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“High quality water is more than the dream of the conservationists, more than a political slogan; 
high quality water, in the right quantity at the right place at the right time, is essential to health, 
recreation, and economic growth.” 
- Edmund S. Muskie, U.S. Senator, 1966 

 
 
 
 

Abstract: 
 

 Every day New York City receives 1068.7 million gallons of water from the New York 
City water supply watershed located in five counties in upstate New York.  New York City’s 
attempts to protect source water quality have often been controversial as residents of upstate 
New York often take an unfavorable view of regulations and other programs implemented by 
New York City. This study explores partnership programs between New York City and upstate 
groups as well as public participation programs in which government or non-government entities 
attempt to engage the public on controversial environmental issues.  Thirteen people representing 
eleven organizations were interviewed to investigate important factors for partnership success.  
The interviews were conducted with stakeholders of divergent perspectives including the 
supervisor of a small town in Upstate New York, representatives of New York City, New York 
State, and upstate counties as well as non-profit groups. All interviewees were asked the same set 
of seven questions and their comments were tape-recorded and transcribed.  After transcription 
the data were analyzed to look for commonalities in responses. The eight themes identified from 
analysis of the transcripts were: 1) the importance of history, 2) local culture and property rights, 
3) trust, 4) adequate funding and staff resources, 5) effective communication, 6) local bottom-up 
leadership 7) public support, and 8) enforcement mechanisms. Three of the themes: history, local 
culture and enforcement mechanisms, have been relatively overlooked in the extensive literature 
on public participation and watershed partnerships. Five of the themes, e.g., trust, funding, 
communication, local leadership and public support were supported by the literature. The themes 
that were supported by the literature were analyzed for how they specifically applied within the 
New York City watershed. History and local culture, which have not been previously identified, 
have been critical within the New York City watershed. It is likely that these same factors are 
playing a critical role in other watersheds and future programs may benefit from conducting 
analyses to assess these factors.  
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1. Introduction: 

Since the late 1980’s, there has been a gradual shift in water and land management away 

from a top-down approach to more participatory decision-making process with an emphasis on 

community involvement (Walesh 1999). This has even been recognized at the federal level with 

the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) now encouraging decision-makers 

and local residents to undertake watershed collaborations (O’Neil, 2005). The move to a more 

participatory water management approach is reflected in this statement by Stuart G. Walesh, an 

expert on participatory water management, “A water resources or design effort that fails to 

include a public interaction program plans to fail (Walesh 1999).”  

The New York City water supply watershed west of Hudson River system is located in 

seven counties in the Catskill Mountains of upstate New York and supplies 1068.7 million 

gallons of water per day to 9 million people (New York City 2008). The New York City water 

supply watershed is a case study of the importance of public participation. Public support is 

especially important in this region because New York City does not filter its water and actions by 

any of the 72,000 people living in the west of Hudson section of the watershed region have the 

potential to jeopardize New York City’s water supply through nonpoint source pollution. 

Nonpoint source pollution is pollution that comes from multiple small sources across the 

landscape such as individual farms. Since it is difficult to monitor and enforce a regulatory-based 

approach to reduce nonpoint source pollution, it is especially important to engage community 

members and other stakeholders so they willingly reduce pollution where they have personal 

control (Porter 2006).  

In 1989, the EPA brought a new sense of urgency to the efforts to prevent nonpoint 

source pollution, by establishing the Surface Water Treatment Rule requiring municipalities to 
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filter their water to protect public health from pathogens such as Cryptosporidiosis, Giardiasis 

and viruses, unless the municipality could prove that they were adequately protecting water 

quality. Filtering all of the water in the New York City municipal water system would cost the 

city of New York $8 billion for design and construction and then $300 million annually in 

operating expenses, according to an estimate made in 2000 (Pires 2004). Consequently, New 

York City has been applying for and receiving filtration avoidance determinations (FAD) from 

the EPA since 1993. Filtration avoidance determinations are waivers from the EPA stating that 

filtration is not needed based on adequate water quality and sufficient evidence of protections 

from nonpoint source pollution. In an effort to receive filtration avoidance determinations, New 

York City began an aggressive series of watershed protection measures designed to protect water 

quality. These measures met with resistance from communities in the watershed region in upstate 

New York. The resistance culminated in 1991, with a lawsuit by The Coalition of Watershed 

Towns against New York City on the grounds that New York City’s use of eminent domain to 

protect the watershed violated the residents’ constitutionally protected rights to not have their 

property taken without just compensation (Pires 2004).     

  In January 1997, a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) was signed by New York City, 

New York State, the EPA, 73 local municipalities, eight counties in the watershed and five 

environmental organizations to encourage community support for clean water and to help people 

living in the watershed communities to mitigate pollution and protect water quality.  The MOA 

provided a framework for the development of public participation programs in the New York 

City watershed establishing several partnership and participation programs, including the 

Watershed Protection and Partnership Council and the Catskill Watershed Corporation, among 

others. 
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This study evaluated partnerships in the New York City water supply watershed. It used a 

qualitative methodology evaluating New York City watershed partnership programs through 

interviews with a diverse set of stakeholders including perspectives from New York City 

government, watershed county governments, a watershed town government, and non-profit 

groups. The results of the interviews were analyzed to determine what has been successful and 

what has been unsuccessful for partnership success in the New York City watershed, and to 

identify significant themes in response to interview questions. This analysis is built on principles 

of successful partnerships and effective methods of public participation that have been identified 

in an emerging body of literature on this topic. 

Within this framework, recent research at Cornell University has identified a relevant 

watershed process and a best management practice that will help New York City to better obtain 

its goal of protecting water quality. Specifically, this research shows that changing roadside ditch 

management will reduce flooding and the movement of sediment and other contaminants 

downstream to drinking water reservoirs. However, public participation is critical for success in 

obtaining the necessary support to implement a ditch management program. In order to design a 

successful outreach program for the roadside ditch project, it will be most efficacious to first 

identify what has worked and what has not worked in other public participation programs in the 

New York City watershed.  
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2. Literature Review: 

            The literature review is divided into two sections: discussion of general theories of public 

participation, and the case of the New York City water supply watershed. The section on public 

participation discusses the benefits of public participation, the growth of watershed 

organizations, theoretical frameworks to evaluate public participation and quantitative analyses 

of reasons for the success or failure of actual watershed organizations. It concludes with a set of 

themes summarizing the findings from the literature. For the purposes of this study, public 

participation includes any action by a governmental or non-governmental agency that involves 

public interaction, elicitation of public input, or that attempts to convince residents to adopt 

certain practices. The section on the New York City water supply watershed summarizes the 

history of conflict and compromise as well as the relationship between economic development 

and environmental protection in the New York City watershed.  

 

Why is public participation important?  

            Before exploring the successes and failures of public participation it is important to 

identify why public participation is important (Table 1). Stuart Walesh notes the significance of 

public participation claiming that, “a public interaction program or lack thereof, is often the sole 

or a major reason for the failure to implement a water program (Walesh 1999).” There are 

several potential goals of any public participation program including gaining public support for 

projects, motivating behavior change, as well as gaining public input that will improve 

projects. Participation is a complement to, not a replacement for technical skill and political 

representation (Fung 2006).  

There are many benefits to public participation in the water arena (Table 2). Public 
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participation programs gather support for various types of programs in order to increase 

acceptance and implementation of best management practices as well as enhancing localized 

monitoring. Additionally, public participation can facilitate incorporation of local knowledge 

into project design. Using knowledge from multiple segments of society helps to generate more  

Table 1: Goals of public participation  
Conflict resolution 

Gaining support for projects  

Behavior change/ adoption of practices  

Gaining input from citizens  

   

Table 2: Benefits of public participation 
   

Helps to avoid costly litigation 
  

Necessary for compliance with federal regulations 
  

Generates better projects through inclusion of ideas from the general public  
  

Increases landholder skills and knowledge base  
  

Increases awareness of issues  
  

Increases adoption of best management practices  
  

Necessary since it is impossible to stop pollution through police power alone 
  

 

technically sound policies, projects and plans (Curtis and Lockwood 2000). Public interaction 

can lead to useful information such as local recollections, diaries or photographs, local ideas for 

solutions, as well as access to data and reports from local government agencies (Walesh 1999). 

