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Federal Funding Landscape 
for Water Projects



Key Federal Agencies Involved in Water Funding

• U.S. Department of the Interior Bureau of Reclamation – Focused on western water 
infrastructure, drought, efficiency

• Environmental Protection Agency – Water quality, infrastructure, and technical 
assistance

• U.S. Department of Agriculture Natural Resource Conservation Service – watershed 
health, rural water support

• Federal Emergency Management Agency – Hazard mitigation, infrastructure resilience

• U.S. Army Corps of Engineers – Flood control, ecosystem restoration



Spotlighted Water Resources & Supply Programs

•Department of the Interior Bureau of Reclamation
• WaterSMART Program: Water and Energy Efficiency Grants, Cooperative Watershed 

Management Program, Drought Response Program

•Environmental Protection Agency
• Water Technical Assistance

•Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Emergency Watershed Protection



What do these 
programs 

typically fund?

•  Infrastructure Upgrades –  
Pipelines, treatment plants, 
metering

• Water Conservation & Efficiency – 
Irrigation tech, leak detection, pump 
modernization

• Watershed & Source Protection – 
Watershed planning, forest thinning, 
erosion control

Projects commonly funded

•Drought Resilience –             
Interties, aquifer recharge, water 
banking, capture & reuse systems

• Emergency Response & Recovery – 
Post-flood repairs, stabilization, 
debris removal



What do these 
programs 

typically fund?

•Routine Maintenance and Operations – 
flushing sewer lines, cleaning storm 
drains, minor equipment repairs

• Grants typically fund capital 
improvements, not O&M.

•Recreational Water Facilities –       
splash pads, decorative fountains, 
swimming pools

◦ These are considered recreational, 
not critical infrastructure.

Projects commonly funded
Projects less commonly funded

•Private Infrastructure Serving Only 
Individual Properties – well or septic 
system replacements for private homes

• Unless aggregated into a public or 
community system project, private 
benefit is usually ineligible.

•Non-Compliant or Pre-Started Projects 
("Shovel-Ready" Without Federal 
Approval) – projects started before 
grant award or environmental clearance

• Federal grants almost always require 
NEPA compliance and cannot fund 
retroactive costs.



Program Deep Dive



WaterSMART 
Grants Program 

Overview

Administered by: U.S. Bureau of Reclamation

Purpose: Support sustainable water management in the Western U.S.

Focus Areas:
•Water conservation and efficiency
•Drought resilience
•Ecosystem restoration
•Watershed collaboration
•Infrastructure modernization

Funding Model: Competitive, cost-shared grants with varying federal match 
percentages

Eligibility: States, tribes, irrigation districts, water districts, and entities with 
water or power delivery authority

Impact: Over 2,300 projects funded since 2010, leveraging $3.23 billion in 
federal funds and $8.6 billion in non-federal contributions



Water and 
Energy 

Efficiency 
Grants (WEEG)

Benefits Evaluation:

•Must quantify water savings and/or energy savings

•Emphasis on measurable outcomes over general efficiency

Resilience Focus:

•Projects contributing to drought resiliency and climate adaptation receive priority

Application Evaluation Criteria:

•Technical merit, project benefits, applicant qualifications, and cost-effectiveness

Multi-Year Projects:

•Allowed with clearly defined phases and deliverables per fiscal year



Notable Past 
Projects

Funded by WaterSMART 
WEEG

Lawn-to-Garden (L2G) Program (CA)

Long Beach Water Department 

This initiative incentivizes residents to replace 
traditional turf lawns with drought-tolerant 
landscapes. The program aims to reduce water 
usage, capture stormwater, and create habitats for 
local wildlife.

Conveyance Improvement and Delivery   
Efficiency Project (UT)

 Enterprise Canal

The project focuses on enhancing water delivery 
efficiency by converting open canals to pipelines 
and implementing automation systems. These 
improvements aim to reduce water loss due to 
seepage and evaporation, thereby conserving water 
resources.

Sharyland Canal Lining and Metering Project (TX)

United Irrigation District 

This project involves lining sections of the Sharyland 
Canal to prevent water loss and installing metering 
devices to monitor water usage accurately. These 
measures are designed to improve water 
conservation and management within the district.

