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Othering is a generalized set of common 

processes that can engender marginality and 

inequality across any of the full range of human 

differences.

class

ethnicity





The problem of “Othering” is the 

problem of the 21st century.

Targeted universalism can design 

belonging strategies.4



The opposite of othering is belonging—not ‘saming’.

Belonging is the aspiration. Belonging is the aspiration. 



Exclusion Diversity/Inclusion Belonging/Co-Creating

Belonging is inclusion PLUS meaningful participation and co-owning 

and co-creating new structures

From Inclusion to Belonging and 

Co-Creating New Structures



Equality: Treating everyone the same.

• Example: Giving three kids the same size stool to reach a countertop. 

Seems equal, but ignores that we are situated differently.

Equity: Giving everyone what they need to get to the same starting point.

• Example: Giving three kids three different sized stools to reach the 

countertop.

• But this doesn’t mean they will each be able to reach certain cupboards 

or make the same use of the space to cook dinner.

The problem is not a deficit inherent within the

communities themselves (as with height) but 

within the structures around them. 

Equality, Inclusion, Equity,

Belonging/Equity 2.0





We are all situated 

within structures 

but not evenly. 

These structures interact 

in ways that produce a differential in outcomes.

Cultural  
Structures

Physical  
Structures

Social  
Structures

OUTCOMES

Structures are not 

neutral. 

Power gives us 

greater positive 

access to 

structures and 

more ability to 

shape structures.

Othering & Belonging Within Structures



Reaching opportunity structures

Not only are people situated 

differently with regard to 

institutions, people are situated 

differently with regard to 

infrastructure

People are impacted by the 

relationships between institutions 

and systems…

…but people also impact these 

relationships and can change the 

structure of the system.



Targeted Universalism:
Exclusion, Integration, Inclusion, Belonging

Where do diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging fit?



Bridges different “groups of people”

Aligns goals and efforts to realize them

Enables “diverse groups” to dictate the goal

Belonging

Targeted Universalism:
Exclusion, Integration, Inclusion, Belonging



Structural inequity & othering

is  created by different groups 

and  people having different  

pathways with structural road  

blocks to reach a goal.

Targeted universalism directs 

attention to pathways different 

groups face & suggests structural 

changes to make those paths 

smoother. 

Targeted Universalism: Equity 2.0

universal goals & targeted strategies



Trust in Government





Trust in Institutions





Low Trust = Low Voter Turnout

• 2016 presidential elections: 92 million eligible Americans did not vote.

• 2014 midterm elections: 143 million eligible Americans did not vote, marking 

the lowest voter participation in 72 years.

• Barriers to Voting.

• 6 million American citizens are barred from voting because of ex-offender 

disenfranchisement laws. 

• Voter suppression tools. 

• Alienation from government

• According to a 2016 survey, 57 percent of Americans agreed that “politics and 

elections are controlled by people with money and by big corporations so it 

doesn’t matter if they vote.”

• A 2018 study by Harvard University found that only 36 percent of young 

respondents disagreed with the statement, “Political involvement rarely has 

any tangible results.”





Low Trust Could Lead to Low 

Census Response

The 2020 Census Barriers, Attitudes, and Motivators Study (CBAMS) revealed five 

barriers that might prevent people from participating in the census: 

• Privacy. ¼ of respondents were concerned about the confidentiality of answers, 

racial and ethnic minorities were significantly more concerned.

• Repercussions. ¼ of respondents were concerned their answers would be used 

against them. Asians, householders not proficient in English, and those born 

outside of the U.S. were the most concerned. 

• Distrust. Distrust in government was high for everyone, with the highest levels of 

distrust among small-sample races, Whites, Blacks, people born in the United 

States, and people who are proficient in English. 

• Efficacy. Many did not feel it matters whether they are personally counted. 

• Lack of Personal Benefit. More people predicted that answering the census could 

bring benefits to their community than to them personally. 



Trust is responsive to political climate 

and signals of belonging

• Black and Latino trust are moving 

together.

• White trust follows a different 

trajectory. 

• Changes in the political climate 

affect trust:

• election of the first black President

• attentiveness to Black and Latino 

voters by both parties



Political power signals belonging 

and fosters trust in government 

• 2012: Depiction of Latinos as deciders, as American voters, 

combined with outreach sent a message of belonging. 

