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Introduction and Purpose 

As part of the International Watershed Coordination Program, a project was launched to assess 
community capacity to understand the barriers to implementing any kind of water restoration or 
protection projects in Minnesota and Ontario.  The methodology chosen was one-on-one interviews, as 
they are one of the most useful ways to understand the decision-making and values of communities and 
individuals.  The project involved conducting interviews with a consistent script of questions (see 
Appendix A). Understanding and assessing this information will enable subsequent civic engagement 
work to be more strategic and informed.  

A total of 38 interviews were conducted with individuals throughout the watershed in both countries. 
The average age of those interviewed was 57 and the average number of years participants had lived at 
their property was 33 – amazingly, two seasonal residents had been coming to their property for three 
quarters of a century! About 46% of participants were retired and all but one of the 38 interviewed had 
some level of post-secondary education.  The vast majority of participants were currently or were once 
employed in either the educational field or a natural resource-related occupation.  

The recordings were analyzed for common themes and responses have been discussed in this report in 
summary form.   

Reflections on Water 

The majority of interviewees were from rural, lake-based communities 
where the main assets were seen to be the people, the water, the 
community and wide-open spaces.  Many reflected on these as being 
key benefits of living where they do, although when asked what the 
most common “need” is in their communities, it was apparent that 

poverty, housing, healthcare, jobs, access to 
the internet and dealing with threats from 
mining and climate change rose to the top.  

Most interviewees consider the condition of the water in their community to 
be good to pristine, with only a few indicating either poor or deteriorating 

quality.  When asked what their main concerns are with regards to water quality, answers included 
phosphorus, algae, runoff, over-development, mines, sewage and beavers – there was quite an array of 
concerns mentioned. 

“Water is Life” 



It was interesting to note that almost every respondent truly values water and it is a significant part of 
their life, both personally and professionally.  “Water is life” was mentioned, and it was described as 
essential for many aspects of everyday life – fishing, recreating, drinking and for spiritual connection.  It 
was recognized as a driver of the economy.  Similarly, almost every respondent saw the responsibility to 
safeguard water as every individual’s, not just that of governments or non-government organizations. 

The interviewees were asked how their community could better protect water resources and what it 
would need in order to do this.  The three main themes that arose were i) education (people need to 
know what they can do to make a difference); ii) a champion to organize what needs to be done; and iii) 
a solid plan for the future – a united goal.  Many other great suggestions were made, including getting 
more monitoring equipment and enforcement on the ground, tax incentives, cross-border awareness, a 
strong science baseline/foundation and better septic/storm sewer management. 

Landowner Practices 

In an effort to gain insight into the landowner practices that have been adopted by these participants, 
how the information was accessed and how important certain incentives may 
or may not be when considering adopting a practice, a series of questions 
were asked (Q. 8, 9 in Appendix A).  The most common practices mentioned 
were i) no use of fertilizer; ii) leaving lawn natural; iii) planting trees; and iv) 
improving septic systems.  There were many more practices mentioned, of 
course, such as forestry planning, disposing of oils and hazardous materials 
appropriately, bank restoration, green roof installation and discouraging 
excess use of the lake.  Many respondents said that their motivation for 
taking part in a practice came from their upbringing – it was something they 
learned from their parents, so it was innate.  Many others said it was just a desire to be a good steward 
and to do the right thing. 

When discussing challenges associated with a practice, the top three were i) mindset (changing it from a 
traditional mindset); ii) cost; and iii) time.  Keys to success were most often persistence and the 
knowledge that it was making a difference and almost 100% of respondents indicated that the 
anticipated outcome was achieved.  Participants were asked a series of questions to delve into potential 
motivators for implementing a stewardship practice on their property.  Here is what we heard: 

• 92% said financial assistance would make them more likely to adopt the practice; 
• 100% indicated they would do it if they knew it would benefit clean water; 
• 74% said they would do it if their neighbours had already done it; 
• 92% said talking to others about how to make the practice work would influence their decision; 
• 100% said they would adopt the practice if they knew there were specific water concerns that 

could be addressed by the practice; 
• 100% said they would adopt the practice if they knew it had benefits downstream, although one 

comment was made that it would have to not be detrimental to their own property; and 
• Approximately 75% said they would do it if there were policies or regulations around the 

implementation – some felt this would not make a difference and that regulations are not 
always the answer; some felt it would have to make sense and have merit first. 

