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INTRODUCTION

The Contra Costa Clean Water Program is dedicated to improving water quality in Contra Costa’s
creeks, lakes, the Delta and the Bay. In order to comply with State and Federal regulations
regarding stormwater and urban water runoff, Contra Costa County, all nineteen of its incorpo-
rated cities and the Contra Costa Flood Control & Water Conservation District have joined
together to form the Contra Costa Clean Water Program. The Program was established to meet
the Federal and State water quality and pollution control requirements throughout the County.
The Program works year-round to reduce total pollution from reaching bodies of water in the
County, and takes additional actions for environmentally sensitive areas. The Program’s services
include locating and eliminating the major sources of pollution, installing filters and catch basins
to remove pollution, regular street sweeping, regular trash pickup and removal, and the restora-
tion of natural habitats and wetland areas that serve as a natural filter to improve water quality.

The primary purpose of this survey was to estimate property owner
and voter support for establishing a fee to clean-up polluted stormwater and runoff, keep trash
and pollution out of rivers, lakes, the Delta and the Bay, prevent flooding, and protect sources of
clean drinking water. Broadly defined, the survey was designed to:

. Estimate property owners' initial, baseline support for the proposed Water Quality Measure;
. Evaluate sensitivity to different fee rates that may be associated with the measure;

. Identify the types of service improvements and enhancements that property owners are
most interested in funding;

- Expose property owners to arguments in favor of and against the proposed measure to
gauge how information affects support for the measure; and

. Estimate property owners’ support for the Water Quality Measure once they have been pro-
vided with more information about the proposed measure

A full description of the methodology used for this

study is included later in this report (see Methodology on page 36). The initial phase of the study,
conducted June 6 through June 13, 2006, involved administering a telephone survey to 500 ran-
domly selected residential property owners and voters in the County. The interviews averaged 12
minutes. The second phase of the study, conducted in September and October of 2006, con-
sisted of a mail-out/mail-back survey of a broader universe of 2,107 residential, commercial,
industrial, and apartment property owners who are eligible to participate in the ballot proceed-

ing.

" This report is designed to meet the needs of readers who
prefer a summary of the findings as well as those who are interested in the details of the results.
For those who seek an overview of the findings, the sections titled Just the Facts and Conclusions
are for you. They provide a summary of the most important factual findings of the study in bul-
let-point format and a discussion of their implications. For the interested reader, this section is
followed by a more detailed question-by-question discussion of the results from the surveys by
topic area (see Table of Contents), as well as a description of the methodology employed for col-
lecting and analyzing the data. The results of mail survey are discussed first, then the telephone
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survey. And, for the truly ambitious reader, the questionnaire used for the telephone interviews
is contained at the back of this report, a complete set of crosstabulations for the phone survey is
contained in Appendix A, and crosstabulations for the mail survey are contained in Appendix B.

: The statements and conclusions in this report are those of the authors—Dr.
Tlmothy McLarney and Richard Sarles at True North Research, Inc., and Gerard van Steyn and
John Bliss at SCI Consulting Group—and not necessarily those of the Clean Water Program. Any
errors and omissions are the responsibility of the authors.

The funding mechanism primarily being consid-
ered in this study is a property related fee. Proposition 218 defines property-related fees as
those fees imposed “as an incident of property ownership.” Local governments may impose a
property-related fee only for services and improvements tied directly to the ownership of prop-
erty after complying with the required procedures. Any property-related fee must be propor-
tional to the cost of service attributable to the parcel and the total revenue from the fee cannot
exceed the funds required to provide the property related service. This proportionality require-
ment is met for stormwater fees by assigning relative weights, SFEs, to each parcel in estimated
proportion to the cost of providing the service to the parcel. For the Clean Water Program, the
fees for each parcel were based on estimated runoff from impervious area, which is very similar
to the approach used for the Program'’s existing assessment.

A distinction between special taxes and property-related fees is that only registered voters vote
on special taxes, which includes tenants and others who do not own property and who would not
pay the tax. Conversely, all property owners, including the owners of businesses, apartments,
and agricultural property, have the opportunity to vote in property-related fee proceedings.
These types of property owners are largely excluded from, or have no real say in, a special tax
election.

For new or increased property related fees, each property owner must receive a notice and ballot
by mail indicating the reason for the fees and the amount of proposed fee for his or her prop-
erty. Property owners receive one vote for each parcel they own, and they can respond in support
or opposition to the fees over a 45-day balloting period. At the end of the balloting period, the
fees are approved if over 50% of the returned ballots are in support, with each ballot weighted by
the number of parcels it represents. The State Appellate Court in Howard Jarvis Taxpayers Asso-
ciation v. City of Salinas supported the use of property-related fees, subject to property owner
approval as defined in Proposition 218, for stormwater quality services.
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JusT THE FACTS

The following is an outline of the main factual findings from the surveys. For the reader’s conve-
hience, we have organized the findings according to the section titles used in the body of this
report. Thus, if you would like to learn more about a particular finding, simply turn to the appro-
priate report section.

