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ANATOMY OF UNAFFORDABLE HOUSING PART II: WATER
BILLS

Your water bill is something that you probably don’t pay a lot of attention to,
and if you have ever tried dealing with a municipal water department, you
can quickly lose your mind trying to understand your bill or challenging a bill.
The cost of water is acutely problematic to affordable housing. Let’s look at a
typical apartment complex water bill in the City of Atlanta.

Newer apartment complexes being built today have individual water meters
for each apartment unit, and a water bill may be $30-50/month. If your
typical complex has 250 units, you have around 250 +/- meters. At your
house, you may have more than one water meter – possibly one for your
house, one for a sprinkler system or a maybe one for a pool.
In an older apartment complex built around the 1970’s, it was customary
and efficient to have a single meter at the entrance to the property. Water
was not an expensive commodity then, and it was customary for a landlord
to pay the water bill and include it in the rent….under 1970’s terms and
conditions.

As the utility companies evolved, they changed their billing procedures and,
in general, the cost of water has risen dramatically. The Atlanta metro area
has some of the highest water costs in the entire nation…one would think
we live in a desert. How does this affect affordable housing?
Look at the sample bill above, under “current charges” and you will notice a
three (3) tier system for water each month. There is a base charge whether
you use water or not. After the base charge, you will see the city charges
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you a higher rate for the more water you use….a three (3) tiered system.
CCF stands for Centum Cubic Feet. This translates to 100 cubic feet or
about 748 gallons of water. An average 2-bedroom apartment should use
around 5,280 gallons per month. Based on the tier below, the first tier is at
$3.51 per CCF, and then it jumps 84% to tier 2 at $6.48 and finally rests at
more than double the original tier at the end. How does this affect affordable
housing?

Owners usually pick up the bill for water usage in older apartments. If they
haven’t separately metered each unit (which is very costly), they have to
increase rents to offset high costs. With one meter for an entire complex,
you automatically go to the most expensive tier charged!! The majority of
older apartments were built in the 1970’s and don’t have separately metered
units. So, the owner of a newer buildings, that installed separate meters, has
an average tenant bill of $40/unit per month (easy cost to absorb). In the
older apartment scenario, with one meter coming in to the complex or
building at best, the average water bill approaches $100+/unit per month. In
addition, because the tenant isn’t directly responsible for paying the water
bill, water is sometimes left running, toilets have leaks that are never
reported and many times, tenants may have a revolving door of “friends” who
come over to do laundry and shower…because it doesn’t cost anything.

Also take a look at the line for the three (3) tiers of sewage as well. Our best
calculation is that is costs about $0.65 for a quick shower and $0.12 per
flush of a toilet at the higher tier. Now imagine the cost burden to a family of
four (4) living in the apartment.

Changes
It is expensive to put individual water meters on old apartment units. Once
done, it is difficult to shift the cost to the tenant to create a sense of
accountability for overall cost reduction. TriStar installed individual water
meters in a 244-unit community and gave our residents a six (6) month “trial
billing period” for them to see how much it costs and how they can reduce
the burden (call management when you have a toilet leak and stop letting
your friends use your washer and dryer unlimited). This trained them to be
conscious of their use, knowing that they would be responsible for the cost
one day. The water bill has gone down dramatically.

What could municipalities do in their water departments to help the
affordable communities that are paying more than others for water?

Conclusion
The single water line that comes into an affordable housing community
adversely costs the residents more money because of the unfair tier system
that assigns heavy use to a community versus individual meters which would
have a cost allocation at a different tier. The result are water bills approx.
$50-80 more per month in impoverished communities. This is not an
insignificant amount of money. To put it in terms of a wage earner making
$15/hour, they will have to work almost an additional day a month to afford
the high price of water. This is a systematic problem that needs addressing.

Are You An Investor ?

We are in pursuit of several investments. If you are an accredited investor
and want to be considered for one of these offerings,

please reach out to us.

Call us today to learn more at 404-698-3535 or
dgibbs@tristarinvest.com.

Sincerely, 
 

TriStar Real Estate Investment
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