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Introduction 
A focus group was held on December 18, 2017 as part of the compliance activities associated with the 

National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Stormwater Regulations watershed-based 

permit for communities in the Lower Grand River Watershed (LGRW). The focus group served as an 

evaluation tool for the LGRW Public Education Plan (PEP), an integral part of the NPDES Municipal 

Separate Storm Sewer System (MS4) permit. In 2003, twenty three entities made up of county, city, 

village, township, university, and local school districts collaborated under the guidance of Grand Valley 

Metropolitan Council (GVMC) to apply for a watershed-based stormwater permits. The Lower Grand 

River Organization of Watersheds (LGROW) was officially formed as an agency of GVMC in 2009 to 

coordinate the implementation of the permits and provide basin-wide oversight, conduct watershed-

wide initiatives, and prioritize water quality concerns. 

The PEP was created for the participating communities in Kent, Ottawa, and Muskegon Counties 

and is intended to educate the public on stormwater pollution reduction. Successful implementation 

of the PEP will form partnerships with agencies and organizations that have existing programs and 

use educational materials and strategies familiar and relevant to the area residents. LGROW is the 

mechanism used to promote PEP programs and materials.  

The unique purpose of the public education portion of the NPDES MS4 Stormwater Regulations is to 

increase the awareness of watershed residents that their everyday activities can contribute pollutants 

to their community’s water resources. Most citizens recognize the recreational and aesthetic benefits 

they receive from water, and also recognize that water quality degradation is a serious concern in 

the Great Lakes Region. Most people, however, have not made the connection that significant 

pollution is generated from their normal everyday actions, and not simply from large commercial 

and industrial sources. 

The advantage of this regional watershed-based initiative is the cooperation and resource sharing that is 

developed between the participating communities. Implementing a successful PEP takes funding and 

preparation time that one community may find impossible to do alone. However, when coordination 

develops between many communities in the watershed, these resources can be shared, and a larger 

audience can be reached at a lesser cost per contributing community. Since the overall aim is to 

encourage pollution prevention by coordinating a regional effort, it makes sense to pool all available 

resources and delegate tasks to the communities that will be the most efficient at accomplishing 

their responsibilities. 

The last focus group held to evaluate the PEP was in 2009 at Fishbeck, Thompson, Carr & Huber (FTC&H) 

in Grand Rapids. The purpose of the focus group was to determine changes in the awareness, education, 

and behavior of the public as a result of stormwater education efforts in 2008 and 2009. Results of that 

session were used by GVMC and the LGROW Public Engagement Committee to further enhance the 

goals, objectives, and deliverables of the MS4 program. 

The 2017 focus group was held at the offices of GVMC with the purpose to determine changes in the 

awareness, education, and behavior of the public as a result of stormwater education efforts since 2009. 



In this report the results of the focus group will be evaluated, and recommendations given by 

participants will be used to edit and update the current LGRW MS4 PEP. 

Methods 
Focus group participants were nominated by local units of government that maintain MS4 permits. Each 

participating local unit of government was asked to submit two potential participants that meet the 

following criteria: 

1. The nominees must live in Kent or Ottawa Counties, specifically in the Lower Grand River 

Watershed, preferably in the community they are representing 

2. The individuals do not manage or have direct involvement with your community’s MS4 Permit 

3. The nominees have had the potential to encounter LGROW deliverables (examples: events, 

educational outreach, brochures or fliers, LGROW website or Facebook page) 

GVMC staff administered the 1.5 hour long focus group session on December 18, 2017. Twelve invited 

individuals were present, representing Kent and Ottawa Counties. Eleven of the 23 municipalities that 

GVMC works with regarding MS4 permits were represented. There was a diverse demographic 

represented among the group. 

Focus Group Dialogue  
All participants were asked to fill out the following questionnaire before discussion began: 

Table 1 – Questionnaire 

1. Name? 

2. Affiliation or workplace? 

3. What community (city, township, or village) do you live in? 

4. What local parks do you most often go to? 

5. What community do you work in? 

6. What is the zip code where you live? 

 

The results of this questionnaire indicated that all twelve participants live in the Lower Grand River 

Watershed and subwatersheds of the Lower Grand (Plaster Creek, Lower Rogue, Indian Mill Creek, and 

Spring Lake). Half of the participants worked for the municipality that they were representing for the 

focus group, although only one of those six work directly to manage their municipality’s MS4 permit.   

