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• Established in 1952

➢ One of the first regional inter tribal 

associations created in the United States

➢ Established By Tribes, For Tribes

➢ Highest elected officials of 21 Member 

Tribes serve on the Council

• Mission

➢ To take action on matters that affect them 

collectively and individually 

➢ To promote tribal sovereignty and 

strengthen tribal governments



• Established a non-profit organization in 1975

➢ Authorized by Member Tribes to administer programs 

and services on their behalf

➢ Tribal needs to be addressed are identified through 

members on the Council

➢ Manages over 30 programs and employs over 70 staff



Focus of this presentation

Shared Border:  Water Utilities Workforce 

and Operator Certification

Shared Border:  Reciprocity and Regulations

Shared Border:  Water Policy



Safe Drinking Water & Adequate Sanitation

Source:  Safe Water & Waste Disposal Facilities Fact Sheet, Indian Health Service, January 2013



Tribal Water & Wastewater Utilities





Water/wastewater system operator is a public health professional and 

operator certification demonstrates the operator has the skills, 

knowledge, education and experience necessary to deliver safe water / 

adequate sanitation.

                      —from U.S. EPA (75 Federal Register 48329, Aug. 2010)

Water Operators are Public Health Professionals

• Certification = a professional credential designed specifically to 

   protect public health



Operator Certification / Credentials

Supporting Tribal operators is an additional way by which Tribal 

governments can exercise their sovereignty and promote their self-

determination goals.
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Professional Certification

ITCA is a U.S. EPA-approved Provider of Operator Certification services for 

personnel working on Tribal lands

• Annually provides 19 different types of operator training courses

• Provides standardized certification examinations

• Administers professional certification credentialing services

Professional Certifications

Water Treatment-Levels 1, 2, 3, and 4 (U.S. EPA approved)

Water Distribution-Levels 1, 2, 3, and 4 (U.S. EPA approved)

Very Small Water Systems – VSWS (U.S. EPA approved)

Wastewater Collection-Levels, 1, 2, 3, and 4

Wastewater Treatment-Levels 1, 2, 3, and 4

Utility Management Certification-Level 1

ITCA Tribal Operator Certification



The ITCA National Tribal Water & Wastewater 

Operator Certification Program

Reciprocity:

Equivalency of operator 

certification between two 

certifying authorities

Purpose: multi-jurisdiction 

and Career mobility

Jurisdiction No. 1 Jurisdiction No. 2
Exam waiver



Workforce Challenges

• Roughly 1/3 of the water sector workforce is eligible to retire 

in the next 10 years (quoted from USEPA website)



Workforce Challenges

• The small, rural nature of many Tribal systems can lead to insufficient funding for 

operations and maintenance (O&M). 

• Small, rural water utilities face challenges in recruiting, training, and retaining employees, 

as well as regulatory compliance challenges (as shown in the next slide).



Regulatory Compliance Challenges



Changes to Exams & Jurisprudence

The national standardized water operator certification exams 

changed in 2017 to align with credentialing industry best 

practices.

They now focus on industry-wide, universal competencies and 

removed test questions on the highly-variable regulations.

In response, ITCA created SDWA Federal Baseline Regulations 

Exam Modules to bridge the gap in Tribal Operator Certification.

Federal Baseline

Regulations &

Requirements

State Primacy

Regulations &

Requirements



Changes to Exams & Jurisprudence

The “FedReg” Exam Modules for Water 

Treatment and Water Distribution each consist 

of 40 questions and are OPEN BOOK using 

tablets.

The purpose of the FedReg Exam Modules is to 

measure water operator knowledge, skills, and 

abilities in finding and applying federal 

regulations to solve problems.

FedRegs Exam Module passing rate: 56%

FedReg Reference Tablets are being used in the 

field and on the job.



Shared Border:  Water Policy

Tribal Leaders Water Policy Council

• Provides a Tribal Leadership forum that facilitates 

collaboration of tribes with other water resource 

management agencies

• Coordinates a Tribal presence within groups working on 

federal, state, and regional water policies

• Strengthens Tribal capacity through improved access to 

information and analysis on water resource management 

issues



ITCA National Tribal Water Systems Programs

Brian Bennon

ITCA Tribal Water Systems Department Director

brian.bennon@itcaonline.com 

(602) 258-4822
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