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Purified recycled water public outreach 

and education: Successes and lessons 

learnt from the US and globally

Next Water Conference

22 October 2025
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The ‘why’ of PRW

Drivers/benefits: 

• Resilience to climate change – rainfall independent

• Drought readiness

• Strategic objectives eg reducing reliance on imported water

• Can be lower cost than some options (don’t need a separate 

distribution system needed, as you do for recycled water for 

irrigation)

• It can work for inland communities 

• Environmental benefits – less nutrients to waterways

• Takes care of PFAS

• Better energy use, yield than some options (less salt than seawater)

• Population growth - manages nutrient disposal

• Manage saltwater ingress to aquifers

• We want it to be ‘on the table’ for Australia

Supports govt 

objectives for 

affordable 

essential 

services



These bullet levels and their according fonts, 

colour, size, line spacing etc. are all set on the 

Master slide so you don’t have to alter them. To 

switch between these styles use the Increase 

List Level and Decrease List Level arrows on 

your toolbar. This will save time and effort and 

keep your presentation consistent.

Text and bullet levels

There are 5 text styles set in this template using 

the content placeholders:

 Level 1: The sub-heading – 

Arial , Bold 14pt, Accent 2

 Level 2: Body text – 

Text without bullet point suitable for an 

introductory paragraph or larger paragraphs 

of text

 Level 3:  First level  bullet – 

Bulleted text level used to make short, 

succinct points

 Level 4: Second level  bullet – 

indented from previous bullet 

 Level 5:  Third level  bullet – 

indented from previous bullet

Colour Palette

Let’s talk about success

Are there many successes for PRW? 

Yes, it’s more widespread than many 

people realise

It can be a long journey

WSAA spent a couple of years 

mapping places on the journey: 







These bullet levels and their according fonts, 

colour, size, line spacing etc. are all set on the 

Master slide so you don’t have to alter them. To 

switch between these styles use the Increase 

List Level and Decrease List Level arrows on 

your toolbar. This will save time and effort and 

keep your presentation consistent.

Text and bullet levels

There are 5 text styles set in this template using 

the content placeholders:

 Level 1: The sub-heading – 

Arial , Bold 14pt, Accent 2

 Level 2: Body text – 

Text without bullet point suitable for an 

introductory paragraph or larger paragraphs 

of text

 Level 3:  First level  bullet – 

Bulleted text level used to make short, 

succinct points

 Level 4: Second level  bullet – 

indented from previous bullet 

 Level 5:  Third level  bullet – 

indented from previous bullet

Colour Palette

In people terms 

Today, purified recycled water is 

part of the local supply for 

30 million people

By 2050, if most of the places on 

this map are ready, it will supply 

at least 

55 million people 

Might be a small 

% of their water, 

or large %

• Castle Rock – 33%

• San Diego – almost 50%

• Ventura – 20%

• Beaufort West – 20-30%

• Monterey – over 50% 
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What can we learn from their 

journeys



WSAA All Options on the Table – Lessons from the Journeys of Others report 

https://wsaa.asn.au/Web/Web/News-and-Resources/Reports/All-options-on-the-table--lessons-from-the-journeys-of-others.aspx
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To explore more:

Map – detailed case studies 
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Resources & expertise

• All Options on the Table – Lessons from 
the Journeys of Others report 

• WSAA PRW Toolkit

• WSAA Visitor centres reports 
• + US Water Research Foundation Global 

Advisory Committee (Report)

• Water360.com.au – maps, animations, 
case studies, fact sheets, AWRCoE 
materials

• WSAA Consumer Research (2-yearly)

Knowledge-building

• WSAA PRW & RW Community of Practice 
• Webinars 

• LA March 2026: WateReuse Symposium 
Study Tour

• Monthly meetings

Presentations

• Media interviews

• Customer Reference groups

• Ministers, staffers, departments, 
community groups, regulators

• Staff sessions 

• Expert Committees 

• Rotary, Lyons 

Contacts

• Global contacts (utilities, experts, 
consultants)