In situations of conflict, group processes have helped resolve conflicts by enabling participants to 

8 
 



discuss opposing views and develop management plans in a reasonable fashion. This has 

increased social capital through improved social cohesions. From a legal perspective, a good 

public participation program can enhance communication and build consensus, and thereby help 

to avoid costly delays or cancellations of projects due to lawsuits (Manring 1998). It also 

provides a mechanism for State or Federal Agencies to comply with regulations mandating 

public participation programs (Walesh 1999).  

Depending on the type of program, community participation can increase awareness of 

issues or enhance landholder skills and knowledge. Increasing skills and knowledge can 

contribute to increased adoption of best management practices (Curtis and Lockwood 2000). 

Predicting landowner behavior is difficult and the evidence supporting an assumption of 

economic rationality in land management behaviors is inadequate. Instead of economic 

rationality, individual often make idiosyncratic choices influenced by perceptions, beliefs, 

emotions and other factors (Nowak and Cabot 2004).  A public participation program could 

clarify misconceptions which could help resolve emotional issues and make adoption of best 

management practices more likely. Increasing adoption of best management practices is often 

critical to protecting water quality (Curtis and Lockwood 2000).  

 

Public Participation Theory:  

Watershed organizations are an important aspect of the move towards locally-based 

control of water resources and are a common system for studying public participation. Leach and 

Pelkey (2001) define these watershed partnerships as “assemblies of stakeholders who 

periodically convene to discuss or negotiate the management of streams, rivers, or watersheds”. 

These organizations are becoming increasingly important as venues for public opinion and have 
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been rapidly increasing in number since 1990  (Low and Randhir 2005)  These watershed 

organizations signify a trend from traditional top-down decision-making to a more participatory 

style of decision-making (Clark et al. 2005). They are also significant because memberships 

frequently comprise individuals from the general public and the private sector of the economy, as 

well as individuals affiliated with government agencies (Clark et al. 2005).  

Theoretical approaches to understanding collaborative management are useful in 

establishing multiple frameworks to analyze watershed partnerships. The framework developed 

by Archon Fung (2006) can be applied to any partnership or participation program from urban 

housing to control of natural resource management. Fung’s theory states that mechanisms of 

participation vary along three important dimensions: who participates, how participants 

communicate with one another and make decisions together, and how discussions are linked with 

policy or public action (Fung 2006).  

            Cooper et al. (2006) develop another relevant theoretical framework using a historical 

approach to identify seven variables that need to be maximized in order to achieve well-

functioning, citizen-centered, collaborative management. These variables are collaborative 

public management, government trust in citizens, citizen efficacy, citizen trust in government, 

citizen competence, government responsiveness, and government legitimacy. Cooper et al. 

(2006) conclude that deliberative approaches to engagement which include dialogue among 

different types of people, joint action, and shared responsibility for outcomes across sectors of 

society, classes of people and types of individuals, have the greatest probability of success, 

because deliberative methods are most likely to build citizen efficacy, citizen trust in 

government, and citizen competence.  

Leach (2006) developed another relevant theoretical framework by analyzing a random 

10 
 



sample of 76 watershed partnerships in California and Washington States using seven practical 

democratic ideals as a basis to evaluate the success of collaborative processes. The ideals are 

inclusiveness, representativeness, impartiality, transparency, deliberativeness, lawfulness, and 

empowerment (Table 3, Leach 2006). These ideals can be applied to watershed organizations to 

evaluate how well programs meet these practical ideals. 

 

Table 3: Seven critical elements for the success of watershed partnerships 

                (Leach 2006)  

Inclusiveness  Places few formal restrictions on 
participation.  

Representativeness  
   

Ensures that the interests of all  
affected individuals are effectively 
advocated, either in person or through 
proxies.  

Impartiality  Treats all parties equally.  
Transparency  
   

Governs itself through clear and  
public rules.  

Deliberativeness  
   

Allows participants to brainstorm, critically 
examine each other’s arguments, identify 
common interests, and build a base of 
shared knowledge and social capital.  

Lawfulness  
   

Upholds all existing statutes and 
regulations.  

Empowerment  Enables participants to influence policy 
outcomes.     

             

Curtis and Lockwood (2000) identify seven important elements of successful state-

sponsored, community participation projects. These elements include: articulating and 

communicating separate roles for community groups and regional planning bodies, linking local 

community groups and regional planning bodies in ways that empower local communities, 

facilitating effective regional planning, ensuring accountability to national stakeholders, 

developing rigorous and transparent cost sharing principles that can be used to allocate public 
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money for work on private land where there are community benefits, development of an agency 

culture that supports community participation, creating robust, healthy community agency 

partnerships, acknowledging the importance of professional management of volunteer programs 

and identifying flexible policy packages to accommodate the diversity of landholders’ 

circumstances and motivations. These elements can be used to identify successful and 

unsuccessful state-sponsored participation programs (Curtis and Lockwood 2000). These four 

systems are basically very similar in their elements but vary in whether they frame them in terms 

of abstract concepts or logistical guidelines.  

            The next major finding from these studies focuses on what strategies work best to engage 

stakeholders and encourage public participation. In an influential paper, Walesh (1999) defines 

three objectives for any interaction program regardless of the specific goals. The objectives are 

earning the publics trust, gathering supplemental data and information pertinent to the water 

management effort, and building a base of support for rapid plan implementation. Walesh (1999) 

also stresses the importance of a carefully designed set of programs and events in order to obtain 

public input and gather support. He suggests twelve venues for interacting with the public 

including: advisory committees, public meetings, contacts with engineering firms, land 

developers, and professional societies, meetings and direct contacts, presentations to service 

clubs and other community groups, field reconnaissance, school programs, guided and self-

guided tours, briefings for newly-appointed or elected public officials, workshops, electronic-

based access and input, clean-up projects, and negotiated conflict resolution among contending 

interests (Walesh 1999). Walesh analyzes the research to determine when each of the twelve 

different venues would be the most effective.  

In addition to the theoretical research, there have been several empirical reviews of 
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watershed partnerships to determine what has actually been important to successful partnerships. 

Leach and Pelkey (2001) conducted an empirical review of thirty-seven studies of watershed 

partnerships to identify the most important reasons for the success of watershed partnerships. 

They examined what the authors identified as keys for success. Themes that arose from this 

empirical analysis as determinants of successful watershed partnerships include: adequate 

funding, effective leadership, membership rules, decision making rules, consensus-based 

decision making, formal enforcement mechanisms, local leadership, adequate scientific 

information, effective communication, and mutual trust. For some of these characteristics, 

success was identified in multiple ways. For example formal enforcement mechanisms were 

cited by three studies as a determinant for partnerships, while three other studies concluded that 

advisory power was adequate. Nevertheless the analysis of watershed partnership success will be 

useful in evaluating watershed partnerships (Leach and Pelkey 2001).  

Low and Randhir (2005) conducted a quantitative study surveying 136 watershed 

organizations to determine the reasons for success of watershed partnerships. They found that 39 

percent of organizations had excellent to good levels of participation. However, 61 percent of 

organizations reported little or no public participation in their day-to-day activities. Even though 

public input was included in 81 percent of the organizations during the development of the 

organizations, continued public participation appeared to be weak (Low and Randhir 2005). 

