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Introduction and Background

The Minnesota Department of Health (MDH) is developing a ten-year Drinking Water
Action Plan that will guide Minnesota’s drinking water management from 2024-2033.
The aim of this plan is to regulate safe and reliable drinking water supplies throughout
Minnesota, with an emphasis on equitable access. The Drinking Water Action Plan is
being created with input from drinking water professionals and consumers. This report
details the feedback collected from consumers during community engagement
sessions across the state. The objective of these sessions was to further water equity
in Minnesota by gathering public opinions through survey questions and engaged

dialogue.

Report Purpose

This report synthesizes the data collected, examines the processes utilized, and makes
recommendations for more effective and culturally sensitive engagement of drinking

water consumers.

Executive Summary
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Figure 1: Community Engagement M[]



for water, and approximately 59% shared that they would be willing to pay more to
ensure the safety of their drinking water. The majority of participants also expressed
support for government assistance programs for private well owners. Respondents
were asked about a specific list of Goals and Strategies provided by MDH — the most
common response from participants was that they had no suggestions to add. Survey
results also revealed that, in the next ten years, MDH'’s top concern should be
maintaining and improving the quality and safety of Minnesota's drinking water. Lastly,
participants indicated that equity needs to be a priority as MDH creates the Drinking
Water Action Plan.

There were some unique variations in opinions based on location and private well
ownership. These differences are further explored in the sectionsDffee ce b S e
(p.33)and Dffee ce f P aeWe O e (p.39).

Engaging community members is essential to understanding Minnesotans’ experiences
with drinking water protection and delivery. The seven community conversations
instigated by this project provided important insights and critical questions for MDH to
examine during the final drafting of the Drinking Water Action Plan, as well as during
its implementation. Community engagement needs to be an ongoing part of MDH'’s
efforts to understand the impacts of drinking water policies and their execution.
Furthermore, increasing cultural sensitivity and awareness, respecting the distinct
needs of tribal partners, attending to the diversity of languages spoken, and prioritizing
accessibility in communications will all be of paramount importance. (For a more
thorough explanation of these points, reference the Rec e da section on page
44 and Appendix A on page 47.) Overall, it is imperative to have a statewide
community engagement leader attending to consistency, as well as local partners who

can reach specific communities and provide cultural context.

Research Objectives

The goals of this project were to understand 1) how Minnesotans obtain their drinking
water; 2) if people trust their tap water, and to document what concerns might exist; 3)
how people use and engage with their tap water; and 4) how people want to receive

and share information about their tap water.



Additional goals included 1) building and strengthening trust in public institutions; 2)
encouraging civic engagement; and 3) gathering candid public opinions on key MDH

tradeoffs and issues.

Process and Methodology
Staff

MDH worked with the University of Minnesota and two Minnesota nonprofit
organizations, Clean River Partners (CRP) and Freshwater, to lead these conversations.
CRP was the project lead for the community engagement sessions, while Freshwater

led the sessions with drinking water professionals.

The community engagement project was staffed by seven people from three
organizations: Anne Nelson (MDH), Jennifer Tonko (CRP), Heron Mahr (CRP), Kris
Meyer (Freshwater), Chyann Erickson (Freshwater), Alex Van Loh (Freshwater), and
Alyssa Fabia (Freshwater). Each meeting was facilitated by two staff members: one

from CRP, and one from Freshwater.

Community Engagement Principles
When approaching this project, staff intentionally planned and executed the meetings
with three key community engagement principles in mind: two-way learning, meeting

people where they gather, and working in partnership with the community.

Two-way learning was crucial to this project, empowering participants not only to
listen and learn about their drinking water, but also teach the facilitators what issues
were important in the community. The facilitation team approached the meeting from a
non-hierarchical perspective, understanding that participants had invaluable insights to
offer. Local drinking water professionals were invited to the meetings so they could
take part in this two-way learning process, learning about resident concerns while

presenting and sharing knowledge.

Project staff were determined to meet community members in spaces where they
already gather. People are much more likely to attend and engage with meeting

content if they are familiar with the space and feel comfortable being there.



Lastly, project staff understood it was vital to work alongside community partners to
plan and host these meetings. Partners who are embedded in the communities they
serve have nuanced understandings of pressing concerns, preferred meeting spaces,
and local networks that may be used for spreading the word. Participants are also
more likely to attend a meeting and feel comfortable engaging if they see a familiar

face from the community, or recognize the name of a local organization.

Application of Community Engagement Principles

Partnering for Equity: Community Selection and Outreach
In order to more accurately represent the concerns of all Minnesotans, project staff



Review Board (IRB) approval, proved to be barriers to inclusion within the timeframe of
this project. Due to these complications, project staff were unable to schedule any
community engagement meetings with tribal communities. This was a considerable
disappointment, as the perspectives of those communities are vitally important.
Suggestions for improving the tribal relations process in the future can be found in the
Rec e da section (p. 44).

