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May 2016 — APA Water Working Group 

Introduction 

The American Planning Association conducted a wide-ranging survey about water issues 
with its members in February 2016.  The survey was comprehensive, comprising 75 
questions, with 17 responses that included write-in replies.  Respondents left 141 notes 
about water issues, and 228 respondents provided contact information to be included in 
future WWG updates. A total of 928 responses were received for the short form, and 
about 300 responses for the more in-depth questions.  The responses indicated a deep 
interest in water issues and planning, the need to become more involved, and the need 
for APA help in providing planning practitioners with greater support in expanding 
knowledge and skills about water.  

Who Responded? 

Most of those who responded are APA members (92%) and had a background in urban 
and regional planning.  They felt they were knowledgeable about water, with only 126 
indicating they were not. 

Half of those responding are planners in a public planning agency (54%) while 20% are in 
private practice. An additional 10% were split among non-profit organizations and water 
utilities. Educators, researchers and students formed 10%. Technical staff predominated 
(57%), although 40% are managers. They work in advance planning (55%), on project 
reviews (52%), and environmental planning (42%).  Work on regulations was cited by 
37%, utility infrastructure planning by 35%, and capital planning by 23%. Those who 
work in city and county agencies made up 65% of the total, 22% were from regional or 
state organizations, 5% work at the national level, while the remainder work at the 
watershed or river level, on Indian reservations, or other.  

Many of our survey respondents do not spend much time on the job on water issues 
although a hard core (11%) spend between 80 and 100% of their time working on water 
and an additional 20% spend between 20% and 80% of their time. Fifteen percent spend 
no time at all.  The rest (slightly over half of total responses) spend under 20% of their 
time on water issues.  

Those who work on water are involved in a range of issues:  stormwater management 
(76%), flood control (54%), wastewater and sanitary sewage (45%), water supply and 
drought management (40%).  Natural waterway restoration was mentioned by 36%, and 
natural aquatic ecosystem health by 31%.  Water pollution control activities were 
identified by 24%.  



APA Water Working Group 2 May 2016 

 
What are the locations and jurisdictions of our respondents? 
  
Respondents were equally split between wet and dry parts of the country.  All states but 
Delaware were represented. The intensity of the blue color is the average annual rainfall 
in the past five years (NOAA), and the size of the black dot indicates the number of 
survey responses. One can see a significant number of responses from typically wet 
states (many of which have been experiencing drought in recent years.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The jurisdictions of our respondents were predominantly urban. Over half were from 
metropolitan areas of one million inhabitants or more. Another 22% were from 
metropolitan areas over 250 thousand but under one million. 11% were from small 
metro areas, and 12% from non-metropolitan areas.   
 
Only 8% of planners work in a jurisdiction where all planning and utility functions are 
located within a single agency. However, 20% work in a jurisdiction where (a) planning is 
in one agency, and (b) the other three water service functions (supply, wastewater and 
stormwater) are combined in another agency.  
 
At the other end of the spectrum, 26% indicated that all three water service functions 
were provided by separate entities in their jurisdiction.  Another 33% indicated that 
although planning is a separate organization from the water utilities, some of the water 
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utility functions are combined. The remaining 12% were not clear about how the water 
utilities were organized.  

 
In the respondents’ jurisdictions, the provider for water supply, wastewater, and 
stormwater services was predominantly the city or the county. Water supply and 
stormwater scale activities occurred at the watershed level for only 11% and 17% of the 
respondents, respectively.  The city was the major agency for water supply (64%), 
wastewater (66%) and stormwater (75%).  
 
Finding # 1: Overall, respondents rated water issues as very important for the field of 
planning.  
 
Nationally, 80% of respondents rated water among the top ten issues planners face 
today and 11% rated it as the most important problem. Only five out of 928 answered 
that water was not important. Respondents ranked stormwater management (82%) and 
flooding (70%) as top concerns followed by adequate water supply (67%) and 
environmental water resource degradation (62%).  Concerns were also raised about 
climate change impacts, saltwater intrusion, equity issues, and financing, among others.  
 
Finding # 2:  Although planners deal with water utilities in the course of their work, 
they feel that comprehensive plans, and development regulations in the United States 
do not adequately address water issues; with a slightly more positive but still critical 
view of development project reviews. 
 
Most respondents (87%) indicated that they interact with staff from the water, 
wastewater and stormwater utilities in their work. These interactions were associated 
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with project reviews (62%), comprehensive plan preparation (54%), environmental or 
watershed planning (45%), and infrastructure planning (38%).  A smaller number cited 
financing (12%). In addition, 48% of the respondents answering the entire survey 
indicated that the local water supply agency is actively involved in the land use planning 
process for their jurisdiction, and 44% of those respondents felt the same way about the 
wastewater agency.    
 
However, despite this involvement more than half responded that neither 
comprehensive plans nor local development regulations adequately address water 
issues. Respondents were more positive about individual project reviews but only 40% 
thought that development projects were adequately reviewed with respect to water.  
 
Finding #3: Respondents overwhelmingly indicate that planners are not involved 
enough in water decisions, due to agency fragmentation and the press of other issues.  
Some mentioned the lack of knowledge by planners about water. 
 
Three quarters of those surveyed indicated that planners were not involved enough in 
water planning and decisions. Respondents do not think that planners work sufficiently 
with water management professionals such as those who are in charge of utility 
operations, engineers, architects, landscape architects and geographers (65%).  
 
Planners overwhelmingly indicate that there is inadequate coordination of utilities’ own 
infrastructure projects with local land use planners.  Two thirds (67%) indicated that 
planning for these infrastructure projects are not adequately coordinated with planning 
departments.  
 
