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       WREN NOVEMBER  2014 WATER POLICY NEWS FEATURE 

                           A ‘SWEET’ YEAR FOR DRINKING WATER PROTECTION PARTNERSHIPS 

                      By Lynda Ginsparg 

 

Clean, safe drinking water. We all want it 
and need it for life itself.  Yet few outside the 
water community know what it takes to 
bring this vital lifeline from the source to the 
consumer.  During the past year, leaders of 
three WREN Source Water Protection 
projects and their coalition partners pledged 
to ensure that their communities got the 
message about potential risks to the sources 
of safe drinking water.  They reached out to 
multiple audiences including emergency 
responders to take action now before it's too 
late to safeguard precious drinking 
water.  The result? Three new source water 
protection coalitions have formed and are 
continuing their efforts even after the grant 
year ended this past June, working through 
three distinct programs.  

Source Water Protection (SWP) is a 
voluntary effort to take action that will 
prevent contaminants from entering public 
drinking water sources. Guidelines for a 
WREN SWP project require a two-fold 
approach: to create a coalition of partners 
comprised of multi-disciplinary stakeholders committed to encourage the preservation and protection of drinking 
water resources now and for future generations. Once the coalition has been formed, partners work together to 
implement one of the most important measures of their source water protection plans – effective public 
education to make people aware of how their individual actions can really add up to help reduce major risks to 
drinking water as identified in the SWP plans. An important component to note is that participation in the SWP 
program allows local control over water quality issues based on the community’s tolerance for risk.  

“The source water coalitions are comprised of people who care deeply about their communities. They are willing 
to go above and beyond mandated drinking water regulations and put the power of prevention and education to 

Heather Almer, Watershed Specialist with the Columbia County Conservation 
District, and member of the Source Water Environmental Education Team 
(SWEET) team for the ‘Columbia-Montour Coalition for Source Water 
Protection’ stands beside her project’s display at the 2014 WREN Grantee 
Orientation and Wrap-Up Meeting last June. 
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work,” said WREN Project Director Julie Kollar. “It takes a lot of dedication. These people have the foresight and 
commitment to work together and focus on prevention strategies rather than waiting until something goes wrong. 
They use public education and focus on prevention to avoid the costs and calamities of drinking water 
contamination.”  

Most people don’t realize there is a role for them. This program helps everyone – planners, farmers, businesses, 
educators, emergency responders, municipal officials and residents - learn how their actions can impact their 
drinking water, Kollar said. The goal of a SWP plan is to teach people what they can do themselves as the first line 
of defense in source water protection. “SWP is a prevention barrier before the water goes to the water treatment 
plant to help keep harmful pollutants out of the water in the first place,” she said.  

Under WREN grant guidelines, each coalition is charged with creating a Source Water Environmental Education 
Team (SWEET) of three-to-five members that serves as the community educators and visionaries for the project. 
The purpose of the SWEET Team is to raise public awareness to provide citizens and local officials with education 
and guidance about where their local public drinking water is coming from (location of groundwater recharge 
areas and/or contributing watershed areas for surface water intakes) and ways to protect the sources. This past 
year’s SWEET team members included a diverse group representing local government, county conservation 
district specialists, water suppliers, Penn State Extension, emergency management personnel, educators and 
even specialists with the state’s Department of Environmental Protection, who lent their expertise and provided 
important input on the coalitions’ work. Involvement and participation of water systems is required under WREN 
grant guidelines.  

Three WREN Source Water Protection grants were awarded to coalitions during the past grant year, for project 
activities that took place between July 1, 2013 and June 30, 2014. These three groups – Columbia and Montour 
County Conservation Districts ($7,000 grant); the Center for Excellence in Local Government-Albright College 
($7,000 grant), which helped form the Berks County Water and Sewer Association in 2013; and the Hemlock 
Farms Conservancy ($5,000 grant), which formed the Pocono Source Water Protection Collaborative 
(encompassing Pike, Wayne and Monroe counties) - formed coalitions to implement effective source water 
protection programs in their regions. The projects included education and outreach events, like the full-day 
seminar held in Berks County; meetings with emergency response staff, development of educational materials for 
public outreach throughout the county, including fact sheets, brochures and websites to help promote long-
range strategies urging protection and preservation of water resources; and stewardship 
programs that incorporated use of groundwater and stormwater models. 

