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Executive Summary 

The United States Army Corps of Engineers (Corps), Kansas City District has been 
implementing remediation of a contaminant plume beneath the former Nebraska 
Ordnance Plant (NOP) Site (the site), in Mead, Nebraska since 2002. This remediation is 
expected to continue for decades. It is the Corps’ desire to meet its cleanup obligations at 
the site and the communication needs of the stakeholders.  

To identify ways to improve communications, the Kansas City District requested 
assistance from the Corps’ Institute for Water Resources (IWR) Conflict Resolution and 
Public Participation Center. IWR subsequently contracted with CDM Federal Programs 
(CDM) to conduct a situational assessment. The first phase of the assessment consisted 
of conducting interviews with as many local stakeholders as possible to gauge their 
feelings about the site and the Corps. The second phase was to use the results of those 
interviews to provide suggestions for improving communication at the site. To complete 
the second phase, CDM also interviewed Corps personnel to discuss their experiences 
with communication at the site.  

CDM interviewed 43 local stakeholders including area residents and various agency 
representatives. The results of those interviews (see Section 3, below) indicated a fairly 
high level of satisfaction with the work being conducted by the Corps, although several 
issues were raised that were worrisome to the interviewees. Most residents had lived on 
their properties for much, if not all, of their lives and had made part or all of their living 
in agriculture. Properties had often been in families for many generations. Many of the 
residents were senior citizens, and only seven interviewees lived outside of the area. All 
interviewees indicated they had at least some familiarity with the site, and most 
considered themselves to be very familiar. Many of the interviewees were current or 
former Restoration Advisory Board (RAB) members.  

Almost 60 percent of respondents said they had a moderate level of concern about the 
site. The remainder was evenly divided between a low or high level of concern. The 
most common concerns expressed were groundwater contamination, property values, 
and health effects. As at almost all environmental sites, people were most concerned 
about how the contamination or site activities would affect them or their property.  

Most respondents had interacted with the Corps or their contractors in one form or 
another, primarily through well sampling or by attendance at public meetings. More 
than 80 percent reported those interactions had been positive or neutral. About 60 
percent of those interviewed had an opinion on the work being conducted by the Corps. 
Most (53 percent) said it was positive. Less than 20 percent had a negative opinion.  

Most people (about 60 percent) said they were satisfied with the information they were 
receiving about the site, and some indicated the situation had improved. The remainder 
said they would like more or different information. The most-often cited options for 
getting information were written materials (59 percent) and meetings (41 percent). 
Opinions were divided on using the Internet (either Web sites or e-mails). Many people 
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wanted a mix of information options. Almost 90 percent of interviewees were interested 
in maintaining their current level of involvement. Many said they had other demands on 
their time and didn’t feel they could be more involved.  

Almost 70 percent of the people interviewed had attended RAB or other meetings. Many 
of those people felt strongly that such meetings were important. However, the majority 
were unhappy with the way the RAB meetings were run. Suggestions for improving the 
RAB meetings focused primarily on length and format. Also cited were meeting 
frequency, location, materials, documentation, and follow-up. 

CDM also conducted separate interviews with some Corps personnel to gather 
information on site background, issues, and past outreach (see Section 4, below). This 
information was necessary to develop suggestions for future outreach activities at the 
site. Those interviewees said the most contentious issue at the site was the installation 
and pumping of the Metropolitan Utilities District (M.U.D.) wells, and that those wells 
seemed to be the driver for most disagreements between the Corps and the community 
RAB representatives.  

The Corps interviewees thought their work at the site had been good and that they were 
meeting their responsibilities in containing and monitoring the contaminant plume. 
Corps interviewees believed that pumping the M.U.D. wells did not threaten the 
containment of the plume. Corps personnel also felt that the public did not understand 
that decisions and assumptions at environmental sites often have to be modified as new 
data are received. They felt that when such changes needed to be made at the site, they 
had sometimes been made to look like mistakes made by the Corps, rather modification 
necessitated by new data.  

The Corps personnel interviewed believed that the Corps’ relationship with the 
community at large was good, but that there was not much independent information to 
back that up. They said that relatively little time or money had been invested in 
outreach, and that various outreach methods had been tried in the past but not in a 
consistent or long-term manner. Prior to the M.U.D. well issue, Corps personnel 
interviewed felt the relationship between the Corps and the community RAB 
representatives had been good. However, Corps interviewees felt that the current 
relationship was unworkable and said that efforts to improve that relationship (e.g., 
hiring a facilitator) have been rejected. They believed suspending the RAB meetings was 
a good idea. Corps interviewees felt there was little hope for improving the situation 
given the response received to date from the RAB.  

Based on the results of the interviews with the stakeholders and the Corps personnel, it 
appears that the Corps is meeting its obligations for communication at the site. The 
Corps has held public meetings, distributes newsletters, maintains a Web site, provides 
a contact person for questions, maintains an information repository, and sponsors the 
RAB (although the RAB is currently indefinitely suspended). In general, the opinion of 
the Corps in the community seems to be relatively good.  

Although the Corps is making a good effort to communicate with the public, there is 
room for improvement. These improvements are especially important given what may 
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turn out to be irreconcilable differences between the Corps and the community 
representatives of the RAB. To focus the suggested improvement activities, CDM 
developed three communication goals (see Section 5, below) for the site: meet the 
stakeholder’s needs for communication and interaction, increase trust, and reevaluate 
the viability of the RAB.  

Nine specific steps were developed (see Section 5.4, below) to assist in meeting these 
communication goals. The following steps have been ranked on the basis of ease of 
implementation and priority and can be used alone or in combination to improve 
communication at the site: 

1. Understand the audience 
2. Understand issues and answers in advance 
3. Involve the team in communication 
4. Ask and answer questions 
5. Continue to have public meetings 
6. Improve existing outreach materials 
7. Reach out to new groups 
8. Develop new outreach tools 
9. Resolve the issues related to the RAB  

Each of the steps above is important; most of them include activities the Corps is already 
doing (to one degree or another). For each step, details are provided for improvements 
that can be made within the framework of the Corps’ existing outreach program. Many 
improvements are very simple and require little extra time or effort, just tweaks in 
behavior or thinking. Others require more effort, but can have a significant payoff (e.g., 
development of new outreach tools). Finally, some improvements (e.g., reaching out to 
new groups) are extras that could build valuable relationships, but require more of a 
commitment of time or resources.  

Improving communications at an environmental site can seem like a luxury when basic 
communication needs are being met, especially with the limited resources available to 
the Corps and the other demands placed on its personnel. Indeed, if the RAB was 
functioning as envisioned in the RAB guidance issued jointly by the Department of 
Defense (DOD) and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), many of these 
suggestions could be considered extras rather than necessities. However, given its 
current relationship with the RAB the Corps could make a prudent investment in the 
long-term success of the project by committing the resources necessary to implement at 
least some of the steps identified in this report.  
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Section 1 Introduction 

The United States Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) Kansas City District has been 
conducting investigation and cleanup activities at the former Nebraska Ordnance Plant 
(NOP) Site (the site), in Mead, Nebraska since 1991. Since that time, the Corps has 
worked to maintain a cooperative relationship with the wide variety of stakeholders at 
the site. To proactively assess and improve the existing level of communication between 
the Corps and the stakeholders, the Kansas City District recently requested assistance 
from the Corps’ Institute for Water Resources (IWR) Conflict Resolution and Public 
Participation Center. The IWR Center provides assistance to Corps’ field offices in areas 
of conflict resolution and public participation.  

In response, IWR contracted CDM Federal Programs (CDM) in January 2009 to conduct 
an independent and impartial assessment of communication issues related to the site. 
CDM was to assess current conditions and suggest appropriate follow-up measures in 
response to conflicts the Corps has been experiencing at the site. This situational 
assessment is to be the first phase of a longer process. The second phase of the project 
will entail carrying out the situational assessment’s recommendations. 

1.1 Background 
The site occupies approximately 17,250 acres located one-half mile south of Mead in 
Saunders County, Nebraska. During World War II and the Korean War, bombs, shells, 
and rockets were assembled at the site. The NOP included four bomb load lines, a Bomb 
Booster Assembly plant, an ammonium nitrate plant, two explosive burning areas, a 
proving range, a landfill, a wastewater treatment plant, analytical laboratories, and 
storage and administration facilities. Most of the raw materials used to manufacture the 
weapons were produced at other locations and shipped to the NOP facility for assembly. 
Routine plant operations included washout of explosive materials prior to bomb loading 
and assembly, and bomb washing following assembly. Wash water was discharged to 
sumps and open ditches.  

From 1942 to 1956, the NOP produced munitions at four bomb-loading lines, stored 
munitions and produced ammonium nitrates. The property also contained burn areas, 
an Atlas missile facility, and a sewage treatment plant. During the 1950s and early 1960s, 
the US Air Force operated an Atlas Missile Launch facility. Construction and 
maintenance activities at the site resulted in the release of trichloroethylene (TCE), an 
industrial solvent, into the groundwater near Load Lines 1 and 4.  

Most of the property is now owned by the University of Nebraska, Nebraska National 
Guard and private entities. The Corps has identified soil contaminated with 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and munitions and on-site and off-site groundwater 
contaminated with explosives and volatile organic compounds (VOCs). The U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) placed the property on the National Priorities 
List (NPL) in 1990 and signed an interagency agreement in 1991.  
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Because the site is very large, with different types of contamination in different 
locations, investigation and cleanup activities were organized in categories called 
“operable units.” Three operable units (OUs) were organized to help expedite 
investigation and cleanup activities. 

 OU1 – Soils. OU1, which includes soils contaminated with explosive 
compounds, was completed in 1999 with the excavation of soils and treatment 
through an on-site incinerator.  

 OU2 – Groundwater. OU2 consists of a groundwater extraction and treatment 
system that hydraulically contains 11 square miles of contaminated 
groundwater, preventing its further migration to the south and east. The system 
consists of a network of 13 extraction wells, 3 water treatment plants, and almost 
400 groundwater monitoring wells, private water supply wells, and surface 
water locations sampled on a regular basis. Alternate water supply is provided 
to residents whose domestic wells are contaminated from military activities at 
the site. Three additional groundwater extraction wells are currently being 
constructed under separate contract.  

 OU3 – Miscellaneous Sites, Ordnance and Explosives. OU3 includes a former 
on-site landfill and former unidentified waste disposal areas not previously 
identified. Contaminants evaluated include metals, explosives, volatiles and 
semi-volatiles. Ordnance and explosives, previously managed as a separate 
project, will be merged into the Comprehensive Environmental Response, 
Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) process. 

In 1997, the Corps converted the property’s technical review committee to a Restoration 
Advisory Board (RAB). The RAB is co-chaired by a member of the local community and 
the Corps project manager. For many years, the RAB meetings were well-attended and 
relationships among members were congenial. However, in recent years the meetings 
have had lower attendance as many people choose not to attend because of the ongoing 
disputes and disagreements that have arisen. Trust between the Corps and the various 
other members of the RAB has deteriorated. The last formal RAB meeting was held in 
October 2007, although the Corps has continued to hold other quarterly meetings that 
are open to the public. The Corps has informed the community that RAB meetings will 
be held only under the condition that the meeting is facilitated and formal operating 
procedures are adopted. Some RAB members claim that the imposition of these 
requirements is “illegal.” 
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1.2 Report Structure 
This report is formatted to include specific information requested by the Corps, as 
follows: 

 Executive Summary. Synopsizes the information provided in the report. 

 Section 1. Introduction. Provides project background and an outline of the 
report’s structure.  

 Section 2. Scope of Work. Details the activities conducted as part of the 
situational assessment. 

 Section 3. Results of Interviews with Stakeholders. Summarizes the scope of 
relevant issues and concerns that were identified. Neutrally describes the range 
of perspectives and concerns related to these issues. 

 Section 4. Results of Interviews with the Corps. Summarizes what Corps 
personnel said are the main issues at the site. Discusses the outreach and 
communication efforts that were made by the Corps at the site.  

 Section 5. Suggestions for Improving Communication. Summarizes the 
interviews, sets goals for improving communication, and lists steps for attaining 
those goals.  
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Section 2 Scope of Work 

As stated in Section 1, CDM was brought in to conduct an independent and impartial 
assessment of communication issues related to the site. This work was intended to assess 
current conditions (Phase 1) and suggest appropriate follow-up measures in response to 
conflicts the Corps has been experiencing at the site (Phase 2). The site-specific 
information was to be gathered primarily through interviews with local stakeholders 
and past Corps project managers. This section describes the process undertaken to 
conduct those interviews and complete the situational assessment. 

