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T H E  C H A L L E N G E  I N  N U M B E R S

A workforce arriving at an inflection point
Across the United States — and acutely in Florida's small and rural systems — the people who keep water flowing are retiring faster than utilities can 
replace them.

30–50%
of the water workforce is eligible 
to retire within 5–10 years (EPA / 
Brookings)

~1 in 3
of water-utility employees reach 
retirement age within the decade 
(2024 federal report)

~300K
water-sector positions nationally 
must be filled over the next 
decade (US Water Alliance)

~6,500
public water systems regulated in 
Florida — many very small and 
rural (FDEP)
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D E M O G R A P H I C  C H A N G E  ·  T H E  S I L V E R  T S U N A M I

An aging workforce and a thinning bench

Veteran-heavy age profile
The median water-sector worker is older than the national median. EPA estimates 
roughly a third of the workforce will be retirement-eligible within ten years — the 
leading edge of the “silver tsunami.”

Institutional knowledge walks out the door
Senior operators know which pump fails in the heat and where buried mains run. 
That knowledge is informal and rarely documented — when they leave, it tends to 
leave completely.

A pipeline that isn't keeping pace
The field competes poorly for young talent: low visibility, a perception of being 
“low-tech,” and multi-year certification timelines slow replacement of every 
retirement.

Share of workforce eligible to retire within the decade

33%

25%

Water utilities
(EPA est.)

All U.S. workers
55+ by 2030
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T H E  R U R A L  F L O R I D A  C O N T E X T

Small systems carry outsized risk
Rural utilities operate with the thinnest margins of staff, revenue, and expertise — which is exactly why the retirement wave hits them hardest.

81% of systems, 93% of violations

Nationally, systems serving fewer than 3,300 people make up 81% 
of public water systems but account for 93% of drinking-water 
noncompliance — a capacity gap, not just an infrastructure gap.

Double the per-capita cost

Small systems spend more than twice what large systems pay per 
person on deferred maintenance, against a far smaller rate base to 
absorb it.

One operator, many hats

In the smallest systems a single licensed operator may run 
treatment, distribution, billing, and compliance. A single 
retirement or resignation can jeopardize service.

Miles of pipe, few connections

Rural geography means long mains serving few ratepayers, so 
revenue can't easily fund competitive pay — and metro utilities 
next door bid the same operators away.
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S U P P L Y  &  D E M A N D  ·  T H E  R E P L A C E M E N T  P A R A D O X

Fewer jobs on paper — yet a constant hiring need
Automation is projected to shrink the operator headcount nationally, but it does nothing to ease hiring pressure: nearly every opening comes from 
someone leaving, not from growth.

–7% projected change in operator 
employment, 2024–2034 (BLS), as 
automation absorbs routine tasks

~10,700 openings every year nonetheless —
essentially all to replace workers who 
retire or move on

What drives the openings

100%
replacement-

driven

Takeaway: even where the BLS 
shows decline, rural Florida 
utilities will be hiring 
continuously — and competing 
for a shrinking pool of certified 
talent.
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S U P P L Y  &  D E M A N D  B Y  J O B  C A T E G O R Y

Where the pressure is concentrated
Demand pressure is highest where credentials take longest to earn and where new digital skills are layered onto traditional field roles.

Treatment Plant Operators
Licensed, 24/7 shift roles; deepest retirement exposure

Critical
Distribution System Operators
Mains, pressure zones, locates; aging, hard to backfill

Critical

Maintenance & Mechanics
Pumps, motors, electrical; competes with private trades

High
SCADA & Instrumentation
New skill set; scarce and increasingly essential

Critical

Lab & Water-Quality Techs
Compliance sampling and analysis; specialized

Moderate
Engineers & Capital Planners
Driving IIJA-funded projects; leadership-track scarce

High

Utility Managers / Supervisors
Thin succession bench; the leadership gap

High
Cybersecurity / Digital
Did not exist on org charts a decade ago

Emerging
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S U P P L Y  &  D E M A N D  B Y  C L A S S I F I C A T I O N

The operator decline masks the real picture
The headline –7% operator projection hides sharp differences by classification: several specialties are growing fast, while the licensed-operator pipeline 
shrinks even as openings persist.

