Columbus Water Works, Columbus, Georgia
Population: 227,600
Customers: 65,000 water; 63,000 sewer
Service Area: 430 sq. miles
Employees: 238
Annual budget: $49 million
Annual debt retirement: - $18.8 million
WEF Member: Jim Patterson, Vice President and Master Plan Implementation &
Infrastructure needs:
• 10 year Capital Improvement Plan - $160 million
• 87 projects total
• 18 projects currently unfunded

Situation:
The financial strategy of Columbus Water Works (CWW) has evolved over time. A few
decades ago, the accepted thinking was that the staff, as trained professionals, knew
what was best to serve customers. There was little need to survey rate-payers
satisfaction level. That has changed. Several years ago CWW developed a
communications plan to educate customers on the condition of their water and
wastewater infrastructure and options for maintaining it financially.
Before surveying customers, CWW assumed that customers appreciate rate increases
being put off as long as possible. The assumption was that infrequent rate adjustments
would be more palatable even if they were double digit increases. Customer surveys
found that six or seven years of no rate increases are not remembered and that only
today counts! Customers commented after a seven-year no rate increase span that
CWW had just increased rates the year before. CWW learned that by communicating
with and not just to customers they were more satisfied and accepting of a sound long
term financial plan. Customers preferred smaller incremental rate increases to cover the
revenue requirements as they occurred.
A long term financial plan that incorporated the financial requirements was developed for
the ten-year capital improvement plan. CWW is currently introducing the sixth
consecutive annual rate increase. Public meetings and annual rate increase
announcements have generated almost no opposition. After increased rates in January
of 2005, 2006 and again in 2007, the overall customer satisfaction index number actually
increased in the following months.
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Water Is Life, and Infrastructure Makes It Happen™
CWW was one of the first utilities to take advantage of the Water Is Life – and
infrastructure makes it happen™ program. They saw it as an opportunity to leverage
national professional thinking and tools for delivering the message. CWW worked with
WEF staff to develop a work plan that included ads/bill inserts with graphics and theme
ideas provided in the tool kit.
CWW’s early adoption of the communications strategy
was based on several years of customer survey
research. It had revealed that CWW rate-payers thought
water service charges to be fair, but they perceived
sewer rates as unreasonable. By comparison, CWW
knew they were offering lower rates than other utilities.
However, the perception was that they were higher –
customers didn’t understand why they should pay for
sewer.
CWW strategic response was to design a
communications program that educated customers on
the value of water, wastewater and infrastructure. Water
Is Life, and Infrastructure Makes It Happen™ was the
perfect compliment to what CWW had already initiated.
The impact has been striking – customers who recall
seeing or hearing the Water Is Life, and Infrastructure
Makes It Happen™ messages are significantly more
likely to agree with CWW’s plans to maintain and
improve the system with a series of rate increases over
time.
The Work Plan
CWW’s most frequent communications channel is a bill insert sent in conjunction with
thirty-second broadcast media announcements designed to support the bill insert
message. A message topic schedule is planned annually for the following year. Topics
are determined by reviewing objectives of the Strategic Plan, current events or
conditions (such as drought conditions, rate increases etc.), and by analyzing the results
of the satisfaction survey.
Eleven bill inserts are scheduled each year, one of which is the Annual Water Quality
Report required under the Safe Drinking Water Act. The insert is included in each of the
65,000 bills mailed out. The cost of the insert, which is designed by CWW staff and
printed locally, is four cents each. No additional postage is required.
The first bill insert utilizing the Water Is Life tool kit material announced the beginning of
the program and advised customers that additional information would be provided about
the need to protect infrastructure. The Water Is Life logo and wording was included (see
insert above.)
Broadcast Media
Several video announcements were also produced to supplement the bill inserts.
A local consultant was able to get local television stations to produce the video
announcements. CWW provided video clips they had saved over time. The station was
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also able to include some of their file video clips. As a result, high quality video
announcements were produced for only $450. Later WEF was able to modify them and
make them geographically generic. Water Is Life, and Infrastructure Makes It Happen™
distributes them to other utilities for free.
Utilizing the services of a local consultant with experience in the broadcast media, CWW
is able to negotiate annual agreements for a large number of highly desired viewing time
slots at a reasonable rate. The annual cost for utilizing the two leading local television
stations, seven popular cable channels, and two radio stations is about $25 thousand
per year. Examples of message broadcast times are morning and evening news and the
Late Night Show. Cable messages are aired during programs such as CNN, Discovery,
ESPN, the Weather Channel, etc.
Return on Investment
Deciding if and how much money will be spent on providing information to the public is
not an easy decision. Utility managers want to know how the utility will benefit from that
investment. Will the return be of more value than the cost of investment? Do customers
read the inserts? What will be the reaction to broadcast media messages?
CWW has been cautious about
delivering information in a
format that the public sees as
“advertising”. They are
concerned that the public can
be critical of a municipal entity
do a bo ut t he s a m e
“wasting money on
o r m o re
advertising”. Surveys also
do le s s o r no t s ure
revealed that customers want
2004- 2005more information about their
05
06
water and wastewater utility.
To gauge their effectiveness,
CWW asked customers specifically about the bill inserts and broadcast announcements.
The response was that they should continue with the same or increased amount of
effort.
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Other research findings are also used to identify customer preferred communication
methods. The AwwaRF Project #90975, Customer Attitudes, Behavior, and the Impact of
Communications Efforts identifies customer preferred sources of communications and
preferred types of information residents want from water utilities.
Documenting Results
An important element in the CWW
communications program is
documenting results. Measuring how
many people can be contacted and
presented information by bill inserts and
broadcast announcements is easy, but it
is more difficult to measure the
effectiveness of those efforts. To
measure the effectiveness of the Water
Is Life program additional questions
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were added to the customer satisfaction survey. The questions asked if the customer
remembered seeing messages about maintaining the infrastructure, if they thought the
messages were interesting, if they thought they were worthwhile. Other questions asked
if the customer was satisfied with efforts to maintain reliable service, if they had
confidence in our planning for the future, and if they supported our financial plan which
includes modest annual rate increases. Survey data results show:
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•