Project staff had also intended to co-host a meeting with the Minnesota Well Owners
Organization (MNWOO) in Detroit Lakes, but MNWOO board members and the
facilitation team were unable to confirm a venue. This was another disappointment,
since staff missed an opportunity to hear feedback from private well owners in

Northern Minnesota.

Pre-Event Preparation and Partner Compensation

Each community partner was responsible for coordinating the venue, marketing,
refreshments, and childcare for their event. A stipend of $1,400 was available to the
community partner to cover these costs. This stipend could also be used to cover staff
time during the event. Additional funds for interpretation and transportation were

available to facilitate community members’ participation.

The project team understood that acknowledging the time and talents of partners
would be vital when doing this community engagement work. Offering financial

compensation reinforces the principle that every partner is valued and respected.

Translation and Interpretation

Since this project was designed to involve diverse communities across the state of
Minnesota, it was important to provide translated materials that aligned with the
languages spoken in those communities. Project staff submitted almost all written
materials for translation into Somali and Spanish approximately a month prior to the
respective meetings. Unfortunately, one key document could not be translated due to
time constraints, so multiple Spanish-speaking participants were unable to answer a

survey guestion referencing said document.



It was also crucial to have live interpretation at meetings with a multilingual audience.
The funds



tape to wear on their shirt, alerting photographers and facilitators not to include them
in any photos. After signing in at the welcome table, participants were invited to take a
seat at one of the tables set up in the room. Tables and chairs were organized to direct
attention to the front of the room while still encouraging conversation (e.g. multiple

chairs per table, no chairs on the front sides of tables).

To begin the meeting, the facilitators introduced themselves, their organizations, the
community partner co-hosting the event, and the drinking water professionals in
attendance. The facilitators then provided some context about MDH and the Drinking
Water Action Plan, to lay a foundation for the rest of the meeting. The schedule for the
remainder of the meeting was shared with participants before moving on to the first
activity. During this introduction section, a Mentimeter presentation with a slide about
CRP, Freshwater, and their missions was projected onto a screen or blank wall. There

was also a slide with the schedule.

The first activity was a water-tasting word cloud activity. Each table was set with a
carafe filled with local tap water and a stack of compostable cups. Participants were
invited to pour themselves a cup of water and pay attention to the taste. At this point,
the Mentimeter presentation displayed the venue’s WiFi information and a QR code for
the word cloud. By scanning the QR code, participants were directed to a Mentimeter
input screen with the following prompt: “As you taste this water, what words come to
mind? What does it remind you of? Does it make you imagine anything? How would
you describe it?” As participants entered their thoughts, their responses appeared on
the projector screen in real time. To see the aforementioned word clouds, reference
Appendix B (p. 50).

Following the word cloud activity, invited drinking water professionals gave brief
presentations. Representatives from public utilities departments were asked to answer
the following questions:
e Where does the water come from?
e How do you know it's safe? (Does it currently meet safe drinking water
standards?)
e \Whatis the water treated for? Why?
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If in attendance, representatives performing well water testing were asked to answer
these questions:

e Why does testing your well water matter?

e How often should someone test their private well?

e \What should a private well owner do if they discover a problem with their well?

Participants were then invited to ask their own questions.

Drinking Water Survey

The questions for this survey were developed in partnership with MDH. This survey
was designed to gauge personal drinking water habits. It was administered via
Mentimeter. The QR code was projected on the screen/wall, and participants were able
to submit responses electronically. There were also paper copies and pens for those
who wished to submit handwritten responses. Participants were encouraged to
respond to questions individually, to preserve the integrity of the data. However, some
discussion was occasionally necessary to ensure comprehension. To see the surveys in

English, Spanish, and Somali, reference Appendix C (p. 52).

Discussion Questions

After the first survey, participants collaborated with other individuals at their tables to
answer a set of discussion questions. These questions were designed to stimulate
conversation among neighbors. A large sheet of paper was laid on each table, along
with a variety of colorful markers. Participants were encouraged to write down their
responses to the discussion questions. To see the discussion questions and the

answers from each site, reference Appendix D (p. 58).

Break
A five-minute break was built into the schedule to give participants a chance to use the

restroom, get a drink of water, take more snacks, and socialize.

MDH Feedback Survey

Similar to the Drinking Water Survey, the questions for this survey were also
developed in partnership with MDH. This survey was designed to gather public
opinions on specific issues deemed important by MDH. The process for this survey was

largely identical to the process for the Drinking Water Survey (i.e. QR code, Mentimeter
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survey, paper copies available). Participants were still encouraged to respond to
questions individually, but the facilitation team guided the large group through each
question to promote understanding. The decision to take this guided approach was
made due to the governmental and industry-specific terms used in some of the
questions. To see the surveys in English, Spanish, and Somali, reference Appendix E (p.
66).

Closing Section

At the end of the meeting, the facilitation team thanked everyone for their participation
and emphasized the importance of civic engagement. The facilitators also detailed the
next steps in the process, including 1) how and when the community engagement
report would be submitted to MDH and 2) when to expect follow-up communications.
As participants prepared to leave, facilitators encouraged them to take home some

handouts and briefly explained the gift card registration process.

