
How the Program works
The Water Upgrades $ave is an on-bill financing service that 
uses established municipal water utility authority to set water 
service fees and recover costs from their customers to make 
the following Program offer:

Municipal water utility customers can install eligible water 
efficiency equipment with no up-front cost ― using a utility-
approved efficiency charge that is significantly lower than the 
estimated savings.

The efficiency charge stops at the end of the financing term 
or if the equipment fails and cannot be repaired. If the water 
utility customer moves from the location, the new water 
customer automatically assumes both the continued savings 
and remaining charge. 

Based on successful BayREN pilots offered by the Town 
of Windsor, City of Hayward, and East Bay Municipal Utility 
District over the past seven years, the Program provides a 
regional service that includes: 

• Access to low cost capital to deliver efficiency 
improvements at scale to the utilities’ customers. 

• Efficient delivery of services with centralized Program 
administration and operation that allows Bay Area 
communities to benefit from and report on water 
conservation without having to add utility staff. 

Customer benefits
The program helps customers meet new code and water-use 
regulations with no risk or hassle with these assurances: 

• No up-front payment, new debt obligation, or liens.

• Estimated savings exceed by at least 20 percent a 
monthly utility-approved efficiency charge.

• Repayment required only while they are a utility customer 
at the project location.

• Failed improvements are repaired or the charge is 
terminated.

UTILITY BUSINESS BRIEF
Water Upgrades $ave, formerly known as the Water Bill Savings Program (WBSP) is a collaboration of the Bay Area 
Regional Energy Network (BayREN) and the Association of Bay Area Governments to address California’s mounting 
water supply and climate adaptation challenges. The Program provides turn-key services to partner municipal water 
utilities throughout the Bay Area, allowing them to serve their customers at little cost and without having to hire new 
staff or raise capital. Municipalities can use the Program to meet state and local policy goals, support underserved 
customers (low- and moderate-income customers and renters), and produce water and energy savings on the 
customer side of the meter. The Program can be customized to supplement or replace current indoor/outdoor water 
conservation efforts to best meet each municipality’s needs.

Utility benefits
In addition to the benefits above, local governments can 
use the program to: 

• Provide enhanced and inclusive utility service to all 
customers, including underserved customers. 

• Provide residents and businesses an easy path to more 
efficient properties that meet code requirements. 

• Help participants lower their utility bills, which in turn 
reduces risk of non-payment.

• Establish a fixed revenue stream for utility cost 
recovery using the program’s optional utility fee.

• Support customers with an alternative tool for water 
conservation without strict reliance on rebates.
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Utility responsibilities
Over BayREN works with partner utilities to establish 
project eligibility, marketing and outreach activities, and 
participation targets. To participate, a water utility 
adopts and implements a fee schedule to enable 
on-bill collection and track line item charges for each 
participating customer.  (The program will provide 
interested utilities with a model fee schedule; ABAG 
approval of the utility’s adopted fee schedule is required.) 
Utility responsibilities include:

•	 Activate	the	utility’s	efficiency	charge	authority. The 
program relies on a utility’s authority to set rates and 
fees for water service and collect approved charges on 
participating customers’ utility accounts for the service.

o The efficiency charge can be no more than 80 
percent of estimated water, sewer, and energy 
savings, and consists of capital cost, project/
program costs, and an optional utility fee.

o The 80 percent threshold helps ensure projects 
deliver immediate bill savings to customers. 

o The utility fee is capped at 2 percent of a customer’s 
project costs and is paid by ABAG to the utility 
in a lump sum based on projects completed in 
the previous month. The utility can use the fee to 
support program administration or decline the fee 
option to lower customer project costs.

Utility Fee (%) Lump sum per 
$2,000 project

Lump sum for 
$100,000 in projects

1% $103 $5,167

2% $210 $10,500

• Assign charge to an account location and collect 
customer	payments. For the utility’s customers to be 
able to install program improvements, the billing system 
needs to:

o Accommodate a line item charge on the 
participating customer’s account for up to 10 years, 
ensuring that customer service staff can easily 
identify accounts with a charge; and

o Display program-related information for an account, 
including improvements installed, charge, amounts 
billed, amounts paid, payments missed, and 
remaining payments.

