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SUMMARY 
 
In 2006, Cobb County Water System in Metro Atlanta received a directive from the Metropolitan North 
Georgia Water Planning District to implement conservation rates as part of a statewide water 
management plan.  Up until that time, Cobb County's rate structure consisted of a flat volumetric water 
rate that did not escalate based on use, and a sewer credit, which entailed capping the sewer charges at 
125% of average metered winter use and which was determined to be a disincentive to conservation.  In 
response to the Planning District's directive, Cobb County proposed a three-tier increasing-block rate 
structure and wastewater billing equal to metered use.  
 
This proposed rate change would result in a 300% increase in water bills for heavy irrigation customers. 
Anticipating strong opposition from its 175,000 customers, Cobb County assembled a core Rate Setting 
Team to develop and execute a robust public engagement effort that would support a successful rollout 
and implementation.  Cobb County's effort proved to be highly successful and has produced long-lasting 
benefits for the utility.  
 

UTILITY OVERVIEW  
 
As an agency of Cobb County Government, the Cobb County Water System is a public utility and receives 
direction from a five-member elected Board of Commissioners (Board). It has a service area of 345 
square miles, serves a population of more than 585,000, and receives approximately 50 inches of 
precipitation per year. It has approximately 175,000 customer accounts, of which 168,000 are normally 
active at a given time. Its total volume of water purchased in CY13 was 18,686 million gallons with an 
average per capita consumption of 112 gallons per day.   
 
The water system buys water wholesale from the Cobb County – Marietta Water Authority, which draws 
from Allatoona Lake and the Chattahoochee River. These surface water resources are vulnerable to 
drought, and questions about the ability to increase withdrawals in the future linger due to ongoing 
legal challenges.  
 

RATE STRUCTURE CHANGE 
 
In 2006, the Metropolitan North Georgia Water Planning District directed all utilities within the District, 
including the Cobb County Water System, to implement efficiency-oriented rate structures. Prior to the 
change, Cobb County’s rate structure consisted of a volumetric rate that did not escalate based on use, a 
water surcharge of $.90 per 1,000 gallons for consumption that exceeded 125% of winter usage, and a 
sewer charge capped at 125% of winter use, which was perceived as being in opposition to the goal of 
sending a conservation signal on discretionary outdoor water use. The Water System essentially capped 
a residential customer’s sewer bill to the level of the average of the actual metered water consumption 
of three winter months. Additionally, it caused an unfair burden on the 80% of customers who did not 
benefit from this cap. 
 
Cobb County assembled a core rate setting team composed of the Director of Accounting and Finance, 
the Business Services Manager, the Budget and Finance Manager, the Agency Director, and the Water 
Conservation Coordinator. This team worked closely and collaboratively to develop and implement the 
new rate structure.   Cobb County proposed a three-tiered rate structure for residential customers, and 
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it started billing wastewater services equal to metered use. Non-residential customers were billed 
uniform rates. A schedule including the following changes was adopted: 
 

 2005 2006 

Water Rate $2.10/1000  $2.21/1000 1-8 thousand gallons per month 
  $2.55/1000 9-15 thousand gallons per month 
  $2.88/1000 >15 thousand gallons per month 
Sewer Rate $4.07/1000  $4.23/1000  
  Sewer Credit eliminated 

Source: Cobb County Water System, Georgia 

 
This represented a five percent increase in water costs for low volume users, with additional increases 
for higher volume users, and a four percent increase for sewer use. However, for heavy irrigation 
customers, this represented a 300% increase in some cases.  
 

COBB COUNTY’S PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT CHALLENGE 
 
Since the new rate structure would have a significant impact on customer bills, the rate setting team 
embraced the need for a robust communications strategy to accompany the rollout. This strategy 
involved an in-depth messaging exercise, engaging elected officials, internal preparation and training, a 
new approach to customer service, and external public engagement.   
 
Message Development  
 
The team recognized that to explain the new rate structure to customers, it needed strong messages 
and good data.  
 
Cobb County examined the amount of water in every usage category both monthly and annually. It 
examined the History Based Consumption used for capping the sewer rates, and used those data points 
to determine how many customers would land in a category where their consumption would be 
significantly higher than what they had been historically billed for based upon the history based 
consumption.  That initial work showed that the rate increase would have a significant impact on only 
about 20% of users, but for this group, rates would likely triple.  
 
