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I. 

Context for This 

Research Summary
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The FM3 / POS Research Team

Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin, Metz & Associates (FM3) – a national Democratic

opinion research firm with offices in Oakland, Los Angeles and Madison,

Wisconsin – has specialized in public policy oriented opinion research since

1981. The firm has assisted hundreds of political campaigns at every level of the

ballot – from President to City Council – with opinion research and strategic

guidance. FM3 also provides research and strategic consulting to public

agencies, businesses and public interest organizations nationwide.

Public Opinion Strategies (POS) is the largest Republican polling firm in the

country. Since the firm’s founding in 1991, they have completed more than

10,000 research projects, interviewing more than five million Americans across

the United States. Media outlets such as The Wall Street Journal, NBC News,

CNBC, and National Public Radio rely on Public Opinion Strategies to conduct

their polling. The firm conducts polling on behalf of hundreds of political

campaigns, as well as trade associations, not-for-profit organizations,

government entities and industry coalitions throughout the nation.

As a bipartisan team, FM3 and Public Opinion Strategies have researched a wide range of issues

for nearly a decade, in particular on conservation-related initiatives and policies. Together, the two

firms have jointly conducted research on behalf of political campaigns, businesses, not-for-profit

organizations and public agencies in 40 states and nationally.

Dave Metz – FM3

Lori Weigel - POS
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FM3 and POS have partnered to complete 
environmental and energy research in 40 states.
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II. 

Public Understanding 

About Water
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Incorrect 

Answer

23%

Don't Know

54%

Correct 

Answer

23%

(March 2011 FM3 / POS National Survey of 961 Voters;  Responses Among Those Not on Wells) 

Our national survey last spring showed that fewer 

than one-quarter of voters could identify where 

their water comes from. 



7

“I have no idea.  I've never 

thought about where water comes 

from.  The ocean?  I don't know.  It 

can't come from the ocean 

because that's dirty and nasty. ”

LA White Female

“I know I read something 

about 80% of the water comes 

from north of Sacramento.  

Obviously, the Sierras. ”

Concord Male

“I guess I just never thought 

about it.  As long as it comes on 

when I turn the things on… ”

Fresno Latino Female

Focus groups – like these in California in 2010 –

have aired the wide range of perceptions that 

underlie this lack of knowledge.
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2003 2009

CO River 21% 21%

Other river (named) 23% 21%

Well 12% 9%

Stream/creek (generic or named) 14% 8%

Reservoir 6% 6%

City 4% 6%

River (generic) - 4%

Spring 4% 4%

Lake (generic or named) 1% 2%

Groundwater - 1%

Cannot Name 10% 15%

The same dynamic holds in other states; residents of 

Colorado’s Western Slope have widely varying 

perceptions of the source of their water.

Can you name the river, stream, well, spring or other source of your in home water supply? (Colorado 2009)
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24%

40%

22%

13%

1%

0% 15% 30% 45% 60%

Very confident

Somewhat confident

Not too confident

Not at all confident

DK/NA

Total 

Confident

64%

Total Not 

Confident

35%

As you may know, nearly all of the drinking water for people on Long Island comes 

from groundwater drawn up through wells.  How confident are you that existing water 

supplies will continue to be clean and safe over the next several years: very 

confident, somewhat confident, not too confident or not confident at all?

While few voters are highly confident in the security of 

their water supply, in most communities few are 

actively worried.

Q4. (Long Island, 2012) 
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49%

34%

12%

23%

25%

35%

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

% Saying They Get  Greatest Share % Saying They Get Smallest Share

Homes, businesses, and industries

Farms

The environment, including rivers 

and fish

Voters often perceive homes, businesses, and 

industry as using the greatest share of water 

supplies – an incorrect assumption in California.

8. (Split Sample) I am going to read you three major groups of water users in California.  After I read all three, please tell me which one you think receives the greatest share of California’s 

water supplies? (California, 2010)

I am going to read you three major groups of water users in California.  After I read all three, 

please tell me which one you think receives the greatest share of California’s water supplies.
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22%

43%

32%

59%

32%

32%

43%

33%

33%

4%

3%

25%

11%

10%

13%

5%

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

Business and industry

Farms

Homes

The environment, including rivers and fish

Much/S.W. More Fair Share S.W./Much Less DK/NA

At the same time, voters believe that 

allocation of water is not necessarily fair.