2.1 Phase 1 - Assessing the Current Situation 
2.1.1 Identification and Notification of Interviewees 
The intent of the interviews was to gather information from 30 to 40 site stakeholders. 
These stakeholders could include local residents, property owners whose wells were 
sampled by the Corps, RAB members, and people who had knowledge of the site, either 
due to their physical location, job, or particular interests. The Corps provided CDM with 
a site mailing list as a basis for contacting potential interviewees. That mailing list 
contained approximately 130 names. The Corps also took advantage of its January 2009 
public availability session to announce the upcoming interviews and solicit volunteer 
interviewees (see Appendix A). No one at that meeting signed up to be interviewed.  

As a first step to the interviews, a letter signed by the site project manager was mailed to 
everyone on the mailing list. The letter explained the reason for conducting the 
interviews and the basics of the process that would be used (see Appendix B). The letter 
alerted people that they might be receiving a phone call about the interviews in the next 
few weeks.  

For individuals who had a mailing address, but no recorded phone number, a separate 
insert was included in the letter that requested interested individuals to send the Corps 
their contact information in an enclosed self-addressed, stamped envelope. The six 
people who responded to that request were included in the interview process. An e-mail 
interview request was sent to people who had only an e-mail address, but there were no 
responses.  

2.1.2 The Interview Process 
After the letters were mailed, multiple attempts were made to contact the individuals. 
Once potential interviewees were reached by telephone and agreed to participate, they 
were asked if the interview could be conducted at that time, or if another time would be 
more convenient. Two people were added to the list at the recommendation of a 
neighbor. 

During the interview, the interviewee was guided through various topic areas. Notes 
from each interview were compiled separately to use as a basis for the summarization 
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process. Interviewees were assured that the names of the people who participated in the 
process would not be linked to their responses. For that reason, neither the individual 
interview write-ups nor the names of the people interviewed are provided.  

Interviewees were allowed to talk as long as they wished. With a few exceptions, most 
interviews generally lasted about 10 to 15 minutes. The interviews were conducted 
between February 23 and March 25, 2009. During that time frame, 100 individuals were 
called, contact was made with 52 people, and 43 interviews were conducted.  

A prepared list of discussion topics was used to allow a broad range of topics to be 
covered and to facilitate summarization of the results of multiple interviews. However, 
interviewees were allowed to take the conversation in whatever direction they chose. 
Most people covered all the discussion topics, but a few interviews were very short and 
consisted of people giving a brief statement.  

The initial topics of conversation that were covered with the interviewees were:  

 General background. How long they have lived in Saunders County? Do they 
live near the site? Do they have kids at home? 

 Familiarity with the site. Had they or any of their family members worked 
there? What did they know about the site? 

 General level of concern about the site in comparison to other issues in their 
life. For instance, three examples might be: high (worry about it daily), medium 
(worry about it occasionally), or low (almost never think about it).  

 History of interactions with the Corps or their contractors. Have the 
interviewees’ wells been sampled? Have they attended meetings? Have they had 
other types of interactions? How did they feel about those interactions? 

 Concerns (if any) regarding the site. Examples could include contamination (soil 
and groundwater), property values, community participation in the process, 
water supply, etc.  

 Opinion on the work being done by the Corps at the site. Do they have an 
opinion? Could they say if it was positive, neutral, negative, or other?   

  Satisfaction with the level of information they are currently receiving on the 
site. Are they getting the information they need? Too much? Not enough?   

 Best way to get information to them about the site. Do they prefer one method 
or a variety? Is there a resource they trust more than others?  

 Satisfaction with current level of involvement. Do they wish they could get 
more involved? Are they happy with their current level of involvement with 
what’s going on at the site?  
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 Attendance at site meetings. Have they attended site meetings? If so, which ones 
and how many? 

 Suggestions for improving site meetings. Is there anything that could be done 
to make the site meetings more useful or appealing?  

 Other thoughts or comments. Do they have any additional thoughts on 
improving communication in general at the site? 

After the interviews were completed, the findings were compiled for each topic area (see 
Section 3) to assess trends and to protect the privacy of the interviewees. Care was taken 
to ensure that specific responses were not attributed to an individual.  

2.2 Phase 2 - Understanding Past Actions at the Site and 
Developing Recommendations for 
Improvement 

After discussing the results of the community interviews with the Corps, it became 
apparent that interviews with current and former site personnel would be useful to 
provide the background information on what had or had not been done at the site in 
terms of outreach. That information was necessary to develop relevant 
recommendations for future outreach work at the site. Those recommendations would 
rely on an understanding of the community’s concerns and issues and a knowledge of 
what had previously been done by the Corps at the site. Those interviews are 
summarized in Section 4. 

2.2.1 Interview with Past Project Managers 
The Corps provided a list of five past project managers or other personnel who had 
worked at the site between 2003 and 2009. The following are the initial topics of 
conversation covered in those interviews:  

 Background. When did you work at the site? What activities were ongoing? 
Were there any non-NOP issues in the area that you feel affected the NOP?  

 Major issues. What do you think were the major issues with the public during 
your tenure and now?  

 Outreach activities. What outreach activities were in place when you became 
project manager? What are your thoughts on how well they worked? Which do 
you think were the most successful? 

 Changes to outreach. Did you drop any existing outreach activities or try new 
ones? What were the results? Which were the most successful? 

 Relationship with other RAB members. What was your relationship with the 
other RAB members (community members and agency members)? Did you try 
anything to improve the relationship? 
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 RAB meetings. Please describe the RAB meetings. How often were they held? 
How long were they? How well attended were they? Were all groups 
represented? Were there specific groups with issues? What was the format? What 
was the general tone, and did it change over time? 

 RAB continuation. Do you think the Corps should continue the RAB? If yes, do 
you have any suggestions for future managers in facilitating those meetings? If 
no, do you think there is a more effective way to get information to the public 
(i.e., in a meeting or other format)?  

 Relationship with the community. What was your relationship with the 
community as a whole?   

 Wish list. Is there anything you wish you could have achieved?  

The findings for the interviews with Corps personnel are provided in Section 4.  

2.2.2 Development of Goals and Steps for Improvement 
Based on the results of the interviews with stakeholders and past project managers, a 
series of three communication goals and nine steps for attaining those goals were 
developed for the Corps to improve communications at the site. Those 
recommendations are provided in Section 5.  

 

 

 

 



 

Section 3 Results of Stakeholder Interviews 

This section summarizes the scope of relevant issues and concerns that were identified 
as a result of the stakeholder interviews.  

3.1 Results for Individual Topic Areas 
The results of the interviews with 43 residents and other site stakeholders are 
summarized in this section by individual topic areas described in Section 2. Comments 
that help provide a more detailed response are also provided. No interviewee names 
have been attributed to specific comments. To further protect privacy, most personal 
information has been removed from the comments. The exception is for comments 
provided to the first two questions (general background and familiarity with the site) as 
those comments provide a sense of the respondent’s history with the area and the site 
and do not espouse particular opinions about the site.  

 For ease of reading, an attempt has been made to sort the comments into similar 
categories (e.g., positive or negative). However, comments may also overlap a category. 
A summary of the results is shown in Table 3-1. Because this information was derived 
from conversations with interviewees, rather than from detailed written surveys, the 
numeric summaries are somewhat subjective and do not represent precise 
measurements.  

Table 3-1. Summary of Responses to Interview Topics 

Topic Summary 

General background 84% local residents, 16% other 

Familiarity with site 100% were familiar, some said they were very familiar 

Level of concern 19% low, 59% medium, 22% high  
Past interactions with 
Corps or contractors 

60% positive, 23% neutral, 17% negative   
58% wells sampled, 17% attend meetings, 36% other 

Concerns about the site* 52% groundwater, 74% multiple, 26% property values, 26% health, 
16% none  

Opinion of the work the 
Corps is doing 53% positive, 26% negative, 21% mixed, 15% none 

Satisfaction with amount 
of information provided 61% happy, 39% want more 

Preferred source of 
information* 59% written materials, 41% meetings, 24% e-mail, 24% other 

Satisfaction with current 
level of involvement 88% happy, 12% would like to be more involved 

Familiarity with meetings 68% have attended, 32% have not 

*Interviewees could provide more than one response to this topic 
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3.1.1 General Background 
Most of the area residents interviewed were individuals who had lived 
on their properties for most, if not all, of their lives. These people 
generally made part or all of their living off of agricultural pursuits on 
their land. Very often, the residents’ property had been in their family 
for many generations; if the interviewee did not live on the property, 
their parents still did. Many residents were senior citizens. Only seven 
of the interviewees lived elsewhere. Eight of the people interviewed 
were current or former community representatives of the RAB; five were agency 
representatives (non-Corps). Individual comments are provided below.  

Locals
Other

3.1.1.1 Local Residents 
 I’ve lived on this property all my life. It was owned by my great, great 

grandfather. I raised my children here.  
 I have farmed and lived in Saunders County forever. I was only gone while I was 

in the service. I’m lucky to live where I was raised.  
 I live in Saunders County. I’ve lived here all my life. I put a well in this house in 

1975 and had 2 children.  
 I’ve lived here all my life, and I’m 82 years old. 
 I’ve lived my whole live in Saunders County. I live in town now because I’m 

afraid to live on the farm. My parents live on the farm. I keep telling them to 
move into town, to move away, but they don’t want to. I worry about them.  

 I have lived in Saunders County for 52 years.  
 I’ve lived in Saunders County all my life – about 45 to 50 years.  
 I live near the site and have been here for 40-some years.  
 I’ve lived in Saunders County near the site for about 35 years.  
 I’ve lived here 30 years. 
 I live here part time. My Ma had property there. After she died, I just visit on 

weekends, etc. We’ve lived here for 30 years.  
 I’ve lived in Saunders County for 30 years.  
 I’ve lived here most of my life (about 30 years). My Grampa worked at the NOP 

70-80 years ago.  
 I’ve lived in Saunders County since 1980. I have children at home.  
 I’ve lived here since 1983.  
 I have lived in the town of Mead for more than 24 years.  
 I have farm that has contamination under it for 20 years.  
 My relatives have lived in the area since the 1870s, and I’ve lived here 15 years.  
 I’ve lived in Saunders County for 12 to14 years. I live near the site and have kids. 
 I’ve lived in Saunders County for 12 years. I am near the site - my kids are in 

college now.  
 I’ve lived here for 10 years. 
 I’ve lived in Saunders County for 5 years. 
 I have lived here about 1 year. 
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3.1.1.2 Other Stakeholders 
 I don’t live in the area, but I’m familiar with everything that goes on. I’ve been 

working on the project for about 5 years.  
 I work in Omaha. 
 I live in Omaha, but I’m concerned about potential contamination of M.U.D. 

wells, and I attend many meetings. 
 I live in another county. I’m an environmental specialist. I work on the site. 
 In our district, we assist when we can and work directly with the Corps.  
 I don’t live in Saunders County. I did my thesis project out there and have 

remained interested. I went through all the literature.  
 

3.1.2 Familiarity with the Site 
All of the people interviewed indicated that they had some familiarity with the site, and 
most considered themselves to be very familiar. Specific comments beyond this are 
provided below.  

 I feel quite well informed. I am regularly asked to explain things to my 
neighbors.  

 Very familiar. They’re trying to protect groundwater, as mandated by law. With 
a 100-year cleanup plan, I wonder if we’re really getting anywhere.  

 I’m very familiar. My background is in geology, and I was a consultant.  
 Very familiar. I don’t work on the site, but visit regularly. I get Corps reports. I 

capture and file data. Sometimes we scan newspaper articles. 
 Pretty familiar. My family has been in the area for a long time.  
 The site is right across the street from my house.  
 I keep up on everything. I read all of the minutes. I attend meetings when I can. 
 Pretty good level of knowledge. Working on the site  
 I read stories and have attended many RAB meetings.  
 I’m fairly familiar. I served on NRD [Nebraska Resource District] board and did 

appraisal work for the Corps. 
 Yes, fairly familiar. I go to open houses, and the Corps sends materials to review. 
 Very familiar. I was the co-chairman for 4 to 5 years on site info via RAB.  
 Yes, I was on the City Council.  
 Yes, I’m within 1.5 miles of some really bad contaminants. 
 Yes. I’m a scientist. 
 I’ve been to a couple RAB meetings and have done some research on the internet. 
 I try to keep up. I’m a RAB member, but don’t attend all of the meetings.  
 I am fairly familiar, and I am a RAB member. 

