AGENDA
Special Meeting
Governing Board of Sweetwater Authority
Tuesday, January 12, 2021 – 4:00 p.m.
Notice: Pursuant to Governor Newsom’s Executive Orders N-29-20 and 33-20, which in part,
provide waivers to certain Brown Act provisions, meetings of the Board of Directors will be
held by teleconference. There will be no physical location from which members of the public
may participate. Instead, the public may listen and/or view the meeting proceedings and
provide public comment and comments on agenda items by following these instructions:
To join via Zoom Webinar from a computer, tablet, or smartphone,
click on the link below:
https://zoom.us/j/91458023440
To join this meeting via telephone, please dial:
1-669-900-6833 or 1-253-215-8782
Meeting ID: 914 5802 3440
If you are unable to access the meeting using this call-in information, please contact the
Board Secretary at (619) 409-6703 for assistance.
To provide public comment on non-agenda items or to provide public comment on any item
of the agenda:
Before the meeting:
-

Go to www.sweetwater.org; click on the “HOW DO I…” at the top of the page; and
then click on the “Public Comment” link in the Contact section.

OR
-

Physically deposit your public comment in the Authority’s payment drop box located in
the public parking lot at the Authority’s Administrative Office at 505 Garrett Avenue,
Chula Vista.

OR
-

Mail your comments to 505 Garrett Avenue, Chula Vista, CA 91910 [Attention: Public
Comment].

All written public comment submissions must be received 1 hour in advance of the meeting
and will be read aloud to the Board during the appropriate portion of the meeting with a
reading limit of 3 minutes for each comment.
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During the meeting:
The Chair will inquire prior to Board discussion if there are any comments from the public on
each item.
-

Via Zoom Webinar go to Participants List, hover over your name and click on “Raise
Hand.” This will notify the moderator that you wish to speak during Oral
Communication or during a specific item on the agenda.

-

Via phone, you can raise your hand by pressing *9 to notify the moderator that you
wish to speak during the current item.

Any person with a disability who requires a modification or accommodation in order to
participate in a meeting should direct such request to the Board Secretary at (619) 409-6703
at least forty-eight (48) hours before the meeting, if possible. The above public comment
procedures supersede any Authority standard public comment policies and procedures to the
contrary.
•

Call Meeting to Order and Roll Call

•

Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag

•

Opportunity for Public Comment
Opportunity for members of the public to address the Board (Government Code Section 54954.3)

ACTION CALENDAR AGENDA
The following items on the Action Agenda call for discussion and action by the Board. All items are placed on
the Agenda so that the Board may discuss and take action on the item if the Board is so inclined, including
items listed for information.

A. Board Workshop on Public Opinion Survey
B. “Developer Survey,” presented by John Nienstedt, President and CEO, Competitive
Edge Research
•

Directors’ Comments
Directors’ comments are comments by Directors concerning Authority business that may be of interest to the
Board. Directors’ comments are placed on the Agenda to enable individual Board members to convey
information to the Board and the Public. There is no discussion or action taken on comments made by Board
members.

•

Adjournment

This agenda was posted at least twenty-four (24) hours before the meeting in a location freely
accessible to the Public on the exterior bulletin board at the main entrance to the Authority’s office and it
is also posted on the Authority’s website at www.sweetwater.org. No action may be taken on any item
not appearing on the posted agenda, except as provided by California Government Code Section
54954.2. Any writings or documents provided to a majority of the members of the Sweetwater Authority
Governing Board regarding any item on this agenda will be made available for public inspection at the
Authority Administration Office, located at 505 Garrett Avenue, Chula Vista, CA 91910, during normal
business hours. Upon request, this agenda will be made available in appropriate alternative formats to
persons with disabilities, as required by Section 202 of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. Any
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person with a disability who requires a modification or accommodation in order to participate in a
meeting should direct such request to the Board Secretary at (619) 409-6703 as soon as possible prior
to the meeting.
To e-subscribe to receive meeting agendas and other pertinent information, please visit
www.sweetwater.org.
PUBLIC COMMENT PROCEDURES
Members of the general public may address the Board regarding items not appearing on the posted
agenda, which are within the subject matter jurisdiction of the Governing Board. Speakers are asked to
state name, address, and topic, and to observe a time limit of three (3) minutes each. Public comment
on a single topic is limited to twenty (20) minutes. Anyone desiring to address the Governing Board
regarding an item listed on the agenda is asked to fill out a speaker’s slip and present it to the Board
Chair or the Secretary. Request to Speak forms are available at the Speaker’s podium and at
www.sweetwater.org/speakerform.
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TO:

Governing Board

FROM:

Management

DATE:

January 8, 2021

SUBJECT:

Board Workshop on Public Opinion Survey

SUMMARY
The Board directed that a public opinion survey be performed in FY 2020-21. This workshop
will allow the Board to provide input and direction to the Authority’s consultant in the
development and execution of the survey. At previous meetings of the Communications
Committee, the following issues were identified for further consideration by the Board:
•
•
•
•

Addition of questions about recreation at Authority property (ex., fishing)
Consideration of survey method to ensure a representative sample of service area’s
diverse demographics
Payment methods
COVID-19 impact and opinion on water/water service

Background
The Authority’s Strategic Communications Plan recommends that the Authority conduct a
public opinion poll/survey every five years. The last survey was conducted in 2014. In the
Board-approved Strategic Plan Work Plan, a public opinion survey is to be conducted by
January 2021. As noted by staff at the September 9, 2020 Board meeting, this deadline was
shifted later by the Board to allow for the Board’s selection of the survey consultant. In
October, the Board selected Competitive Edge Research to conduct the Public Opinion Poll
and Developer Survey.
As outlined in the Strategic Plan Work Plan, the Authority selected a consultant to conduct
two surveys. One survey will include current residential Authority customers/account holders
to gather customers’ opinions and awareness of the Authority, including (but not limited to):
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.

Interaction with Authority Employees
Programs
Water Conservation/Rebate Programs
Tap Water
Communications Preferences
Social Media
Website
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This survey will provide the Authority with a follow-up to its 2015 survey of customer
information that will guide the Authority in shaping future projects and programs.
The other was the Developer Survey that was conducted in December 2020, with the
consultant working with an ad hoc committee.
PAST BOARD ACTIONS
October 28, 2020

The Governing Board selected Competitive Edge Research &
Communication to conduct the Public Opinion Survey.

October 14, 2020

The Governing Board continued this item to a future Board
meeting.

September 9, 2020

The Governing Board decided that the full Board will review the
proposals and select a consultant at a future Board meeting.

September 3, 2020

The Communications Committee recommended that the
Governing Board defer to staff to review and make a selection.

June 24, 2020

The Governing Board approved the FY 2020-21 Budget and
Strategic Plan Work Plan.

September 25, 2019

The Governing Board approved the Five-year Strategic
Communications Plan Recommendations for Communications
Committee Meetings, Metrics, and Future Strategic Plan Work
Plan Objective Areas

FISCAL IMPACT
Funds for this survey in the amount of $40,000 were included in the FY 2020-21 Budget.
POLICY
Strategic Plan Goal 4: Customer Service, Citizen Engagement, and Community Relations
(CS) - Provide high quality customer service based on customer feedback and serve the
community through education, outreach, and partnerships.
•

Objective CS1: Develop an outreach program that includes a multi‐faceted
approach to communications and customer outreach ‐ including, but not limited
to, press releases, web‐based communications, social media, community
presentations, community events, educational opportunities, and periodically
surveying customer opinion
o 003.00 Conduct a Customer Opinion Survey

•

Objective CS3: Explore and implement process improvements to better serve
developer customers
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o 001.00 Conduct an opinion survey for developer customers to determine further
improvements to the developer process
Board Policy 517, Financial Policies, Preferential Purchasing for Local Businesses – While
the preferential purchasing for local businesses component of the Board’s Financial Policies
does not apply to this procurement of professional service with regard to providing
preference, the Authority did include in the RFP a statement that the Sweetwater Authority
encourages participation by local, small and/or disadvantaged businesses.
ATTACHMENT
Scope of Work from Competitive Edge Contract
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ATTACHMENT
AGREEMENT FOR SERVICES
BETWEEN SWEETWATER AUTHORITY
AND
COMPETITIVE EDGE
EXHIBIT "A"
SCOPE OF WORK

Task 1: Meet with the Authority to Plan Survey
Task 2: Sample Design
Task 3: Create Survey Instrument
Task 4: Surveyors and Data Editors
Task 5: Pre-test Survey Instrument
Task 6: Conduct Surveys
Task 7: Process data and ensure quality of data
Task 8: Prepare Final Draft Report Summarizing the Results of the Survey

60026.00014 \3187207 4. 2
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AGREEMENT FOR SERVICES
BETWEEN SWEETWATER AUTHORITY
AND
COMPETITIVE EDGE
EXHIBIT "C"
ACTIVITY SCHEDULE

SWA delivers contact list of developer customers to CERC 11 /9
Conversation regarding goals of developer portion of the study and how that relates to
recruitment 11 /9
CERC drafts recruitment screener 11/10
Recruitment screener finalized 11 /11
Recruitment 11 /12-23
CERC drafts discussion guide 11 /12
Discussion guide finalized noon, 11/24
Focus Group 11/24
Initial analysis to SWA 11/25
Final written report and presentation due to SWA 12/3
Presentation on Developer Survey to SWA Board 12/9

Final Materials for Board Workshop due to SWA 1/6
Board workshop survey kick-off meeting 1/12 (Date being confirmed 1/11 or 1/12)
SWA delivers contact list of customers to CERC 1/13
CERC drafts questionnaire 1/14
Questionnaire finalized noon, 1/21
Customer survey in field 1/21-24
Initial analysis to SWA 1/25
Final written report and presentation due to SWA 2/3
Final written report and presentation to SWA 2/1 O

60026.00014\31872074.2
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Sweetwater Authority
Developer Study

1/8/2021

Prepared for Sweetwater Authority
Field Dates: December 14-21, 2020
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Summary
Research Objectives:

# Interview:
Methodology:
Jurisdiction:
Eligibility:
Field Dates:
Interview Method:
Project Director:
Research Analyst:
Report Prepared by:

1) Develop an understanding of SWA’s strengths and weaknesses
2) Derive comparisons to other local water agencies
3) Create a post-project evaluation for developers
n=13 SWA Developers; n=9 non-SWA-Developers
SWA: Client supplied list; Non-SWA: Building Industry Association supplied list
San Diego County
SWA: Developers working with SWA since 2015; Non-SWA: Developers who
have not worked with SWA
December 14-21, 2020
In-depth interviews conducted using Microsoft Teams
John Nienstedt, Sr.
Rachel Lawler
Uchenna Iwu

Questions about these data should be directed to:
Mr. John Nienstedt, Sr.
President
Competitive Edge Research & Communication, Inc.
1620 5th Avenue
San Diego, CA 92101
(619) 702-2372
John@cerc.net
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Respondent Characteristics
GENDER
Male
Female

SWA
%
92.3
7.7

Non-SWA
%
100.0
0.0

# OF PROJECTS CONDUCTED W/ SWA
1
2
3
4
7
8
10
15

%
38.5
15.4
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7

ETHNICITY
White
Hispanic/Latino

SWA
%
69.2
30.8

# OF PROJECTS CONDUCTED (NONSWA)
12
15
20
25
30
50
65
75

Non-SWA
%
88.9
11.1

%
11.1
11.1
22.2
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
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Overview
Competitive Edge Research & Communication, Inc. (CERC) is very pleased to present the results of this study to
Sweetwater Authority (SWA). CERC was retained to conduct in-depth interviews with development firm
personnel who have worked with SWA and, separately, development firm personnel in San Diego county who
have not worked with SWA in the last 5 years. This study was designed to develop an understanding of SWA’s
strengths and weaknesses, derive comparisons to other local water agencies, and create a post-project
evaluation for developers.
All opinions expressed in this report are the professional judgments of Competitive Edge Research &
Communication. The project director for this study was John Nienstedt. The questionnaire was principally
designed by SWA and Nienstedt. The data were analyzed by Nienstedt and Research Analyst Rachel Lawler.
This report contains the results of 22 in-depth interviews (13 SWA developers and nine non-SWA developers).
Qualified respondents were limited to developers completing projects in the County of San Diego within the past
five years. The list for SWA developers was provided by SWA, while the list for non-SWA developers was
provided by the BIA.
Interviews were conducted by Lawler and Nienstedt from December 14 through 21, 2020. SWA developers
received an email invitation from SWA and non-SWA developers received an email request from the Building
Industry Association to conduct an in-depth interview. Verification procedures were followed, and no interviews
were rejected in the process. Editing, coding, computer processing and tabulation of the data were done at
Competitive Edge's San Diego office. The computer tabulations were produced using SPSS PC+ version 25.0, a
statistical package copyrighted by SPSS, Inc.
This survey is the property of SWA and its agents.
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Methodology and Limitations
METHODOLOGY
The lists are comprised of developers with projects in the county of San Diego. SWA respondents were initially
invited by SWA via email to conduct an in-depth interview, while non-SWA respondents were invited by the BIA.
Interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams during normal business hours.

A SNAPSHOT IN TIME
A study of this type is a measure of current attitudes that may change over time. This study should not
necessarily serve as an unqualified predictor of events, but as an indicator as to the situation in December 2020.

CATEGORIZING VERBATIM RESPONSES TO OPEN -ENDED QUESTIONS
For SWA developers, Q3, Q7, Q8, Q9, Q10, Q12, Q14, Q16, Q20, Q22, Q23, Q26, and Q31 was asked in an openended fashion and the answers were subsequently coded for ease of analysis. Categories were created to best
represent the information that was given in the verbatim responses with like terms being grouped together.
For non-SWA developers, Q3, Q4, Q9, Q11, Q13, Q17, Q19, Q20, Q21, Q22, and Q23 was asked in an openended fashion and the answers were subsequently coded for ease of analysis. Categories were created to best
represent the information that was given in the verbatim responses with like terms being grouped together.
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Findings
Background
Property development is evidently a male-dominated field. Only 7% of the SWA developers we talked to are
women, while all the non-SWA developers we spoke with are men. Nearly one-third of SWA developers are
Latino, whereas only one-in-ten of the non-SWA developers are.
Most developers we interviewed who work with SWA have worked with water agencies in San Diego and
Imperial Counties besides SWA, but they are often smaller operations than those on our non-SWA list. On
average, SWA developers have worked on four projects with the Authority, but more than one-third have
worked on only one project. Alternatively, non-SWA developers tend to be working with multiple water agencies
and, on average, have completed 35 projects with water agencies during the last five years.
Among the developers we spoke with who have worked with SWA, all but three have also worked with the City
of San Diego Water Department, by far the dominant water agency in the area.