Classification (BLS occupation) Median pay Outlook '24–'34 Openings/yr* Demand signal

Treatment & Distribution Operators $58,260 ▼ –7% 10,700 Critical

Maintenance & Mechanics (industrial) $63,510 ▲ +13% 54,200 High

SCADA / Instrumentation $71,270 ▬ ~flat 9,600 Critical

Lab / Water-Quality Technicians $49,490 ▲ +4% 5,600 Moderate

Engineers (environmental) $104,170 ▲ +4% 3,000 High

Supervisors / Managers $71,190 ▲ avg — High

* BLS Employment Projections 2024–34 — national openings across all industries (water utilities are a subset); nearly all openings are replacement-driven. Operators include water distribution; pay is BLS OEWS median, May 2024.
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T H E  F L O R I D A  C E R T I F I C A T I O N  P I P E L I N E

Licensing is the gate — and the bottleneck
FDEP issues operator licenses in three categories, each with four classes. Climbing from trainee to the top class takes years of supervised experience, so 
every retirement is slow to backfill.

Water Treatment

Classes A – D

Class A is the highest; larger / more complex plants 
require higher-class operators on staff.

Wastewater Treatment

Classes A – D

Parallel four-class ladder; many rural systems need 
dual-licensed operators to cover both.

Water Distribution

Levels 1 – 4

Level 1 is the highest; governs the pipes, storage, 
and pressure that reach customers.

T Y P I C A L  P R O G R E S S I O N

Trainee → Class C / Level 4 → Class B / Level 2/3 → Class A / Level 1

Each step requires accumulated, documented experience — so the pipeline cannot be accelerated to meet a sudden wave of retirements.
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C O M P E N S A T I O N  B Y  C L A S S I F I C A T I O N

Pay climbs steeply with skill and credential
National median pay spans more than $55K from an entry maintenance role to an environmental engineer — specialization and licensure are the primary 
drivers.

Median annual pay by classification (BLS OEWS, May 2024)

$48,620

$49,490

$58,260

$63,510

$71,190

$71,270

$104,170

General Maint. & Repair

Lab / Water-Quality Tech

Treatment / Distribution Operator

Maintenance & Mechanics

Supervisor (first-line)

SCADA / Instrumentation

Engineer (environmental)

R A N G E  W I T H I N  A  C L A S S I F I C A T I O N

10th–90th percentile, BLS May 2024

Operators

$37,870 – $86,160

SCADA / Instrumentation

$42,310 – $109,300

Lab / Water-Quality

$36,130 – $85,630

Top-class operators at larger utilities can reach $120K+ 
total comp.
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C O M P E N S A T I O N  B Y  L I C E N S E  C L A S S

The operator pay ladder rises with each class
In Florida's four-class licensure system, every rung an operator climbs unlocks materially higher pay — the single strongest compensation lever a utility 
directly controls.

$32K–$40K

OIT / Trainee
→

$36K–$48K

Class C / D
entry licensed

→

$48K–$60K

Class B
journey

→

$60K–$86K+

Class A
lead / senior

Base salary by license class · U.S. industry compensation data, 2025–26

Certification premiums
A Florida city pays +$50 per pay period for a 
“B” license and +$100 for an “A” — on top of 
base.

Total comp tops $120K
For a Class A / lead operator at a larger utility, 
pension and benefits push total reward well 
past base pay.

Premiums stack on top
Shift differentials add $1–$3/hr and 
guaranteed overtime at 1.5× meaningfully 
raise take-home.
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R E G I O N A L  P A Y  D I F F E R E N T I A L S

Florida pays below the national market
Florida's operator wages trail the national median, and rural systems sit at the bottom of that range — even as they compete with metro utilities for the 
same licenses.

Median / average annual wage, water & wastewater operators

$58,260

$45,000

$40,000

U.S. median
(BLS 2024)

Florida average
(market data)

Rural / small
Florida systems

~38th nationally
Florida ranks in the bottom third of states for operator 
pay, by market salary surveys.

Cost-of-living offset is real but limited
Lower living costs help, yet rural pay still lags the metro 
utilities operators can commute to.

A poaching dynamic
Once certified at a rural system, operators are routinely 
recruited away by higher-paying neighbors.
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C H A N G E S  I N  P A Y

How compensation is being re-engineered
To stay in the market, rural utilities are moving beyond the across-the-board annual raise toward targeted, skills-based pay tools.

Compression & market adjustments

Years of flat scales pushed new-hire and veteran pay together; 
utilities are funding mid-year market corrections to re-open the gap.

Certification incentive pay

Premiums for higher licenses are now common — e.g., a Florida city 
adds roughly $50 per pay period for a “B” license and $100 for an “A.”

Sign-on & retention bonuses

One-time hiring bonuses and stay-bonuses tied to 12–24 month 
commitments are increasingly used to win and hold scarce operators.

