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Incident Notification
• Recall U.S. EPA requirements

o Each state that has primacy will align with U.S. EPA requirements

• Notification types

• Message mapping

• Notification partners

• Case study: North Santiam River, 2017



Recall U.S. EPA Requirements
• You must contact agency with primacy immediately 

when there is a boil water advisory

• U.S. EPA requirements:
o Tier 1: Acute, immediate and serious adverse affect on human health (within 24 

hours)

o Tier 2: Non-acute serious adverse affect on human health (within 30 days)

o Agency with primacy may determine Tier 1 notice is required

o Tier 3: Other violations (e.g. failure to monitor) (within a year)

Source: U.S. EPA Public Notification Rule: A Quick Reference Guide EPA 816-F-09-010 August 2009



Required Notification Elements
• Description of violation

• When the violation occurred

• Any potential adverse health affects, be specific

• The population at risk (e.g. infants, people with compromised immune systems)

• Whether alternate water supplies should be used (e.g. bottled water)

• Actions consumers should take, including when to seek medical help

• What the public water supplier (PWS) is doing to correct the violation

• When the PWS expects to return to compliance

• The name, business address, PWS number to learn more information

• Standard monitoring or standard distribution language

• Multilingual requirement for areas will high percentage of non-English speakers

Source: U.S. EPA Public Notification Rule: A Quick Reference Guide EPA 816-F-09-010 August 2009



Notification Types

Informational Boil Water Do Not Drink
Restricted Use

Do Not Use

Occasional Frequent Infrequent Rare

(lesser)                          Severity of the situation                          (greater)

Public requested to take immediate action

Source: Centers for Disease Control Drinking Water Advisory Toolkit Third Edition 2016



Informational Notice
• Failure to meet drinking water 

standards (non-acute) or 

administrative requirements (CCR)

• Build rapport with customers

• Emergency preparedness 

education

• Water conservation (non-

emergency)

Source: Regional Water Providers Consortium Facebook 

page accessed 01/29/2018



Boil Water Notice
• Used for potential or demonstrated 

microbial contamination
o Low/loss of pressure (OHA Scenario 1,2,3)

o Tier 1 microbial violation

o Natural disasters (e.g. flooding, hurricane, etc.)

o Vandalism

o Backflow incident that results in microbial 

contamination

• By far the most common type of 

notice
o Search engine for boil water notices on January 

29, 2018 results show active or recently lifted 

notices for more than 20 U.S.  jurisdictions from 

Ohio to Florida to Texas

o Boil Water Watch Facebook page (international)
Source: Montecito Water District website, interactive boil 

water map page accessed 01/29/2018



Do Not Drink Notice
• Used for potential or 

demonstrated contamination 

that could cause acute health 

effects:
o Nitrate/nitrite MCL violation

o Chemical overfeed into the water supply 

(but still safe for non-food purposes)

o Natural disasters (e.g. flooding, hurricane, 

etc.)

o Backflow incident that results in non-lethal 

chemical contamination (e.g. beer, wine)

Source: www.sonomacountyrecovers.org website sponsored 
by Sonoma County and City of Santa Rosa, accessed 
01/29/2018



Do Not Use Notice
• Use with caution due to risk 

associated with lack of sanitation:
o Microbial, chemical or radiological 

contamination with any contact is hazardous 

to public health

o Error in treatment leading to water with a high 

or low pH that could lead to chemical burns

o Backflow incident that could cause a physical 

hazard (e.g. compressed air)

• Typically water system stays 

pressurized
o Fire protection 

o Preserve system component integrity

Source: Huffington Post accessed 01/29/2018



Library of Water Incident Door 
Hangers

• Simple door hanger template

• Boil notice activation

• Do not drink activation

• Do not use activation

• Return to service

• Mobilize water station for 

emergency water distribution



Picture is Worth 1,000 Words



Idaho Templates
• Easy access webpage 

dashboard

• Boil water advisory
o Announcing advisory

o Certification that public notice has been 

issued

o Cancel advisory

• Quick link to EPA templates
o Boil water notice

o Do not drink notice (nitrates)

• Spanish translations

Source: www.deq.idaho.gov/water-quality/drinking-water/pws-switchboard/



Oregon Templates
• Microbiological (boil water)

• Chemical do not drink (nitrates)

