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Why is terminology important?



Be mindful of word choices



Let’s help each other



Create action thru clear communication
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A New Kind of Outreach

Communicating about potable reuse is 
more complex than most water projects…

• More likely to face uneasiness and/or 
opposition

• Requires starting with context

• Must continually reinforce the purpose 
and need for the project

• Community alliances and stakeholder 
buy-in are essential from the start



K&A Potable Reuse Projects



Toilet to Tap – Get Over It!

• The key players:

• Upper San Gabriel Valley Water District potable reuse 
proposal – 1993 

• Miller Brewing facility on the 210 Freeway in LA

• Dr. Forest Tennant/Citizens for Clean Water

• The real story and the media’s role in the story

• Can’t we just get rid of the phrase?



Early Contributing Factors

• National Research Council study “Issues in Potable Reuse: The 
Viability of Augmenting Drinking Water Supplies with Reclaimed 
Water” 1998: “…solution of last resort”

• Reports on pharmaceuticals and personal care products in 
wastewater/effluent receiving surface waters

• Lack of knowledge regarding potential risks/info on potable reuse 
systems contaminant removal ability

• Operator experience with these systems



Upper San Gabriel Valley Water District

• 1993 – Upper District and the Sanitation Districts of Los Angeles County 
proposed percolating recycled water into Upper San Gabriel Basin

• Opposition by Dr. Forest Tennant using his medical and political 
connections (and his money) to fight plan

• Toilet-to-tap phrase born…

• Many state-level supporters/few local supporters

• Heavy negative media coverage

• Upper District Board voted to stop project



Los Angeles East Valley Project

• LA Department of Water and Power (DWP) had conducted outreach 
in vicinity of plant and distribution

• Facility was constructed and operated for several months

• Mayoral campaign began using T-T-T to describe project and 
asserted community outreach had never been done

• Print media and late-night television hosts (Jay Leno, for example) 
featured this heavily

• Project turned off due to political and public opposition



San Diego Water Repurification Project

• San Diego imported 85% of annual water used

• Also needed reduced wastewater discharge to ocean

• Project alive and well – with many LOCAL supporters and active 
outreach campaign – for over 5 years!

• “Sweeps Week” television reporter visited Upper Occoquan and 
Upper District, where she heard T-T-T – set included a toilet/black 
box/faucet to cement image

• Hard on these heels came: NRC “option of last resort” 
and media regarding pharmaceuticals 

• City Council stopped project  



Groundwater Replenishment System

• First contract in 1998 issued by OCWD/OCSD Boards was for public 
outreach

• Outreach began 10 years before a drop of water was produced

• “We talked to anyone who would listen to us” (Mike Markus)

• Communication program:

• Leadership at board and staff level
• Research-based messages
• Effective multi-cultural outreach
• Frequent briefings: policy makers/media
• Comprehensive, sustained outreach program



Progress!

• 2008:  Groundwater Replenishment System

• Operators gained experience/advanced in science + technologies = 
Reduced concerns/greater confidence/expert panels

• 2012 NRC report: “…expanding water reuse…could significantly increase 
nation’s total available water resources…”

• 2014 AWWA statement endorsing potable reuse

• WateReuse Research Foundation’s Direct Potable Reuse Initiative funded 
34 research projects

• Florida Potable Reuse Commission established a Framework for Potable 
Reuse in Florida



Here’s What We’re Up Against 

• Word cloud from WRRF 13-02 focus 

groups 

• Use words that resonate with your 

community:

o Clean vs. treat

o Filter vs. disinfect

o Recycle vs. reclaimed



Terminology

• WateReuse California Communications Collaborative Group 
updated Water Reuse Context & Terminology

• Produced by workgroups from WateReuse California Section, 
California Association of Sanitation Agencies (CASA) and 
Association of California Water Agencies (ACWA)

• Can be found on watereuse.org in the California Section



What Else Can You Say

• Purified water, Pure Water, Drinking Water, etc.