Whereas the telephone survey focused on just single family residential property owners who
were also high propensity registered voters, the mail survey was inclusive of all types of property
owners who are eligible to participate in a property-related fee ballot, including other residential
property owners who are either low propensity voters or are not registered to vote, and commer-
cial, industrial, and apartment property owners who are traditionally less supportive of revenue
measures. The key results from the mail survey were:

. Although support for the proposed Water Quality Measure varied somewhat depending on
the version of the measure tested, as well as the fee rate, support generally ranged between
50% and 57% at the Initial and Final Ballot Tests.

- Property owners displayed considerable price sensitivity with respect to the total fee for
their property that would be associated with the measure. Sixty-two percent (62%) of those
who received fees less than $25 supported the Water Quality Measure. At the other extreme,
just 28% of property owners who received fees of $70 or more indicated that they would
support the measure.

Support for the Water Quality Measure was highest (56%) among owners of single-family res-
idential property.

. Only 28% of residential property owners in Contra Costa County think that things in the
State of California are headed in the right direction.

About half (48%) perceive that Contra Costa County is on the right path.

. Fifty-nine percent (59%) of respondents felt that things are going in the right direction in
their city.

. When asked to rate seven issues facing residents in terms of their importance, property
owners ranked protecting water quality the highest, with 88% considering it extremely or
very important, followed by improving public education and protecting the Bay and Delta.

. Preventing local tax increases was rated least important of the seven issues tested, with 56%
of respondents citing it as extremely or very important.
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.+ With only the information provided in the ballot language, 65% of single family residential
property owners indicated they would definitely (37%) or probably (28%) support the pro-
posed Water Quality Measure. Thirty-one percent (31%) indicated they would oppose the
measure, whereas 4% were unsure or unwilling to share their vote choice.

- When supporters were asked why they favor the measure, the most frequently mentioned
reasons included that water quality and pollution are important issues (39%), that they are
concerned with the quality of drinking water (16%), and that they are concerned about the
quality of life in their community and for future generations (10%).

- When those who voted no at the Initial Ballot Test were asked why they opposed the mea-
sure, concern about existing tax rates being too high and the need for the County to work
within its existing budget was the most commonly stated reasons (30%). Other reasons
included concern over the County’s ability to responsibly manage the funds from such a
measure (21%), and the perception that a water quality measure is simply unnecessary (7%).

- Support for the Water Quality Measure varied according to the proposed fee rate. At the
highest fee rate tested, which was adjusted to approximate the amount the respondent
could expect to pay given the size of their property,! 68% of residential property owners
indicated they would support the measure. At the lowest rate tested,? three-quarters (75%)
supported the measure. ‘

- Among the projects and services that could be funded by the measure, home owners most
favored the following: protecting sources of drinking water from contamination and pollu-
tion; keeping creeks, lakes, Delta, and the Bay free of dangerous bacteria and toxic chemi-
cals; keeping trash and pollution out of the Bay, the Delta, and off shorelines; and reducing
illegal discharges of pollution into water sources through improved monitoring, investiga-
tion and prosecution.

When presented with arguments in favor of the measure, residential property owners found the
following arguments to be the most persuasive:

- By passing this measure, we can help protect wildlife and fish from harmful pollution and
toxics that now end up in our lakes, the Delta, and the Bay.

- Nothing is more important than having clean water to drink. This measure will protect our
clean water sources and waterways from contamination to ensure that we always have a
stable and safe supply of clean water.

- This measure is heeded to protect our natural resources and quality of life for future gener-
ations.

1. The highest rates tested for large, medium, and small parcels were $43, $25, and $18, respectively.
2. The lowest rates tested for large, medium, and small parcels were $15, $9, and $6, respectively.
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. After hearing arguments in favor of the Water Quality Measure, overall support for the pro-
posed measure among residential property owners increased slightly to 67%, with 43% indi-
cating that they would definitely vote in favor of the measure. Approximately 28% of
respondents opposed the measure at this point in the survey, and an additional 5% were
unsure or unwilling to share their vote choice.

Of the arguments in opposition to the measure, residential property owners found the following
arguments to be the most persuasive:

. The tax rate can be increased each year and there is no sunset provision, which means that
the tax will last forever.

- Developers are the ones causing the growth and increased pollution, so they should be the
ones to pay for cleaning-up our water.

. Residents already pay taxes for clean water. Now they want us to pay twice? It's not fair.