• Operational problems

• Harmful algae blooms

• Problem corrected notice

• Link to U.S. EPA Resources

• Link to State of Washington
o Translations

• October 2017 new notice web form
o Replaces contact reports

o Directly enters into searchable database

Source:www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/D

RINKINGWATER/OPERATIONS/Pages/publicnotices.aspx      

Source: Advisories, the Web Form, and You, Kari Salis, P.E., 
Oregon Health Authority Drinking Water Services, October 17, 
2017



Oregon Data Online: Water 
Advisories

Source: Your water.oregon.gov [select “Water Advisories” from the copious hyperlinked menu



Washington Templates
• The most complete coliform advisory 

packet available in PNWS

• The most complete nitrate advisory 

packet in the PNWS

• Backflow incident notification

• Basic phrases translated into 28 

languages
o Boil water

o Do  not drink

o Important drinking water notice, ask someone to 

translate for you

Source:www.doh.wa.gov/CommunityandEnvironment/DrinkingWater/DrinkingWate

rEmergencies/EmergencyPublicationsforWaterSystems



Washington Active Alerts



Recent Alerts in Washington State



Principles of Message Mapping
• Limit number of key messages using as few words as possible (nine second 

sound-bite or 27 words)
o Should work as a stand alone message (because that is what is often used in the media)

• 6 – 8 grade reading level (no matter the education level of the reader, the 
stress of an emergency causes confusion so the lower grade level the better)
o Hemmingway Editor and Word scores OHA & EPA templates at grade 9+)

• Most important message first and last in a list

• Cite credible 3rd party sources

• Provide caring and compassionate context, personal stories as appropriate

• Develop graphics and visual aids (infographics)

• Avoid use of absolutes (no, not, never, always)

• Tell me, tell me more, tell me again

• Provide support information that addresses outrage and fear factors



Sample Boil Water Message Map

Source: Centers for Disease Control Drinking Water 
Advisory Toolkit Third Edition October 2016

Source: Boil Water Watch Facebook page 01/29/2018



CDC Water Advisory Toolbox 2016
• Previous toolbox versions were 

exclusively about boil water notices

• 2016 version updated to include do 
not drink and algae bloom notice
o Frequently asked questions are provided, to be 

used for developing messaging

• Still no advice or support for do not 
use notice (very rare)

• No advice or support for water 
source notice other than algae 
blooms (e.g. spill, wildfire)

• U.S. EPA public notice requirements 
apply to all types of drinking water 
quality notices



Water Source Notification
• Spill that reaches surface water:

o Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (spill reporting requirement, oversees clean-up)

o Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife (if fish or animals could be affected)

o Oregon Department of Transportation (if spill takes place on a highway)

• Wildfire in your watershed:
o Wildfire Incident Command

o County Emergency Manager

o Oregon Department of Forestry

o Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife

o U.S. Forest Service

• The water utility is responsible for customer notification about water 
quality as defined by U.S. EPA and Oregon Administrative Rules
o If water quality is not affected, there is no requirement to notify and no specific timeline

o The utility can issue notification even if not required (recall the informational notice to build rapport 
with customers)



Notification/Response is a 
Shared Responsibility

• Though water utilities are required to notify, don’t go it alone!

• All incidents:
o County health department is required by the Oregon Health Authority to monitor and advise  

businesses that serve the public during a water quality emergency (e.g. restaurants, health care 
facilities)

• Incidents affecting a large population:
o Emergency managers are required by FEMA to be the gatekeeper for FEMA reimbursable funds, so 

should be in the loop regarding water utility response and notification 

• Incidents affecting populations across jurisdictions:
o Joint Information Center is required by Incident Command Protocol to coordinate notifications, so 

should be in the loop regarding the response and notification conducted by each water utility

• Share responsibility but maintain your role as drinking water expert



Notification/Response Partners
• Oregon Health Authority

• County health department(s)

• Neighboring utilities

• Utilities that share a water supply/watershed

• Emergency managers (counties, cities)

• Emergency responders (fire, police, hospital)

• Subject matter experts (e.g. wildfire responders, chemical spill 

responders, testing laboratories)