• Advanced Water Purification, Purified Water, Advanced Purified 
Water, Highly Purified Water, Water Purification Project, etc.

• While “toilet-to-tap” is totally incorrect, it is often a headline and 
will remain in use – BUT you can play off this by saying: Toilet to 
treatment to treatment to treatment to treatment (this is now 
“recycled water”) to microfiltration to RO to ultraviolet 
light/advanced oxidation to reservoir to drinking water plant to 
tap”
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Why Words and Images Matter



Purple Pipe to Potable Reuse 
The Right Water for the Right Use

Messaging that supports as many water recycling solutions as possible
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WRF-09-07: Risk Assessment 
Study of PPCPs in Recycled 
Water to Support Public Review

This study and handouts available at: WateReuse.com



Awareness of Treatment Processes



Potable Reuse in the United States
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WRF 13-02
Model Communication Plans 
for Increasing Awareness and 
Fostering Acceptance of DPR
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Total 

Acc.

Total 

Unacc.

93% 4%

90% 5%

86% 5%

64% 26%

34% 54%

WRF 13-02 Q9. Asked only of the 73% familiar with recycled water

77%

72%

66%

34%

12%

15%

18%

20%

31%

22%

7%

8%

10%

12%

14%

15%

40%

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

Gardening and landscaping

Irrigation

Industrial uses

Household uses, such as laundry,
showers, and dishwashers

Drinking water

Comp. Acc. Smwt. Acc. Neutral Smwt. Unacc. Comp. Unacc. DK/NA

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. 

Locally, voters approve of all potential uses of
recycled water… except drinking.



29WRF 13-02  - Q13 Total/Q18/Q20. 

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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28%

34%

11%

14%

12%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Strongly favor

Somewhat favor

Somewhat oppose

Strongly oppose

Don't know/NA

Total 

Favor

62%

Total 

Oppose

26%

How would you feel about using advanced treated recycled water as an

addition to the supply of drinking water, that is water treated with 

ultra-filtration, reverse osmosis, and advanced oxidation? 

WRF 13-02 Q15.

Even a basic description of the process involved in direct potable 
reuse inspires more confidence.
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Total 
More 
Conf.

62%

63%

60%

64%

60%

53%

WRF 13-02 Q17. Split Sample

30%

29%

27%

24%

23%

21%

32%

34%

33%

41%

37%

32%

33%

35%

39%

35%

38%

40%

5%

6%

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

Much More Conf. Smwt. More Conf. No Diff. DK/NA

I am going to read you a list of facts about direct reuse of recycled water. Please

indicate if it makes you much more confident, somewhat more confident, or it makes no 

difference to your confidence that direct reuse of recycled water is safe. 

Solid majorities say a variety of additional information gives 
them more confidence in DPR.

The purification process produces water that is 
purer than bottled water

Drinking water could be tested constantly, in real-
time, with online sensors

California’s drinking water standards are among 
the strictest in the nation, and purified recycled 

water would comply with those standards

The quality of recycled water, once it has been 
purified, will be strictly monitored by the California 

Department of Health

Methods regularly used to purify recycled water 
include microfiltration, reverse osmosis and 

ultraviolet light – similar to the purification process 
involved in removing salt from ocean water

Methods regularly used to purify recycled water 
include microfiltration, reverse osmosis  and 

ultraviolet light
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Images were also extremely helpful.

WRF 13-02

• Some participants expressed interest in seeing or touring a treatment plant.

• Several said that images of the treatment equipment helped ease their

concerns; although they had no idea how any of the machinery work, its

apparent sophistication increased their comfort level.
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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.

WRF 13-02 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. 
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62%

63%

61%

58%

59%

37%

29%

30%

24%

29%

30%

32%

35%

51%

53%

57%

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

Total Trust Total Suspicious

Difference

+38%

+34%

+31%

+26%

+24%

-14%

-24%

-27%

Dentists

Environmental organizations

Independent lab studies

^A professor at a local university

Your local water utility

Your local mayor

A taxpayer advocate organization

Local business owners

Those with a political or economic 
perspective are less credible.

