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WateReuse DPR Research 

 Project 13-02 conducted in 2014
 Focus on potable reuse – IPR & DPR
 California-centric research 
 Communication plans developed:
“Model Communication Plans for Increasing Awareness 

and Fostering Acceptance of Direct Potable Reuse”
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Why would you OPPOSE indirect reuse of recycled water for drinking in your community? 

Q12b. Open end; Responses grouped; Asked of indirect potable reuse opponents only

Opponents are largely concerned about 
potential health impacts of some kind.

Don’t trust/Unfamiliar with filtering/Quality standards
Unsafe/Unclean/Health concerns

Just don’t want to drink it/Personally reuse

Don’t want to drink sewer water
No process is 100% effective/Some pathogens/

toxins can never be removed (includes medications)
Don’t know enough about it

Chemicals are used in treatment of water
Possible contamination of natural water sources/

groundwater/rivers
“Human factor”; potential for human error/negligence in 

water treatment
Mistrust of government

Lack of available test/study/research results

Will taste bad
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Verbatim Comments from 
Indirect Potable Reuse Opponents

12b. Why would you OPPOSE indirect reuse of recycled water for drinking in your community? Open end; Responses grouped; Asked of indirect 
potable reuse opponents only

I think if it is landscaping water this 
won’t be good because of all the 

minerals that are toxic in the water.

Even though it is 
treated, it can never be 

100% treated for 
germs.  It can only be 
99 percent free of all 

viruses.

Because it is not 
safe and it is very, 
very dirty.  It has 

chlorine, pee, and 
other garbage in 

the water.

I’m not clear what their “high standards” 
are, and it makes me nervous.

I feel the safeguards aren’t there. It would be done by the government, and
wouldn’t be done very well.

Honestly, as soon as 
you said “sewer water” 
I was opposed.  I don’t 
know.  I just don’t want 
to drink sewer water.
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Why would you OPPOSE direct reuse of recycled water for drinking in your community? 

Q14b. Open end; Responses grouped; Asked of direct potable reuse opponents only

Disbelief in the efficacy of the treatment 
system is the biggest obstacle.

Don’t trust filtering process/system

It would be unhealthy/unsafe to drink

Just don’t want to/feel comfortable drinking it

Don’t want to drink “sewer water”

Don’t know enough about it

Concerned of more chemicals in water (used to clean it)
“Human factor”; potential for human error/negligence in 

water treatment
No process is 100% effective/Some pathogens/toxins 

can never be removed (includes medications)
Lack of available test/study/research results

Will taste bad

Too expensive

Don’t trust city officials to ensure water quality
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12b. Why would you OPPOSE direct reuse of recycled water for drinking in your community? Open end; Responses grouped; Asked of direct 
potable reuse opponents only

It’s a mental thing.  The idea that it was 
once sewage…it’s a mental thing that 

you have to get over.

I think there are educational barriers 
which will put people back to 

drinking bottled water, which is bad 
for the environment.

I oppose direct reuse of 
recycled water.  Chemicals 

from industry can leave toxins 
in the water.

There is a chance of unintentional 
violations of the process that might 

cause contamination. 

I would only oppose it for drinking. I don’t think science has the right answers
for purifying it for drinking at this time.

Verbatim Comments from 
Direct Potable Reuse Opponents

I just want to be sure that the water district 
filters it enough to drink.  I don’t trust the 

water district to do that correctly.

I would like to see other cities in the 
U.S. implement it first.  At this time, I 

don’t think it is 100% safe.
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Total 
Agree

Total 
Disagree

72% 24%

66% 30%

52% 38%

49% 49%

Q16.

38%

34%

23%

25%

33%

32%

30%

25%

13%

16%

22%

22%

12%

15%

16%

27%

10%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Recycled water may include
contaminants

Recycled water may fail to meet
water safety standards

Recycled water may taste bad

The concept of recycled water just
makes me uncomfortable

Strg. Agree Swmt. Agree. Smwt. Disagr. Strg. Disagr. DK/NA

I am going to read you a list of concerns some members of the public have 
expressed about direct reuse of recycled water for drinking. Please tell me 

whether you personally agree or disagree with that concern. 

Safety concerns drive reservations 
about direct potable reuse.
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Scottsdale
Southern
California

Houston

Atlanta

Fairfax 
County

El Paso

Big Spring

Las Vegas Aurora

Potable Reuse Benchmarks in the U.S. 

