the trainings. Our own Great Lakes’ Sherry Loos (Ohio 
Field Agent) co-developed the budgeting session. A copy of her presentation can be viewed  
@ www.glrcap.org within the presentations link. Over one hundred individuals from state  
primacy agencies participated in the sessions, which were well received. The responses to  
the sessions have been overwhelmingly positive, which has led to discussions in possibly 
conducting a second series focused upon managerial capacity.

Subscribe to the RCAP monthly newsletter (ebulletin) @ www.watertrust.org

From left, Chair Jim Rowe, Commissioner Eddie Garner, Commissioner 
Marcella Hayden, Manager Elliot Turner, and KY RCAP Technical  

Assistance Provider Chris Wells.
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For more than 30 years the Village of Higginsport, 
a small Ohio rural community of 291 residents located 
in southern Brown County along the Ohio River, has 
searched for a solution to pollution problems caused 
by on-site septic lines that empty directly into the 
Ohio River. But finding the funding for a wastewater 
treatment plant to service the  village  had been  an 
ongoing struggle for  village officials.

In 2000, the village decided to seek help and 
contacted Ohio RCAP Field Agent Kurtis Strickland 
to see what RCAP could do to help move the project 
forward. One of Mr. Strickland’s first tasks was to 
assist the village with hiring an engineer to design 
the centralized sewage treatment and collection  
system. Since 2000 Mr. Strickland has assisted the 
community with leveraging over 3.9 million (of 
which 78% were grants) from various funding sources 
including federal and state programs to help make 
the project affordable, which is important since 
69% of the  residents are low-income. A multitude 
of various funding sources were obtained and 
included the Appalachian  Regional Commission, 
Community Development Block Grant, Ohio Public 
Works  Commission, EPA State Tribal Assistance 
Grant (STAG), and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers  
Section 594 Grant. 

As part of the project development RCAP 
provided information via press releases and public 
meetings to residents raising their awareness and 
educating them regarding the need for a system.  
RCAP also conducted an income survey, completed 
a customer count and mapped the households 
and businesses,  provided input to the project  
engineer on  site  selection, created an  engineering  
agreement  resolution  for  design services, organized

Solution to Thirty Years of Pollution Problems in Sight
By Kurtis Strickland, OH RCAP

Higginsport Mayor Matt Adams (right), 2nd District Congresswoman Jean 
Schmidt (middle), and Colonel Hurst (left) from the U.S. Army Corp of 
Engineers Huntington District sign the Project Cooperative Agreement on 
October 13, 2006. Congresswoman Jean Schmidt (along with her predecessor 
Rob Portman) was instrumental in acquiring $750,000 from the Corp.

Benefits and limitations of technologies along with various methods to develop long-term  
management of operations and maintenance will be the focus of the intended training. The first  
workshop will be held at the Bad River Lodge and Casino on June 5, 2007. Wisconsin RCAP staff  
has been working with the Bad River Tribe’s wastewater concerns for a number of years and will be assisting 
in the development and implementation of this regional workshop. For more information regarding the 
workshop visit www.conservationinformation.org/?action=events_trainingworkshops_wwtworkshops.

and provided guidance on maintaining  community 
files, and assisted the village in meeting all of their 
program requirements for the funding programs.  

 The project was bid in October 2006 and  awarded 
in February 2007. Construction is planned to begin 
in March 2007. According to the Village Clerk, Jerry 
Green, “RCAP has been very helpful during the 
process of this project.  Kurtis Strickland has been on 
top of this project from the beginning.  RCAP should 
be proud to have an employee such as Kurtis; he is 
one that goes beyond to make sure that everything is 
complete and in order.”

RCAP’s next step is to help prepare the village 
to build their capacity to manage the system once 
construction is complete and one of the first tasks 
Mr. Strickland plans to undertake is the creation of a 
rate structure that will accommodate the current and 
future needs of the system.

Decentralized Wastewater Treatment Workshop to be Held in Odanah Wisconsin 
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New to the Website
While reading this issue, you may have noticed that  a couple of articles referenced the 
Great Lakes RCAP website to review presentations conducted by staff. The “Presentations”  
section is now available for individuals that want to learn more about RCAP’s work  as well 
as access to materials utilized and disbursed during presentations.  In addition to those 
already mentioned in this newsletter, the “Small System Project Planning” presentation 
that was held in Collinsworth Illinois in January is also available.  Take a few minutes and 
check out this new resource along with others at www.glrcap.org. 
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