I am going to read you four major groups of water users in California.  After I read each one, 

please tell me whether you think that group currently receives more than its fair share of water, 

receives a fair share of water, or receives less than its fair share of water.

9. (Split Sample) I am going to read you four major groups of water users in California.  After I read each one, please tell me whether you think that group currently receives more than its fair 

share of water, receives a fair share of water, or receives less than its fair share of water?  (California, 2010)
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Population growth

Poorly-planned growth and development

Pollution of rivers, lakes and streams

Natural disasters like earthquakes

Deteriorating infrastructure, like reservoirs, 
flood control levees, pipes, and pumps

Growth and pollution as “major threats” to the 

water system, as seen in California…

7. I am going to read you a list of items that may be threats to California’s ability to maintain a reliable supply of clean water for its future.  Please tell me whether you think it is a major threat, 
minor threat, or not a threat to the reliability of California’s water supplies.  ^Not Part of Split Sample (California, 2010)

49%

48%

30%

30%

36%

37%

39%

52%

57%

53%

5%

11%

9%

10%

9%

8%

3%

8%

3%

3%

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

Major Threat Minor Threat Not a Threat DK/NA
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36%

34%

28%

26%

26%

40%

36%

43%

35%

36%

36%

42%

38% 12%

38%

47%

47%

12%

24%

12%

25%

14%

12%

10%

11%

5%

24%

3%

6%

15%

7%

20%

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

Major Threat Minor Threat Not a Threat DK/NA

7. I am going to read you a list of items that may be threats to California’s ability to maintain a reliable supply of clean water for its future.  Please tell me whether you think it is a major 
threat, minor threat, or not a threat to the reliability of California’s water supplies.  ^Not Part of Split Sample (California, 2010)

Waste of water by residential and 
commercial consumers

Pollution of drinking water supplies

^Conflicts between groups of people who 
support different uses of water – like for 

farms, cities, and fish and wildlife

Lack of adequate facilities to store water

Global warming

Over-pumping of groundwater

Over-pumping of water from wells

Waste of water by farms

…while global warming, over-pumping, and 

agricultural waste are not big concerns.
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In Colorado’s Western Slope, “out of state 

interests” were also seen as a major threat. 

Next I will read you a number of items which some people say are threats to the amount of water available for use here in Western Colorado. For each one, please tell me if you see that as 

very threatening, somewhat threatening, only a little threatening, or not threatening at all to the amount of water available for your use. (Colorado 2009)

Out of state water interests, such as California

Population growth

Water users from other regions of CO, such 

as Denver and Front Range cities

Environmental regulations

Climate change

Oil and gas development

Oil shale development

Other Western Slope water users

57%

43%

46%

25%

24%

22%

28%

8%

26%

37%

29%

33%

31%

31%

25%

35%

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

Very Threatening S.W. Threatening

83%

75%

58%

55%

53%

53%

43%

80%
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Ext./Very 
Important

85%

82%

81%

68%

66%

67%

54%

67%

46%

41%

41%

33%

31%

29%

29%

28%

39%

41%

40%

35%

35%

38%

25%

39%

8%

10%

8%

17%

19%

20%

23%

22%

6%

5%

10%

13%

14%

10%

17%

10%

5%

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

Ext. Imp. Very Imp. S.W. Imp. Not Imp. DK/NA

But even given a lack of understanding and urgency, voters 

prioritize investment in water over other conservation 

issues – as we saw this year in Rhode Island...

Q6. Split Sample (Rhode Island 2012)

Protecting sources of drinking water

Preventing polluted stormwater from 
flowing into water supplies

Protecting water quality in rivers, lakes and 
streams

Protecting fish and wildlife habitat

Restoring land around rivers to prevent 
future floods

Building infrastructure projects to improve 
drinking water quality

Preventing overdevelopment

Protecting water quality in Narragansett 
Bay
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…and equally, in Alabama.