 

 



Discussion began with introductions of everyone present and an ice breaker question. The conversation 

followed six dialogue questions led by GVMC. The dialogue questions were as follows: 

Table 2 – 2017 Dialogue Questions 

1. What do you know about LGROW? 

2. What LGROW information have you seen, heard, or read? 

3. Did the message (that you have seen, heard, or read) influence you? If so, how?  

  4. Have you seen any stormwater or pollution prevention messaging at your workplace? Who was the 
message from? (LGROW, employer, other org.) 

5. How could LGROW project deliverables be improved? 

6. Where and how do you get information on community activities? 

  

Question #1: What do you know about LGROW? 

In all correspondence with participants prior to the focus group, the words ‘Lower Grand River 

Organization of Watersheds’ were not used. This was in order to determine the reach of the 

organization. When asked what they knew about LGROW, participants could not specifically spell out 

what LGROW stands for, but did display knowledge of watershed concepts and understand that the 

organization had something to do with watershed protection. One participant identified LGROW as the 

Lower Grand River Association of Watersheds and correctly described it as “a watershed partner for the 

larger area.” Once told what LGROW stood for, participants were able to identify events and projects 

that LGROW partners and participates in, such as the Mayor’s Grand River Cleanup (led by the West 

Michigan Environmental Action Council, WMEAC), Basin Buddy program and Stormwater Oversight 

Commission (City of Grand Rapids), MS4 permit management (GVMC/LGROW) and pet waste pledges 

(LGROW). 

After topics for Question #1 were exhausted, GVMC staff explained the purpose of this focus group as it 

relates to the MS4 permitting process and explained the history of LGROW. 

Question #2: What LGROW information have you seen, heard, or read? 

 The purpose of this question was to learn which materials LGROW had successfully administered to the 

communities. Some participants mentioned school activities, rain barrel workshops, and tours/events at 

breweries. Others described activities that their individual communities completed as part of MS4 

compliance, including displays at city hall, e-newsletters, no dumping signs on catch basins, and touch-a-

truck events where the DPW conducts outreach. Representatives from Grand Haven discussed their 

community’s work with schools focusing on source water protection and recognized materials with 

LGROW’s older “Keep it Pure: Yours to Protect” messaging. One participant was familiar with the 

LGROW Spring Forum and encouraged others to attend.  

Participants wondered if LGROW ran a Master Rain Gardener program and asked about LGROW’s 

connection to WMEAC and to Plaster Creek Stewards. The only LGROW-specific information that 

participants were able to relay was storm drain markers and pet waste signs.  



Discussion for this question also raised participant concerns regarding combined sewer overflow (CSO) 

that reaches the Lower Grand River from upstream communities and its local effects. Participants also 

questioned if there would be opportunity for LGROW to do outreach concerning PFAS drinking water 

contamination.  

All participants received re-usable LGROW tote bags that contained LGROW promotional and public 

outreach materials. GVMC staff also presented a power point presentation that contained pictures of 

other LGROW materials that were used in the past, materials that could not fit into the tote bags (ex: 

storm drain stencils), and pictures from events or festivals that LGROW has been present at.    

Question #3: Did the message (that you have seen, heard, or read) influence you? If so, how? 

The discussion regarding Question #3 didn’t focus on how the stormwater messages changed behavior 

in participants, but instead focused on the content of messages. Participants did indicate that they had 

seen ‘Entering the [Lower Grand River] Watershed’ signs, but discussion did not cover how that 

information affected their behavior. Most participants agreed that placing these signs at watershed 

boundaries is better than only along the stream, but one participant thought the signs were not useful 

because people ignore them on busy streets. 

Storm drain markings were discussed at length, and the general group consensus was that storm drain 

markers are good to have. However, the way that the storm drains are marked can affect the purpose of 

the marking. For example, the group seemed to be in agreement that the circular LGROW drain markers 

are hard to read, and therefore the message they are trying to convey (no dumping, drains to local 

waterway), gets lost. Also, if all drain markers are in English, and they are used in a neighborhood that 

isn’t predominately native English speakers, the message gets lost. Excellent points were made by focus 

group participants asking about LGROW’s outreach in different languages, and approaching citizen 

perspectives from different cultural point of views. If someone is from a culture where it is common 

practice to dump things down the storm drain, they may need different educational messages than 

those who understand how local stormwater infrastructure works.  