 
3.1.3 General Level of Concern about the Site 
Almost 60 percent of the people who responded had a moderate 
level of concern about the site. The remainder was evenly divided 
between having a low or high concern. Specific comments beyond 
identifying their level of concern are presented below.  

Low
Medium
High
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3.1.3.1 Low 
 I was not formerly concerned. My well tested clean, but I do worry about it more 

now because what if the groundwater testing comes back and it’s not good?  
 I don’t worry about it, at least not until it gets to Mom’s house. The government 

has been slow to admit that there’s a problem. When they started doing this stuff 
about 50 years ago, they had no idea it was dangerous. 
 

3.1.3.2 Moderate 
 Medium to Low. I know that it’s a contaminated site. I think the Corps is trying 

to do their best. I see quarterly reports from whatever they find. 
 On a scale of 1-10, my level of concern is 5. 
 I try not to think about it, but my boy lives across the road, and I worry about 

him. They test his well regularly and so far the reports have been good. No 
complaints so far about the way the Corps does its work. 

 Medium, but I am not a resident. If I were a resident, it would be “high.”  
 Medium. I worry about the water. I worry about things moving onto our 

property. I worry about our kids.  
 Medium to High. There is a good deal of concern in the District. I would say my 

top five concerns might not be representative of the residents’ top five concerns. 
 Medium. Our property is within the one-mile buffer, and I’m a bit concerned 

with the M.U.D. wells now. I would really like to build a new house, but I’m 
hesitant to do that until I know what’s going on for sure.  

 I used to be way more concerned when I had children at home. I worry for 
people that have children. I’m concerned that today’s children will get cancer or 
tumors. I’m worried that there are also nitrates and DDT 
[dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane ] in the soil, from the site and from farmers. I 
am not personally concerned, but I’m concerned for others.  

 Medium. My son owns property that is in the line.  
 Medium-High. I’d be more worried if I lived in the plume.  
 Medium-High. I drive by the treatment plant daily, so I think about it every day.  
 Medium-High. I don’t really “worry” about it, but I think about it every day. I 

mean, I see it every day, so of course, I think about it.  
 Medium-High. My concern is bigger than just myself as an individual.  

 
3.1.3.3 High 

 High. Every time that I take a drink, I worry. Even when I shower, I worry. The 
Corps is making mistakes that are dangerous to the citizens. 

 High. I worry. One plume comes down near me. But, I trust the Corps, and I 
think that they are doing everything they can do. 

 
3.1.4 Past Interactions with the Corps or Site 
Contractors Wells

Most of the people who responded had interacted with the Corps or 
their contractors in one form or another, primarily through well 
sampling on their property or by attending public meetings. More than 

Mtgs
Other
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80 percent of the people who responded reported the interactions as positive or neutral.  

3.1.4.1 Well Sampling 
Almost 60 percent of the people interviewed had wells that were 
sampled by the Corps’ contractors. Their specific comments are 
provided below.  

 The Corps regularly samples my well. Once a month in 
summer and 2 to 3 times in winter. They always call or send a letter first. I was at 
home for one of the first visits, but they seem to know what they’re doing and 
now I just let them come whenever they want and do their work.  

Positve
Neutral
Negative

 The Corps comes out twice a year to sample. It’s a very positive experience.  
 The Corps has called to see if they could sample water, and I let them. It was no 

big deal. They seemed to respect my property and didn’t disturb anything.  
 The Corps started sampling my wells several years ago and they’ve done it twice 

a year since. It’s been a positive experience. I’m very glad that they check it. 
Otherwise, I would really wonder what was going on.  

 The Corps is always very polite. Testing is good for the residents. I always get 
the results within a month, and I appreciate that.  

 My water is sampled, and it’s a positive interaction. The contractors are 
available, polite, and ask good questions.  

 I recently had people come out to check water. I haven’t received any results yet. 
The neighbors really helped us get the well samples going.  

 Yes, I’ve had positive interactions with Corps. When they sample our well, they 
always call and come by at a convenient time. It’s been very positive.  

 My wells are sampled quarterly. I just say “hello.” I don’t really interact with 
them. They always call and are polite. My interactions have been pretty positive.  

 I had my water sampled in January, but I haven’t received any results yet. I 
received drinking water in the past, but now it’s getting treated.  

 NRD samples irrigation wells, and the Corps sampled the house well.  
 They’ve sampled wells, and I felt neutral about the interactions.  
 Yes, they’ve sampled. I feel neutral.  
 Our wells are sampled.  
 We have monitoring wells on our property.  
 They take samples from my son’s property. The interaction is okay.  

 
3.1.4.2 Meetings 
About 17 percent of the interviewees said their interactions with the Corps had 
primarily been through attending meetings or other events. Their specific comments are 
provided below.  

 My experience is limited to correspondence and meetings. The Corps seems open 
and honest, but you have to ask the right questions to get your answers and the 
average Joe might not have access to the lingo. People want to know “What is my 
water sample like compared to others?” But they don’t know what “turbidity” is, 
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etc. I don’t believe the Corps is hiding, but their engineers need to make a sincere 
effort to exchange information with community members without having to dig.  

 I’ve gone to open houses, talked on the phone, and gone on bus tours. All have 
been very positive.  
 

3.1.4.3 Other 
 I’ve only had paperwork contact.  
 I am not impressed. They didn’t seem to accomplish anything, but maybe I just 

don’t understand what is going on.  
 The Corps gives me sampling reports and data as a courtesy.  
 Yes, but not recently. It was fine.  
 Yes, positive.  
 Yes, it’s been great. The people are very nice.  
 My interactions with the Corps have been very, very positive. 

 
3.1.5 Concerns about the Site 
When the topic of concerns was raised by CDM, about 85 
percent of the people interviewed said that they had 
specific concerns. Many people had a variety of concerns. 
The most commonly expressed concerns were 
groundwater contamination, property values, and health 
effects. Specific comments regarding those concerns are 
found below. When one comment covers a number of 
concerns, it was placed in the “multiple concerns” category, 
but the individual concerns listed in the comment were tallied.  
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3.1.5.1 Groundwater  
More than 50 percent of the people interviewed said that groundwater was their 
primary concern at the site. Among those people, the primary concern was the M.U.D. 
wells.  

 I didn’t really have concerns as long as contaminants didn’t get into my 
groundwater. But now there are more pumps and more cleaning, so I am 
concerned.  

 I am concerned that the plume will be pulled towards my property and that 
OPPD [Omaha Public Power District] is taking water to process sewage instead 
of growing food. I am concerned those big corporations have run small farmers 
out of business, and that petrochemicals will further destroy groundwater.  

 I am mainly concerned with groundwater. I know the Corps is trying to keep up 
with things, but I tell my boy to drink bottled water and not take risks even 
though the reports have been good.  

 The aquifer may change directions. I don’t know that they will get all the work 
on the plume done before it moves further south because of the natural flow.  

 I got involved because I am concerned about the potential movement of the 
plume since they installed the new M.U.D. wells. Those wells are supplying the 
city where I live, and I want to know they are taking the issue seriously.  
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 My biggest concern is water and the long-term clean up. I don’t think the public 
understands what that really means. They don’t understand environmental 
remediation. If there’s garbage on the ground, you pick it up, and it’s done. They 
wonder “Why hasn’t the Corps picked everything up and called it done?” It’s a 
very different issue. The Corps has to work harder to educate the public on this.  

 My primary concern is groundwater quality and quantity.  
 All of the above, but mostly that groundwater could be contaminated.  
 My top worry is that someday they’ll pull my well out with all of this water 

they’re pumping for M.U.D. I’m not too far away from the M.U.D. wells.  
 Groundwater is the thing that concerns me most. I don’t think they have the 

contaminants clearly contained. M.U.D. really complicates matters, and it’s a 
tremendous amount of money. It bothers me to see so much money being spent 
when I can’t see much progress.  

 I am primarily concerned about groundwater. I’m concerned that M.U.D. tap 
water can come from the Platte, the Missouri, or these fields and citizens have no 
idea where it is coming from at any given time. M.U.D. already got their plant. 
It’s not like they asked the public what we wanted.  

 My biggest concern is that M.U.D. is going to contaminate more of the 
groundwater. Our water now is excellent. M.U.D. pumping is very concerning.  

 The Corps will not sample my wells. I water vegetables, and I wonder if they are 
being contaminated. I’ve asked for samples. I just don’t think it’s that 
complicated. If your house is within a few hundred feet of the plume, they 
should give you water. They don’t know all the answers. Water is cheap. They 
spend billions on other things. We’re in the plume.  

 M.U.D. is supposed to pump 52 million gallons per day. So, what are things 
going to be like here in another 5 or 10 years? I’m worried about lowering water 
tables. It is sand and gravel out here. I’m very concerned it will affect my land. If 
the water table is pulled lower, my centrifugal pump might not work. There are 
lots of these pumps in the area, and they only work because of a high water table. 
People west of us are on bottled water because of TCE and RDX 
[cyclotrimethylenetrinitramine]. I think pumping will move the plume.  

 I have city of Ashland water. So I’m worried about the water supply to residents.  
 
3.1.5.2 Multiple Concerns  
Almost 75 percent of the people interviewed said that they had multiple concerns 
regarding the site. Many people brought out their concerns in conversation without 
being questioned. If the interviewees were not talkative or were asked a question about 
their concerns and hesitated to respond, they were provided some example concerns 
that other residents had listed (i.e., groundwater contamination, soil contamination, 
property values, community participation in the process and water supply). Human 
health issues were not mentioned by CDM as a potential concern, yet they were raised 
by 26 percent of the interviewees. Property values were also mentioned by 26 percent of 
those who had concerns. 
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 I am concerned about it all.  
 I have several concerns. If it gets worse, I’d be in a bad spot due to my location. 

The Corps is doing all they can, and I believe they are doing a good job.  
 I’m worried about all of that stuff and especially water supply. I read in reports 

that everything is ok. But then I see numbers out of range, and I don’t know 
exactly what that means.  

 All of those things are of a bit of concern to me. It seems like a vocal minority of 
people want to stir up animosity. Some of it is true, and some of it isn’t. I am not 
very concerned about these things. The most negative things are said by people 
who don’t understand what the hell is going on. Every day, people tell me crazy 
stories, but they believe those stories and there’s not a thing anyone can do to 
change their minds. It’s like a built-in prejudice. You cannot change their beliefs.  

 All of these things. My biggest concern is when M.U.D. starts really pumping. 
What will that do to groundwater and the plume? Property values are a huge 
concern. Water is brought in because of contamination, so it’s a large concern for 
people trying to sell. There’s a lot of cancer in the area, but I don’t think there’s 
been a study to show correlations between contaminants and cancer rates.  

 
Primarily Health 

 I am concerned about it all, but am very concerned about people’s health. There 
are 60 chemicals in the aquifer, and 23 of them can cause cancer. Water is bottled 
or in a filter, but I suspect that more areas are contaminated than we currently 
know about. There needs to be more testing.  

 Everything listed is of concern to me. A farmer farms our land for us. I’m 
especially concerned about the water. We have children at home. I also worry 
very much about our property values.  

 All of the things listed concern me. Our high rates of cancer concern me. I really 
wanted to raise my family on the farm, but I’m afraid, so we live in town. This is 
not the life I wanted for them. I can’t even sell the land because people are afraid 
to buy. Suppose the next guy gets sick and sues me? The Corps should relocate 
us and give us another farm. This only affects about six farmers. Most of our land 
is contaminated and completely devalued.  

 All of these things really concern me. My largest concern is health. I drink well 
water which concerns me the most. If M.U.D. is drawing off the aquifer, then of 
course it is going to change the dynamics. Exactly what does this do to the 
plume? As I learn more, I get more concerned. I haven’t had time to attend 
meetings; but I grow more concerned daily, as I speak with my neighbors.  

 I’m concerned with all of the above, but also I am concerned with cancer. 
Although one professor that I talked to said you’d have to drink 20 gallons per 
day for 50 years to get cancer. Our cancer rates are higher than the rest of the 
state. Maybe contamination isn’t even all in the water. How volatile is it? People 
are feeding the cattle, so what about feedlots? Are cows contaminated? Farmers 
could lose millions if so (or if the public becomes concerned about it).  

 I’m concerned about all of these things. I’m very concerned about contamination. 
When people run pivots on County Rd 5 and west, people get headaches. That’s 
a big concern. On Johnson Creek there are signs, “Don’t fish or let cows drink.”   
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Primarily Property Values 

 I am concerned about all of the above, especially that the lake that I live on has 
moved a lot. We’re drinking bottled water, so we’re ok; but, if the lake gets 
contaminated, it can’t be fixed. It’s a lifetime investment for us and our 
neighbors. If M.U.D. hadn’t been allowed, I would not be nearly as concerned.  