This outcome helped focus communications efforts, establishing an important "talking point" around the 
fact that the previous structure did not incentivize this small group of customers to conserve water. The 
team then developed a comprehensive message ladder of primary and secondary points:   
 

 A statewide mandate for conservation pricing to address regional supply issues  
o Explaining unique regional challenges helped people understand the need for the new 

rate structure and how it would reduce outdoor water use. The Atlanta area lacks 
groundwater because it sits on granite bedrock. Excessive outdoor water use not only 
increases runoff and nonpoint source pollution, it also prevents water from returning to 
the system in a timely manner because of the granite. 

o Emphasizing the state mandated conservation effort helped create understanding that 
this was a permanent change.  



Case Study: Cobb County, Georgia 

Alliance for Water Efficiency  3 

 The former rate structure provided a disincentive to sustainable water use 

o The former rate structure was such that the costs of wastewater were being borne by 
customers whose use was essentially domestic, because their usage typically did not 
change during peak seasons. 

 The value of water: a finite resource with a very real cost 

o Cobb County’s water source is susceptible to droughts and the ability to increase 
withdrawals in the future may be limited due to legal challenges. These strains on 
supplies meant that Cobb County customers needed to be better stewards of this finite 
resource to keep costs down and secure reliable service.  

 Cobb County provides not just water, but a valuable service  

o Providing reliable service and sufficient system capacity requires recovering costs for 
fuel, treatment and repairs to aging infrastructure, which – much like residential service 
costs at a smaller scale – are fixed and generally rising.   

o Cobb County was able to maintain an aggressive capital program that allows for growth 
and service reliability for customers, while also maintaining the second lowest rates in 
the District. 

 
By ensuring clear messaging for all audiences and keeping the message consistent across all levels and 
mediums, customers always heard the same message from every voice.  
 
Engaging the Elected Officials 
 
Led by the Agency Director, the core team engaged in a focused effort to educate the Board on the plan.  
They developed consistent materials to explain the new rate structure and demonstrate its impact on 
customers. Cobb County also brought in the regional planning organization – Metropolitan North 
Georgia Water Planning District – to talk to commissioners about the need for the new rate structure. In 
addition, the team pursued engagement with commissioners so they could respond to complaints from 
citizens. 
 
Internal Roll Out and Preparation 
 
The team spent significant time training customer service representatives and field staff on the new rate 
design and the key messages, ensuring that everyone had the specific tools they needed to 
communicate effectively with customers, including: 
 

 Sample water bills – An excel spreadsheet demonstrated the impact of the new rates on bills for 
customers in various usage classes, thus allowing service representatives to communicate to 
customers the financial impact on their specific bills. 

 FAQ’s – The team prepared the representatives with anticipated questions customers would ask 
and pre-drafted responses. These included questions on the rate structure, drivers for the 
change, as well as questions around affordability and other possible customer concerns.  
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 Water Rates One-Pager – This document provided messages and key facts appropriate for 
customers. Having clear, accessible information at their disposal ensured that the staff could 
talk about the changes to customers credibly and confidently. 

  
Sample Bill Impact Spreadsheet 

1,000 Gallons of Use  2005  2006   

 Monthly Service Charge $6.00  $7.00   
 Water Rate  $2.10  $2.21   
 Sewer Rate  $4.07  $4.23   
 St. Light  $3.50  $3.50  INCREASE 
 TOTAL  $15.67  $16.94  $1.27 
        

2,000 Gallons of Use  2005  2006   

 Monthly Service Charge $6.00  $7.00   
 Water Rate  $4.20  $4.42   
 Sewer Rate  $8.14  $8.46   
 St. Light  $3.50  $3.50  INCREASE 
 TOTAL  $21.84  $23.38  $1.54 
        

3,000 Gallons of Use  2005  2006   

 Monthly Service Charge $6.00  $7.00   
 Water Rate  $6.30  $6.63   
 Sewer Rate  $12.21  $12.69   
 St. Light  $3.50  $3.50  INCREASE 
 TOTAL  $28.01  $29.82  $1.81 
        