SWA

Non-SWA developers frequently work with the City of San Diego Water Department, the Otay Water District,
and the Vallecitos Water District. These are three highly active water agencies SWA should compare itself to.
Slightly less than half have worked with the County's Water Agency and the Vista Irrigation District. Padre Dam
Municipal Water District, Olivenhain Water District, Eastern Municipal Water District, Rainbow Municipal Water
District, Oceanside Water Department, Carlsbad Municipal Water District, and Imperial Irrigation District were
also infrequently mentioned.

Non-SWA
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Our BIA developers have worked with an average of five different local water agencies, and the range runs from
three to eight. They all have enough varied experience to provide meaningful insight. There is no correlation
between the number of projects firms have completed and the number of agencies they have worked with.
Overall Sweetwater Authority Performance
SWA developers expressed a wide range of overall opinions about
the Authority. A slim majority award SWA a grade of A or B.
Although none of the SWA developers we spoke with failed the
Authority, 46% graded the agency at a C or D, resulting in an “only
fair” (C) overall average grade. If the Authority’s goal is to offer
excellent service to developers, an overall grade of C indicates the
agency has not met that threshold.

OVE RA LL SW E E T WAT E R
AUT HO RI T Y PE RFO RMA N C E

A – EXCELLENT

39%

B – VERY GOOD

C – ONLY FAIR

Why?
When it comes to those who graded SWA positively, the Authority’s
cooperation and responsiveness are the big motivators. We heard
comments like:

15%

D – POOR

15%

31%

F – FAILING

“I haven’t had any issues. They reply to questions very quickly, can
get concerns resolved very quickly. Time is critical in my business.”
“Very cooperative, responsive.”
Lack of clear communication, bureaucratic process, and poor customer service in general stand out as the real
turn-offs. Representative comments include:
“Lack of communication and poor direction, resulted in 3x the work and 2x the cost.”
“Bureaucratic, policies that aren’t realistic relative to industry, slow to change requirement of 10 million of
general liability insurance. They also have a policy – prevailing wage basis – that adds a couple hundred
thousand dollars. The amount of paperwork is too much, it should be done online or with an internet-based
platform so as to save time on both ends. Issues with accuracy of plans.”
“Somewhat arrogant and difficult to work with; water, fire suppression, sewer staff was not friendly, general
manager was a jerk. Glad I only had to work with them once.”
More experienced contractors tend to negatively focus on the bureaucratic process. We find no overall
differences by ethnicity.
General Experience Working with SWA vs. Other Water Agencies
Most SWA developers who have also worked with other water agencies say their experience working with SWA
was about the same as their experience working with other water authorities. Further, half say SWA is about
even with other water agencies in terms of innovations (although three in ten say SWA is somewhat behind the
curve). SWA is neither positively nor negatively standing out in the minds of developers. A recurring theme,
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therefore, is that SWA isn't perceived as any better or worse than other water agencies. There is ripe
opportunity to bolster SWA’s strengths to create a positive and memorable experience.
Positive Experiences
Many SWA developers couldn't point to a specific reason for things going right – more so that they could not
recall having any major issues that stood out in their mind. When they did, it was usually due to good
relationship with SWA personnel and communication and responsiveness were highlighted. There was
significantly more positive emphasis on personnel over process.
“XXXXX was my main contact; he was really responsive, and I have enjoyed working with him…. he had good
customer service. I appreciated him advocating on our behalf to the manager. Customer service has always been
good, engineering staff always been good.”
“Generally, they have friendly, knowledgeable, professional staff.”
“Communication with them; I know a few people I can call and I can get my questions answered quickly.”
Among the non-SWA developers, clarity – that is, the agency clearly communicating what it wants from the
developer -- is the main mark of a good agency. Listening, reasonable fees, and timeliness are also good
practices. Some representative quotes from non-SWA developers include:
“Information provided that clearly outlined what is required, when do they collect their fees, and bonding
requirements. Budget and timing as early and accurate as possible. Applicant or developer packets – contacts,
what requirements are, etc. Most successful agencies use something like this….”
“Clearly defined expectations; inspectors who are consistently following codes… the water agencies indicated to
us what they wanted and are communicative with accessible – inspectors, management, directors or the Board.”
Negative Experiences
SWA respondents were more able to describe the negatives rather than the positives. Sometimes it was to poor
management, but a variety of other reasons popped up too. One commented that, “Length of process,
paperwork, too long to get certainty on costs, could streamline process using newer tech.” We also found that
white developers are perhaps more critical of SWA's process, as are more experienced contractors.
Non-SWA developers say the main killer with the agencies they’ve worked with is inconsistency in the
application of policies. Delays, high fees, conflicts with jurisdictions, indecision, and bonding requirements are all
mentioned. Some choice quotes from non-SWA developers include:
“Inconsistent interpretations of policy or codes. Requests for lump sum advance deposits… or invoicing way too
late, at the end of fiscal year. That’s always a tough pill to swallow when you’re done with the project and you
get a $50,000 bill. Some are poor communicators. They can’t handle situation because they are not good
communicators.”
“Requiring things that don’t make sense because the people requiring them don’t understand why it is or isn’t
needed. Things like taking too long on plan checks. Certainty is always good for developers so in terms of
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knowing requirements and having those be consistent while at the same time being able to get in person
meetings when we do have issues. Not being sent to people who can’t make decisions.”
Importance of Elements in the Development Process
When working with water agencies, certainty – more than speed or even costs -- regarding the project approval
process is the most important thing for SWA and non-SWA developers alike. To be clear, all three things we
asked about are important. In fact, a key point we heard from nearly every developer: “time is money.” Time
and adhering to schedules are critical in the development business. When there are delays or errors on the part
of SWA or any water agency which create uncertainty, it really hits them in the pocketbook.
“ W HE N WO RK I NG W I T H WAT E R AG E NCI ES, G E NE RA LLY HOW I MPO RTA NT I S I T TO YO U TO HAVE
C E RTA I N T Y REG A RDI N G YO UR PROJEC T 'S A PPROVA L PRO C ESS? ”
NOT THAT IMPORTANT
SWA DEVELOPERS

8%

NON-SWA
DEVELOPERS

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT

VERY

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING

46%

46%

22%

78%

“ W HE N WO RK I N G W I T H WAT E R AG E N C I ES, G E N E RA LLY HOW I MPO RTA N T I S I T FO R T HE
A PPROVA L PRO C ESS TO MOVE A LO N G Q UI C K LY ? ”
NOT THAT IMPORTANT

SWA DEVELOPERS

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT

8%

NON-SWA
DEVELOPERS

VERY

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING

85%

8%

56%

44%

“ W HE N WO RK I NG W I T H WAT E R AG E NCI ES, G E NE RA LLY HOW I MPO RTA NT I S CO ST O F T HE
DE VE LO PME N T PRO C ESS TO YO U? ”
NOT THAT IMPORTANT
SWA DEVELOPERS

NON-SWA
DEVELOPERS

8%

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT

62%

VERY

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING

31%

89%

11%

Therefore, certainty is the biggest piece of the puzzle, while cost and speed are very important but typically not
the most important aspects in the approval process. The two very important elements are contingent upon the
project being approved and that makes certainty in the process the preeminent element. As noted by numerous
developers we spoke with, certainty in the process is crucial to their business because it’s difficult to move
forward on a project until it is approved. Devising ways to provide developers more certainty during the project
approval process is an important area the Authority will want to explore.
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Agency Attitudes Toward Developers
When asked what the attitude SWA
took with them, developers generally
don’t feel bad about it and almost half
report a positive attitude.
There is some contrast here with
developers who haven’t worked with
SWA. Non-SWA developers complain
about some indifference from the
agencies they’ve worked with; as if the
agencies don't care to "make things
happen." Adversarial and "bothered"
were two other starkly negative
attitudes mentioned.

AT T I T UD ES TOWA RD D E V E LO PE RS
(NO N - SWA )

AT T I T UDES TOWA RD DE VE LO PE RS
(SWA )
39%

POSITIVE EXPERIENCE

15%

ARROGANT

THEY WORK FOR MY
BENEFIT

8%

LOW ENERGY

8%

ADEQUATE

8%

THE PROCESS SHOULD BE
SIMPLIFIED

8%

TRANSACTIONAL

8%

NOTHING/DON'T KNOW

8%

INDIFFERENCE

22%

SOMEWHAT
COOPERATIVE

22%

PRO-DEVELOPMENT

11%

CHARGE EXTRA FEES

11%

NOT THEIR MAIN FOCUS

11%

ADVERSARIAL

11%

BOTHERED

11%

“Bothered; every time you bring them a
new project, you're giving them more work which is funding them and bringing them more money and more
customers but it's like you're just a pain to them.”
“Water Agency staff doesn’t look at us like a customer, they see us as an adversary.”
Water Agency Performance Trend
Among the eight SWA developers who have worked on multiple projects with the agency, there has been no
substantial change over time in the quality of interaction with SWA. Similarly, non-SWA developers are also
most likely to think water agencies have generally remained the same. With no clear changes as to how agencies
are doing business, the results here are very mixed.
“GEN ERALLY SPEAKIN G, HAS WORKIN G WIT H SWA/WAT ER AGEN CIES OV ER T HE YEARS
IMPROVED, GOT TEN WORSE OR REMAINED THE SAME? ”
GOTTEN WORSE A LOT

GOTTEN WORSE A LITTLE

63%

SWA DEVELOPERS (N=8)

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

REMAINED THE SAME/UNSURE

22%

IMPROVED A LITTLE

IMPROVED A LOT

13%

56%

13%

22%

Difficulties arising from adjustments to ways of working due to COVID-19 are impacting both SWA and other
water agencies. SWA should examine innovative ways to accommodate developers and further streamline the
approval process for the pandemic’s duration and beyond.
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Performance on Specific Elements in the Development Process

SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y
PE RSO NNE L PE RFO RMA NCE

Personnel

SWA’s personnel are a strong point for the agency. Two-thirds of
39%
A – EXCELLENT
SWA developers rate the competency, efficiency, and politeness of
staff as either an A or B, resulting in a “very good” 2.9 GPA for the
team. This suggests personnel are better regarded than working
B – VERY GOOD
23%
with SWA overall. More experienced firms may think better of SWA's
personnel, as 83% of them gave personnel a B or an A grade, while
C – ONLY FAIR
23%
only 43% of the less experienced firms did so. Competence, speedy
communication, and a positive, can-do attitude are the three
markers of good personnel among SWA developers. More
D – POOR
15%
specifically, we heard that being polite, being proactive, and
returning calls were all good traits. Perhaps surprisingly, however,
negative comments also include unresponsiveness and lack of
F – FAILING
competence, along with lack of authority to make decisions, and the
bureaucracy; essentially the opposite of being helpful to the
developer. It could well be that impressions of personnel vary by the
personnel the developer is required to work with. All personnel should provide the same level of polite,
responsive, and proactive service.
“HOW OFTEN, IF EVER, DO YOU RUN INTO PROBLEMS WITH WATER AGENCY PERSONNEL IN
T ERMS OF T HEIR COMPET EN CY, EFFICIEN CY AN D POLIT EN ESS? ”
EVERY PROJECT

11%

FREQUENTLY

HALF THE TIME

33%

RARELY

44%

NEVER

11%

Alternatively, a whopping nine in ten non-SWA developers say they encounter problems with water agency
personnel at least half the time, with a substantial 44% saying they frequently or always encounter personnel
issues. Developers often focus on a perceived lack of knowledge or experience on the part of the water agency
personnel they deal with. Also often mentioned are issues with timing: the person they’ve worked with is slow
to act on the project -- which could be interpreted as a lack of urgency on the part of personnel.
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Development Approval System
While SWA gets higher marks for its personnel, the same cannot be
said for its project approval system, as most developers grade it at a C
or D level – and only one-third rate it as “very good” (B). SWA’s
system also gets more “don't knows” than it gets for personnel. While
there are a few issues with personnel, it appears SWA’s system is
more of a problem. And, while it’s a difficult to pinpoint the problem
because SWA developers being more uncertain on this question, it
looks like a low-tech approach hampers the approval process. One
developer specifically complained that getting as-built records was a
little bit of a struggle with SWA. Another commented that SWA “didn't
have the type of formal response system we are used to dealing with.
Others have online records you can access online and download
directly without human contact.”

SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y
DE VE LO PME N T A PPROVA L
SYST E M
A – EXCELLENT

B – VERY GOOD

33%

C – ONLY FAIR

33%
17%

D – POOR

F – FAILING

UNSURE

17%

“HOW OFTEN, IF EVER, SO YOU RUN INTO PROBLEMS WITH A WATER AGENC Y ’S
D EV ELOPMEN T APPROVAL SYST EM? ”
EVERY PROJECT

FREQUENTLY

HALF THE TIME

22%

RARELY

56%

NEVER

22%

In contrast, non-SWA developers are slightly less critical of the approval process systems than the personnel
they encounter. In fact, although we asked here about the process, some developers tended to again focus on
issues related to personnel. Responses were typically varied, but two pointed to the people working for the
agency not having the authority to move things along or make changes the developer thought were necessary.
Others blamed poor and slow communication, inconsistent project calculations, and not being proactive, all of
which again could be partly personnel issues. Other problems are in fact process related: not promptly getting a
Will Serve letter or the agency using outdated standards.
Certainty Regarding the Approval Process
Most SWA developers do have certainty in the SWA approval process. With many saying they are confident that
their project(s) will be approved eventually, for them it’s a matter of how many plan adjustments they will have
to go through. As a result, most of the positive sentiment surrounding certainty with SWA’s process is soft: 15%
said extremely certain versus 46% saying very certain. However, 31% feel the process lacks certainty, and, now
knowing how important certainty is to developers, it is imperative that SWA works diligently to clarify its
processes.
“ WOULD YOU DESCRIBE THE LEVEL OF CERTAINTY YOU HAVE WHEN DEALING WITH
SWEET WAT ER AUT HORIT Y ’S PROJECT APPROVAL PROCESS AS…”
NOT AT ALL CERTAIN

8%

NOT THAT CERTAIN

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT CERTAIN

31%

46%
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EXTREMELY CERTAIN

15%
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“HOW OFT EN , IF EV ER, D O YOU EXPERIEN CE UN CERTAIN T Y WIT H A WAT ER AGEN CY ’S
PROJECT APPROVAL PROCESS”
EVERY PROJECT

FREQUENTLY

11%

HALF THE TIME

RARELY

44%

NEVER

33%

11%

In contrast, most non-SWA developers encounter issues with certainty in the approval process half the time or
more frequently. The big firms with more projects tend to experience uncertainty more often than the smaller
firms. On the whole, SWA appears to be doing better when it comes to certainty than other agencies.
Speed of the Approval Process
A slim majority of developers describe the approval process as either very quick or about what they’d expect
and about four-in-ten say it is slow. It is worth mentioning that Latinos may find the approval process slower
than whites. Though by no means a pervasive problem, speed is therefore the weakest metric of the three.
Further, half of SWA’s developers think SWA’s approval process is somewhat or much slower when they
compare it to other agencies. All that said, the contrast with the non-SWA developers is striking. Two-thirds say
the process at most water agencies is somewhat slow with an additional one-in-ten saying it is very slow. The
upshot here: almost all agencies are regarded as slow. So, while developers operating in SWA’s jurisdiction feel
it’s slower than its counterparts, SWA actually appears to be faster than the norm.
“ I S SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y ’ S/MO ST WAT E R AG E N C I ES A PPROVA L PRO C ESS… ”
VERY SLOW

SOMEWHAT SLOW

23%

SWA DEVELOPERS

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

ABOUT WHAT YOU'D EXPECT/UNSURE

15%

39%

11%

67%

SOMEWHAT QUICK

VERY QUICK

23%

22%

COVID-19 has impacted approval speed. An SWA developer related that, “we were able to get through it, it just
wasn’t great and could have gone better/smoother. It seems like it [the plan] sits around with no one looking at
it. No one cares about time. It’s problematic across the board, especially with COVID. Just goes too slow.” There
is room for SWA to improve and move more decidedly into the “somewhat quick” and “very quick” categories.
Overall Costs Associated with the Approval Process
Not surprisingly, none of the developers we spoke with said costs are low. SWA’s costs are more often perceived
to be about right and less often seen as high than those imposed by other water agencies. This is good news,
and only 23% say costs were high (another 23% were unsure how to categorize SWA’s costs). Costs seem to be
more of a problem outside the SWA, which could cautiously be interpreted as a positive for SWA. Firms with
more varied experience tend to see costs as higher than those who only work with five or fewer agencies.
We sense that there is some “play” here and SWA could impose a modest fee increase if it can improve on the
more important certainty metric as well as speeding up the approval process.
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“ WO ULD YO U DESCRI BE T HE CO ST S A SSO CI AT E D W I T H SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y ’ S/MO ST
AG E N C I ES PROJEC T A PPROVA L PRO C ESS A S…”
VERY LOW

SOMEWHAT LOW

ABOUT RIGHT/UNSURE

SOMEWHAT HIGH

77%

SWA DEVELOPERS

33%

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

VERY HIGH

8%

33%

15%

33%

Construction, Engineering, and Inspection Costs
Two of the ten SWA developers who worked with other agencies believe the Authority’s construction costs are
more than 15% higher than construction costs at other water agencies. Comparing those results to what we find
among the non-SWA developers, SWA’s costs and fees seem in-line with other water agencies. With
construction costs by and large comparable to other agencies, the cost factor again takes a back seat to other
elements (such as approval certainty and speed) of the approval process.
“ARE SWEETWATER AUTHORITY ’S CONSTRUCTION, ENGINEERING, AND INSPE CTION COSTS
COMPARED TO T HOSE OF OT HER AGEN CIES…”
MORE THAN 15% HIGHER

CONSTRUCTION
COSTS

5% TO 15% HIGHER

ABOUT THE SAME/UNSURE

20%

5% TO 15% LOWER

MORE THAN 15% LOWER

80%

ENGINEERING AND
INSPECTION COSTS

100%

Conflicting Information from Other Governmental Agencies
With the SWA developers, conflicting information is atypical. We did hear about conflicts with the city, with the
fire department, as well as a general lack of communication between agencies, but these were not the norm.
While SWA’s problem in this area appears minor, it would be a good practice for SWA to work with all
overlapping districts to ensure consistency in the rules.
Unlike the SWA
developers, most from
the BIA list have had
cross-jurisdictional
issues. Again, those are
not related to just one
type of jurisdiction.
City, LAFCO,
environmental
agencies, and state
entities all can give
conflicting advice or
regulations.

CO N F LI C T I N G I N FO RMAT I O N F RO M
OT HE R G OVE RN ME N TA L AG E N CI ES
(SWA )

CO N F LI C T I N G I N FO RMAT I O N F RO M
OT HE R G OVE RN ME N TA L AG E N C I ES
(N O N - SWA )

LOCATION CONFLICTS

8%

STATE AND LOCAL DISTRICT
CONFLICTS

11%

NO COMMUNICATION
BETWEEN AGENCIES

8%

ENVIRONMENTAL GROUP
CONFLICTS

11%

PLANNING/ZONING
CONFLICTS

8%

PHYSICAL IMPROVEMENT
PLACEMENT

11%

WATER AND FIRE
DEPARTMENT CONFLICTS

8%

LAFCO AND WATER AGENCY
CONFLICTS

11%

WATER DEPARTMENT AND
CITY CONFLICTS

8%

CITY AND WATER DISTRICT
CONFLICTS

11%

62%

NOTHING/DON'T KNOW
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Encouraging Development
Most SWA developers are unsure whether the water agency encourages or discourages development
investment in its service area; it’s simply not something they have considered. The question elicited lots of blank
stares and even those who had an opinion were mixed. Among the few with an opinion, SWA developers are
twice as likely to say the agency discourages development. Changing and contradictory policies, the number of
plan changes, and fees look to be playing a role. Non-SWA developers are equally likely to be unsure on this
question, but almost none feel that the policies are meant to discourage investment.
“ DO YO U T HI N K SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y/MO ST WAT E R AG E N C I ES HAVE A DO P T E D PO LI C I ES
T HAT E NCO URAG E O R DI SCO URAG E DE VE LO PME NT I NVEST ME NT I N I T S SE RVI CE A REA? ”
DISCOURAGES INVESTMENT, STRONGLY

UNSURE

31%

SWA DEVELOPERS

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

DISCOURAGE, SOMEWHAT

11%

ENCOURAGE, SOMEWHAT

ENCOURAGES INVESTMENT, STRONGLY

54%

44%

15%

22%

22%

Developers who do think development is encouraged typically don't have an inkling as to why. A few believe it
revolves around money -- that the agencies know they need development fees to fund government activities.
Overall, this a more political issue and these developers give us the sense that whether agencies – including
SWA – are encouraging or discouraging development is “above their pay grade.”
Improving the Development Process and Recommendations
When it comes to improvements that the SWA can make to its development process, there was a lot of focus on
reducing the bureaucracy and taking a more flexible approach.
“Flexibility with project specific discussions and interpretations of design and their real-world application.”
“Encouraging the personnel to anticipate needs, provide guidance, walk me through the process. Don’t assume I
know about how the process works.”
“Establishing a formal due diligence process; a mandatory initial meeting tiered to the level of work needed for
the development.”
Improving technology also came up among SWA respondents. As one remarked, “the ability to do processing
online so we don’t have to go to the district at all – make payments online, approval, plan check online especially
during COVID.” Allowing for processing online -- making payments, getting approval, and doing plan checks -came up multiple times across both groups. Eliminating most trips to the district would help developers. Otay is
already doing this and it also holds virtual meetings. This is especially important to keep projects moving during
COVID. Being able to electronically track the approval process and seeing the agency’s comments online is also
very helpful.
A non-SWA developer focused on creating developer packets, as the North Shore Utility District in Kirkland, WA
does, was also suggested. Information is provided very early on in the process that clearly outlines who the main
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contacts at the agency are, what is required, when fees are collected, bonding requirements. Budget and timing
as early and accurately as possible are critical.
Holding a mandatory “due diligence” (pre-design) meeting at the very beginning of the project with the
developer(s) for anything other than a very minor adjustment/project (something minor like installing a single
potable water meter) was suggested. Elsinore Valley Municipal Water District was lauded for doing this. This
type of early meeting requires few details, as the developer submits only a basic site plan and indicates to the
agency what they will build without specifics if they are not available at that time. These meetings are attended
by whoever the developer wants to bring (engineer, project owner, etc.) and water agency representatives from
their engineering, construction, potable water, sewer, and sometimes even accounting departments. It usually
requires only 30 to 45 minutes. In response, the developer gets a written summary that tells them everything
they need to know about the project. Very complete, comprehensive, and helpful. The water agency charges a
nominal fee for this meeting – $150 -- but it is regarded as very well worth it.
Eastern Municipal Water District was cited as maintaining a great records system. Without any staff help at all,
developers can go into an online records system, draw a box around an area on an interactive map and the
request is populated with a complete listing of all the drawings for facilities within that area. Requests can be
filtered to include only water, sewer, reclaimed water, etc., and developers don’t need to interact with an
employee. The files are then available to downloaded directly.
Implementing a “concierge service” which less-experienced developers could use to navigate the system is also
recommended. In its simplest form, this would be a list of approved water agency consultants who assist
developers who perceive that SWA communicates at too high a level. The developer would pick a consultant
from the list and negotiate a fee for service. A more sophisticated system would entail SWA pro-actively
assessing the developer’s sophistication and assigning a concierge to the developer, with the developer paying
SWA a fee.
One suggestion from an SWA developer is to have an info/checklist that will show all the items that developers
need for first submittal, including fees, available on their website. That would create a very clear picture of what
developers need to accomplish for their first plan submittal.
Finally, maintaining accurate contact records of each SWA developer would help. As evidenced by the data
collection process for this study, the records were not entirely uniform and CERC was required to look up
contact information on its own.
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Sweetwater Authority Developers In-depth Interview Results
n=13 SWA Developers
December 14-21, 2020

Hi this is _____ with Competitive Edge Research. Thanks for taking the time to confidentially share your
honest opinions with us. We are not selling anything. Most developers we talk to find it interesting, all your
answers will be kept strictly confidential and your honest answers will help Sweetwater Authority
understand how it can improve its service. Please let me begin by asking...
Q1.

How many development projects have you or your company worked on with Sweetwater
Authority?
%
1
38.5
2
15.4
3
7.7
4
7.7
7
7.7
8
7.7
10
7.7
15
7.7

Q2.

Thinking about your experiences working as a developer with Sweetwater Authority, using a scale
where “A” means “excellent,” “B” means “very good”, “C” means “only fair”, “D” means “poor” and
“F” means “failing,” what grade would you generally give Sweetwater Authority?
%
A – Excellent
15.4
B – Very good
38.5
C – Only fair
15.4
D – Poor
30.8
F – Failing
0.0
Unsure/Can’t recall (Not read)
0.0

Q3.

And what’s the main reason Sweetwater Authority deserves that grade?
%
Cooperative and responsive
Lack of communication
Bureaucratic process
Prohibitive requirements
Engineer availability
Poor customer service
Inconsistent standards

23.1
23.1
23.1
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7

Topline Results
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Here are some general questions about working with water agencies.
(Q4-Q6 were randomized)
Q4.

When working with water agencies, generally how important is it for the approval process to move
along quickly? Is this…
%
The most important thing
7.7
Very important, but not the most important
84.6
Somewhat important
7.7
Not that important
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Q5.

When working with water agencies, generally how important is it to you to have certainty regarding
your project's approval process? Is this…
%
The most important thing
46.2
Very important, but not the most important
46.2
Somewhat important
0.0
Not that important
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
7.7

Q6.

When working with water agencies, generally how important is cost of the development process to
you? Is this…
%
The most important thing
30.8
Very important, but not the most important
61.5
Somewhat important
7.7
Not that important
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Now I’ll ask you about Sweetwater Authority itself…
Q7.

Specifically, what is the best thing about working with Sweetwater Authority?
%
Communication/Responsiveness
Convenient location
Good staff
Project manager involvement
Politeness
Engineer involvement
Streamlined requirement notification system
Board member involvement

Topline Results
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7.7
7.7
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Q8.

What most accounts for that?
%
Fantastic personnel
More polite than the city
Transition between departments is slow
The project manager was doing his best
Their experience
Treat employees well
Nothing/don't know

Q9.

15.4
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
46.2

Specifically, what is the worst thing about working with Sweetwater Authority?
%
Bureaucratic process
Lack of communication with other agencies
Slower contractors
Won't take initiative/responsibility
Inconsistent plan review process
Bad attitude
Inconsistent engineering interpretations
Nothing/Don't know

Q10.

30.8
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
23.1

What most accounts for those issues?
%
Poor management
SWA privatization
Bureaucratic process
Not enough effort put forth
Lack of technology
They have a monopoly
Inflexible
Nothing/Don't know

Q11.

30.8
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
23.1

Since you began working with Sweetwater Authority as a developer, has working with the agency
improved, gotten worse or remained the same? (Asked of those who worked on multiple SWA
projects, n=8)
%
Improved a lot
12.5
Improved a little
0.0
Gotten worse a little
62.5
Gotten worse a lot
0.0
Remained the same
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
12.5
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Q12.

What’s the main reason it has improved/gotten worse?
Reason for Improvement
%
The process progressively improved

100.0

Reason it has Gotten Worse
%
Poor response time

100.0

Q13.

Using the same scale we used earlier, what grade would you give Sweetwater Authority personnel
for their competency, efficiency and politeness?
%
A – Excellent
38.5
B – Very good
23.1
C – Only fair
23.1
D – Poor
15.4
F – Failing
0.0
Unsure/Can’t recall (Not read)
0.0

Q14.

And what’s the main reason Sweetwater Authority personnel deserve that grade?
%
Both good and bad
High level of competence
Positive attitude
Good communication
No effort put forth
Poor attitude

Q15.

30.8
23.1
15.4
15.4
7.7
7.7

Using the same scale, what grade would you give Sweetwater Authority’s development approval
system?
%
A – Excellent
0.0
B – Very good
33.3
C – Only fair
33.3
D – Poor
16.7
F – Failing
0.0
Unsure/Can’t recall (Not read)
16.7
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Q16.

