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Profile
Sourced from About – Manny Teodoro:

My research stands at the nexus of politics, public policy, and public management. I

work mainly on American environmental policy design, evaluation, and implementation.

This line of research includes explorations of public vs. private utility management, and

regulatory implementation as a matter of environmental justice. On the public

management side, my work emphasizes professional labor markets as and predictors of

innovation and organizational performance. My book 2011 book Bureaucratic Ambition

(Johns Hopkins University Press), argues that career concerns shape organizational

innovation and democratic governance. My 2022 book The Profits of Distrust (with

Samantha Zuhlke & David Switzer, Cambridge University Press) links the meteoric rise

of the commercial drinking water industry to distrust in government and a broader

withdrawal from civic life.

Perhaps my most challenging and exciting work is my applied research on water and

sewer utility management, policy, and finance. I’ve served on expert advisory panels to

state governments, UNICEF/World Health Organization, the American Water Works

Association, and dozens of local governments. I work directly with government,

community, and industry leaders to improve water affordability, equity, and regulatory

implementation. To that end, in 2022 I joined the Water & Health Advisory Council.

2

https://mannyteodoro.com/?page_id=86
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/bureaucratic-ambition


I’m lucky to have received a classic Jesuit education at Seattle University. A Truman

Scholarship sent me to Cornell for a MPA, and I earned a PhD in Public Policy &

Political Science at the Ford School at the University of Michigan (Go Blue).

The Profits of Distrust

Description
The burgeoning bottled water industry presents a paradox: Why do people choose

expensive, environmentally destructive bottled water, rather than cheaper, sustainable,

and more rigorously regulated tap water? The Profits of Distrust links citizens' choices

about the water they drink to civic life more broadly, marshaling a rich variety of data on

public opinion, consumer behavior, political participation, geography, and water quality.

Basic services are the bedrock of democratic legitimacy. Failing, inequitable basic

services cause citizen-consumers to abandon government in favor of commercial

competitors. This vicious cycle of distrust undermines democracy while commercial

firms reap the profits of distrust – disproportionately so from the poor and racial/ethnic

minority communities. But the vicious cycle can also be virtuous: excellent basic

services build trust in government and foster greater engagement between citizens and

the state. Rebuilding confidence in American democracy starts with literally rebuilding

the basic infrastructure that sustains life.
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Additional Authors
Samantha Zuhlke applies novel methods of spatial analysis to investigate important

problems in  public policy, public administration, and environmental politics. Her current

research examines how partisan politics shape the U.S. nonprofit sector. Prior to

receiving her Ph.D., Samantha worked at the National Geographic Society in

Washington, D.C.

David Switzer researches environmental policy, politics, and administration. His work

focuses on local government water policy in the United States, examining how the

interactions between institutions, citizens, and the environment inform the

implementation and development of public policy at the local level. Q&A with Manny

Teodoro

Q&A with Manny Teodoro
When did it become clear to you that the rise of commercial water was about

more than just water?

We didn’t set out to write a book about trust in government. This project started out as a

study about drinking water kiosks in Texas—we thought  that the kiosks might serve

communities without access to tap water or places with lousy utilities. My coauthor

Samantha Zuhlke and I started looking at their locations and found that kiosks were

most common in low-income, predominantly Hispanic neighborhoods. That sent us back

to the drawing board to think about how people’s identities might drive drinking water

choices. Meanwhile, our friend David Switzer was doing some public opinion research

and found a link between trust in government and bottled water consumption. We were
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all at a conference and started to connect the dots. As we dug deeper, we found more

and more connections between commercial water, identity, and most of all, trust in

government.

What are the main reasons people drink bottled water?

The conventional wisdom used to be that people choose bottled water for convenience

or maybe for aesthetic reasons like taste and smell. That’s certainly part of the demand

for bottled water, but it doesn’t account for the meteoric growth of the commercial water

industry.

The data indicate that many consumers choose bottled water because they believe tap

water is unsafe. In some cases that’s true, but most Americans’ tap water is quite safe.

Meanwhile, consumers know little to nothing about the quality of bottled water! If

drinking bottled water instead of tap water is about health and safety, then consumers

must believe that bottled water is safer than public utilities’ water. We think that

perception is about trust. To drink tap water is to trust the government.

Is this a uniquely American issue? Do people in other countries buy bottled water

for the same reasons Americans do?

Our book is about the United States, but there are good reasons to think that similar

dynamics are at work elsewhere. Tap water quality is poor in much of the developing

world, and so it shouldn’t surprise us that people in those places distrust the
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governments that are supposed to provide or regulate water and they choose bottled

water instead

Much of what we see in the U.S. is also happening in Canada. Over 20 years ago, there

was a serious drinking water contamination event in Walkerton, a small town in Ontario.