- After being presented with projects that could be funded by the Water Quality Measure, pos-
sible fee rates, as well as arguments both in favor and against the measure, 63% of single
family property, owners indicated they would support the measure at the Final Ballot Test.
Approximately 30% of residential property owners were opposed to the measure at the Final
Ballot Test, and an additional 7% were unsure or unwilling to state their vote choice.
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CONCLUSIONS

The bulk of this report is devoted to conveying the details of the study findings. In this section,
however, we attempt to ‘see the forest for the trees’ and note how the collective results of the
survey answer the key questions that motivated the research. The following conclusions are
based on the True North’s and SCl's interpretations of the survey results and the firms’ collective
experience conducting revenue measure studies for public agencies throughout the State.

Should the Contra Costa Improving efforts to clean-up and protect water quality in Contra Costa

Clean Water Program
take the next steps
toward placing a Water
Quality Measure before
property owners?

County are widely viewed by property owners as important issues that
are worthy of additional funding. The first portion of this research
project, a phone survey of likely voters who own their homes, found
solid support for a clean water funding measure. The subsequent mail
survey of all property owners conducted in September and October
found lower support from all property owner types. The diminished level
of support is likely due to the overlap of the proposed local Clean Water
Measure with the statewide parks and water bond, Proposition 84, which
was also marketed as a clean water and water pollution control measure.
Moreover, the decline in the local housing market and deteriorating situ-
ation in lrag may have also contributed to the reduced levels of support.

Even though the most recent survey results found somewhat diminished
levels of support, the results still show that residents in the County
highly desire clean water and the removal of dangerous materials from
their water sources. Given the high priority for clean water and pollution
controls, the study results suggest that success will be more likely if the
Program first engages in a broad public education effort to more fully
inform the public about the Program, its clean water services, and addi-
tional clean water needs in the County.

The study results suggest that, if packaged properly and preceded by a
broad-based and well-orchestrated public education effort, a local Water
Quality Measure has a good chance of being successful in the future.

Having recommended that the Clean Water Program move forward, it is
important to note that this recommendation to take the next steps
toward presenting a stormwater user fee to property owners comes with
several qualifications and conditions. Indeed, although the results are
promising, all revenue measures must overcome significant challenges
prior to being successful. The proposed measure is no exception. The
following paragraphs discuss some of the challenges and the next steps
that True North and SCl recommend.
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How might the eco-
nomic or political cli-
mate impact support for
the measure?

How might a public
information campaign
dffect support for the
proposed measure?

An important component of any ballot measure’s potential for success is
the economic and political climate surrounding the election. Although
the recession has relaxed its grip on the State in some ways, the recovery
has been largely a jobless one—and it has done little to raise consumer
confidence. Together with the state of the economy, a softening real
estate market, lingering concerns about the aftermath of the war in Iraq
and the State budget crisis combine to create an economic and political
climate that is not as favorable to quality-of-life revenue measures as it
has been in prior years.

The results of this study also indicate that the recent passage of state-
wide bonds—namely Proposition 84 and the Disaster Preparedness and
Flood Prevention Bond Act of 2006, Proposition 1E—presents some addi-
tional challenges with respect to passing a local Water Quality Measure in
the short-term. Put simply, by promising to clean-up and protect Califor-
nia’'s drinking water, protect coastal water quality, prevent flooding, and
protect rivers, lakes and streams in every region in the State, Proposition
84 and Proposition 1E likely create an expectation among some property
owners that these State bonds could fund the needs of the Clean Water
Program.

Although there are short-term influences that introduce some obstacles
to passing a local water quality measure, there are also opportunities
improve the local political climate through effective public education and
outreach.

As noted in the body of this report, individuals’ opinions about revenue
measures are often not rigid, especially when the amount of information
presented to the public on a measure has been limited. Thus, in addition
to measuring current support for the measure, one of the goals of this
study was to explore how the introduction of additional information
about the Water Quality Measure may affect property owners’ opinions
about the measure.

It is clear from the survey results that property owners’ opinions about
the proposed measure are somewhat sensitive to the nature, and
amount, of information that they have about the measure. Information
about the types of projects and services that could be funded by the
Water Quality Measure, as well as arguments in favor of the measure,
were found by many respondents to be compelling reasons to support
the measure. Although this information did not generate significant
increases in aggregate support over the course of the survey, it did help
solidify the opinions of those who were initially inclined to support the
measure.

Accordingly, one of the keys to creating an improved political climate for
the proposed Water Quality Measure and maintaining current levels of
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Is there a need for addi-
tional research to help
track support and pack-
age a future measure
for success?