Harvest Water Program (CA)

 Sacramento Regional County Sanitation District 

This large-scale initiative aims to recycle treated 
wastewater for agricultural irrigation, thereby 
reducing reliance on freshwater sources and 
enhancing regional water sustainability.



Drought 
Response 

(DR) Program
Unique Considerations

Two-Part Structure:

•Drought Contingency Planning: Supports new 
or updated drought plans

•Drought Resiliency Projects: Funds 
implementation of on-the-ground solutions

Planning Grants:

•Up to $400,000 federal cost-share

•Must address the 5 required elements of a 
drought plan per Reclamation guidance

Resiliency Project Grants:

•Up to $5 million federal cost-share

•50% non-federal match typically required

Eligible Activities:

•Projects must increase reliability of water 
supply or mitigate impacts of drought (e.g., 
new wells, infrastructure interties, recharge 
basins)

Project Justification:

•Must demonstrate past or current drought 
vulnerability and clearly define how the project 
improves resilience

Collaborative Emphasis:

•Encourages multi-stakeholder participation and 
regional coordination

Urgency & Timing:

•Projects addressing immediate drought 
impacts or enhancing preparedness for future 
events are prioritized

Complementary Funding:

•DR funding can complement FEMA HMGP, 
NRCS programs, or state-level drought 
initiatives



Notable Past 
Projects

Funded by the WaterSMART 
Drought Response Program

Rio Grande Basin Resiliency Initiative (NM & TX)

$60 million allocated to enhance water-saving 
infrastructure along the Rio Grande.

Projects include stormwater capture, irrigation 
modernization, and habitat restoration.

Aims to conserve tens of thousands of acre-feet 
annually and improve river health. 

Elephant Butte Irrigation District (NM)

Implemented sediment control and stormwater 
retention systems.

Enhances aquifer recharge and reduces flood risks.

Part of broader efforts to "re-plumb" irrigation 
infrastructure for climate resilience. 

Standing Rock Rural Water System (ND & SD)

Developed a comprehensive water system serving 
approximately 10,000 residents.

Includes treatment facilities, pipelines, and storage 
reservoirs.

Ensures reliable water supply during drought 
conditions. 

Brock Reservoir (CA)

Constructed to capture unused Colorado River 
water, preventing loss to Mexico.

Stores up to 8,000 acre-feet, with the potential to 
save 70,000 acre-feet annually.

Enhances water management flexibility for 
agricultural use.

Sites Reservoir Project (CA)

Proposed off-stream reservoir with a capacity of 1.8 
million acre-feet.

Designed to capture excess winter flows for use 
during droughts.

Supports ecosystem health and water supply 
reliability.



Cooperative
Watershed 

Management 
Program

(CWMP) Phase I 
Grants

Unique Characteristics

Key Activities Funded:

Stakeholder outreach and engagement

Organizational development and planning

Watershed assessments and preliminary project identification

Development of mission statements and bylaws

Collaboration Focus:

Strong emphasis on multi-stakeholder participation, including agricultural, environmental, 
municipal, and tribal partners

Long-Term Goal:

Position recipients for Phase II CWMP grants, which fund on-the-ground watershed restoration 
and management projects

Strategic Emphasis:

Aligns with regional priorities for climate resilience, water quality, and multi-benefit outcomes

Reporting & Metrics:

Requires documentation of progress in group formation, stakeholder involvement, and planning 
deliverables



Notable Past 
Projects
Funded by the 

WaterSMART CWMP     
Phase I Program

Upper Gila Watershed Alliance (NM)

Developed a watershed group to address erosion, 
flood control, and rangeland health.

Utilized decision-support tools from Reclamation’s 
Applied Science Program. 

Pajaro River Watershed Collaborative (CA)

Formed a multi-agency group to coordinate flood 
mitigation and water reuse strategies.

Focused on sediment removal and habitat 
restoration to enhance flood protection. 

Deschutes Soil & Water Conservation District 
(OR)

Established a stakeholder group to restore 
streambanks and improve water quality.