And what’s the main reason Sweetwater Authority deserves that grade?
%
Inadequate approval process
Inadequate plan review process
Nothing very wrong
Unnecessary paperwork
Inadequate record request system
Clear and well defined
User friendly
Nothing/Don't know

30.8
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
7.7
23.1

Q17.

Would you describe the level of certainty you have when dealing with Sweetwater Authority’s
project approval process as…
%
Extremely certain
15.4
Very certain
46.2
Somewhat certain
30.8
Not that certain
0.0
Not at all certain
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
7.7

Q18.

Would you describe the costs associated with Sweetwater Authority’s project approval process as…
%
Very high
15.4
Somewhat high
7.7
About right
53.8
Somewhat low
0.0
Very low
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
23.1

Q19.

Is Sweetwater Authority’s approval process…
%
Very quick
Somewhat quick
About what you’d expect
Somewhat slow
Very slow
Unsure (Not read)

0.0
23.1
30.8
15.4
23.1
7.7
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Q20.

How would you generally describe the attitude of Sweetwater Authority towards developers who
are seeking project approval?
%
Positive experience
38.5
Arrogant
15.4
They work for my benefit
7.7
Low energy
7.7
Adequate
7.7
The process should be simplified
7.7
Transactional
7.7
Nothing/Don't know
7.7

Q21.

Do you think Sweetwater Authority has adopted policies that encourage or discourage
development investment in its service area?
%
Encourages investment, strongly
Encourages investment, somewhat
Discourages investment, somewhat
Discourages investment, strongly
Unsure (Not read)

Q22.

0.0
15.4
30.8
0.0
53.8

Why do you say that?
%
SWA contractor cost is excessive
Open minded
Poor attitude
The process takes too long
They ensure we have utilities on site
Nothing/Don't know

Q23.

9.1
9.1
9.1
9.1
9.1
54.5

Please tell me about instances, if any, in which you received information related to your
development from a governmental agency that contradicts the information you get from
Sweetwater Authority?
%
Location conflicts
7.7
No communication between agencies
7.7
Planning/zoning conflicts
7.7
Water and fire department conflicts
7.7
Water department and city conflicts
7.7
Nothing/Don't know
61.5
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Q24.

Besides Sweetwater Authority, what other water agencies have you worked with in a development
capacity?
%
Has worked with other agencies
77.0
Only worked with Sweetwater
23.0

Q25.

Was your experience as a developer with Sweetwater Authority generally better or worse than your
experience as a developer with other water agencies? (Asked of those who have worked with other
agencies, n=10)
%
Much better
0.0
Somewhat better
20.0
Somewhat worse
20.0
Much worse
0.0
About the same (Not read)
60.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Q26.

What made your experience with Sweetwater Authority better/worse than your other experience?
(Asked of those who have worked with other agencies, n=10)
Reasons for Better Experience
%
Personnel

100.0

Reasons for Worse Experience
%
Plan review responsiveness
Length of process

Q27.

50.0
50.0

Do you think Sweetwater Authority is generally ahead of the curve when it comes to innovations in
the development process, behind the curve, or is about even with other water agencies? (Asked of
those who have worked with other agencies, n=10)
%
Far ahead of the curve
0.0
Somewhat ahead of the curve
0.0
Somewhat behind the curve
30.0
Far behind the curve
0.0
About even
50.0
Unsure (Not read)
20.0
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Q28.

When it comes to processing and approving projects, is Sweetwater Authority quicker or slower
than other governmental agencies? (Asked of those who have worked with other agencies, n=10)
%
Much quicker
0.0
Somewhat quicker
30.0
Somewhat slower
40.0
Much slower
10.0
About the same (Not read)
20.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

I’m going to ask you about costs and fees charged by Sweetwater Authority in comparison to those
charged by other water agencies…
Q29.

Are Sweetwater Authority’s construction costs compared to those of other water agencies… (Asked
of those who have worked with other agencies, n=10)
%
More than 15% higher
20.0
5% to 15% higher
0.0
About the same as other water agencies
50.0
5% to 15% lower
0.0
more than 15% lower
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
30.0

Q30.

Are Sweetwater Authority’s engineering and inspection costs compared to those of other water
agencies… (Asked of those who have worked with other agencies, n=10)
%
More than 15% higher
0.0
5% to 15% higher
0.0
About the same as other water agencies
90.0
5% to 15% lower
0.0
more than 15% lower
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
10.0
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Now that we’ve discussed all these aspects, I’ll conclude by asking…
Q31.

What, if anything, is the main thing Sweetwater Authority can do to improve its development
process?
%
Reduce bureaucratic requirements
30.8
Improve technology
15.4
A personal representative to accompany the process
7.7
Personnel should cater to specific needs
7.7
Increase upper management accountability
7.7
Initial planning meeting at the start of project
7.7
Flexibility with project requirements
7.7
No improvement needed
7.7
Nothing/Don't know
7.7

Sweetwater Authority is here to serve you. Thanks for your time and your opinion counts.
32.

GENDER
%
Male
Female

33.

92.3
7.7

ETHNICITY
%
White
Hispanic/Latino

69.2
30.8
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Sweetwater Authority Non-SWA Developers In-depth Interviews
N = 9 Non-SWA Developers
December 18-21, 2020

Hi this is _____ with Competitive Edge Research. Thanks for taking the time to confidentially share your
honest opinions with us. We are not selling anything. Most developers we talk to find it interesting, all your
answers will be kept strictly confidential and your honest answers will help Sweetwater Authority
understand how it can improve its service. Please let me begin by asking...
Q1.

In the past five years, roughly how many development projects have you or your company worked
on?
%
12
11.1
15
11.1
20
22.2
25
11.1
30
11.1
50
11.1
65
11.1
75
11.1

Q2.

In the past five years, how many development projects have you or your company worked on with
Sweetwater Authority?
%
None
100.0

Q3.

Thinking of the best experiences you’ve had working with water agencies, please tell me what made
those positive experiences?
%
Clear expectations
33.3
Listen to developers
11.1
Reasonable fees
11.1
Independent process
11.1
Plan approval
11.1
Not many good experiences
11.1
Timeliness
11.1

Topline Results

Page 25

Q4.

Thinking of the worst experiences you’ve had working with water agencies, please tell me what
made those negative experiences?
%
Inconsistent policy interpretation
22.2
Policy changes
11.1
Unreasonable requirements
11.1
Delays
11.1
City and water district conflicts
11.1
Indecision
11.1
Bonding process and requirements
11.1
High water fees
11.1

(Q5-Q7 were randomized)
Q5.

When working with water agencies, generally how important is it for the approval process to move
along quickly? Is this…
%
The most important thing
44.4
Very important, but not the most important
55.6
Somewhat important
0.0
Not that important
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Q6.

When working with water agencies, generally how important is it to you to have certainty regarding
your project's approval process? Is this…
%
The most important thing
77.8
Very important, but not the most important
22.2
Somewhat important
0.0
Not that important
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Q7.

When working with water agencies, generally how important is cost of the development process to
you? Is this…
%
The most important thing
11.1
Very important, but not the most important
88.9
Somewhat important
0.0
Not that important
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0
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Q8.

Generally speaking, has working with water agencies over the years improved, gotten worse or
remained the same?
%
Improved a lot
22.2
Improved a little
0.0
Gotten worse a little
0.0
Gotten worse a lot
22.2
Remained the same
44.4
Unsure (Not read)
11.1

Q9.

What’s the main reason things have improved/gotten worse?
Reasons for Improvement
%
Collaborative attitude

100.0

Reasons it has gotten Worse
%
Staff inexperience
Timely response

50.0
50.0

Q10.

How often, if ever, do you run into problems with water agency personnel in terms of their
competency, efficiency and politeness?
%
Every project
11.1
Frequently
33.3
Half the time
44.4
Rarely
11.1
Never
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Q11.

And what’s the main problem you run into with water agency personnel?
%
Lack of experience
Understanding timing needs
Lack of knowledge
Delayed response
Inconsistent design requirements
Conflicting engineer opinion
Nothing/Don't know

22.2
22.2
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
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Q12.

How often, if ever, so you run into problems with a water agency’s development approval system?
%
Every project
0.0
Frequently
22.2
Half the time
55.6
Rarely
22.2
Never
0.0
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Q13.

And what’s the main problem you run into with a water agency’s approval system?
%
Approval process
Pre-development costs
Inconsistent project calculations
Good standards
Poor timing
Communication timing

28.6
14.3
14.3
14.3
14.3
14.3

Q14.

How often, if ever, do you experience uncertainty with a water agency’s project approval process…
%
Every project
11.1
Frequently
0.0
Half the time
44.4
Rarely
33.3
Never
11.1
Unsure (Not read)
0.0

Q15.

Would you describe the costs associated with the project approval process at most agencies as…
%
Very high
Somewhat high
About right
Somewhat low
Very low
Unsure (Not read)

Q16.

33.3
33.3
33.3
0.0
0.0
0.0

Would you describe the approval process for most water agencies as…
%
Very quick
Somewhat quick
About what you’d expect
Somewhat slow
Very slow
Unsure (Not read)

0.0
0.0
11.1
66.7
11.1
11.1
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Q17.

How would you generally describe the attitude most water agencies have towards developers who
are seeking project approval?
%
Indifference
22.2
Somewhat cooperative
22.2
Pro-development
11.1
Charge extra fees
11.1
Not their main focus
11.1
Adversarial
11.1
Bothered
11.1

Q18.

Do you think most water agencies have adopted policies that encourage or discourage development
investment in their service areas?
%
Encourage investment, strongly
22.2
Encourage investment, somewhat
22.2
Discourage investment, somewhat
0.0
Discourage investment, strongly
11.1
Unsure (Not read)
44.4

Q19.

Why do you say that?
%
Self-preservation
Embrace more development
Land availability
Government costs fall on developers
High fees
Nothing/Don't know

Q20.

11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
44.4

Please tell me about instances, if any, in which you received information related to your
development from another governmental agency that contradicts the information you get from a
water agency?
%
State and local district conflicts
11.1
Environmental group conflicts
11.1
Physical improvement placement
11.1
LAFCO and water agency conflicts
11.1
City and water district conflicts
11.1
Nothing/Don't know
44.4
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Q21.

What water agencies have you worked with in a development capacity?
%
City of San Diego
Otay
Vallecitos
San Diego County
Vista
Padre Dam
Olivenhain
Eastern
Rainbow
Oceanside
Carlsbad
Imperial Irrigation
Leucadia
Riverside
EVMWD
LADWP
Golden State
Ontario Muni
Irvine Ranch
Poway
Helix
Rancho
Buena Sanitation
Rincon Del Diablo

Q22.

77.8
66.7
66.7
44.4
44.4

22.2
22.2
22.2
22.2
22.2
22.2
22.2

11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1
11.1

11.1

Which, if any, of those agencies is generally ahead of the curve when it comes to innovations in the
development process, behind the curve, or is about even with other water agencies?
%
All agencies behind the curve
City of SD ahead of curve
Helix behind the curve
Otay ahead of curve
IRWD ahead of curve
Olivenhain ahead of curve
Nothing/Don't know

Q23.

25.0
12.5
12.5
12.5
12.5
12.5
12.5

What innovations have they made that put them ahead of the curve?
%
Electronic PDF documents
Increased certainty and clarity
Increase their level of empathy
Nothing/Don't know

22.2
11.1
11.1
55.6
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Thanks for your time and your opinion counts.
24.

GENDER
%
Male
Female

25.

100.0
0.0

ETHNICITY
%
White
Hispanic/Latino

88.9
11.1

Topline Results
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Q3. AND WHAT’S THE MAIN REASON SWEETWATER AUTHORITY
DESERVES THAT GRADE?
COOPERATIVE AND RESPONSIVE (23.1%)
Customer was very on the ball, but had a problem with multiple water meters, someone at SWA
missed a meter on a vacant lot and SWA neglected to catch it, but they fixed the problem; on
positive side, pleasant to work with and very communicative
Haven’t had any issues; hey reply to questions very quickly; can get concerns resolved very quickly;
time is critical in my business
Very cooperative, responsive, plan check slow turnaround, part of system, lots of depot
LACK OF COMMUNICATION (23.1%)
2016 project - hard time getting hold of people, no one could answer question, culvert running
through lot – don’t take claim or responsibility even though records show it was their easement,
no one wanted to own it and didn’t want to state it wasn’t theirs and made it difficult for me,
spent about $30,000 more in order to make it right even though it was their culvert
Lack of communication and poor direction, resulted in 3x work and 2x cost; backflow issue with the
fire department
They were a little hard to get information from; other water districts are more responsive; they did
provide everything we needed but it took a while
BUREAUCRATIC PROCESS (23.1%)
Bureaucratic, policies that aren’t realistic relative to industry, slow to change requirement of 10
million of general liability insurance, most don’t carry more than 2 million, they have now
reduced to 5 million, but it still severely restricts who could bid; they also have a policy –
prevailing wage basis – adds a couple hundred thousand dollars; private projects offer no state
funding; they should separate work being done in public right of way; Jason Mettler is a good
guy, he was our contact; amount of paperwork is too much, it should be done online or with an
internet-based platform so as to save time on both ends; issues with accuracy of plans, we had
a water line issue on a Chula Vista project, it needed to be rerouted and we asked for help from
SWA and they didn’t help at all, they said they wouldn’t approve a permit until we produced an
evidence agreement with the adjacent property owner, even though it was SWA’s line, they did
not help them communicate with that customer or help with funds, it cost them 30,000 to
relocate and was not for their benefit at all, it was for SAW’s benefit to continue to get 70
meters that were on that line, had to talk to board members for help, very tough situation
because we had already broke ground, couldn’t get to a decision maker to discuss solutions,
they told us it is your problem, you solve it and bring us an agreement and relocate at your cost
Office work doing a tie in for a new project; we reached out during COVID-19, but they shut down;
they are unresponsive, the progress through getting water and sewer tie-ins was a struggle, It
was a lot easier with City of San Diego which rely on field workers for SWA
When they actually are organized, they do a good job, in the field they do good; Issues with
planning and engineering turnaround time; they won’t do anything until you have plans and
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permit; it’s a constant back and forth for 3 months for 2 water meters in 2 houses; I’ve had to
record 3 amended easements to suit them
PROHIBITIVE REQUIREMENTS (7.7%)
The customer service and the ability for us to work with them; the administrative requirements
were driving up costs
ENGINEER AVAILABILITY (7.7%)
The availability of engineers, very important for them to get answers to questions or issues during
design and construction when we need them to be available especially during construction
timing
POOR CUSTOMER SERVICE (7.7%)
Somewhat arrogant and difficult to work with; water, fire suppression, sewer staff was not friendly,
general manager was a jerk; glad I only had to work with them once; I had to pay some
significant fees so you would think they would be more accommodating; application went back
and forth a few times, they just weren’t helpful and didn’t seem to want to spend the time to
work with us and that is what they have to do
INCONSISTENT STANDARDS (7.7%)
Interpretation of their standards and how it has changed; changes from project to project and when
tried to have discussion about it they had little interest in talking about why the changes
happened; they need to have a standard, only 1 water service per parcel; had property with 2
legal lots but was 1 project, 2 buildings and parking lot, I wanted to have 1 irrigation/water
service on a small site, In 2nd plan review they said we can’t irrigate 2 lots with 1 service, that
needed to have separate services and split irrigation services 2 accounts, 2 meters; there was
clear language to us that said they would allowed SWA to adjust that; XXXX was our contact
and the manager said they were going to keep that requirement; they are not interested in
talking about it in real world application; we left the meter on site open so we only needed to
open new one, we didn’t get the credit we were anticipating for the existing meter; we had
completed 2-3 projects before that where there were no issues

