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Public Notification Rule: 
Three Tiers

 Tier 1: Significant potential for serious adverse 
effect on human health as a result of short-term 
exposure

 Tier 2: Potential for serious adverse effect on 
human health

 Tier 3: Other violations or situations not included 
in Tier 1 or Tier 2
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Tier 1 Violation/Situation

 Significant potential for serious adverse effects on 
human health as a result of short term exposure
 Violation of MCL for coliforms (fecal or E.coli)
 Turbidity violation
 Waterborne disease outbreak
 Pressure loss
 Other situation determined by OHA

Public Notification – Boil, Do not Use, etc..
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Portland’s Water System
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Bull Run Service Area
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 Total service population 
of 935,000
- 566,000 retail
- 372,000 wholesale

 20 wholesale 
customers

 100 MGD average 
demand

 ~70 tanks
 ~180 pressure zones



Portland Water Bureau BWNs

• 2007: First localized BWN – pressure loss at 
services after tank pump failure

• Localized area – hand delivered
• 2009: Thanksgiving – E. Coli - first widespread 

BWN 
• 2010-2011: Several small BWNs due to pressure 

loss
• 2012: Summer – E. coli – widespread BWN
• November 2013 : Pressure loss to 570 Customers
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November 2009

• E. coli  has occasionally been detected,
15 times before November 2009.

• Had never had a repeat TC positive 
after an E. coli positive.
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Wednesday November 25th

• Routine sample collected from outlet of 
Reservoir 3

• Using Colilert 24
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Thanksgiving
Thursday November 26th

• Approximately 1:30pm  a sample from 
Reservoir 3 was reported as positive for 
E. coli. Fluorescence was weak, chlorine 
residual was 1.3  mg/L.

• DRC was notified Thursday afternoon. Due 
to the holiday, time of day and historical 
results, the decision was made to resample 
Friday, November 27th.
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Saturday November 29th

• Lab analyst “peeked” at the samples at 22 
hrs. 

• Repeat Reservoir 3 sample had indicated 
positive for total coliforms. 

• DRC activated the PWB 
Emergency Operations Center.
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Saturday November 29th (cont)

• 10:31 am results from the 
Reservoir 3 resample were 
confirmed positive for TC and E. 
coli. 

• The upstream and downstream 
were both negative for E. coli
and total coliforms.
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Saturday November 29th (cont)

• In consultation with OHA, it is confirmed 
that a BWN must be issued. 

• Positive sample location is upstream of 
the distribution system that serves:
– West side of Portland 
– Palatine Hill 
– Valley View 
– Burlington Water Districts
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Boil Water Notice Issued
• 4 pm Saturday November 28th, 

– Boil Water Notice to all affected customers

– 3 days after first sample was collected!

• This is the first widespread BWN issued 
by Portland. Affecting approximately 
50,00 customers.
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Boil Water Notice

• Press release issued to all local media. 
Included regulatory BWN 

• Posted on PWB and City website
• Press conference held with 

Administrator, County Health Officer 
and Mayor
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Boil Water Notice
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Boil Water Notice
• Multnomah County Health Department robo 

called restaurants in affected area. 
• PWB Called hospitals and universities.
• Staffed customer service call center.
• All bubblers in affected area are shut-off
• Contacted public gathering spaces: zoo, 

airport, train station, shopping malls
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Sunday November 30th

• 4 pm, the samples from Saturday were all 
negative. Boil Water Notice lifted:
– Issued problem corrected 

notice via press release to 
local media

– Press conference with Mayor, 
Commissioner, Administrator, 
County Health Officer

– Posted and issued via all 
methods used to distribute 
BWN.
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Sunday November 30th
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Lessons Learned: Positives

• PWB had guidelines
– Prepared regulatory templates

• Relationship with Health Officials
– OHA
– MCHD

• Notice issued in 6 hours (8 hours from peek)

• Restaurant Notification
– MCHD used new robo-call system

• Priority Population Notification
– Hospitals
– Universities
– Public spaces
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Lessons Learned: Shortfalls
• Repeat sampling – waited 24 hours

• Didn’t activate EOC until follow-up results were 
imminent

• Needed more staff trained on guidelines

• Messaging:
– Characterizing potential threat
– Media release templates
– Fact sheets
– Social media
– Maps
– Too many hands in the pot
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Lessons Learned: Shortfalls
• Communication:

– Coordination with wholesale systems
– External agencies – Parks, ODA
– Customer service: 

• Needed more staff
• Phone system
• Difficult questions

• Customer Communication:
– Who is affected? 
– Responding to questions

• Phones
• Social media
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Changes

• Open reservoirs taken off-line ASAP after a 
positive sample

• Changed to Colilert 18
• Inspect and replace sample lines
• Outlined needed changes
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Changes
• Set Goals

– EC+: Issue BWN 1 hour
– TC+: Issue BWN 4 hours
– Other (Pressure loss): Issue BWN 6 hours

• Revised Guidelines
– Factsheets
– Priority populations

• Checklists:
– TC+
– BWN
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Changes

• Communication
– Wholesalers
– Outside agencies

• Public Alerts
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Changes
• Mapping

– Google Maps
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Changes• Mapping
– Address look-up
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Changes

Did they work?

