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debris such as leaves and grass clippings can cause problems in waterways. Half of those respondents 

with lawns and gardens bagged their leaves for disposal in the City landfill. Together, these statistics 

indicate that much of the public does not adequately perceive these materials for the resource they are 

and fails to appreciate that they can cause waterway problems. The PSAs could address these two 

topics together. Yard wastes should not be allowed to collect on streets and should certainly not be 

dumped into creeks. As a solution, these wastes can be composted or simply left on the lawn. The 

City of Austin still allows leaves and grass· to be bagged for landfill disposal. This should be 

presented as the least desirable of the available options. Perhaps grass clipping management should be 

the focus of the PSAs. If not composted, they can be left on lawns with no adverse impacts (they 

actually benefit the lawn if left in place because they allow direct nutrient recycling). Excessive leaf 

buildups, as occurs in the fall, may contribute to harmful·organic loads in streams via stonnsewers. 

(3) Motor oil and other petroleum products sliould be disposed of responsibly at authorized auto shops 

and should in no case be dumped on the ground or in storm sewers, as they will eventually wind up in 

the public water supply. The NPS Survey found that a high percentage of respondents were unsure of 

how to dispose of oil correctly or would dispose of it either in the or pour it on the ground. 

Even in small amounts, petroleum products greatly degrade water quality, threatening fish and other 

desirable wildlife populations. Therefore, even if only a minority of persons dispose of these 

materials incorrectly, it can· constitute a serious NPS problem. The PSA campaign must address (a) 

[ the harm these products cause to waterways and (b) the need to take used oil and other wastes to auto 

repair and oil change shops or to the City of Austin's Household Hazardous Waste Center. 
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(4) Lawn chemicals such as pesticides and fertilizers should not be used out of habit but only 

as needed. 70% of survey respondents did report this preferred practice. One-fifth of the NPS 

Survey did acknowledge regular applications. These persons might be the focus of a PSA. Yet this 

still does not measure the widespread tendency to overuse these substances under the mistaken 

assumption that "if a little is good, then more must be better." Given difficulty of measuring this 

tendency, the NPS Survey did not attempt it. However, the PSA could easily accomplish both 

messages at once. It could be pointed out that the environmentally sound practice of using lawn 

chemicals in measured amounts "as actually takes less ·effort and money ·than alternative 

methods. Efforts should also be made to correctly identify pests and time applications, both of which 

allow lesser dosages of chemicals. The City'S well-developed xeriscape program should be included 



in this public education discussion. This program stresses drought- and disease-tolerant landscapes 

which are naturally pest resistant and require fewer (or no) chemicals to maintain than traditional 

grassed lawns. 
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(5) Fertilizers should not be applied to lawns and, gardens prior to heavy precipitation. Approximately 

half of the NPS respondents reported that they would apply fertilizers before a heavy rain. Since 

fertilizers add unnatural quantities of nutrients to waterways, the constitute a major form of water 

pollution. They are in part responsible for algal booms and other excessive, unattractive plant growth. 

Therefore, it is important for the PSA campaign to make this distinction. It is still ,unknown whether 

people will change their habits; if they know that the practice can be harmful to waterways but 

beneficial for their lawns, they may continue to operate as usual. The PSAs could thus point out that 

the source of "burning" of lawns is not because the lawn was not adequately watered, but rather 

because too much of the product was applied. While the public appeared knowledgeable about the 

fact that natural fertilizers (e.g. manure) are less pollutive than their chemical counterparts. However, 

the public education campaign could still point out the specific benefits of natural fertilizers such as 

slow nutrient release and the provision of healthy microorganisms needed by plants. 

(6) Less toxic alternatives exist to eradicate fire ants from urban lawns and gardens. The NPS Survey 

found that most lawn caretakers use pesticides to control this common pest. Many are already using 

more environmentally benign forms of the available control products, such as Logic and Amdro. 

These practices should be encouraged for the public as a whole. However, even simpler methods, 

such as the use of boiling water, should also be presented. Such methods, while perhaps impractical 

for extensive, rural areas, are very effective for small urban lawns and gardens. 

(7) Many commonly used household products such as paint thinner and pesticides pose a threat to 

water quality if disposed of improperly. The NPS Survey found many of.Austin's residents to be 

confused and unsure of the best methods of disposing of hazardous household products. 

Unfortunately, none of the existing options will be as convenient as the past practice of simply tossing 

all unwanted materials in the garbage. The issue has become a complex one given a rapidly evolving 

array of toxic products intended for everyday use. The City must ensure that its municipal landfllis 

are not polluting surface or ground water supplies. It therefore also has a stake in minimizing the 

hazardous materials which enter those facilities. 
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But the news is not all bad. Many products, such as latex paints, can be dealt with using 

relatively simple methods. For more toxic or hazardous substances, the City of Austin's Household 
. . 

Hazardous Waste Center represents the best alternative. Both the easy and the difficult measures 

could be presented in the PSAs. The public education program could be used to both instruct citizens 

about proper methods of disposing harmful products and present non-toxic alternatives. 

