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hile newspapers are filled with headlines
about the outsourcing trend, at least one
sector of the economy faces a potential crisis in
attracting and keeping qualified personnel. That
sector is ours: wastewater and water. Among the
factors limiting our sector’s ability to address this
shortage are the restrictions many states impose
on reciprocal recognition of operator’s licenses,
or, more simply, reciprocity.
Information on the looming shortage is easy
to find. Pick up a trade publication and there is
likely to be at least one article on steps industry
groups are taking to understand and address
the issue. As recently as this June, the American
Water Works Association (AWWA; Washington,
D.C.) published two articles in its journal on this
topic. Some of the information contained within
them is eye-popping:
• The average age of utility workers is 45.
• The average retirement age is 56.
• Within the next 5 years, 22% of the sector’s
work force will be eligible for retirement;
35% will be eligible within 10 years.
• Within the next 10 years, wastewater and
water utilities will see a 50% turnover in
their work forces from retirements and
transfers.

• At the same time, the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics estimates growth in water and
wastewater utilities will increase by 45%
from 2000 to 2010.
Taken as a whole, these data seem to indicate
that senior experienced operators can write their
own tickets when it comes to salary and location.
After all, basic economics would dictate that
growing demand and shrinking supply will lead
to price — in this case, salary — increases. For
those interested in changing locations within a
state, this basic law of supply and demand likely
will hold. But for operators who have always
dreamed of crowning their careers in another part
of the country or have been offered promising job
opportunities in another state, the move may
not be so simple. This is because many states
have severe limits on reciprocity, ranging from
recognizing no other states’ licenses to requiring
significant testing and in-state work experience.
Perhaps one reason that supply and demand
for certified operators is out of balance is because
perceptions of the importance of the reciprocity
issue are as well. The Association of Boards of
Certification (ABC; Ames, Iowa), an organization
jointly established by the Water Environment
Federation (WEF; Alexandria, Va.) and AWWA to
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facilitate operator certification and reciprocity,
shared revealing data at its annual meeting
in January. In a survey of reciprocity, ABC
found that the importance of reciprocity rated
a “3” or higher on a scale of 1–5 (with 5 being
the most important) among 81% of operators.
On the other hand, only 62% of state program
administrators rated it as highly. Indeed, in a
summary accompanying the survey, ABC stated
that “most program personnel appear ambivalent
about reciprocity agreements,” and “reciprocity
[is] unlikely due to non-uniform standards.”
State -to -state operator certification
reciprocity is an issue in which WEF has long
had an interest, adopting a policy in 1993 on
operations certification and training. The policy
calls for uniform national certification criteria that
would, among other important goals, “encourage
the movement of certified wastewater system
personnel to positions in other states if states
chose to expand upon reciprocal certification
agreements.” Importantly, recognizing the burden
this could place on the states, this policy also
calls on the U.S. Congress to authorize a national
model training program on which each state

Reciprocity Survey Questions

could base its own training program to facilitate
compliance with national certification.
Other trade associations in the sector have
a potential interest in reciprocity. Among these
groups are AWWA and the Water Partnership
Council (WPC; Washington, D.C.). While many
readers may be familiar with WEF and AWWA,
they may not be familiar with the WPC.
A fairly new organization, WPC is composed
of the larger wastewater and water corporations
engaged in the business of contract operations
for municipal wastewater and water systems.
Its members include Southwest Water Co.
(Los Angeles), United Water (Harrington Park,
N.J.), American Water (Voorhees, N.J.), Severn
Trent Services (Fort Washington, Pa.), OMI Inc.
(Englewood, Colo.), and Veolia Water North
America (Houston). WPC’s interest in this
issue arises from the fact that all of its member
companies have multistate operations and thus
face the issue of reciprocity — or, more accurately,
nonreciprocity — every day.
WPC is gathering data to gain a better
understanding of this issue, determine how
widespread it is, contact other relevant trade