4,000 Gallons of Use  2005  2006   

 Monthly Service Charge $6.00  $7.00   
 Water Rate  $8.40  $8.84   
 Sewer Rate  $16.28  $16.92   
 St. Light  $3.50  $3.50  INCREASE 
 TOTAL  $34.18  $36.26  $2.08 
        

Source: Cobb County Water System, Georgia 

 
This comprehensive staff training proved invaluable in the initial rollout of the rate structure. As 
customers became aware of the change, customer complaints came in on a weekly basis for the first 
two months.  These inquiries then subsided until the summer months when outdoor water use 
increased. With a renewed influx of calls, the team reinstated weekly meetings with the customer 
service staff to assess common questions, prepare adequate responses, and incorporate new questions 
with their vetted responses into the FAQs. All of the complaint calls were also taped and reviewed to 
ensure consistent messaging. Through this process, customer service staff became partners in the effort 
to manage and educate customers.  
 
Toward the end of the rollout, Cobb County held an "Appreciation Day" to ensure that staff shared in 
the accomplishment of overseeing a successful rate change and understood the critical importance of 
their role in the initiative.  
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Customer Service SWAT Team 
 
The team established a special system to handle the most agitated callers. To ensure consistent 
messaging, the Conservation Coordinator and Business Services Manager were the only individuals 
handling these escalated calls. 
 
Cobb County also developed a template letter (See pg. 7) and template email response that could be 
quickly customized with specifics pertaining to individual questions. This effort ensured customers 
received a customized, personal and timely response. Copying all members on each reply helped ensure 
that everybody on the core team had the information that had been given to that customer and 
everyone was up to date on the latest correspondence.  
 
External Engagement 
 
Cobb County also took steps to engage the public in advance of and during the rollout, specifically 
through civic groups and the media.  
 
Civic Groups:  The team engaged several active civic groups to introduce the new rate structure in 
advance of the rollout, and targeted influential community members whose support for the rate 
structure would be critical. These individuals tended to be higher water users who would be most 
affected by the rate change. 
 
Media: Cobb County did not develop a proactive media outreach strategy, but it did employ a reactive 
engagement strategy that relied on rapid response and consistent messages. It willingly engaged media 
when inquiries came in and ensured that representatives were prepared to answer questions. This 
openness proved beneficial, as the media had accurate and official statements from the utility to include 
in their pieces. Cobb County’s relatively affluent and highly educated customer base wrote numerous 
letters to the editors criticizing the new rate structure. By being available to the media and willing to 
answer all incoming questions, Cobb County was able to ensure the utility’s perspective was present in 
the public dialogue.  
 

RESULTS AND LONG-TERM IMPACT 
 
Cobb County has found that this effort to develop a well-thought-through implementation and public 
engagement strategy continues to produce benefits nearly eight years later.  
 
Although customers continue inquiring about the tiered rates and the sewer cap, the frequency of those 
calls is decreasing with continued education over time. The 2006 effort focused on explaining that water 
has a cost.  This foundation has opened the door to build on the message and continue to imbue Cobb 
County’s service with value. It has also encouraged Cobb County to be more open with customers about 
issues facing the utility.  Cobb County recently conducted a new water conservation workshop series 
focusing in part on rates to help customers understand bills, how much they pay, and why. 
 
Cobb County’s management believes the effort changed the environment within the utility by creating a 
more collaborative relationship between staff and management.  The issue of rates – and how the 
organization is funded now and for the future – is one that touches all employees, and it provides an 
opportunity for the organization to come together around a goal. Previously, system crews and other 
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teams might never have understood how and why customers pay for water. This approach allowed the 
entire staff to feel responsible for the accomplishment, and that sense of pride continues to persist. 
 

LESSIONS LEARNED AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR OTHER UTILITIES 
 

 Communications Infrastructure is a Long-Term Asset:  Having invested the time to develop the 
resources, processes and protocols, Cobb County has been able to use this foundation and these 
same materials to more easily facilitate two later rate revisions. 

 Voters are Persuasive: Don’t underestimate or discount the ability of citizens to influence 
elected officials. Policymakers need ample resources and support to help field voter complaints.  