• Major customers



Be Informed, Make A Plan, Build A Kit



Collaborate With Partners
• Reach out to 

notification/response partners

• Include partners in message 
development
o Unified messaging

o Build trust and expertise

• Rely on partners to share 
notification received from the 
water utility
o Learn about each partner’s network

o Utilize the communication tools available to 
each partner

• Conduct joint exercises



Case Study: North Santiam River
• Gas tanker truck crash closed a 

portion of OR Highway 22

• Crash occurred late on Friday 

evening December 15, 2017

• Media reports that gas was seen 

in the river, booms deployed

• Santiam River is a water source 

for several utilities 
o DEQ completed water and air sampling at 

utility intakes by Sunday

o Results showed no gasoline



North Santiam Incident Notification
• Incident required to be reported 

to Oregon Emergency Response 
System (OERS) within 24 hours

• OERS Notifies DEQ and OHA

• OHA Notifies water utilities
o DEQ may coordinate directly with water 

utilities

• Utility specific response (not 
directed by OHA)

• If public notice issued, it will be 
posted online by the utility (new 
in October 2017)



Utility Specific Response
• December 16 City of Salem  

switched to back up 

groundwater and reservoirs
o “There was not an immediate concern of 

threat. I believe they made the decision to 

ease public concern. We have days and 

days of supply outside of the river…”

o Rescinded December 19

• December 18 City of Stayton 

switched to city well water
o Asks for conservation measures

o Still posted, not rescinded online



Timing Issues
• Accident occurred shortly after 

11:00 p.m.

• OERS on a list of emergency 
numbers
o Required notice within 24 hours

• OHA notified in the middle of the 
weekend
o Who is on call?

• Utility notified in the middle of 
the weekend
o OHA only has one utility contact number

• News stories dated mid-day 
Saturday December 16



Recall: No Requirement to Notify
• OHA requires notification only 

when the water supply does not 

meet Safe Drinking Water Act

• North Santiam River Incident did 

not affect drinking water quality

• Recall: The utility can issue 

notification even if not required 

(recall the informational notice 

to build rapport with customers)

• If it is in the news, best to tell your 

own story



Case Study: Eugene, OR
• Boil water notice door hangers issues 

early morning to a very limited area
o Not usually newsworthy

• The morning news reader for a 

television station received one of the 

door hangers

• The news reader then announced 

on the morning news that a boil 

water notice had been issued

• Many calls!



Case Study: Troy, NY
• Clear communication helped 

accurate media coverage
o Caused by loss of pressure

o What the utility was doing about it

o When test results were expected

• Media did not include EPA 
required notice information 
even though the press release 
provided the information
o Symptoms

o Risk population

• Clear notice of rescinded notice 
on the website

Source: TimesUnion (Troy NY) Troy issues boil water 
advisory October 17, 2017 accessed 02/26/2018



Notification Considerations
• Once you have created the 

messaging, should it be out 

there all the time?
o Website

o Fact sheets

• Social media channels can be 

timely, but  have a limited 

audience

• Keep contact lists updated



Do’s and don’ts of notification
• Do’s

o Principles of message mapping

o Notification intervals

o Assign one and only one spokesperson, preferably media trained

o Manage the media

o Notify when the unsafe condition is resolved

• Don’ts
o No comment is never acceptable, but the comment should come from the Public Information Officer

o Consent to a media interview without prepared messaging, then do stick to the message

o Ignore crisis recovery, share lessons learned & urge customers to take action (It ain’t over, ‘til it’s 

over…and even then it might not be over)



Common Notification Errors
• Before

o Failure to send a message on time or at all

o Solution: Maintain internal and external incident contact and on-call list

• During
o Incorrectly composing message

o Solution: Develop EPA compliant templates, review/update templates at least annually

o Mistakes in messaging, perhaps due to inadequate template

o Solution: Correct the mistake in a timely manner (we all make mistakes sometimes)

• After
o Not rescinding the notice

o Solution: Include rescinding in the demobilization checklist



Common Notification Feedback
• You should have sent a notification…

• You should have sent it quicker…

• You didn’t include enough information…

• You send to many notifications…

• I don’t know what I am supposed to do with this information…

• I already got this from the news…



Notification bottom line
• By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail

• Educate your Public Information Officer if not a water utility expert
o Make sure the PIO knows OHA requirements

o Use backflow and other case studies to create a teachable moment

• Make a written plan if you can

• Keep your media costume in your office
o Tie and clean shirt

o Utility branded jacket or polo shirt

o This is not a joke!



Thank you!
Any questions?


