
DIVERSIFICATION
Enhancing Water 
Supply Reliability

Statewide drought conditions from 2012-
2016, along with other issues, have sparked 
unprecedented interest in water supplies, 
water conservation and water agencies them-
selves. The Water Authority has maintained 
a comprehensive community engagement 
program for more than two decades through 
wet and dry years with the goal of enhancing 
stakeholder education and dialogue about 
the region’s most precious natural resource.

The results have been remarkable:  
79 percent of respondents to the agency’s 
latest public opinion poll said they supported 
the Water Authority’s water supply diversifi-
cation strategy, and 81 percent agreed that 
water-use efficiency is a civic duty.

Such strong public support was achieved 
with a suite of integrated outreach programs 
and initiatives that include not only efforts to 
communicate the Water Authority’s perspec-
tive, but also to receive feedback from stake-
holders. While foundational communication 
components have been around for years, they 
are updated regularly to reflect the needs 
of the community, incorporate new ideas and 
integrate changing technology.

In recent 
years, the Water 
Authority: has 
averaged almost 
one community 
presentation every 
workday; offered 
a popular class 
series about water 
issues for emerg-
ing community 
leaders; increased 
its social media 
presence; proac-
tively worked with 
residents affected 

by capital improvement projects; held roundta-
ble discussions for business leaders; and offered 
a variety of hands-on workshops about WaterS-
mart living. As the regional water wholesaler, 
the Water Authority coordinates those activities 
and others with its 24 member agencies to serve 
the region’s 3.3 million residents and protect its 
$220 billion economy.

Citizens Water Academy
The academy is designed to engage and 

enlist a diverse group of active community 
members so that they become ambassadors in 
neighborhoods and organizations throughout the 
county for the Water Authority’s vital water sup-
ply planning efforts. 

During the three-class series, the Water  
Authority’s top executives educate up-and-
coming community leaders about regional water 
issues so that they can see how ratepayers’ 
investments have helped make San Diego County 
resilient to drought. Participants take behind-the-
scenes tours of the Water Authority’s world-class 
water supply infrastructure. They get to ask the 
Water Authority’s senior water supply planners 
about their decisions and strategies. Through  
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Diego County residents regarding water is-
sues. In recent years, the Water Authority has 
used hybrid surveys that include 1,000 adult 
respondents through online, landline and cell 
phone polling as the Water Authority keeps 
pace with changing customer habits and tech-
nology.

In addition, the Water Authority convenes 
focus groups to help develop and refine 
outreach efforts, particularly for conservation 
campaigns such as When in Drought. Input 
from those groups in 2015 helped shape 
messages that inspired water-saving actions 
across the region.

The 2017 poll shows that 80 percent of 
county residents agree that a reliable water 
supply is essential to their quality of life,  
and 84 percent say it’s essential for a healthy 
economy.

Conservation Programs
Water conservation is a way of life in San 

Diego County, and the Water Authority offers 
an array of options for improving water-use 
efficiency at homes and businesses.

The Water Authority or-
chestrates a suite of classes 
designed to help homeown-
ers transform their yards 
into WaterSmart showpiec-
es, aided by resources such 
the “eGuide to a WaterS-
mart Lifestyle” that provide 
step-by-step directions. 

In conjunction with  
those offerings, the Water 
Authority provides Qualified 
Water-Efficient Landscaper 
training, sponsors home 
water-use assessments for 
homes and businesses, and 
has formed partnerships with retailers to of-
fer discounts on water-efficient plants, leak-
fixing services and artificial turf. 

The net effect has been huge, and the San 
Diego region continues to embrace water-
use efficiency as a way of life. While state 
emergency water-use restrictions were lifted 
in 2016, the region’s water use remains well 
below pre-drought levels.
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The Water Authority stays connected with its stakeholders through an 

array of outreach tools, including special events and tours of facilities 
such as the Claude “Bud” Lewis Carlsbad Desalination Plant,  

the largest seawater desalination plant in the country.

