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TO:
Dublin San Ramon Services District

FROM:
Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin & Associates

DATE:
January 12, 2005

RE:
Water Quality Survey Results

A recent survey conducted in the Dublin and Dougherty Valley sections of the Dublin San Ramon Services District (DSRSD)
 found that a majority of customers would support a small additional charge on their bi-monthly water bill to enhance the quality of their drinking water.  The survey also uncovered many interesting findings related to the customers’ evaluation of the DSRSD, their attitudes about water quality, and their water drinking habits.  Highlighted findings from the survey include:  

· Seven in ten DSRSD customers (70%) believe that the District is doing an excellent or a good job, despite the fact that nearly two thirds (63%) indicate that they have significant concerns about the quality of their tap water.  In particular, customers express dissatisfaction with the taste and hardness of their water.

· Only 15 percent of DSRSD customers drink water straight from the tap on a regular basis.  However, more than three-quarters (78%) of these customers indicate that they would be more likely to do so if they perceived an improvement in its “drinkability.” 

· Nearly six in ten DSRSD customers (59%) indicate that they would approve of a small increase in their water bill to improve water quality.  The threshold that a majority of customers are willing to support is an increase of $5-$6 on their bi-monthly bill.

Evaluation of Dublin San Ramon Services District

Local customers have a favorable opinion of the Dublin San Ramon Services District.  Following a very brief description of the services provided to Dublin and Dougherty Valley customers, seven in ten survey respondents (70%) provided the District with a job rating of excellent or good.  By comparison, approximately one quarter (26%) said the District is doing only a fair or poor job.  Those who gave the District high marks included larger numbers of customers living in the western Dublin area, high-income and white customers, and those under the age of 50.  Although a majority of customers approve of the job that the District is doing, those who were more critical of DSRSD included residents who have lived in the District for less than two years, non-white customers and those over the age of 65 (particularly older men).

Graph 1:  Job Rating of DSRSD
How would you rate the job that the Dublin San Ramon Services District is doing of providing services to residents of your area? 
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Attitudes About Water Quality 

DSRSD customers indicated that they are extremely concerned about the quality of their drinking water.  In fact, among a list of various problems facing the area (including traffic congestion and growth) the quality of local drinking water registered as the most serious problem.  Such a finding is highly unusual, as issues related to traffic tend to dominate residents’ concerns in most parts of the state.  This result illustrates very clearly that the quality of the drinking water in Dublin and Dougherty Valley is a top of mind concern for local residents.  It should be noted that, while 63 percent of DSRSD customers indicated that water quality was a very or somewhat serious problem, the cost of household water service was rated a very or somewhat serious problem by 50 percent of the respondents – registering as the least serious problem among all of those tested.

Graph 2:  Evaluation of Various Problems Facing the Area
I'd like to read you a list of issues that some people say are problems for residents of your area.  For each one I read, please tell me whether you think it is a serious problem or not for people who live in your area.
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Given DSRSD customers’ concern about the quality of local drinking water, it was not surprising to learn that nearly half (45%) of them said they were either very or somewhat dissatisfied with the water they drink.  This level of dissatisfaction was significantly higher than that for various other services including garbage collection (6% dissatisfied) or street maintenance and repair (11% dissatisfied).  This finding clearly illustrates that water quality is an issue that DSRSD customers would like to see addressed.  Those who were particularly dissatisfied with the quality of their drinking water included Dougherty Valley and non-white customers, as well as women - particularly those under the age of 50.  

Table 1: Satisfaction With Various Public Services
I am going to ask you about some of the services you receive from local government agencies.  After I read each one, please tell me whether you are generally satisfied or dissatisfied with that service.  

	Public Service
	Satisfied
	Dissatisfied
	Don’t Know

	Police protection
	94%
	2%
	4%

	Garbage Collection
	93%
	6%
	0%

	Park and Recreation Services
	92%
	4%
	4%

	Street Maintenance and Repair
	87%
	11%
	1%

	Sewers and storm drains for handling wastewater
	78%
	8%
	13%

	Drinking water at your residence
	52%
	45%
	3%

	Treatment of wastewater
	48%
	7%
	46%


DSRSD customers were also asked to rate the “drinkability” of their tap water and again, the results were not favorable.  Nearly six in ten (59%) said the drinkability of their water was only fair or poor, while just over one-third (36%) provided a rating of excellent or good.  The reason for the largely negative response had mostly to do with customers concerns about the taste of their tap water.  Indeed, when asked in an open-ended question why the respondents provided a drinkability rating of only fair or poor, 85 percent of them highlighted some aspect related to taste.  Their verbatim responses were either general – “it tastes bad,” or specific “it has a metallic/chlorine/chemical taste.”  Water “hardness” was a second tier concern for DSRSD customers.  Just over one-third (34%) said their water is “too hard,” it “leaves spots” or “stains things.”