I am going to read you some specific types of projects that might be funded by this constitutional amendment to continue the Alabama Forever Wild program.  For each one,  please tell me if 

that would make you more likely or less likely to vote Yes in favor of it... (Alabama, 2011)

76%

72%

67%

66%

63%

63%

62%

62%

61%

61%

60%

16%

18%

22%

23%

28%

24%

29%

25%

27%

24%

27%

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

Much More Likely Somewhat More Likely

Protecting the sources of clean drinking water

Protecting and restoring the water quality of rivers, lakes 
and streams

Providing opportunities for nature education for children

Reducing the threat of flooding during storms and 
hurricanes

Protecting areas of scenic beauty

Maintaining the strength of Alabama's agriculture, 
seafood, and tourism industries

Protecting unique land and water areas

Protecting forests

Protecting plant and animal life

Protecting wildlife habitat

Protecting and restoring beaches and coastal areas

92%

91%

89%

90%

89%

87%

85%

88%

91%

87%

87%



17

 Relatively few voters understand where their water comes from – and most are

very aware of their own lack of knowledge.

 Water quality and supply tend to be mid-tier public concerns, dwarfed by the

economy and government debt, but on a par with crime or taxes.

 About half of voters express concern about water quality problems, and those

voters come from across the demographic spectrum.

 Concerns may be somewhat heightened in Western or arid communities, but

even there few voters see water issues as a crisis.

 Voters see population growth, pollution, and deteriorating infrastructure as the

primary threats to reliable water supplies.

 Voters in the West tend to be acutely concerned about other states or regions

that are taking “their” water – there is a fierce sense of entitlement.

 Voters tend to believe that businesses and households are the biggest

consumers of water, and underestimate the role that agriculture plays.

Summary: Public Understanding of Water
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III. 

The Role of Forests 

and Trees
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81%

76%

75%

12%

15%

17% 7%

7%

10%

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

Total Accurate Total Inacc. DK/NA

The condition of land around rivers, 

lakes and streams in Arizona has a 

significant impact on water quality in the 

state

The condition of Arizona’s forests has a 

significant impact on water quality in the 

state

Protecting land around rural rivers, 

lakes, and streams will help to ensure a 

supply of clean water for Arizona cities

Voters perceive a clear link between land 

conservation and water quality, as we saw 

in Arizona.

(Arizona, 2005)
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47%

20%

15%

9%

4%

4%

1%

0% 15% 30% 45% 60%

Less than five miles

Five to ten miles

11 to 25 miles

26 to 50 miles

51 to 100 miles

More than 100 miles

DK/NA

Q.3 

How close do you live to a forest or wooded area?

67%

Connections to forests are immediate; two-thirds 

of voters live within ten miles of a wooded area.

(National Survey, 2010)
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Yes, a great 

deal of trees

35%

Yes, just a few 

trees

57%

No, no 

trees/DK/NA

8%

Total

With Trees

92%

Do you have any trees in your yard or on your property?

Moreover, most voters have trees

on their own property.

12.  Do you have any trees in your yard or on your property? (National Survey, 2010)
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58%

57%

53%

33%

29%

29%

34%

34%

33%

40%

44%

31%

7%

6%

11%

18%

20%

25%

9%

7%

25%

27% 44%

15%

3%

3%

4%

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

Ext. Impt. Very Impt. S.W. Impt. Not Impt./DK/NA

Q.6

I’m going to read you a list of benefits that America’s forests have for the public.  

I’d like you to tell me how important that item is to you personally: is it extremely important, very 

important, somewhat important, or not important?

Helping to keep the air clean

Filtering water to keep it clean

Providing a place for wildlife to live

Providing a source of good-paying jobs

Supplying essential products like wood 
and paper

Reducing global warming

Providing a place for recreation

Voters see clean air and water

as the leading benefits of forests.

(National Survey, 2011)
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Major forest fires pose a significant risk to Santa Fe’s water supply. Much of the
City’s water supply comes from rivers and streams that flow through the Santa Fe
National Forest and end up in two major reservoirs. After a major fire in the forest,
soil and ash would run off mountain slopes, clogging streams and rivers and leaving
the City’s two main reservoirs useless. City and forest officials developed a four-year
project to avoid this worst-case scenario by thinning the forest near the reservoirs
using controlled burns.

The US Forest Service paid some initial costs, and will continue to fund some efforts
to prevent fires. To provide ongoing funding, the City of Santa Fe has worked in
partnership with local non-profits to put together a proposed “water fund” that will
come from a small monthly fee that will appear on customers’ water bills – based on
the amount of water they use – to pay for continuing fire prevention efforts around the
City’s sources of water. This proposal would also include several accountability
measures, including making all information about revenue and spending from the
fund available on the internet, and making the funds subject to independent, annual
audits.