Materials

Materials used varied depending on the design of the meeting space, but generally
included a projector, extension cord(s), laptop, HDMI/VGA cord, PA system, blank
wall/screen, paper surveys, large pad of easel paper, permanent markers, blue
painter’s tape, pens, tables, chairs, carafes, compostable cups, compostable waste
bag/container, local tap water, registration forms, public water systems handouts,
private wells handouts, handouts from MDH, gift cards, media release forms, and

printed agendas for facilitators.

Additional materials included 1) refreshments supplied by the community partner and
covered financially by the offered stipend; 2) fliers or other advertising materials
(digital or print) supplied by the community partner and covered financially by the
offered stipend.

Modifications

Since all community spaces are unique, adaptations to the meeting format were
frequently made in the moment. Out of the seven communities engaged (Austin,
Faribault, Lewiston, Little Falls, Northfield, St. Cloud, Twin Cities Metro Area), four

required a tailored format. Below is a detailed account of the modifications made.
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Faribault

The meeting in Faribault was incredibly well-attended, with 41 individuals
participating. There were large numbers of both Somali-speaking and Spanish-
speaking participants at this meeting. There was no Somali interpreter and only one
Spanish interpreter present, which slowed the registration process. By the time
registration had finished, the meeting was running about 15 — 20 minutes behind
schedule. For this reason, the facilitation team decided to forego the water-tasting
activity and the discussion questions to ensure there was enough time for the public
water supply presentation, a brief message from the well water testing representative,

and both surveys.

Northfield

The majority of participants in Northfield preferred not to use their smartphones for
activities, so the facilitation team opted to create a handwritten list of answers from
participants for the water-tasting word cloud. The list was written with poster markers
on large sheets of easel paper at the front of the room.

St. Cloud

The facilitation team arrived at the St. Cloud meeting with surveys, registration forms,
and all other materials translated into Somali. There were 30 participants, and 29 of
them were Somali. Facilitators quickly learned that Somali is a largely spoken
language, therefore reading materials and writing answers were not viable options for
many participants. Because facilitators were not prepared for this complication, the
registration process was particularly slow, even with live interpretation from
Community Grassroots Solutions, the local partner. In turn, the meeting ran a little
behind schedule. Facilitators made an in-the-moment decision to administer the
surveys orally and gather participant comments via raised hands. Key takeaways from
the surveys were as follows:

e The Somali community in St. Cloud needs more community meetings hosted by
the city with live interpretation. These meetings will help Somali residents
understand any current drinking water issues, and will also provide them an
opportunity to voice concerns directly to city officials. Notices provided via
phone call, mail, or utility bill are not effective because many Somali residents
do not speak or read English.

13



e Buying bottled water was the drinking water method of choice for many
participants in the room. They expressed that bottled water seemed like the
safest choice, especially since some Somali residents had previous experiences
with water insecurity and unsafe drinking water sources. At the end of the
meeting, a few participants expressed that they now feel comfortable trying
their tap water, thanks to the presentation by St. Cloud Utilities.

Another culturally-specific modification that needed to be observed during this
meeting was Maghrib prayer, or sunset prayer, since essentially all participants were
Muslim. Suggestions for accommodating prayer times can be found in the

Recommendations section (p. 44)

Twin Cities Metro Area

The meeting in the Twin Cities Metro Area was hosted by the Environmental Justice
Coordinating Council as partoftheir T ePa e Wel eO E e al «ce

Se e The drinking water community engagement project was only a small portion of
the meeting, so facilitators had to prioritize what feedback would be most important
for MDH. It was determined that the MDH Feedback Survey would be most valuable.

Project Timeline

July 1 —July 13, 2023 Identifying communities and partners

July 14 — November 29, 2023 Planning with partners, marketing,
developing meeting format

November 30, 2023 - January 30, 2024 Hosting community engagement events

January 31 - February 14, 2024 Transcribing data

February 15 — February 29, 2024 Writing final report

March 1, 2024 Final report submitted to MDH

Reach

Austin, MN 23 participants

Faribault, MN 41 participants

Lewiston, MN 23 participants

Little Falls, MN 10 participants
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Twin Cities Metro Area 46 participants

Northfield, MN 17 participants
St. Cloud, MN 30 participants
Total 190 participants

Drinking Water Survey Results

Out of the 190 participants who attended the community engagement sessions, 99
filled out the Drinking Water Survey. In this D gWae S e Re section,
percentages were calculated based on the number of participants who responded to

each guestion, not the total number of participants who took the survey.

How do you get your drinking water now? Why do you do it that way?

The most popular drinking water source among participants was city water directly

from the tap (44.2%). Private wells were the second most common drinking water
source, with roughly half the percentage (23.2%) of city water from the tap.

Figure 2: How do you get your drinking water now?