Graph 3:  Specific Concerns About the Drinkability of Tap Water
In a few words of your own, why would you rate the drinkability of your tap water as only fair or poor?  
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When asked to describe their satisfaction with several different specific characteristics of their tap water including taste, odor, visual clarity and cleanliness, customers again expressed the highest level of dissatisfaction with the taste of their water.  In fact, less than half (44%) of DSRSD customers indicated that they were satisfied with the taste of their tap water, while a larger 52 percent said they were not.  By comparison, nearly three-quarters of them (73%) said they were satisfied with the visual clarity of their tap water, two-thirds (66%) said they were satisfied with the cleanliness of their water and just under two-thirds (64%) indicated that they were satisfied with the odor of their tap water.

Graph 4:  Satisfaction with Specific Characteristics of Tap Water
I am going to read you a list of several different characteristics of the water you receive in your home.  Please tell me whether you are generally satisfied or dissatisfied with that characteristic of the water in your household.  
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Most of those who expressed dissatisfaction with taste of their tap water said they encounter major problems with the taste of their water all or most of the time during the year.  Contrary to expectations that poor tap water taste is seasonal, nearly eight in ten (79%) said they have issues with the taste of their water most or all of the time.  

According to DSRSD customers, the words that most accurately describe the taste of their tap water are “metallic, “like chlorine” and “like a chemical.”  Words such as “earthy” or “musty” comprised a second tier category while “salty” or fishy” were not perceived as accurate descriptions of the taste of local tap water.

Table 2:  Accurate/Inaccurate Descriptions of the Taste of Local Drinking Water
Please tell me how well each of the following words describes the taste of your drinking water: Does the word describe the taste of your drinking water very well, somewhat well, not too well, or not well at all? 

	Descriptive Word
	Describes the taste well
	Does not describe the taste well
	Don’t Know

	Metallic
	58%
	34%
	8%

	Like chlorine
	53%
	40%
	7%

	Like a chemical 
	50%
	38%
	12%

	Earthy
	48%
	41%
	11%

	Musty
	35%
	53%
	12%

	Salty 
	22%
	71%
	7%

	Fishy
	9%
	84%
	7%


While concerns about taste clearly overshadowed those about odor, cleanliness and clarity, there was another aspect of local water quality that emerged from the survey results.  More than eight in ten respondents (83%) said they have problems with their water being too “hard” -- 63 percent said they frequently have these problems.  When the customers were asked about various specific effects of hard water, the most frequently cited problem had to do with a white crust forming on showerheads or sink fixtures.  In fact, 76 percent said they noticed this type of white crust frequently or occasionally.  Another 72 percent said that white spots either frequently or occasionally form in their shower or bath.

Graph 5:  Incidence of Water Hardness Problems in the Home

I am going to read you a list of problems that some people may have with the water in their home.  After I read each one, please tell me how often you have that problem: frequently, occasionally, rarely, or never. 
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Usage of Water Filtration Systems and Water Drinking Habits 
Only 15 percent of DSRSD customers say that the water they drink most frequently comes straight from the tap.  A plurality of customers (38%) say they drink bottled water, just under one-third (32%) say they most frequently drink water filtered though a built-in water filter under the sink or in the refrigerator.  Much smaller numbers indicate that they most frequently drink water from a water delivery service (12%) or from a Brita filer (11%).  Despite the fact that such a small number currently drinks water straight from the tap, more than three quarters (78%) say the would drink less bottled or filtered water if the quality of their tap water were improved.  