In Santa Fe, the link between forest health and 

water quality was tested in the description of a 

proposed “Water Fund,” as shown below.
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43%

33%

6%

13%

5%

0% 20% 40% 60%

Strongly support

Somewhat support

Somewhat oppose

Strongly oppose

DK/NA

Total 

Support

76%

Total 

Oppose

19%

Santa Fe voters overwhelmingly 

support this water fund concept.

9. Having heard this description, would you support or oppose this program to protect Santa Fe’s drinking water? (Santa Fe, 2011)
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Which of the following do you think owns most forest land in America?

60%

19%

10%

11%

0% 15% 30% 45% 60% 75%

The government

Timber companies

Individual and family 

landowners

Other/All/None/DK

62%

13%

15%

10%

0% 15% 30% 45% 60% 75%

+/-%

Difference

+2%

-6%

+5%

-1%

One potential problem - voters continue to labor 

under a misperception that most forests are in 

public hands.

(National Surveys, 2007 and 2011)

20112007
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 The public readily understands the connection between land and water: what

goes on land ultimately ends up in water.

 Voters feel a close connection to forests – most live near a wooded area and

have reason to visit it relatively frequently.

 Connections to trees can be even more immediate. Most voters have trees on

their own property, and we have seen in focus groups that they can have a

strong emotional connection to them.

 While it may not be top-of-mind, voters understand the connection between

forest health and water quality, and messaging that builds on it can be an

effective lever to action.

 At the same time, many voters over-estimate the degree of protection that

forests currently have. They believe more forest land is in public hands than

actually is, and think that public forest land has a higher degree of protection

than it actually does.

Summary: The Role of Forests and Trees
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IV.

Attitudes on Key 

Water Policy Issues
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Confidence in 
Our System of 
Government 
Today:

Confidence in 
Our System of 
Government in 
1974:

*ABC /Yahoo! National Survey March 2011

“Angry” About 
Federal 
Government 
Operations:

The over-arching context for policy action on water 

issues is plummeting trust in government. 
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0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Agree Disagree

Still, most voters perceive a vital role for 

government in dealing with protections for water, 

land and wildlife. 

(National Survey, 2012)

In dealing with issues like how land and water are used 

or protected, government plays an essential role.
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59%

28%

13%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

There is enough water in the San Joaquin River 

to satisfy all our water needs for farming, 

drinking water, recreation, hydroelectric power, 

and fish and wildlife.

There is not enough water in the San Joaquin 

River to satisfy all our water needs for farming, 

drinking water, recreation, hydroelectric power, 

and fish and wildlife

Both/Neither/DK/NA

Support for an active government role on water 

also stems from the fact that in many cases, 

people believe water supplies are too scarce to 

meet competing needs…

(CA Central Valley, 2005)
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63%

27%

10%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

There is simply not enough water in the San Joaquin 

River to satisfy the needs of local farmers, provide 

clean drinking water for people, and support fish and 

wildlife 

With careful planning, it is possible to come up with a 

plan for using San Joaquin River water that meets 

the combined needs of local farmers, drinking water 

users, and fish and wildlife 

Both/Neither/DK/NA

…but most also believe careful planning 

can meet the needs of multiple users.

(CA Central Valley, 2003)
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82%

81%

75%

71%

70%

52%

42%

38%

35%

14%

18%

21%

26%

27%

38%

51%

56%

57%

11%

8%

7%

8%

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

Great Deal of Resp. Some Resp. No Resp./DK/NA

As we saw on Long Island, voters believe big business 

has a key role to play along with government.

8. I am going to read you a list of different organizations and groups of people that might affect the quality of drinking water, rivers, lakes and bays on Long Island.  Please tell me how much 

responsibility you think each one should have for protecting water quality: a great deal of responsibility, some responsibility, or no responsibility. ^Not Part of Split Sample (Long Island, 2012)

Large industrial or manufacturing companies

Federal and state government agencies

County government agencies

Town government agencies

Real estate developers

Local farms

^You personally

Small local businesses

Homeowners in your community
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100 Dollars

75 Dollars

Willing to Pay Nothing/Unsure

25 Dollars

50 Dollars

10 Dollars or Less

“How much would you be willing to pay in taxes to fund water quality; natural areas; lakes, rivers, or 

beaches; neighborhood parks; and wildlife habitat in your area per year?”

