
Notice of Funding Opportunity: Cook County Water Affordability Pilot Program for 
Municipal Water Utilities 

 

Water affordability is a growing concern for many households. Rising water rates, 
combined with limited financial assistance options, can place a disproportionate burden 
on low-income residents. Through targeted affordability strategies—such as flexible 
payment options, leak alert systems, and equitable rate structures—utilities can ensure 
that all residents have sustainable access to essential water services. These efforts not 
only support vulnerable populations but also strengthen the long-term financial and 
operational health of the water system. 

The Cook County Water Affordability Program aims to provide immediate relief to 
suburban Cook County residents struggling with water costs while creating long-term 
solutions for water affordability in the region. The program includes Water Affordability 
Technical Assistance (which this opportunity is part of), the Cook County Leak Repair to 
address residential plumbing leaks, and Water Bill Relief for residents of targeted 
municipalities. The Cook County Water Affordability Program is an initiative of Cook 
County’s Bureau of Economic Development, funded by the American Rescue Plan Act and 
operated by Elevate Energy (Elevate). Elevate is a non-profit organization which seeks to 
create a just and equitable world in which everyone has clean and affordable heat, cooling, 
power, and water in their homes and communities. 

 

Overview 

Elevate is launching a funding opportunity for suburban Cook County municipalities to 
develop and/or implement pilot projects that address residential water affordability 
challenges. This initiative supports strategies including but not limited to cost of service 
and water rate studies, leak alert and billing system upgrades, and customer outreach and 
engagement efforts. Up to $245,000 per municipality is available, with a total program 
budget of $1.5 million.  

Pilots may begin as soon as possible, but no later than February 2026 and must be 
completed by August 31, 2026. 

 



Eligibility 

All municipalities delivering water to residential customers within suburban Cook County 
(excluding Chicago) are eligible to apply.  

 

Allowable Costs and Activities 

Due to the restrictions on ARPA funding and the limited timeframe to spend the funds, only 
direct professional service costs will be allowed under this Opportunity.  Elevate will work 
with awarded municipalities to procure one or more vendors to perform the work and 
Elevate will directly contract with the selected vendor(s) to perform the work on behalf of 
the municipality.  We are unable to award funds to the municipality for their own staff.  

 

Project Scope 

Projects funded by this program should support residents disproportionately impacted by 
unaffordable water bills. Example projects include (but are not limited to): 

1. Developing or piloting an affordable water rate structure to ensure equitable access 
to water services while maintaining financial sustainability.  An initial step for this 
may include conducting a revenue requirements study and cost-of-service study.1  

2. Billing system upgrades or add-ons to better utilize existing software to give 
customers more payment options and flexibility, improve bill clarity, offer payment 
reminders, etc. 

3. Creating and executing customer engagement plans and developing 
communications resources to encourage customers to sign up for an online water 
consumer portal to better understand their consumption habits, manage their bill, 
sign up for leak alerts, etc.2 

4. Conducting a water audit and developing a loss control program to assess and 
reduce real and apparent water losses in the utility’s distribution system to improve 
operational efficiency, revenue recovery, and resource conservation, ultimately 
lowering the cost-of-service delivery. These projects must show how the resulting 
information could make an impact on the bills for residents disproportionately 
impacted by water costs. 

A project proposal from a municipality may incorporate multiple elements (e.g. both a rate 
study and a customer engagement plan), so long as the total cost is less than $245,000.   

 
1 See for example the Galesburg Water Cost of Service & Rate Study 
2 See for example Village of Phoenix Leak Alert Customer Engagement Support 

https://www.ci.galesburg.il.us/Document_Center/Department/Public%20Works/Water%20Divisions/Galesburg,_IL_Final_Water_Rate_Study_Report_v12.pdf?t=202108171603420
https://harveyworld.org/articles/the-southland/eyeonwater-helping-phoenix-residents-avoid-high-water-bills-by-spotting-leaks/


Attachment 1 includes more detailed examples to provide additional direction on 
allowable expenses and project models. 