• WateReuse Ass’n International Committee

• California Communications 

 Collaborative

• Source bottled water 

WSAA is here to help – utilities, govts, all

(Contact Danielle for a walk-through of our resources & how we can assist)

https://wsaa.asn.au/Web/Web/News-and-Resources/Reports/All-options-on-the-table--lessons-from-the-journeys-of-others.aspx
https://wsaa.asn.au/Web/Web/News-and-Resources/Reports/All-options-on-the-table--lessons-from-the-journeys-of-others.aspx
https://wsaa.asn.au/Web/Web/News-and-Resources/Reports/All-options-on-the-table--lessons-from-the-journeys-of-others.aspx
https://wsaa.asn.au/Web/Web/News-and-Resources/Reports/All-options-on-the-table--lessons-from-the-journeys-of-others.aspx
https://wsaa.asn.au/Web/Web/News-and-Resources/Reports/All-options-on-the-table--lessons-from-the-journeys-of-others.aspx
https://wsaa.asn.au/Web/Web/News-and-Resources/Resources/All-options-on-the-table--Toolkit-on-purified-recycled-water-for-drinking.aspx
https://www.wsaa.asn.au/Web/News-and-Resources/Resources/Global-visitor-centres-for-purified-recycled-water.aspx
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/u1r6s06u53jj6t0m6q7nq/AKqE3SKuCfAeQER8BT4gV78?rlkey=tntd5fbh2typ1qxbzirb8ttpn&st=3osebit6&dl=0
https://water360.com.au/
https://water360.com.au/


So clearly It has been a success…. 

• And lots of resources to help you plan your journey around that. 

• Water36- 0 – maps & resources 

• Toolkit 

• Join WSAA PRW CoP 

• But let’s also talk about the learnings. 

• - Have there been many? 

• What are they like, have there been more failings for PRW than for 
other water supply options? 
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Qld – Toowoomba, what went wrong? 

Insufficient time, information not ready

• Classic case of how not to engage with the community 

• Announced by accident – Council didn’t have 

information ready

• Active local critics before communications materials 

were developed. 

• In 2006, only 15 cities around the world had adopted it. 

Now 35+ (including Perth)

• 3-year community engagement shortened to 10 weeks

• Solution adopted instead cost $100 million more

• PRW still on the Toowoomba options list

• Views aren’t static – change with time & information

July 2006 Referendum:

Yes No

38% 62%

“Poowoomba” 
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San Diego also rejected PRW initially

• In the late 1990s a contender for Mayor called the proposal ‘Toilet 

to tap’. The City did not have information ready to counter this. 

The proposal was dropped. 

• But San Diego went on to complete a Water Reuse study – 

partnered with Surfrider Foundation, using public participation

• Then a 2nd study – Built demonstration project, engaged with 

regulators, offered tours and tastings 

• Formed Water Reliability Coalition of local groups

Community support gradually rose:  26% in 2004, up to 73% in 2012, 79% in 2019

 Now building Pure Water San Diego: By 2035 it will provide 33 – 50% of city’s supply
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Many water supply projects are hard

PRW: 

• Western Corridor 

• Durban 

• UK – WW 

• Cloudcroft 

Other projects: 

• Sydney Desal 

• Huntingdon Beach desal in 

California 

• 3rd pipe schemes – eg 

Pimpana QLD 

• Tillegra Dam 

• Dungowan Dam 

• Tamworth food recycling 
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What do we take from this? 

Plan well – for smooth sailing & 
rough weather 

Lean in on what we have learnt 
globally 

Prepare extensively

Work hard to enable all options… 
but also know how they differ for 
your context, at some stage you’ll 
need to choose one to go ahead (or 
first)

Costs are critical 

Build awareness of source and 
treatment…. Emphasis on 
source water eg ‘pristine’ 

Don’t wait for the framework… 
help build the framework

Drought is a double edged 
sword

All water supply options can 
have failures – plan well & don’t 
lose heart
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Thank you

danielle.francis@wsaa.asn.au

+61 (0)427 021 115 

mailto:danielle.francis@wsaa.asn.au


Sydney Water’s PRW engagement: 

Lesson's learned and next steps

Next Water Conference - October 2025

Clare Porter, Head of Strategic Communications and Corporate Social Responsibility