 

“Overcoming our 
own mindset was 

one of the greatest 
challenges…” 



Community Activities 

It was interesting to hear that almost everyone interviewed had 
participated in some sort of community activity focused on 
restoring or protecting water quality, such as sampling, shoreline 
cleanups, or attending a workshop.  The respondents who 
hadn’t, said it was simply a matter of not knowing about the 
opportunity.  The most common way people heard about an 
event was word of mouth or it was linked to their job or 
volunteer work.  Many mentioned the agencies and NGOs they 
are affiliated with as their main source of information with 
newsletters, newspapers, online resources, college courses and 
social media all playing a role.  Some also noted that they have done this sort of thing all their lives as 
part of their upbringing.  Motivation didn’t seem to be an issue with the respondents – the top 
motivators for the group were i) being able to teach others about stewardship; ii) it fit with their values; 
iii) it was a way to provide needed data; and iv) it was an opportunity to care for the environment.  
Others mentioned the need to do it for the benefit of future generations, they recognized a great need 
for participation in order to see change or it was relevant to their job.  The three biggest challenges 
people faced were i) finding time to participate; ii) having adequate information, resources and funding 
and; iii) getting the word out about the event/activity and getting enough people to participate.  There 
were exceptions, of course, where there was an overflow of volunteers, but that wasn’t the common 
situation.  A few other interesting pieces of feedback on challenges was the difficulty in understanding 
technical language, dealing with divisive opinions on a topic (e.g. mining), having to host events virtually 
and the anxiety of trying something new. 

Successes seemed to be measured by participants finding good 
solutions, the knowledge that they have contributed to an 
improvement or a database, knowing they’d raised awareness 
(especially with youth) and seeing collaboration, whether that be 
groups and government working together or family members and 
neighbours coming together for a cause.  Similarly, outcomes 
achieved included amassing more data for decision making, creating 
better environmental conditions, creating a higher level of awareness 

and understanding, development of useful tools and ultimately, water protection. 

 

Accessibility of Information 

We asked participants where they go to learn more about water restoration and protection – whether 
that meant general information, ideas for projects or funding opportunities.  There was a wide array of 
government and local organizations mentioned as well as colleges, lake associations and peer reviewed 
literature, but the main source of information was the internet.  There was a keen desire for more 
workshops, with a suggestion that there be some hosted by funders to explain their programs/funding 
opportunities and the importance of grassroots organizations having access to experts who do the 
science. 



Barriers and Successes 

We were very interested to know what the barriers were to individuals regarding their ability to restore 
or protect water.  Here are some of the highlights of those responses – 
the top two were mentioned numerous times: 

• Funding 
• Time 
• Knowing how to connect with individuals and approach people 

with information/questions 
• Bureaucracy 
• Availability of opportunities to get involved 
• Lack of knowing where to start 

While that question was geared towards individual or personal barriers, we also asked what the three 
biggest obstacles are in the way of healthy water resources in general.  Again, the top two obstacles 
mentioned were time and funding (including the good use of money), but other interesting obstacles 
mentioned were: 

• Mindset – public apathy; attitude (feeling like only a small part of the problem); resistance to 
change; taking the environment for granted and the notion that tourism/mining should be 
pushed over stewardship; 

• Education – not enough useable education; lack of awareness (e.g. good farming practices); 
• Not Understanding the Problem – lack of understanding of the concept of “watershed”, impacts 

from climate change, misinformation regarding mining and knowing how to deal with historical 
decisions when making current decisions; and 

• Leadership – lack of adaptive and progressive leadership; political divide over mining issue, lack 
of regulation in the unorganized areas, adequate resources for implementation, politicizing of 
water quality; political will; bureaucracy and a lack of champions. 

Finally, we asked participants what the three keys to success to 
achieve healthy water resources would be.  The responses all fell 
within three categories: 

• Education – the need for more hands-on education and 
storytelling, more guidance, more opportunities especially 
for youth and more focus on the socio-economic and 
cultural values of water; 

• Participation/Communication – there needs to be more 
buy-in through collaboration, celebrating successes and providing incentives; there was also 
mention of the need for continuity of champions, more partnering between First Nation and 
non-indigenous communities and seeing and communicating results; and 

• Political Will and Support – this key to success was discussed in terms of the need for resources, 
a plan of action involving both countries based on good science and management decisions; 
providing economic stability so people can afford the time to get involved; the need for a 
champion and the importance of septic inspections. 

“We need local 
leadership to set an 
example for others” 



Additional Comments Received 

Following the formal interview questions, we opened the floor to any additional comments that 
participants wanted to share.  As always, the information provided was extremely useful, so we have 
included all of them here: 

• Water resource needs should be discussed holistically – include terrestrial and atmospheric; 
• The amount of material/resources available are huge – they need to be all in one place; 
• Have noticed a definite change in wildlife that is around – toads and frogs are diminishing; 
• We need to be more proactive rather than reactive; 
• It would be good to have written resources and videos (fun) for kids at schools; 
• It would be good to get input from summer residents; 
• Beavers are on the increase while trapping is on the decline; 
• There are more resources available in urban areas vs rural areas; 
• There is a need for the US to work with Canada; 
• County and City officials should look for other job opportunities outside of mining; 
• Should tie local water issues into bigger ocean pollution issues; and 
• Enforcement is key; otherwise, rules are pointless. 