@ City water directly from tap — 44.2% (42)
@ Private well — 23.2% (22)
[ Bottled/store-bought — 11.6% (11)

~ Filtered/distilled tap water — 4.2% (4)
@ Other (springs, etc.) — 3.2% (3)
) Delivery —2.1% (2)
9 Boiled tap water — 1.0% (1)
. Private well with softener — 1.0% (1)

Table 1: Drinking Water Source Breakdown

Combination/varies based on use — 9.5% (9)

Drinking Water Source Number of Responses
City water directly from tap 42 (44.2%)
Private well 22 (23.2%)
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Bottled/store-bought 11 (11.6%)
Combination/varies based on use 9 (9.5%)
Filtered/distilled tap water 4 (4.2%)
Other (springs, etc.) 3(3.2%)
Delivery 2(2.1%)
Boiled tap water 1 (1.0%)
Private well with softener 1(1.0%)
Total responses 95

Though there were a variety of reasons why participants chose to get their drinking

water in a specific way, the most common reason was health and safety, with 19

responses falling in that category. Three other reasons also stood out amongst the

group; 13 responses mentioned taste/quality, 12 mentioned their location, and 12

clearly stated that they had no other options.
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Figure 3: Why do you get your drinking water that way?
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Table 2: Drinking Water Reasons

Reason Why Number of Responses
Health & safety 19
Taste/quality 13
Location/where they live 12
No other option 12
Convenience 6
Cost 3
Contaminated/unsafe private well 2
Trusted source 2
Annexation 2
Environmental impact 1
Total 72

Do you trust your tap water? What concerns do you have about it?
Over half of the respondents shared that they trust their tap water (54.0%). The next

largest group was on the opposite side of the spectrum, with 20.7% expressing that

they do not trust their tap water.

Figure 4: Do you trust your tap water?

@ Yes —54.0% (47)
B No—20.7% (18)
) Uncertain/sometimes — 11.5% (10)
Yes, with a filter — 3.45% (3)
Mostly — 3.45% (3)
. Yes, only because it's tested — 3.45% (3)
. Only for activities other than cooking
and drinking — 3.45% (3)
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Table 3: Trust in Tap Water

Level of Trust Number of Responses
Yes 47 (54.0%)

No 18 (20.7%)
Uncertain/sometimes 10 (11.5%)

Yes, with a filter 3 (3.45%)

Mostly 3 (3.45%)

Yes, only because it's tested 3 (3.45%)

Only for activities other than cooking and drinking 3 (3.45%)

Total 87

Respondents shared a wide array of concerns related to their tap water. The most
common theme was at least three times more popular than all other themes:
chemicals, contaminants, and hardness. 30 participants expressed concerns within this

category.
Figure 5: What concerns do you have about your tap water?
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Table 4: General Tap Water Concerns

Concern Number of Responses
Chemicals/Contaminants/Hardness 30
Agricultural Concerns 10
Aesthetics 10
Testing 8
Health & Safety 7
Infrastructure 6
Communication & Knowledge 5
Drinking Water Agencies/Organizations 3
Misc. 3
Total 82

Table 5: Specific Tap Water Concerns

IAesthetic Concerns

Number of Responses

Smell 4
Taste 4
Color (yellow, brown) 3
Testing Concerns

Lack of testing 2
Infrequent testing 1
Incomplete testing 1
Untrustworthy testing 1
Insufficient funds for testing on their own 1
Infrastructure Concerns

Old/rusted pipes 5
Distribution methods 1
Communication & Knowledge Concerns

Lack of knowledge or information 3
Lack of communication when issues arise

Accessibility (e.g. annual reports are difficult to understand) 1
Concerns about Chemicals/Contaminants/Hardness

Nitrates

Fluoride 4
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Bleach

Limestone

Chlorine

Calcium

Iron

Manganese

Fecal Coliform

E. Coli

Radium

Road Salts

Agricultural Concerns

Row crop agriculture
Pesticides

Fertilizers

Run-off

Poor management
Livestock feeding over wells
Voluntary BMPs

CAFOs

Concerns about Drinking Water Agencies/Organizations
Lack of confidence in agencies and organizations

Inaction by state agencies
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Figure 6: How do you want to receive communications about your tap water?
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Table 6: Preferences for Receiving Communications

Method of Communication

Number of Responses

Email 49
Text 40
Website 30
Community Meeting 28
Local Media (newspaper, radio, etc.) 23
Mailings 22
Social Media 20
Newsletter 17
Phone Call 16
Water Bill Insert 16
Surveys 13
Other 5 (MNWOO and screening clinics both mentioned once)
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How do you want to share feedback about your tap water?

The results for sharing feedback about tap water were similar to those for receiving
communications, though slightly different. Text was the most popular choice for
sharing feedback (40 votes), followed by email (36 votes). The third and fourth most
popular choices were community meetings and websites, with 27 and 24 votes,
respectively.

Figure 7: How do you want to share feedback about your tap water?
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Table 7: Preferences for Sharing Feedback

Method of Communication Number of Responses
Text 40
Email 36
Community Meeting 27
Website 24
Mailings 18
Surveys 18
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Local Media (newspaper, radio, etc.) 16
Phone Call 15
Social Media 15
Water Bill Insert 13
Newsletter 11
Other 6 (MNWOO mentioned once)

MDH Feedback Survey Results

Out of the 190 participants who attended the community engagement sessions, 107
filled out the MDH Feedback Survey. In this MDH Feedbac S e Re section,
percentages were calculated based on the total number of participants who took the

survey.