Contra Costa Clean Water Program True North Research, Inc. © 2006

support will be the presence of an effective, well-orchestrated public
education campaign that primarily targets owners of single-family resi-
dences—as they hold approximately 86% of the overall vote—and
focuses on the need for clean water/pollution control measures. With the
passage of Proposition 84, the campaign should also explain how the
state bond will not solve local clean water needs and that a reliable, local
source of funding is required. Also, if Proposition 84 requires local
matching funds, we have often found that support for a local funding
measure increases if the funds raised locally will be matched by other
State or Federal funds.

Once the Clean Water Program has implemented its branding and public
outreach campaign, it is strongly recommended that a tracking poll be
conducted prior to presenting a Water Quality Measure to property own-
ers. The tracking poll will gauge the impacts of the campaign, determine
whether the timing is right for moving forward with a measure, and help
package the measure for success.




MAIL SURVEY

The mail survey was designed to simulate a mailed-ballot and was accompanied by an informa-
tion sheet that provided background information about the proposed measure. Although the
mail survey was administered after the phone survey in this study, it is most appropriate to dis-
cuss the results of the mail survey first because the findings are more recent and the methodol-
ogy more closely mimics an actual mail ballot election. Whereas the telephone survey was
administered to likely voter residential property owners only, the mail survey was administered
to the full spectrum of property owners eligible to participate in a stormwater user fee ballot pro-
ceeding—including commercial, industrial and apartment property owners, and other residential
property owners. Furthermore, the verbiage included in the mail survey represented refined ver-
sions of that originally tested in the phone survey.

Two versions of the proposed measure were
tested in the mail survey—one that included a cost of living adjustment (COLA) not to exceed 3%
per year, and one that did not. In addition to being randomly assigned one of the two versions,
respondents were also randomly assigned to one of three possible fee rate groups correspond-
ing to base fee rates of $17 (low), $25 (mid), or $34 (high). The actual amount presented to each
respondent reflected the estimated total fee amount for their property, which varied according
to the land use and size of their parcel. The ballot language used for both versions, as well as the
results of the Initial Ballot Tests by the associated fee rate level, are presented below.

Question 1: Mail Survey, Version 1 In order to: clean up polluted water and storm water;
keep trash and pollution out of creeks, lakes, the Delta, and the Bay; prevent flooding, and pro-
tect sources of clean drinking water, would you support an assessment in the amount of _____
per year, with an annual inflation adjustment in future years not to exceed 3% per year?

Question 1: Mail Survey, Version 2 In order to: clean up polluted water and storm water;
keep trash and pollution out of creeks, lakes, the Delta, and the Bay; prevent flooding, and pro-
tect sources of clean drinking water, would you support an assessment in the amount of e
per year?

FIGURE 1 INITIAL BALLOT TEST BY VERSION & FEE RATE
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As shown in Figure 1 on the previous page, support levels were slightly higher among those who
received the version that included a COLA when compared to the version that did not, although
the difference was not statistically significant. As one would expect, support was highest among
respondents in the lowest fee rate group, although because that total fee amount presented to a
respondent varied greatly by property size and land use, it is difficult to gain a clear picture of
price sensitivity from Figure 1. Figure 2 below is better for this purpose, as it displays support
levels by a range of the total fee amount presented to respondents.

Nearly 62% of those with a total fee of less than $25 indicated they would support the proposed
measure. At a total fee of $25 to $34, support dipped to 54% and continued to decline at higher
amounts, which in most cases were received by large land owners and those who own apart-
ments, commercial, or industrial properties.

FIGURE 2 INITIAL BALLOT TEST BY TOTAL ASSESSMENT AMOUNT
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FIGURE 3 EXPECTED WEIGHTED VOTE BY PROPERTY OWNER CATEGORIES
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As discussed in Property-Related Fee Explained
on page 2, all property owners are eligible to
participate in the proposed stormwater user
fee, including commercial and industrial prop-
erty owners, apartment and investment prop-
erty owners, as well as all residential property
owners, whether they are registered to vote or
not. For the interested reader, Figure 3 shows
the percentage of the vote held by each prop-
erty owner group in Contra Costa County. At
86% of the expected vote, single-family resi-
dential property owners make up the largest
group.3

Given that owners of single-fam-

the largest group of property owners in the County and will

exert the greatest influence on the outcome of the proposed Water Quality Measure, it is impor-
tant to examine their support in detail. Figure 4 presents overall support for the proposed mea-
sure by property owner category. In general, owners of single-family residential properties were
considerably more supportive of the measure than those who own other types of property in the
County. Keep in mind that Figure 4 combines support levels across all rate levels tested, whereas
the next figure disglays how support varies by the proposed fee rate only among owners of sin-

gle-family residences.

FIGURE 4 [INITIAL BALLOT TEST BY PROPERTY OWNER CATEGORIES
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3. Large owners are the property owners with the highest total number of parcels, and therefore highest
weighted votes. For a property-related fee ballot, they hold approximately 4% of the overall votes.
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