These researchers also found that other problems facing watershed organizations include lack of 

scientific information, pressures due to urbanization, and pressures due to development (Low and 

Randhir 2005). They recommend strategies for effective organization, including watershed-based 

management, information processing, biodiversity protection, collaboration, and public 

participation (Low and Randhir 2005).   
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This analysis of the published literature reveals several themes for successful partnerships 

that are expressed consistently, in one form or another, throughout the literature. Since there are 

more potential evaluative criteria than can possibly be analyzed in one paper it is useful to divide 

the criteria into themes. The theme of “representativeness” includes membership rules, who 

chooses to participate, as well as power dynamics during participation sessions. “Empowerment” 

includes whether public input is included in decision-making as well as documentation of an 

increase in landowner skills, and responsiveness to citizen demands. “Leadership and 

communication” includes effective leadership, appropriate venues, government trust in citizens, 

clear delineation of roles between the public and government and an agency culture that supports 

community participation. “Knowledge and funding” includes simply enough adequate funding 

and adequate knowledge but without these two important aspects, a partnership can not be 

effective. “Public support” includes everything from adoption of best management practices to 

public support for government or other programs.  

 

Table 4: Topical themes for evaluating the success of watershed partnerships 

     Representativeness

     Empowerment 

     Leadership and communication 

     Adequate knowledge and funding 

     Public support 

 

 Despite all of this quantitative research, finding ways to actively engage the public is 

challenging. The results indicate that there is, “no strong set of predictors of participation, 
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despite numerous analyses that have examined various combinations of indicators.” 

Understanding why certain people participate in resource management programs, and adopt best 

management practices and others refuse to participate is a variable situation despite extensive 

research (Nowak and Cabot 2004).  

15 
 



New York City Water Supply Watershed:   

New York City Water Supply Watershed: geography, demographics and history.  

The New York City urban water-supply system is one of the most successful for a large city in 

the United States, supplying more than 9 million people with 1068.7 million gallons of high 

quality water per day (New York City 2008). Fifty percent (50%) of New York City’s water 

comes from the Delaware River Watershed and forty percent (40%) comes from the Catskills 

region (Blaine et al. 2006). The remaining ten percent (10%) comes from the Croton watershed 

which is east of the Hudson River and goes through a filtration process before being sent to New 

York City. The entire system contains eighteen collecting reservoirs and three controlled lakes, 

spread out over a 1,969-square mile watershed in nine counties (Galusha 1999).  

In 1989, The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) issued the Surface Water 

Treatment Rule (SWTR) which forced the City of New York to adjust its water-supply system. 

The rule required, “all unfiltered public water-supply systems either to provide filtration or to 

comply with a stringent set of water-quality, operational, and watershed-control standards 

(Blaine et al. 2006).” The City of New York originally estimated that filtration systems would 

cost approximately $8 Billion to install and then $300 Million annually to maintain (Platt et al. 

2006). Faced with a choice between expensive filtration processes and attempting to protect the 

watershed from pollution, City officials chose to secure the watershed. In 1992, a panel 

appointed by the EPA concluded that the water quality criteria were met marginally but that the 

requirements of watershed control were not. The panel concluded that both watershed protection 

and filtration were necessary for the water supply of New York City. Despite the Panel’s 

recommendation, in 1993, the EPA granted New York City a Filtration Avoidance 

Determination based on New York City’s argument that its watershed protection programs were 
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satisfactory for protecting the health of New York City residents (Okun et al.1997).”   

Due to the Surface Water Treatment Rule and an effort to avoid filtration, in 1989 the 

New York City Department of Environmental Protection issued a set of rules for farmers, 

homeowners and businesses. These rules sparked enormous resentment in the watershed 

communities. Local officials insisted that the new regulations would “destroy the character of 

their communities” and further erode the region’s vulnerable economy by imposing severe 

restrictions on residential, agricultural, and industrial land use (Blaine et al. 2006).   

Needing an agreement between major stakeholders, many of whom had competing 

interests, negotiations were initiated to create a compromise solution. In 1997, the governor of 

New York, the mayor of New York City, and other parties to the agreement, including the 

Coalition of Watershed Towns, twelve villages in the watershed, and a consortium of 

environmental groups, signed the New York City Watershed Memorandum of Agreement 

(MOA). The agreement requires New York City to invest about $1.5 billion in upgrading 

wastewater treatment, stormwater management, and environmentally benign development. 

Additionally, the MOA requires the city to purchase land, in order to protect the land from 

development and to provide a buffer to protect water quality (Porter 2006).   

    

  Relationship between economic development and water quality:  

The relationship between economic development and water quality is an important theme 

in the New York City watershed. One example of the inherent conflict between economic 

development and water quality is that there are four hundred dairy farms with forty-thousand 

head of cattle in the watershed area. Cryptosporidium, a protozoan parasite, can contaminate the 

water supply from cow feces. Negotiating a balance between economic production through dairy 
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farming and keeping the water free from Cryptosporidium is one example of the difficulty in 

finding a balance between watershed protection and the economic prosperity of dairy farmers in 

the watershed region (Okun et al.1997).    

In 1993, prior to the Memorandum of Agreement, in which New York City was required 

to start buying land to protect the watershed, seventy-five percent of the Catskill and Delaware 

watersheds were in private ownership, mostly devoted to agriculture and forestry. The region had 

not shared in the economic boom enjoyed by metropolitan New York (Platt Barten and Pfeffer 

2000). Efforts to secure the Catskill and Delaware watershed impact the local economies in 

several ways. The business community in Delaware County argues that, “bureaucratic 

uncertainties about limits on wastewater discharges deter planning and investment (Porter 

2006).” There is also a loss of tax revenue to local districts as the New York City Department of 

Environmental Protection (DEP) purchases farm land (Pires 2004).  

Joan Hoffman (2005) argues that in addition to watershed protection measures damaging 

the local economy, a weak local economy would spoil watershed protection efforts. Hoffman 

states that economic stratification hurts water quality protection because poorer people tend to 

buy cheaper products, and spend less on maintenance. Fluids from poorly maintained cars, septic 

tanks, and leaking pipes and tanks will eventually find their way into reservoirs where they will 

adversely affect water quality. Water quality protection measures in the watershed counties are 

affected by the inability of people to pay for personal infrastructure expenses (Hoffman 2005).  

 

Conflict:  

The conflict between urban demands for water with rural rights in the New York City 

watershed precedes by more than a century the surface water treatment rule. One of the first 
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examples of this conflict occurred in 1837, when three people died, three bridges, several houses 

and three mills were destroyed in a flood caused by the construction of the Croton Dam which 

was being built to supply New York City with water (Galusha 1999). This history of conflict 

continues today and presents a problem for watershed protection as the opposition of upstate 

interests to any expansion of the city's influence or control over land use has been a significant 

obstacle to the city's attempt at watershed protection. “This culture of resistance was based on 

shared knowledge about the watershed and common values, norms, and attitudes about the local 

community and the environment (Platt, et al. 2000).”  

            The city's first attempt to comply with the 1989 Surface Water Treatment Rule met 

resistance from “watershed interests.” In 1993, New York City filed an application for a state 

water supply permit which included plans to purchase 10,000 acres in the watershed. The 

Coalition of Watershed Towns, which was formed in 1991 to represent approximately 30 

watershed towns, filed a lawsuit claiming economic burdens on watershed residents from 

restrictions on the use of privately owned land that would exclusively benefit New York City 

(Platt 2000).   

 

Compromise: New York City Watershed Memorandum of Agreement  

On January 17, 1997, seventy municipalities, five environmental organizations, Governor 

George Pataki, and Mayor Rudolph Giuliani signed the three-volume 1,500 page New York City 

Watershed Memorandum of Agreement. “This agreement has become internationally recognized 

as a ground-breaking example of mutually beneficial cooperation between people and agencies 

sharing a history of conflict and animosity (Galusha 1999).”  