 If the contamination got to here, it would definitely drop our property values. 
Drinking water is also a huge concern to me.  

 I’m concerned with groundwater contamination, soil contamination, property 
values, community participation in the process, water supply. But primarily, I 
am concerned with the quality of the water and our property values.  
 

3.1.6 Opinion of Work being Conducted by the Corps 
About 60 percent of the people interviewed expressed an 
opinion (positive, neutral, or negative) on the work being 
conducted by the Corps. Most of these people (53 percent) 
indicated they had a positive opinion of the work being 
conducted by the Corps. Less than 20 percent reported a 
negative opinion. Four people reported both positive and 
negative feelings. The remainder had no opinion. Specific 
comments are provided below. 

Positive
Negative
Mix

3.1.6.1 Positive  
 I think Corps is doing a good job. They check wells on our land, so I think they 

are trying. I’m not one for giving advice on something I don’t know much about. 
I have faith that they will tell me if or when the water gets bad. Until then, I 
know the contamination is out there, and I’m concerned about it, but I’m not a 
scientist or an engineer and I don’t really know that much about it. I just have to 
trust that the Corps will take care of me.  

 The Corps has done a good job. They say what they’re going to do in advance 
and do what they say they’re going to do.  

 Very positive. I’ve been out there when they’re working. They’re professional, 
well-trained, and courteous.  

 Positive. We have monitoring wells on our property.  
 A few years ago, on a scale of 1 to 10, I would have given the Corps between a 2 

and 4. But, I’m more positive lately. I’m very happy about the 130 sampling 
wells, but why didn’t they do this in 2005? That EPA guy was good, but now he’s 
gone, and there is a new top guy in EPA, so we’ll have to re-educate him.  

 
3.1.6.2 Negative 

 Negative. The plume is supposed to be completely contained by 2011, but they 
haven’t met a date yet. If they were a private company, I would have fired them 
long ago. 

 Very negative. There are too many project managers in a short time. They tell 
people what they think we want to hear and provide lots of information, but it’s 
not the right information. There are at least three areas that are not contained. 
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The Corps says they are stressed by the meetings, but it’s our health and 
community that is being affected. They did not do enough sampling before 
starting clean up. They shouldn’t be spending money on these interviews when 
they can’t even clean up the site. PCE [perchloroethene] and RDX are being 
drained down Johnson Creek, and the RAB had to beg them to put up signs so 
kids wouldn’t play there. Signs are easy and inexpensive, yet it took them 
months to do that. They are always polite and say they hear our concerns, but 
they don’t follow up. They don’t even have maps.  

 There is nothing good to say about the Corps. We pay them to take care of us, 
and they deny things. M.U.D. has wells all over, and they don’t care that there’s 
pollution. Why did RAB members have to lead the way to get the public wells 
tested? I’m not confident that my water will remain okay. If M.U.D. draws down 
the water, pollution could enter my well. I understand that everyone needs water 
and the large aquifer is large; but, if the plume gets in the aquifer, it’s going to be 
really bad. Why do we get a new project manager every year? They say they’re 
looking into something, but they never come back with answers. Why haven’t 
they addressed the contamination in Johnson Creek? The ROD [record of 
decision] said they would, but they haven’t.  

 I am disgusted at the way things are going. It seems the Corps tries to hide 
things. They don’t tell us things. It’s Lincoln/Omaha water supply, so it’s 
ultimately a big problem. They are wasting a ton of water. They pump it out, but 
they don’t put it back into the ground. It discharges to the stream.  
 

3.1.6.3 Both 
 Both. Communication with the public is fine, but direct involvement is not good. 

The monitoring wells are an example. They put in the first set of wells, and we 
should have gotten a payment back, but we didn’t get it for a long time. Finally I 
met with people that were higher in command and this Kansas City officer took 
care of it for me because she had the power to make it happen. They were 
communicating with me when they wanted an easement, but then they never 
follow through. They’re very bureaucratic. Nothing is timely.  

 Positive and negative. I am upset about the lack of RAB meetings, and there 
seems to be a constant changing of personnel at the Corps. Every new person has 
to come to up to speed. It’s positive that they are giving out information on the 
site. Where is the plume moving? A little knowledge is good. It’s good to be 
tested often. I would like the lake to be tested.  

 Both. The Corps has tried to keep in touch, but they need to be consistent and 
contact residents and interested citizens with meeting notices. Engineers just 
want to get the job done. They identify and address the problem and think they 
are done. They have to educate residents because the people are concerned or 
scared. The farmer with the sick wife doesn’t know if it is related to the site. If he 
is made to feel foolish at a public meeting, he won’t ask again, but his concerns 
don’t go away. We just want to be reassured that issues affecting our homes and 
our families are being taken seriously and addressed adequately. 
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3.1.7 Satisfaction with Level of Information Received 

Y es
N o

Most of the people interviewed provided a response to the question of 
whether or not they felt they were satisfied with the level of information 
they were receiving. The specific responses to that question (other than 
yes or no) are provided below.  

3.1.7.1 Yes 
About 60 percent of the people interviewed indicated that they were 
satisfied with the level of information they were receiving. Some interviewees indicated 
that the situation had improved over previous years.  
 

 Yes. The current level of information is good. Citizens have chosen not to be 
more involved. People ask me what is going on. It is hard when you have 
children and other obligations to get to meetings. People choose not to go to 
meetings. It’s not that the Corps hasn’t tried to inform people.  

 Yes. The letters are adequate and sample reports are sent in timely manner.  
 Yes. It’s my own fault if I don’t know more. I toured the site on a bus and I really 

liked that. Lisa always makes sure that I’m informed.  
 We quite often get reports on tests and results, which make me feel the Corps is 

trying to keep on top of things.  
 Yes. I believe the Corps is doing as much as they can right now.  
 Yes, I am getting enough information. If something comes up, I want to know as 

quickly as possible.  
 Yes, but I’ve taken a more proactive stance than some.  
 Yes. I am getting enough information. More information just confuses things.  
 Yes. I am satisfied. It’s our own fault if we don’t know. The Corps provides the 

information.  
 Three years ago I wanted more information. Now, the Corps is going out of their 

way to keep the public informed.  
 Communication has gotten better in the last year or two. I’ve received more 

notices about things that are going on.  
 
3.1.7.2 No 
The remainder of the interviewees indicated that they would like to receive additional 
information about the site or that the type of information received was not appropriate. 
No one interviewed said they would like to receive less information. 
   

 No. I would like more information. We do not have enough info about the site. 
The last map that I’ve seen is from October 2007. We need to see updated maps 
regularly. Also, the fact sheets are not accurate.  

 I’m not getting any information now. Public Information meetings are worthless 
to me because I am not a scientist, and I don’t research this. I don’t know what 
questions to ask, so I rely upon RAB members. When I go to Public Info 
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meetings, I go in, I look at the map, and I don’t know what to ask. I want to see 
questions asked and then answered in order to make an informed decision.  

 I would like more information. My perception from my neighbors is that it is 
being withheld. But I can’t really say from my personal experience. I haven’t 
received a thing from any agency. I’m surprised that when a well is so close to 
me, I haven’t received more information. My neighbors can’t sell their property, 
because they had to disclose a problem. Property values are a big concern. I 
would really like to understand what is happening with the M.U.D. wells and 
how this will affect the plume. It seems like the results can vary depending on 
who is paying for the study. Citizens don’t have money like M.U.D. The Corps 
doesn’t provide the answers. From an objective viewpoint, what is really 
happening?  

 I would like more information. I don’t feel the Corps is giving us the whole story. 
They need to be more honest. I think that they’re withholding information. For 
example, how far and how quickly the contamination has spread, and the affect 
the M.U.D. wells have.  

 No. I would like more information, but I don’t know if I can absorb much more. 
My kids are involved in activities. I let people on RAB fight for me, but I would 
love more reading material via snail mail or e-mail. 

 No. I would like more information. It seems like there’s been a breakdown in 
communication between the Corps and the citizens. 

 No. It’s not the amount of information that needs to be changed, it’s the delivery. 
RAB members brought up some concerns I was not aware of (I like RAB for these 
questions). The Corps needs to be honest and provide more explanation.  

 There’s lots of info, but it’s not the right info. What is the Corps going to do to get 
the site contained? Why does it take so long to get the sample results posted?  
 

3.1.8 Preferred Way to Get Information  
Most people interviewed had opinions on the best way 
to get information about the site to residents and other 
stakeholders. The most often cited options were written 
materials (59 percent) and meetings (41 percent). About 
25 percent of the people suggested using the Internet 
(either Web sites or e-mails). However, many people 
thought that option would not work for them. Many 
people said they preferred a mix of options. Specific 
comments received on this topic are presented below.  
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3.1.8.1 Written Materials 
Written materials were the most commonly cited communication tool in the interviews. 
Almost 60 percent of the respondents thought that letters and fact sheets were an 
excellent way to communicate. This was especially true for people who had mobility or 
hearing problems or who had conflicts with the meeting times. Several interviewees said 
that it is important that the materials are written so that they are easily understood by 
the target audience, and many people felt that the Corps is doing that.  
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Letters 
 Letters are good. I can never make it to meetings. I can’t think of a better way to 

communicate with folks.  
 Letters are best. I trust the Corps to get in touch with me if there’s any problem 

or something I should be aware of.  
 Mail is good or the local newspaper.  
 Send us letters and sample results.  
 I like hardcopy letters.  
 I think letters are great. 
 I appreciate the letters we receive.  
 I like conventionally mailed letters.  
 Call or write us if there is something we need to know. Seniors are often hard of 

hearing, so letters are best, with follow-up phone calls if needed.  
 

Fact Sheets or Newsletters 
 A one-page fact sheet at least quarterly would be good. It should say what went 

on that quarter and what they hope to accomplish next.  
 I suggest more direct mailings like newsletters and fact sheets. I think it would be 

helpful to have a pamphlet on historical things. People focus on today and may 
not realize how we got here.  

 Fact sheets are great. They are very different than receiving a packet of info. If 
people are sent “raw” well monitoring data (as requested by a small group), it’s 
just not useful to most. If you present what the data means today, what it has 
meant over time, and what it means in relation to other results (as with a fact 
sheet) it becomes valuable information.  

 Mailing updates is very helpful. A newsletter is good. Ask residents for specific 
questions and tell them you will answer them in the next newsletter.  

 Fact sheets have to be reader friendly and in a format that people enjoy reading.  
 

Both 
 Letters and fact sheets sent to my home are the best way to communicate.  
 Fact sheets and letters are very helpful.  
 Give us the updated news in letters and in a newsletter.  
 Communicate directly with residents via letters, newsletters, flyers, emails. Make 

sure they are in plain language. Most people don’t understand cleanup lingo. 
When they see a note like, “This element is out of range,” they freak. Write a 
special letter to those folks explaining why there was a spike. 

 
Other 

 I read things published in the newspaper, and I visit in coffee shops. These are 
good ways to communicate  

 Send a book or pamphlet of information to everyone potentially affected. There 
are not that many people, so it wouldn’t be that expensive. 
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3.1.8.2 Meetings 
About 40 percent of the people interviewed cited RAB meetings as a useful tool in 
communicating information about the site. Several people indicated that they were 
aware of the RAB meetings but preferred to get their information in other ways because 
of difficulty getting to the meetings.  
 
Like Meetings 

 The RAB meetings are a good idea. But, let me tell you what it’s like. There are 
some people that get the farmers all riled up. The Corps can’t present the facts 
clearly because of the wild claims.  

 I think we should have a RAB meeting.  
 I really want RAB.  
 Continue to have meetings.  
 Some people want more info, and these people should come to the meetings.  
 We want RAB meetings. The Corps wanted to bring in a mediator who they 

picked. We should choose a mediator together. For years, the Corps ran the 
meetings and they like to be in control. But, when they were in control, we didn’t 
get the wells in place. We really need both sides. People need to listen. It’s give 
and take. The Corps needs to learn how to give a bit more.  

 Of all the different types of communication, RAB meetings are by far the most 
effective. I can hear different sides and form an opinion.  

 The meetings have been attended by many elderly people. 
 The Corps must participate in RAB meetings.  
 I’m retired and not as active as I used to be. Meetings are a really good way to 

communicate.  
 For me, talking and listening is better than reading.  

 
Don’t Like Meetings 

 RAB meetings are not a wise use of my time. But, I’m not a landowner, so my 
opinion should be taken with a grain of salt. I would like RAB more if I were the 
landowner or if I were more personally affected.  