Some of the project leaders and partners who headed-up these efforts had never led 
projects of this scale before. Many had never been in charge of a project that was designed 
to educate their communities and in many cases, lead 
community education workshops to educate their residents on 
the importance of protecting their community’s drinking water 
supply.  

After wrapping-up successful projects, the three Source Water 
Protection coalition project leaders attended WREN’s Grantee 
Meeting at Dickinson College in June 2014 to share their 
experiences and pass along their knowledge to future project 
leaders. Following completion of their projects, our 2013-2014 
SWP project leaders shared their thoughts about the successes, 
and challenges, that can occur with undertaking a source water 
protection project.  

 Pictured at right is the 
Columbia- Montour 
Coalition for Source 
Water Protection 
brochure, ‘Protecting Our 
Water for the Future!’ It 
serves as both the 
inspiration for and 
illustration of the team’s 
goal of preserving water 
resources for future 
generations. 
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PROMOTING THE PROJECT TO SPREAD THE SOURCE WATER PROTECTION MESSAGE 

 

Creating awareness, programs and policy that will enable implementation of an effective Source Water 
Protection program is a multi-step and typically, multi-year process that calls upon the resources of municipal 
officials, water suppliers, planners, public works departments, conservation districts and educators – in other 
words, the expertise of the SWEET team. Once team members are in place, it’s time to begin the work of crafting 
a program that will be a good fit for the community. 

The focus of the SWEET Team is clear - take the water systems’ source water protection plans and begin to put it 
into action, raising awareness in the community, spreading the message to local officials, businesses, emergency 
responders, students and residents.   

Outreach materials and events to spread the safe drinking water message to 
the community are crucial for source water protection education. Websites, 
brochures, spill response 911 signs, educational materials, videos and 
community events were used by SWP project leaders this year to relay the 
importance of preserving sources of safe drinking water.  

While good public relations helps to spread the word, one project leader 
discovered that it’s not always easy to get media attention for your cause no 
matter how noble, despite multiple attempts through phone calls and emails.  

Heather Almer, Watershed Specialist with the Columbia County Conservation 
District and member of the SWEET team for the ‘Columbia-Montour Coalition 
for Source Water Protection,’ said “Protection of drinking water is not 
necessarily a ‘good story’ that demands media coverage, even though we know 
that it is . . . indeed a good story.”  

Project leaders are encouraged to use multiple avenues of promotion 
including municipal newsletters and websites, social media, local 
television access channels, and engaging local media to attend events. 
Signage promoting an upcoming event at the event site and around town  
is another effective way to gain the public’s attention.  
 

THE SOONER YOU GET STARTED THE SOONER YOU’LL BE PROTECTED 

Working together provides momentum and support to move forward rather 
than leaving drinking water protection plans on the shelf. As mentioned 
above, SWEET Team members take the clean drinking water message into 
the community through outreach events while the broader SWP coalition 
meets periodically to discuss how the members can work together to 

address solutions that will involve as many community members as 
possible. In other words, the SWEET Team and SWP coalition members 
work in tandem to help achieve the goals of the plan.   
 
“Obviously, with CELG (Center for Excellence in Local Government) in its 20th 
year of operation and 67 of 73 Berks municipalities as members, this was 
an easy part of the project,” said Paul Janssen, project leader and Director of the Center for Excellence in Local 

“The SWEET Team performed the 
majority of the work.  It takes 
awhile for members to 
understand each other’s   
communication patterns.  
Organizational consistence is 
important to making progress . . . 
Maintaining positive relationships 
is important to maintaining an 
atmosphere of mutual respect 
and consensus building.” ~Marian 
Keegan, project leader,  Pocono 
Source Water Protection 
Collaborative. 

 

 

Marian Keegan displays a Certificate of 
Recognition for the Hemlock Farms 
Conservancy and its Partners for their role 
in the Pocono Source Water Protection 
Collaborative project. 
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Government at Albright College, the project’s lead partner. “Even though few of the municipalities generate their 
own water, the officials recognize the critical nature of good drinking water.” 

