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Stop using jargon



Polluted runoff

• Water running off of roofs, driveways, lawns 
and parking lots picks up trash, motor oil and 
grease from cars, weed killers, pesticides, 
excess lawn fertilizers, and dog wastes that 
were not picked up, and washes them into our 
streams and rivers. 

• This process pollutes our water and threatens 
our drinking water.



The research

• The “Rain Tax” moniker is predictably damaging. 

• Awareness of stormwater is low.

• Voters feel lied to.

• Voters are focused on transparency and 
accountability.

• Voters can be significantly persuaded once they learn 
the substance of the proposal.



It’s all local

Attitudes about fees are strongly influenced by 
local factors such as confidence in local 
officials, or the way that a jurisdiction has 
approached this fee.



The research

Two messages rose above the rest 

1. Knowing about the beneficial impact on 
seafood

2. Learning that there is rigorous scientific 
testing of the waters as part of the plan



The research

• Though it scores in the middle of the list overall, 
community greening is powerfully motivating for 
the most urban residents.

• “Good paying, green jobs will be created,” 
scored last.



“If I knew what to do to help clean up local 
waters, I would do a lot more.”



Winning over stormwater fee 
skeptics

• A fee with a mission
- Addresses a broadly-held public priority

• Outcomes-oriented
- Will produce results you can see (like 
community improvements)

• Locally controlled
- All money will stay in the jurisdiction



Winning over stormwater fee 
skeptics

• Accountable
Higher levels of government hold the local 
jurisdiction accountable

• Measurable
Scientifically monitored

• Firewalled
Difficult to raid



Identifying local polluted runoff problems is a 
first step to communicating effectively.

For messaging find local examples of:

• Homes or streets that flood

• Local beaches that are closed

• Fish consumption warnings caused by polluted runoff

• Sewage overflows

• Scientific data that reports the pollutants in local 
waterways



• Show that the problem of uncontrolled, 
polluted runoff can be solved locally through 
simple, proven solutions. 

• Simple, common sense solutions to polluted 
runoff (tear-up asphalt, plant trees, rain 
barrels) should be highlighted while the more 
“non-traditional, green infrastructure” 
solutions should be deemphasized in 
communications.

Local solutions



Our job is to talk about polluted runoff through 
the lens of the values of the people that we 
are talking to.

Trusted messengers are key



http://youtu.be/0IDo17_M7qA?t=1m30s
http://youtu.be/0IDo17_M7qA?t=1m30s


Messages

• Science says that uncontrolled, polluted runoff 
is on the rise when other pollution have 
decreased… But we know how to fix it.



Messages

• We have pollution limits and state and local 
plans to guide us in meeting clean water 
goals.

• Cleaning up local waters supports local 
communities.



Messaging – Stormwater Fees

The funding is raised within each county, and 
stays within that county - a local solution to a 
local problem. The money does not go into a 
state fund.



Messaging – Stormwater Fees

There is accountability and transparency. The 
income and the spending for the programs 
can be tracked by the county’s auditors. Many 
counties have annual reporting requirements. 
Scientific monitoring will verify that the 
projects are effective and efficient.



Clean Water, Healthy Families

A clean water communications

success story



What is CWHF?

• Legislative advocacy coalition in MD

• Most members are also CCW members

• Passed stormwater utility in 2012

– Local programs required by July 1, 2013

– By late spring 2013, we knew we were in trouble



The Rain Tax

• Opponents latched onto “rain tax” as a term 
to describe the impervious surface charge 
associated with the stormwater utility law

• Of course this had little to do with reality, but 
it is a million dollar sound bite

• By Fall 2013, Senate President Mike Miller said 
the rain tax would be repealed in the first two 
weeks of session



http://youtu.be/DTVuCBgnAdw
http://youtu.be/DTVuCBgnAdw


Messaging

• MD Advocacy community saw this coming, and 
so did our funders
– They provided vital resources

• Focus groups and message testing

• Communications campaign support

• Focus groups to test knowledge about 
stormwater as well as positive messaging
– There was not widespread anger

– Simple explanations quickly led to support

– Deep concern about quality of life



Polluted Runoff

• Nowhere near as catchy as rain tax, but it was 
accurate, understandable, and solvable

– Don’t ever say stormwater!