 The objective of the Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) is to satisfy the stringent 
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requirements of the federal Safe Drinking Water Act through watershed management rather than 

by constructing a filtration plant. There are three major watershed protection activities in the 

MOA: land acquisition, watershed regulations, and upgrading wastewater and agricultural 

facilities. The city is obligated to commit $250 million during the next 10 years to acquire up to 

355,000 acres in the watershed through willing buyer-seller purchase and in consultation with 

affected towns and villages (Platt 2000). New York City agreed to pay $1.2 billion for 

construction of wastewater treatment plants (Galusha 1999). The Watershed Agricultural 

Program was created to review and approve efforts on individual farms to improve the water 

quality of surface and groundwater resources.  

Despite the MOA, there is still some opposition to New York City’s approach. The 

National Resources Defense Council (NRDC) did not sign the MOA because of significant 

loopholes in the rules and in the land-buying effort (Platt et al. 2000). Robert F. Kennedy Jr., an 

environmental advocate, wrote in a New York Times op-ed column, that the New York 

Department of Environmental Protection was not adequately enforcing the regulatory provisions 

of the MOA (Kennedy 1998). Alan G. Hevesi, the Comptroller of New York City, had concerns 

specifically regarding, the potential for watershed economic development payments to foster 

activities that harm water quality, the need for long-term oversight by EPA, as well as the lack of 

evaluation of progress made on the goals of the MOA (Revkin 1997).    

 

Ditches:  

            Recent research at Cornell University has identified a relevant watershed process and a 

best management practice that will help New York City to better obtain its goal of protecting 

water quality. The research indicates that roadside ditch networks connect directly to streams, 
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drain runoff rapidly and contribute to floods. Additionally, scraping by town highway staff 

creates a source of sediment that contributes to degraded water quality downstream. This 

research shows that changing roadside ditch management will reduce flooding and movement of 

sediment and other contaminants downstream to drinking water reservoirs. However, public 

participation is critical for success. Changing ditch management practices will require 

reconfiguration of ditches to allow for mowing. Private landowners own the ditches and towns 

have the right of way. Expanding ditch width and adding multiple detention basins means that 

the support of town governments, highway staff, and private landowners is necessary for 

successful implementation.  Developing a successful public participation program is critical to 

building public awareness and public willingness to participate in improved ditch practices.       

In order to design a successful outreach program for the roadside ditch project, it was 

most efficacious to first identify what has worked and not worked to obtain public participation 

in the New York City watershed.  

Therefore, the specific objective of this study was to use qualitative, interview surveys of 

relevant stakeholders to determine what factors have contributed towards success or failure in 

achieving public participation in the New York City watershed program.  
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3. METHODOLOGY: 

Measures of water quality, combined with participant satisfaction, are the ultimate 

measures of success of watershed partnerships. However, improving water quality may be 

beyond the timeframe or control of partnership actors and evaluating proper measures of water 

quality are outside the scope of this paper. While many studies measuring success of watershed 

partnerships use quantitative methods, there are numerous examples of qualitative studies 

examining natural resource partnership success. Given the subjective and complex nature of 

partnership success, the diverse range of opinions expected, and the limited scope of this project, 

a qualitative approach was used for this study.  Interviews are an effective approach for 

collecting answers to complicated questions that require explanation (Cummings et al. 2001). 

The data were collected from 13 interviews with informants who represent a diverse set of 

stakeholder groups, including government officials at the town, city, county and state levels as 

well as non-profit organizations and technical consulting groups that work in the New York City 

water supply watershed.  

Interview participants were selected based on several criteria. The first goal was 

obtaining representation from different stakeholder groups to represent the perspectives of 

different levels of government as well as the perspectives of several non-profit organizations. 

Government officials selected were representative of different political levels of the government, 

including town, county and state. An effort was also made to include perspectives from people 

representing both sides of the debate; people who represent the city’s interests as well as those 

who represent the interests of the people living in the watershed. Informants were all asked the 

same seven open-ended questions (Table 5). Interviews were conducted between November 

2007 and March 2008. Notes were taken during phone interviews and personal interviews were 
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tape recorded and then later transcribed. Repeated readings of interview notes and tape recording 

helped the author determine common patterns and themes of responses. Specific comments from 

each interviewee were kept private to maintain anonymity where possible.  

The respondent population includes eight men and seven women from 11 different 

agencies or organizations (Table 6). Two interviews were conducted with two people at a time 

which explains why the gender count does not add to thirteen. All intended informants were 

mailed a letter of introduction. Several days after the mailing a follow-up phone call was made to 

arrange an appointment at a time and location that would be convenient for the respondent. 

Twenty-one letters were mailed and thirteen interviews of fifteen people were conducted for a 

response rate of 62%. Three interviews were conducted over the phone with the remaining ten 

being conducted in personal meetings. Interviews lasted between thirty minutes and one hour and 

thirty minutes. Nobody explicitly refused an interview but eight people did not respond to 

repeated telephone messages. A snowball sampling method was used with all interviewees being 

asked to recommend more potential interviewees. Keith Porter, the former Director of the New 

York State Water Resources Institute and an Adjunct Professor of Law at Cornell Law School, 

identified several stakeholders for initial interviews.  

Data were analyzed to look for themes of successes and failures of public participation 

and watershed partnerships in the New York City watershed. These responses were compared 

back to the literature on public participation and watershed partnership success. It was predicted 

that results on effectiveness of public participation would be tied to the goals and interests of the 

respondents. For example, it was predicted that representatives of agencies and organizations 

with vested interests in partnership success, such as the New York City Department of 

Environmental Protection and the Catskill Watershed Corporation, would have the most positive 
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comments about the success of public participation programs. Conversely, representatives of 

groups representing local watershed interests might have less positive comments about public 

participation programs.   

The Cornell Institutional Review Board for Human Participants was notified of the 

protocol used in this study, and provided with a copy of the survey questions. Given the pilot 

nature of the project, it was deemed exempt from requiring a full review by the IRB Coordinator.  

 
 

Table 5:  Set of survey questions used for each of the thirteen interviews.  

 

Interview Questions 
1) What is your opinion of what has worked in the New York City watershed 

concerning public engagement in watershed management? 
 
2) What mechanisms have you used to obtain input and ideas from the public 

regarding watershed management? 
 
3) What has not worked well or been problematic about public participation 

in the watershed agreement? 
 
4) What suggestions do you have for the best way to get the public involved 

in new ventures? 
 
5) Which advisory groups do you have representation in?  
 
6) How were the management strategies identified?  
 
7) What has been done to gain support for programs after implementation?  
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Table 6: List of organizations for which the interviewees worked. 

Organization Name 
     Town of Hunter, Coalition of Watershed Towns 
     NYS Department of Environmental Conservation 

     NYC DEP 
     Catskill Watershed Corporation 
     Watershed Agricultural Council 
     Delaware County Watershed Affairs 
     Putnam County: Soil and Water Conservation District 

     Greene County: Soil and water Conservation District 

     Delaware County: Planning Department  

     Catskill Center for Conservation and Development 
     Schoharie County Planning Department 
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4. RESULTS: 

 From the repeated reading of the transcripts and analysis of the thirteen interviews, eight 

themes emerged as significant. The eight themes were: 1) the importance of history, 2) local 

culture and property rights, 3) trust, 4) adequate funding and staff resources, 5) effective 

communication, 6) local, bottom-up leadership 7) public support, and 8) enforcement 

mechanisms. Several of these themes are comparable to the factors for watershed partnership 

success identified in the literature review while several other themes were not identified in the 

literature review. Each theme will be discussed in this section, along with the percentage of 

respondents that mentioned a given theme as well as a summary of statements regarding the 

theme. A summary of all of the themes, along with the percentage of respondents who discussed 

each theme, compared to a meta-analysis of watershed partnerships is shown in Table 7. 

