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INTRODUCTION 

ABOUT THE DISTRICT 

The Mesa Water District (District) is an independently funded public agency (separate 

from any city or county) that provides water services to 108,000 residents in an 18-square-

mile area. The service area includes the City of Costa Mesa, portions of Newport Beach, 

and some unincorporated sections of Orange County, including the John Wayne Airport. 

The District was first formed in 1906. 

 

The District's water supply is a blend of local ground water, with a backup supply of 

imported water from Northern California and the Colorado River. The groundwater is 

pumped from Orange County’s groundwater basin which is replenished from water from 

the Santa Ana River and imported water purchased from the Metropolitan Water District of 

Southern California (“MET Water”). However, with the current drought and subsequent 

drought-related State of Emergence throughout California, the District is interested 

supporting alternative water sources including ocean water desalination.   

 

PURPOSE 

This report presents the findings of a scientific survey of registered voters within the Mesa 

Water District (District) conducted by SCI Consulting Group (SCI). The District is interested 

in supporting the Orange County Water District (“OCWD”) in an effort to secure a new 

local funding source that would help pay for infrastructure upgrades and/or premium costs 

related to the proposed Huntington Beach desalination project as well as help keep water 

rates at their current level.  

 

The primary purposes of the study were to: 

 

 Gauge the level of support for a local funding measure to offset the costs of 

constructing and operating a desalination plant in Huntington Beach 

 

 Evaluate priorities and concerns of registered voters within the Mesa Water District 

regarding the potential desalination plant 

 

The survey was mailed out with a postage-paid return envelope, a two-sided, 8-12/” x11” 

informational page that provided an overview of the details and benefits of desalinated 

water and an individually printed questionnaire.  The questionnaires were randomly split 

presenting either the annual tax rates of $29.00 or $89.00 per single family home, with 

proportional rates based on property use, size and other characteristics for other types of 



Page 2 
 

MESA WATER DISTRICT   

OPINION RESEARCH AND SURVEY, SEPTEMBER 2015 

properties. The total proposed amounts for each unique property were independently 

calculated and individually printed on each survey.   

 

After a brief overview of the methodology employed in the survey, this report presents a 

summary of the key survey findings.  The survey utilized a mailed survey approach 

because SCI has found this survey technique to more closely, and accurately, model 

actual ballot results for a registered voter mailed ballot proceeding.  While a specific 

election has not be identified for this proposed measure, well over 50% of ballots for most 

registered voter elections are submitted via mail ballots, and, in some cases, special tax 

measures are put forth in an all-mail election. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This survey was designed to gather registered voter input for a proposed annual tax to 

help fund infrastructure upgrades and increased costs related to a proposed desalination 

project to serve Orange County.  

 

The survey was designed as a first step, to gauge the support and opinions of registered 

voters within the District to see if they would be willing to help fund a desalination project 

in Huntington Beach.    

 

SAMPLE  

SCI created a stratified sample pool that included most of the qualified registered voters in 

the District. The sample was designed to draw from the registered voters eligible to 

participate in either a mailed ballot proceeding or consolidated election for this funding 

mechanism, and in proportion to their representation of registered voters throughout the 

area.   

 

Next, two sub-samples were created from this pool. Each sub-sample was designed to 

test different levels of support at two annual tax levels ($29.00 and $89.00 per single 

family dwelling). All sub-samples for this research project were created using a 

randomized, stratified approach designed to replicate the profile of registered voters within 

the District.  The sample was stratified by age and political party affiliation, as is industry-

standard, to ensure a well distributed sample. 

 

DATA COLLECTION METHOD  

The surveys were designed as a mail-based survey to replicate a mailed-ballot proceeding 

that would be used if OCWD decides to moves forward with a special, all mail election.  

On June 22, 2015, about 6,100 surveys were mailed to registered voters within the 

District. The survey mailings included general information about desalination and the 

water it produces, and a questionnaire with an enclosed postage-paid return envelope. 

This data collection method closely mirrors the mailed-ballot proceeding, and has proven 

to be highly reliable for predicting the results from an actual all mail ballot measure. Survey 

recipients were also given the option to respond to the survey online.   

 

To date, 1,119 surveys have been received from the registered voters, representing a 

response rate of 19%. This response rate is generally consistent with SCI’s experience 

from other similar survey projects, and is significantly higher than the typical response rate 

of approximately 5% for a telephone survey. 
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ACCURACY  

The statistical margin of error for the results presented in this report is about 3.94%.  This 

margin of error means that there is a 95% certainty that the actual levels of support in the 

area are ± 3.94% from the results presented in this report. 
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SURVEY FINDINGS 

FIRST SURVEY QUESTION 

After the potential tax rates were calculated for each property, the survey questionnaire 

and informational sheets were finalized and mailed.  The survey documents were mailed 

to a stratified sample of registered voters within the District boundaries.  In the survey, 

registered voters were first asked whether they would support or oppose a proposal to pay 

an annual property tax for a desalination plant in Huntington Beach. 

