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What is access and accessibility?

The Portland Water Bureau’s 

mission 

is to serve excellent water every 

minute 

of every day.

The Portland Water Bureau’s 

mission is to serve excellent 

water every minute of every day.
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Today’s focus

Addressing barriers in 
digital communications

Webpages Social media

Webforms PDFs
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Meet the Portland Water Bureau
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Water System
• 187,000 connections
• 19 wholesale systems
• 101 million gallons per day

Portland Demographics
• 20% speak language other 

than English at home
• 13% of people live with a 

disability



Meet our accessibility 
practitioners 

Business Services

Engineering Services

Resource Protection

Finance

Customer Service

Maintenance & Construction

Operations
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Why engage in accessibility 
work?

Federal & state 
requirements

Local 
policies

Personal 
commitments
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Who benefits from digital accessibility 
work?

� Speaks English

� Reads by sight

� On a computer

� Higher reading 
comprehension

Assumed 
default user

� Multilingual people

� Screen reader users

� d/Deaf and hard of 
hearing community

� On a mobile device

� People with learning or 
intellectual disabilities

Creates barriers for

� Translations

� Formatting with headers

� American Sign Language 
videos

� Content in website, not 
PDF

� Plain language

Tools to address 
barriers

Everyone
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Accessibility stories 
from Portland

Story 1: Build as you go
Story 2: Community engagement is essential
Story 3: Invest time now for benefit later
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Story: Build as you go

Creating an accessible Drinking Water Quality 
Report
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Portland’s water quality report
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Addressing web access: before
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Addressing web access: now
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Improving mailed outreach
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Story: Community 
engagement is essential

Learn from Portland’s water leak repair program
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We fix leaks for homeowners 
with low-incomes
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Portland’s Water Leak Repair Program
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Languages spoken by leak repair 
participants
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Program participation and 
institutional barriers
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Story: Invest time 
now to save time later

Preparing for a boil water notice

Portland Water Bureau  |  Improving disability and language access  |  2023 PNWS Conference



Emergency events = communication events

Open reservoirs until 2015

E. coli boil water notices:
• 2009: issued in 8 hr
• 2012: issued in 6 hr
• 2014: issued in 2 hr

Inclusive communications 
require intention
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Boil prep: policies and procedures
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Understand 
public 

notification 
drinking water 

rules

Align with City 
of Portland 
guidance

Create water 
system policies 

to fill gaps

Determine 
staffing and 

roles



Boil prep: communications
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Boil prep: press conference
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Interpreters

Hybrid

Captioning



Other PWB/city work and gaps
• Language Glossary
• Translation “library”
• Multilingual brochures and mailers 
• Utility Language Access Working 

Group
• Multilingual Phone Tree
• Emergency Communications
• Field staff support
• Water 101 

• Digital Accessibility Team 

• Multilingual water shortage 
communications planning

• Community Engagement Liaisons – 
Language and disability focus

• City-wide price agreements for 
accessibility review and remediation 
(cooperative language –others can 
use this too!)
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So you want to start!

Google 
things

Start small

Keep going
You will get 

things wrong
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The City of Portland is committed to providing meaningful access. 
To request translation, interpretation, modifications, accommodations, 
or other auxiliary aids or services, contact 503-823-7770, Relay: 711.
Traducción e Interpretación  |  Biên Dịch và Thông Dịch  |  口笔译服务
अनुवादन तथा व्याख्या  |  Устный и письменный перевод
Turjumaad iyo Fasiraad  |  Письмовий і усний переклад 
Traducere și interpretariat  |  Chiaku me Awewen Kapas
Translation and Interpretation: 503-823-7770  |  portland.gov/water/access

Thank you

Sarah Messier
Water Quality Information Coordinator
Sarah.Messier@PortlandOregon.gov
Portland.gov/water
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