 

Importance of History: 

    One important theme that emerged from the interviews was the importance of history in this 

region and the impact of history on local attitudes. Without the interviewer mentioning history 

anywhere in the interview, nine respondents (69%) discussed the importance of history. One 

interviewee even emailed the author historical information to expand on the comments made 

during the interview. 

    History influences the partnership in many ways ranging from trust, to people's opinions of the 

economic impact of the City, to its influence on distracting people during public meetings. 

History has an impact on the attitudes of local residents, which will be mentioned in another 

section, under the issue of property rights and regulations. One respondent noted that you can't 

expect to engage people if you don't know where they are coming from. A different respondent 
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traced the importance of history to the original settlers of the Catskills, noting that people came 

up to the Catskills to live a life free from policymakers. Several respondents observed that in 

many public meetings someone will bring up the history of the watershed in the context of how 

they or their family have been wronged by New York City. This often makes it difficult to focus 

on the topic of the meeting as people will often discuss a historical injustice rather than the 

subject of the meeting.  

One respondent discussed a historical event that is often overlooked. She said that the 

anti-rent wars began as a tenant's revolt against an oppressive Dutch land-owner in upstate New 

York during the early 19th century. Tenant farmers pledged to defend their rights and property 

against the large land-owner from Albany that owned their land and had wronged them. Only a 

few people died during the incident but, according to this respondent, the anti-rent wars played 

an important role in the valuation of private property by residents of the New York City 

watershed. 

Local culture and the importance of property rights: 

The importance of the specific culture in the New York City watershed emerged as an 

important theme underlying partnership success. The strong value placed by many residents on 

property rights is the element of local culture most relevant to watershed management. Without 

the interviewer ever mentioning the culture of local residents in the interview, eight respondents 

(61%) discussed the importance of local culture on public participation in the New York City 

watershed. 

Five respondents mentioned the importance placed on property rights as an important 

cultural value held by many residents of the New York City watershed.  One respondent claimed 

that it was important to be diligent to maintain our inherent rights. The same respondent 

27 
 



described the attitude of local residents toward property rights and against regulation by noting 

that there is a "Yankee-ism in these mountains that runs really deep". Two planners working for 

different counties noted that planning for any purpose was difficult in the watershed region 

because many people have the attitude that they can do whatever they want with their property. 

Two respondents mentioned that New York State is a home rule state, meaning that each 

town has broad authority including control over land use. This gives towns a lot of pride, a lot of 

stubbornness, and empowers the towns. Towns don't like losing that empowerment. This loss of 

empowerment created by watershed regulations contributes to the local animosity towards New 

York City that was commonly expressed in interviews with statements such as "people here view 

New York City with a black hat" and "people from here don't care for the city." Another 

respondent observed that many people here have a strong belief in private property rights which 

New York City Department of Environmental Protection trumps. Another planner who spends 

time at town planning board meetings noted that people often scoffed at DEP. Even in the 

interviews in which local culture and attitudes were not mentioned people took it for granted that 

watershed residents had animosity toward New York City. 

What one respondent described as the love-hate relationship with New York City is an 

important part of the culture of local residents. Because of the shrinking economy, upstate 

residents need the money from New York City coming both from DEP, in the form of project 

improvements, and from the second-home economy, but they are often resentful of this 

dependency. The conflict between upstate residents and second-home residents is also significant 

as many upstate residents and second-home residents have different opinions about a wide 

spectrum of issues from health to education to the economy. Many downstate residents retire to 

the Catskills, as well. Upon retiring they join town boards and planning boards which tends to 
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create conflict. 

  Trust:  

Walesh (1999) identifies earning the trust of the public as one of the three objectives in 

any public outreach program. Trust was not mentioned in the seven open-ended questions nor 

was it ever mentioned by the interviewer and yet seven respondents (54%) chose to explicitly 

discuss trust. In addition to the seven that explicitly mentioned trust, four more (31%) implicitly 

mentioned trust.    

Lack of trust was identified as a barrier to success for four DEP sponsored-programs that 

were dependant on trust. In one program that limited new construction in a specific area, local 

residents who already had structures in that area were offered an opportunity to be grandfathered 

into the program. According to one interviewee, these residents did not participate because they 

did not trust New York City and feared a fine. This lack of trust of New York City made all 

types of programs, from working with farmers, to supplying free alternatives to sump pumps for 

homeowners, more difficult to implement because landowners either wouldn’t meet with the 

government or refused to admit their violations even though they would be eligible for a 

potential benefit.  

Face to face events were identified as instrumental in creating trust. The Watershed 

Agricultural Council, a non-profit, technical consulting group created to help farmers improve 

farm management within the New York City watershed, was praised by others as successful in 

building trust by working individually with farmers and building trust through their style of 

kitchen table diplomacy. Once one farmer adopted one of the programs of the Watershed 

Agricultural Council, other farmers could see that the program was successful and that the 

farmer wasn't fined for violations. Only then were they more likely to adopt the program. The 
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Catskill Watershed Corporation identified one unintended benefit of their own program, to 

replace domestic septic systems, as helping to establish trust with local people.  

As one example of implicitly mentioning trust, The New York City Department of 

Environmental Protection (DEP) discussed the importance of convincing local leadership to 

work with them. The implication being that trust is important to convincing local leadership to 

work with them rather than against them.   

            Some of the results about trust were positive. One interviewee mentioned that trust 

between important stakeholders representing two different sides contributed to the signing of the 

1997 Memorandum of Agreement. Using trusted people to deliver messages is one way of using 

the importance of trust. Ten of the interviewees (83%) mentioned the importance of having local 

residents deliver your message as important because people living in the watershed are more 

likely to trust local residents than outsiders. This was acknowledged not only by watershed 

groups but also by the representatives of New York City and New York State. One respondent 

mentioned a DEP program that was helpful in building trust. In this example, when there was a 

controversy surrounding the Gilboa Dam, DEP officials went to local town boards and presented 

information about the dam. They also took local schools to the dam and showed them what they 

were doing. According to three sources not affiliated with DEP, the DEP stream management 

plan has been successful in building trust because the project works with local residents and 

allows them to contribute to the decision-making process.  

Adequate Funding and Staff Resources: 

 Despite not asking any questions directly about funding, or mentioning funding in any 

way during the interviews, twelve interviewees (92%) cited funding as important to program 

success. 
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One interviewee mentioned funding as an important aspect of gaining support for a 

project. This respondent claimed that anything that is unfunded or imposed adds to people's 

workloads and prevents them from buying-in to the goals of the program. Several respondents 

mentioned that local towns and counties may not have enough support both in terms of staff and 

funding to implement some water quality programs. Unfunded mandates, and specifically a 

stormwater prevention mandate made by New York State, were cited as an ineffective way to 

implement policy because of the burden they place on local municipalities who either can not 

afford to implement the mandates or do not have the technical capacity. DEP added additional 

requirements to this state law that were viewed unfavorably by several respondents. One 

common sub-theme under funding and staff resources was the time and money that local 

governments had to put into working on New York City watershed issues. Both Delaware and 

Putnam Counties had to hire people to answer questions from citizens unsure of how to comply 

with the extra regulations placed on them by New York City. Small towns have had to hire 

attorneys to negotiate the 1997 Memorandum of Agreement as well as other lawsuits against 

New York City. These lawsuits are a major stress on local government, many of which are made 

up of part-time volunteers. 

The economic impact of New York City on the watershed region was mentioned by 

multiple sources. Respondents differed about whether the effect was positive or negative. On the 

positive side DEP injects millions of dollars into the local economies of the region in support of 

environmental and water quality programs. Some of the money from New York City in the 1997 

Memorandum of Agreement goes to environmentally-benign economic development. In towns 

where there is a dam, New York City is often the largest taxpayer. Outside of watershed 

activities, city residents purchase second-homes in the region and often spend money. This has 
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contributed to the growth of service sector jobs catering to part-time residents such as running 

hobby farms, and local carpenters and plumbers who fix up old houses. These service sector jobs 

are becoming more important as agriculture is declining.  

