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BRANDYWINE CHRISTINA  
HEALTHY WATER FUND

PHASE Pre-Feasibility 
COMPONENT Multi-Stakeholder Governance, 
Science-based decision-making, Finance,  
and Deployment of Program Activities 
STEP Pre-Feasibility Study

How many people collaborated to complete  
this step for this water fund? 
8 people collaborated on the Pre-Feasibility  
Study step for the Brandywine Christina Healthy 
Water Fund. This included 4 people from TNC  
and 4 people from a partner organization.

How much time was required to complete  
this step? 
12 months
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PROCESS

1. Establish study team and secure funding  
for study

2. Analyze information about the watershed–  
economic values, water use, land use, impaired 
streams, pollutant loading, recent watershed 
management plans - to establish a baseline of 
primary threats and enabling conditions 

3. Convene an advisory panel of watershed  
experts and stakeholders to help guide and  
review study

4. Research and summarize case studies that  
address similar issues, are similar in  
watershed composition, or take regionally  
relevant approaches 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Identify and engage key watershed  
beneficiaries, stakeholders, and  
potential investors

6. Conduct preliminary evaluation of potentially 
applicable conservation strategies and costs

7. With input from advisory panel, synthesize 
findings into final version of study
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SYNTHESIS

Team and funding 
Our project team includes members from the Delaware Chapter of 
TNC and the University of Delaware Water Resources Agency. The 
partnership and project was catalyzed through a planning process 
funded by the William Penn Foundation to restore water quality and 
quantity in the Delaware River basin. The water fund concept was de-
veloped to create an innovative solution to increase the pace and scale 
at which watershed restoration is accomplished and the foundation se-
lected the Brandywine-Christina as the location to pilot this approach.

Collect information about the watershed 
This information helps form the basis of the situational analysis for the 
water fund. Among other things, we reviewed eight of the most recent 
watershed management plans that have been done for various portions 
of the watershed and found that there is agreement across the entire 
watershed about the priority actions needed to address water quality 
concerns. With data from the Delaware River Basin Commission, we 
determined the largest water users in the watershed and targeted them 
as initial investors. The University of Delaware mapped the highest 
loads of certain pollutants in the watershed.    

Advisory panel 
The Regional Advisory Panel for the project was composed of fed-
eral, state, and county government representatives, experts in agri-
culture community, nonprofit representatives, and business leaders. 
They served to vet the approach to the study so that the process was 
well-informed, transparent, and representative of the diverse interests 
in the watershed. They provided frank feedback and they directed us 
to critical pieces of information for the study. They also helped convey 
information about the project to their respective constituencies.

Research case studies 
We researched TNC water funds and other payment-for-ecosystem 
services projects. Across the case studies, we identified six themes 
common from successful projects: 1) develop strong public-private 
partnerships; 2) leverage federal, state and private foundation funding; 
3) adopt a conservation plan; 4) identify champions and stewards; 5) 
start with seed money and mature into steady funding stream; and 6) 
adapt to the setting. We identified four case studies that had elements 
of particular relevance to the project. 

Engage key stakeholders 
The advisory panel helped inform the stakeholder identification pro-
cess. We compiled an exhaustive list of entities throughout the wa-
tershed and sorted them into sectors. The largest water users were 
identified for initial engagement. The team also identified an opportu-
nity for strategic collaboration with stormwater managers subject to 
the municipal separate storm sewer (MS4) permitting program under 
the Clean Water Act. The team developed an interview protocol, two 
team members attended each interview, notes were shared with the 
stakeholders after the interviews to ensure accuracy, and responses 
were compiled and compared to identify common interests and priori-
ties among stakeholders. The water purveyors mentioned sediment as 
a primary concern. The stormwater managers were most interested in 
stormwater volume reduction.
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SYNTHESIS

Evaluation of conservation strategies and costs 
An analysis was done comparing the costs of urban, suburban, and 
rural to address various pollutants to identify the least-cost/high-
est-benefit solution. This analysis demonstrated that maximizing im-
plementation of agricultural best management practices could result in 
a substantial savings in pollutant reduction costs. Some of these same 
practices would also address stormwater volume challenges. Modeling 
to predict the outcomes from implementing conservation strategies is 
an essential part of water fund projects. Each model requires a specific 
set of data and each watershed has different characteristics, resulting 
in a choice between using an existing model and developing a water-
shed-specific model. 

Final study 
We met with our advisory panel three times during the development of 
the preliminary feasibility study. Based on the case study research, eco-
nomic analysis, feedback from the panel, and stakeholder interviews, 
we concluded that development of a water fund in the Brandywine 
Christina watershed is financially and politically viable. Specifically, the 
water fund will have the greatest chance of accelerating the pace and 
increasing the scale of pollution reduction if it finances projects using 
a science-based prioritization protocol, scales up conservation finance 
in the watershed, and helps enable a more flexible regulatory approach 
for compliance with MS4 obligations. To be successful, the fund must:

• add value and not duplicate or diminish pre-existing initiatives; 

• measure improvements against the meeting Clean Water Act  
standards such that impairments are removed from the  
watershed’s streams; and

• demonstrate favorable economic return on investment.
© FOREST TREDS, 2012
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LESSONS LEARNED

Lesson Learned #1 
Having dedicated funding for the project has  
been essential to the research and relationship 
building with stakeholders. While understanding 
the potential value, none of the organizations  
in the watershed had identified leading a  
water-quality collaboration as part of their work.

Lesson Learned #2 
The stakeholder engagement process identified 
the shared interests among key stakeholders and 
helped build relationships.  Finding the multiple 
objectives that align with diverse stakeholder  
interests allows for true scalable collaboration.

Lesson Learned #3 
Our study was comprehensive and contained  
the detail necessary to explain the reasoning  
behind the need for such an approach to  
watershed conservation. We developed the  
executive summary as a separate piece to be 
more accessible for groups that were not as  
keen to dive into the details.

© THE NATURE CONSERVANCY (RICHARD JONES)



WATERFUNDS NETWORK OLYMPICS  MAY 2016 The Nature Conservancy | nature.org             7

LESSONS LEARNED

Lesson Learned #4 
Resourcing our computer modeling needs  
has been a continuing challenge for our project.  
If the selected model is going to be used  
throughout the life of the water fund, support  
for maintaining the integrity of the model is an 
important consideration.

Lesson Learned #5 
Discussions with the stormwater managers and 
the advisory panel highlighted the need for a  
more flexible approach to stormwater permit 
compliance. This is a significant challenge in that 
the watershed crosses two states – Delaware  
and Pennsylvania – and each state has a different 
approach to its MS4 program and the two states 
have different local government structures.

Lesson Learned #6 
As the business of water purveyors is tied  
directly to water quality and reducing the risk  
for treatment, it became apparent early on the 
those entities that withdraw water from the  
watershed had sufficient reason to become  
potential initial investors in the water fund.