Greater Sydney is vulnerable to running out of 
water during drought



Support economic growth and community 

wellbeing by providing confidence in the 

security and sustainability of Greater Sydney’s 

water supply to meet growth and adapt to a 

changing climate by 2040 and beyond

Support our rapidly growing city and the NSW 

Government's housing supply strategy

Identify the strategic pathways to ensure the 

right investment decisions are made at the 

right time in consultation with customers and 

the community

Set the pathway to identify highest economic 

value and most affordable investment portfolios 

for water infrastructure

The Greater Sydney Water Strategy 

underpins our long-term planning 49 GL/y

water saving 

by 2040

Continue investment in comprehensive 

water conservation and efficiency 

program 

Additional 

20 GL/y

Increase use of Sydney Desalination 

Plant

Continue planning for new rainfall-independent supply options

Purified recycled water Desalination

Make much greater use of stormwater 

and recycled water

Invest in upgrades, new connections and 

leak management

Integrate our water and land use planning 

more effectively

Invest in wastewater and improve 

waterway health

Released August 2022



Quakers Hill

Blacktown LGA

Adjacent to Water Resource Recovery Facility

Action 2.5 under Priority 2 of the GSWS Implementation Plan: Construct and 

commence the operation of a PRW Demonstration Plant - COMPLETE

Opened: October 2023 as part of National Water Week

Capacity: 0.5ML per day

Challenge testing / verification: April 2024 – April 2025

Final Recycled Water Quality Management Plan for Demonstration 

Plant ~ Late 2025

Action 2.5: PRW Discovery 
Centre



WSAA’s ‘Lessons from the journeys of others’ 

(2019) has guided our approach



2032

What we 

heard report 

GSWS

Easter Show Social Impact 

Assessment

surveyWaterwrap

newsletter

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Our journey so far

Wonders of Water Discovery Team and mobile education van

Infrastructure Pipeline and 

Supply Chain Expo and 

Parliamentary Showcase 

PRW Discovery Centre

Website, social media & traditional media

Waterwrap

newsletter
Easter Show

Infrastructure Excellence 

Standards review

Sydney Water Brand Tracker

Sydney 

Zoo

PRW webinar 

Multicultural and 

First Nations 

engagement

Water Literacy 

progress 

report 

Discovery 

Centre 

investigations 

started

Woollcott's 

customer 

views report

Engagement design of 

Discovery Centre
Discovery 

Centre 

opening 

Pop-up events

Sydney Water’s Water Literacy Tracker 

Our Water, Our Voice customer engagement program

IPART Price Proposal 

Release of NSW 

Government Greater 

Sydney Water Strategy

IPART Price 

Determination 

released

Release of NSW 

Government Recycled 

Water Roadmap



Our approach to education and engagement 

Building Water 

Literacy

• Wonders of Water 

Discovery Van

• Ambassadors and 

advocates e.g., guest 

speakers

• PRW Discovery Centre

• Website

• Online resources

• Incursions

• Toilet Training (Early Learning 

Framework)

• Aqua Allies (NSW Geography and 

Science Syllabus)

• Secondary School Program (in-

school and onsite at PRW 

Discovery Centre)