 I went to RAB meetings for 5 or 6 years. I think it’s a bunch of mumbo jumbo 
that’s above my head. They use terms that I’m not familiar with.  

 Meetings happen locally and are hard to attend. I’ve been in and out of the 
hospital and it’s just too hard to attend meetings. 

 I just haven’t had time to attend the meetings.  
 I haven’t gone to any public meetings. Between kids and work, we have just 

never been able to go. 
 Many people are too busy to go to the meetings.  

 
3.1.8.3 Internet or E-mail 
People were split on their endorsement of e-mail as an effective communication method. 
About 25 percent of those interviewed were in favor of communicating via e-mail. They 
were generally individuals who worked in office environments and relied on e-mail in 
their daily duties. Those with the strongest dislike of e-mail were generally retired, or 
worked in occupations that did not use e-mail (e.g., homemaker or farmer). 
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Like Internet or E-mail 
 E-mail is a good way to communicate with 50 percent of the folks.  
 E-mail works very well for me.  
 E-mails are really best for me.  
 I love e-mails that I can check at midnight with links to websites and meeting 

notifications that I can drag and drop into my calendar. That said, I’m probably 
an anomaly because internet access isn’t great out by Mead, and the older 
residents may not use the internet like I do.  

 When something happens, the Corps lets me know by e-mail.  
 I feel like I can e-mail the Corps. I feel good about the level of communication. I 

have not used their Web site, but I know it’s there.  
 The Corps’ Web site is pretty good and should be maintained.  

 
Do Not Like Internet or E-mail 

 Not e-mail.  
 I do not use e-mail.  
 I do not do online stuff. My husband tried to but the computer blew up or 

something. Ugh, I hate computers.  
 I don’t use the Corps’ Web site. Dial up is too hard and slow.  
 Do not send e-mails. I don’t even have Internet access.  
 I hate e-mail. We don’t even have e-mail at home.  
 E-mail is not good for me. I just don’t check it. 
 Internet access is readily available, but lots of people around here don’t have 

computers or won’t pay $30 a month. Information on the internet is good. But 
you can’t just put everything out there because people misunderstand things.  

 You could send documents electronically, but, many of these people are farmers 
that only use the computer for specific business functions such as buying seed.  

 The Internet is not really helpful to me. The Corps needs to put timely and 
factual information on the Web site.  

 

3.1.8.4 Other 
Various other methods of communication were cited as effective tools by about 25 
percent of the people interviewed.  
 

 Advertise on radio and put info in several libraries (maybe schools), not just the 
Mead Library (limited hours). Make presentations at schools, FFA [Future 
Farmers of America], and 4-H [Head, Heart, Hands and Health] and include 
them in updates and meeting notices.  

 Everything should be available at the library. Also, people listen to their 
neighbors. Get young people talking and start educating them. They may 
become the neighbors that people are listening to.  

 People that are more closely involved provide me with info, and we discuss it.  
 The variety of media is good. Try to get to everyone one way or another. If 

people don’t know about this, it’s their own choice. There’s always someone 
working out here, and you could ask them anything.  

A  3-15 



Section 3 
Results of Stakeholder Interviews 

 Field trips are very interesting and helpful.  
 I’ve attended both kinds of meetings, but I really like tours. 
 I like phone calls. 

 
3.1.9 Interest in Maintaining Current Level of Involvement 
Almost 90 percent of the people interviewed were interested in 
maintaining their current level of involvement with activities at the site. 
Many of these people had other demands on their time and didn’t feel 
that they could be more involved. Of the people who were not happy 
with their current involvement, most wanted to become more involved.  

hap p y
o t her

3.1.9.1 Maintain Current Level  
 I’m involved enough. It’s my own fault that I don’t keep up. I go to meetings, I 

get results from my wells, and I call them when I have concerns.  
 I have the perfect level of involvement. I only really care about my property.  
 It’s really a government operation. I’m as involved as I can be.  
 I really don’t think the Corps can do any more than they’re already doing. 
 Happy with current level. The Corps tells me when things are going on.  
 I’m happy with my current level of involvement. If I’m going to be more 

involved, I need to have the time to do a good job.  
 I don’t really see how the Corps could let citizens be more involved.  
 Further involvement wouldn’t really help. Many people aren’t involved because 

it doesn’t affect them. The squeaky wheel gets the grease, and there aren’t 
enough of us to make a loud enough squeak.  

 I don’t understand how I could be more involved.  
 I think it’s our own fault if we don’t get more involved. There are plenty of 

opportunities to get involved.  
 Happy. It would be up to me to get more involved.  
 Happy. I feel especially concerned and obligated to represent the people.  
 I’m happy with my current level. I don’t have time to be more involved.  
 Happy. I try not to take sides.  

 
3.1.9.2 Get More or Less Involved  

 I would like to be more involved. Please send letters and/or call.  
 I’d like to be more involved, but it’s not the fault of the Corps. I just can’t attend 

most meetings. I keep up by looking at materials put out by the Corps and 
others. I try to get a balanced picture.  

 I would like to be on RAB. I feel fairly involved. I don’t know if Corps has even 
verified who’s on the RAB currently.  

 I feel badly for not going to more meetings, but I can’t blame the Corps for that. I 
don’t always read what they send me. They try to keep me informed, but I can’t 
even pronounce the words they use.  

 I’d rather not be involved at all. But I feel like I have to be because the Corps is 
not doing their job. If they were, I could focus on other things.  

 
 

3-16  A 
   



 Section 3 
Results of Stakeholder Interviews 

3.1.10   Familiarity with Various Meetings  

A t t end

D o  N ot
A t t end

Almost 70 percent of the people interviewed had attended RAB or 
other meetings. Specific comments about meeting attendance are 
presented below. 

Attend Meetings 
 I liked the meetings and would like more.  
 The meetings are informative. There are many meetings at convenient times, in 

convenient locations with charts and overheads. It’s helpful.  
 I have attended lots of meetings.  

 
Do Not Attend Meetings 

 I’d like to go to meetings, but I have other things going on.  
 I haven’t attended RAB or Open House because of demands in raising children 

and working odd shifts.  
 No, I never attend meetings.  
 None. It’s my own fault that I haven’t been to meetings.  
 No, but it’s my fault. The meetings have been inconvenient for me.  

 
3.1.11  Suggestions for Improving Meetings 
Many people felt strongly that there should be RAB meetings and Public Availability 
Sessions. Comments on how to improve the meetings most often referred to meeting 
length and meeting format. Also addressed were meeting frequency, location, materials, 
documentation, and follow-up. A summary of those responses is provided below .  

3.1.11.1 RAB Meeting Length 
The majority suggested that the RAB meetings were much too long, and that this made 
them less attractive to the average audience member. People generally believed that 
meetings should not last more than two hours. One person suggested breaking the 
meeting into segments to allow people to leave after their area of interest was addressed. 
Several people suggested that they start earlier in the evening, perhaps at 6 p.m. Specific 
comments regarding meeting length are presented below. 
  

 They’re too long, and there’s too much for the Corps to respond to.  
 The Corps should limit the length of the meetings to two hours max.  
 Start the meetings at 6 p.m. Have meetings more often so that we can address all 

the concerns within a two-hour limit.  
 RAB gives good questions, and I would like to see the meetings continue. But, 

until there is more control, I don’t know if it is possible. They need to limit the 
meetings to two hours.  

 Those meetings start at 6 or 7 p.m. and some of them go to midnight. That’s 
crazy. The Corps makes a presentation, and then they get berated. The general 
public doesn’t want to attend these meetings any more.  
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 I don’t know how to make meetings shorter. The RAB’s explanations are often 
really drawn out, but this is not what residents do for a living. We have to rely 
on experts to look at the data for us and give us their opinions.  

 I like public gatherings where knowledgeable people ask questions so I can just 
listen. The Corps needs to answer questions. Maybe meetings could be broken 
into segments or held in close proximity on different days. 

 Most meetings are too long.  
 I’ve been to two meetings that lasted four hours. That’s way too long. The Corps 

needs to isolate topics and organize in advance to ensure time is not wasted. 
More frequent meetings might help. They should rotate between RAB and Corps, 
if both are open to questions and will work together.  

 The number of meetings that people will go to is limited. If you’re on the board, 
it’s interesting. If not, you might not want to listen to it all. At the four-hour 
meetings, control was lost and mud was thrown. The Corps needs to publish an 
agenda, set a two- hour meeting limit, and limit the time individuals can speak. 
Coordinate with RAB ahead of time to address questions on the agenda.  

 The meetings need a small, clearly defined subject. Try to anticipate questions. 
For example, there could be a meeting exclusively on the study. Then the Corps 
should be able to answer, “Exactly how many water supply wells did you test?” 
The key people should come to the meeting and be able to answer all questions 
in lay terms, or the Corps’ presenter should understand the info well enough to 
be able to answer all questions. A mother just wants to know if her kids are okay.  

 The Corps should consider scheduling a shorter meeting about one specific issue. 
For example they might just discuss the results of test samples, the procedure, 
the amount of testing completed, etc. Follow-up via letter or e-mail would be ok.  
 

3.1.11.2 RAB Meeting Format  
Many people expressed concerned that the RAB meetings seemed to be dominated by 
specific people. They felt this was detrimental and that it discouraged people from 
attending. The majority felt everyone deserved a chance to speak, but that some form of 
meeting order and control had to be established. Suggestions included setting an agenda 
in advance and using a meeting facilitator to allow people to speak in an orderly 
manner. Specific comments heard on this issue are provided below. 
 

 RAB meetings are rancorous at times. Most people are concerned about the 
effects of M.U.D. wells. A small group is extremely concerned, but I suspect most 
people are neutral. Activists dig deeper and have found things the Corps has 
missed, but they sometimes exaggerate. Also, they interrupt continually. The 
Corps needs to do something. A facilitator might be needed.  

 It’s great to get information, and I appreciate the questions, but it’s too radical. 
Someone always takes over the agenda. RAB members have small children, so it 
makes sense that they are more concerned, but the Corps has to get control. The 
activists won’t even let the Corps answer a question. I don’t know what they 
want. A high cancer rate is a valid concern, but what do they want the Corps to 
do? The attorney says “Don’t interrupt!” but she interrupts the Corps all the 
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time. RAB members say that there is not enough communication, but when the 
Corps has meetings, it is all RAB communication.  

 The Corps needs to participate in legally convened meetings, like the RAB. The 
RAB adopted operating procedures according to law, and the Corps doesn’t have 
a right to vote on them. RAB members are trying to ask direct questions. We 
don’t need a facilitator. We aren’t monsters, just very concerned citizens.  

 The lawyer monopolizes the meetings and is a hindrance to people who want to 
learn. People leave early because of her. We should be able to have an organized 
meeting. Give everyone a chance to be on the agenda for a defined period. At the 
last meeting, EPA explained why the Corps wasn’t coming and tried to ask the 
lawyer how to work together, but RAB attacked him. No one came to RAB 
meetings for years. Then the M.U.D. well field came and everyone is freaking 
out.  

 Sometimes it’s like RAB meetings are a bitch session. The Corps could counter 
this by posting the agenda locally at least 24 hours prior and then sticking to it. 
Open Meeting laws specify how this can happen. Citizens get X minutes to 
speak, and when the time’s up, it’s up. The meetings are a crazy free-for-all. 

 Local agitators keep people until midnight and bring a lot of theatrics to the 
meeting. Give them a specific window of time to address concerns.  

 The meetings are horribly unorganized. The Corps should post agenda items and 
time for discussion. Time limits would be excellent. No one can absorb that much 
in one sitting. Maybe break meetings into two parts: new info first, then a break, 
and then a rehash of some of the older info. I wish the Corps and the RAB could 
work things out.  

 People towards the river bottom don’t like anything, and they harass the Corps. 
When the Corps makes them mad, they don’t want to cooperate. That group 
with the lawyer created problems. I don’t like to choose sides.  

 The Corps has been asked some very touchy questions by the lawyer. She is too 
radical. They need someone that is more middle ground.  

 I don’t go any more because the RAB controls the meetings. The Corps needs to 
get a moderator, because RAB members are outspoken, strong willed, and 
unruly (in an area that’s full of abnormally polite people). A moderator might be 
able to stop the catfights.  

 
3.1.11.3 Meeting Frequency, Location, Materials, Documentation, and Follow-
Up 

 They need to have quarterly RAB meetings.  
 Semi-annual meetings are not enough. It has to be at least quarterly.  
 Have more meetings.  
 We haven’t had a RAB meeting in 2 years. The RAB meetings are long and 

drawn out, but you hear some information that you wouldn’t otherwise hear. 
More frequent meetings with time limits would be good. Now, they’re feuding 
about a mediator. I don’t care. I just want a RAB meeting.  