– Or green infrastructure for that matter

• Everyone participating in CWHF starting using 
polluted runoff, and the CCW state lead 
disseminated to the membership

– Disciplined messaging turned the tide



Turning the Tide

• By staying on message about polluted runoff, 
soon media members were using polluted runoff 
as their preferred term and putting “rain tax” in 
quotes as a pejorative

• We had resources to make plays the 
environmental community normally doesn’t
– Radio ad

– Patch through calls to key legislators

• State lead coordinated “rolling thunder” of action 
alerts and direct outreach to legislators



Keep The Weedkiller
Out of My Crabcake

• Message testing:
– Impacts to MD seafood and recreation at the top

– Green jobs at the bottom

• Funder support for our campaign meant we 
had communication resources
– Hatcher Group hired for comms support

– Ran a 30 second radio spot for two weeks in key 
Maryland markets

– http://www.cleanwaterhealthyfamilies.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/01/CleanWaterHealthyFamilies_KeepTheWeedKiller_60_Mix.mp3

http://www.cleanwaterhealthyfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/CleanWaterHealthyFamilies_KeepTheWeedKiller_60_Mix.mp3


Social Media
• You’ve heard this before, but Facebook and 

twitter are low- to no-cost ways to engage the 
public (and selected elected officials)

• For less than $100 we bought a 700% increase 
in Facebook followers

– Use images to communicate effectively and please 
the Facebook algorithm





Key Takeaways

• Do your homework
– Focus group results were surprising, and 

fundamentally changed our messaging approach

• Recruit resources
– CWHF had a clear need, and a clear plan, that funders 

understood and supported
– Staffing wasn’t covered but radio ad, communications 

support, and patch through calls were

• Coordinate with allies
– Disciplined messaging and targeted, strategic 

outreach won this campaign



Straightforward Resources for 
the Community



Resources for Understanding
the Basics

Stormwater Runoff 
information provided by 
Hampton Roads gives an 
overview to the pollution 
caused by runoff.

After the Storm Brochure
provided by EPA explains the 
problem and summarizes a 
few straightforward 
solutions.

http://askhrgreen.org/stormwater-runoff/
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/after_the_storm.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/after_the_storm.pdf
http://askhrgreen.org/stormwater-runoff/
http://askhrgreen.org/stormwater-runoff/
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/after_the_storm.pdf


Resources for Individual Solutions

Make Your Home the 
Solution to Stormwater 
Pollution gives a few 

suggestions for preventative 
household habits.

YOUR Yard explains how 

to grow a sustainable 
landscape.  It includes 
information about car 
washing, mulching, rain 
gardens, pet waste, and 
more.

http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/solution_to_pollution.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/solution_to_pollution.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/solution_to_pollution.pdf
http://askhrgreen.org/your-yard/
http://askhrgreen.org/car-wash/
http://askhrgreen.org/mulching/
http://askhrgreen.org/rain-gardens/
http://askhrgreen.org/scoop-the-poop/


Resources For Kids

The Adventures of Stormy the 
Raindrop and Stormy the Raindrop's 
Watershed Journey are downloadable 

coloring and activity books for kids to learn 
about polluted runoff.

The Stormwater Challenge 
Placemat provided by EPA is 

another fun way to familiarize kids 
with the basics.

http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpwes/publications/stormwater/stormy_book_2_ada.pdf
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpwes/publications/stormwater/stormy_book_2_ada.pdf
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpwes/publications/stormwater/stormy_book_1_ada.pdf
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpwes/publications/stormwater/stormy_book_1_ada.pdf
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpwes/publications/stormwater/stormy_book_2_ada.pdf
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpwes/publications/stormwater/stormy_book_2_ada.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/stormwaterplacemat.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/stormwaterplacemat.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/stormwaterplacemat.pdf


Choosecleanwater.org


