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August 12, 2024

State Senator Katie Muth
PUC Public Comment

Aqua Pennsylvania Water/Wastewater Rate Increase

I am state Senator Katie Muth, representing Pennsylvania’s 44" Senatorial District which includes
parts of Berks, Chester, and Montgomery Counties. I felt compelled to participate today to express
concerns on behalf of many of my constituents and other ratepayers that would be directly
impacted by these rate increases.

Before I begin my remarks, I want to thank the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission (PUC)
for scheduling today’s public comment opportunity on the very concerning rate increases proposed
— again — by Aqua Pennsylvania.

I also want to thank Patrick Cicero, Pennsylvania’s Consumer Advocate, and his team for filing a
formal complaint with the PUC to challenge this requested rate increase and to protect
Pennsylvania consumers.

As a Senator elected by the public to represent them in our state government, I felt it was necessary
to testify today on behalf of the public (taxpayers) regarding this latest effort to scam consumers
and taxpayers via corporate price gouging by another for-profit corporation that claims to be a
responsible corporate citizen doing business in our Commonwealth.

The best way to sum up this current rate increase for Aqua customers is simple:

This is yet another in a long line of rate increases pushed onto the backs and bank accounts of
Pennsylvania residents and families by for-profit, private corporations.

Similar to the Pennsylvania American Water rate increase proposal that I spoke in opposition to
earlier this year at a separate PUC hearing, this is another increase that is being challenged by the
Pennsylvania Office of Consumer Advocate who filed a formal complaint against the proposed
rate increase with the PUC on June 13.
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Also of note, as mentioned in section M, page 5, of the Office of Consumer Advocate’s formal
complaint, is the inclusion of the East Whiteland Township (Chester County) wastewater facility
acquisition by Aqua. This requested rate increase filing submitted by Aqua includes revenues and
expenses related to the East Whiteland Wastewater System.

The Consumer Advocate stated in the complaint that the inclusion of this system is likely unlawful
and, if not unlawful, it is certainly premature and uncertain as the finalization of the sale of this
system has been reversed by the Commonwealth Court, where a panel of three judges agreed with
the Consumer Advocate, finding that the PUC incorrectly found that the benefits of the deal
outweighed the harms to the public. The case will now be heard by the PA Supreme Court for a
ruling as to whether this sale is lawful and in the interest of the public.

Moving onto the other issues with this proposed rate increase being discussed today, the average
monthly bill for a residential water customer would increase by nearly 20 percent — roughly an
additional $193.20 per year.

For residential sewer customers, the average monthly bill would increase 18.4 percent - an
additional $179.04 per year.

For average users — Aqua is seeking to increase their bills by over $370 per year. So while the
consumer is paying increased rates for an essential utility service, drinking water and wastewater,
Aqua can rake in increased profits.

Although the information provided by Aqua highlights the “average” user, actual rate calculations
can vary depending on a number of different variables.

For example, although “average” rate hikes for customers are estimated at around 20 percent,
according to the Consumer Advocate filing, if the requested rates are approved, a Phoenixville
water customer using 3,870 gallons per month would see their average monthly bill jump by 69
percent, from $22.87 to $38.65, or $189.36 per year.

These are significant increases, especially for people on fixed incomes, working families, and all
Pennsylvanians suffering from the impact of rising prices due to corporate greed.

Consumer Advocate Cicero reported that over 25,000 customers in Pennsylvania lost access to
water or sewer because they could not pay their bills in 2023.

Meanwhile, Aqua’s parent company, Essential Utilities, reported revenues of $2.05 billion in 2023.
Their regulated water segment reported revenues of $1.15 billion, an increase of 6.5% compared
to $1.08 billion in 2022. The operations and maintenance expenses for Essential’s regulated water
segment decreased to $368.8 million compared to $370.9 million in 2022.

Revenue went up, operations costs went down a little, and ratepayers monthly bills continue to rise
with no end in sight.
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Pennsylvania regulators cannot continue to allow for-profit corporations to price Pennsylvanians
out of clean water and the utilities they need to survive.

Just two years ago, Aqua received a rate increase raising water rates by 10 percent and wastewater
rates by 50 percent.

The company also received an increase in 2019, increasing water rates by nearly 10 percent and
wastewater by nearly 35 percent — that is three increases over the past 5 years. These increases
have not translated into safer drinking water.

The Environmental Working Group’s (EWG) drinking water quality report which shows results of
tests conducted by Aqua and provided to EWG by the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental
Protection, as well as information from the U.S. EPA — indicates that Aqua Pennsylvania’s drinking
water contains 16 contaminants that exceed EWG’s health guidelines.