Currently, Minnesota only has enforceable drinking water standards

from the federal government. Should Minnesota develop our own state

standards?
Approximately two thirds (67.3%) of respondents agreed that Minnesota should
develop its own state standards. The next largest group was in disagreement, with 15

participants (14.9%) saying no to state standards.

Figure 8: Should Minnesota develop our own state standards?

@ Yes—67.3% (68)

B No—14.9% (15)

) Maybe/don’t know — 11.9% (12)
Standards by community or
region — 5.0% (5)
Not enough information — 1.0% (1)
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Table 8: Opinions on State Standards

Opinion on State Standards Number of Responses
Yes 68 (67.3%)

No 15 (14.9%)
Maybe/don't know 12 (11.9%)

Standards by community or region 5 (5.0%)

Not enough information 1(1.0%)

Total 101

Do you currently feel that you are paying too much for your water?
42.9% of respondents answered no, they do not believe they are paying too much for
their water. The next largest group (26.2%) held the opposite opinion, stating that they
are paying too much for their water. 15 private well owners and 4 apartment renters or
mobile home community residents answered this question, and another 4 individuals
answered N/A. Thus, approximately 27.5% of respondents could not meaningfully
answer the question because they either do not receive a water bill, or their water fees

are included in their rent.

Figure 9: Do you currently feel that you are paying too much for your water?

B No—42.9% (36)
B Yes —26.2% (22)
) Private well owner — 17.9% (15)

Apartment renter/mobile home

community resident — 4.8% (4)
- N/A — 4.8% (4)
Store-bought/bottled water — 2.4% (2)
Maybe — 1.2% (1)
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Table 9: Opinions on Current Drinking Water Prices

Opinion on Current Drinking Water Prices

Number of Responses

No, not paying too much 36 (42.9%)
Yes, currently paying too much 22 (26.2%)
Private well owner 15 (17.9%)

Apartment renter/mobile home community resident |4 (4.8%)

N/A 4 (4.8%)
Store-bought/bottled water 2 (2.4%)
Maybe paying too much 1(1.2%)
Total 84

Would you be willing to pay more to ensure your water continues to

meet safe drinking water standards?
A majority of respondents (59.3%) said they would be willing to pay more for their

drinking water. Similar to the previous question, the second largest group held the
opposite opinion, with 21.0% of respondents saying they would not be willing to pay

more.

Figure 10: Would you be willing to pay more to ensure

your water continues to meet safe drinking water standards?

@ Yes —59.3% (48)

No — 21.0% (17)

Maybe/don’t know — 6.2% (5)

Private well owner/no water bill — 6.2% (5)
Within reason — 4.9% (4)

If necessary — 2.5% (2)
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Table 10: Opinions on Paying More for Drinking Water

Opinion on Paying More Number of Responses
Yes, | would pay more 48 (59.3%)

No, | would not pay more 17 (21.0%)
Maybe/don't know 5 (6.2%)

Private well owner/no water bill 5 (6.2%)

Within reason 4 (4.9%)

If necessary 2 (2.5%)

Total 81

Is it appropriate for state government to help fund household testing

and treatment for private wells?

A majority of respondents (69 participants) agreed that it is appropriate for state
government to fund household testing and treatment for private wells. Though the
number of participants who disagreed was much smaller (22 participants), their beliefs

were expressed in strong terms.

Figure 11: Is it appropriate for state government to help fund
household testing and treatment for private wells?
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Table 11: Opinions on Government Funding for Private Wells

Opinion on Government Funding for Private Wells Number of Responses
Yes, it is appropriate 69

No, it is not appropriate 22

Maybe 4

Some types of assistance 4

Focus on education instead (importance of testing, groundwater

protection, etc.)

Yes, but not using taxpayer money

In a public health emergency

Table 12: Sample Responses about Government Funding for Private Wells

Affirmative Responses

| believe it is appropriate for government funds to support testing and treatment of private wells. The
scale of this issue is beyond individuals circumstances.

Yes - a government's job is to TAKE CARE of its people - if we pay for public sports/entertainment, we
should pay for public safety!

Yes. Private well users also have a right to clean drinking water, and they are likely not the responsible
parties for the pollution. Priority should be for low income households.

Negative Responses

No - It's not tax payers obligation to fund testing for people who choose to have private wells. Private
well owners can test their own water.

If they don’t pay city taxes they should pay out of their own pockets.

If we have concerns about our wells we can pay for testing ourselves.

Looking at the list of Goals and Strategies from MDH, is there anything
that you believe is missing from this list? Anything that jumps out to
you?

The largest group of respondents (32 participants) felt that nothing was missing from
the list shared with them. The second largest group of respondents (11 participants)
commented on the accessibility of the language used, including complaints about

vague/complex wording and not having copies in languages other than English. The
third largest group of respondents (9 participants) felt that the Goals and Strategies
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outlined by MDH should emphasize accountability and the enforcement of standards

more directly. (Note: the Goals and Strategies handout can be found in Appendix F on

page 72.)