 There will always be a small component who doesn’t like anything the Corps is 
doing. The Corps could try more meetings to report incremental milestones 
(such as a meeting covering the potential impact to water supply wells). 
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 The Corps needs to inform people of the meetings well in advance (maybe a 
month). Meeting rooms are often not large enough to hold everyone.  

 The Corps needs to be more efficient and come back with answers. If there are 
unanswered questions and the meeting is over, they should write down the 
questions and answer via phone or mail.  

 The Corps needs to have RAB meetings quarterly or more often. It’s a violation 
of their Interagency Agreement with EPA if they don’t. RAB meetings are the 
law. Give citizens all the information. Include handouts. Put minutes from all 
internal meetings at Nebraska DEQ [Department of Environmental Quality]. Use 
the most current maps.  

 Meetings in Ashland are better than meetings in Mead.  
 

3.1.11.4 Public Availability Sessions 
 The Public Availability meetings are good, but they don’t have good attendance.  
 I think it’s good to keep holding the Public Availability Sessions.  
 The Corps’ information meetings are not helpful.  

 
3.1.12  Other Thoughts or Questions on the Site 
This was an open ended question that was used to close the interviews. It was a last 
chance for people to provide information on something that was important to them. 
Many people reiterated concerns that they had expressed at other points in the 
interview. Comments have been grouped loosely by topic and include the following:  

 M.U.D. wells 
 Location and migration of plume 
 Communication  
 Information provided 
 Trust 
 Corps staffing 

 
Several people also asked that the Corps answer specific questions and concerns; those 
questions and concerns are presented below. 
 
3.1.12.1 M.U.D. Wells 

 It seems that there are different rules for different parties. For example, a farmer 
can only put in 2 to 3 wells in a square mile, but M.U.D. can put in 200 to 300 
wells in the same area. M.U.D. starts pumping water to Omaha and drops the 
groundwater level. The community has been fighting with M.U.D. since 1986. 
When M.U.D. pumps water, the contaminant plume moves toward my property.  

 Many people have a big concern with the M.U.D. well field. Over 60 municipal 
wells were sunk in 2006 and pumping began in 2008. Farmers are very concerned 
with what will happen as the aquifer declines. Will the plume be kept in 
containment? Will the farmers have enough water? There are cones of depression 
as far as 2 miles away that could influence the plume. Now that M.U.D. is 
pumping, maybe the lush wet meadows will be more dependent on rainfall. Will 
the plume be pulled into domestic wells? The plans are to pump 15-20 million 
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 The Corps is adding more monitoring wells. They added some up north which is 
good. But I’m concerned that the M.U.D. is going to pull the plume down onto 
our land. I think the M.U.D. wells will change things. 

 The Corps doesn’t have anything to do with the M.U.D. wells going in. When 
M.U.D. went in, there were concerns that it would deplete the groundwater and/ 
or draw the plume onto people’s property. But M.U.D. has to pump water. There 
are 400,000 people that need water.  

 
3.1.12.2 Location and Migration Potential of Plume 

 The site is not contained, and the community is very concerned that the 
contamination is moving toward the well fields.  

 The Corps needs to stop the plumes from going further. I don’t see how M.U.D. 
is going to help. There is a cone-shaped depression where people irrigate, and 
contaminants can concentrate. What about fertilizers? A filter here and there 
doesn’t help if the water is just getting contaminated elsewhere.  

 I am tickled that they are finally checking 130 wells. We’ll be surprised if the 
plume doesn’t move. They gave houses east of the wells bottled water in 1992 
and then filters. But Load Line 1 got farther south than they realized, and the 
heavy contamination clogged up the filters. The contamination has spread, and 
people are concerned. TCE and RDX are serious, especially if people don’t know 
they are there. There is a lot of cancer in the area. It’s hard to tell who will get it. 
We’re so concerned that it’s sneaking through somewhere.  

 We’ve asked the Corps to put in a rural pipeline and give everyone water if their 
wells are contaminated. Residents have tried to work with the Corps, but our 
farms just aren’t a priority. The contamination has been creeping up. It’s out of 
control and that doesn’t make me feel safe about our water. I’ve tried to talk to 
them, but they don’t hear our concern. They’re set on doing what they want to 
do. But we want more help.  

 Build a tertiary treatment plant. It would be expensive, but would guarantee 
clean water. Citizens shouldn’t just hire attorneys. They should read what’s 
already out there. They should bring specific concerns to the meeting and ask 
good questions. Also, they need to realize property values are tanking all over 
right now. It’s not just their property because of this site.  
 

3.1.12.3 Communication 
 The Corps has been fairly good at communicating. The distraction during 

meetings is not their fault. The Corps was trying to deliver information, but they 
are verbally attacked.  

 People are cordial and answer all my questions.  
 The Corps has been upfront with us. Once RAB started, they were constantly 

being attacked. The county, NRD, and the Corps worked closely together on the 
dirt cleanup, and used to have meetings prior to RAB meetings in Lincoln. RAB 
doesn’t represent all citizens. Get the information out to the people. Continue to 
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 The Corps is doing the best job that they can.  
 The Corps has to ease people’s fears. In the beginning, farmers didn’t want 

government guys ruining their property values. Now they can test within a mile, 
and it’s a lot better. I’m not sure carbon filters were necessary, but they did it to 
ease public concern. Overall, they are doing the best job they can.  

 Many community members are veterans. When the Corps comes in with officers, 
it’s imposing. That colonel should come back in civilian clothes and find out 
what the community has to say. Get feedback. The community is full of fear and 
frustration because they wonder if the Corps is being honest, is doing everything 
it can, and is concerned. Most community members respect authority and are not 
going to question the Corps, but they are afraid they are not being taken care of. 

 Part of the Corps’s problem is they haven’t worked with an environmental 
attorney representing citizens. Test people’s water. Don’t muzzle the public. 
Citizens may not be experts, but they’re reasonably intelligent. If you explain 
things, you’ll go a long way in working more effectively with the public. The 
Corps tones down the information. It’s really very dangerous.  

 The Corps should reach out to the next generation. Not only will some of them 
take over the farm, but they are potential employees. It could be a PR move and 
potentially a recruitment of the best and brightest for the Corps.  

 The Corps is doing everything that they can, but there are hot spots now that are 
much hotter than they had been. They need to mail out a monthly or quarterly 
flyer, try to get on better terms with RAB. Let us know what is really happening 
and how they know they have a handle on it.  

 People are scared, and they don’t understand the science. Some of the ag people 
have a better handle on it, and they have worked with the Corps and have gotten 
a significant benefit. That’s great for them.  

 The Corps brings in professors and people with degrees, but it seems like their 
common sense is in left field. They can’t talk to normal people. 

 
3.1.12.4 Information Provided 

 The volume of information is overwhelming. The site history doesn’t matter to 
me. The only thing that matters is where is the contamination? Where is it 
moving and how are you going to deal with what is happening?  

 The military doesn’t know how to talk to the public. There’s no cross-reference 
on their maps, so they are hard to read. They need to do a better job of letting 
people know where the plume is. I haven’t seen a good diagram of RDX. I can’t 
tell where it is from my place. I don’t see roads or land ownership, so I don’t see 
how it relates to anything on the ground.  

 There is a creek on site with signs that say “Don’t eat fish, don’t swim.” But a 
mile up from my place and a mile down, there’re no signs. Did the fish get 
better? This was a natural spring, and I used to fish there all the time. So why are 
there signs there now after they’ve been pumping for 2 years? Why didn’t I get a 
letter or why wasn’t there some sort of notice in the paper that said “the creek is 
contaminated and here’s why things changed?”  
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 As long as the Corps presents information in a way that the community can 
understand, most of the community is great to work with. They are just 
concerned for their families and want to know how it will affect them. There are 
always people that want to find a problem with everything and slow things 
down. The Corps might want to ask “How do we win your confidence back?” 
Maybe they need to re-educate people. They could explain why they started the 
work, what they’ve accomplished, mistakes made, why people should have 
confidence, and what they are tasked to do by the ROD. They could ask what 
more people would like to see from the Corps.  

 There’s a lack of providing information. The Corps needs to answer questions 
directly. Don’t give us open-ended answers.  

 Sometimes the information is over people’s heads. Last time they did a decent 
job of presenting information. People don’t want to appear stupid, so they won’t 
ask questions. I don’t know if it’s a Nebraska trait or a farmer trait, but that’s 
how people are.  

 I don’t think the Corps really knows what all they’re dealing with, and so they 
don’t put out information. There are other problems too that are maybe 
compounding this problem.  

 As long as they’re testing, we’d like to know what’s going on. Tell us where you 
are in the clean-up process and give us regularly updated maps.  

 The Corps says they’ll get back to us, but they don’t get back to us or they come 
back with incomplete answers. The people closest to the plume really need 
information. Maybe go visit them. It’s hard to attend meetings, and you can’t get 
that much information by reading a fact sheet.  

 I would like to see a diagram of how close the contamination is. I want to see a 
map of the area and see how close this is to my property. What does that mean 
for me? Even though my well is not contaminated, could it be later? If so, is it just 
a matter of a new well, or will we have to replace septic too? And, if my property 
is contaminated, who is financially responsible for cleanup?  

 Two years ago, I saw a plot map of the plume. I’d like to see another. I’d like to 
see maps that track the plume over time. I wish that the Corps would tell us 
when it’s even close because, with M.U.D. and irrigation, it seems very likely the 
plume will move. Farmers will do almost anything for a maximum yield.  

 
3.1.12.5 Trust 

 No one wants to drink water that’s contaminated. I trust the Corps to do their 
job. They’ve done a good job, and I am thankful for their presence.  

 When the Corps says “The M.U.D. wells aren’t going to affect the plume” it 
seems dishonest. They should say, “We don’t know.” They’ve lost the confidence 
of a lot of people because they just “go by the book” without relying upon the 
expertise of residents who have lived there for many years. Engineers think they 
are smart because they went to college, but they need to listen to residents more, 
they need to communicate more effectively.  

 Some people have the impression that the Corps just spends time trying to cover 
up things. I don’t know if that is true. Are they reluctant to share information 
that might be preliminary? Or do they just not know what is going on?  
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 Four years ago, they told residents that the plume was contained, but then it 
came out that it was not. They told us that the water goes through a filter plant 
and is safe to drink, but then they started giving people bottled water. They just 
tell people what they think the people want to hear. They need to start being 
truthful and see if they can build back trust.  

 The Corps talks about how the plume is contained, but they keep finding more 
areas. Why didn’t they find them the first time? They just found more 
contaminants in a garbage dump. Wouldn’t you expect that some might have 
wound up in the dump if people are potentially taking contaminated soils there?  

 The Corps needs to explain that the ROD says that the only thing they are tasked 
with doing is “containing the plume within a set area.” While EPA would like 
them to address the contaminant source, the Corps is not tasked with doing that.  

 There is one group that just doesn’t trust the Corps. It’s not a personal thing.  
 People don’t believe the Corps. Their credibility issues stem from some of them 

being rude, cutting people off at meetings, and not answering questions. They 
did not find contamination that went beyond the wells. They need to be up front 
and talk in language that people understand. When they don’t answer a question 
immediately, it freaks people out, and they snowball it in their heads to be much 
worse than it is.  

 In order to win back trust, the Corps needs to release information diplomatically 
to RAB and the public. Stop trying to control things. Don’t say “if you talk out of 
turn, you don’t get recognized.” If they don’t know the answer, they should say 
“we’ll get back to you.” They should act like they care about what RAB thinks.  

 I work 60 hour weeks. I trust the Corps to keep me informed. As long as the 
water is okay, let’s call it good.  
 

3.1.12.6 Staffing 
 Every few years, there is a new project manager, and all the people working on 

the project change. There needs to be more stability. The new managers need 
time to come up-to-speed, and then they’re gone.  

 The Corps needs a good project manager. This is their 8th or 9th one in 11 years. 
Every one of them has to get up to speed, and they start from scratch, so they 
accomplish nothing by the time they leave.  

 I would like to trust this new project manager. I can see why she is doing 
outreach, but the Corps needs to show with their actions that they are truly 
concerned for the citizens.  
 

3.1.12.7 Specific Questions for the Corps 
 Why are they testing more now, and why are they more concerned now than 

they were 50 years ago? The same thing has always been going on. There are 
drillers all over the university property right now. What are they doing?  