• Online resources

• Traditional media

• Social media

• Digital / Videos

• Marketing

• Activations e.g. Sydney Royal Easter 

Show

• Flyers, FAQs and other collateral

• Water Literacy Tracker

• Customer engagement program

• Site tours, virtual tours and briefings

• Employee initiatives

• Face to face e.g., community forums, 

events, webinars, Parliamentary 

showcase

• External initiatives e.g. National Water 

Week



Understanding consumption of 
different media types

There’s a reason we focus on ‘always on’ socials…



PRW and water literacy campaigns

Stats and insights

PRW launch
• Audience: more than 3.6M

• ASR: $402,131 in free PR exposure

Across social media

• Posts: 171 posts across our social media platforms 

dedicated to PRW

• Impressions: 773k

• Reach: 405K

Water literacy
Across social media

• 29 million times our water literacy ads have been seen by 

our Sydney Water customers online

• Reached more than 3.4 million customers online

• 145k website visits over the course of the campaign

Jess Fox – Future of water
• 24 million times our ads were seen by our customers

• Started vital conversations around the future of Sydney's 

water



PRW Discovery Centre
From October 2023

7.5  8.9How comfortable would you be if 

purified recycled water was used as part 

of Greater Sydney's water supply? Pre tour  Post tour

• Over 5,000 visitors have toured the centre, including Members of 

Parliament, local councils, business leaders, academics, international 

delegations, and community members

• 1,343 stakeholders have toured, including NSW Health and members 

of their independent Expert Panel, WaterNSW, Committee for Sydney, 

Western Sydney Leadership Dialogue, Business Western Sydney, 

CSIRO, DCCEEW, DPHI and the NSW EPA

• 24 MPs have also toured with overall neutral to positive sentiment 

maintained, including supportive social posts from some MPs. The 

Hon. Rose Jackson MLC Minister for Water toured on 14 February 

2025.



Community engagement –
Securing our water supply – Quakers 
Hill to Prospect project 

The project engagement team has had over 1,650 
face to face conversations at 43 events as part of a 
series of community pop-ups at food markets, sporting 
events, cultural festivals, malls and universities.

They've also hosted focused listening sessions with 
targeted stakeholder groups.

Sentiment has been overwhelmingly positive for the 
project. Overall, feedback has been 64% positive, 
31% neutral, 3% negative, and 2% 
uncategorised/unrelated.

From July 2024

Positive 

Neutral 

Negative

Uncategorised



Where we've been *As at 30 June 2025



What we’ve learned
While engagement has increased since 2021, support levels have remained stable. 

This indicates no underlying concerns, but also no uplift in sentiment.

• Water literacy and trust remain the cornerstones of public support for PRW, 

and continued engagement is critical to sustaining progress. 

• Those with higher trust in Sydney Water and greater confidence in the safety 

of drinking water are significantly more likely to be comfortable with, and 

supportive of, PRW. 

• PRW schemes typically take 10 years, continuous in depth education and 

engagement increases support, particularly among those who are initially 

cautious

• Effective PRW implementation in Greater Sydney relies on close 

collaboration with regulators, including NSW Health, NSW EPA, DCCEEW, 

DPHI, local councils, and MPs.

• Final approval rests with government, but our focus over the next four years 

must be on sustained engagement to build understanding, trust, and support 

for PRW – this isn’t about a single go/no-go moment, but a series of steps 

that strengthen acceptance.

50%
A good reference point in any 

democracy is a referendum for which 

50% support is considered enough to 

make a proposed change – WSSA



Lean into and support the government’s Recycled Water 

Roadmap, including working with DCCEEW on the Framework 

for community engagement on PRW projects 

Ongoing efforts to build water literacy across a variety of 

channels, including PRW Discovery Centre tours

Working with NSW Health to have PRW tasting approved, 

likely early 2026

Next steps
Our engagement journey continues

We’re confident that tasting PRW will play a major role in increasing 

community support. Once approved, we’re proposing a phased rollout. 

Monthly pop-up displays showcasing the Securing our Water 

Supply - Quakers Hill to Prospect project
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Roadmap development

32

•Feedback on barriers and 
opportunities 

•Workshops with the 
sector - Public, private, 
and local water utilities.

•Late 2022

Sector engagement 
on barriers

•Actions to address 
barriers.

•Cross agency feedback 
and government 
approval

• Internal consultation

•2023

Development of 
the draft roadmap •70 survey responses

•10 submissions

•187 webinar attendees

•50 Regional Aboriginal 
Water Committee 
members

•5,500 website visits

•2024/25

Public exhibition of 
the draft

•Reflects feedback from 
public exhibition

•2025 

Publication of the 
final roadmap
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Vision for the future of water recycling in NSW 

➢ Utilities consider recycled water equally with 
other supply and demand options

➢ Increased delivery of recycled water solutions, 
improving diversity, resilience and environmental 
water quality

➢ Communities understand water recycling 
options and engage with utilities on purified 
recycled water for drinking

water.nsw.gov.au/recycled-water-roadmap

33



OPEN IN DESKTOP APP

This will enable full functionality of the template.

CHOOSE A SLIDE STYLE FROM 

1. Home tab

2. New Slide

3. Choose layout

4. If layout goes awry, select Reset

TEXT

There are 5 levels of formatted text available.

Please move between text  levels using the 

increase/decrease button on the menu above.