Question #4: Have you seen any stormwater or pollution prevention messaging at your 

workplace? Who was the message from (LGROW, employer, other org.)? 

One participant shared that unless you are working for a DPW directly with the stormwater permit, one 

would not receive official stormwater training. However, in that community, there is stormwater 

education provided to employees, especially if their daily job encounters stormwater management best 

management practices (BMPs). The general consensus from the focus group was that participants 

hadn’t seen much information about stormwater in their workplace, or couldn’t specifically recall any 

stormwater messaging at work.  

Question #5: How could LGROW project deliverables be improved? 

Participants offered helpful and realistic ways for deliverables to be achieved, how to improve 

messaging and improved methods of outreach. One suggestion was to connect watershed education 

with drinking water quality. Citizens are often more concerned with the quality of drinking water than 

surface water and stormwater runoff. If a connection between stormwater and drinking water can be 

made, citizens may become more invested in stormwater messaging.  



There were many ideas about the methods used to reach people. The general consensus was that 

LGROW needs a broader reach and more people need to be aware of stormwater messaging. 

Participants mentioned that they would like to see messages on billboards, on physical print materials 

such as newspapers or magazines, and/or in promotional videos that offer watershed education 

messaging.  

New audiences and topics for outreach were also suggested, including educating residents of apartment 

complexes on their current impacts as well as how they can manage future properties, and educating 

owners of LEED buildings on maintenance of their green infrastructure.  

One participant mentioned that communication with local governments is crucial. For example, LGROW 

has been encouraging people to wash their car on their grass (or at a commercial car wash) in order to 

avoid runoff polluted with soap and automobile fluids entering the storm sewer system through storm 

drains. However, it was mentioned that it is against some city codes to park your vehicle on the lawn 

and residents can get ticketed.  

Question #6: Where and how do you get information on community activities? 

Many participants received community information from the internet. Internet and social media sites 

mentioned included: Facebook, Instagram, Nextdoor, municipal websites, Experience Grand Rapids 

website, and Eventbrite.  

Other sources include community newsletter and mailers, water bill mailers, and word of mouth. It was 

mentioned that word of mouth is extremely important in communities where people do not have access 

to the internet or smart phones. Also, participants expressed that it isn’t enough to tell people about the 

watershed or stormwater pollution prevention, you also need to tell them why they should care about 

information you are presenting.  

Other Discussion 

GVMC staff asked for other suggestions for new LGROW promotional materials and giveaways that 

would help promote stormwater messaging. New ideas from the focus group participants included: 

phone accessories such as PopSockets, water bottle stickers to get free water refills (similar to a 

program Art Prize has used in Grand Rapids), conducting storm drain marking events with private 

neighborhood associations who would not otherwise have their drains marked by a municipality, pencils 

for kids at schools, politicians spreading the word when they go door-to-door during campaign season, 

and attending farmers markets to partner with farmers who could hand out information on LGROW’s 

behalf. 

Results 
This focus group ended up being a very educational experience for its participants while providing 

valuable feedback on LGROW outreach activities. The mixed demographic of participants and the 

number of MS4 communities participating provided a fairly diverse view of LGROW’s reach into the 

watershed, and participants shared many ideas to improve LGROW messaging.  

.  



New Target Audiences 

 Municipal employees 

 Adults through schoolchildren 

 People living in apartment complexes 

 LEED certified building owners 

 Farmers 

Much of the focus group time was spent explaining to participants what LGROW does and why, instead 

of gaining insight on how to improve specific LGROW messages and materials. The fact that many of the 

participants were employees of municipalities participating in the MS4 program suggests that LGROW 

may need to emphasize improvement of outreach to these communities in order to extend our reach 

into the wider watershed community. Since these communities are meant to be assisting in spreading 

LGROW’s stormwater messaging and materials, it is important that their employees understand 

LGROW’s work. More stormwater messaging needs to be available to municipality employees regarding 

that municipality’s stormwater permit and program. Focus group participants were not opposed to 

learning more about their municipality’s program, instead they seemed genuinely interested to know 

more about it and seemed willing to share that information with others. LGROW needs to find a more 

effective way for municipalities to share stormwater program information with municipality employees.   