And most votes are willing to pay at least $50 per 

year in higher taxes to enact such policies.

(National Survey, 2009)
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42%

16%

20%

23%

22%

58%

66%

47%

20%

16%

29%

35%

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

$0.65

$1.00

$1.50

$2.00

Very Will. S.W. Will. S.W./Very Unwill. DK/NA

82%

78%

64%

70%

And if amounts are kept small, as with Santa Fe’s 

water fund, willingness to pay can be even greater.

10. This program would be funded through a small charge on City water bills, based on the amount of water a household uses, that would average about __________ per month. Would you 

be willing to pay that amount to fund this program? (Santa Fe, 2011)
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Of course, identifying funding mechanisms is where 

support often breaks down – as we saw on Long Island.

13. I am going to read you a list of specific ways that money might be raised to fund efforts to protect and improve drinking water quality on Long Island.  Please tell me whether that 

approach sounds like something you would support or oppose. ^Not Part of Split Sample (Long Island, 2010)

40%

35%

24%

23%

22%

33%

29%

27%

24%

20%

10%

16%

19%

20%

23%

12%

16%

26%

31%

32%

5%

5%

5%

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

Strng. Sup. S.W. Sup. S.W. Opp. Strng. Opp. DK/NA

64%

51%

47%

42%

32%

45%

51%

55%

73% 22%

Charging a fee on new construction and 

permits to build near wetlands

Placing a fee on water bills that would be 

higher for those that use a lot of water 

and lower for those that use less

Placing a small flat fee on water bills to 

be charged to all water users

^Increasing the sales tax by a tenth of a 

percent

Charging a small annual fee to property 

owners
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 Water issues are voters’ highest priority for environmental policy action.

 Voters not only back government action to protect water quality and supply, but

believe government is the only entity that can provide sufficient planning and

coordination to address policy issues that cut across geographic boundaries.

 Willingness to pay for broadly supported water policies is relatively high – as

much as $50 per year.

 However, there is less consensus about establishing broad-based new taxing

mechanisms at the local level.

 In principle, voters are comfortable with the idea of government regulation to

protect water quality and supplies.

 Voters tend to be most supportive of policies that will promote river health;

provide incentives to users to voluntarily increase supplies or reduce pollution;

or take advantage of technology to reduce water use.

Summary: Attitudes on Key Water Policy Issues
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V. 

Messaging on Water 

Issues
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All too often, the language

we use to communicate

about water issues does

not help clarify things for

the public. Consider the

following…
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1999 survey of 850 Santa Clara County, CA residents

Don’t know: 47%

A geographic area through which water

flows to a common destination: 27%

A building or shed used to store water: 26%

“In your own words, what does 

the term ‘watershed’ mean to you?” 
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Over time, things have

changed little. Last year, we

asked focus groups in the

same community to explain

what a watershed was, with

similar results…
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I think it’s like an irrigation or a 

percolation pond thing, where it is kind of 

like the water table. It is like a 

holding tank.

I was going to say that is it all the area 

that we collect water from.  Rain falls 

in it and feeds down into this area one 

way or another.  It is the whole area 

that collects the water..

It sounds 

like it’s a 

box with 

the water.

I picture that 

big cement 

thing full of 

water.

I would say it’s an area that is kind of like a field, like he said, 

kind of like a water table, it’s more like a reserve. So whether it’s 

a lake that has a lot of water in it or a place where the water 

collects. Like, if you drive down Santa Clara you’ll see a lot of 

water over there and it’s kind of like a watershed. They’re 

considered lakes, but it’s a place where water accumulates.

I’ve seen them at Rancho San 

Antonio now that you say 

something…I saw something 

that looked like it. It was a big 

huge tank kind of thing.

I’d say a backup water supply. 