 Is it safe to eat the ducks that land in the private lakes on property near the site?  
 Last summer all the fish in our private pond died. Why? Can you test the water?  
 Will owners be compensated for a loss in quantity/quality of pond water?  
 In July 2007, M.U.D. well #MW06-030B was found to have 24DNT [2, 4-

dinitrotoluene] in it. How will the Corps address this?  
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 In a letter dated 12/21/2007, the Corps demanded that RAB hold non-public 
meetings. Why can’t the Corps participate in public meetings?  

 Johnson Creek has untreated water, which is a violation of the ROD. Why hasn’t 
the Corps done anything about this?  

 Why is Load Line 1 out of containment still? RAB told the Corps 3 years ago that 
it wasn’t going to work, but it still hasn’t been addressed. Load line 3 and Load 
Line 4 are out of containment also.  

 How much is the Corps paying CDM to do these interviews? Why has this 
money not been spent on boreholes?  

 Why can’t the Corps inject something into the soil and neutralize the 
contaminants? The fertilizer that many farmers use is also a source of 
contaminants, so why don’t they put activated charcoal filters on all the sprinkler 
heads and at least prevent more contamination and/or potential reactions with 
the existing contaminants? If the water is depleted or contaminated, then the 
Corps needs to work with the appropriate parties to treat it and use it.  
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Section 4 Results of Agency Interviews 

The stakeholder interviews yielded many suggestions and opportunities for improving 
communication at the site. However, to develop suggestions for the Corps, CDM needed 
to interview past project personnel to determine what had been done previously to 
communicate and interact with the public. The Corps provided a list of five Corps 
personnel who had worked at the site. CDM was able to interview three of those people, 
and the results of those interviews are summarized below. The period of time covered 
by these interviews was roughly 2003 to 2009.  

4.1 Background  
The interviewees indicated that activities at the site for the period in question have 
remained fairly stable (i.e., containment and monitoring of the contaminant plume). The 
Corps’ contractors operate a pump and treat system at the site and sample drinking 
water from about 100 wells at various residential and other properties in the area. Both 
the pump and treat systems and the number of homes being monitored have expanded 
over time.  

No Corps personnel are stationed on the site, and site activities are run from the Kansas 
City District Office. Contact between local citizens and the Corps is limited primarily to 
face-to-face contact at RAB meetings and public availability sessions or written contact 
via sample results letters and (recently) fact sheets. The Corps’ contractors interface with 
a large number of local residents at least once or twice a year when they sample local 
well water.  

4.2 Major Issues 
The Corps personnel interviewed said that the most contentious issue at the site was the 
installation and pumping of the M.U.D. wells. Specifically, the issue was how pumping 
of those wells might impact the availability of water in the local area. Corps interviewees 
said some people had tried unsuccessfully to stop the installation of the M.U.D. wells 
during the planning and permitting stages in the 1990s by raising water quantity issues. 
Now, that energy was being directed at trying to stop the pumping of those wells by 
raising water quality issues. The Corps interviewees said that they did not believe that 
the pumping of the M.U.D. wells was a threat to the containment of the contaminant 
plume.  

The Corps interviewees believe that they have been diligent in meeting the Corps’ 
responsibilities in containing the plume. They feel that, as at any environmental site, 
information is revealed over time as more data are gathered. Because of this, it is not 
unusual for environmental models and assumptions to be adjusted to meet project goals 
(e.g., protection of human health and the environment). They feel that several 
community representatives of the RAB look for opportunities to provoke controversy 
because of the unhappiness with the M.U.D. wells and the water quantity issue. This 
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atmosphere makes it difficult for the Corps to share information with the RAB in a give 
and take manner as was envisioned in the RAB guidance issued jointly by the by the 
Department of Defense (DOD) and EPA (DOD/EPA, 1994).  

For instance, the Corps, its contractors, and the regulatory agencies originally believed 
the contaminant plume was one large, evenly shaped plume (based on sampling results 
in the investigation and design phase). However, an additional monitoring well 
designed to intercept any movement of the plume beyond its expected boundary 
provided results that indicated that the plume had already extended well beyond that 
point. The Corps verified that finding with subsequent samples, installed additional 
wells, and updated its monitoring network to accommodate the new understanding of 
the plume. The Corps also presented its findings at several RAB meetings, stating that its 
original understanding of the plume was mistaken. This took several quarters to 
accomplish. The Corps personnel interviewed feel such an example shows that the 
scientific process works at the site. However, some members of the RAB contend that 
the Corps should have known where the plume was and that it took too long to react to 
the additional information once it was received. These RAB members have called the 
Corps incompetent and cite this instance as an example of how pumping of the M.U.D. 
wells could impact the plume, despite the Corps’ belief to the contrary.  

4.3 Outreach Activities 
In 2003, outreach activities originally were limited to participation in RAB meetings. 
Until 2007, RAB meetings were held quarterly and preparation for them was time 
intensive. In 2007, the Corps suspended the RAB meetings due to ongoing conflicts over 
meeting format. 

The Corps’ budget for outreach has been relatively small, with no specific person 
assigned to provide outreach for the site. Because the Corps’ internal public 
participation people cover the entire district, they do not have significant amounts of 
time to spend on any given site. A Web site was introduced in 2004 or 2005, but it was 
not advertised or updated on a regular basis. Fact sheets were occasionally produced 
and distributed as handouts at meetings. These fact sheets were not mailed to local 
citizens until about 2008. Public availability sessions were added a few years ago as an 
enhancement to the RAB meetings. Public availability sessions were held in the same 
location as RAB meetings in the hours immediately preceding the meeting. These 
sessions gave community members an opportunity for people to come in and discuss 
any questions or concerns they might have with project staff. However, attendance was 
sparse, as the meetings were not widely advertised to the public.  

Meetings were announced in the newsletters for several years; however, meetings have 
not been advertised in the local newspapers until very recently. The most recent open 
house meeting was advertised with a display ad in the Ashland and Wahoo 
newspapers. The Corps now issues press releases prior to the meetings. Each press 
release goes to all the surrounding newspapers, television, and radio stations and is 
posted on the former NOP site Web site.  
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The Corps interviewees said that they wished more opportunities for outreach had been 
available. They said the Corps should advertise meetings in local newspapers, develop 
messages, follow-up on questions asked, mail fact sheets, and interview citizens.  

4.4 Relationship with Other Members of the RAB 
The interviewees reported that the relationship of the Corps with the other RAB 
members (both community and agency members) was originally very good. Meetings 
were held on a regular basis, and information was exchanged without much 
disagreement or concern. However, in the early 2000s, that relationship began to change. 
Concerns about the M.U.D. wells began to escalate among certain RAB members, and it 
became apparent that the water quantity issues were not going to stop the installation of 
the wells. An environmental attorney was hired to assist several of the community RAB 
members, and the meetings began to get longer and more contentious. Many of the 
original RAB members left the board.  

Corps interviewees reported that many RAB meeting attendees and other RAB members 
expressed support of the Corps in private; however, the tone of the meetings kept them 
from stepping forward at the RAB meetings. The Corps personnel interviewed felt that 
certain members of the RAB took over the agenda of the RAB meetings, preventing 
average citizens from getting a chance to speak. The Corps’ requests for a meeting 
facilitator were rejected as being illegal by certain community RAB representatives.  

At least one project manager wanted to dissolve the RAB as early as 2004, but the Corps 
decided to continue with the meetings. In 2007, after a 4-hour RAB meeting, the Corps 
decided to temporarily suspend the meetings. Several community representatives of the 
RAB continued to hold meetings without the Corps in 2008. The Corps indicated that 
these were not official meetings, as there was no Corps participation. Thus, the Corps is 
not allowed to provide financial assistance for such meetings. The Corps attempted to 
restart the RAB meetings in February 2009 but was not successful (see Section 5.3.3).  

The Corps interviewees said they did not believe the relationship with the community 
RAB representatives could be improved substantially, at least without some form of 
mediation. When asked if they thought that disbanding the current RAB and starting 
again in a year or so might make an improvement, they were not sure. Corps 
interviewees suspected the same people would probably apply for positions on the new 
RAB, and the process would repeat itself.  
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Section 5 Summary and Recommendations 
for Improving Communication 

This section provides recommendations for improving communication at the site, 
including identification of communication goals and steps to achieve those goals. As 
requested, this section evaluates the feasibility of using the services of a neutral, third-
party to facilitate one or more of the RAB meetings to assist members in developing 
operating procedures and/or ground rules and designing a workable meeting format. 
This section also evaluates any other options or activities that might help to resolve the 
issues identified during the interviews.  

5.1 Summary of Community Interview Results 
In general, people living on or near the site have lived in the area for a very long time. 
Most residents have a connection to the land, either through agriculture or their 
ancestry. Many of the interviewees are older and may have age-related difficulties with 
communication that need to be addressed (e.g., difficulty hearing, difficulty driving at 
night, and a basic unfamiliarity with and distrust of computers and the Internet.) All of 
the people interviewed considered themselves to be familiar with the site. The majority 
of the interviewees said they had a moderate level of concern about the site. Most were 
interested in maintaining their current level of involvement with activities at the site. A 
small group of people are very involved in activities at the site.  

Many common issues were raised by interviewees about how they view the site and the 
Corps. These issues are grouped below by the following categories: concerns about the 
site, need for information, opinion of the Corps, and interest in meetings. Understanding 
these commonalities is important and necessary to planning effective communication. 

5.1.1 Site Concerns  
 Most people interviewed identified one or more site-related concerns, with 

groundwater contamination and plume movement being the most common.  

 People are very concerned about the effects of the M.U.D. wells (impacts to 
plume movement or reduced water for farmers).  

 Other concerns were cancer, contamination in Johnson Creek, and impacts on 
property values.  

 

5.1.2 Need for Information  
 Most interviewees said they were satisfied with the level of information they 

were receiving, and some indicated the situation had improved.  
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 For people who said more information is necessary, their main request was for 
the Corps to clearly explain where contamination is in relation to their property 
and what test results meant to them. They wanted regular updates on plume 
location and movement. 

 Some people said the maps provided by the Corps were difficult to read and did 
not have features identified that made them useful for the lay person.  

 Several people said the information provided was too technical and did not 
address residents’ concerns.  

 Several people said the Information Repository hours are too short.  

 Most people said the best way to deliver information was through written 
materials sent to homes or handed out in meetings. However, other interviewees 
preferred attending meetings, especially those who wanted more details. A mix 
of communication methods is needed. Using Web sites or e-mails were options 
suggested by younger people. 

 
5.1.3 Opinion of the Corps 

 Most people rated their interactions with the Corp as positive or neutral, mainly 
through sampling on their property or attendance at meetings. The majority of 
those interviewed who expressed an opinion on the work being done said it was 
positive.  

 Many people believe the Corps will tell them if there are things to be concerned 
about. These people often had a relationship with the Corps based on regular 
contact via well sampling, newsletters, and the delivery of sampling results.  

 A smaller group said they believe the Corps is hiding information or is not 
seeking the information needed to answer questions about the contaminant 
plume. These interviewees believe the Corps fails to provide answers, provides 
conflicting answers, or otherwise falls short of providing the information needed. 
Most of these people interacted with the Corps primarily through RAB meetings. 

 Although the Corps’ site personnel were not involved in the M.U.D. decision, the 
anger directed at the permit granted to M.U.D. is affecting the relationship 
between the Corps and the community.  

 
5.1.4 Interest in Meetings 

 Many people felt strongly that RAB meetings should continue and said the RAB 
performed a useful service.  

 The majority said RAB meetings were too long, making them less attractive to 
the average person. These interviewees believed meetings should not last more 
than two hours, and several people suggested that the meetings start earlier. 
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 Many people felt strongly that a structured format is needed to prevent meetings 
from being dominated by one or more individuals (i.e., setting an agenda and 
using a neutral, third-party facilitator).  

 Several people said questions asked in RAB meetings were not answered by the 
Corps, and that the Corps needed to follow-up later with answers. A few RAB 
members felt that the Corps needed to provide all answers at the meetings 
because answering later allowed the Corps to “make up a good answer.” 

 Some people stated that people in the community were intimidated by experts 
brought in by the Corps or by the uniforms worn by Corps officers during 
meetings. 

 

5.2 Summary of Interviews with Past Project Managers 
 Corps personnel said that the most contentious issue at the site was the 

installation and pumping of the M.U.D. wells. Corps interviewees said that issue 
was the driver for most disagreements between the Corps and the community 
RAB members.  

 Personnel interviewed believed their work at the site had been of high quality 
and that they were meeting their responsibilities in containing and monitoring 
the contaminant plume.  