Q7. SPECIFICALLY, WHAT IS THE BEST THING ABOUT WORKING WITH
SWEETWATER AUTHORITY?
COMMUNICATION/REPONSIVENESS (23.1%)
Communication and responsiveness; compares favorably to SDG&E that may take 3 days to
acknowledge an important e-mail; “emails go into black holes”
Communication with them; I know a few people I can call, and I can get my questions answered
quickly
Responsiveness answering questions, coordination
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CONVENIENT LOCATION (23.1%)
Close by and local
local in the area, easy access to office but not as client focused as they should be; If we are
generating hundreds of new customers there’s no open lines to communication
They were in the neighborhood; could get there pretty quick; location
GOOD STAFF (15.4%)
XXXX was my main contact; he was really responsive, and I have enjoyed working with him; In the
previous scenario had good customer service; I appreciated him advocating on our behalf to the
manager; customer services has always been good; engineering staff always been good
Generally, they have friendly, knowledgeable, professional staff
PROJECT MANAGER INVOLVEMENT (7.7%)
We did get some customer service from the project manager
POLITENESS (7.7%)
Politeness
ENGINEER INVOLVEMENT (7.7%)
Communication with a young engineer he was really good
STREAMLINED REQUIREMENT NOTIFICATION SYSTEM (7.7%)
Have a system that makes it easy to go through the process; info is available on a website; a
checklist that will show all the items that we need for first submittal including fees; makes it
very clear for us and developers; very clear picture of what we need to accomplish for first
submittal
BOARD MEMBER INVOLVEMENT (7.7%)
Last experience was a tough one, had to go to board members to explain urgency who then
pressured the SWA team members; struggled a lot to get permits and fees worked out, once the
Board jumped in, things got a lot better

Q8. WHAT MOST ACCOUNTS FOR THAT?
FANTASTIC PERSONNEL (15.4%)
XXXX cares about his job and customer service he provides; he gave updates periodically; that is
very rare working with public agencies; I think it’s an individual thing
It’s the people, some are fantastic; go beyond the actual procedure; educate the developer
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MORE POLITE THAN THE CITY (7.7%)
More polite than the city
TRANSITION BETWEEN DEPARTMENTS IS SLOW (7.7%)
A different department may be involved initially, when it gets switched off to a different
department things slow down; transition issue
THE PROJECT MANAGER WAS DOING HIS BEST (7.7%)
We put pressure for them to respond to us and the project manager was responding to the best of
his ability but there were bureaucratic limitations
THIER EXPERIENCE (7.7%)
Their experience; maybe they have feedback from developers and engineers and put that into
practice
TREAT EMPLOYEES WELL (7.7%)
It’s organizational; they have very little turnover; pay employees very well; they stay
NOTIHNG/DON'T KNOW (46.2%)
Nothing/Don’t Know (6)

Q9. SPECIFICALLY, WHAT IS THE WORST THING ABOUT WORKING
WITH SWEETWATER AUTHORITY?
BUREAUCRATIC PROCESS (30.8%)
Gets officious and bureaucratic, some employees are good, some are bad and don’t think about
what you are asking
length of process, paperwork, too long to get certainty on costs, could streamline process using
newer tech
The bureaucracy we had to work through; the requirements for us to have our own contractor do
the work; when they did the work themselves, it was an uphill battle
They have a monopoly; it’s their way or nothing. If you are doing a larger project, they insist on
getting the design perfect on paper before letting anything more forward; the reality is, you
don’t need to be that precise in the ground, you know where you are going, point A to point B; I
have had them reject designs up to 7 times because something isn’t exactly as they see it, but
my engineer will say they are starting at the wrong point with measurements
LACK OF COMMUNICATION WITH OTHER AGENCIES (7.7%)
Refuse to communicate with fire dept and other agencies
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SLOWER CONTRACTORS (7.7%)
The drawing and permitting, different renditions, when contracting with SWA it took a very long
time, we were able to control it better when we handled it ourselves; talking about performing
the actual work; when they bid the work with contractors the cost containment and sense of
urgency was better, that will be standard practice now; SWA argues they know the streets
better, but sense of urgency makes me want to go with their own contractors; It’s similar in
other agencies but aren’t as bad; SWA inspector and developer’s subcontractors knew what
needed to be done; plan checker reviews was very painful took a long time
WON'T TAKE INITIATIVE/RESPONSIBILITY (7.7%)
no one will address an issue that they clearly could address, don’t want to take responsibility, don’t
want to help try to shut me down and never went out and put extra effort into it; won’t go the
extra mile; don’t want to own their job, all the way up to the top
INCONSISTENT PLAN REVIEW PROCESS (7.7%)
The multiple plan checks we went through; to use its important we get a comprehensive allencompassing plan review, when we submit a project, we need to know all the requirements
upfront
BAD ATTITUDE (7.7%)
Staff just had a bad attitude
INCONSISTENT ENGINEERING INTERPRETATIONS (7.7%)
Previous experience and changes in engineering interpretations; recommendations don’t make
most common sense; flexibility on each project so different people can have different
interpretations of text; our goal is to build properties and SWA goal is to get more customers
and there is a benefit in working together; sometimes flexibility in standards is lacking; but
generally speaking, SWA is better than other water agencies
NOTHING/DON'T KNOW (23.1%)
Nothing/Don’t Know (3)

Q10. WHAT MOST ACCOUNTS FOR THOSE ISSUES?
POOR MANAGEMENT (30.8%)
Comes from general management; their attitude towards people; the fact that they are the only
water authority in neighborhood so they can act however they want to; you aren’t a customer,
no matter what you have to deal with them, they don’t have to deal with you; a public agency
attitude
Couldn’t answer that; management issue; need to manage better
In project 1: field management and supervision isn’t diligent enough to move the process along;
they need to push their vendor harder to get better results; In project 2: It was plan check issues
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The department heads are stressed with too much workload and can't spend enough time with a
particular project
SWA PRIVATIZATION (7.7%)
Claimed SWA was private
BUREAUCRATIC PROCESS (7.7%)
Not having experience with other water authorities; it has to do with the process they have
established; they need a clearer path for processing projects
NOT ENOUGH EFFORT PUT FORTH (7.7%)
Something out of their wheelhouse, not a common question; didn’t seem like they searched very
hard for the records
LACK OF TECHNOLOGY (7.7%)
Much slower to embrace technology in processing applications and managing customers
THEY HAVE A MONOPOLY (7.7%)
Because of the monopoly; they also don’t feel they are part of the development team; all water
districts have raised rates as people have conserved water; the best way they can increase
revenue is by increasing number of meters; if they were more dev friendly, part of the team,
not a gatekeeper; they take it to an extreme beyond what is reasonable
INFLEXIBLE (7.7%)
Just not having to do it; If we are asking for flexibility, maybe don’t have time or just aren’t
interested; maybe they think they are flexible on one will have to keep doing it for others and
increase their workload
NOTHING/UNSURE (23.1%)
Nothing (3)

Q12. WHAT’S THE MAIN REASON IT HAS IMPROVED/GOTTEN
WORSE?
THE PROCESS PROGRESSIVELY IMPROVED (IMPROVED) (100.00%)
Starting point was already good and progressively got better
POOR RESPONSE TIME (GOTTEN WORSE) (100.0%)
Response times gotten worse in last year, seems like they have gotten busier; takes longer for plan
review responses, requests for analysis; but consistent with other agencies
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Q14. AND WHAT’S THE MAIN REASON SWEETWATER AUTHORITY
PERSONNEL DESERVE THAT GRADE?
BOTH GOOD AND BAD (30.8%)
No issues with any personnel in particular, they are trying within the system constraints
Politeness is a “B”, but competency drags them down
Some real "A's", proactive, explained the process, inform of potential schedules, return calls and emails quickly; some real "D's", unresponsive, not helpful, just quote the next step, leave you
guessing
The bureaucracy we had to deal with at the onset of the project all the way up until we were
executing the work; the project management team at the end were coming around and being
part of the solution but what was behind them seemed to be a detriment
HIGH LEVEL OF COMPETANCE (23.1%)
Knowledgeable and they care about the project; they want us to move forward with the project and
get it completed
Knowledgeable, polite, well trained, know their system
Very competent and they know what they are doing; no issues at all
POSITIVE ATTITUDE (15.4%)
Everyone has always been very accommodating and friendly; engineering staff is qualified and
understand engineering practices; they can articulate what is required through project
No jerks
GOOD COMMUNICATION (15.4%)
Communication
They were always responsive
NO EFFORT PUT FORTH (7.7%)
They were polite otherwise they would get an “F”; first person I spoke with was nice; I could tell it
was beyond their ability/scope/authority; engineer came on and said no immediately; they
should have said they would research it more; I had to go in person because
POOR ATTITUDE (7.7%)
Poor attitude
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Q16. AND WHAT’S THE MAIN REASON SWEETWATER AUTHORITY
DESERVES THAT GRADE?
INADEQUATE APPROVAL PROCESS (30.8%)
Amount of time it takes to navigate through it, 2 areas, time it takes to get to review; they could fix
this; they get so deep into the weeds that it causes unnecessary time delays; they try to dump
maintenance issues on developers
Need more transparency about where you are in the process; sometimes you have to follow up to
get updates; some agencies have a tracking system, and this helps and cuts down on our time
and bugging SWA staff for updates; consistency in standard interpretation
Take a while to get through the process; approval process took at least a month, and should be no
more than 2 weeks
We were able to get through it; it just wasn’t great and could have gone better/smoother; it seems
like it sits around with no one looking at it; no one cares about time; problematic across the
board, especially with COVID; Just goes too slow
INADEQUATE PLAN REVIEW PROCESS (7.7%)
Plan check review, going back and forth; comments that came back were minimal but created
headaches; they were sent on mylar (old school, physical) instead of PDF
NOTHING VERY WRONG (7.7%)
If you took out my one bad incident, I don’t recall anything very, very wrong; probably give them a
higher rating here if it wasn’t for that; we got approved; on the second project it was smoother
and more reasonable
UNECESSARY PAPERWORK (7.7%)
Simplification; so much paperwork, seems unnecessary
INADEQUATE RECORD REQUEST SYSTEM (7.7%)
They didn't have the type of formal response system we are used to dealing with; others have
online records you can access online and download directly without human contact
CLEAR AND WELL DEFINED (7.7%)
It’s a clear system, well-defined processing, guidelines are clear
USER FRIENDLY (7.7%)
B is good; we found it very easy to move forward; very user friendly
NOTHING/UNSURE (23.1%)
Nothing (3)
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Q20. HOW WOULD YOU GENERALLY DESCRIBE THE ATTITUDE OF
SWEETWATER AUTHORITY TOWARDS DEVELOPERS WHO ARE
SEEKING PROJECT APPROVAL?
POSITIVE EXPERIENCE (38.5%)
Fine; it’s more just the approval process itself; keep blaming the system for delays and that there is
nothing they can do about that
Generally positive
Good to work with; open; accommodating
They want your business; you feel welcome when you go there; make you feel valued
They were very helpful; they were anxious to see our project get built and didn't put roadblocks in
the way; they were better than average in comparison to other water districts
ARROGANT (15.4%)
Arrogant and put off; they don’t really seem to want to serve anyone; just want to be in their own
little fiefdom; when someone comes in it is an annoyance; they want you to go away
Not client driven; perception of arrogance; their way or the highway; they have a degree of
leverage over you; can’t do your project without them; Not coming from; you are generating
service for you
THEY WORK FOR MY BENEFIT (7.7%)
They’re working for me
LOW ENERGY (7.7%)
Not that good; once board members got involved, we got energy; you’d think they would welcome
development, but the rank-and-file worker bees needed more energy
ADEQUATE (7.7%)
Adequate
THE PROCESS SHOULD BE SIMPLIFIED (7.7%)
Too high level, need to dumb it down for less experienced
TRANSACTIONAL (7.7%)
Transactional; as opposed to collaborative, cooperative; I’m increasing their revenue; they should
be a team player
NOTHING/UNSURE (7.7%)
Nothing
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Q22. WHY DO YOU SAY THAT?
SWA CONTRACTOR COST IS EXCESSIVE (7.7%)
The cost of doing work with them is higher than what it should be, so developers are more likely to
go to another area where the cost of investment is lower; the process is onerous and would
discourage development
OPEN MINDED (7.7%)
Their open mind; sometimes the development has challenges/conflicts with policies, and I find that
they when we run into a problem, they understand it
POOR ATTITUDE (7.7%)
Attitude, fees, slow process
THE PROCESS TAKES TOO LONG (7.7%)
Generally known it is just going to take a long time; shorter time would help; time is money
THEY ENSURE WE HAVE UTILITIES ON SITE (7.7%)
Ensuring that we have utilities to the site; our projects are in National City for most part in infill
sites; usually just tying in with laterals; for our projects, we know water is there; about figuring
out what we are doing on site and making the connections
NOTHING/DON'T KNOW (61.5%)
Nothing (8)