The negative comments about the City's role in the region focused on over-regulation and 

the land acquisition program. Three separate respondents mentioned that the excessive regulation 

and associated bureaucracy deterred potential industries from moving to the watershed. The land 

acquisition program, in which the city buys land from willing landowners to protect it from 

development, was found to be controversial. Four respondents cited the land acquisition plan as 

eroding the tax base of watershed towns. One respondent mentioned that the DEP was buying 

land in places where local towns were hoping to expand, violating both the words of the 

Memorandum of Agreement and the spirit of the partnership. The actual economic impact of 

New York City is beyond the scope of this paper but the perception of New York City's role on 

the local economy is significant for its impact on the success of the watershed partnership.  

Effective communication:  

Effective communication emerged from the interviews as a significant aspect of 

watershed partnership success.  Interviewees were asked about the successes and failures of 

public participation so all respondents mentioned communication in some way. Under the theme 

of effective communication, several important sub-themes emerged, such as the importance of 

praising people for success and the need for upstate residents to air their grievances. 

 Praising people for doing something well was identified by three respondents (23%) as 

an important ingredient to partnership success. Conversely two people (15%) representing 

watershed resident interests claimed that they weren't receiving enough praise. One of these 

people mentioned that environmental groups seemed to think that the watershed communities 
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were not doing a good job of stewardship. The interviewee claimed that there was an effort to 

incorporate environmental factors into local government policies but that financial considerations 

were the limiting factor. The respondent also drew a comparison to the east of Hudson watershed 

where environmental degradation forced New York City to build a filtration plant. The other 

respondent noted that the west of Hudson watershed towns have a lot to offer New York City for 

water quality programs. They have already successfully implemented lots of water quality 

programs and it was noted that New York City should give more credit to the contributions of 

local residents to water quality. Two respondents noted the importance of publicizing successful 

projects to let people know that the partnership is working. One respondent claimed that DEP 

should publicize their technical achievements more. This interviewee said that some of their 

technical work has been very impressive and could generate some positive publicity for them. 

Four respondents (31%) identified the need for watershed residents to air grievances as an 

important aspect of public participation. Three of those respondents and several others who never 

discussed the importance of airing grievances, claimed that many times public meetings were 

unproductive because people would use the meetings to discuss their historical complaints 

against New York City rather than the topic of the meeting. One representative from New York 

City stated that one of the most successful things they have done for public participation was at 

their first stakeholder session they essentially had a public venting session. This cleared up a lot 

of misperceptions and then they were able to successfully move forward with their project. 

Another major aspect of communication is obtaining input before making a decision. One 

recent example of a failure to obtain input was the issuance in 2007 of the Filtration Avoidance 

Determination (FAD).  In 1997, 2002 and now 2007 the United States Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) has been issuing these filtration avoidance determinations which provides the 
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scientific justification for New York City residents to drink untreated water as well as identifying 

a plan and funding to protect the water supply. Upstate residents were not only upset with the 

terms of the FAD but they were also upset that they weren't included in the discussion over the 

plans. The Coalition of Watershed Towns sued the EPA at least partially over not being included 

in the decision making process for the FAD. This caused the upstate residents to focus their 

energy on not being included in the process rather than on working toward a goal.  A different 

respondent noted that many other controversies could have been avoided with more effective 

communication. Often a DEP employee will make a decision without informing the local towns 

and then there is a big controversy which needs to be resolved. If they had just informed the local 

towns about the issue before making the decision the controversy could have been avoided. This 

is not limited to New York City as one respondent not affiliated with New York State mentioned 

that even people working for New York State might not always communicate their decisions to 

other people working for New York State. 

Respondents noted some relatively easy ways for New York City to improve 

communication. One respondent noted that it was excessively difficult for members of the press 

to get information from DEP. Making it easier for the press to get information from DEP would 

allow them to get their perspective on events across to the local media and, by extension, to local 

residents. Another respondent thought that DEP should expand their outreach effort in the 

watershed. One respondent noted that presentations often fail to reach people because they are 

given in "legalese" rather than language that people can understand. Another respondent 

similarly noted that simple repetitive messages where the only way to reach people. 

The interpretation of some of the legal language in the more than 1,000 page 1997 

Memorandum of Agreement, between several watershed stakeholders, has caused some 

34 
 



controversy according to respondents. Many of the people working for town and county residents 

in the watershed have been working there for years and are used to one way of interpreting the 

language. DEP has greater turnover and when new employees start working they may have a 

different interpretation of the agreement than their predecessor which can then become a source 

of conflict. 

Local bottom-up leadership or implementation: 

The importance of local leadership or implementation emerged as a common theme 

across eight (62%) interviews.  

        Convincing local leadership to work with your program was identified as important for 

program success. One respondent observed that if local government understands the issues and 

embraces them, then they will take responsibility for the program which will increase success. 

The personality of local leadership was also identified as an important factor. Traits that were 

mentioned as important were enthusiasm for the project and the ability to pull in grants. 

Sometimes community leaders or watershed groups may be more effective partners because they 

may be more stable than elected officials.  

Even when programs decide not to use local leadership, seeking the input of local 

residents, especially from people experienced in the community, is valuable. Three programs that 

used the input of local residents were identified as successful models: the Catskill Watershed 

Corporation (CWC), the New York City Stream Management Program, and the Watershed 

Agricultural Program. In the Stream Management Program, project advisory committees that 

included landowners were successful because the landowners had some control over which 

projects would be funded. As one measure of success, the New York City Stream Management 

Program has found local spokespeople in towns where they never expected to find support. In 
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addition to being a metric of success, having local spokespeople contributed to future success of 

the project. Two respondents unaffiliated with the Catskill Watershed Corporation (CWC) cited 

the CWC as successful because it is run by local residents and representatives from local towns 

influence its programs. However, one respondent suggested that the CWC should set up satellite 

offices in different places around the watershed because although they are centrally located some 

people still might not be aware of their work due to geographical separation. The Watershed 

Agricultural program was mentioned as a successful model because they incorporated the input 

of local residents and worked on an individual basis with farmers. 

Four respondents (31%) mentioned that there has to be someone working locally to raise 

interest. Respondents stressed the importance of having program representatives cover as small 

an area as possible to maximize the representative’s ability to understand local issues and 

develop familiarity with people living in that area. Respondents mentioned that having citizens 

hear information from local residents was more successful than hearing information from New 

York City or even from a third-party group. One respondent observed that it's better to hear 

information from a neighbor because it is easier to bash someone you don't know, while a 

different respondent noted that people like to see presentations from their peers. Another 

respondent stated that once actual regulations are involved they need to come from elected 

officials at the town level. Even regulations from the county level seem like they are imposed 

from too far away for many watershed residents.  Still another respondent observed that it is 

important to have local decision-makers identify strategies in order to minimize fear.  

The other major complaint against higher levels of government came from a respondent 

who claimed that state senators and assemblymen do not understand the impact of being in the 

watershed has had on local towns and residents. 
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Public support: 

Nine respondents (69%) specifically mentioned the importance of obtaining support from 

either local residents or town governments.  

     Three methods were mentioned, each by a different respondent, for convincing local 

leadership to support programs. One respondent mentioned the importance of engaging the 

relevant officials early-on in program implementation or planning so that they feel involved in 

the project. Another respondent stressed the importance of education for government officials so 

they can understand why you are doing what you are doing. The representatives from DEP that I 

spoke with used a strategy of funding projects that would benefit water quality and the town but 

the funding would only come after the town board passes a resolution supporting the project. 

This practice forces the town board to discuss the project so at least DEP can get municipal 

acknowledgement. 