Arizona
Cloudcroft

Florida

California

Planning/Exploratory
Implementation
Operation

Reno

Source: Daniel Gerrity
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WRRF 13-02: Agency Feedback

 Addressing health and safety concerns (water 
quality, PPCPs/CECs, exposure to diseases)

 Costs to ratepayers
 “Yuck” factor/toilet-to-tap
 Building trust with community members
 Regulations/regulators
 Inconsistent language
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WRRF 13-02: Special Interest Groups

 More environmentally responsible
 Familiarity results in support/less fear
 With little knowledge: casually supportive or strongly 

opposed 
 Brine disposal is an area of great concern
 Other concerns: safety and cost
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WRRF 13-02: Research Findings

 Majority support IPR (62%)
 Initially most oppose DPR – but support 

goes to 56% with information about safety
 Treatment steps alone build support
 Testing/monitoring influence support
 Environmental message next most 

effective
22
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Q10.

Yes
62%

No
23%

Don't 
know/NA

14%

Do you believe that it is possible to further treat recycled water used
for irrigation to make the water pure and safe for drinking?

Voters are confident that it is possible
to treat recycled water to 

drinking water quality standards….



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Think it is Possible to Recycle
Water for Drinking

Do Not Think it is Possible Don't Know/NA

Total Acceptable Total Unacceptable Neutral/DK/NA

(% of 
Sample) (65%)

Acceptability of Recycled Water for Drinking by 
Belief in its Feasibility

(22%)

9e. I am going to read you a list of potential uses for recycled water. Please indicate whether you consider each item to be a completely 
acceptable, somewhat acceptable, somewhat unacceptable, or completely unacceptable use for recycled water. Drinking Water

(13%)

. . . but even those who believe that do not 
necessarily accept the idea of potable reuse.
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Potable Reuse Challenges

“Toilet to Tap”

Political Cycles

Environmental

Justice

Competing Water 
Supplies

CECs, Unknown 
Contaminants
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Men Women

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (48%)

Initial DPR Support by Gender

(53%)

Women express a higher degree of 
discomfort with DPR than do men.

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?
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18-29 30-39 40-49 50-64 65-74 75+ 18-49 50+ 65+

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (16%) (18%) (21%)(11%) (50%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

Initial DPR Support by Age

The youngest voters are comfortable with DPR, 
but support declines with age.

(16%) (50%)(29%) (10%)
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18-49 50+ 18-49 50+

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (24%) (23%) (27%)(25%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

Initial DPR Support by Gender by Age

Combining these variables, women over 50 
stand out as key opponents.

WomenMen
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Democrats Independents Republicans

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (44%)

Initial DPR Support by Party

(32%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

(25%)

GOP voters also have significant initial 
reservations.
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20%

40%

60%
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Latinos African-
Americans

Asians/
Pacific Islanders

Whites Voters of Color

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (16%) (6%) (39%)(56%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

Initial DPR Support by Ethnicity

Though a small sub-sample, African Americans 
have more reservations than others.

(12%)
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High School
Educated

Some
College

Education

Four-year
College

Graduates

Post-
Graduate
Educated

Some
College or

Less

Four-year
College or

More

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (15%) (23%) (61%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

Initial DPR Support by Education

Though support for DPR increases with education, even 
highly-educated voters are opposed…

(35%) (38%)(26%)
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20%

40%

60%

Have Kids at Home No Kids at Home

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (28%)

Initial DPR Support by Children at Home 

(70%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

Parents have more concerns about DPR than do 
those without children at home.
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40%

56% 59%
54%

39% 36%

7% 5% 5%
0%

15%

30%

45%

60%

75%

Initial Support
After Safety
Information After Messages

Total Support

Total Oppose

Don’t Know/NA

Though they are initially opposed, voters quickly 
become more comfortable with direct potable 

reuse after information about safety.
Do you support or oppose direct reuse of recycled water in your 

community for all household purposes, including drinking? 
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Segmenting the Population by 
Consistency of Support for DPR

 Consistent Support: Voters who
consistently indicated they would
support direct potable reuse of recycled
water.

 Consistent Oppose: Voters who
consistently indicated they would
oppose direct potable reuse of recycled
water.

 Swing: Voters who do not fall into any
of the other categories – remaining
consistently undecided or switching
positions.

The following slide shows demographic
groups that disproportionately fall into one
category or the other.