Q23. PLEASE TELL ME ABOUT INSTANCES, IF ANY, IN WHICH YOU
RECEIVED INFORMATION RELATED TO YOUR DEVELOPMENT FROM A
GOVERNMENTAL AGENCY THAT CONTRADICTS THE INFORMATION
YOU GET FROM SWEETWATER AUTHORITY?
LOCATION CONFLICTS (7.7%)
Conflicts arise about locations; fire Department; where things go; not unusual, quite typical
NO COMMUNICATION BETWEEN AGENCIES (7.7%)
4 agencies and there was no communication between them
PLANNING/ZONING CONFLICTS (7.7%)
Yes, a lot of conflicting info between County and SWA; planning and zoning; what they tell you is
what should be; talking about easement authority; difference in maps and dates; like something
wasn’t recorded
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WATER AND FIRE DEPARTMENT CONFLICTS (7.7%)
Fairly regular; nitpicking; they will require that I have fire signoff on what I’m doing for SWA; fire
says they don’t need to sign off but SWA will not move forward without it on almost anything
besides a house
WATER DEPARTMENT AND CITY CONFLICTS (7.7%)
National City allows backflows to be in the right of way, and they prefer that, we prefer that as well,
SWA says they do not, even though they are all over the place already; now we have to put
them on site; they have to be right behind the property line; trying to figure out how to satisfy
both sides; also, the amount of water lines going to one project
NOTHING/DON'T KNOW (61.5%)
Nothing (8)

Q26. WHAT MADE YOUR EXPERIENCE WITH SWEETWATER AUTHORITY
BETTER/WORSE THAN YOUR OTHER EXPERIENCE?
PERSONNEL (BETTER) (100.0%)
All based on personnel
Being able to/having access to a project manager, a 1 person contact as opposed to getting
bounced around person to person to try and find the right answer
PLAN REVIEW RESPONSIVENESS (WORSE) (50.0%)
Plan check review; granted it was during COVID but responsiveness
LENGTH OF PROCESS (WORSE) (50.0%)
Overall uncertainty with length of process; mostly on permitting and entitlement side

Q31. WHAT, IF ANYTHING, IS THE MAIN THING SWEETWATER
AUTHORITY CAN DO TO IMPROVE ITS DEVELOPMENT PROCESS?
REDUCE BUREAUCRATIC REQUIREMENTS (30.8%)
Become more part of the development team and faster approval turnaround; not sure if this is due
to staffing; one more engineer
Figure out how to speed up the approval process; holds up the whole development process
Make it clear; define it; can’t put all the pegs in the box but they just need to make it clear for
developer and assign staff who will help developer carry it through; they are there to serve the
public and not try to deter me from what I need to get; they need to take the attitude that I am
here to help you and guide you through this process; all about attitude
Reduce the onerous requirements for doing work with them
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IMPROVE TECHNOLOGY (15.4%)
Adopting more user-friendly tech that would assist on both sides, do more online, streamlining and
simplifying, more certainty earlier in the process; encouraged that they are going through this
process to understand what
Haven’t dealt with them lately, but one thing I found useful is ability to do processing online, so we
don’t have to go to the district at all, make payments online, approval, plan check online
especially during COVID; Otay is already doing this
A PERSONAL REPRESENTATIVE TO ACCOMPANY THE PROCESS (7.7%)
SDGE provides a Rep to help you through the process; that would help a lot; get assigned a
“developer partner” to march the project through the process; $100 million of work in the
pipeline, so if we could get the assistance that would be great
PERSONNEL SHOULD CATER TO SPECIFIC NEEDS (7.7%)
Personality-based, encouraging the personnel to anticipate needs, provide guidance, walk me
through the process; Don’t assume I know about how the process works.
INCREASE UPPER MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTABILITY (7.7%)
hold upper management accountable
INITIAL PLANNING MEETING AT THE START OF PROJECT (7.7%)
Following the model of Elsinore Valley and establishing a formal due diligence process; a mandatory
initial meeting tiered to the level of work needed for the development
NO IMPROVEMENT NEEDED (7.7%)
None, they're great
FLEXIBILITY WITH PROJECT REQUIREMENTS (7.7%)
Flexibility with project specific discussions and interpretations of design; real world application
NOTHING/UNSURE (7.7%)
Nothing
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Q3. THINKING OF THE BEST EXPERIENCES YOU’VE HAD WORKING
WITH WATER AGENCIES, PLEASE TELL ME WHAT MADE THOSE
POSITIVE EXPERIENCES?
CLEAR EXPECTATIONS (33.3%)
Clearly defined expectations; inspectors who are consistently following codes… the water agencies
indicated to us what they wanted and are communicative with accessible inspectors,
management, director, or Board; water agency personnel need to know how
Information provided that clearly outlined what is required, when do they collect their fees,
bonding requirements; budget and timing as early and accurate as possible; applicant or
developer packets – contacts, what requirements are; most successful agencies use something
like this – North Shore Utility District in Kirkland, WA
When you have a meeting they follow through with what they say they will do; typically you have a
meeting and everyone gets together no one is really paying attention, as a developer when we
meet with them we hang on every word they say, so if they say something that they later on say
that wasn't correct it puts really hard stress on us that we are going a certain path and now
you're telling me I’ll have to come back
LISTEN TO DEVELOPERS (11.1%)
Agencies being willing to listen to the developer and being reasonable – often regulations and
ordinances are one size fits all and we run into unique situations where they don’t make sense,
so when they listen, that really helps; when dealing with more junior people, that can cause
issues because they don’t have as much knowledge or experience; different districts do
different things well Vallecitos, Rainbow, Vista stand out the most in terms of positive
experiences
REASONABLE FEES (11.1%)
Don’t take advantage of you, don’t charge exorbitant fees, reasonable fees, ones that give certainty
of availability of water; city of SD good
INDEPENDENT PROCESS (11.1%)
Completely separate process – running independent – they operate on their own authority in terms
of design with the city, and might have to adhere to strict standards; have someone dedicated
to water specifically
PLAN APPROVAL (11.1%)
When plans are already approved and construction is going on – more straightforward process with
inspections, discretionary side Is done
NOT MANY GOOD EXPERIENCES (11.1%)
Not a lot of them are any good; last good one was in North Carolina
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TIMELINESS (11.1%)
Timeliness in their response to our issues or plans being processed; money is time and if they don't
respond it can drag things down

Q4. THINKING OF THE WORST EXPERIENCES YOU’VE HAD WORKING
WITH WATER AGENCIES, PLEASE TELL ME WHAT MADE THOSE
NEGATIVE EXPERIENCES?
INCONSISTENT POLICY INTERPRETATION (22.2%)
Inconsistency with policies, biggest challenge. We will follow the rules and get it done, but it is hard
when there is a moving target. Project in Temecula – Rancho and Rainbow water districts –
water lines in both jurisdictions, and different criteria – each wanted different things
Inconsistent interpretations of policy or codes; requests for lump sum advance deposits… or
invoicing way too late, at the end of fiscal year; that’s always a tough pill to swallow when
you’re done with the project and you get a $50,000 bill; some are poor communicators, they
can’t handle situation because they are not good communicators
POLICY CHANGES (11.1%)
Changing policies, not living up to schedules, false promises. Changing policies – Santa Fe Springs
(LA) – Golden State Water District – had to cancel contractor because were told they could do
the work, then found out they wanted to agency to do with work; cost more, late – 6 weeks
late, $100,000 extra
UNREASONABLE REQUIREMENTS (11.1%)
Requiring things that don’t make sense because the people requiring them don’t understand why it
is or isn’t needed; things like taking too long on plan checks; certainty is always good for
developers so in terms of knowing requirements and having those be consistent while at the
same time being able to get in person meetings when we do have issues; not being sent to
people who can’t make decisions
DELAYS (11.1%)
Due diligence – knowing you have water availability and the worst are those that delay on a will
serve letter or any delays – creating a critical path; when they have an open checkbook, bust
budget and don’t give you set costs; Otay – but there were water shortages- was a nightmare,
really high costs; Imperial – they are the absolute worst; will tell you their BOD are there for
farmers, so they are impossible to work with as developers
CITY AND WATER DISTRICT CONFLICTS (11.1%)
Sometimes when they city and district dig heels in and have opposing views – when they are at
odds; have to be referee; satisfy both parties; no uniform code or guidelines that they both
follow; usually revolves around not wanting waterline in easement – city doesn’t want; want
separate easements sometimes – don’t want to share; sometimes placement of meters,
backflows, hydrants – conflicting locations of physical items
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INDECISION (11.1%)
Lack of understanding on the part of staff people doing reviews; thier biggest problem is indecision;
when problems arise, they just can’t make a decision; San Diego County is a highly constrained
market; only properties left to developer are the tough projects; plan reviewers and staff treat
policies are like they’re written on stone tablets (and the policies themselves were probably
written on stone tablets); lack of willingness or ability to make decisions on multi-million-dollar
projects is very painful to developers
BONDING PROCESS AND REQUIREMENTS (11.1%)
The ridiculous requirements for bonding and the hoops to go through to get off those bonds
HIGH WATER FEES (11.1%)
Otay water is very difficult to work with, we are building 240 homes in Otay Ranch, I'm on
temporary water on certain parts of the project because it's reclaimed, they will not send out a
reclaimed meter until the project is all finished 100% done, they will then walk the project and
allow me to switch my construction meter to a reclaimed meter; construction water is 3 times
as expensive as reclaimed water, so I'm building for 4 years paying the high rate of construction
water which to me makes no sense; if you're going to force me not to use a reclaimed meter at
least let me pay the rate for that water it's the same water running through the pipe

Q9. WHAT’S THE MAIN REASON THINGS HAVE IMPROVED/GOTTEN
WORSE?
COLLABORATIVE ATTITUDE (IMPROVED) (100.00%)
Recession helped a lot in terms of them viewing us as partners and customers as opposed to
adversaries – more of a willingness to work with developers
Tech has facilitated some processes; some water agencies have become more attuned to the idea
that development is collaborative; depends on water district; Irvine Ranch WD is really good; It’s
a huge district with very rigid and specific requirements, no gray areas; Vallecitos is also good;
It’s smaller and had a reputation as a tough district to work with, but the company took a lot of
time to develop good relationship
STAFF INEXPERIENCE (GOTTEN WORSE) (50.0%)
"Green” employees and then them not being empowered to make decisions; stems from high
turnover within agencies themselves; the job market is causing part of it; highly experienced
vets are leaving; started with the crash in ’08-’09; seeing it at SDGE… experienced hands are
leaving in droves
TIMELY RESPONSE (GOTTEN WORSE) (50.0%)
Management not really directing staff to understand how important it is on the developer side that
we get our answers timely; there is no penalty if they do it in a week or do it in a month
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Q11. AND WHAT’S THE MAIN PROBLEM YOU RUN INTO WITH WATER
AGENCY PERSONNEL?
LACK OF EXPERIENCE (22.2%)
Inexperience and arrogance; these problems are manifested when staff is unwilling to be flexible;
they become extremely cocky and on a power trip; “don’t make me play the guess-again game,”
which is where I try to make some change to please them and then they say it’s not right and I
now have to guess again at how to fix the problem and appease them
Lack of experience, or slow response times; could be that they are overworked; sometimes I think
some people just cruise at a different pace
UNDERSTANDING TIMING NEEDS (22.2%)
Getting a decision made in a timely manner – entire process; COVID has had a severe impact on the
entire process; hard to get staff to virtually meet – exacerbated; SD County water authority just
shut, projects were idle
They don’t understand our needs and timing needs; need to go up the ladder to get answers; don’t
always get the right people in the room; lack of coordination internally on their part; lack of
organization and operational efficiency
LACK OF KNOWLEDGE (11.1%)
Lack of knowledge is the problem I see most
DELAYED RESPONSE (11.1%)
Delays – getting everything to them and then delays in getting response back; no motivation
typically set up to speed the process along; don’t get anything from speeding process along –
needs to be an incentive – those are the agencies that work best; if they have a big stack or
work – makes them look busy; natural to agency atmosphere; seems like they make mistakes on
purpose sometimes to increase activity
INCONSISTENT DESIGN REQUIREMENTS (11.1%)
Design work – they keep changing their mind on how they want things designed or placed; asked
for additional info in second or third review; think it is mainly party doesn’t have authority to
greenlight and has to go to upper management; maybe because they have encountered issues
on other projects and not told anyone – learning from other bad projects that have changed
their mind on how to deal with things; become even worse with multifamily because of how
things are metered and built
CONFLICTING ENGINEER OPINION (11.1%)
They have a difference of opinion from what my licensed civil engineer has proposed for the
necessary equipment
NOTHING/UNSURE (11.1%)
Nothing
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Q13. AND WHAT’S THE MAIN PROBLEM YOU RUN INTO WITH A
WATER AGENCY’S APPROVAL SYSTEM?
APPROVAL PROCESS (28.6%)
The authority in the approval process – internal management and structure; need the person to
review who has authority to sign off – we don’t know that structure so sometimes we waste
time and effort talking to the wrong people; being kept in dark in terms of internal workings and
processes
Time related to them reviewing our plans and improve them; when we do improvement plans for
water we go to the city and the county for them to be reviewed and they also go to the water
district and often times the city, and the county will have already approved the plans before the
water agency even gets to them
PRE-DEVELOPMENT COSTS (14.3%)
Getting the will serve letter; predevelopment costs of 2-3m – want to get this early before big costs
INCONSISTENT PROJECT CALCULATIONS (14.3%)
Discrepancies in calculations of what’s needed for the project; the developer will have one
calculation; the water agency will have another; sometimes water agencies are farming out that
work to consultants and there’s no history with specific area (could be records, could be
retention of records); smaller districts are trying to do it in-house and the problems are they
don’t have the sophistication or knowledge to handle some questions
GOOD STANDARDS (14.3%)
Good set of standards – not always the most accurate for civil engineers – outdated
POOR TIMING (14.3%)
Mostly it’s a timing thing; the agency puts the cart before the horse; this goes back to the situation
that there’s just nowhere to build in San Diego County that doesn’t have issues; It would be
great for a Water Authority to proactively look for solutions to issue within these problem
properties
COMMUNICATION TIMING (14.3%)
The timing on getting comments back to us that we can respond to; and then, along with that,
getting comments back we respond to those comments and then getting another round of
comments that are completely different from the first round
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Q17. HOW WOULD YOU GENERALLY DESCRIBE THE ATTITUDE MOST
WATER AGENCIES HAVE TOWARDS DEVELOPERS WHO ARE
SEEKING PROJECT APPROVAL?
INDIFFERENCE (22.2%)
Don’t feel like you are their customer – indifferent. IID – make it very difficult – will tell you their
customer is agriculture not residential
Indifferent; I don't think I have their full attention; their mind is somewhere else; they're in a rush;
I'll get you in the que type of answer; I don't understand what their workload is
SOMEWHAT COOPERATIVE (22.2%)
Improving – definitely seeing districts embracing us more collaboratively as partners (postrecession)
Somewhat cooperative – everything for them is a process; we are just another project for them;
they do their job; they don’t go out of their way to be overly helpful
PRO-DEVELOPMENT (11.1%)
Some are pro-development; some don’t want to do infrastructure improvements because they’re
stable, they don’t need the development; this probably comes from the Board, but he’s
uncertain about that
CHARGE EXTRA FEES (11.1%)
Varies between districts and the personnel who work there; generally, they want their money so
they want to work with you; gets out of control when they want something more than you feel
is reasonable - upsizing, placement of water mains – using the project itself to fix district
problems that should be solved by them; tack on a lot of physical improvements to surrounding
system that may have no relation to project
NOT THEIR MAIN FOCUS (11.1%)
not their main customers – even though providing new customers, we are not primary business;
almost like second fiddle
ADVERSARIAL (11.1%)
Water Agency staff doesn’t look at us like a customer; they see us as an adversary
BOTHERED (11.1%)
Bothered; every time you bring them a new project, you're giving them more work which is funding
them and bringing them more money and more customers but it'd like you're just a pain to
them
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Q19. WHY DO YOU SAY THAT?
SELF PRESERVATION (11.1%)
That keeps them alive, t’s a survival thing for them, self-preservation
EMBRACE MORE DEVELOPMENT (11.1%)
Three specific districts - they are very accessible, very quick to respond, understand importance of
time and business plans, welcoming new customers; traditionally ag districts – realized have to
embrace more development
LAND AVAILABILITY (11.1%)
Availability of land; if are distributing lines to areas that don’t have it, they are taking initiative; but
really falls on development to encourage
GOVERNMENT COSTS FALL ON DEVELOPERS (11.1%)
Water Agencies are a problem, but the state is also culpable here; also, sometimes the feds; instead
of passing costs instituted by state and federal government on to existing customers, local
water agencies put it all on to new development; It’s self-serving so they don’t have to take the
heat; doing that makes new housing more and more expensive
HIGH FEES (11.1%)
The fees are high and the rates are high; the fees in a lot of water districts to get a meter in a single
family house once you pay the connection and capacity fees is like 15-$20,000; they're
encouraging investment in the system; the meter itself doesn't cost $20,000, I put in all the
pipe and everything that leads to the house from their old connection point, they're not
investing anything, they must be taking that money and doing improvements in other areas ,
they must be investing it somewhere else; I'm paying for everything and I’m still paying them
outrageous fees on top of that
NOTHING/DON'T KNOW (44.4%)
Nothing (4)