CHANGE SLIDE BACKGROUND/COLOUR

1. Design Menu

2. Format Background

3. Select colour from palette OR

4. Picture or Texture Fill

5. Find image 

REPLACE IMAGE IN SHAPE OR ON PAGE

1. Right click on image

2. Change Picture

3. Select your image

OR

1. Delete the image

2. Click on icon

3. Find the new image

TO REPOSITION IMAGE WITHIN SHAPE 

1. Click on image

2. Picture Format menu

3. Click on Crop button dropdown

4. To fit the whole image inside select FIT

5. To use only a portion select FILL then crop, move 

or resize image to show properly within shape.

ADD/CHANGE FOOTER

1. Insert Menu

2. Header & Footer

3. Tick to activate/Untick to remove

4. Change text

Priorities in the Recycled Water Roadmap

Priority 1. 

State-wide planning and policy frameworks that support 
integrated and coordinated planning for recycled water

Priority 2.

Provide tools and resources to support planning and delivery of 
recycled water solutions

Priority 3.

Clear regulatory and approvals processes in place for recycled 
water

Priority 4.

Build capacity and capability across the water sector to plan and 
deliver innovative recycled water solutions

Priority 5. 

Take steps now so that purified recycled water is an option for 
our future drinking water supply 

water.nsw.gov.au/recycled-water-roadmap
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• Construct and commence operation of a purified recycled water 

demonstration plant. 
• Engage with the community to understand preferences for 

additional water supplies—including purified recycled water.

• Engage with the community on purified recycled water and 
build a purified recycled water demonstration plant in the 
region.
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Purified Recycled Water delivery in Greater Sydney

2022 2023 2025
Government approvals 
(Planning (EIS), Health,      
Funding)

Estimated delivery 2032-
2034 

(subject to approval)

Ongoing community engagement and customer insights program
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Priority 5.

Take steps now so that purified 
recycled water is an option for 

our future drinking water 
supply 

• Develop a framework to 
support utilities to deliver 
community engagement 
programs for PRW.

• Recommend a review of water 
recycling guidelines with 
drinking water guidelines to 
integrate purified recycled 
water for drinking. 

“A collaborative, community-focused approach 
featuring workshops, local events, and tailored 
communication will help build trust, dispel myths, and 
empower communities to embrace [purified recycled 
water] as a key component of water resilience.” – 
Ballina Environment Society
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Draft framework for community engagement on 
purified recycled water projects

Framework purpose

• To support Government in understanding the robustness and appropriateness of a community 
engagement program for a specific Purified Recycled Water project.

• To evaluate whether a fit for purpose methodology has been applied.

• To establish expectations about what data and evidence demonstrates the robustness and 
efficacy of community engagement activities.

Framework development

Based on  global and Australian best 
practice information and lessons

Reviewed by social 
research and engagement 

experts

Evaluation of Greater 
Sydney program

Final refinement and 
state-wide considerations 
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Components of the draft framework

Why the attribute is important  –  Our expectations  –  Potential evidence of methodology
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Recycled water concierge

Provide tailored information to enquiries, considering the context of their project to navigate the regulatory frameworkProvide information

Direct enquirers to applicable guidelines, codes and other relevant regulatory instrumentsDirect enquiries

Highlight emerging evidence-based research, initiatives and case studies of recycled water solutionsHighlight research 

Encourage the uptake of safe, reliable and cost-effective recycled water schemesEncourage uptake

Maintain a repository of resources about recycled water, policies, guidance, case studiesMaintain resources

Raise awareness on the critical role recycled water plays for a sustainable NSWRaise awareness
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Recycled Water Concierge Contact 
recycledwater@dcceew.nsw.gov.au
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Contact

Erin Toner
Erin.Toner@dcceew.nsw.gov.au
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Recycled Water Concierge Contact 
recycledwater@dcceew.nsw.gov.au



Potable Reuse: San Diego
From 1994 to the 2025 
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• In 1994, the City of San Diego submitted a report to 
introduce advanced treated water in San Vicente Lake.