Lessons Learned From a Tier 1 Public Notice



July 2012

• Friday July 20th
– Received results of E. Coli positive

• Outlet Reservoir 3
• Sample collected Thursday July 19th

• Repeat samples collected

• Saturday July 21st
– Repeat downstream TC+

BOIL WATER NOTICE
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July 2012

• Portland Water Bureau West of the Willamette
• Six Wholesaler providers

– Burlington
– Lake Grove
– Palatine Hill
– Tigard
– Valley View
– West Slope
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July 2012

• BWN issued noon Saturday
– Took 4 hours

• Media release to all local outlets
• Press conference

– MCHD present
• Customer Service Center active
• FAQs on website and at call center
• Use of Public Alerts
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July 2012
• Priority Populations Notified

– Hospitals
– Public gathering areas
– Portland parks
– Sensitive users list
– Restaurants robo-called
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July 2012
• Maps

– Google Maps
– ARC View on web
– Address look-up

• Reduced calls

Lessons Learned From a Tier 1 Public Notice



Lessons Learned: Positives
– Revised guidelines
– Templates

• Media Release
• Regulatory Notice
• FAQs

– Issued faster – 4 hours
– Water Quality staff at customer service to 

answer new questions and update FAQs
– Continued relationship with county and state 

health officials
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Lessons Learned: Positives

– Checklists
• EC/TC+ for pre-event prep
• BWN – during event

– Better communication of affected area
• Less calls and confusion
• Used more tools:

– Social media
– Mapping products
– Priority population resources
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Lessons Learned: Shortfalls

– Staff Training
• New staff – PIO and Water Quality
• Key staff out of town

– Coordination with Wholesalers
• Communication was better
• Made initial assumptions on affected areas
• Knowledge affected wholesaler area

– Too many cooks in the kitchen
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Lessons Learned: Shortfalls

– Messaging
• Why did it take so long (48 hours)
• Why do we have to boil?
• Public Alerts - <33% success

– Mapping
• Alternate tools took time to activate
• Google maps
• Address look-up

– Translations
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Changes
• Checklists

– Split TC+ and EC+
• EC+ - assume a BWN will be issued

– Activate EOC after 1st result
– Report to EOC next day before repeat results

• Website Template

• Customer Coordination
– Better knowledge of large and critical users and 

wholesale systems/connections
– Improved communication
– Sample collection coordination with wholesalers
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Changes
• Streamline/improve affected area 

delineation
– Map templates

Continuous… 
• Revising Guidelines – living document

– Messaging:
• Coordinating with OHA and MCHD on templates:

– Media Release
– Notice
– FAQs
– Talking Points
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Take Home Thoughts

• Relationships: 
– Know your local health 

officer

– A strong working relationship with regulator 
makes process much easier

– Know your customers – wholesale systems, 
large users, vulnerable populations
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Take Home Thoughts
• Messaging: 

– Timely
– Know what works in your community:

• Traditional Media
• Social Media
• Door – to – Door
• Reverse 911

– Have templates ready
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Take Home Thoughts
• Maps: 

– By far the most common question:
• Am I affected?

– Detailed and accurate maps are key

• Develop SOPs and Guidelines

• Training:
– Regularly
– Often
– Back-up staff
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Take Home Thoughts

• Develop SOPs and Templates
– Regulatory Notices
– Media Release
– FAQs
– Phone messages
– Websites

• Borrow from Others
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Resources
• OHA Templates: 

– http://public.health.oregon.gov/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/
DRINKINGWATER/OPERATIONS/Pages/publicnotices.aspx

• EPA
– http://water.epa.gov/lawsregs/rulesregs/sdwa/publicnotification

/compliancehelp.cfm

• CDC/AWWA – Drinking Water Advisory 
Communication Toolbox

– http://www.cdc.gov/healthywater/emergency/drinking_water_
advisory/index.html
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Questions?

Scott Bradway 
Water Quality Information Program Manager 

Portland Water Bureau 
503-823-1951

scott.bradway@portlandoregon.gov