Q20. PLEASE TELL ME ABOUT INSTANCES, IF ANY, IN WHICH YOU
RECEIVED INFORMATION RELATED TO YOUR DEVELOPMENT FROM
ANOTHER GOVERNMENTAL AGENCY THAT CONTRADICTS THE
INFORMATION YOU GET FROM A WATER AGENCY?
STATE AND LOCAL DISTRICT CONFLICTS (11.1%)
Yes, state vs local districts fire vs district Can relate to the volume of water wanted by the fire
departments, environmental agencies also weigh in with something different; this takes time
and is eventually resolved through multi-party discussion
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ENVIRONMENTAL GROUP CONFLICTS (11.1%)
Constantly – minimum separations - street trees; environment group at cities want trees to reduce
carbon and greenhouse gas, so have to plant then you have fire who wants everything rock or
concrete and no trees, and then water districts who don’t want trees near facilities because of
the roots; lots of different stakeholders who all have good reasons for policies, but policies are
in direct conflict with others.
PHYSICAL IMPROVEMENT PLACEMENT (11.1%)
Has happened – physical improvement placement – but can’t think of specific instance
LAFCO AND WATER AGENCY CONFLICTS (11.1%)
LAFCO (Local Agency Formation Commission) seems to encourage development, they tell us
something we want to do “is not a problem,” but we hear something different from the actual
water agency; this happens at the staff level and the legal team level; It’s hard for the developer
to tell where the hurdle or blockage really is; water agencies try to saddle developers with
downstream improvement costs that should not be paid by the developer
CITY AND WATER DISTRICT CONFLICTS (11.1%)
There are plenty of times where the water plans are checked by both the city and the water district
and the city will find no issue with the plans and the water district wants "X, Y and Z" added on
top even though the city seems to be fine
NOTHING/DON'T KNOW (44.4%)
Unusual – because local jurisdictions usually defer to water district recommendations; probably has
to do with fact that we build multifamily homes – all we need is a hook up on street; not a lot of
variables that we have to deal with
Nothing (3)

Q22. WHICH, IF ANY, OF THOSE AGENCIES IS GENERALLY AHEAD OF
THE CURVE WHEN IT COMES TO INNOVATIONS IN THE
DEVELOPMENT PROCESS, BEHIND THE CURVE, OR IS ABOUT EVEN
WITH OTHER WATER AGENCIES?
ALL AGENCIES BEHIND THE CURVE (22.2%)
All are behind the curve; they don’t look downstream as opposed to looking proactively for
solutions
None of them are ahead of the curve
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CITY OF SD AHEAD OF CURVE (11.1%)
City of SD is good – know how long it will take, you get your will serve, know costs – it’s a known
process – it’s not easy but it is known; hasn’t stuck out as a problem; IID – Remaining land in
Imperial Valley and they own the canals and the water and they make you underground if you
are going to build adjacent, very expensive – one project just to do 300 feet was 2 mil, they do
the work and you don’t know cost until, on their timeline
HELIX BEHIND THE CURVE (11.1%)
Helix behind in multi-family development in terms of water sprinkler systems; changing nature of
development – getting away from single family
OTAY AHEAD OF CURVE (11.1%)
Otay – ahead – by having virtual meeting, SD county – behind, lack of scheduling and virtual
meetings Vista- behind, no electronic submittals City of SD – ahead – all online submittals
during COVID and has helped
IRWD AHEAD OF CURVE (11.1%)
IRWD is at the forefront of electronic submittals… they also put cameras in sewer systems; smaller
districts are generally behind the curve with paper processing… things take longer; staff isn’t
well-trained
OLIVENHAIN AHEAD OF CURVE (11.1%)
Olivenhain is the best I’ve worked with but that was a while ago; that is in terms of overall
experience and getting a project from start to finish
NOTHING/DON'T KNOW (22.2%)
Nothing (2)

Q23. WHAT INNOVATIONS HAVE THEY MADE THAT PUT THEM AHEAD
OF THE CURVE?
ELECTRONIC PDF DOCUMENTS (11.1%)
COVID has helped move them in the right direction, making things more electronic and now Water
Agencies will physically make comments on plan pdf; electronic comments on the plans are
super helpful; the smart ones will keep that in place and go electronic
INCREASED CERTAINTY AND CLARITY (11.1%)
Kirkland – staff is always open, packets, very pro-development, return calls quickly from high level
person; developers are looking for certainty and clarity from the get-go
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INCREASE THEIR LEVEL OF EMPATHY (11.1%)
Increase their level of empathy… “step into our shoes”… recognize there are opportunities for
collaboration… we could work together quickly… starts with kick-off meeting,
NOTHING/UNSURE (66.7%)
Nothing (6)
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1.
Thinking about your experience working with Sweetwater Authority on this project, using a
scale where “A” means “excellent,” “B” means “very good”, “C” means “only fair”, “D” means
“poor” and “F” means “failing,” what grade would you generally give Sweetwater Authority?
Please briefly describe why Sweetwater Authority deserves that grade on this project. (Open ended)
2.
Did you or your company encounter any uncertainty during the project approval process
because of an action or inaction by the Sweetwater Authority?
If yes, please briefly describe what you were uncertain about. (Open ended)
3.
Did you or your company encounter any project delays because of an action or inaction by
the Sweetwater Authority?
If yes, please briefly describe how Sweetwater Authority delayed your project and by how many
days. (Open ended)
4.
Did you or your company incur any additional project costs because of an action or inaction
by the Sweetwater Authority?
If yes, please briefly describe why additional costs were incurred and the approximate dollar
amount. (Open ended)
5.
Was project approval process very quick, somewhat quick, about what you’d expect,
somewhat slow, or very slow?
Do you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with the
following specific statements about your experience…
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

SWA’s process for first submittal was clear
SWA’s list of requirements for first submittal was clear
SWA provided me with detailed information such as project contacts, fees, and schedule
from the start of the project
I always received accurate answers to questions from SWA personnel
I always received timely service from SWA personnel
What, if anything, is the main thing Sweetwater Authority should do to improve its
development process? (Open ended)
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AGENDA ITEM B - PRESENTATION

Public Opinion · Public Policy · Organizations · Campaigns
1987 – Founded in San Diego
1988 – Phonecenters established in Riverside, CA and San Diego
1990 – Phonecenters established in Reno, NV and San Diego
1992 – Predictive dialing installed to double interviewing capacity; CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
1993 – "The Edge" newsletter launches
1998 – Qualitative focus groups introduced
2000 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
2003 – KPBS/Competitive Edge Research Poll and annual Super Bowl poll launched
2004 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race (x2)
2005 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race (x2)
2006 – SDIPR/CERC Opinion Barometer launched; Ballot measures paper presented at AAPOR Conference
2008 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race; Convenes post-election summit @ USD
2009 – Interviewer effects paper presented at AAPOR Conference
2010 – Web-based interviewing and custom panels introduced
2012 – Dial-testing introduced; CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race (x2)
2013 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race; Business Forecast survey launched
2014 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
2016 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
2017 – Phonecenter established in El Paso, TX
2018 – CERC calls CA Governor’s race (x2)
2019 – Ballot measure wording paper presented at AAPOR Conference
John Nienstedt, MA Political Science: President
Member, American Association for Public Opinion Research
Insights Association
San Diego Regional Chamber of Commerce
SBA Entrepreneurial Success Award (2000)
Pollster of the year (x6)
Rachel Lawler, MA Political Science: Research Analyst
Member, American Association for Public Opinion Research
Ronald Zavala: Director of Operations
Lawrence Sherman: Research Manager
James Iwu: Research Assistant

Sweetwater Authority
Developer Study
January 12, 2021

Summary
Research Objectives:

# of Interviews:
Methodology:

1) Develop an understanding of SWA’s strengths and weaknesses
2) Derive comparisons to other local water agencies
3) Create a post-project evaluation for developers
n=13 SWA developers; n=9 non-SWA developers
SWA: Client supplied list; Non-SWA: Building Industry Association supplied list

Jurisdiction:

San Diego County

Eligibility:

SWA: Developers working with SWA since 2015; Non-SWA: Developers who have not worked with SWA

Interview Method:

In-depth interviews using Microsoft Teams

Field Dates:

December 14-21, 2020

Project Director:

John Nienstedt, Sr.

Research Analyst:

Rachel Lawler
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Background
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Property Developers are Almost All Men

• The SWA developers we spoke with:
– Nearly one-third are Latino
– Work with an average of 4 water agencies besides SWA
• Particularly the City of San Diego
– Often smaller operations
• Non-SWA developers we interviewed:
– Only one-in-ten are Latino
– Tend to be working with multiple water agencies
• 5 agencies on average
• Frequently the City of San Diego, Otay, Vallecitos
– Averaged 35 projects with water agencies in last 5 years.
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Overall SWA Performance

Page | 6

Wide Range of Opinions Results in a “C” Average
•
•
•
•
•

Slim majority award an “A” or “B” grade
No developers failed the Authority
But 46% graded the agency at a “C” or “D”
SWA has both fans and serious detractors
There is a lot of room to do better by developers.

OVE RA LL SW E E T WAT E R
AUT HO RI T Y PE RFO RMA N C E
A – EXCELLENT

15%

39%

B – VERY GOOD

C – ONLY FAIR

D – POOR

15%

31%

F – FAILING
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Why?

Page | 8

Cooperation, responsiveness are positive stand-outs

• “I haven’t had any issues. They reply to questions very quickly, can get concerns resolved very quickly. Time is
critical in my business”
• Turn offs:
– Lack of clear communication
– Bureaucratic process
• Bigger gripe among more experienced contractors
– Generally poor customer service
• “Bureaucratic policies that aren’t realistic relative to industry… slow to change requirement of $10 million of
general liability insurance.
• They also have a policy – prevailing wage basis – that adds a couple hundred thousand dollars [to a project].
• The amount of paperwork is too much, it should be done online or with an internet-based platform so as to save
time on both ends. Issues with accuracy of plans.”
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SWA vs. Other Water Agencies
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SWA Doesn’t Stand Out Either Way
• Most SWA developers who have worked with other water agencies say their experiences were about the same
• Half say SWA is about even with others when it comes to innovation
– Although three in ten say SWA is somewhat behind the curve
• A recurring theme is that SWA isn't perceived as any better or worse than other water agencies
• Opportunity to bolster SWA’s strengths to create a positive and memorable experience.
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What Goes Right with Water Agencies?
• Many SWA developers couldn’t pinpoint a specific reason for things going right
– More so, they could not recall having any major issues
• But good relationships with SWA personnel, communication, responsiveness were highlights
– “[Employee] was my main contact; he was really responsive, and I have enjoyed working with him…. he had
good customer service. I appreciated him advocating on our behalf to the manager. Customer service has
always been good; engineering staff always been good”
• As for non-SWA developers, “clarity” is the main mark of a good agency
• Listening, reasonable fees, and timeliness are also good practices
– “We hang on every word they say”
• SWA developers more easily able to describe negatives, but responses are broad
– “Length of process, paperwork, too long to get certainty on costs, could streamline process using newer
tech”
– White developers and more experienced contractors are more critical of SWA’s processes
• Inconsistency in the application of policies is the main killer among non-SWA developers
• Delays, high fees, jurisdictional conflicts, indecision, bonding requirements are also mentioned.
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Importance of Elements of the
Approval Process
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Certainty is Most Critical
• Certainty of the project approval process is tops for SWA and non-SWA developers alike
• Cost and speed are very important but typically not the most important
– Cannot move forward without approval
– Uncertainty created by water agency delays/errors really hits developers in the pocketbook
– “Time is money.”
“ W HE N WO RK I N G W I T H WAT E R AG E N C I ES, G E N E RA LLY HOW I MPO RTA N T I S I T TO YO U TO HAVE
C E RTA I N T Y REG A RDI N G YO UR PROJEC T 'S A PPROVA L PRO C ESS? ”
NOT THAT IMPORTANT
SWA
DEVELOPERS