 

Application Requirements 

Interested municipalities are encouraged, but not required, to attend a webinar about the 
opportunity on November 20 at 12:00 pm.  To register, please click here. 

Applications should be submitted using the form provided in Attachment 2 and must be 
submitted by December 9, 2025, at 5 p.m. CST. Applications should be emailed to 
CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org.  

 

Evaluation Criteria 

Proposals will be evaluated and selected by the program team based on the following 
criteria:  

- Anticipated impact on residential customers experiencing affordability 
challenges: how well the project supports residential water affordability goals in 
the community (e.g., projected dollars saved by residents least able to afford their 
bills); how well the project is aligned with utility’s stated affordability and equity 
goals; and the inclusion of data or other evidence that supports the intervention 
(e.g., pilot aligns with recommendations from an affordability analysis) 

- Project sustainability: likelihood of project success, long-term impacts and 
replicability. 

- Alignment: the pilot meets the stated goals and objectives of the project and 
project funds can be utilized during the specified timeframe. 

- Type of technical assistance requested and its availability. 
- Impacted population: based on the water burden3 in the community and the 

number of QCTs (qualified census tracts) affected. 

 

Reporting Requirements 

Selected municipalities will be required to attend monthly meetings to check in on project 
progress and submit a brief final report reviewing key program activities, outcomes, and 
lessons learned. 
 

 
3 *Water burden refers to the percent of household income that goes toward paying water bills. 

https://us06web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_7Iom8m6ASByL54chKDqnyg?_x_zm_rtaid=3NMTASvySgSgcV-HYi6O0w.1762962173574.7026253120b1b465ca05eb166c0e14b4&_x_zm_rhtaid=899#/registration
mailto:CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org


Limitations 

Issuance of this Notice of Funding Opportunity (NOFO) in no way constitutes a commitment by 
Elevate to award any contract or award. Elevate, in its discretion, reserves the right to:  

• Cancel or terminate this NOFO at any time or change the amount of funding available.   
• Reject any or all responses received for this NOFO.  
• Enter further discussions with one or more respondents, including accepting revised  

projects based on budget or contractor availability. 

 

Questions 

Feel free to reach out to the project team at CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org – we are 
happy to answer questions by email or schedule a phone call to discuss a potential 
proposal.   

mailto:CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org


Attachment 1: Sample Pilot Projects 

1. Affordable Rate Structure 

Project Overview 
• Goal: Ensure equitable access to water services while maintaining financial 

sustainability. 
• Objective: Design and prepare to implement an affordable water rate structure. 
• Duration: 6 months 
• Stakeholders: Consultant (e.g., certified public accountant, engineering firm, 

economist, etc.), utility leadership, city officials, community organizations, 
ratepayers. 

Key Activities 
• Develop a rate structure that supports affordability for low-income households 
• If applicable, conduct precursor analyses, such as a revenue requirements study 

and cost-of-service study 
• Ensure compliance with regulatory and legal requirements 
• Engage community stakeholders for input and support 
• Provide financial modeling and impact analysis 
• Deliver a final implementation plan with actionable steps 

Consultant Qualifications 
• Experience in utility rate design and public finance 
• Familiarity with affordability programs  
• Strong communication and stakeholder engagement skills 

2. Billing Software Update 

Project Overview 
• Goal: Ensure equitable access to water services while maintaining financial 

sustainability. 
• Objective: Upgrade the utility’s billing software to support flexible payment options 

and mobile payments 
• Duration: 6 months 
• Stakeholders: Utility billing staff, IT department, finance team, customer service, 

software vendor(s). 
Key Activities 

• Identify modules available to upgrade existing billing system 
• Enable flexible payment options and mobile payment collection 



• Ensure data integrity, security, and regulatory compliance 
• Train staff and support transition to new system 