•

•
•

Nearly 8 in 10 customers said they were either “totally satisfied” (45%) or “mostly
satisfied” (32%) with CWW’s maintenance of the water and wastewater system
currently. About 1 in 10 were “somewhat” satisfied, another 1 in 10 were “not
sure” and only 2% were dissatisfied.
Customers were equally confident that the system would be maintained properly
in the future – 44% said they were “totally confident” and 34% were “mostly
confident.”
About 8 in 10 customers said they “strongly agree” (40%) or “somewhat agree”
(39%) with CWWs plan to maintain and improve the system with a series of rate
increases over time. Only 1 in 10 said they disagree and another 1 in 10 were
“not sure.”
Nearly half of all CWW customers (45%) said they had seen or heard messages
in the past year from the “Water is Life” campaign on the importance of
maintaining the infrastructure of the water and wastewater system.
More than 6 in 10 customers who recalled seeing or hearing the campaign
messages said they were either totally or mostly effective in “being interesting
and getting people’s attention” (64%) and in “providing information that is
important and worthwhile” (71%).
The “Water is Life” campaign appears to have had no negative impact on
customer satisfaction with the current maintenance of the system.
Customers who recalled seeing or hearing the “Water is Life” messages were
significantly more confident in CCWs plans for maintaining the system in the
future.

CWW was glad to see these results. With this type of customer support they are able to
follow through with their long term financial plan, maintain the financial ability to
complete the capital improvement plan, maintain reliable service in the future, and
continue to maintain a high level of customer satisfaction.
Good communications can be very rewarding. As customers become informed about the
water and wastewater systems they want to learn more and become vested in taking
care of the system. If they accept that the utility is communicating accurate information,
and recognize that administrators are doing a professional job of representing their
interests, then they will be supportive of investments. Gaining customer trust through
communication makes it easier to provide adequate rate revenue that supports
infrastructure investment to help us meet the challenges of today and the future.
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