Figure 12: Looking at the list of Goals and Strategies from MDH, is there anything

that you believe is missing from this list? Anything that jumps out to you?

No additions

Language & Accessibility
Enforcement/accountability
Equity/affordability

Public education/outreach

Resident feedback/community engagement meetings
Testing & monitoring

Miscellaneous

Better communication (fast, accessible)
Environmental protection

Agricultural issues

Private well protection & outreach
Infrastructure

Regional differences

Expressed disapproval of MDH

Being proactive, not reactive

Watershed management
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Table 13: Areas of Improvement for MDH Goals and Strategies

Area of Improvement

Number of Responses

No additions

32

Language + accessibility

[EY

(Translation into multiple languages)

(Intimidating/unclear/confusing language)

Enforcement/accountability

Equity/affordability

Public education/outreach

Resident feedback/community engagement meetings

Testing + monitoring
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Miscellaneous

Better communication (fast, accessible)

Environmental protection

Agricultural issues

Private well protection + outreach

Infrastructure

Regional differences

Expressed disapproval of MDH

Being proactive, not reactive

NINININININITWW]Ww] o

Watershed management

Table 14: Sample Responses about MDH Goals and Strategies

Language + accessibility

What is a resilient drinking water infrastructure?

Prioritize emerging risks that present the largest public health burden - What does this mean?
Seems like it is something to scare people.

Please translate this to Spanish so we can understand it better.

Enforcement/accountability

Credit should be hard to obtain ofor farms, businesses, or individuals who don't meet
minimum standards for keeping our water clean.

They need to fine polluters! Not just slap their wrist! When a farmer pollutes, fine him. If a
applicator puts it on take his liscince away for a year.

The science says that what we have been doing, i.e. voluntary BMP's, NO2 reduction plans,
DWSMA's, etc. has not worked. Build higher level of accountability and enforcement.

What do you want the State of Minnesota to do for drinking water in

the next 10 years?

The most popular theme among respondents was the maintenance and improvement
of water quality and safety, with 35 responses. The second most popular theme was
emphasizing and improving equitable access to affordable drinking water, with 19

responses.
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Figure 13: What do you want the State of Minnesota to do
for drinking water in the next 10 years?

Maintain and improve water quality and safety
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Miscellaneous
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Increase accessible at-home testing

Enforce rules and hold polluters accountable

Increase transparency and make information accessible
Content/no changes

Improve smell, color, and taste

Expressed disapproval/critiqued MDH

Increase community engagement and listen to feedback
Reevaluate programs and incentives

Monitor microplastics and PFAs

Unsure

Continue doing research

Increase communication
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Table 15: Actions for the Next 10 Years

30 35

Action Number of Responses

Maintain and improve water quality and safety 35

Emphasize and improve equitable access and affordability {19

Educate the public 11
Improve drinking water infrastructure 11
Miscellaneous 9

Improve private well safety and support

Mitigate/resolve agricultural concerns

Be proactive/take action with a sense of urgency

Increase accessible at-home testing
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Enforce rules and hold polluters accountable
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Increase transparency and make information accessible

Content/no changes

Improve smell, color, and taste

Expressed disapproval/critiqued MDH

Increase community engagement and listen to feedback

Reevaluate programs and incentives

Monitor microplastics and PFAs

Unsure

Continue doing research
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Increase communication

Table 16: Sample Responses about Actions for the Next 10 Years

Maintain and improve water quality and safety

Please continue to analyze it so we can consume it safely.

Keep on monitoring the health, purity, and fair distribution of water for all and to take care of it
like gold.

Maintain current safe levels.

Emphasize and improve equitable access and affordability

Ensure safe drinking water for all Minnesotans especially for communities of color,
low-income communities, and children who are most vulnerable bear a disproportionate
burden of environmental harm.

Prioritize the highest risk contaminants and communities that have historically been
underserved

Ensure safe, affordable drinking water for all residents that balances the cost of treatment of
water dependent upon the quality of raw water for treatment and the affordability for people
in a region

What’s the most important thing that you want MDH to know as they

create this plan?

The largest number of respondents (18 participants) agreed that equity needs to be a
priority for MDH moving forward. The second largest category was miscellaneous — a
sample of those comments is provided below. The third largest group of respondents

(10 participants) said that collaboration is key.
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Figure 14: What’s the most important thing that you want

MDH to know as they create this plan?

