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Frequently Asked Questions about Stormwater Utility Districts 

What are the problems with Stormwater? 
Land development has a profound influence on the quality and quantity of the state’s waters.  Every time it rains, 
the rainwater that is not absorbed into the ground or evaporated (called runoff) carries contaminants from lawns, 
streets, buildings and parking lots and deposits them directly into our rivers, lakes, ponds, and the Bay. Stormwater 
causes beach closures, contamination of shellfish beds, nuisance conditions in lakes, and degraded aquatic 
ecosystems.   
 
Because most rainwater is no longer absorbed into the ground, land development also influences the hydrologic 
cycle. The changes begin during construction when trees are removed, natural depressions are graded to a uniform 
slope, and native soils are scraped off, eroded or compacted.  After construction, rooftops, roads, and parking lots 
further prevent the infiltration of rainwater. If the increased volume and velocity of stormwater is not managed, 
stream channels become undercut and widened, and downstream flooding can occur.  

What is being done to address these problems with Stormwater? 
Consistent with federal regulations, DEM requires most RI municipalities and selected industrial activities to obtain 
a Rhode Island Pollution Discharge Elimination System (RIPDES) General Permit to establish programs to protect 
the quality of surface waters by controlling pollution from stormwater discharges. Program elements include public 
education and involvement programs, controls on stormwater runoff from new development both during and after 
construction, ongoing detection and elimination of illicit discharges into the storm sewer system, and pollution 
prevention programs such as catch basin cleaning and street sweeping. Owners of storm sewer systems may also be 
required to undertake structural retrofits to reduce stormwater pollution (and runoff volumes) as a result of water 
quality restoration studies referred to as TMDLs (Total Maximum Daily Load).   
 

Additionally, new land development and certain redevelopment projects must now follow the recently revised RI 
Stormwater Design and Installation Standards Manual which requires the use of low impact development (LID) 
techniques as the primary method of stormwater control.  The manual also requires infiltration of a portion of 
stormwater into the ground and includes water quality performance standards that stormwater management 
practices must meet to minimize impacts to surface water and groundwater. 
 

Why isn’t the current funding level enough? 
Stormwater management is primarily funded by general fund revenues and for many municipalities, constrained 
budgets have translated into insufficient funds to properly maintain and operate drainage systems. Given competing 
demands for the town’s limited budget, funding for stormwater management projects is neither stable or 
predictable.   Commonly, projects to repair, upgrade and/or retrofit existing drainage systems have to be deferred to 
pay for more critical operations such as local schools, police, and fire. Lacking sufficient funds, municipalities also 
struggle to comply with their Phase II permit requirements. An increasing number of municipalities across the 
nation are opting to adopt stormwater utilities as a means of establishing a more stable and predictable funding 
source. By systematically managing runoff and reducing pollutants entering the environment, they are striving to 
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avoid the potentially high costs of flood damage, potential litigation and/or regulatory fines, and to prevent loss of 
property value. 

What is a stormwater utility?  
A stormwater utility is a public utility established to provide stormwater management services.  It is to stormwater 
what a sewer utility is to sewage, and a water utility is to drinking water. Stormwater utilities generate revenue 
through user fees that are based upon the amount of stormwater generated on a property. Today, there are over 
2,000 stormwater utilities nationwide that either partially or completely fund municipal stormwater services.  

How are stormwater utility charges different from real estate or property taxes? 
An important distinction between stormwater utility fees and real estate taxes is that they are user based and are tied 
to stormwater management services provided by the utility, whereas taxes are not tied  to specific services.   

Why create a stormwater utility?  
Stormwater utilities provide a dedicated, stable, and predictable source of revenue to finance local stormwater 
management services.  Stormwater fees implemented in a SUD can be more equitable than property taxes for 
funding stormwater management because properties are charged a fee proportional to their stormwater contribution, 
and not the value of their property. The owner of a large business owner with acres of impervious pavement would 
pay more than the owner of a much smaller single-family residential parcel. “The more you pave, the more you 
pay.” 
 

Other Benefits:  
- Utilities can be made geographically specific  
- Fees can be adjusted to address environmental, maintenance and project specific costs 
- Credits encourage positive change, including implementation of LID designs 

W hat activities can SUDs fund?  
Stormwater programs usually incorporate both stormwater quality and quantity aspects. Funds collected under a 
stormwater utility can be used for: the administration and operation of the district, the operation and maintenance of 
existing structures, the retrofitting of existing structures to improve water quality and alleviate downstream flooding 
or erosion and the preparation of stormwater system plans 

Are Rhode Island cities and towns authorized to establish a stormwater utility? 
In 2002, the state of Rhode Island passed enabling legislation, titled “Rhode Island Stormwater Management and 
Utility District Act of 2002,” that authorizes cities and towns to adopt ordinances creating stormwater utilities. 
Stormwater Utility Districts may include all or part of a city or town, as specified by the ordinance.     

What properties would be subject to the fee?  
Developed properties that have been altered from their "natural" state by the addition of buildings, roads or other 
impervious surfaces and contribute runoff to the drainage system are typically subject to the stormwater fee.  

What can individual property owners expect to pay?  
Nationally, the rates for most utilities fall between $1.50 and $4 a month ($24 to $36 a year) for a single-family 
residential parcel. The majority of the utilities surveyed use a flat rate for residential properties because there isn’t 
enough variation in impervious cover between properties to calculate proportional fees for each parcel. Fees for all 
other property types are dependant on the type of fee system employed by the municipality. 
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