Consistent 
Support

38%

Consistent 
Oppose

32%

Swing , 
31%
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Consistent Support Swing Consistent Oppose
38% of the Electorate 31% of the Electorate 32% of the Electorate

Ages 18-29 Ages 75+ Interviewed in Spanish 
Independents Ages 18-49 Women Ages 50+ African-Americans 

Independent Men Non-College Educated Women High School Educated 
College-Educated Men Whites Republicans 

Men Ages 18-49 Santa Clara Republicans Ages 50+ 
Democrats Ages 18-49 Democratic Women Republican Women 

Democratic Men Republican Women Republican Men 
Ages 18-49 Interviewed in English Republicans Ages 18-49 

Use All/Mostly Cell Phone Women Women Ages 50+ 
Men Ages 50+ Latinos 

Interviewed on Cell Phone College-Educated Women Voters of Color
Renters Ages 50-64 Use All/Mostly Landline 

HH Income $50,000-$100,000 Have Children at Home Have Children at Home 
San Diego Post-Graduate Educated Ages 65+ 

Demographic Profiles of the Segments
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Total Favorable Total Unfavorable Neutral/DK/NA

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (40%)

Initial DPR Support by Water Agency Favorability

(13%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

(47%)

Those with positive attitudes toward their water 
agency are more accepting of DPR.
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Unfiltered water 
straight from the tap

21%

45%

Bottled water
31%

Other/
DK/NA

3%

Thinking about the water that you drink at home, do you most often drink? 

Most voters do not drink water
straight from the tap.

Tap water that is filtered in your home,  
either at the sink, through the 

refrigerator, or through a pitcher

Total Not 
Tap Water

76%
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Unfiltered Tap Water Filtered Tap Water Bottled Water Other/DK/NA

Total Support Total Oppose Don't Know/NA

(% of 
Sample) (21%)

Initial DPR Support by Primary Source of Water at Home

(31%)

13 Total. Would you support or oppose the direct reuse of recycled water in your community?

(3%)

Interestingly, those who actually drink 
unfiltered tap water are more accepting of DPR.

(45%)
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77%

74%

72%

71%

67%

71%

65%

19%

20%

22%

23%

20%

24%

22%

60%40%20%0%20%40%60%80%

Total Trust Total Suspicious Difference

+58%

+54%

+50%

+48%

+47%

+47%

+43%

The Department of Public Health

Medical researchers

Medical doctors

Scientists

Nutritionists

The Environmental Protection Agency

Residents of community that already 
have potable reuse

Top messengers are generally those
with scientific expertise.

Q22. ^Not Part of Split Sample

I am going to read you a list of people and organizations that may provide information about 
recycled water. Please tell me if you would generally trust that person’s or organization’s 

opinion on this issue, or if you would be suspicious of it. 



WRRF 13-02: Key Messages

 Potable reuse provides a safe, reliable and 
sustainable drinking water supply.

 Using advanced purified water is good for 
the environment.

 Potable reuse provides a locally 
controlled, drought-proof water supply.
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Sample of 
tools being 

made 
available 46
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Public Acceptance: 
How is it shaping up 

for Potable Reuse projects? 

Mark Millan

Phone: 707.836.0300
Email: Millan@DataInstincts.com
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Public Perceptions

 Any new water project can face opposition
 Robust public outreach programs:

– Increase community awareness
– Build trust
– Contribute to understanding and support

55



Opposition Happens

 Opposition CAN’T be totally controlled
 Opposition CAN develop at any time
 Opposition may not be able to be 

neutralized

You need a good “insurance policy” –
an effective outreach program.

56



Model Communication Plans

 Basic approach: Listen, Learn, Adapt
 Local Community Level
o Customize to meet your specific needs
o Tailor questions to your demographics 

 State Level
o Aimed at legislators/staff

57



Community Level 
Communication Plan

 Public acceptance primary challenge
 Build awareness: need, benefits, safety, 

high quality water
 Messaging, terminology
 Audience-driven; opinion leader focus
 Targets, strategies, activities, measurable 

objectives
58



Three Key Guidelines

 Define purpose/need 
 Identify range of community interests, 

understand concerns and issues
 Outreach must be consistent and 

sustained or no one will remember the 
program/project
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Consistency Counts

 Orange County’s GWRS is a model
– Leadership at board and staff level
– Research-based messages
– Effective multi-cultural outreach
– Frequent briefings: policy makers/media
– Comprehensive, sustained outreach program

“We talked to anyone who would listen to us!”
60



Outreach Lessons Learned

 Ensure water agency is project lead
 Emphasize importance/need for all local 

water supply sources 
 Correct inaccuracies immediately
 Conduct repeated policy maker briefings
 Identify/work with strong third-party allies
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More Outreach Lessons

 Emphasize the urban water cycle!
 Terminology matters
 Know your community
 Tours/tasting opportunities
 Media outreach/social media
 “Go to them” vs. “Come to us”
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