Equity needs to be a priority

Miscellaneous

Collaboration is key

Information must be communicated clearly and made accessible
Positive feedback for MDH/thank you

Clean water must be affordable

Water is precious and vital

Unique regionsfcommunities need unique solutions
Infrastructure needs to be updated/replaced

Private well owners need support

Public education matters

Renters deserve more support and information about their water
Unsure/nothing

Agricultural concerns must be addressed

Standards must be enforced

Complaints about MDH

We need more testing and treatment

Think long term

The people of Minnesota are depending on you

Groundwater must be protected

Politics can't interfere with our water

10 15

Table 17: The Most Important Things for MDH to Know

20

What MDH Needs to Know

Number of Responses

Equity needs to be a priority

18

Miscellaneous

15

Collaboration is key

[E
o

Information must be communicated clearly and made accessible

Positive feedback for MDH/thank you

Clean water must be affordable

Water is precious and vital

Unique regions/communities need unique solutions

Infrastructure needs to be updated/replaced

Private well owners need support

Public education matters
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Renters deserve more support and information about their water
Unsure/nothing

Agricultural concerns must be addressed

Standards must be enforced

Complaints about MDH

We need more testing and treatment

Think long term

The people of Minnesota are depending on you

Groundwater must be protected
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Politics can't interfere with our water

Table 18: Sample Responses about What MDH Needs to Know

Equity needs to be a priority

Black, brown and indigenous peoples need to be the priority.

Everyone needs clean water, regardless of geography, income, education.
Step up and make sure all citizens to have access to safe drinking water
Miscellaneous

Leave us have control of our own wells.

That the water from the faucet does not taste like bleach.

Need to counter marketing of bottled water

Collaboration is key

That “we are all one” and that we should work together to protect, take care of, and distribute
the best we can so we have more and the best water. Thank you for this meeting.

miﬁﬁe to outreach m ©



Differences in Austin, MN

The community partner in Austin was the Welcome Center, part of the Parenting
Resource Center. A representative from Austin Utilities presented on the public water
supply. There were no private well owners at the event. Attendees were a mixture of
Latine Spanish-speakers and White English-speakers.

Paying Too Much for Water in Austin
The percentage of respondents in Austin who said they are currently paying too much
for water was higher than that of the full group.

Figure 15: Opinions on Current Water Cost in Austin vs. Full Group
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Differences in Faribault, MN

The community partner in Faribault was Growing Up Healthy. A representative from
Faribault Utilities presented on the public water supply, and a representative from

Goodhue Soil and Water Conservation District shared about private well testing. There
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were 8 private well owners at the event. Attendees were roughly one third Somali, one

third Latine Spanish-speakers, and one third White English-speakers.

Government Assistance for Private Wells in Faribault

The percentage of respondents in Faribault who disapproved of government assistance

for private well owners was higher than that of the full group.

Figure 16: Opinions on Government Assistance for Private Wells
in Faribault vs. Full Group
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Differences in Lewiston, MN
The community partner in Lewiston was the Minnesota Well Owners Organization.
There were 14 private well owners at the event. Based on a visual assessment, the

audience was largely White or White-passing.
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Government Assistance for Private Wells in Lewiston
Participants in Lewiston had an even greater level of support for government

assistance programs for private wells than the full group.

Figure 17: Opinions on Government Assistance for Private Wells

in Lewiston vs. Full Group
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Differences in Little Falls, MN

The community partner in Little Falls was Little Falls Utilities. A representative from
Little Falls Utilities presented on the public water supply. There were 2 private well
owners at the event. Based on a visual assessment, the audience was entirely White or

White-passing.
Opinions on New State Standards in Little Falls

In Little Falls, 50% of respondents were opposed to Minnesota creating new state

standards for drinking water. In contrast, the full group was 63.6% in favor.

36



Figure 18: Opinions on New State Standards in Little Falls vs. Full Group
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Differences in Northfield, MN

The community partner in Northfield was Growing Up Healthy. The facilitation team
shared information about the public water supply, and a representative from Goodhue
Soil and Water Conservation District shared about private well testing. There were no
private well owners at the event. The audience was approximately two thirds Latine
Spanish-speakers and one third White English-speakers.

Language Accessibility in Northfield

When commenting on the Goals and Strategies list provided by MDH, a large
percentage of Northfield respondents shared that they could not understand the list
because it was not available in Spanish. This percentage was much higher than that of
the full group.

37



Figure 19: Goals and Strategies Responses in Northfield vs. Full Group

P Northfield, MN [} Full Group
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Differences in the Twin Cities Metro Area

The community partner in the Twin Cities Metro Area was the Environmental Justice
Coordinating Council. A representative from Saint Paul Regional Water Services
presented on the public water supply, and a PFAs expert from the University of St.
Thomas shared as well. There were no private well owners at the event. The audience

was almost entirely Black.
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Twin Cities Metro Area: The Most Important Thing for MDH to Know

The full group of respondents indicated that equity is the most important thing for
MDH to consider. In the Twin Cities Metro Area specifically, that sentiment was still
deemed most important, but at a higher percentage than the full group.

Figure 20: The Most Important Thing for MDH to Know
in the Twin Cities Metro Area vs. Full Group
B Twin Cities Metro Area
B Full Group
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Differences for Private Well Owners

Though neither survey asked participants to identify whether they owned or used a

private well, 26 participants self-identified as private well owners. The project team
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was able to separate these responses from the whole and complete a separate
analysis of the private well data. All 26 private well owners took the Drinking Water
Survey, while only 16 took the MDH Feedback Survey. Below is a brief summary of key
comparisons between private well owners and the full group of survey respondents.
Percentages were calculated based on the total number of participants who took each
survey.

