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What GAO Found 
Rural communities that are not currently served by drinking water or wastewater 
utilities (unserved communities) often face challenges addressing their drinking water 
or wastewater infrastructure needs. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) have limited data about these unserved 
communities but can obtain some information through their agencies’ programs and 
datasets. The rural unserved communities known to USDA and EPA are often in 
unincorporated areas and frequently have financial and other constraints that limit 
their ability to address their water infrastructure needs, according to agency officials.  

Homes Without Wastewater Services in Alabama and West Virginia in 2024 

 
GAO identified 28 USDA and EPA programs that can provide rural unserved 
communities with financial and technical assistance to help build or improve drinking 
water or wastewater infrastructure. However, these communities sometimes face 
difficulty accessing this assistance. For example, communities or their 
representatives often need to apply for multiple grants from various federal and state 
funding sources, which can be difficult because of varying application and funding 
timelines and restrictions on how and when funds can be used. Delays with funding 
from one source can jeopardize other funding sources and the project itself. For 
example, one community that was awarded a federal grant did not receive the 
funding in time to get a matching state grant.   

To help rural communities access financial resources for water infrastructure, USDA 
and EPA have taken steps to improve coordination with each other and states, 
including signing a 2017 joint memorandum. The memorandum outlines best 
practices states can use to help rural communities access federal and state financial 
assistance, such as reviewing processes for opportunities to streamline applications 
for financial assistance and increase coordination among funding partners. However, 
USDA and EPA have not collaborated to update and monitor the memorandum. 
Regularly updating and monitoring the joint memorandum, in consultation with states, 
would help the agencies better collaborate with each other to address the challenges 
rural communities face with accessing financial assistance for these projects. 

In addition, EPA’s technical assistance providers can help rural unserved 
communities navigate available resources, but EPA does not provide them with 
guidance or other resources to ensure these providers are aware of local capacity 
and incorporate local knowledge. Doing so could help providers work with rural 
unserved communities more effectively. 

Why GAO Did This Study 
Some rural unserved communities 
across the U.S. lack water infrastructure 
or rely on private wells and wastewater 
treated through septic or onsite 
systems. Lack of access to safe 
drinking water or treated wastewater 
poses risks to public health.  

GAO was asked to review issues 
related to rural water infrastructure. This 
report examines, among other things, 
(1) what USDA and EPA know about 
rural unserved communities; (2) which 
USDA and EPA programs can provide 
financial and technical assistance to 
these communities; (3) and challenges 
these communities face in accessing 
this assistance.  

GAO reviewed USDA and EPA program 
documents and data; interviewed 
federal agency officials and officials 
from 10 selected states; and conducted 
site visits with rural unserved 
communities in three of these states 
and one Tribe.  

What GAO Recommends 
GAO recommends that USDA and EPA 
regularly update and monitor their 2017 
joint memorandum for increasing rural 
communities’ access to federal and 
state funding for water infrastructure. 
GAO is also recommending that EPA 
develop and monitor guidance or other 
resources for its water infrastructure 
technical assistance providers. EPA 
generally agreed with GAO’s 
recommendations and described its 
plans to address them and work with 
USDA. USDA disagreed with GAO’s 
recommendation to work with EPA to 
update the memorandum. GAO 
continues to maintain that USDA should 
work with EPA to better enable rural 
communities to address challenges they 
face with accessing financial assistance 
for water infrastructure projects. 
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