							
1.	Reporting for the state of:
2. Completed by:
3. Title:
4. Phone number:
5. E-mail:
6. Are you having difficulty recruiting certified personnel for “water” production, supply,
and/or distribution? Enter “yes”, “no,” or “NA”
7. If “Yes” to question #6 above, please describe challenges you face. Some examples from
other states include scrambling to name personnel to positions in new business
pursuits; offering premium pay; meeting state minimum staffing requirements, etc.
8. Are you having difficulty recruiting certified personnel for “wastewater” treatment and/
or collection? Enter “yes”, “no,” or “NA”
9. If “Yes” to question #8 above, please describe challenges you face. Some examples from
other states include scrambling to name personnel to positions in new business
pursuits; offering premium pay; meeting state minimum staffing requirements, etc.
10. Are you having difficulty recruiting certified personnel for “laboratory” operations?
11. If “Yes” to question #10 above, please describe challenges you face. Some examples
from other states include scrambling to name personnel to positions in new business
pursuits; offering premium pay; meeting state minimum staffing requirements, etc.
12. Is reciprocity with other states difficult in this state? Enter “yes, “no,” or “NA”
13. If “Yes” to question #12 above, please provide examples or problem areas.
14. In addition to limits on reciprocity, in some states where we operate, the pool of
operators seems to be shrinking as baby boomers retire and fewer young people enter
the field. Is this true in your state? Enter “yes”, “no,” or “NA”
15. If “Yes” to question #14 above, please provide any details or impressions you may have.
16. Are there other factors that may be limiting your ability to recruit certified personnel in
this state that we should be aware of (e.g. competing with municipal salary and benefit
packages, poorly educated population, etc.) Enter “yes”, “no,” or “NA”
17. If “Yes” to question #16 above, please list factors limiting your ability to recruit and
retain certified operators.
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associations to see where their interest in the
issue lies, and, if appropriate, develop public
policy options to address restrictions on
reciprocity. The first step was to attempt to
quantify this issue, a process that is still under
way by WPC members at this writing. However,
some preliminary results are available.
The table to the left lists the survey
questions used by Veolia Water to survey its
project managers to determine the importance
of this issue, as well as to pilot the survey for
use by other WPC members. Fifty-one operations
in Arizona, California, Connecticut, Delaware,
Florida, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky,
Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota,
Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey, New York, Ohio,
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, West Virginia, and
Wisconsin completed the survey. As can be seen
from the questionnaire, it is simple and quick
to complete; covers water, wastewater, and
laboratory personnel; and seeks both objective
and impressionistic information.
Results to date have demonstrated that
anecdotal concerns are firmly based in reality.
In short, reciprocity policies vary widely by state,
with some states neither extending reciprocity
nor recognizing ABC certifications and with
others applying simple reciprocity by requiring
only the completion of an application and proof
of certification in another state. Within these
results, a few broad trends are discernible:
• Large-population states tend to be stricter
on extending reciprocity.
• Many states, particularly in the central
part of the country, will recognize other
states’ certifications, but to only one level
below the state-of-origin’s certification.
(For example, an operator with a Grade 5
certification from a particular state would
only be allowed Grade 4 certification in the
reciprocating state.)
• Many states that test for certifications also
impose other restrictions. This can include
working a certain number of years in the
new state before being allowed even to test
for higher grade levels.
At this point, the survey is neither comprehensive
nor complete. The next step is to have the other WPC
members complete the survey for their companies,
as well as to work with other interested trade
associations to survey their members. The National
Association of Water Companies (NAWC; Washington,
D.C.), the trade association that represents investorowned water utilities, also has indicated interest in
this issue, given the multistate presence of several
of its members.

Once collected, the data will be analyzed to
assess the state of reciprocity in the wastewater
and water sectors. Shared with other groups
with an interest in reciprocity, this analysis may
form the basis for establishing public policy
goals to lower barriers to interstate recognition
of certification. These goals could include data
sharing, standardized tests, regulatory action,
and legislative advocacy. ABC will be a key group
in any effort that may be undertaken. ABC plays
a key national role in certification, training, and
reciprocity issues. Turning once again to ABC’s
survey results, one sees that these roles include,
in ABC’s own words,
• establishing a national set of criteria that
programs can accept or reject,
• setting a benchmark for national standards
and encouraging states to adopt a common
program, and
• providing a forum or staff person to help
craft legislative changes to make reciprocity
possible.
These roles are a good complement to the
efforts and policies already in place at WEF,
AWWA, and WPC.
In short, interest in the operator certification
reciprocity issue seems to be growing. As
the utility sector’s work force retires, where
tomorrow’s operator will come from is an issue
that several organizations are pondering. This
can only benefit the current certified work force
that, in taking advantage of this shortage, can
help alleviate some of its more dramatic impacts,
at least in the short term.
Wastewater systems will face numerous
human resource challenges during the next decade
and beyond. Addressing them comprehensively
will require looking at a broad range of issues,
such as succession planning, training, continuing
education, flexibility, technology, nontraditional
work forces, and reciprocity. By itself, improving
reciprocity among states cannot resolve these
challenges, but it is an important part of a
solution.
Jim Good is a vice president at Veolia Water
North America (Houston) in the western region
and chair of the Water Partnership Council
(Washington, D.C.) Government Affairs Task Force
for 2004–2005. If you or your agency has additional information about the reciprocity issue that
would be helpful in developing policies to address
it, you are encouraged to contact the author at
james.good@veoliawaterna.com.
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