• Highlights of the proposal included:

• Microfiltration

• Reverse Osmosis

• Advanced Oxidation (ozone/peroxide)

• 12-month retention in a reservoir used as a source 
of potable supply

• Existing Surface Water Treatment Plant (media 
filtration & chlorination)
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City of San Diego “Repurification” Project



• In a letter dated April 22, 1996, from the Division of 
Drinking Water and Environmental Management

• “RO provided a less than expected removal of viruses and 
the advanced oxidation [ozone] process was demonstrated 
to be very effective at inactivation of viruses, . . . “

We accepted the results of this study

We were going to approve the project; however, some in the 
public were opposed

THEN

44

1995 Advanced Treatment Pilot Study



“Toilet-to-tap idea gets the big flush, for good”
“That's what San Diego City Council members said yesterday of 
a reviled and publicly distasteful proposal to turn sewage water 
into drinking water.”

• Interestingly, this proposal would have been issued 

   a permit

• Soon after, N-Nitrosodimethylamine (NDMA) was found 

   in CA and identified as a carcinogen
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SAN DIEGO UNION-TRIBUNE 
WEDNESDAY, MAY 19, 1999
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• At the time I was the District Engineer for the San Diego 
Field office (responsible for all of San Diego County)

• A meeting was held with Peter MacLaggan, 

• who had spear-headed the Repurification proposal, 

• By 2001 was working for Poseidon Resources

• Discussed in broad terms the Carlsbad project

• Expectation was to construct by 2005
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June 20, 2001 – San Diego Still Needs a 
New Water Source





• “Based on the WSS [Watershed Sanity Survey] and 
meetings, the Department grants conceptual approval of 
Carlsbad Seawater Desalination Plant at Agua Hedionda 
Lagoon (Carlsbad Desalination Plant) to produce potable 
water.”  
• “The information Poseidon submitted indicates that the 
proposed treatment process will remove the algae 
particles and the biotoxins from the water.”
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October 19, 2006, Poseidon Resources, 
Carlsbad Seawater Desalination Project
Conceptual Approval



• The California Coastal Commission issued the Project's Coastal 
Development Permit and authorized Project construction on 
November 3, 2009. 

• On Dec. 15, 2015, the desalination plant, was dedicated.
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A New Reliable Source



• In 2009, the City of San Diego revisited surface water 
augmentation by initiating a demonstration project at its 
North City Water Reclamation Plant (WRP). 

• The City made a renewed proposal to California 
Department of Public Health (now DDW).

• The intent was to use advanced treated water from the 
North City WRP to augment the City’s San Vicente 
Reservoir.
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Potable Reuse Demonstration Plant



• SB 918 required that recycled water regulations be 
developed for IPR, including 

• the planned replenishment of a groundwater basin 
with recycled water, and 

• the planned augmentation of a surface water 
reservoir used as a source of drinking water with 
recycled water. 

• (the old “Repurification” idea is back)

• Now call it Surface Water Augmentation regulations

• San Diego calls it “Pure Water San Diego”
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2010 California Senate Bill 918



By 2011, a reuse project was back on the table

The same paper had a VERY different take!



• California Department of Public Health (now DDW) 
conceptually approved the project in 2012. 

• In 2016, the City of San Diego revised its project 
proposal to instead augment the City’s Miramar 
Reservoir, a much smaller reservoir than the San 
Vicente Reservoir.

• Lots of Independent Advisory Panel meetings & studies.

• May 29, 2020, permit is issued. 

• Construction in nearly complete. 
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Conceptual Approval and Permit



• In 2014, revised regulations for groundwater 
replenishment were adopted, which replaced an earlier 
version adopted in 1978.

• In 2018, the regulations for surface water augmentation 
(SWA) with recycled water were adopted. 

• In 2024, the regulations for Direct Potable Reuse became 
official. 

• Minimal push back from the public. Prefer reuse > desal!

• Multiple periods of drought seemed to change public 
opinion on whole. 
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New Regulations
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A Structured Engagement 
Program in Colorado
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Start With A Plan
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Identify Your Audiences

Everyone is 
important, but 

resources need to 
be focused
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Identify Desired Outcomes
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Understand Concerns 
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Understand Motivations



C a l V a l    /    6 2

Define Messaging
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Determine Messenger



Seeing (& Tasting) is 
Believing
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Museum 
Quality
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Mobile
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Simple
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Community 
and 

Celebration



Questions?
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