 Collaborate with Staff: Invest sufficient time in ensuring staff understands the rate structure and 
reasons for changing rates. After recognizing that there was some push back to the customer 
service approach, the team shifted the focus and delivery of the effort to be more collaborative. 
They also found it useful to collect feedback from staff to understand if resources were helpful 
and if the strategy was working – which helped them adjust course as needed.  

 Continually Refine the Message: Never underestimate how complicated rates are from the 
public’s perspective. Cobb County constantly honed the language used in messaging to better 
resonate with the resident, while keeping the message consistent.  

 
 
  



Case Study: Cobb County, Georgia 

Alliance for Water Efficiency  7 

COBB COUNTY TEMPLATE LETTER USED FOR CUSTOMER COMPLAINTS 
 

RE:  2006 Cobb County Water Rate Adjustments 
 

On December 13, 2005, the Board of Commissioners passed the 2006 Cobb County Water System’s Schedule of 
Rates and Fees at a regularly scheduled meeting.  The Board’s action was a response to an update presentation by 
utility management as to new financial and regulatory requirements. 
 

The adjustments to the rates were necessitated by several factors.  In 2005 the utility experienced sharp increases 
in electrical, natural gas, biosolids disposal, and fuel costs associated with the  around the clock operation of its 4 
large wastewater treatment facilities.  Stricter governmental treatment standards also contributed to higher costs.  
These increases to the 2006 budget alone exceed $2 million.  Other 2006 operational cost increases -- above that 
experienced last year -- for the utility are projected at $20 million.  This included a projected increase of $5 million 
in wholesale water purchase cost. 
   

Increasing operating costs were not the only factor taken into consideration in determining the new rate structure.  
The Water System has a history of proactive repair and maintenance of aging infrastructure.  The result has been a 
reliable system for our customers as well as one that protects our local environment.  Through 2012 the Water 
System is undertaking an aggressive water main replacement program that will ensure continued uninterrupted 
service to our customers.  Again, the recent surge in costs of materials and supplies has resulted in a projected cost 
increase of such work. While some projects have been deferred, postponing improvements such as that of the 
water main replacements poses the threat of service disruption and of generally “falling behind” with even higher 
future costs. 
 

As the metro area continues to grow, preservation of our water resources will become a critical issue.  The 
Chattahoochee River is one of the smallest rivers in the United States to supply a major metropolitan area.  And, as 
you probably know, there is an ongoing legal dispute with the states of Florida and Alabama as to our future access 
to this resource.  These factors necessitate water conservation.  In 2001 the Georgia Legislature created the 
Metropolitan North Georgia Water Planning District; in 2003 the District released their Water Supply and Water 
Conservation Management Plan.  In this plan it is mandated that the 16 counties comprising metro Atlanta have a 
three-tier conservation rate in place by 2006.  Our lowest, base tier was set to encompass the requirements of 
more than 80% of our customers.  The higher, third tier, set at more than 15,000 gallons per month, encompasses 
less than 5% of our customers.  During the summer months some of those residential customers use as much as 30 
to 90 thousand gallons per month.  Compliance with this plan is enforced by the Georgia Environmental Protection 
Division.  It can withdraw the regulatory permits needed to operate the system. 
 

As the conservation aspects of the new rate program were under consideration it was determined Cobb County 
was the only utility in the District giving a sewer credit.  The Water System essentially capped a residential 
customer’s sewer bill to the level of the average of the actual metered water consumption of three winter months. 
This served to encourage discretionary, at times excessive, outdoor water use. The State and the District 
considered this to be a conservation disincentive.  Additionally, it caused an unfair burden on the 80% of 
customers who did not receive the credit.  Cobb Water System’s wastewater costs are generally fixed.  Therefore 
eliminating the sewer credit allowed the Water System to spread those costs over twelve months for all of our 
customers rather than raising the wastewater rate even more significantly.  The result of not eliminating the credit 
would have caused our smaller user, not receiving a credit, to continue to bear a larger percentage of the 
wastewater treatment costs.   
 

Rate increases are always difficult.  This time it is even more so as there are a number of billing changes.  However 
these changes were made in a responsible and thoughtful manner to address required regulatory requirements 
and to maintain the utility’s sound financial and operating posture.         
 

I hope this information has answered your questions about the 2006 Cobb County Water System’s Schedule of 
Rates and Fees.   
 
Source: Cobb County Water System, Georgia 

 