Some sort of receptacle or 

container for water. 
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We communicate to voters in subtle ways 

that can help to shape these misperceptions.
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47%

31%

27%

20%

33%

37%

45%

49%

28%

43%

9%46%

40%

45%

43%

18%

26%

13%

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

Ext. Impt. Very Impt. SW/Not/DK

Preventing contamination of groundwater

Protecting riparian areas

Protecting natural areas that are sources of 

drinking water

Preserving aquifers

Protecting lands around rivers and streams

Protecting watersheds

Speaking in “plain English” is always more 

effective, as we saw when testing policy 

priorities in Arizona.

I am going to read you a list of specific projects that might be carried out if additional funding were available for conservation in Arizona.  Recognizing that there frequently is not enough 

funding for all such projects, please tell me how important it would be to you that each project be funded. (Arizona, 2005)
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40%

37%

35%

33%

32%

25%

35%

34%

32%

27%

29%

23%

29%

22%

30%

44%

41%

42%

32%

29%

24%

38%

33%

27%

11%

9%

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

Sewage pollution

Polluted runoff

Sewage discharges

Manure pollution

Nitrogen pollution

Animal fecal waste

Agricultural runoff

Nutrient pollution

Ext. Conc. Very Conc. S.W./Not Too Conc. DK/NA

In testing different language to describe pollution of 

the Chesapeake Bay, vivid wording drew more 

concern than technical language.

(Chesapeake Bay Watershed, 2004)
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Our waters provide benefits from 

drinking water to jobs, and can be 

cleaned up so future generations 

can enjoy it. 

Our waters are so polluted that 

there are problems like dead 

zones and algae growth which 

threaten fish, wildlife and the 

quality of our drinking water.

In general, messages that focus on hope – rather 

than fear – are more compelling, as we saw on the 

Chesapeake Bay.

(Virginia, 2008)
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12%

17%

17%

24%

25%

23%

25%

35%

18%

18%

39%

39%

38%

31%

35%

34%

39%

39%

73%

72%

49%

44%

45%

45%

40%

43%

36%

26%

9%

10%

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

Not A Priority (1-4)/DK/NA (5-6) Very High Priority (7)

Protecting human health 

Keeping water clean and safe 

Ensuring that water supplies are allocated fairly 

Encouraging technological innovation 

Helping people and businesses use water more 
efficiently 

Keeping costs to consumers low 

Reducing the role of politics in decisions about 
water

Helping ensure the survival of salmon and other 
fish and wildlife species

Protecting jobs on California farms 

Allowing science to guide decisions about water 
policies 

Mean 

Score

6.4

6.4

6.0

5.8

5.8

5.7

5.6

5.6

5.5

5.1

Voters see human health as the top priority for 

shaping water policy, and it is central to messaging.

14. I'm going to read you a list of goals that might be kept in mind when designing policies to address California’s future water needs.  Please tell me how high a priority you think that goal 
should be, using a scale of 1 to 7 where 1 means it should NOT BE A PRIORITY and 7 means it should be a VERY HIGH PRIORITY.  Split Sample (California 2010)
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Average Message 
Score on 7-Point Scale

% Rating the 
Message a Seven

“We owe it to future generations to fix our

water problems before they get even worse.

We must leave our children and

grandchildren with enough water to meet

their needs.”

A “future generations” message is also highly 

persuasive, as we saw in California.

(California 2010)
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Average Message 
Score on 7-Point Scale

% Rating the 
Message a Seven

“With innovation and technological

breakthroughs, we can solve many of the

state’s water needs. We need to innovate

new ways to conserve water; reduce waste;

and safely treat, reuse, and recycle water.”

Messages stressing technological innovation

also carry great appeal.

(California 2010)
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30%

41%

12%

9%

7%

0% 15% 30% 45% 60%

“Innovations in technology will provide a solution to many of 

California’s water problems.”

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Somewhat disagree

Strongly disagree

DK/NA

Total Agree

71%

Total Disagree

21%

Voters usually express confidence that technology 

will offer solutions to water problems.

(California 2010)
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0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Agree Disagree

There is also an important belief that action on water 

– or other environmental issues – will save money.

National Survey, 2012

If elected officials truly wanted to protect taxpayers' interests, they would 

address environmental problems now, rather than waiting until later when 

they are more expensive or impossible to fix.
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Average Message 
Score on 7-Point Scale

% Rating the 
Message a Seven

“We need to hold all water users – residents,

businesses, and farms – accountable for

using water more efficiently and eliminating

waste.”