Engaged in community outreach and educational 
programs to promote watershed stewardship. 

Chehalis River Basin Flood Authority (WA)

Formed a collaborative group to address flood 
control and aquatic habitat restoration.

Implemented projects to remove fish migration 
barriers and enhance riparian vegetation. 

Silesia, Carbon County (MT)

Development of an Integrated Watershed 
Management Plan for the lower Clarks Fork 
Yellowstone River, including stakeholder 
engagement, river health assessments, and 
restoration planning.



Additional 
WaterSMART 

Programs

Small-Scale Water Efficiency Projects (SWEP)

• Targets low-cost, small-scale on-the-ground efficiency improvements

Environmental Water Resources Projects (EWRP)

• Supports habitat restoration and watershed resilience projects

Applied Science Grants

• Funds development of tools, modeling, and forecasting to improve water 
management

Water Marketing Strategy Grants

• Assists in the development of water marketing strategies and transactions

Project Design Grants

• Funds final design activities for future water management infrastructure projects

Title XVI Water Reclamation and Reuse Program

• Supports planning, design, and construction of water reuse projects

Large-Scale Water Recycling Program

• Funds major recycling projects with total costs ≥ $500 million

Basin Studies

• Collaborative efforts to evaluate future water supply and demand imbalances



Water 
Technical 

Assistance 
(Water TA)

Free technical assistance services will support communities and their water 
utilities to: 

• Identify lead pipes for removal

• Enhance resilience against cybersecurity threats

• Identify climate adaptation strategies

• Provide resources for workforce development

• Address stormwater challenges and PFAS contaminant challenges

• Comply with the Safe Drinking Water and Clean Water Acts

Focused on serving disadvantaged and underserved communities as well as 
those that may struggle to access funding to improve their water 
infrastructure

WaterTA providers can assist in preparing application 
materials to access water infrastructure funding!



Notable Past 
Projects

With Technical Assistance 
from WaterTA

Drinking Water Support for Homeowners’ Association (CO)

Circumstances: small, rural Homeowners’ Association community (~250 connections)
• Aging infrastructure, lack of distribution system storage, need for backup power, well 

rehabilitation, fire protection

• State does not provide Drinking Water State Revolving Fund (SRF) grants or principal 
forgiveness to private systems

WaterTA support:

• Help community become a public water district so that its eligible for more SRF funds

• Assist with development of the project needs assessment and other engineering documents 
required for SRF application

Decentralized Wastewater (WV)

Circumstances: Small communities (~200 households) in a county with declining 
populations and homes built on mountain slopes where raw sewage is discharged 
directly into waterways

• Permitting process and navigating stringent permit limits

WaterTA support:
• Received $75,000 SEARCH grant from USDA to develop the Preliminary Engineering Report 

(PER) and Environmental Information Document (EID) to apply for CWSRF funding.

• Engineer selected to develop the PER and EID; project underway



Emergency 
Watershed 
Protection 

(EWP)

Disaster Recovery Focus:

•Financial and technical assistance is offered to relieve imminent threats to life and 
property caused by floods, fires, windstorms, and other natural occurrences that 
impair a watershed—no maintenance or upgrades.

•Federal/state disaster declaration not required for program assistance to begin. 

Eligible Activities:
• Removing debris from stream channels, road culverts, and bridges
• Reshaping and protecting eroded streambanks
• Correcting damaged or destroyed drainage facilities
• Establishing vegetative cover on critically eroding lands
• Repairing levees and structures
• Repairing certain conservation practices
• Purchasing EWP buyouts

Sponsor Responsibilities:

•Sponsors must submit a formal request for assistance to the NRCS state 
conservationist within 60 days of the natural disaster event.

•Sponsor responsibilities also include providing 25% cost-share, obtaining land rights, 
permitting, and future maintenance of the project.



Notable Past 
Projects

Funded by EWP Program

Town of Leland (NC)

Jasper County (TX)

Streambank and Riparian Habitat 
Restoration (CO)

Colorado

A comprehensive project focused on stabilizing 
streambanks, establishing vegetative cover, and 
enhancing riparian habitats to prevent future 
erosion and support ecosystem health.