Bottled water sales jumped across Canada in communities where the tap water was

entirely safe—even thousands of miles away. We saw the same thing in the U.S. when

bottled water sales increased after the Flint Water Crisis. Although trust in government

is higher and bottled water sales are lower in Canada than in the U.S., the long-term

trends are similar in both countries.

What is the solution to this? A few well-known examples like Flint excluded, tap

water is already safe. How does a government get people to trust their services

when there is nothing wrong with them to begin with?

Governments must provide basic services with excellence, openness, and equity. One

of the most important findings of our book is that distrust is contagious: failure anywhere

damages trust everywhere—especially for the poor and racial/ethnic minority

communities. The Flint Water Crisis changed perceptions about water and undermined

trust in government everywhere. While tap water is safe in many places, it isn’t safe

everywhere, for everyone, all the time. Every water main break or boil water notice is a

blow to trust—particularly in places where people already are distrustful. So water has

to be safe, reliable and affordable everywhere and for everyone. Water utility leaders

also need to be transparent and engaged with the public. Water infrastructure is all
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around us, but it’s literally buried. Let’s find ways to make those systems and the people

who run them more visible and familiar.

What does a government lose when the public no longer trusts them to provide

basic services?

The idea at the very core of democracy is that the legitimacy of any government rests

on its ability to secure its people’s basic needs. It’s difficult to imagine any government

maintaining its legitimacy without providing clean drinking water—it’s the most basic of

basic needs. What’s more, we find that bottled water drinkers are less politically active

than tap water drinkers: they’re less likely to vote, attend public meetings, contact

government officials, and so on. Bottled water drinkers are also less supportive of

investments in public infrastructure. A turn away from the tap and toward commercial

alternatives marks a broader withdrawal from civic life and abandonment of governance

institutions in general.

What role do private companies play in exacerbating public distrust of

government?

Trust of government, or a lack thereof, is key to the growth and profit of  companies that

sell alternatives to public services. In the case of bottled or kiosk water, that means

stoking fear about tap water quality. The appeal to distrust of tap water is in some cases

an explicit part of commercial firms’ marketing and growth strategies. Often that means

that commercial water firms specifically target racial and ethnic minority consumers. The
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commercial firms that compete with public services have good reasons to rub raw the

sores of distrust—and that’s just what they do.

Historical Context and Current Situation

Flint
The Flint water crisis began in 2014 when the city began taking water from the Flint

River without treating it properly, contaminating it with lead.

Here’s a look at some key moments since then:

● April 2014: To save money, Flint begins drawing water from the Flint River for its

100,000 residents. The move is considered temporary while the city waits to

connect to a new regional water system. Residents immediately complain about

the water’s smell, taste and appearance, and they raise health concerns,

reporting rashes, hair loss and other problems.

● January 2015: Detroit offers to reconnect Flint to its water system, but Flint

leaders insist the water is safe.

● Sept. 24, 2015: A group of doctors urges Flint to stop using the Flint River after

finding high levels of lead in children’s blood. State regulators insist the water is

safe.

● Sept. 29, 2015: Then-Gov. Rick Snyder pledges to take action in response to the

lead levels — the first acknowledgment by the state that lead is a problem.
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● October 2015: Snyder announces the state will spend $1 million to buy water

filters and test water in Flint public schools, and days later calls for Flint to go

back to using water from Detroit’s system.

● Dec. 29, 2015: Snyder accepts the resignation of Department of Environmental

Quality Director Dan Wyant and apologizes for what occurred in Flint.

● Jan. 5, 2016: Snyder declares a state of emergency in Flint, the same day

federal officials confirm they are investigating. A week later, the Michigan

National Guard begins helping to distribute bottled water and filters.

● Jan. 14, 2016: Snyder, a Republican, asks the Obama administration for a major

disaster declaration and more federal aid. The White House provides aid and an

emergency declaration on Jan. 16, but not the disaster declaration.

● Jan. 15, 2016: Then-Michigan Attorney General Bill Schuette begins an

“independent review.”

● March 23, 2016: A governor-appointed panel concludes that the state of

Michigan is “fundamentally accountable” for the crisis because of decisions made

by environmental regulators.

● April 20, 2016: Two state officials and a local official are charged with evidence

tampering and other crimes in the state attorney general’s investigation — the

first charges to come from the probe.

● Aug. 14, 2016: The federal emergency declaration ends, but state officials say

work continues to fix the drinking water system.
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● Dec. 10, 2016: Congress approves a wide-ranging bill to authorize water projects

across the country, including $170 million to address lead in Flint’s drinking water.

● Dec. 16, 2016: Congressional Republicans close a yearlong investigation,

faulting both state officials and the Environmental Protection Agency.

● Dec. 20, 2016: Schuette charges former emergency managers Darnell Earley

and Gerald Ambrose with multiple felonies for their failure to protect Flint

residents from health hazards caused by contaminated water. He also charges

Earley, Ambrose and two Flint city employees with felony counts of false

pretenses and conspiracy to commit false pretenses in the issuance of bonds to

pay for part of the water project that led to the crisis.