The San Diego County Water Authority sustains a $220 billion regional economy and the quality of life for 3.3 million residents 
through a multi-decade water supply diversification plan, major infrastructure investments and forward-thinking policies that  
promote fiscal and environmental responsibility. A public agency created in 1944, the Water Authority delivers wholesale water  
supplies to 24 retail water providers, including cities, special districts and a military base.
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Hundreds of community leaders and influencers have  
graduated from the Citizens Water Academy.  

Here, academy participants engage in a policy exercise in 
the Water Authority’s Board Room. 

 
The Water Authority offers residents  

free classes that guide homeowners on how to convert from  
water-intensive turf grass to low-water landscapes.
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San Diego/Imperial Counties Chapter: 
Silver Bernays Mark of Excellence,  
Citizens Water Academy 

2014   IABC, International:  
2014 Gold Quill Award of Merit,  
2012 Annual Report

2014   IABC, Pacific Plains Region:  
2013 Silver Quill Award of Merit,  
2012 Annual Report

2014   PRSA, National: 2014 Bronze Anvil 
Award, 2012 Annual Report

2014   American Society of Landscape Architects, 
San Diego Chapter Professional Design 
Awards: 2014 Award of Merit,  
WaterSmart Landscape Makeover Series

2013   Academy of Television Arts & Sciences:  
2012 Pacific Soutwest Emmy Award,  
“It’s Perfectly Clear” Video

2013   IABC, International: Gold Quill Award  
of Merit, 2011 Annual Report

2012     IABC, Pacific Plains Region:  
2014 Silver Quill Award of Merit,  
2010 Annual Report

2012   PRSA, National: Bronze Anvil Award,  
2010 Annual Report

2012  PRSA, San Diego/Imperial Counties  
         Chapter: Bronze Bernays Mark of  
         Excellence, 2011 Annual Report

Water Authority Outreach and Conservation Awards

Community Engagement 



2 3

approximately 13 hours of class time, activi-
ties and facility tours, participants gain the 
kind of insight that allows them not only to 
understand why plans were made, but how 
executing them has benefitted the region’s 
economy and quality of life – and what it will 
take to ensure supply reliability for genera-
tions to come.

The Water Authority typically receives 
more applications than available spots in 
each class series. Of the 400 leaders who 
have graduated from the program, 93 per-
cent considered themselves very informed 
about key water issues and the agency’s 
water supply plans, programs and strategies, 
and 99 percent said they would refer others 
to the academy.

Business Alliance for Water  
In 2015, the Water Authority convened a 
regional group of leaders from a wide range 
of business sectors for periodic executive-level 

briefings and 
stakeholder dis-
cussions on critical 
water issues. The 
San Diego Foun-
dation, a philan-
thropic organiza-
tion dedicated 
to enhancing the 
region’s quality of 
life, serves as the 
host and sponsor 
of the meetings.
   The Busi-
ness Alli-
ance for 
Water not 

only stays current on water issues, but 
supports efforts to maintain a safe and 
reliable water supply at a reasonable 
cost. It submitted a formal comment let-
ter to state regulators advocating for 
balanced drought-response policies that 
enhance investments in water supply 
reliability, and it participated in news 
conferences highlighting court victories 
that will protect the region’s water rate-
payers from illegal rates. 

School Education Program
For more than three decades, the school 

education program has been a core com-
ponent of the Water Authority’s community 
outreach efforts. It offers opportunities for 
students and teachers to enhance their knowl-
edge of water issues through interactive theat-
rical assemblies, school-site visits by a mobile 
science lab, a water-themed exhibit at the 
Fleet Science Center in Balboa Park, a patch 
program about water for scouting organiza-
tions, and prizes for top water-related entries 
at the regional science fair.   

Education programs are popular with 
schools throughout San Diego County because 
they help teachers meet instructional require-
ments and engage students in unconventional 
ways. Most of the programs – including school 
assemblies – are free. Each year, tens of 
thousands of local elementary school children 
enjoy the assemblies, and thousands more 
learn about water issues through the other 
Water Authority programs.