North Carolina

Post-Hurricane Florence recovery efforts focused 
on removal of downed trees, limbs and debris
and streambank stabilization along Jackson Creek.

Texas

Post-hurricane Laura recovery effort to reopen 
access to isolated rural areas and mitigate future 
flooding. 



Best Practices Across All Programs



Grant Strategy

One-Time Applicant

• Purpose: Address an immediate, project-specific need

• Approach: Reactive; develops application only when funding is available

• Typical Characteristics:
• Limited internal capacity for grants

• Minimal long-term planning or integration

• May lack follow-up for future opportunities or program alignment

Strategic Grant-Seeking Agency

• Purpose: Incorporate into a multi-year capital-improvement and strategic growth strategies. 

• Approach: Proactive; aligns grants with master plans, regional planning efforts, community driven needs

• Key Characteristics:
• Maintains a grant calendar and tracks NOFO release cycles

• Use technical assistance, feasibility studies, planning grants as steppingstones

• Builds relationships with Agency regional contacts

• Invests in capacity for grant writing, reporting, and project tracking

• Integration Best Practices:
• Annual Planning: Align project scoping with expected targeted NOFOs

• Prepositioning: Complete technical studies, environmental compliance, and designs in advance

• Institutional Knowledge: Document past applications, scoring feedback, and lessons learned

• Cross-Program Leverage: Use foundation or state funding

• Stakeholder Engagement: Develop durable partnerships for letters of support and matching funds

• Tracking Tools: Maintain a grant database and performance metrics to inform future applications



Describing Your 
Project

Use terminology that aligns with the funding 
agency’s priorities

• Local needs / interests
• Rural access / Community benefit
• Efficiency
• Compliance
• Cost-effective
• Infrastructure modernization
• Energy independence
• Critical infrastructure protection

Avoid terminology that may be 
perceived as conflicting with 
Executive Orders

• Secured data systems
• Cost reduction
• Aging infrastructure 

replacement
• Drinking water security
• System reliability
• Maintenance optimization
• Reliable service delivery



Budget 
Considerations

Important Match Considerations

• Clearly distinguish federal vs. non-federal contributions​

• Identify cash vs. in-kind match sources and provide documentation​

• Avoid including indirect costs as match unless allowed and documented

Avoid Common Pitfalls

• Don’t pad budget or underestimate costs​

• Avoid unallowable items (e.g., lobbying, contingencies >10%, land 
acquisition)​

• Ensure totals match across all documents (SF-424, SF-424A, budget 
narrative)

Match Requirements



Grant Project 
Idea Portal

Book a consultation!

Resources are linked at 

www.nationalspecialdistricts.org/grant-services



Upcoming Brown Bag Webinars

Water Resources and Supply 

May 6, 2025

This session will explore funding 
opportunities through the 
Bureau of Reclamation and the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), focusing on grants for 
water infrastructure, 
conservation efforts, and 
sustainable water management. 
Participants will learn about 
available funding programs and 
strategies to develop competitive 
grant applications. 

Emergency Response and 
Disaster Preparedness 

June 24, 2025

Designed for special districts 
responsible for emergency 
management, this session will 
highlight federal funding options 
for improving disaster 
preparedness and response 
capabilities. Experts will discuss 
available grants, application best 
practices, and how to align 
funding requests with federal 
priorities. 

Fire Suppression and 
Response 

September 10, 2025

With wildfires and fire-related 
emergencies becoming more 
frequent, securing funding for 
fire prevention, suppression, and 
response is more critical than 
ever. This session will cover key 
grant programs that support fire 
districts, including funding for 
equipment, training, and fire 
mitigation efforts. 



NSDAGrants@tfgnet.com

Contact us at  
NSDAGrants@tfgnet.com 

Kristi More
TFG Managing Partner of Grants

Chris Wagoner
TFG Grants Specialist

Amanda Wylie
TFG Grants Analyst

Thank you!

mailto:NSDAGrants@tfgnet.com
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