● Feb. 17, 2017: The Michigan Civil Rights Commission issues a report that finds

“systemic racism” is at the core of problems that caused the water crisis in the

majority Black city.

● March 27, 2017: Water lines in Flint homes will be replaced under a landmark

deal approved by a judge.

● June 14, 2017: Michigan Health and Human Services Director Nick Lyon is

accused of failing to alert the public about an outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease

in the Flint area that some experts believe resulted from the poorly treated water.

He and four others are charged with involuntary manslaughter. The state’s chief

medical officer, Dr. Eden Wells, is charged with obstruction of justice and lying to

an investigator.

● April 2018: Snyder ends Flint water distribution, saying the city’s tap water has

improved.
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● July 19, 2018: A federal watchdog calls on the EPA to strengthen its oversight of

state drinking water systems nationwide and to respond more quickly to public

health emergencies like Flint’s. The EPA says it agrees with the inspector

general’s recommendations and is adopting them “expeditiously.”

● Jan. 7, 2019: Liane Shekter Smith, Michigan’s former drinking water regulator,

pleads no contest to a misdemeanor — disturbance of a lawful meeting — in the

Flint water investigation. Smith had been facing felony charges, including

involuntary manslaughter.

● April 16, 2019: Todd Flood, a special prosecutor who spent three years leading a

criminal investigation of the Flint water scandal, is fired in the fallout from the

discovery of 23 boxes of records in the basement of a state building.

● June 13, 2019: Prosecutors drop all criminal charges against eight people in the

Flint water scandal and pledge to start the investigation from scratch. Solicitor

General Fadwa Hammoud, who took control of the investigation in January 2019

after the election of a new attorney general, says “all available evidence was not

pursued” by the previous team of prosecutors.

● July 29, 2020: The Michigan Supreme Court says Flint residents whose health

and homes were harmed can proceed with a lawsuit against officials for

decisions that caused the scandal, a crucial procedural step in long-running

litigation.
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● Aug. 20, 2020: A $600 million deal between the state and residents of Flint

harmed by lead-tainted water is announced after more than two years of

negotiations.

● Jan. 12: The AP reports that former Michigan Gov. Rick Snyder, his health

director and other ex-officials have been told they’re being charged after a new

investigation of the Flint water scandal.

US pushes for better tap water but must win over wary public

As the Biden administration looks to spend billions of dollars to address inequalities in

water quality and access, officials must try to overcome persistent public distrust of tap

water. Experts say it will be especially difficult to overcome in Black and Hispanic

communities, where suspicion can be entrenched because of past instances of being

misled by public officials and high-profile lead crises in cities with large Black

populations, including Flint and Newark, New Jersey.

The issue will hit home in many cities and towns as the Biden administration pushes to

replace millions of lead service lines in the U.S. that can leach lead into drinking water.

In addition, tightened testing standards might reveal higher lead levels and put more

communities on notice about problems.

Lead exposure can cause a host of health problems and is considered especially

dangerous for young children because it can slow development and cause other

troubles.
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Already, 20% of adults nationally say they don't drink tap water — filtered or not — up

from 14% before the Flint crisis, according to a study of federal survey data. The figures

are higher among Black adults, with 35% saying they avoid drinking tap, up from 25%

before Flint. Among Hispanic adults, the figure rose to 38%, up from 27%.

That distrust can translate to unnecessary spending on bottled water or make it more

likely that adults reach for sugary drinks that can increase the risk of health problems

such as diabetes and cavities, said Asher Rosinger, a Pennsylvania State University

researcher who studies water access

Though the vast majority of the country’s water systems report that they meet federal

health standards, problems such as elevated lead levels and health violations happen

more often in lower-income areas that are predominantly Black or Hispanic…

Defective plumbing that tinges water brown or creates an odd taste can also turn people

away from the faucet. Immigrants from countries with unsafe water might transfer that

distrust to water that might be safer in the U.S. and pass that uneasiness on to their

children, said Silvia R. González, who works on environmental equity and water issues

at UCLA’s Latino Policy and Politics Initiative.

And if residents feel their local government is indifferent to their needs — a problem

especially prevalent in Black and brown communities — that can foster distrust in

drinking water, according to experts.
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Philadelphia, which is 44% Black, is one of the few places that have run a public

campaign to help save residents money and reduce plastic pollution by boosting trust in

tap water. Murals on buildings and songs promote the city’s drinking water.

Though it hasn’t had a lead scandal, city surveys indicate that residents avoid the tap

because of health concerns and taste. Among Black residents in 2021, more than 60%

said they mostly drank bottled water, compared with 42% of Philadelphia’s residents

overall.

Selection of Additional Resources

● Public Trust in Government: 1958-2022 | Pew Research Center

● Breaking down public trust

● Four in ten Americans distrust their tap water - Kemira

● We don't trust our tap water — and it's a big problem
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