Shift, on-call & overtime premiums

24/7 operation means structured on-call pay and shift differentials 
are becoming standard, not discretionary.
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C H A N G E S  I N  B E N E F I T S

Total rewards as the rural advantage
Where base pay can't match the metro market, rural utilities are leaning on benefits and quality-of-life levers that the private sector rarely offers.

Defined-benefit pension (FRS)
Florida Retirement System membership is a genuine 
differentiator against private operators offering only a 
401(k).

Housing & relocation help
Emerging in tight rural markets — relocation stipends or 
housing assistance to land certified operators.

Flexible & compressed schedules
Four-day weeks and predictable rotations are used to 
offset 24/7 demands and compete for younger workers.

Paid training & tuition reimbursement
Employers increasingly fund the certification path itself 
— exam fees, CEUs, and tuition — to build talent in-
house.

Longevity & wellness
Service-based longevity pay, sick-leave banks, and 
wellness benefits reward and retain tenured staff.

Total-compensation framing
Utilities now market full package value — pension + 
health + leave + security — not just the headline salary.
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U S E  O F  C O N T R A C T O R S

Outsourced operations as a release valve
When a system can't recruit or retain its own certified staff, contract operations & maintenance (O&M) firms supply licensed operators, SCADA support, 
and compliance capacity.

A growing Florida market

Inframark, Woodard & Curran, Veolia, Jacobs and others operate water 
systems across Florida and the U.S.
Inframark alone runs 550+ systems in ~30 states with ~3,200 staff.

Example — Groveland, FL: after a 44% population surge, the city moved 
to full contract operations (treatment, SCADA, fiscal support), unlocking 
tens of millions in grants and identifying ~$70M in capital needs.

W H A T  I T  S O L V E S

Instant access to licensed, hard-to-hire operators

Shifts recruiting, training & turnover risk to the vendor

Brings SCADA, compliance & engineering bench depth

Predictable budgeting and surge capacity for projects

T H E  T R A D E - O F F S

Loss of direct local control and in-house knowledge

Long-term cost and contract-dependency once embedded

Community accountability still rests with the utility board
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I N T E R N A L  V S .  E X T E R N A L  S U P E R V I S O R S  &  M A N A G E R S

Filling the leadership gap
As senior operators retire, the supervisor and manager bench is the thinnest of all. Utilities face a defining choice in how they fill it.

Promote from within

S T R E N G T H S

• Retains irreplaceable local & system knowledge
• Faster culture fit; visible career ladder aids retention
• Lower hiring cost and risk

W A T C H - O U T S

• Thin bench — few ready-now candidates
• Strong operators aren't always strong managers
• Needs deliberate leadership development to work

Hire externally

S T R E N G T H S

• Imports proven management & technical expertise
• Fresh practices, vendor & funding savvy
• Fills gaps a small system can't grow internally

W A T C H - O U T S

• Scarce, expensive, and slow to recruit in rural areas
• Ramp-up time to learn the specific system
• Turnover risk if metro utilities out-bid

The emerging answer is hybrid:  grow successors internally through deliberate leadership development, and use contract management firms to bridge gaps 
and mentor while the bench matures.
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T H E  P A T H  F O R W A R D

Innovative practices for small & rural utilities

Proven, fundable moves that let lean systems punch above their weight — organized into four 
levers.

Build the pipeline Share capacity Multiply with tech Retain & transfer
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I N N O V A T I V E  P R A C T I C E  0 1  ·  B U I L D  T H E  P I P E L I N E

Grow your own operators
Registered apprenticeships convert unlicensed hires into certified operators — at little cost, with strong retention, and tailored to small systems.

DOL-registered apprenticeship

Offered nationally by NRWA through state rural water associations — in Florida, the 
Florida Rural Water Association.

• ~2 years, earn-while-you-learn

• 288 hrs classroom + 4,000 hrs on-the-job

• Nationally recognized credential, little/no debt

• Mentor-paired; NRWA stipends ($2,500 mentor / $5,000 apprentice)

91% of apprentices remain employed nine months after completion.

College & technical partnerships
Co-developed water programs, dual enrollment, and lab credit feeding 
graduates straight toward licensure.

High-school CTE & veteran pathways
Early exposure for students; GI Bill–eligible apprenticeships tap disciplined 
veteran talent.

Employer–educator sector partnerships
Coalitions (e.g., BAYWORK) pool recruiting, training, and curriculum across 
multiple utilities.
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I N N O V A T I V E  P R A C T I C E  0 2  ·  S H A R E  C A P A C I T Y

Partner without losing local control
A spectrum of voluntary arrangements lets neighboring systems share scarce operators, labs, and management — each community decides how far it 
goes.

