
Save CWA supporters, about 70 strong, trekked to the state
capitol to get attention from state lawmakers.

‘Save CWA’ activists take fight to Harrisburg
for help and attention
October 16, 2024

The activist group, “Save CWA,” which has been
advocating against the sale of the Chester
Water Authority (CWA) as part of the city’s
bankruptcy process, took their cause to
Harrisburg last Wednesday (Oct. 9), calling
upon legislators and Gov. Josh Shapiro to
support their efforts.

The group, some 70 members strong, arrived in 
the Capitol around 11 a.m., in two busloads, one from CWA’s parking lot in Chester, and the 
other from West Grove, Chester County.

The collective was principally made-up of CWA company employees and board leadership. 
Many employees had several decades of seniority with the company, and spoke of its ethics 
with passion. Many employees are also CWA ratepayers. Of those, many are Chester City 
residents, but over 80 percent of CWA ratepayers are not Chester residents, living in other 
parts of Delaware and Chester counties.

Throughout a carefully planned “Lobby Day,” they raised awareness about the CWA’s fight to 
maintain its independence and autonomy, lobbied support from the offices of multiple state 
representatives and senators, held a press conference on the main Rotunda steps, and were 
successful in securing an audience with two of the governor’s senior staff members.

“It’s important for our elected officials to hear what we have to say,” CWA Chair Noel Brandon 
told the audience, opening the press conference backed by dozens of CWA employees and 
supporters, holding signs and a banner representing the ratepayers impacted by the public 
water utility.

“But really, the folks who are here today, standing behind me, should not be here. We 
shouldn’t be here because CWA is an awardwinning, publicly-owned and operated municipal 
authority that’s amongst the most affordable work providers in the state and yet we have been 
fighting hostile takeovers since 2017,” Brandon said.
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At the press conference, several state lawmakers spoke in support of Save CWA including Sen. 
John Kane (D-9), Sen. Carolyn Committa (D-156), Rep. Carol Kazeem (D-159), and Rep. John 
Lawrence (D-13) making clear that CWA’s tribulations result from a complex web involving 
state, corporate and municipal authorities.

Both Committa and Kane said they want Act 12 to be repealed. That is the law that paved the 
way for public water acquisitions in the state. Lawrence called on Shapiro to “take CWA off the 
table.”

Energized by the speeches, the group made its way to Shapiro’s office to hand-deliver a 
petition, but was met with a closed door. Kane intervened to broker a meeting between Save 
CWA spokespeople and Shapiro’s staff, who heard their concerns and received the petition.

This petition demands of Shapiro that he, “Tell (his) appointed financial receiver for the city of 
Chester to stop the water grab and rescind his recent water plan. Do not allow him to cash out 
the invaluable public water assets. Instead, protect water and wastewater systems as public 
assets and affordable services. Please revoke any and all policies that promote water and 
wastewater privatization schemes. Instead, take a stand for public water and for cities like 
Chester by providing the real resources that distressed cities need.”

The unexpected meeting with Shapiro’s staff was a win for the Harrisburg-goers. Reporting on 
the meeting to the rest of the group, Brandon said, “Though I’m a little disappointed that we 
didn’t hear (them commit) to more definitive action, I understand that this is a normal step, we 
have to make our voice known and are very happy we got to show our faces, and put human 
bodies next to the problem so they remember us. Who knows? Maybe the receiver will modify 
his actions. If he doesn’t, that’s fine, we’re still gonna fight it.”

According to “Keep Water Affordable” cofounder Bill Ferguson, who led several lobbying teams 
through the Capitol and legislators’ offices, lawmakers targeted by Save CWA were selected 
considering the likelihood that they may be familiar with takeovers of water authorities within 
their own constituencies.

In 2016, Pennsylvania became the first state to pass legislation which allowed private 
companies to buy public utilities for more than they are worth (“fair market value” rather than 
“depreciated value.”) The legislation, known as “Act 12,” has been criticized for triggering a 
chain of such private takeovers.

In 2016, after state lawmakers passed nationally unprecedented legislation which allowed the 
corporate acquisition of public water authorities, AQUA Pennsylvania submitted an unsolicited 
bid to purchase the CWA for $370 million.



The bid was immediately and unanimously rejected by the authority’s board over concerns of 
prospective ratehikes, lessened water quality and diminished public access. Far from ending 
the conversation, however, the tug-of-war has continued unabated since then and, with court 
cases still pending, the issue has become engulfed in the city’s bankruptcy process.

Michael Doweary, Chester’s stateappointed receiver, has grappled with ways to eliminate the 
city’s staggering debt and, since he couldn’t “sell” CWA, he devised a “Plan of Adjustment” that 
would allow the utility to be “operated” by a third-party entity. The non-profit water company 
would remain in “public” hands, he assured.

According to Doweary, “This is a difficult situation but CWA is the city’s only asset large enough 
to generate enough money to meet its debt obligation and reinvest in the city, which for years 
has been on a shoestring budget.”

After filing the city’s bankruptcy under Chapter 9, in November 2022, Doweary, submitted his 
adjustment plan to federal bankruptcy court in August. The plan issued a “request for 
proposals” for an outside vendor to operate the CWA, the Chester Stormwater Authority, and 
the city’s interest in the Delaware County Regional Water Quality Control Authority
(DELCORA).

Doweary has claimed he intends to “monetize” yet “keep the company in public hands,” but it is 
unclear what kind of entity would agree to such a deal. CWA advocates fear the plan creates a 
back door for an AQUA or American Water Company to again try to step in.

Since 2017, Aqua has acquired several small water authorities throughout the state and has 
requested rate hikes as high as nearly 20 percent.

Litigation determining whether the city even has the right or the authority to sell CWA is also 
pending. Though Chester originally founded CWA, the company has been operated by a 
ninemember board with three members each appointed by Chester City, Chester County, and 
Delaware Council.

A challenge of the sale heard by the Delaware County court resulted in a ruling that all three 
entities had to approve of a sale. The city filed an appeal before Commonwealth Court, which 
ruled in its favor. The ruling was appealed by CWA and was sent to the PA Supreme Court, but 
the bankruptcy filing in federal court put a stay on the state’s legal proceeding. Currently, the 
stay may be revoked.

Next steps, Brandon told a reporter, will depend on what is decided by the federal bankruptcy 
court, whether the Supreme Court case launches again, and what prospective bids come 
forward.