• When signaled by elites and media that they were welcome and 

important, Latino immigrants were more trusting of the government 

despite the continued inability of Congress to pass comprehensive 

immigration reform and highest levels of deportation under Obama.



Social  
Determinants  

of Health

Violence and  
disorder Concentrated  

poverty

School quality

Housing quality

Segregation
Neighborhood  

blight

Exposure to  
toxins

Physical hazards

Structures of social determinants 

of health

Drinking and 
Wastewater Service



Universal Access to Water

Resolution 64/292: The Human Right to Water and Sanitation 

The General Assembly recognizes the right to safe and clean drinking water 

and sanitation as a human right that is essential for the full enjoyment of life 

and all human rights; 

• Access to water is a force for structural belonging and inclusion

• Access to water is not a right in the United States. 

• Water access is a precondition for realization of other positive out-comes 

like maintaining family cohesion, housing, and healthy food.

• In Detroit, water is not affordable. Victims of shutoffs were often not 

provided with notices and information regarding their water bills and 

water was shutoff unexpectedly. Mass water shutoffs in Detroit offer a 

clear illustration of the violation of the human right to water. 



Structures of social determinants 

of health

Drinking and 
Wastewater Service

Clean Surface Waters

Social  
Determinants  

of Health

“…Without water, people cannot live a life with dignity…It exacerbates 

inequalities, stigmatizes people and renders the most vulnerable even more 

helpless. Lack of access to water and hygiene is also a real threat to public 

health. …Water and sanitation does not have to be free.” 
UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing
United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, “Joint Press Statement by Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing as a Component of 

the Right to an Adequate Standard of Living,” (United Nations, October 20, 2014),.

“…Water is essential to human well-being. Water is the foundation of health 

and is used for cooking, bathing, cleaning, and waste disposal. Lack of 

access to water prevents individuals from full participation in the economy, 

limiting both their and their communities’ productivity. …”

Rick Zarella & Wendy Ake (forthcoming, 2019)
Zarella and Ake (forthcoming, 2019) “Measuring Water and Sewer Service Affordability: Improving metrics to map distributional impacts, increase equity, and 

ensure utility viability.

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=15188&LangID=E


• Neglect of improvements to infrastructure has left Detroit with antiquated 

combined sewer system (CSS). 

• Sewage, greywater, and stormwater all mix within the same system and are 

transported to the same wastewater treatment plants. Converting a combined 

sewer into a separate sanitary sewer is expensive.

• 3,800 miles of sewer are in Detroit and 8,770 miles in suburban areas but the 

vast majority of Detroit’s sewer is combined sewer.

• This creates an environmental risk of combined sewage overflows (CSO) which 

causes waste to be discharged directly into freshwater. Increased burdens due 

to climate change. 

• Municipalities are required by the EPA to take expensive protective measures 

to avoid CSOs.

Health Effects
Surface Water Quality & Climate Change 

Resilience



Health Effects

Additional Public Health Challenges

• Water scarcity can have lasting effects on individuals’ health and intensify 

other health problems. 

• Poor hygiene resulting from lack of water access can spread 

communicable diseases. 

• Lacking water in the home can also negatively impact nutrition, as 

preparing healthier foods is dependent upon water. 

• Henry Ford Health System’s Global Health Initiative and Division of 

Infectious Disease study examined 37,441 cases of water-related 

illnesses at Henry Ford Hospital between Jan 2015 and Feb 2016. 

• Researchers found that patients with water-related illnesses were 

1.48 times more likely to live on a block that experienced water 

shutoffs 



• High drainage fees and water shutoffs erode the infrastructure of 

historically manufacturing communities

• Home Foreclosures

• Past due amounts on delinquent water bills are rolled over to liens on 

homes that combine with other liens to accelerate home foreclosures. 

• Breakup of Families

• Child Protective Services considers homes without access to running 

water to be unfit environments for children, making water shutoffs 

contribute to breaking up families

• Disruption of Social Institutions

• High drainage fees threaten fiscal sustainability of churches that are 

especially burdened given the size of congregations and properties.