WRF 13-02  -22. 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.  ^Not Part of Split Sample
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Focus group participants preferred “purified water” or “certified 
water” as descriptors.

WRF 13-02

DPR Names Sunnyvale San Diego Total 

Purified Water 13 14 27

Certified Water 10 12 22

Advanced Treated Water 6 5 11

Renewed Water 3 4 7

Recycled Drinking Water 3 3 6

Refreshed Water 4 1 5

New Water 1 2 3

Supplemented Natural Water 2 1 3

Cyclical Water 0 1 1

Blended Drinking Water 1 0 1

Reused Potable Water 0 1 1

Reclaimed Water 0 1 1

Reused Water 1 0 1

Renovated Water 0 1 1

Rescued Water 0 0 0

(Participants Allowed to Select Up to Three From List)



36

Among “purified water” names, 
“advanced purified water” was best.

WRF 13-02

“Purified Water” Names Sunnyvale San Diego Total 

Advanced Purified Water 8 10 18

Purified Water 7 6 13

Purified Recycled Water 0 3 3

Purified Wastewater 0 1 1

(Participants Allowed to Select One From List)

SUNNYVALE FEMALE: “Advanced” means they 

took that extra step. It’s not just purified water, it’s 

advanced which sounds better to me.

SUNNYVALE FEMALE: It’s 

advanced in what way?  Like you 

put ten different chemicals in there 

and that’s why it’s advanced?



Excerpts from 
WRF 13-02



Info Graphics
Simple and explanatory images are powerful tools

Project Example: Carpinteria Advanced Purification Project



Branding
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Updated Terminology Document
• Original Terminology doc published in 2016
• Updated published October 2019
• Provides California public education and 

outreach professionals with a framework to 
discuss water reuse with the public and 
glossary to help navigate the technical terms 
frequently encountered

Inter-Agency Collaboration
WateReuse Associations (WRA & WRA CA)
California Association of Sanitation Agencies (CASA)
Association of California Water Agencies (ACWA)
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Recycled Water generally refers to domestic wastewater that has been cleaned 
so that it can be used more than once. The terms “reclaimed water,” “reuse 
water” and “recycled water” are often used interchangeably depending on the 
local community or region.

Examples: 

Purified Recycled Water or Purified Water has passed through multiple 
proven advanced treatment or cleansing processes. It has been verified 
through rigorous monitoring and testing to be safe to add to a community’s 
water supply, including drinking water supplies.



WateReuse California Signage Guidelines

• Proposed new Title 22 language

• Create a more uniform public message

• Guidelines include suggestions for sign composition, 

color, font, size, and message.

• Published in February 2021
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BACKGROUND

Gabriela Dow, Ardurra

✓ 30 years of experience, including as a 
journalist from 1990s (newspapers) to 
television (local KCBS and two CNN 
bureaus) as well as digital platforms.

✓ Communications Director for an 
eGov tech startup, staff for a US 
Governor, White House Office of Public 
Liaison / Engagement, and Director of 
Public Affairs & Community Relations.    



RECYCLED WATER TODAY:

FROM THIS … TO THIS … TO THAT?! 



EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES / TERMS

https://www.tiktok.com/@gabydow/video/6954510477011569926?is_copy_url=1&is_from_webapp=v1


BARRIERS TO COMMUNICATION



OVERCOMING BARRIERS 



ENGAGING DIVERSE COMMUNITIES



ANALYTICS & METRICS



EVOLVING COMMUNICATION



ANALYZING COMMUNICATION



MEASURING SUCCESS



SEEING IS BELIEVING



Melanie Mow Schumacher, PE
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who we are…

• California Special District, which is a local 
government agency that provides essential 
services

• Serve the areas of Aptos, La Selva Beach, Opal 
Cliffs, Rio Del Mar, Seascape, Soquel, and 
portions of Capitola