8%

NON-SWA
DEVELOPERS

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT

VERY

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING

46%

46%

22%

78%

“ W HE N WO RK I N G W I T H WAT E R AG E N C I ES, G E N E RA LLY HOW I MPO RTA N T I S I T FO R T HE
A PPROVA L PRO C ESS TO MOVE A LO N G Q UI C K LY? ”
NOT THAT IMPORTANT
SWA
DEVELOPERS
NON-SWA
DEVELOPERS

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT

8%

VERY

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING

85%

8%

56%

44%

“ W HE N WO RK I N G W I T H WAT E R AG E N C I ES, G E N E RA LLY HOW I MPO RTA N T I S CO ST O F
T HE DE VE LO PME N T PRO C ESS TO YO U? ”
SWA
DEVELOPERS
NON-SWA
DEVELOPERS

NOT THAT IMPORTANT

8%

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT

62%

VERY

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING

31%
89%

11%
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Agency Attitudes Toward Developers
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SWA Generally Seen Having Positive Attitude

• Good contrast here with non-SWA developers
AT T I T UDES TOWA RD DE VE LO PE RS
(SWA )
POSITIVE EXPERIENCE

39%

AT T I T UD ES TOWA RD
D E VE LO PE RS
(N O N - SWA )
INDIFFERENCE

22%

SOMEWHAT
COOPERATIVE

22%

15%

ARROGANT
THEY WORK FOR MY
BENEFIT

8%

LOW ENERGY

8%

ADEQUATE

8%

THE PROCESS SHOULD BE
SIMPLIFIED

PRO-DEVELOPMENT

11%

CHARGE EXTRA FEES

11%

8%

NOT THEIR MAIN FOCUS

11%

TRANSACTIONAL

8%

ADVERSARIAL

11%

NOTHING/DON'T KNOW

8%

BOTHERED

11%

• Non-SWA developers complain about agencies being “indifferent,” “bothered,” or even “adversarial”
• “Bothered; every time you bring them a new project, you're giving them more work which is funding them and
bringing them more money and more customers, but it's like you're just a pain to them.”
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Encouraging/Discouraging Development isn’t the Issue

• Most SWA developers are unsure about a water agency’s role in development
– Just not something they have considered
• SWA developers are twice as likely to say the agency discourages development
– When they do, changing/contradictory policies, the number of plan changes, and fees are playing a role
“ DO YO U T HI N K SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y/MO ST WAT E R AG E N C I ES HAVE A D O PT E D PO LI C I ES
T HAT E N CO URAG E O R DI SCO URAG E DE VE LO PME N T I N VEST ME N T I N I T S SE RVI C E A REA? ”
DISCOURAGE INVESTMENT, STRONGLY

31%

SWA DEVELOPERS

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

•
•
•
•

DISCOURAGE, SOMEWHAT

11%

UNSURE

ENCOURAGE, SOMEWHAT

ENCOURAGE INVESTMENT, STRONGLY

54%
44%

15%
22%

22%

Non-SWA developers are about as unsure on this question
But almost none feel that the policies are meant to discourage investment
Developers who do think development is encouraged typically don’t know why
Overall, this is a more political issue.
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Conflicting Information from
Other Governmental Agencies
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Conflicting Information is Atypical for SWA Developers

• Conflicts with the City, fire department, and a lack of communication between agencies were mentioned
• But these were not the norm
CO N F LI C T I N G I N FO RMAT I O N F RO M
OT HE R G OVE RN ME N TA L AG E N C I ES
(SWA )

CO N F LI C T I N G I N FO RMAT I O N F RO M
OT HE R G OVE RN ME N TA L AG E N C I ES
(N O N - SWA )

LOCATION CONFLICTS

8%

STATE AND LOCAL DISTRICT
CONFLICTS

11%

NO COMMUNICATION
BETWEEN AGENCIES

8%

ENVIRONMENTAL GROUP
CONFLICTS

11%

PLANNING/ZONING
CONFLICTS

8%

PHYSICAL IMPROVEMENT
PLACEMENT

11%

WATER AND FIRE
DEPARTMENT CONFLICTS

8%

LAFCO AND WATER AGENCY
CONFLICTS

11%

WATER DEPARTMENT AND
CITY CONFLICTS

8%

CITY AND WATER DISTRICT
CONFLICTS

11%

NOTHING/DON'T KNOW

62%

NOTHING/DON'T KNOW

44%

• However, most non-SWA developers have had issues
– City, LAFCO, environmental agencies, and state entities have given conflicting advice or regulations.
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Water Agency Performance Trend
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No change for SWA or other water agencies

• With no clear changes as to how agencies are doing business, the results here are very mixed
• Changes in ways of working due to COVID-19 create challenges as well as opportunities.
“GEN ER ALLY SPEAKIN G, HAS WOR KIN G WIT H SWA/WAT ER AGEN CIES OV ER T HE YEARS
IMPROV ED, GOT T EN WORSE OR R EMAIN ED T HE SAME? ”
GOTTEN WORSE A LOT

GOTTEN WORSE A LITTLE

63%

SWA DEVELOPERS (N=8)

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

REMAINED THE SAME/UNSURE

22%

IMPROVED A LITTLE

IMPROVED A LOT

13%
56%

13%
22%
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Performance on Specific Elements in
the Development Process
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SWA’s Personnel are a Strong Point
• “Very good” 2.9 GPA for staff competency, efficiency, and politeness
• Suggests individuals are better regarded than working with SWA overall
• It’s about:
– Competence
– Speedy communication
– Positive, can-do attitude
• Negatives include incompetence, unresponsiveness, lack of authority
• Could well be that impressions of personnel vary by the person the developer is
required to work with

SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y
PE RSO N N E L PE RFO RMA N C E
39%

A – EXCELLENT

B – VERY GOOD

23%

C – ONLY FAIR

23%

D – POOR

15%

F – FAILING

“HOW OFT EN , IF EV ER , D O YOU R UN IN TO PROBLEMS WIT H WAT ER AGEN CY PERSON N EL IN
T ER MS OF T HEIR COMPET EN CY, EFFICIEN CY AN D POLIT EN ESS? ”
EVERY PROJECT

11%

FREQUENTLY

33%

HALF THE TIME

RARELY

44%

NEVER

11%

• A whopping 8 of the 9 non-SWA developers encounter problems with personnel at least half the time
– Perceived lack of knowledge or experience and issues with timing are main criticisms.
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SWA’s Project Approval System Falls Short
•
•
•
•

None award an A, half grade the system at a C or D level
Many have trouble pinpointing why
But a low-tech approach hampers the process
SWA “didn’t have the type of formal response system we are used to dealing with.
Others have online records you can access online and download directly without
human contact”

SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y
D E VE LO PME N T A PPROVA L
SYST E M
A – EXCELLENT

B – VERY GOOD

33%

C – ONLY FAIR

33%

“HOW OFT EN , IF EV ER , SO YOU R UN IN TO PROBLEMS WIT H A WAT ER AGEN CY ’S
D EV ELOPMEN T APPROVAL SYST EM? ”
EVERY PROJECT

FREQUENTLY

HALF THE TIME

RARELY

D – POOR

17%

NEVER
F – FAILING

22%

56%

22%

UNSURE

• Non-SWA developers are slightly less critical of the approval systems than the personnel
they encounter
– Some even focused again on issues related to personnel
• Process-related grievances include:
– Not promptly getting a Will Serve letter
– Outdated standards.
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17%

Most SWA developers confident project will be approved “eventually”

• It’s a matter of how many plan adjustments they will have to go through
• So, most positive sentiment surrounding certainty with SWA’s process is soft
• But 31% feel the process lacks certainty and 8% are unsure

“ WOULD YOU D ESCR IBE T HE LEV EL OF CERTAIN T Y YOU HAV E WHEN D EALIN G WIT H
SWEET WAT ER AUT HOR IT Y ’S PROJECT APPROVAL PROCESS AS…”
NOT AT ALL CERTAIN

8%

NOT THAT CERTAIN

UNSURE

SOMEWHAT CERTAIN

31%

VERY CERTAIN

EXTREMELY CERTAIN

46%

15%

• Non-SWA developers encounter issues with certainty half the time or more frequently
– Big firms with more projects tend to experience uncertainty
“HOW OFT EN , IF EV ER , D O YOU EXPER IEN CE UN CERTAIN T Y WIT H A WAT ER AGEN CY ’S
PROJECT APPROVAL PROCESS”
EVERY PROJECT

11%

FREQUENTLY

44%

HALF THE TIME

RARELY

NEVER

33%

11%

• SWA appears to be doing better than other water agencies when it comes to certainty.
Page | 25

Almost All Water Agencies are Regarded as Slow
4 in 10 describe SWA’s approval process as slow
Further, half of SWA’s developers think the approval process is slower compared to other agencies
But the contrast with the non-SWA developers is striking…
Two-thirds say the process at most water agencies is somewhat slow
– An additional 11% say it is very slow
• Although developers operating in SWA’s jurisdiction feel it’s slower than its counterparts, SWA actually appears
to be faster than the norm
•
•
•
•

“ I S SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y ’ S/MO ST WAT E R AG E N C I ES A PPROVA L PRO C ESS…”
VERY SLOW

SOMEWHAT SLOW

23%

SWA DEVELOPERS

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

11%

ABOUT WHAT YOU'D EXPECT/UNSURE

15%

39%
67%

SOMEWHAT QUICK

VERY QUICK

23%
22%

• COVID-19 has impacted approval speed…
• An SWA developer: “We were able to get through it, it just wasn’t great and could have gone better/smoother. It
seems like it [the plan] sits around with no one looking at it. No one cares about time. It’s problematic across
the board, especially with COVID. Just goes too slow”
• Room for SWA to improve and move more decidedly into the “somewhat quick” and “very quick” categories.
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SWA’s costs seen as about right

•
•
•
•

No one said costs are low
But SWA’s are less often seen as high compared to the costs of other water agencies
Only 23% see SWA’s costs as high
Costs are more of a problem outside SWA.
“ WO ULD YO U DESC RI BE T HE CO ST S A SSO C I AT E D W I T H SW E E T WAT E R AUT HO RI T Y ’ S/ MO ST
AG E N C I ES PROJEC T A PPROVA L PRO C ESS A S…”
VERY HIGH
SWA DEVELOPERS

NON-SWA DEVELOPERS

SOMEWHAT HIGH

18%

ABOUT RIGHT/UNSURE

8%
33%

SOMEWHAT LOW

VERY LOW

77%
33%

33%
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Bonus: Specific SWA costs Seem In-line w/other water Agencies

• Few SWA developers who worked with other agencies say SWA’s construction costs are > 15% higher than
other water agencies’
• The cost factor again takes a back seat to certainty and speed of the approval process
“AR E SWEET WAT ER AUT HOR IT Y ’S CON ST R UCT ION , EN GIN EER IN G, AN D IN SPECT ION COST S
COMPAR ED TO T HOSE OF OT HER AGEN CIES…”
MORE THAN 15% HIGHER
CONSTRUCTION
COSTS

5% TO 15% HIGHER

ABOUT THE SAME/UNSURE

20%

ENGINEERING AND
INSPECTION COSTS

5% TO 15% LOWER

MORE THAN 15% LOWER

80%
100%

• Costs are a cautious positive for the Authority
• Could be some “play” here.
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1.

2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Recommendations

Certainty in the approval process is surprisingly important, so build it into the system
 Mold the Sweetwater Authority brand around certainty
 Hold a mandatory “due diligence” meeting at the beginning of a project
 Create developer kits containing main contacts, project requirements and schedule, fee due dates, and
bonding requirements
 Create an online checklist detailing all items needed for first submittal
 Maintain an online land records system that is accessible to developers without Authority assistance
 Implement a “concierge” service to guide less-experienced developers through the approval process
Reduce bureaucracy and adopt a more flexible approach
 Create an Office of Developer Relations
 Innovate to accommodate developers and further streamline the approval process
 Improve tech to allow for online processing, payments, project approval, tracking, and plan checks
 Eliminates most trips to the Authority and keeps projects moving during pandemic
Train personnel to provide a high level of polite, responsive, and proactive service and evaluate accordingly
 Empathy: walk a mile in the developer’s moccasins
If necessary, increase fees only after approval process becomes speedier and more certain
Implement post-project evaluations
Good practice to work with overlapping districts to ensure consistency in the rules
Maintain accurate contact records of each developer the Authority has worked with.
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Thank You!
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Public Opinion · Public Policy · Organizations · Campaigns
1987 – Founded in San Diego
1988 – Phonecenters established in Riverside, CA and San Diego
1990 – Phonecenters established in Reno, NV and San Diego
1992 – Predictive dialing installed to double interviewing capacity; CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
1993 – "The Edge" newsletter launches
1998 – Qualitative focus groups introduced
2000 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
2003 – KPBS/Competitive Edge Research Poll and annual Super Bowl poll launched
2004 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race (x2)
2005 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race (x2)
2006 – SDIPR/CERC Opinion Barometer launched; Ballot measures paper presented at AAPOR Conference
2008 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race; Convenes post-election summit @ USD
2009 – Interviewer effects paper presented at AAPOR Conference
2010 – Web-based interviewing and custom panels introduced
2012 – Dial-testing introduced; CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race (x2)
2013 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race; Business Forecast survey launched
2014 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
2016 – CERC calls San Diego Mayor’s race
2017 – Phonecenter established in El Paso, TX
2018 – CERC calls CA Governor’s race (x2)
2019 – Ballot measure wording paper presented at AAPOR Conference
John Nienstedt, MA Political Science: President
Member, American Association for Public Opinion Research
Insights Association
San Diego Regional Chamber of Commerce
SBA Entrepreneurial Success Award (2000)
Pollster of the year (x6)
Rachel Lawler, MA Political Science: Research Analyst
Member, American Association for Public Opinion Research
Ronald Zavala: Director of Operations
Lawrence Sherman: Research Manager
James Iwu: Research Assistant