Cascading Effects

Additional Public Health Challenges



Water Affordability: A National Crisis

In a survey of 260 

water utilities and 

180 wastewater 

utilities across 42 

states, between 

2008 and 2016,

average 

wastewater 

rates 

increased 

by 24%

US Department of Energy, Office of Energy, Efficiency and Renewable Energy, September 2017, Water and Wastewater Annual 

Price Escalation Rates for Selected Cities across the United States, available here.

https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/10/f38/water_wastewater_escalation_rate_study.pdf


Water Affordability: A National Crisis

In a survey of 260 

water utilities and 

180 wastewater 

utilities across 42 

states, between 

2008 and 2016,

average 

drinking 

water rates 

increased 

by 40%

US Department of Energy, Office of Energy, Efficiency and Renewable Energy, September 2017, Water and Wastewater Annual 

Price Escalation Rates for Selected Cities across the United States, available here.

https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/10/f38/water_wastewater_escalation_rate_study.pdf


Nationwide “Pockets of Water Poverty”

Annual increases in drinking water bills have varied between 8-

9% to 3.1% since 2010.

Between 2010-2015 there was an overall 41% rise in drinking 

and wastewater costs.

Mack EA, Wrase S 

(2017) Correction: A 

Burgeoning Crisis? A 

Nationwide 

Assessment of the 

Geography of Water 

Affordability in the 

United States. PLOS 

ONE 12(4): 

e0176645

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0176645


Nationwide “Pockets of Water Poverty”

“…If water rates rise at projected amounts over the next five 

years, conservative projections estimate that the percentage of 

U.S. households who will find water bills unaffordable could triple 

from 11.9% to 35.6%. …” 
Mack EA, Wrase S (2017) Correction: A Burgeoning Crisis? A Nationwide Assessment of the Geography of Water Affordability in the United States. PLOS 

ONE 12(4): e0176645.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0176645


Structures of Water Affordability

Funding infrastructure

Public spending on 

water and 

wastewater has 

increased over the 

last fifty years.

Investments in 

capital 

infrastructure, 

operations and 

management was 

relatively stagnant 

and declined in 

recent years.

Graphed by the Environmental Finance Center at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. Source: Congressional Budget Office, 

supplemental data for the Public Spending on Transportation and Water Infrastructure, 1956 to 2014 report (March 2015).



State and local 

government 

spending 

comprises 

• 95% of 

spending on 

drinking and 

wastewater

• 99% for 

drinking 

water.

Structures of Water Affordability

Funding infrastructure

Graphed by the Environmental Finance Center at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. Source: Congressional Budget Office, 

supplemental data for the Public Spending on Transportation and Water Infrastructure, 1956 to 2014 report (March 2015).



Shut-Offs in Detroit 2014-2017



Unaffordable Areas for 

drinking and wastewater 

costs when using census 

tract MHI as an affordability 

threshold. 

Unaffordability is present in 

seven communities, spatially 

clustered around urban 

centers, all of which have local 

MHI below $31,300

Customers within tracts above 

the metric’s affordability 

threshold and with incomes 

under $29,999 comprise 

72,185 households in Detroit 

and 35,864 households within 

the rest of GLWA

Structures of Water Affordability

GLWA’s Service Area

Zarella, Rick & Wendy Ake (forthcoming 2019) “Measuring Water and Sewer Service Affordability: Improving metrics to map 

distributional impacts, increase equity, and ensure utility viability,” Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive Society.



Unaffordable areas for 

drinking and wastewater 

costs when using 20-

income percentile as an 

affordability threshold. 

Unaffordability in 45 

communities, all of which 

have 20th percentile income 

below $31,000 

Customers within tracts 

above the metric’s 

affordability threshold and 

with incomes under $29,999 

comprise 104,181 

households in Detroit and 

204,308 households within 

the rest of GLWA.

Structures of Water Affordability

GLWA’s Service Area

Zarella, Rick & Wendy Ake (forthcoming 2019) “Measuring Water and Sewer Service Affordability: Improving metrics to map 

distributional impacts, increase equity, and ensure utility viability,” Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive Society.



• Most of the older water and sewerage systems in the US require 

expensive upgrades. However local revenue and state revenues 

are in decline. 

• In Detroit, the costs of maintaining aging infrastructure are 

passed off onto users through unaffordable water rates. 