Added Columbia-Montour’s Heather Almer: “We have had a solid partnership 
experience—which includes many different parties and stakeholders attending our 
meetings and then spreading the word to other associated groups. The watershed 
groups in our county, for example, have active members in the coalition that reported 
on the events to the watershed groups as there is a common interest and a shared value 
of the water resources,” describing the Columbia-Montour Coalition’s experience.  

Marian Keegan, Director of Community Conservation for the Hemlock Farms 
Community Association and project leader for the Pocono Source Water Protection 
Collaborative, noted that the collaborative’s proudest accomplishment was forming an organization that included 
three rural counties as well as enlisting the cooperation of Pike County Planning Commission to add a source 
water protection Geographic Information Systems (GIS) layer onto county maps for planning and emergency 
response purposes. The Pocono SWEET team also conducted multiple educational programs, met with 
emergency response staff and held workshops to demonstrate the EnviroScape® and groundwater models to 

students in area school districts. In Hemlock Farms, the collaborative increased the 
number of partners during the first year, expanding beyond Pike County into Wayne 
and Monroe counties. 

Although a planned March 2014 workshop on “Protect Your Own Drinking Water: Our 
Most Important Resource” was cancelled due to a low number of registrants, Keegan 
noted that those who did register expressed a high level of interest in learning about 
how to protect their drinking water. The commitment to protecting drinking water 
remains high and the willingness to carry forward with the collaborative is present, she 
said. Keegan was quick to point out that the collaborative is persevering in its goal to 
educate their community about the benefits of protecting their renowned drinking 
water sources in the Poconos and is hopeful that more public water systems will join 
them in this effort.  

  

STAY FLEXIBLE 

“Our steering committee worked well together- all contributed ideas and suggestions for future meetings and 
speakers, etc.  Despite not having a regular meeting time, we managed to put together several meetings with 
guest speakers that were relevant to different audiences and to the work of the coalition. I think allowing for 
some flexibility when we couldn’t have a face-to-face meeting worked well—as certain times of the year were too 
busy for all of us to meet. In the future, we may decide to hold a regular steering committee meeting if we can 
agree to a time suitable to all. But I think the important aspect is to stay flexible,” said Columbia-Montour’s Almer. 
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KEEPING PARTNERS ENGAGED TO SPREAD THE MESSAGE  

“Source Water clearly gave the Berks County Water & Sewer Association a rallying topic for our inaugural year. 
We are working hard now to integrate the emergency responders into the process of understanding the exposure 
of source water and the critical nature of quick and effective communications to minimize contamination. So far it 
is all good,” said project leader Paul Janssen. Janssen has an interesting vantage point as the Director of the 
Center for Excellence in Local Government at Albright College, working with municipalities throughout Berks 
County.    

“The Collaborative recognizes that the driving force behind forming a 
SWP committee is the consumers of the water. Connecting with 
community associations (is) important,” said Hemlock Farms’ Keegan. 
She said plans call for the Collaborative to address the concerns of 
target audiences during its annual Stakeholder meeting. One tactic 
may be targeted mailings to community associations and submitting 
articles outlining source water protection to community newsletters. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

MANAGING CHALLENGES 
 

It is not always smooth sailing for SWP collaboratives. For the 
Pocono SWP Collaborative, accomplishing measurable goals requires 
an ongoing commitment, Keegan said, adding that learning how to 
evaluate progress is a skill that requires more time than the 
collaborative’s partners have been willing to commit. Other pitfalls 
experienced by the Pocono group have been working to develop a 
unifying message for all targeted audiences, Keegan said, adding that 
a communications plan was begun, but not completed by the 

Lauren Brousseau, right, an environmental science 
major at Bloomsburg University, demonstrated 
the groundwater model at the Bloomsburg Fair in 
September 2013. The Fair attracts thousands of 
visitors each year and helped spread the message 
of clean water for the Columbia-Montour 
coalition.   

“A little focus on a topic can 
engender a strong response and 
cooperation when everyone is 
working together.” ~Paul Janssen, 
project leader,  Source Water 
Protection for Berks County 

 

 

Paul Janssen fields questions about the Berks 
County source water protection project during 
a Speed Learning presentation at the 2014 
WREN Grantee Orientation & Lessons Learned 
Meeting. 
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collaborative. A number of building blocks are now in place. The organization has established an identity with a 
logo, banner, letterhead, website and mission, as well as a fact sheet for water systems and a source water 
protection collaborative brochure for community outreach that were funded by the WREN grant. 