 

The first survey question on the proposed local funding measure for a desalination plant 

was as follows: 

 

Question #1 (First Survey Question) 

 

In order to support a seawater desalination project in Orange County to: 

 Produce high quality and safe drinking water, and 

 Secure our water supply using an environmentally sensitive and cost-effective 

process, and 

 Increase local control over our water supply now and into the future, 

would you support a new yearly assessment on your property(s)* in the amount of _______?  

 

*(Note the specific amount of proposed assessment for all of the properties owned by each surveyed 

owner was printed on each survey in the area underlined) 

 



Page 6 
 

MESA WATER DISTRICT   

OPINION RESEARCH AND SURVEY, SEPTEMBER 2015 

DETAILED OVERALL SUPPORT BY PROPOSED RATE 

As noted, two rates were tested for this project in the amounts of $29.00 and $89.00.  

Figure 1 below shows the overall level of projected support for each rate tested.  This 

chart shows that the overall levels of support at $29.00 and $89.00 are 76.9% and 69.7% 

respectively. Both rates are supported above the required ballot threshold of 66.67%, 

however, the level of support at $89.00 is within the margin of error.  
 

FIGURE 1 – DETAILED OVERALL SUPPORT BY PROPOSED RATE 
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OVERALL SUPPORT BY DIFFERENT DEMOGRAPHICS 

In addition to measuring registered voter’s opinions regarding desalination, various 

characteristics of the survey participants were analyzed to predict levels of support 

amongst specific groups of voters. The following tables will present an analysis showing 

the levels of support from registered voters by different groupings including age, years in 

residence, and political party affiliation.    

 

Figure 2 presents an analysis of levels of support from registered voters by age groupings.  

This data demonstrates that the proposed desalination plant garner 60% support or higher 

from all age groups at both rates. 

 

FIGURE 2 – SUPPORT BY AGE 

 

 

Source:  Orange County Registrar of Voters 
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Figure 3 presents the analysis of levels of support by political party affiliation for registered 

voters. This data shows that the voters who are registered either as Democrats or 

Republicans have about the same level of support for the proposed desalination plant. 

Voters who registered to a third-party party are more supportive of the plant than 

Democrats and Republicans. Overall the support is above 65% for all political party 

groups, with slightly higher support for the lower rate. 

 

FIGURE 3 – SUPPORT BY HOUSEHOLD PARTY AFFILIATION 

 

 

Source:  Orange County Registrar of Voters 

 
Note:  
D = One Democrat in residence 
R = One Republican in residence  
O = Other Party (e.g. Green, Reform, Independent) 
X = Decline to State 
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SERVICE PRIORITIES 

After indicating their degree of support for the measure, registered voters were presented 

with a list of desalination details and issues, and were asked to indicate their degree of 

support for each issue. These questions were asked even of those voters who indicated 

that they intended to vote against the measure.  This ensures that the desalination issue 

priority ratings reflect the overall community priorities, not just the interests of those who 

intend to vote for the measure.  As the figure on the following page illustrates, the top 

priorities and features were: 

 

 Having local control over the source of our drinking water will protect water supply 

reliability and costs for Costa Mesa and Orange County into the future 

 Desalinated water is especially important because of recurring droughts 

 Investment in a desalination project makes sense for Orange County – it is a cost-

effective, long-term solution to our local water supply challenges 

 Due to hotter, drier weather and other factors, our water supply is being depleted 

and a desalination project will help replenish our local water supply sources 

 This measure will include strong fiscal safeguards such as annual financial audits 

to ensure all funds raised are used locally to support seawater desalination 

 

These project priorities provide important insight to the community. The top priorities relate 

to having more local control of the water supply. Investing in sustainable water sources 

into the future is also a great concern in the community; survey respondents indicated that 

they want assurances that the funding will be used solely by OCWD for seawater 

desalination.  The results for all the projects, issues and arguments are summarized in 

Figure 4. 
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FIGURE 4 – REGISTERED VOTERS PRIORITIES  
 

 



Page 11 
 

MESA WATER DISTRICT   

OPINION RESEARCH AND SURVEY, SEPTEMBER 2015 

OTHER FINDINGS  

The survey included a section for respondents to write in their other opinions and 

feedback regarding the proposed funding measures.  Following is a summary of the 

comment categories.  Figure 5 shows the comment categories received from respondents 

in favor of the proposed measure. Figure 6 lists the comment categories received from 

respondents who were against the proposed measure.  