And while the levels are within /egal limits — legal does not necessarily equal safe. Getting a
passing grade from the federal government does not mean the water meets the latest health
guidelines since the legal limits for contaminants in tap water have not been updated in almost 20
years.

In testimony presented at a Senate Democratic Policy Committee hearing I hosted earlier this year,
Consumer Advocate Cicero estimated that between 2016 and 2022, Aqua Pennsylvania increased
its average rate base per customer for wastewater from $3,795 to $9,449 or 249%.

The higher the average rate base cost per customer, the higher rates will need to go to support these
acquisitions - which is a large focus of the annual report of Aqua and their parent company,
Essential Utilities.

In their 2023 annual report, Essential Ultilities outlines their “Growth-Through-Acquisition
Strategy” where they indicate how it allows them to operate more efficiently by sharing operating
expenses over more utility customers and provides new locations for future earnings growth
through capital investment.

Also of note in the annual report was a section touting Essential Utilities’ involvement in the
Appalachian Regional Clean Hydrogen Hub - ARCH?2 - in Western Pennsylvania.

They are one of several partner organizations that will receive nearly a billion dollars of taxpayer
funded federal grants to build out capacity and infrastructure for hydrogen production, distribution,
and carbon capture and storage — two technologies that are being greenwashed as solutions to the
ongoing climate crisis but in reality are a human experiment with no safety data available. This is
really a lifeline for the oil and gas industry to continue looting and polluting for several more
decades.

On page 9 of Essential Utilities 2023 Annual Report, the company also highlighted that they have
infrastructure in place that can begin the hydrogen transition safely and economically to deliver
hydrogen to millions of homes and businesses across the Western Pennsylvania region.
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And let’s not forget that — like all other multi-state companies doing business in Pennsylvania —
this is a company that is avoiding paying corporate taxes in Pennsylvania, utilizing the Delaware
loophole. This is all about profit off the back of consumers — this is not about quality of water, or
quality of our infrastructure.

For-profit companies charge customers much higher rates because they have to pay shareholder
dividends and high executive compensation.

And to add salt into the public’s wounds, these same tax-exempt companies such as Essential
Utilities are subsidized by our tax dollars and we the people pay the increased monthly bills to
ensure profits for billionaires, all while they burn the one earth we have to live on.

At a Senate Democratic Policy Hearing we held earlier this year here in Southeastern
Pennsylvania, the Consumer Advocate also indicated that since Act 12 took effect, consumers have
paid $85 million more per year for water and wastewater services than they would have if Act 12
had not been passed.

The intent of Act 12 of 2016 was to provide incentives for regulated public utilities to acquire
failing or stressed municipal systems that could no longer provide safe, reliable service to their
customers — however, it has led to many unintended consequences — most notably increase rates
as larger companies purchasing smaller systems are pushing those costs back onto consumers.

According to testimony at our hearing, water and wastewater rates have increased at the fastest
pace of all utility rates over the past several years and these increases have been driven, in no small
part, by acquisitions.

Aqua has grown into one of the largest private water companies in the country — and according to
a report on water privatization in Pennsylvania published last month by In the Public Interest — a
national nonprofit research and policy organization- Aqua has used its political influence to
dismantle the guardrails put in place a century ago to protect the public access to affordable, clean
water.

The report states that from 1996 to 2016, Aqua’s leadership pursued legislative reforms that
whittled away the powers of state Public Utility Commissions, reducing their ability to ensure “just
and reasonable” water rates or prevent predatory purchasing.

Their focus remains on the financial well-being of the company and its shareholders, and not on
the consumer.

While I acknowledge the importance of maintaining and improving our water infrastructure, the
continued increases in utility rates across our Commonwealth is having a devastating impact on
our residents who are already dealing with the challenges of a rising cost of living.

Under this proposal, Aqua Pennsylvania customers would be paying more than ever before, and
their customers cannot continue to bear the financial burden of their profit-based decisions.
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In closing, it's our duty to ensure that essential services, like water, remain accessible to all
residents, regardless of their economic circumstances. Continuing to allow private, for-profit
corporations to increase profits on the backs of Pennsylvania consumers is unacceptable.

The PUC was created in 1937, to ensure that private companies providing essential goods and
services to the citizens of the state would not engage in fraud, corruption, or price gouging.

I urge the PUC to deny this request for another rate increase in the interest of the consumers and
follow the requests for action outlined in the formal complaint filed by the Office of Consumer
Advocate. Doing so will not only protect Pennsylvania consumers from corporate greed but will
also restore some faith, including my own, in our government regulatory system, that is supposed
to protect and serve the public.

Thank you for the opportunity to participate.

KIM
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