“Integral to this plan is the need to address an apathy regarding living in a place with an abundance of high 
quality water that could lead to unnecessary contamination.  General principles of effective environmental 
messaging should be applied,” said Keegan. 

 

WHAT’S THE TAKE-AWAY MESSAGE FROM THIS YEAR’S WREN SOURCE WATER PROTECTION 
PROJECTS? 

There have been some far–reaching effects from the messages dispersed 
by source water protection project leaders and partners. The three 
project leaders conducted a total of 28 outreach events and estimate 
that more than 6,350 people received the drinking water protection 
message. It takes a little bit of effort, but creative and informative 
programs can be developed in any community that tie into community 
values. You can read more about past WREN projects at the Projects 
page at our website, http://www.waterwisepa.org/our-projects You can 
also read valuable Lessons Learned at our website. 

RESOURCES 

WREN has compiled a SWEET Team Fact Sheet and SWEET Team 
Overview, both available at the Resources Tab at WREN’s source water 
protection website, http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/ designed to help 
potential source water protection partnerships get started and keep 
going. 

Consider applying for a WREN grant! The next WREN Watershed 
Protection Education and Source Water Protection Education Grant round 

Lyn O’Hare, left, Water Resource Specialist-
GeoEnvironmental Services at SSM Group, Inc. in 
Reading, PA gives a presentation at the Berks County 
Source Water Protection conference in July 2013.  

The event brought together a diverse group of speakers 
from both the water and waste water systems. “Part of 
the appeal was we were doing some topics that appealed 
to the waste water side. That’s been a forgotten group. 
Typically when you’re talking about clean water you’re 
talking to the drinking water people, but the BCW&SA 
wanted to let waste water systems know they are equally 
important in the effort. The (Berks) W&SA is a way to 
bring the two sides together for a common goal,” O’Hare 
said of the event. 

Downloadable 2015 WREN Grant Flyer 

http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Hemlock-Farms-Conservancy-Pocono-SWP-Coalition-fact-sheet-Oct-4-20131.pdf
http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Pocono-Source-Water-ProtectionCollaborative_Brochure_final-2014.pdf
http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Pocono-Source-Water-ProtectionCollaborative_Brochure_final-2014.pdf
http://www.waterwisepa.org/our-projects
http://www.waterwisepa.org/our-publications/wren-project-lessons-learned
http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/WREN-Fact-Sheet-PA-Source-Water-Environmental-Educ-Teams-11-2012.pdf
http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/WREN-SWEET-TEAM-Source-Water-Protection-Education-Overview-11-20121.pdf
http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/?page_id=2389
http://www.sourcewaterpa.org/
https://mlsvc01-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/f5baa7da001/e77d7458-5d08-44e7-8a5c-460e92ffd9a1.pdf
https://mlsvc01-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/f5baa7da001/e77d7458-5d08-44e7-8a5c-460e92ffd9a1.pdf
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 is opening in January 2015. In an effort to accommodate water systems that may be interested in pursuing a 
source water protection coalition in their area, WREN has created a new three-tier program for 2015 Source 
Water Protection (SWP) Education Grants: 
 

 Local SWP Education Projects - up to $3,000/project; a community water system working with other 
local partners 

 Expanded Local SWP Education Projects  - up to $5,000/project; two or more community water 
systems  working with other partners (conservation district, schools, watershed groups, businesses, 
for example) 

 County SWP Collaborative Project - maximum of $8,000 in funding; multiple water systems 
collaborating with county partners; create SWEET Team to conduct public education.   

 
All SWP projects are designed to educate to prevent pollution to public drinking water before it starts, ways to 
protect water supply recharge areas for aquifers and intakes, educate citizens and municipal officials on steps to 
protect drinking water sources by creating and implementing Source Water Protection Plans.  
 
Grant applications will be due March 20, 2015.  Funded project activities are to take place between July 1, 2015 – 
June 30, 2016. In addition to the Source Water Protection Education Grants WREN will also offer Watershed 
Protection Education Grants, to raise awareness and encourage local action to prevent polluted runoff (nonpoint 

source pollution.)  
 

Grant instructions and application forms will be posted at the WREN website in late December.  

 

##### 

http://www.waterwisepa.org/