 

FIGURE 5 – COMMENTS RECEIVED IN FAVOR OF THE PROPOSED MEASURE 
 

# of 

Comments
Comment Topic

94 Desalination support

82 Environmental

21 Cost Concerns

57 Good Long Term Solution

23 Need More Info

277 Total Comments in Favor*

Respondents in Favor of a Funding Measure for a 

Desalination Project

 
 

 

FIGURE 6 – COMMENTS RECEIVED AGAINST THE PROPOSED MEASURE 
 

# of 

Comments
Comment Topic

79 Anti-Tax

28 Environmental

26 Cost Concerns

29 Other Concerns

6 Comments about the Survey Itself

15 Mistrust of Government

183 Total Comments Not in Favor*

Respondents NOT in Favor of a Funding Measure for a 

Desalination Project

*Some comments may appear in multiple categories where respondents 

commented on more than one topic  
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND NEXT STEPS 

This survey found that a strong majority of registered voters in the District currently 

support an annual property tax to help fund a desalination project in Huntington Beach at 

the proposed rates of $29.00 and $89.00.   

 

The survey respondent pool closely parallels the likely universe of registered voters who 

permanently vote by mail. Recent data shows that over 60% of voters that have 

participated in recent elections vote by mail1. However, the overall results presented in this 

survey were not modeled on a specific election cycle as there has been no decision as to 

when OCWD will move forward with this measure.  

 

SCI recommends with high certainty that a funding measure for a desalination project, at a 

rate between $65.00 and $75.00 per single family equivalent per year, and with a solid 

associated education outreach effort, would be supported by over two-thirds Orange 

County registered voters. 

 

A DESALINATION PROJECT IN HUNTINGTON BEACH IS DESIRED 

The survey findings indicate that a desalination project in Huntington Beach is currently 

desired by the registered voters in the District’s boundaries.  This project is supported 

financially at both rates tested.   

 

ADDITIONAL POLLING 

This survey is the first step in gathering data and projections if and when OCWD decides 

to move forward with a County-wide funding measure for a desalination project in 

Huntington Beach. A project of this magnitude requires continual polling to ensure that a 

funding measure will be successful. The next step in polling would be to conduct a phone 

survey, county-wide, in order to better test project alternative and negative as well a 

positive messages. As details and election dates are set, tracker surveys, both by mail 

and by phone, are recommended.  

 

MONITOR EXTERNAL FACTORS 

If OCWD decides to proceed with a funding measure there are many external factors, out 

of the District’s and OCWD’s control that will need to be closely monitored. These factors 

include: any organized opposition groups, environmental impact reports, status of the 

drought, media attention, timing of the issuing of permit for the project desalination plant 
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by the Coastal Commission and other unforeseen circumstances that may affect the 

timing or probability of a successful measure.  

 

DEVELOP COSTS AND SCHEDULES 

As OCWD moves forward with additional polling, actual costs must be determined and 

schedules for construction, bonding, other time sensitive processes must be developed in 

order to better inform registered voters and get the best read of their opinions and desires 

regarding the desalination project. 

  

INFORMATIONAL OUTREACH 

If OCWD decides to proceed with a funding measure, efforts must be taken to inform all 

registered voters about the types of services that would be provided and how these 

services would be provided. 

 

ADDRESS THE KEY ISSUES AND FORM A CONSISTENT MESSAGE 

OCWD will need to address the key issues raised in the survey and form several concise 

messages to present to the public during the coming months of informational outreach. 

These messages should be designed to further inform the public on the proposed 

desalination project. It is most important to focus on the basic message that the proposed 

project would bring a sustainable and reliable water source to Orange County now and 

into the future.  

 

ESTABLISH STRONG FISCAL CONTROLS AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

This measure must include strong fiscal controls and accountability provisions.  Voters 

must be educated to understand that all revenues will be spent in the County for 

desalinated water related services to help achieve sustainable operations at all levels, 

including equipment, maintenance, and facility costs.   

 

EXPLAIN THAT ALL FUNDS RAISED WILL BE USED LOCALLY 

OCWD should include in all messaging a statement that all of the funds raised by this 

funding measure will be used for services and projects in the County, and that none of the 

money raised can be appropriated by the State.  

 

ADDRESS ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS 

Providing service using environmentally safe approaches is a concern among some 

registered voters. OCWD will need to clearly explain how its services are provided in an 

environmentally safe manner.  
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USE MEDIA AS CONDUIT 

Work with local media, particularly newspapers, to raise community awareness of the 

proposed project. The message to the media should be consistent with the main message 

summarized previously. 

 

INVOLVE COMMUNITY LEADERS 

Identify important community leaders and enlist them to assist with the planning and 

outreach efforts. 
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