Consultant Qualifications 
• Experience with utility billing systems and software implementation 
• Knowledge of municipal finance and customer service operations 
• Strong project management and change management skills 
• Familiarity with data migration and cybersecurity best practices 

 

3. Customer Engagement & Communication Planning 

Project Overview 
• Goal: Increase customer registrations for an online portal/ leak alert system by __%. 
• Objective: Implement modern engagement tools, improving communication 

channels, and enhancing transparency around water usage, billing, and service 
issues. Create a plan to encourage customers to sign up for a leak alert system that 
notifies residents of potential water leaks in real time, helping reduce water waste, 
prevent property damage, and improving customer satisfaction. 

• Duration: 6 months 
• Stakeholders: Utility operations, customer service, IT department, 

communications team, residents, communications consultant  
Key Activities 

• Launch a customer self-service portal with real-time account access 
• Implement SMS/email alert systems for billing, outages, and conservation tips 
• Improve customer education around water usage, billing, assistance, and payment 

plans 
• Promote a leak detection and alert system integrated with customer accounts 
• Build trust and engagement through transparent communication 
• Provide staff training and customer support resources 

Consultant Qualifications 
• Experience in public utility customer engagement and communications 
• Familiarity with digital platforms and user experience design 
• Strong background in community outreach and education 
• Ability to analyze customer data and develop actionable insights 

4. Water Loss Audit & Control Project  

Project Overview 



• Goal: Ensure equitable access to water services while maintaining financial 
sustainability. 

• Objective: Assess and reduce real and apparent water losses in the utility’s 
distribution system. 

• Duration: 6 months 
 
Stakeholders: Utility operations staff, city officials. 
 
Key Activities 

• Conduct a comprehensive water loss audit using industry-standard methodology 
(e.g., AWWA M36). 

• Identify sources of real losses (leaks) and apparent losses (meter inaccuracies, 
data handling errors). 

• Recommend cost-effective control measures. 
• Provide a prioritized action plan for loss reduction. 
• Document how savings could result in real impact for households struggling with 

affordability 

Consultant Qualifications 
• Expertise in water loss auditing and leak detection 
• Familiarity with AWWA M36 methodology and software tools 
• Experience with meter testing  

  



Attachment 2:  Application   
Please complete this application with the information you have readily available. We 
understand that you may not have price quotes for services to be able to fully estimate 
costs and may not be able to fully answer all questions. There are no minimum or 
maximum response lengths, but please try to answer all the questions or explain why it is 
not applicable. There is no need to write long responses – a few sentences should suffice.  
Feel free to contact us at CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org with any questions or 
concerns – we are happy to discuss your application with you.  Applications must be 
submitted by December 9, 2025, at 5 p.m. CST via email to 
CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org 

 

Municipality Applying  
Person to Contact 
Regarding this 
Application 

Name: 
Phone: 
Email: 

 

Project Description 

What water affordability challenge(s) is your community facing? 

 

 

 

What is your proposed solution? How does it address the challenge(s)? Does it build on 
any past interventions or analyses? 

 

 

 

Who from the municipality will manage/oversee the implementation of this project? 

 

 

 

mailto:CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org
mailto:CCWaterAffordability@ElevateNP.org


Have you already discussed potential services with vendors or obtained quotes or 
estimates for this work? If so, please share the potential cost estimate. 

 

 

Timeline 

If selected, do you foresee any barriers to launching the project and partnering with the 
consultant to finish the project within the allotted six months and how would you 
overcome them? 

 

 

Project Impact 

What groups of customers will benefit most from the project? 

 

 

How will the project’s impact be measured (e.g., projected decrease in water bill for 
targeted residents)? 

 

 

Describe the sustainability of the project’s impact. Will it operate beyond the funding 
period? What is the long-term impact of the project? 

 

 

What potential barriers to successful implementation do you see? How will you address 
them? 
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