Frequently, LGROW focuses its attention on educating school children. It was suggested that 

information could be given to children at school for them to take home to their parents. Adults may 

become more invested in the messaging if it comes to them from their children. One participant 

suggested that LGROW spends a lot of time educating children, and should focus on targeting its 

messages to adults. An effective way to reach many adults at one time would be to expand messaging to 

apartment complexes. After this comment was made, other participants agreed, and suggested that 

private home associations, or subdivisions be brought into the loop in order to reach many adults who 

have a vested interest in the watershed, but aren’t receiving messaging from another source. Other 

target audiences suggested were the owners of local LEED certified buildings. It is a good idea to reach 

out to these owners because they may need education on how to maintain their green infrastructure 

(GI).  

Reworking Messages 

 Translating materials in to the language of the neighborhood  

 Address ‘why’ citizens need to know the message presented 

 Simplify messages 

Participants stressed the importance of materials being available in the language of citizens that LGROW 

is wishing to serve. There is a large Hispanic population in West Michigan, and in order to reach those 

people, materials in Spanish should be available. It is also important to take into consideration cultural 

values because many people may not understand how their local stormwater infrastructure works. 

While educating people on how the storm sewer works, focus group participants also mentioned that it 



is important to explain to people why LGROW messages are important and how stormwater affects their 

everyday life. Messages should also be simple, in order to ensure understanding and avoid confusion.  

Delivery Mechanisms 

 Placement of watershed information (placement of ‘Entering the Watershed’ signs, more signs 

for GI) 

 Tours of municipalities and events at breweries 

 Word of mouth 

 Presence at festivals 

 Advertising in churches in the watershed 

There was excellent discussion by the group about ways that they would like to receive more 

information regarding stormwater messaging, and the places where they thought that messaging would 

be well received in the watershed.  

‘You are now entering the [Lower Grand River] Watershed’ signs were deemed helpful by participants. 

Only one participant expressed that these signs are not helpful to citizens, because if you drive past 

them frequently in your neighborhood, you quickly become immune and ignore them. There was 

discussion about the placement of the watershed signs, and the group seemed to agree that it is helpful 

to have the signs placed at watershed boundaries, not directly at river or stream crossings. However, it 

was suggested that if signs were placed along bike or walking trails, there would be an opportunity for 

people to stop and read the sign and any other information provided with it. It is not practical for a 

driver of a car or passenger to read the whole sign while driving by. It was suggested that LGROW 

consider placing more signs in parks with watershed information, where interested parties will stop and 

read. Participants also noted that you might reach more people if you have a sign on a roadside versus a 

trail based on how busy that road or trail is.  

Participants noticed that stormwater education is often given during facilities tours at municipalities, 

and that is a good place to get information to a captive audience. Also, many people have an interest in 

local breweries, so events or messaging promoted at breweries would also be successful. 

Word of mouth is extremely helpful in communities for people who do not have internet access or 

smartphones. It was suggested that LGROW find a community leader and use them to spread 

educational messages.  

Attending festivals is another mechanism that was suggested during the focus group, and advertising 

events or stormwater messaging in churches was also mentioned. Festivals and churches usually contain 

many local leaders, and this would be a great way to get active community members involved.  

 

 

 



Key take-aways for LGROW from the focus group are summarized in the following table: 

How LGROW messages can be improved 
New Target Audiences  Municipal employees 

 Adults through schoolchildren 

 People living in apartment complexes 

 LEED certified building owners 

 Farmers 
 

Reworking Messages  Translating materials in to the language 
of the neighborhood  

 Address ‘why’ citizens need to know the 
message presented 

 Simplify messages 
 

Delivery Mechanisms  Placement of watershed information 
(placement of ‘Entering the Watershed’ 
signs, more signs for GI) 

 Tours of municipalities and events at 
breweries 

 Word of mouth 

 Presence at festivals 

 Advertising in churches in the watershed 
 

 

Future Action Steps 

Using the information provided from the focus group, the PEP for the LGRW communities can be edited 

to better serve the public. The challenges, successes, and recommendations communicated in this 

report will be evaluated to modify the PEP as needed. The updated PEP will result in a more effective 

public outreach campaign to reduce stormwater pollution and raise MS4 awareness during the next 

permit cycle.  
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