• 165+ miles of pipeline, 20 wells, 18 Tanks, 80 
monitoring wells

• 48 Employees

• Governed by 5 elected officials who comprise our 
Board of Directors

• 16,000 Customers

• Produce about 3,300 acre-feet per year of water 
which equals over 90 million gallons per month



our water challenge

• Critically overdrafted as identified by 
the State of California with a mandate 
to be sustainable by 2040

• Groundwater is the only source of 
water for Soquel Creek Water 
District and much of the SC Mid-
County Region

• Contaminated with seawater 
intrusion along the coast



project overview

Treatment Facilities Project

Conveyance Infrastructure Project

Seawater Intrusion 
Prevention (SWIP) Injection 

Wells Project

• Two Treatment Projects

• Over eight  miles of 
conveyance pipeline 

• Three seawater intrusion 
prevention wells

• Nine monitoring wells

• Goal is to produce up to 1,500 
acre feet per year (1.3 MGD) of 
purified water

• Designed to be expanded to 
3,000 afy (2.6 MGD), if needed



2021- construction began



2024- anticipate project on-line



wait a second….rewind… 



2016/2017 - signs of resistance



community petitions



anonymous phone messages



public comments at board meetings



How do we build trust and educate the 
community about potable reuse?



just and often who said it



one-on-ones, presentations, and LOTS of information



#inthistogether campaign



elected & key officials attended conferences and tours



convened independent technical advisory committee

Technical Advisory Panel
• Chair: Channah Rock, Ph.D. (University of Arizona)
• Joseph Cotruvo, Ph.D., BCES (Joseph Cotruvo & Associates)
• Jason Dadakis, PG, CHG (Orange County Water District)
• Lynne Haber, Ph.D., DABT (University of Cincinnati)
• Kara Nelson, Ph.D. (University of California, Berkeley)
• Gordon Thrupp, Ph.D., PG, CHG (Geosyntec Consultants)



created a mobile educational trailer

National award winning Spent ~$8K



Evaluated the economic impacts 

     
 otal  conomic  enefit

 N I  N  N A    ID N IA    IN   

Dr. Brent Haddad

Associate Dean of Engineering for Technology Management and Professor of Environmental Studies



local headlines send a strong message



Taking the pulse of the community-
conduct surveys

Support investment in 

infrastructure to 

ensure a safe, reliable 
water supply

SqCWD Phone and On-Line Survey, January 2020, 

performed by FM3

Support taking strong action 

now to address the issues of 

over-drafting and seawater 

contamination of the local 

groundwater

Are comfortable 

with Pure Water 

Soquel



…back to 2022



International Water Association’s 
‘Beneath the Surface’ Film Series- 2022

New online film series in 2022 presented by the International Water Association 
showcasing innovations taking place across the world of water, highlighting 
technological advancements and ways communities are coming together to protect 
this precious resource.



16 projects, 20+ diverse locations

Santa Cruz County, California, USA

Tenerife and Madrid, Spain

Mukono District, Uganda

Gothenburg, Sweden

Turks & Caicos

Kassel, Germany

Constanta City, Romania

Omaha, Nebraska, USA

Turin, Italy

Copenhagen, Denmark

Porto, Portugal

Joinville, Brazil

Switzerland and The Netherlands

Kingston, Jamaica

Polokwane, South Africa

Glasgow, Scotland

Discover stories of 
individuals and 
communities at the heart 
of preserving this precious 
resource.

www.bbc.com/storyworks
/specials/beneath-the-
surface/

http://www.bbc.com/storyworks/specials/beneath-the-surface/


“A Refreshing Treatment” – recycling water 
that protects and replenishes

https://www.soquelcreek
water.org/645/Beneath-
the-Surface-The-Journey-
of-Water

https://www.soquelcreekwater.org/645/Beneath-the-Surface-The-Journey-of-Water


Thank you for the opportunity 
to spend some time with you

Feel free to reach out to me!
Melanie Mow Schumacher

melanies@soquelcreekwater.org

mailto:melanies@soquelcreekwater.org








Thank You!