    Obtaining support from residents who do not hold political positions is also important for 

protecting water quality. Ten respondents (77%) mentioned the importance of finding an 

incentive for people to participate in a program. They stated that it is necessary to figure out what 

is important to that person and then phrase the project in the terms that they care about. They 

may care about saving money, protecting their yard from erosion, or saving maintenance costs or 

other incentives that are separate from water quality. The incentives need to be appropriate as 

well. One example of the importance of appropriate incentives from the Watershed Agricultural 

Council stated that if you tell a farmer his cows can't drink water from the stream than you need 

to find an alternative water source for that farmer. One respondent mentioned that there have 

been some tangible benefits to local residents for living in the watershed. Two examples are 
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towns with new wastewater treatment plants and new projects for stream rehabilitation. Another 

respondent mentioned that it is more effective to discuss water quality as a local concern rather 

than as a burden to deal with for New York City. The representatives from DEP found that 

bringing in an outside expert, as opposed to a DEP employee, to give information helped build 

credibility for their program. 

There are many obstacles to obtaining support for water quality programs. One 

respondent noted that people are constantly inundated with information so explaining why water 

quality is important to them personally is especially important. Another respondent observed 

simply that attitude change is difficult and takes a lot of time and effort. A different respondent 

stated that when people are struggling they don't care about the environment unless you can 

convince them that it is important for the health of their family. Another respondent noted the 

importance of voluntary participation in certain programs. Anything that is imposed or unfunded 

will add to peoples’ workloads and then they will not support the program. If a project requires 

continued maintenance or other actions by a land owner then having the program be voluntary is 

especially important because if the land owner does not support the program they will not keep 

up the maintenance of the project.  

Appropriate enforcement mechanisms:  

Seven respondents (54%) cited inappropriate enforcement mechanisms and unnecessary 

regulations as a factor inhibiting partnership success, without regulations ever being mentioned 

by the interviewer. 

Respondents mentioned numerous examples of regulations that, in their opinions, did 

more to upset local residents than to protect water quality. One respondent described New York 

City as having a fortress mentality on the property that New York City has purchased. One 
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example of this mentality was that DEP stopped people from hiking and fishing on lands that 

they had been hiking and fishing on for years. Another respondent claimed that some of the 

regulations are used to impede development rather than to actually protect water quality. The 

respondent cited one example where a group was trying to build a retreat that would have helped 

the local economy and would not have had an impact on water quality. New York City made 

them keep filling out permits until eventually that group decided that they had lost enough 

money and decided to build their retreat in another location. This reflected the broader claim that 

excessive regulations in the region have had a negative effect on development. One respondent 

even mentioned the duty he felt to protect his constituents from over- regulation.  Another 

respondent complained about DEP issuing speeding tickets in certain areas. This respondent felt 

that having. town, county and state police officers looking out for speeding violations was 

sufficient and that any water quality benefit from issuing speeding tickets (e.g. if a car crashed 

into the water) was outweighed by the damage done to the watershed partnership. One 

respondent complained of the difficulty for new developments of meeting both New York City 

and New York State regulations, and even mentioned that occasionally the regulations are 

contradictory. 

         One respondent observed that when rules are backed by money they work but when they 

fail to offer any financial incentive they don't work as well. This respondent used the example of 

a septic systems replacement service that worked because it was funded and then a set of 

regulations for how municipalities should manage stormwater that did not have funding. Another 

respondent had a different explanation that when DEP was knowledgeable about an issue they 

issue strict regulations, but when they are uncertain they need to work with partners in the 

watershed. This respondent also cited the stormwater regulations as an example because DEP has 
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knowledge of storm water so they could make regulations. He contrasted that with farming 

which he hypothesized that DEP did not know how to control so they were content to work with 

the Watershed Agricultural Council.     
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5.  Discussion: 

This study identified eight significant themes from the interview process. Three of these 

themes, the importance of history, local culture and property rights, and appropriate enforcement 

mechanisms, have been relatively overlooked previously in the published research literature. 

Five of the themes, i.e. the importance of trust, adequate funding and staff resources, effective 

communication, public support, and local bottom-up leadership, have been frequently discussed 

in the literature and were previously identified as important ingredients for watershed partnership 

success. Table 7 identifies the major themes identified in the interview process and compares 

them to a prominent meta-analysis of thirty-seven watershed partnerships.  

Table 7: Significant themes identified from the interview process compared to findings of 

Leach and Pelkey (2001) 

Theme Percentage of interview 
respondents that 
discussed each theme:  

Percentage of studies that 
identified each theme as 
important for partnership success 
(Leach and Pelkey 2001).  

Importance of History 69% Not identified 
Local culture and property 
rights 

61% Not identified 

Trust 54% 43% 
Adequate Funding and 
staff resources 

92% 62% 

Effective communication 100% (interview question 
on communication) 

24% 

Local bottom-up leadership 62% 21% 
Public support 69% Walesh (1999) Curtis and 

Lockwood (2006) 
Appropriate enforcement 
mechanisms 

69% Not identified (see below) 

(Note that Leach and Pelkey use the term “enforcement mechanism” to refer to intra- partnership 
rules as opposed to this study which used the term “enforcement mechanisms” to refer to 
regulation.)   

 

 The most significant finding from this study is the identification of the importance of 
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history and local culture as drivers of the success of watershed management efforts. These issues 

were identified by a majority of the respondents as influential in directing the relationships and 

interactions of the NY Watershed Partnership since its inception. Other watershed programs, 

such as those incorporating Native American stakeholders, would benefit by apriori recognition 

and planning to address this factor. 

New Factors that Influence Success:  

History is especially significant because it affects many of the other components of 

partnership success. For example, interpersonal trust has been identified by both the literature 

and this study as important for a successful partnership. However, the history of antagonism in 

the New York City watershed has made it more difficult for government or non-profit groups to 

obtain the trust of private citizens.  

Using the New York City watershed as a case study may have magnified the importance 

of history, making it easier to observe than if a different watershed has been used as a case study. 

The New York City watershed has a long history of conflict and many residents’ families have 

been living in the watershed for generations, which may make history more important there than 

in other watersheds. 

Observing that history is significant in watershed management does not lead to an 

obvious policy solution. However, one respondent suggested a step to mitigate the history of 

antagonism. This respondent suggested that a more thorough knowledge of local history might 

help regulators and program managers to better understand local residents and that this might 

"encourage local land owners to get over their deep convictions to private property rights and 

develop a more sophisticated concept of land ownership and stewardship." Another potential 

policy solution could be hiring neutral or local conflict managers or mediators to interface with 
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the public instead of using representatives of New York City.   

Local culture and specifically the strong belief in property rights emerged as a significant 

theme during the interview process. This theme was not identified in the literature review 

although it was discussed as an abstract concept.  Several studies briefly mention the culture of a 

place as background information. However, the literature review did not uncover any studies that 

cite a distinct local culture with a historical basis as a critical factor that must be addressed for 

watershed programs or partnerships to be successful.  

One way in which the culture of local residents can be used to increase the chances of 

program success is to use the local newspapers to distribute messages because, as three 

respondents said, everyone reads their local newspapers. Cultural understanding between New 

York City and local residents may improve as more local residents are starting to work for DEP, 

which might provide a mechanism for increased interaction and knowledge exchange.  

 The necessity and appropriate level of formal enforcement mechanisms emerged as an 

important theme from the interview process. This theme was not uncovered in the literature 

review although one paper did use the term to refer to enforcement mechanisms within 

partnerships.  In a watershed as critical as the New York City watershed, everyone that was 

interviewed agreed that some level of regulation is necessary. Opposition emerged over what 

some respondents, in positions representing people living in the watershed, viewed as regulations 

that did little to protect water quality.  

Previously Identified Factors:  

The theme of interpersonal trust that this study observed in 54% of interviews has also 

been cited in the literature as a major factor in the success of watershed partnerships. Leach and 

Pelkey (2001) identified interpersonal trust as one of the major factors in the success of 
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watershed partnerships in 43% of the partnerships they studied. Leach and Pelkey (2001) 

recommend that, based on the widely recognized importance of trust, partnerships should 

evaluate the level of trust in the partnerships and then take steps to address any deficiencies in 

trust.  