The major obstacle to involvement of planners with water utility planning cited by 
respondents is the institutional separation of planning and water (86%). Respondents 
also acknowledged that many other issues compete for planners’ time (60%).  
 
Fragmentation of the water agencies themselves also plays a role said 56% of those 
surveyed, as well as lack of knowledge by planners about water (50%). Budget issues, 
lack of data, lack of leadership were cited by 20% or less of the respondents as major 
obstacles for involvement.  
 
Finding # 4:  Planners want to work more closely with water utilities and think this 
would be beneficial to the profession and their communities. 
 
Respondents strongly concur that there are benefits to planners from greater 
interaction with and understanding of the work of water professionals in other fields.  
Planners are also united in affirming that it would be helpful to work more closely with 
water professionals and water agencies.  
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Although most (80%) had not heard about One Water, which is an effort by the water 
utilities to integrate planning across the three principal water supply, wastewater and 
stormwater functions (sometimes referred to as Integrated Water Resource 
Management), 30% felt that One Water initiatives might improve involvement.  
 
Finding # 5: In jurisdictions from respondents who answered the full (detailed) survey 
(265 to 307), planning documents and activities are beginning to reflect water issues, 
some in sophisticated ways. 
 
Despite the concerns about inadequate coordination between water and planning 
agencies noted in the previous section, progress is being made at the local level.  
Individual initiatives with utilities in forward thinking communities has borne fruit, 
according to the smaller sample of respondents in the APA survey.  
 

• Comprehensive Plans. Almost 63% of the comprehensive plans in the 
communities of the respondents were completed in the past five years or are 
currently being updated. Of these, 76% contain provisions for flood plains design 
criteria, 72% for stormwater, and 68% for watershed protection.   
 
Smaller numbers of respondents indicated that plans in their jurisdiction contain 
provisions for water supply (58%), water quality of receiving water bodies (55%); 
and natural resource protection and restoration (52%). Septic tank provisions 
were included in 35%. A large number of states and regional entities provide 
some guidance on water management (52% and 46% respectively). 

 
• Newer water technologies such as water reuse by centralized facilities, and 

water reuse at the neighborhood level are part of 31% of the comprehensive 
plans in respondents’ jurisdictions, while provisions for the water–energy-waste 
nexus, and the food-water-energy nexus are still in their infancy.  However, it is 
encouraging that 16%, and 7% of the respondents from the detailed reply 
sample mentioned that their plans addressed these innovations.  

 
• Development regulations in local communities also show progress with respect 

to water management. 91% of the respondents in the smaller sample indicated 
that their regulations included provisions for stormwater, while 74% said that 
their regulations contain provisions for the protection of aquifers, surface waters 
and riparian areas. Over two-thirds (68%) noted that their regulations addressed 
the preservation of natural water systems.  
 
Green infrastructure regulations were mentioned by 60%, as well as water 
supply development regulations (56%), water conservation regulations (56%), 
and efficient use of water programs (50%). Again, the more recent advances in 
wastewater recycling/reuse technologies are starting to be considered and/or 
addressed in development regulations, with 25% reporting elements that 
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address the use of recycled water from a centralized wastewater treatment 
facility, 15% that address gray water reuse provisions, and 5% addressing 
blackwater reuse provisions.  

 
• Project Reviews. Although we did not get much detail on the nature and quality 

of the plan review process, 51% of those responding had been involved in 
processing a private sector development where water was an issue.  Stormwater 
was cited as the most frequent issue (76%), with water supply (58%), flooding 
(49%) and sanitary sewers (37%) also important. In addition, many reported that 
water conservation and reuse practice were typically part of new development 
projects in their jurisdiction.  

 
Finding # 6: Lack of knowledge about water resources was cited as an important factor 
limiting planners’ participation and effectiveness in water planning. Our respondents 
recommended a variety of resources to improve this situation.  
 
Beginning with, “whatever it is, make it fun!” followed up by “tailor it to local water 
issues” and “stay away from technical language,” those answering the survey had many 
suggestions about what APA could do to improve the practice of planning with respect 
to water.   
 
The top choice for 80% was having available planning practice guidance for integrating 
water resource management with planning, with 70% asking for case studies. Water law 
overviews for planning professionals were requested by 60%.  Almost half wanted 
science briefings.   
 
Another survey question inquired about the benefit of educational resources if make 
available for a range of topics.  Stormwater management law would be of great or 
moderate benefit to 76% of those responding, followed by information on climate 
change impacts on water resources and water utilities (72%).   
 
Information about surface water/groundwater interactions was cited by 68% and water 
supply and water infrastructure law by 67%.  Wastewater utility and water pollution law 
was 56%, followed by wastewater engineering and aquatic ecology (53% and 45%).  
 
Other suggestions are listed in the table below: 
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Content Areas Delivery Mechanisms 
• Explanations of water resource 

authorities and responsibilities 
• Relationships between federal, 

state, local water laws.  
• Research and data to help with 

modeling and projections 
• Ways to integrate 

transportation, land use and 
water planning 

•  Integration of water 
infrastructure with the built 
environment 

• How to get the politicians’ 
attention about water  

• How to advocate for 
policy/regulatory changes at the 
state level 

• Landscaping solutions for 
extended drought 

• Environmental restoration for 
hyper-salinity in freshwater 
systems 

• Agriculture and water   
 

• Example water planning 
ordinances  

• Presentations at local APA 
meetings/conferences  

• APA magazine articles 
• AICP credits for attending 

water/wastewater agency 
meetings  

• Courses for elected officials  
• News briefs from local 

jurisdictions about water 
resource issues  

• Alerts on pending water resource 
law and regulatory changes 

• Water and planning in college 
curriculums 

• Case study examples of best 
practices  

• Presentations on planning for 
water utility leaders 

• Webinars 
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