Drinking Water Reasons for Private Well Owners

Among private well owners, the top reasons for obtaining drinking water in a certain
way were their location/where they live and having no other option. The full group of
respondents was not as beholden to location or limited options, as the top reason was
health and safety. (Note: not all participants answered this question.)

Figure 21: Drinking Water Reasons for Private Well Owners vs. Full Group
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Trust in Tap Water Among Private Well Owners
The percentage of participants who felt they could trust their tap water was lower

among private well owners than among the full group of survey respondents.
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Additionally, the percentages of the following categories were all higher among
private well owners than among the full group: yes, with a filter; mostly;
uncertain/sometimes; yes, only because it's tested; and no. (Note: not all participants

answered this question.)

Figure 22: Trust in Tap Water Among Private Well Owners vs. Full Group
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Private Well Owners and Agricultural Contaminants

Though the full group of respondents and the group of private well owners both
shared chemicals/contaminants/hardness as their top concern, the prevalence of
agricultural concerns was much higher among private well owners than the full group.
(Note: not all participants answered this question.)
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Figure 23: Tap Water Concerns Among Private Well Owners vs. Full Group
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Private Well Owners’ Opinions on State Standards

The percentage of private well owners who were in favor of new state standards was
lower than that of the full group. The percentage of private well owners who were
against new state standards was higher than that of the full group. (Note: not all
participants answered this question.)

Figure 24: Opinions on State Standards Among Private Well Owners vs. Full Group
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Opinions on Government Assistance for Private Wells Among Private
Well Owners

“Yes” was the most common answer among private well owners and the full group,
but the percentage of respondents who answered “no” was higher in the full group

than in the private wells group. (Note: not all participants answered this question.)

Figure 25: Opinions on Government Assistance for Private Wells

Among Private Well Owners vs. Full Group
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What Private Well Owners Want in the Next 10 Years

While maintaining and improving water quality and safety was the most important
issue to the full group of respondents, private well owners’ top issue was mitigating
and resolving agricultural concerns. The second most popular issue among the full
group was emphasizing and improving equitable access to drinking water, while
private well owners had a tie for second between 1) improving private well safety and

support and 2) being proactive and taking action with a sense of urgency.
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Figure 26: What Private Well Owners Want
in the Next 10 Years vs. Full Group
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Recommendations

As MDH moves forward with the 2024-2033 Drinking Water Action Plan and beyond,
it will be absolutely imperative to expand and improve community engagement efforts.

In order to increase geographic reach, demographic diversity, and event accessibility,

the timeline for such efforts should be longer. Additionally, it will be of utmost

importance to center the three community engagement principles outlined earlier in

this report: two-way learning, meeting people where they gather, and working in

partnership with the community.

44



When approaching two-way learning, engagement staff must value the input of
community members at a high level. The contributions of event attendees should bear
weight and influence outcomes. Local drinking water providers should be invited to
inform and learn. It is beneficial to have both a state and local presence at community
engagement sessions, so participants can 1) trust that their concerns are being heard
at the state level and 2) identify professionals in their immediate communities who can
act as resources in the future. However, it should be noted that state representatives
may not be the best choice for event facilitation, as their presence may decrease
candidness and comfort. Simply mentioning that the state is sponsoring the event

should be enough information for participants.

Meeting community members where they gather is key, particularly when trying to
increase accessibility and turnout. People are much more likely to attend an event if
they feel at ease in the space. For this reason, government buildings typically are not
ideal, as they can feel intimidating, sterile, and for some populations, potentially
unsafe. Instead, engagement staff should follow the lead of community partners, as
they can recommend spaces that are trusted by the community and easily accessible
by foot, car, bike, or public transit.

These community partners should also be compensated fairly with a larger stipend.
Working in partnership with a community means valuing the distinct talents and
insights they have to offer. Paying partners a larger amount would increase their
capacity for planning, providing more opportunities for facilitators to ask questions and
prepare for any necessary modifications. A heartier stipend would also show partners
that they are appreciated and respected.

Participant stipends should be handled with care as well. When it comes to
registration and distribution, remaining flexible will be essential. Compensation
methods need to be inclusive, which means accommodating participants without
known birth dates, participants who cannot write, and participants who do not wish to

share personal information for privacy reasons.

Ultimately, equity needs to become a core value in MDH’s community engagement

work. Community relationships need to be approached with a higher level of cultural
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sensitivity; the processes and wishes of tribal partners need to be observed and
respected; materials and meetings need to be accessible for speakers of all languages;
and communications need to be disseminated in ways that make sense for the
communities receiving them. For a more detailed discussion of these topics, reference

Appendix A on page 47.
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Appendix A

Lessons Learned

To expand upon the Rec e da section, below is a collection of key lessons

learned during the Drinking Water Action Plan community engagement process.

Communications

The results from the Drinking Water Survey communication preference questions
indicate that text and email will be the most efficient forms of communication for
sharing inf