Two courses of action were suggested by the interviews for developing trust.  The first 

method is to have trusted local residents deliver environmental messages that stress the local 

benefit rather than the benefit to New York City. Since other watershed residents are more likely 

to trust another watershed resident it increases the chances of the messages having an impact. 

This may seem like an obvious finding but since ten respondents (83%) chose to make this point 

without being prompted, it shows that it is significant and suggests that this lesson might have 

been ignored by some groups.  The other method is to maximize positive personal contact 

between agencies and land owners. Successful examples of this identified in the results section 

are the Watershed Agricultural Program where technical consultants work with individual 

farmers to modify agricultural practices in ways that benefit both the farmer and water quality.  

Ten respondents (83%) stated the importance of having local residents deliver the 

message during the interview process. In order to gain people’s trust three things were identified 

during the interview process: individual meetings when possible, showing a benefit to the 

resident, and doing what you say you are going to do.  

Effective communication emerged as an important theme from the interview process. 

This finding is supported by the literature as Neil and Pelkey (2001) found that 24% of analyses 

of watershed partnerships found effective communication to be important. Three critical sub-

themes of effective communication were identified that should be incorporated into appropriate 

programs in the New York City watershed. These sub-themes are praise for success, airing of 
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historical grievances, and obtaining stakeholder input.  

Praising people for successes was identified as an important strategy. Praise is especially 

valuable when working with stakeholder groups that may have disparate interests. It is 

significant that three respondents mentioned the importance of praising other worthy individuals, 

while two respondents representing watershed interests felt that they hadn’t been adequately 

praised for their role in preserving the water supply. Historical grievances were observed to be a 

significant barrier to effective and honest communication. Allowing watershed residents to 

discuss historical grievances in a constructive way may be a crucial precursor to effective 

communication regarding certain issues. The third sub-theme of obtaining input became 

especially significant with the 2007 Filtration Avoidance Determination issued by the EPA. 

Several respondents mentioned that the failure to include sufficient input from watershed 

interests contributed to a pending lawsuit by the Coalition of Watershed Towns against the EPA. 

Avoiding lawsuits was identified by Manring (1998) as one benefit of a public participation.  

 Ninety-two percent (92%) of interview respondents cited the effects of funding as a 

determinant of partnership or program success. The literature supports this finding. In their 

analysis of 37 watershed partnerships Leach and Pelkey (2001) identified adequate funding as a 

determinate in partnership success in 62% of the studies they analyzed.  

Adequate funding actually should be a strength of the partnership between the New York 

City and watershed residents. Building a water treatment plant, which is a possibility of 

partnership programs are ineffective, could cost up to 8 billion dollars. The economic importance 

of providing clean water for New York City, should remove the potential obstacle of having 

adequate funding as a barrier to success. This may have a different effect for watershed towns as 

a lack of funding for towns and counties makes implementation of some programs more difficult. 
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For organizations working within the watershed it is important to recognize that local 

governments have little money, are understaffed, and have mostly volunteers or part-timers in 

many positions. Therefore any outside programs should figure out how the project benefits the 

people of the town. The benefit does not have to be directly financial; it could save the town 

maintenance costs or help the town report to a regulator. Whatever the benefit happens to be, in 

order to gain the support of local residents, it is important to show a benefit to the town.    

 Sixty-two percent (62%) of respondents cited local leadership as an important factor in 

partnership success. Neil and Pelkey (2001) found that 22% of watershed partnerships analyses 

cited local leadership or implementation as a key to success while 19% of studies called for a 

balance between local, state and federal power within the partnership. The importance of local 

leadership was probably magnified in the New York City watershed due to the conflict between 

urban and rural interests.  

One unique factor contributing to the need for local leadership or at least implementation 

in the New York City watershed is that the major problem is nonpoint source pollution. One 

respondent emphasized that since non-point source pollution comes from such a large variety of 

sources you have to solve problems locally. This respondent claimed that you can't solve these 

problems from Albany or Washington D.C. and that most people wouldn't pretend to be able to. 

The theme of public support for projects was observed theoretically by Walesh (1999), 

and Curtis and Lockwood (2006) but was not identified by Leach and Pelkey (2001) in any of 

the analysis of 37 watershed partnerships. This theme was mentioned in sixty-nine percent of 

interviews (69%). 

 Obtaining support both for specific programs and general watershed goals is especially 

important when attempting to prevent the non-point source pollution that is prevalent in the New 
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York City water supply watershed. Public support includes everything from adoption of best 

management practices to public support for government or other programs and relates to several 

other observed themes. The lack of trust that some watershed residents have for the City is one 

barrier to gaining support. The culture of local residents of placing a strong value on private 

property is another barrier.  

Limitations: 

The goal of this study was to explore themes of partnership within the case-study of the 

New York City Watershed, and not to prove a hypothesis or make a firm conclusion. It was 

viewed as a pilot project to provide a framework for future efforts to build a roadside ditch 

outreach program across New York State, while taking advantage of the lessons learned in this 

high profile watershed. However the methodology used had several limitations. The short time 

frame available for an undergraduate thesis project limited the time available. It was a pilot study 

and so only a small number of interviews could be conducted. This also resulted in a serious 

under sampling of a specific group of stakeholders. One intended goal of the data collection 

process was to interview private businesses and landowners. An attempt to interview one 

business and two private citizens was unsuccessful despite repeated attempts at making contact. 

This omission was offset in part, because several people in official roles with county government 

or non-profit groups spoke about their personal and family experiences in dealing with watershed 

issues. However interviews specifically with watershed landowners and residents are critical.  

More interviews with local government officials would have strengthened the study, as would 

more interviews with higher-level officials for New York City. There were also some limitations 

of using a qualitative survey interview. Since the questions were open-ended, some people 

mentioned one theme that others might not mention. Not mentioning a theme could be 
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interpreted in various ways: it could be interpreted as disagreeing with that theme, or as that 

individual viewing that particular theme or idea as less important than the themes that they did 

mention. As a result, it is not valid to rank the importance of the different themes based on the 

relative percentages of the respondents that mentioned that theme. Despite these limitations, the 

study provided valuable insights and accomplished its objective.  
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6. Conclusion: 

 Despite the limitations, this project provided some valuable insights into the factors that 

have contributed to the success and failures of the New York City Watershed Partnership. 

Surprisingly, the new drivers of history and local culture were identified that have not been 

mentioned previously in the literature but appear to be of critical importance here.  It is likely 

that these same factors are playing a critical role in other watersheds, particularly in multi-

cultural watershed programs, and future programs will benefit from conducting analyses to 

assess these factors. The interviews also consistently identified the importance of excessive or 

inappropriate regulation as deleterious to watershed partnerships. This finding can be of use to 

the New York City Dept. of Environmental Protection and provide guidance for future plans and 

activities. Additionally, information obtained from this study will be useful for upcoming efforts 

to initiate a roadside ditch management in the NY City Watershed by informing program 

implementers of the importance of the local culture and history in working with private citizens.  

 There are several possible directions for future research to take. Obviously, more 

investigation is needed into the perspectives of private landowners and watershed residents. 

More research could be done to quantify the argument that history and local culture play an 

important role in the New York City watershed. This could be done through survey research or 

some other method. It may also be interesting to work on a smaller scale quantifying the 

successes and failures of individual programs within the New York City watershed. It would be 

important to determine if programs that build trust between government and local residents have 

a spillover effect and influence other environmental behaviors. Another possible direction is 

applying the themes of history and local culture to other watersheds. This research should be 
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conducted in watersheds where the significance of history is obvious, such as with Native 

Americans, as well as in watersheds where the significance of history may be less obvious.  
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