• Atlanta, Georgia and Seattle, Washington have some of the 

highest water rates, with average bills at $325.52 and $309.72 

per month for a family of four. 

• Philadelphia, Pennsylvania made 27,776 water shutoffs for non-

payment of water bills. 4 out of 10 water accounts were past 

due.

DWSD and GLWA 

Structures of Drinking and Wastewater



• Need to determine a payment system that ensures people 

who are willing but unable to pay continue to receive 

drinking and wastewater services.

• For public systems to have the revenue to maintain, 

operate, and upgrade the system, there must be clear 

guidance on how to determine who is able to pay and who 

is not able to pay especially where public utilities attempt to 

maximize revenue through collections enforcement 

Structures of Water Affordability

GLWA’s Service Area



Infrastructure Needs Nationwide

• In the context of global climate change, water and wastewater must be 

adaptable and resilient. 

• Extreme and unpredictable weather conditions and higher temperatures 

affect the distribution of rainfall, snowmelt, and groundwater, ushering in 

more frequent floods and droughts

• These patterns that should be anticipated and integrated in local water 

and sewer system planning and design. 

• Investing in drinking water and wastewater systems have positive and 

significant impacts on state and local economies. 

• Green infrastructure protects public health as well as the health of the 

water and sewer system. 



Recommendations

• Moratorium & Redesigning Decision-making on Water Shutoffs

• End water shutoffs until adequate processes allow due process to 

challenge orders and access financial support

• Service providers must seriously consider objections raised by the 

community and implement changes 

• Expand effective water affordability programs to curb the need for water 

shutoffs

• Comprehensive Water Affordability Plan

• Identify the precise needs across the service area and match these to the 

program design. 

• Enable more targeted place-based analysis of water affordability

• Incorporate Basic Consumer Protection in GLWA Policies

• Link consumer protection plans to adequate affordability plans. 

• Implement Legislative Reforms

• Universal goal of widespread water security should drive legislation and 

regulatory standards. Include access to water, fair water billing and rates, 

water quality, citizen oversight and transparency. 



Recommendations

• Rework the Terms of the GLWA Service Agreement

• Remove unnecessary structural burdens for the city to exercise its role as 

owner of the system. Establish a more equitable cost sharing model taking 

into account regional inequities. 

• Ensure fair representation in decision making bodies 

• Analyze best practices and alternative structures to adhere to unique 

community concerns to influence decision making.

• Ensure transparency and community accountability

• Implement Green Infrastructure Initiatives

• Water insecurity is a result of social, economic and environmental issues 

• Enact broad green infrastructure initiative for a multidimensional solution

• Natural and engineered environmental upgrades to promote water reuse 

and infiltration. Relieve pressure on aging water and sanitation infrastructure 

while facilitating economic growth and sustainable urban development. 



Recommendations

• Rework the Terms of the GLWA Service Agreement
• Remove unnecessary structural burdens for the city to exercise its role as owner of 

the system. Establish a more equitable cost sharing model taking into account 
regional inequities. 

• Ensure fair representation in decision making bodies 
• Analyze best practices and alternative structures to adhere to unique community 

concerns to influence decision making.
• Ensure transparency and community accountability

• Evaluate the Fairness of GLWA’s Annual Lease Payment
• Conduct comprehensive appraisal of regional water and sewerage systems and 

recalculate annual lease payment. 



Green Infrastructure

• The natural environment—areas of surface water or low-lying land—

are pervious surfaces that permit stormwater to replenish the natural 

aquifer and do not burden the common sewer system.

• Green infrastructure reduces the number of impervious surfaces and 

redirects stormwater that flows off of impervious surfaces to properly 

prepared green surfaces that can accept the water. 

• Stormwater that does not enter the combined sewer system does not 

require transportation to a sewage treatment plant or the labor and 

chemicals needed to clean it.

• The savings in labor, chemicals, and energy for waste management 

systems and devices pays dividends on a permanent basis for every 

green infrastructure installation in which the city invests. 



A Multidimensional Response





A Multidimensional Response

Detroit Water Equity and 

Sustainability Project

https://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/detroitwaterequity

https://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/detroitwaterequity
https://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/detroitwaterequity