• Commit to repaying fee-based charge obligations 
regardless of collections from individual participants.

BayREN and ABAG will provide interested utilities with a 
model fee schedule for adoption and are also working to 
provide billing system software assistance to participating 
utilities to automate these tasks.

ABAG/BayREN responsibilities
ABAG and BayREN will administer and operate the Program 
as a regional initiative on behalf of participating local 
governments and their water utilities. ABAG and BayREN will:

Secure and disperse capital

• Program provides low cost capital to pay for 
improvements, reducing project costs and increasing 
participation. 

• Utilities use their proven cost recovery mechanisms to 
repay capital costs.

Administer Program Services

ABAG and BayREN provide additional services to utilities to 
opt in with minimal staff and budget impacts:  

• Develop and oversee all program Agreements and 
Forms

• Procure services and or bulk materials

• Recruit, establish, and maintain eligible program 
contractors

• Oversee program and contractor marketing

• Oversee customer projects and project quality 
assurance and control 

• Review and approve customer and contractor 
agreements

• Approve projects prior to paying eligible contractors

• Report efficiency charges to utilities for placement on 
customer bills

• File notices of efficiency charges at County Recorder 
Offices as necessary

• Address initial customer/contractor disputes and 
assess penalties for contractors not meeting program 
requirements 

• Tracking and maintaining records of utility repayment of 
ABAG funds paid for completed projects

The terms and conditions for carrying out these 
responsibilities are established in the program’s Master 
Agreement and the program’s Agreements and Forms.
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For more information, contact Chris Cone, Program Manager, at chris.cone@rcpa.ca.gov or (707) 565-8031

Program Model
In coordination with the 
Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission (MTC), ABAG secures 
funding for the Program financing 
service. ABAG’s BayREN division 
and the Sonoma County Regional 
Climate Protection Authority, 
BayREN member and Program 
lead, work with municipal water 
utilities to recruit and enroll 
eligible customers. 

The BayREN Program Operator 
qualifies projects and sends work orders to approved 
Program Contractors for final project scoping, installation, 
and close out. The BayREN Program Operator runs the 
Program on behalf of the water utility and its customers, 
including oversight of sales and marketing, contractors, 
and project quality assurance and quality control. 

Customers at participating project locations repay project 
costs over time through a utility-approved efficiency charge 
on that meter location’s water bill. The charge stops at the 
end of the financing term or if the equipment fails and can’t 
be repaired. If the water utility customer moves from the 
location, the new water customer automatically assumes 
both the continued savings and remaining efficiency 
charge.

Partner utilities opting into the program will sign a Master 
Agreement establishing the terms and conditions for how 
ABAG will provide program services to eligible customers, 
roles and responsibilities for utilities to facilitate these 
projects, and requirements for utility repayment to ABAG 
for program services delivered to utility customers. In 
addition to required terms and conditions, the Master 
Agreement will identify optional and negotiable roles and 
responsibilities for the parties. For example, roles for 
marketing and outreach and or site inspections may be 
negotiated between BayREN and the Partner Utility. 

Pilot Program Results
BayREN has supported three separate water utility pilots 
based on the Pay As You Save® system: 

• Windsor Efficiency PAYS®

• Green Hayward PAYS®, and

• East Bay Municipal Utility District’s WaterSmart On-Bill 
Program. 

These pilots provide indoor and outdoor improvements 
and focus primarily on multifamily buildings with five or 
more units and a master-meter water system, but services 
have also been provided to single family and commercial 
customers. A 2019 pilot evaluation found high levels of 
satisfaction among participating customers, contractors, 
and water utilities. To-date, these pilots have completed 
584 multi-family unit and 247 single family projects ― 
reducing multifamily water use by 30 percent and single 
family water use by 20 percent, on average. 
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