Accountability and efficiency are also 

effective themes.

(California 2010)
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26%

26%

22%

19%

12%

9%

23%

25%

9%

8%

7%

8%

8%

20%

26%

21%

7%

12%

14%

11%

20%

7%

9%

33%

35%

26%

6%

44%

45%

46%

45%

41%

42%

38%

45%

39%

36%

11%

12%

9%

11%

12%

24%

14%

12%

6% 6%

5%

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

Very Bel. S.W. Bel. Not Too Bel. Not At All Bel. NHO/No Opin.

% Total 

Very/S.W. 

Believable

80%

77%

72%

71%

67%

67%

61%

50%

45%

45%

A farmer

Scientists

Your local water district or agency

The California Department of Water 
Resources

The Nature Conservancy

The California Farm Bureau

The Association of California Water 
Agencies

A member of your local City Council or 
Board of Supervisors

Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger

Your local members of the state 
legislature

Farmers, scientists, and water agencies have the 

most credibility on water issues.

17. I am going to read you a list of persons and organizations that may speak out about issues related to water in California.  Please tell me if you would find that person or organization very 

believable, somewhat believable, not too believable or not believable at all on this subject. (California, 2010)
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% Rating Farmers as 
Believable on Issues 

Related to Water:

% Seeing Farms’ Waste 
of Water as a Major 

Threat to Water Supplies:

Farmers’ credibility is enhanced by voters’ 

perception that they do not waste water.



54

Over the years, we have

also seen in many contexts

that imagery is critical to

communicating on water

issues.
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OVERALL RATING: 8.76

Men:  9.00

Women:  8.50

Anchorage:  8.26

Juneau:  8.35

Ketchikan:  9.87

Water-related imagery was an effective tool for 

promoting conservation of the Tongass in Alaska.

(Alaska Focus Groups, 2008) 
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(South Carolina, 2007)

In two focus groups 
where we tested 
images, the top three 
images all revolved 
around the theme of 
water.

Water imagery was hugely effective in South 

Carolina, whether positive…
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…or negative.

Conversely, the most concerning 

images were of polluted water, further 

indicating its importance in language 

and imagery.

(South Carolina, 2007)
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And in focus groups with youth across the country, they 

tended to rate water-related images most appealing.
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VI. 

Conclusions on Connecting 

Water with Nature
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 Voters lack detailed knowledge about where their water comes from,

or the vital role that nature plays in supplying it.

 Right now, few voters are highly concerned about the condition of

their water supply or see it as being in jeopardy.

 Reduced growth pressures since the economic downturn have

robbed water issues of some urgency, and may cause some to see

less need to act to protect nature.

 Many voters are focused on the role of large businesses as major

polluters or users of water – and may be pre-disposed to focus on

policy solutions that affect these users rather than natural areas that

are sources of water.

 Voters also have great faith in technological solutions – which may

cause them to place less emphasis on the role of nature.

 Winning approval for new funding mechanisms that provide

significant levels of public investment is potentially very difficult.

Challenges
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 Voters already connect nature and water. They understand that what goes on

the land ends up in the water; they particularly understand the importance of

forests for water supplies

 Whether or not voters are content with their current water quality, they place a

high priority on ensuring it continues to be protected in the future.

 Voters see a vital public role for government in protecting water quality – they

believe it is uniquely positioned to deal with water issues pro-actively and across

community lines

 A number of messages show themselves to be effective in building support for

policy initiatives to promote water quality:

 Protecting public health

 Leaving a legacy for future generations

 Maintaining quality of life

 Planning can pro-actively addressing problems before they arise

 Preventing problems is less costly than solving them after the fact

 Images have great power to place water in the context of nature and further link

land and water in voters’ minds

Opportunities
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Quick Summary of Water 

Words to Use and Avoid

Bad Words to Avoid

Environment

Ecosystems

Biodiversity / endangered species

Regulations

Riparian

Aquifer

Watershed

Environmental groups

Agricultural land

Urban sprawl

Good Words to Use

Land, air and water

Natural areas

Fish and wildlife

Safeguards/protections

Lakes, rivers and streams

Groundwater

Land around rivers lakes and streams

Conservation groups/organizations 

protecting land, air, and water

Working farms and ranches

Poorly planned growth/ development
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