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Local News

In Chester, a new push by the
receiver and Chester Water
Authority to make their cases

The issue is who owns the authority. The push is
against the backdrop of a lobbying effort this
week by authority supporters.
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Chester Water Authority supporters met with legislators in Harrisburg Wednesday
and lobbied on behalf of keeping the authority public. (COURTESY OF CHESTER
WATER AUTHORITY
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In their years-long contention, Receiver Michael T. Doweary and the Chester
Water Authority have, for once, agreed to one thing: They should have their
day in court.

The CWA has been embroiled in a court battle since then-Aqua, now
Essential Utilities, made an offer to buy it for $320 million in 2017 largely
over who actually owns the authority assets. The Pennsylvania Supreme

Court agreed to hear the case, but that was paused after Chester’s receiver
filed for Chapter 9 bankruptcy in November 2022.

Receiver Michael T. Doweary

In September, the Chester Water Authority petitioned the U.S. Bankruptcy
Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania to basically lift the stay on
court proceedings to allow the case to be heard. On Thursday, Doweary did
the same.

“The City and the CWA agree on very little,” the receiver’s filing said, “but
they do agree that the automatic stay should be modified to allow the
appeals to continue.”

This move comes as two busloads of CWA supporters traveled to Harrisburg
this week to deliver a 1,500-signature petition to Gov. Josh Shapiro to keep
the authority in public hands.
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On Wednesday, Chester Water Authority supporters packed two buses and traveled
to Harrisburg to deliver a 1,500-signature petition to Gov. Josh Shapiro to keep the
authority in public hands. (COURTESY OF CHESTER WATER AUTHORITY)

In this week’s filing, the receiver shared some history of the authority,
explaining that it was founded in 1939 after the Chester mayor asked council
to purchase the Chester Water Service Co. because of “foul-tasting
odoriferous water.”

On Aug. 26, the receiver filed a Plan of Adjustment in bankruptcy court that

advocates for selling the operation of the city’s water assets, while keeping
the ownership in public hands as a way to bring Chester out of financial
distress.

Revisiting the past

In this week’s court documents, the receiver said Chester Republican boss
John McClure and conspirators interjected themselves and purchased the
Chester company in 1939 for $750,000 before selling it to Chester for $1
million, making $250,000 in the interaction. He said that $250,000 would be
worth $5.6 million today.

They also said the Chester Water Service Co. had customers outside of the
city in Lower Chichester and Marcus Hook as early as 1907.

The documents also pointed to the 2012 creation, amendment and passage
of SB375 introduced by former Senate Majority Leader Dominic Pileggi,
former Chester mayor, and now a Delaware County judge.
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Receiver Michael T. Doweary has a legal strategy he wants to present regarding his
plans for the Chester Water Authority, but no legal action has been allowed until
bankruptcy proceedings are settled. He's looking to lift that order.

“That amendment packed the board of CWA ... from five members
appointed exclusively by City Council to nine members; three appointed by
the City, three appointed by Delaware County and three appointed by
Chester County — all without any compensation to the City,” they read.

The brief also noted that the reason given for this was so that all ratepayers
have representation, although the receiver questioned that, noting there was
no public outcry from other municipalities receiving service in the decades
before this and that all of the new board members from Delaware and
Chester counties at that time were Republican.

“Within the span of a week, the Machine had stripped Chester of control
over the CWA board without compensation,” the documents stated.

It also noted that at the direction of the bankruptcy court, both the receiver’s
office and Chester Water Authority have been in mediation since 2022.

The receiver’s documents also noted the failure of large-scale projects such
as Subaru Park and Harrah’s Casino & Racetrack to solve Chester’s financial
distress.

It also addressed impacts of water privatization.



“(P)rivatization of the Water Assets would not be in the best interests of the
City’s residents,” it read. “Privatization of water and wastewater assets in
Pennsylvania has led to extraordinary rate increases of between 44.9% and
166.6%, which Chester’s already financially burdened residents can ill-
afford.”

The receiver’s court documents asked for the case to proceed to finally
resolve whether the city alone owns the CWA assets.

“The city formed the CWA for the benefit of its residents,” it read. “From its
inception, however, the CWA has been used to take advantage of those
residents ... . The receiver seeks to turn the tide of history; to exercise the
same rights as every other Pennsylvania municipality that has incorporated
an authority, to put the assets of the CWA to work for the benefit of the
residents of the City, and to implement a long-term solution to the City’s
financial distress.”

On the other hand, supporters of the Chester Water Authority question how
privatization would benefit them as they took their case to Harrisburg on
Wednesday.

i - -
GOVERNOR
7 OUR HE SHAPIRO]

o

I -]
i-"E"r'ERNI'JR'S OFFICE

Even the Chester Water Authority mascot came out for the Harrisburg lobby day.
(COURTESY OF CHESTER WATER AUTHORITY)

With a 1,500-signature petition in hand, they loaded two buses to meet with
legislators and to ask Shapiro to keep their authority public.



‘It's not just’

Connie Irvin of Chester was on that bus and she’s worried about a private
company developing CWA land, and increasing rates.

“The private companies, they really want to get their hands on that land,”
she said. “I don’t want houses and condos and all that stuff to go up on that
land.”

Plus, she said, “I know the rates are going to skyrocket.”
She also questioned what will happen to the quality of her water.

Of a privately held company, Irvin added, “Everything is for profit, none of it
is for the interest of people who are drinking the water.”

Kathleen Maffei of Aston went to Harrisburg for the day with her husband,
Brian Murphy.

“This is an important issue for us,” she said. “The main issue that caught our
attention was because of the attempt to sell, to take over our public utility
and sell it to help bail out some of the problems in Chester.”

About 20% of the Chester Water Authority’s customers are in Chester and the
remaining 80% are split between municipalities in Delaware County outside
of Chester and in Chester County.

She said the Chester Water Authority should not be sold.

“Pennsylvania has one of the highest rates of privatization,” Maffei said.
“One of the biggest issues of privatization of your utilities is it doubles and
triples the cost and it’s an essential service.”

That not only impacts homeowners and businesses but school districts and
municipalities, who then have to increase taxes to cover the water increases,
impacting residents even more, she said.

She said options become limited once a utility is sold to a private company.

“You can’t shop around for another water company,” Maffei said. “It’s a
monopoly.”

That idea is also held by water advocates, who support the CWA effort.



“We urge Gov. Shapiro to set a new course for Chester — one that protects
water as a public resource,” Ginny Marcille-Kerslake, Pennsylvania
organizer at Food & Water Watch, said. “The current plan relies on massive
water rate hikes as a misguided attempt to achieve solvency, but water
privatization is a false solution for municipal budget shortfalls.”

For Maffei, she sees it as an attempt to take the authority away from
ratepayers who have helped to create the system that now exists.

“What (the receiver’s) attempting to do is take something that’s a public
utility that we the ratepayers have provided all of the funds to build the
system,” she said. “He wants to take it from us ... We believe it’s not just.”
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