Informal cooperation

Share equipment, info, and mutual 
aid in emergencies

Shared services & joint 
purchasing

Pool operators, lab work, and 
chemical buying for scale

Contract help & circuit 
riders

On-call licensed assistance via NRWA 
/ RCAP providers

Regional entity / 
authority

Joint governance and shared 
professional management

Voluntary consolidation

Become one system — only by local 
choice

Voluntary and community-led. NRWA and RCAP have guided hundreds of small systems into partnerships while preserving local governance — and many states, 
including Florida's SRF, award priority points or principal forgiveness for partnership projects (USDA Rural Development funds the shared infrastructure).
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I N N O V A T I V E  P R A C T I C E  0 3  ·  M U L T I P L Y  T H E  W O R K F O R C E

Let technology stretch a lean crew
Remote monitoring and AI don't replace operators — they let a handful of people safely run more sites, with fewer emergencies and less guesswork.

Cloud & remote SCADA
One operator monitors and controls many remote sites from anywhere 
— 24/7 coverage without a body at every plant.

Predictive maintenance + AI
Sensors flag wear before it fails.

‒30% unplanned downtime · 15–25% lower maint. cost

Digital twins
A live virtual model for planning and troubleshooting.

~25% efficiency gain — more done, same staff

Smart metering & leak analytics
Pinpoint losses fast — targeting the 30%+ non-revenue water many small 
systems bleed.

Typical payback 2–4 years.  79% of utilities now call AI and digital twins crucial to modernization — and the data they generate trains the next operator faster.
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I N N O V A T I V E  P R A C T I C E  0 4  ·  R E T A I N  &  T R A N S F E R

Keep your people — and what they know
The cheapest operator to hire is the one you keep, and the most valuable asset in the building is what a retiring operator carries in their head.

Capture institutional knowledge
Document SOPs, shadow retirees, and record the “tribal 
knowledge” before it walks out.

Mentorship & leadership academies
Grow supervisors internally; tap programs like AWWA's 
water leadership academy.

Flexible, predictable scheduling
Compressed weeks and fair on-call rotations offset 24/7 
demands and draw younger staff.

Housing & total-comp packaging
Relocation or housing help — and market the full FRS 
pension + benefits value, not base pay alone.

Employer-of-choice branding
Tell the “essential work / community pride” story to 
recruit younger workers into the field.

Wellness & longevity rewards
Cut burnout and reward tenure with longevity pay, sick-
leave banks, and wellness benefits.



Evergreen Solutions, LLC  ·  Future Water Workforce Strategy 20

P U T T I N G  I T  T O G E T H E R

An innovation roadmap
Sequence the moves — the quick wins this year build the capacity and credibility for the bigger structural changes.

Innovative practice Challenge it solves Horizon Who leads

Registered apprenticeship Pipeline & retention 0–12 mo HR + state rural water assoc.

Knowledge capture & mentorship Institutional-knowledge loss 0–12 mo Operations

Cloud / remote monitoring Thin staffing & coverage 6–18 mo Operations + IT

Predictive maint. / digital twin Reliability with fewer staff 1–3 yr Engineering

Shared services / circuit riders Capacity & cost 1–2 yr Board + neighboring systems

Regional entity / consolidation Long-term viability 2–5 yr Board + community

Comp & total-rewards modernization Recruit & retain Annual HR + finance
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S T R A T E G I C  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

A workforce playbook for rural Florida utilities

1
Plan succession & capture knowledge
Map every retirement-eligible role; pair veterans with successors and 
document system-specific know-how before it walks out.

2
Build the pipeline early
Partner with state/community colleges and apprenticeships; fund the 
certification path to grow operators you can't simply hire.

3
Modernize pay & total rewards
Use market studies, certification incentives, and total-comp messaging to 
compete with metro utilities and private O&M firms.

4
Pursue shared services & regionalization
Pool operators, labs, and management across neighboring small systems 
to gain scale the individual systems lack.

5
Use contractors strategically
Deploy contract O&M to cover acute gaps and surge work — with clear 
exit ramps to protect local control and cost.

6
Grow your own leaders
Invest in leadership development so your best operators become your 
future supervisors and managers.
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EVERGREEN SOLUTIONS, LLC

T h e  b o t t o m  l i n e

Rural Florida's water workforce gap is solvable, but 
only with a plan.

Evergreen Solutions, LLC
2528 Barrington Circle, Unit 201
Tallahassee, Florida 32308
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