Recommendations for the Followup Survey 

This report makes the following technical recommendations for the followup survey: 

• For consistency, the followup survey should be constructed similarly to that of the first survey. 

Changes should be minimized. Since the original survey was very brief, there is no need to delete 

any of the questions. Even questions with seemingly decisive results, such as the manure vs. chemical 

fertilizer question, should be included to allow a full comparison between the two surveys. Additional 

. questions might be considered, but it must be remembered that in doing so, the results may not be 

directly comparable. The respondents' answers may change in a changed question order and context. 

• The second, superior version of the compost question should be used exclusively. 

• All persons, not just those with lawns, should be asked the series of lawn questions. The results of 

those with lawns could still be compared with the first survey's results, but the additional responses 

could be analyzed as well. Again, with a survey so short to conduct for ~ach respondent, the 

additional time should not be a factor. Most of the time is spent contacting persons willing to 

cooperate, not in asking the q~estions. 

• The number of household members should be determin~. One shortcoming of the NPS Survey 

was that household sizes were not asked, thereby making it impossible to properly weight the results. 

As was seen, this probably led to the underrepresentation of Hispanic respondents. The question 

should probably be included at the survey's end, along with the other demographic questions as it 

might be perceived as intrusive and could reduce cooperation. Like the question of ethnic origin, it 

could be handled as an optional answer if the respondents find it uncomfortabl.e. 

• The time period o.f the survey should be shorter. For a variety of reas~ns, the NPS Survey spanned 

a three month period. During this time, a variety of extraneous outside events occurred, such as the 

presentation of PSAs by other agencies. Such confusion only adds to uncertainty in the data analysis, 

and is unnecessary given the "ab.ility to quickly conduct phone surveys. 



144 

• Callback procedures should be more rigorously applied. A firm list of telephone numbers to call 

should be established at the outset of the followup survey. Since not all of the numbers will be 

working numbers, the list should include up to ten times the numbers actually desired for the final 

analysis (more random numbers can always be obtained later). Even with a short survey time period 

of a week or so, at least three callbacks should be possible for each number to ensure greater data 

reliability. Difficult to reach respondents should not be unnecessarily excluded from the survey 

population. 

Recommendations ror Future NPS Educational Errorts 

First and foremost, ECSD must establish one overall goal: to make the general principles of NPS 

pollution common knowledge among Austin citizens. In other words, a successful long-term 

education program will instill in the public an accurate sense of how NPS pollution is caused. and what 

the public can do to minimize it. Two encouraging precedents come to mind to serve as examples: 

litter control and recycling. The State of Texas has firmly committed itself to reducing public 

littering, an effort. featuring the now-famous "Don't Mess with Texas" slogan. While the public has 

long known that improperly disposing of garbage is wrong from a legal perspective, the State's 

anti-litter campaign has made it a socially unacceptable thing to do. This distinction is very 

important. A practice, such' as proper disposal of trash, is transformed from a legalistic abstraction to 

an everyday, obvious occurrence. Likewise, the practice of recycling is on the ve-rge of passing this 

threshold. More and more, recycling is being accepted as not only a good idea, but a -squandering of 

useful resources if not carried out. 

NPS pollution is considerably further away from being a household term. The NPS Survey 

demonstrated that a large percentage of the public may not even know what its mechanisms are. The 

technical term "nonpoint source" pollution itself is probably a hindrance to the appreciation of the 

problem. Unlike "litter" or "sewage," NPS pollution does not seem to have a clear source, as is even 

acknowledged by the term itself. As such, it is hard for. the public to comprehend how they fit into 

the proble~. Yet NPS pollution does have identifiable sources, as have been elucidated in this report: 

sediments, lawn chemicals, organic debris, and waste oil, to name a few. 

Technical arguments about the complexities of NPS pollution should not be allowed to cloud 

what, in effect, is a very straightforward process. Debris is exposed to rainfall and is washed into 

creeks and waterways. The types of materials which constitute "debris" (e.g. sediments, nutrients, oil 
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and grease, etc.) need to be well defined, but that is essentially the gist of NPS pollution. The rest is 

equally simple: to reduce this source of pollution, reduce the exposure of these same materials. 

As the NPS Survey results conclusively demonstrated, there is still much to be gained by public 

education efforts. No one set of PSAs will alter the NPS knowledge level and behavioral patterns of 

an entire city. Furthermore, it is doubtful that the followup survey will be able to conclusively 

demonstrate the effectiveness of the initial PSA campaign. Without a considerable and expensive 

effort, short-term radio and TV spots will not possibly be able to reach all of their intended public. 

ECSD will likely have to go beyond the advertising media to accomplish its goals. Education about 

NPS topics will necessarily be a long-term proposition. Excellent forums for further discussion are 

short seminars in schools and outreach programs for neighborhood groups. Appropriate disposal 

techniques such as the City'S Household Hazardous Waste Center should be focused upon, and area 

auto service stations should perhaps more widely advertise their ability to recycle used oil. The public 

education campaign must continue for some time into the future. 
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