Lessons Learned 

As a result of these discussions, there were some very valuable lessons learned: 

1. Most people genuinely don’t care about recognition, and in fact, recognition is a deterrent in 
some cases.  They just want to do the right thing. 

2. A lot of motivation comes from passing knowledge on generationally. 

3. Financial compensation is appreciated and sometimes necessary to get the project done, but is 
rarely the reason for doing. 

4. Education, education, education!   We’re (natural resource organizations) going to need to get 
more creative with how and when we provide it: 

a.  Youth education 

b.  Hands-on education 

c.  General watershed education (i.e. where are you located in your watershed; how is it 
all connected; what are current issues, etc.) 

5. We don’t need to convince most landowners that water quality is important. We just need to 
help them keep it that way. 

6. Finding time is a consistent barrier that needs to be recognized when planning events, offering 
programming or services. 

 

 

 



How This Information May Be Used 

The goal of this project was to provide insight into how improvements could be made to the way in 
which we protect and restore water resources, specifically access to opportunities for the public and 
removing barriers that exist.   The information collected here will be used in the development of 
Minnesota’s One Watershed/One Plan initiatives and its associated public participation efforts.   Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs), lake associations, NGOs and other local organizations could use 
this information for future outreach efforts in general, but also for the Watershed Restoration and 
Protection Strategies in Minnesota.  The information will also be useful for SWCD and NGO program 
promotion as well; for example, the messaging might be geared more toward building a family legacy 
now, talking about passing your knowledge down to your kids, etc.  It might drive where we promote 
and even hold events.   

Special thanks to all who participated in this interview project and, of course, the partners who came 
together to make this happen! 

 

 

  



APPENDIX A – INTERVIEW SCRIPT 

First, I have a few questions about you 
1. How would you define your community? 
 
2. What would you say are the biggest assets of the community?  

a. What makes these assets important? 
 

3. What do you believe are the most pressing needs in the community?  
a. What makes these needs important?  

 
Next, I would like to ask you some questions more specific to water resources.  
4. How would you describe the condition of water in your community? 

a. What concerns do you have about water in your community? 
 

5. How does water impact your life in this community? 
 
6. Whose responsibility is it to safeguard water resources in your community? 
 
7. If the community was going to be more effective at addressing restoration and protection of water 

resources… 
a. What would it need to do? 
b. How would it do this? 
c. What resources would it need to accomplish this? 

 
Next, I would like to ask you several questions about you and your interest or activities with water in your 
community  
8. Have you ever adopted a practice on your property that promoted water protection or restoration? 

(e.g. naturalizing shoreline, erosion control, reducing fertilizers, septic system cleaning or 
inspection, planting a rain garden, fencing in cattle, seeking advice, etc.).  

a. If yes, for each one you described above: 
i. What was the practice? 
ii. How did you hear about this opportunity? 
iii. What motivated you to do this? 
iv. What was the biggest challenge? 
v. What made it a success? 
vi. Did it achieve its intended outcomes? 

 
9. Would you be more likely to take part in water protection/restoration activities if: 

a. You had financial assistance to implement the practices?  
b. You had evidence that the practices benefitted clean water?  
c. You knew your neighbors had already adopted the practices? 
d. You could talk to other people about how to make the practices work at your location?  



e. If you knew there were specific water concerns that could be addressed with this practice?  
f. You knew they had benefits downstream? 
g. There were policies or regulations around the implementation of the practice?  

 
10. Have you ever participated in a community activity that was focused on restoring or protecting 

water quality (e.g. water quality sampling, shoreline cleanup, attending a 
seminar/workshop/meeting, etc.)?   

a. If yes, for each one mentioned above: 
i. How did you hear about this opportunity? 
ii. What motivated you to do this? 
iii. What was the biggest challenge (e.g. challenge associated with coming to the event or 

something that happened during the event)? 
iv. What made it a success? 
v. What outcomes did it achieve? 

 
b.  If no, how likely are you to participate in community activities focused on water protection 

and restoration in the future? 
i. What would need to be different in order for you to participate in one of these 

activities? 
 

11. Where or who do you go to go to learn more about water restoration and protection 
information/options/funding in your community? 

a. What would be the best way for you to learn more about water restoration and protection 
programs/information in your community? 

 
Lastly, I have a few wrap-up questions about water resources in the area.  
12. From your point of view, what are the barriers to YOU in restoring and/or protecting water in your 

location?  
 
13. What do you think are the 3 biggest obstacles in the way of healthy water resources in the area?  
 
14. What do you think are the 3 keys to success to achieve healthy water resources in the area?  
 
15. Is there anything else you would like to share with me regarding your thoughts about water 

resources that we haven’t already discussed? 
 
16. Are there others we should talk to about this topic who has an important perspective? 
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