Table 3:  Kind of Water Customers Frequently Drink in Their Household
Which of the following best describes the kind of water you most frequently drink in your household? (Multiple Responses)

	Water Type
	Percentage

	Individual water bottles bought at the grocery or pharmacy
	38%

	Tap water filtered through a built-in water filter under your sink or in your refrigerator
	32%

	Large containers of bottled water purchased from a service and served through a dispenser
	12%

	Tap water filtered through a pitcher filter, such as those made by Brita
	11%

	

	Water straight from the tap
	15%


Potential Improvements to Local Water Quality

Overall, nearly six in ten DSRSD customers (59%) said they would support a small additional charge on their home water bill in order to ensure that the drinkability of their tap water was the same as the quality of bottled water.  Just over one-third (36%) indicated that they would oppose an increase in their water bill, and five percent were undecided.  However, it should be noted that among those with definite opinions, the margin of support to opposition is 30 percent to 24 percent.  Supporters included large percentages of Dougherty Valley, eastern Dublin, high-income, younger and non-white customers.  Those who were less supportive included long-term residents, those over the age of 65 (particularly older women), western Dublin and lower-income residents.

Graph 6:  Support for an Additional Charge to Improve Water Quality

Water engineers say that the overall quality or drinkability of your tap water at home could be the same as the overall quality of bottled water sold in groceries or delivered by a bottled water service.  But achieving these improvements would require a small additional charge on your home water bill.  I know I am giving you only a general idea, but does this sound like something you would support or oppose? 
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When asked specifically how much of an increase they would be willing to support, the customers were most receptive to a $5-6 increase in their bi-monthly bill.  In all, the survey tested five different amounts ranging from $3 to $20.  While small percentages of the customers were willing to support an increase of ten dollars or more, solid majorities approved of an increase of six dollars or less.  By a margin of 59 percent to 36 percent, DSRSD customers indicate that they would support an increase of $6.00 on their bi-monthly bill.  More than two-thirds of DSRSD customers said they would support an increase of $3.00 on their water bill.  

Graph 7:  Support for Various Amounts Added to the Water Bill

Would you be willing to pay _________ more on your water bill every two months if doing so meant that your tap water would meet the same water quality standards as bottled water?
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The goal, of course, is to identify the nexus between a fee increase that customers would support and a dollar figure that would generate enough funds so that the customers would see a measurable benefit in their water quality.  Hopefully, that nexus exists at an increase of $5-$6.  The survey results indicate that an increase larger than $6.00 is a risky proposition.

Geographically speaking, support for the $6.00 increase is strongest among eastern Dublin (67%) and Dougherty Valley residents (61%).  Western Dublin customers present more of a challenge, as 54 percent of them said they would be willing to support a $6.00 increase in their water bill.  Nearly all geographic areas are strongly supportive of a $3.00 increase.  In fact, more than 70 percent of eastern and central Dublin and Dougherty Valley customers indicated that they would be willing to support a $3.00 rate increase.  Again, western Dublin customers expressed less support than their counterparts.  However, the $3.00 increase does receive support from a solid majority of western Dublin residents at a margin of 61 percent to 35 percent.

Table 4:  Support for $6.00 and $3.00 Increase by Geographic Area
Would you be willing to pay _________ more on your water bill every two months if doing so meant that your tap water would meet the same water quality standards as bottled water?

	Rate Increase
	All Customers
	Western Dublin
	Eastern Dublin
	Central Dublin
	Dougherty Valley

	$6.00 increase
	Willing to Pay
	59% 
	52% 
	67% 
	         58%
	          61%

	
	Not Willing to Pay
	36%
	44%
	30%
	39%
	28%

	$3.00 increase
	Willing to Pay
	69%
	61%
	71%
	72%
	74%

	
	Not Willing to Pay
	28%
	35%
	26%
	25%
	16%


DSRSD customers clearly indicated in this survey that they would like to see an improvement in the quality of their water.  Based on these findings, a majority of them would be receptive to a rate increase if they understand that it will have a positive impact on the taste and hardness of their water.  It is incumbent upon the District to effectively communicate the benefit that local customers will receive as a result of this rate increase, in order to realize the potential that these numbers show.  Our recommendation is that water rate increases do not exceed $5-$6 on average per bi-monthly bill to ensure a broad base of support from DSRSD customers.
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� Research Methodology:  From December 2-6, 2004, FMM&A completed a telephone survey among 400 Dublin San Ramon Services District customers who reside in the Dublin and Dougherty Valley.  Customers were segmented into four sub-regions: Central Dublin, Eastern Dublin, Western Dublin and Dougherty Valley.  The margin of error for the entire sample is +/- 4.9%.  The error margin for the subgroups will be higher.
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