Special Outreach Efforts
When needed, the Water Authority’s pub-

lic outreach team coordinates and implements 
extraordinary campaigns and events.

The Water Authority conducted the “When 
in Drought: Save Every Day, Every Way” 
campaign from April 2014 through June 2016 
to promote water-use reductions as drought 
conditions worsened. The effort included social 
media posts and promotions, television ads, 

radio traffic tags, media briefings, yard 
signs, shower bucket giveaways, a smart-
phone app to report water waste, and re-
packaging WaterSmart landscaping classes 
for online access. When in Drought efforts 
also involved numerous outreach partner-
ships with high-profile destinations, local 
businesses and non-profit groups, such as 
San Diego Zoo Global, Armstrong Garden 
Centers, San Diego Unified School District, 
The San Diego Union-Tribune, Westfield 
North County, the Food and Beverage Asso-
ciation of San Diego, the San Diego Chap-
ter of the California Restaurant Association, 
and many others.

As supply conditions improved, the Water 
Authority launched a new campaign, “Live 
WaterSmart,” to promote water efficiency 
as a positive, permanent lifestyle.

In addition, the Water Authority organiz-
es major community events such as dedica-
tion ceremonies for large-scale construction  
projects and a summit about drought for 
business leaders and elected officials. 

Construction Communication
 Over the past decade, the Water 
Authority has invested more than $2 billion 
in infrastructure projects, and the agency is 
dedicated to keeping local communities in-
formed about current and pending construc-
tion work.

 The agency engages local communities 
when projects are being designed to iden-
tify potential issues such as noise, lights and 
traffic congestion. Then, the Water Authority 
works to address those concerns, for instance 
by modifying the timing of construction to 
ease traffic.

During construction, the Water Authority 
communicates with residents through pre-
sentations, emails, mailers and door-to-door 
canvassing. This keeps neighbors updated on 
progress and helps convey the importance 
of each project. With this approach, the 
Water Authority maintains a reputation as a 
good neighbor that is dedicated to com-
munication and cost-effective infrastructure 
upgrades.

Websites and Social Media
 In the fast-changing world of the 

internet, the Water Authority has become 
a go-to resource for water information in 
the San Diego region with websites that are 
constantly updated and timely outreach 
through social media channels, including 
Facebook,Twitter, and Instagram. 

The Water 
Authority’s 
main website, 
sdcwa.org, 
showcases 
top issues and 
provides a 
well-organized 
trove of 
information 
about every-
thing from 
news releases 
and meetings 
of the Board 
of Directors to 
a Dashboard 
of Key Indica-
tors that highlights critical elements of the 
agency’s operations, finances and water 
resources. 

In addition, the Water Authority hosts 
electronic versions of its Annual Report on 
the website, providing easy access to these 
historically significant documents. Since 
2012, the Annual Report has been pub-
lished as a microsite, allowing user-friendly 
navigation and enhanced interactive content 
such as animations and videos.  

The Water Authority established Water-
SmartSD.org in 2013 as a one-stop hub 
for water-use efficiency programs, rebates, 
plant fairs, classes and other resources. 

On social media, the Water Author-
ity provides daily updates to enhance the 
discussion of water issues.

Public Opinion Research
 The Water Authority has regularly 

conducted market research studies since the 
1990s, using telephone surveys to deter-
mine the knowledge and attitudes of San 

The Water Authority’s When in Drought outreach campaign  
successfully promoted water conservation “every day, every way” 

through special events, advertising, partnerships and giveaways  
of signs, and buckets for collecting shower water.

The Business Alliance for Water is a leading voice in water issues.  
Here, Co-Chair Kris Michell moderates a panel of local leaders  

during a Water Authority-sponsored drought summit  
for elected officials in the region.

The Water Authority’s WaterSmartSD.org website is a  
clearinghouse of information about water-use efficiency classes,  

rebates, plant fairs and other resources.
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