 The Corps personnel believed the pumping of the M.U.D. wells was not a threat 
to the containment of the contaminant plume.  

 They believe that the public did not understand the uncertainty associated with 
environmental sites. They said that some RAB members exploited that for their 
own purposes, making it impossible for the Corps to share information with the 
RAB in a non-adversarial environment.  

 Corps personnel said there has been relatively little time or money invested in 
outreach at the site. Various outreach methods had been tried but not in a 
consistent or long-term manner. 

 They said that prior to the M.U.D. issue, the relationship between the Corps and 
the community RAB members had been productive, but i However, the 
relationship is now unworkable, and efforts to improve it (e.g., hiring a 
facilitator) have been rejected by certain members of the RAB. 

 Corps personnel believed the decision to suspend the RAB meetings was a 
justified and that there was little hope for improving the situation given the 
interests of the most vocal members of the RAB.  

 The Corps interviewees believed the Corps’ relationship with the community at 
large was good.  
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5.3 Goals for Improving Communication 
Based on the results of the interviews with the stakeholders and the Corps personnel, it 
appears that the Corps is meeting its obligations for communication at the site. It has 
public meetings, newsletters, a Web site, a contact person for questions, an information 
repository, and a RAB (although the meetings are currently suspended). In general, the 
opinion of the Corps in the community seems to be positive.  

Although the Corps is making a good effort to communicate with the public, there is 
room for improvement. Improving communication with the public is especially 
important given what may turn out to be irreconcilable differences with the community 
members of the RAB. To focus the suggested activities, CDM developed three 
communication goals for the site:  

 Meet the stakeholders’ needs for interaction and communication 
 Increase trust 
 Reevaluate the viability of the RAB 

These goals address areas where there may be major opportunities for progress. The 
goals are attainable, but it will require the long-term commitment of the Corps, the RAB, 
and the other stakeholders to make them wholly successful. Improving communications 
at an environmental site can often seem like a luxury when basic needs are being met, 
especially with the limited resources available to the Corps and the other demands 
placed on their personnel. Indeed, if the RAB was functioning as envisioned, many of 
these suggestions could be considered extras rather than necessities. However, given the 
current situation, a commitment by the Corps of the resources necessary to implement at 
least some of the steps identified in this report seems a prudent investment in the long-
term success of the project.  

5.3.1 Meet the Stakeholders’ Needs for Interaction and 
Communication  
The most important communication goal at the site is to meet the stakeholders’ needs for 
interaction and communication. Keeping everyone informed and involved will help 
limit the spread of rumors and suspicion about what the Corps may or may not be 
doing. It is clear that the Corps has made significant efforts in engaging the stakeholders 
in the past and continues to do so. However, there is always room for improvement. 
Feedback from the local community indicates that there are areas where small efforts 
could potentially result in significant gains.  
 
The majority of the people interviewed said that their information needs were largely 
being met, and they were happy with their current level of involvement. This was 
especially true for agency stakeholders. The exception was several community 
representatives from the RAB who wanted more information and felt strongly that the 
Corps needed to once again hold regularly scheduled RAB meetings. This issue is 
addressed in Section 5.3.3. 
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Although most people interviewed said they were happy with the level of information 
they were receiving, it was clear from the overall comments that many residents needed 
more information. There were many questions asked or statements made repeatedly that 
indicated the Corps could benefit from adding additional information tools to its 
communication program. The newsletter that the Corps currently sends out was 
appreciated by many people; however, the newsletter has not been sent out often 
enough yet to be something that the audience looks to as a resource.  
 
Also, it is not possible for a newsletter format to meet the varying information needs of 
the many different site stakeholders. For example, some people wanted very specific 
information on where the contaminant plume was, while others wanted to know about 
any health concerns at Johnson Creek. Others wanted to know what concentrations of 
contaminants in groundwater would trigger an alternate drinking water source and the 
details of such a source (e.g., what would it be, who would provide it, how long would 
it continue?). The M.U.D. wells are also an issue of great interest to many people. 
 
The issues listed above could be addressed with a series of informational handouts 
based on information that has already been put together for past meetings or reports. 
These handouts (e.g., one-page flyers or tri-fold brochures) could be displayed at public 
meetings for people to pick up as desired. The handouts could also be mailed to homes, 
or given out by the Corps at public events or by their contractors during visits to local 
properties (e.g., during well sampling).  
  
In addition to handouts, the Corps should try other tools to increase public awareness of 
the work it is doing. These tools could include additional meetings; questions and 
answer (Q&A) ads in the newspaper; occasional presentations to community groups 
(e.g., garden club, Rotary, Elks, etc.); outreach to youth; and increased interaction with 
the media. To decide how to best provide information, the Corps should continue to 
take into account the needs of the particular target audience and their limitations.  
 
To effectively address most topics of interest the Corps will need to employ several 
delivery methods of varying levels of complexity. For example, if the Corps wanted to 
educate people on the movement of the plume, it might use the following outreach 
scenario for a public meeting: 
 

 Announce the public meeting in the Corps newsletter, provide a newspaper ad, 
mail a postcard, and/or issue a press release at least two weeks before the event. 

 Run a Q&A ad on the contaminant plume the week before the meeting and issue 
a press release announcing the meeting and the topic of discussion. 

 Give a brief PowerPoint presentation at the public meeting followed by an 
opportunity for questions. 

 Give people the opportunity to mingle (open house style) at various tables where 
they can talk to staff, pick up a variety of handouts, look at posted maps, pick up 
any kid-related materials, and post questions on flip charts. 

 Follow up after the meeting on questions that were asked (post them in the 
Corps newsletter and on the Web site, call, or write a letter). 
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This enhanced outreach method does not necessarily have to require a significantly 
larger amount of time or money, as the Corps already does much of what is outlined 
above, including announcing the meeting in the newsletter, issuing the press release, 
providing the open house mingling opportunities, and following up on questions asked. 
Increasing the number and quality of handouts is perhaps the biggest added 
expenditure, but these handouts can be created over a period of time and should not 
take more than a few days per handout (at most) to create. Increasing exposure by 
advertising the meetings and using press releases to get necessary information to the 
public requires minimal time and cost. Giving a presentation at the start of the meeting 
can give people something to talk about when they visit the tables, and it does not take 
more time or effort. Asking people who visit each table what their concerns are and 
writing them on a flip chart is a free and effective way to stimulate conversation and 
capture concerns.  
   
For people who do not attend meetings, outreach activities to educate them on the 
movement of the plume could include: mailing a map, letter, and/or handout; speaking 
to local groups; or talking face-to-face during sampling visits. These methods are 
relatively inexpensive and can be implemented slowly. The Corps should not overlook 
the opportunities for building goodwill and educating future citizens by engaging local 
youth. Not only is involving a younger audience a positive step for community 
involvement, but the exercise of writing about the site on a level that children can 
understand is useful in identifying the essential basics of the site. This is useful in 
communicating with adults who may not have the time or interest in the site to read 
detailed information, but who still would like to keep up to date on what is happening.  
 
All outreach techniques need to be implemented repeatedly over an extended period of 
time using a variety of techniques. Messages need to be stable, easy to understand, and 
must be repeated again and again. It is human nature to mistakenly believe that 
explaining something once, or even twice, is sufficient to ensure understanding. In 
reality, people have many distractions and time demands. As a result, they may not pay 
attention until they perceive the issue is relevant to them. This is why communication 
tools such as brochures, handouts, and maps are so useful. When someone finally comes 
around to wanting to learn more about the site or a particular issue, there is an 
information piece to put in their hand. Finally, the success of outreach techniques needs 
to be measured regularly by soliciting feedback as to whether or not the effort was 
successful. Suggestions for various outreach techniques that could be of use at the site 
are provided in Section 5.4. 
 
5.3.2 Increase Trust 
The second most important goal in improving communication at the site is to increase 
trust. At any contentious environmental site, there are varying levels of trust within the 
community about the work being done. This site is no different. By understanding and 
paying attention to these concerns, the Corps has an opportunity to increase the level of 
trust in what they do.  
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Many people interviewed said they trust the Corps. This was especially true of agency 
stakeholders who had a good understanding of the issues associated with the 
contamination and the CERCLA process. It was also true of community members who 
had developed a relationship with samplers or other Corps representatives. However, 
several people also spoke of a loss of confidence in the Corps or government in general. 
Some of this loss is due to issues beyond the Corps’ control (e.g., M.U.D. wells), but 
there were some problems that involve the Corps’ actions or the community’s 
perception of those actions. It was mentioned that the Corps had missed problems 
related to mustard gas and to the movement of the plume. If the Corps does not explain 
the details related to those examples, it allows others to create the perception that the 
Corps does not know what it is doing.  

In working to increase the community’s trust, it would be helpful to identify where the 
Corps could best focus its energy with the best opportunity for improvement. At the 
site, the audiences can be roughly divided into three groups based on their current level 
of trust in the Corps: high, low, and unsure (see Table 5-1, below). The third group is the 
one on which the Corps should focus the bulk of its efforts to improve trust. Providing 
people in this group with the information they need to make informed decisions for 
themselves will help to build a relationship of trust and credibility. Those efforts will 
further solidify trust with people who already believe in the Corps and may have a 
small positive impact on people who distrust the Corps.  
 
The most important thing the Corps can do at the site to increase trust is to increase its 
contact with the community, especially with the group that is unsure about how it feels 
about the Corps. Almost universally, trust increases as positive contact increases 
(especially personal contact). To do this, the Corps should continue its current outreach 
activities (e.g., face-to-face interactions with land owners, public availability meetings, 
and newsletters) and trying new communication methods. This may be difficult at a site 
where no local Corps personnel are present, but it can be achieved. 

The Corps needs to ensure that the community knows what the Corps is required to do 
under the ROD. Although other issues may be of legitimate concern to the community, if 
those issues are beyond the scope of what the Corps is required to address and the 
community may waste time and energy pursuing the Corps for something it cannot 
change. This misunderstanding builds bad feelings on both sides. The Corps should 
continue to provide information needed in a manner that shows it is competent, caring, 
and responsive. Potentially useful tools for more frequent and effective communication, 
as well as example messages for increasing trust, are provided in Section 5.4. 
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Table 5-1 Opportunities for Increasing Trust at the Former NOP Site 

Trust 
Level 

Group Characteristics Opportunities for Change 

High 

Believes the Corps and trusts it is meeting its 
obligations and ensuring that environmental problems 
are addressed. Trust is based on past positive 
interactions with the Corps and its contractors and on a 
general belief that the government is trying to do the 
right thing. 

No special efforts required. 
Communication needs are apparently 
being met and little improvement is 
needed or expected. 

Low Smallest group. This group is made up of people who, 
for one reason or another, do not trust the Corps.  

No special efforts required. Efforts to 
increase trust may be largely 
unsuccessful. Continue to maintain open 
lines of communication and provide 
information as requested. 

Unsure 

Largest group. Members are unsure about the Corps. 
They have legitimate concerns (e.g., property values, 
health effects, or water supply) but lack the information 
to decide. Some have attended one or two meetings, 
but do not have the time to be involved on a regular 
basis or are put off by the level of intensity at the RAB 
meetings.  

Focus additional communication efforts 
on this group. They want information 
specific to their needs, but don’t know 
what they want or how to ask for it. 
Without appropriate information, they are 
swayed by the vocal minority. This group 
needs more contact with and information 
from the Corps to feel comfortable (see 
Section 5.4). 

 
 
5.3.3 Reevaluate the Viability of the RAB 
The Corps’ current relationship with some or all of the community RAB representatives 
is so contentious that it is having a negative effect on the two main communication goals 
at the site: meeting the community’s needs for interaction and communication and 
increasing trust. Therefore, a reevaluation of the viability of the RAB by the Corps is 
included as a third communication goal at the site. 

Animosities between the government and citizens’ groups associated with 
environmental sites are common. Tensions seem to increase when site activities occur 
over a long period of time and when concerns include health effects or property values. 
Both of these conditions exist at this site. Over time, people who are less invested in the 
site tend to drop out of the process because of other demands on their time. Those who 
remain often feel very passionately about the site, much more so than the average 
citizen. This level of interest, coupled with a sense of frustration that the site work is 
progressing too slowly, can ignite conflict and distrust. Unfortunately, as can be seen at 
this site, the conflicts often become self perpetuating on all sides. 

A positive working relationship between all members of a RAB can result in great 
benefits for a site. Optimally, RABs serve to bring together people who reflect the 
diverse interests in the community, enabling early and continued flow of information 
between the affected community, site decision makers, and oversight agencies. RABs 
can also be useful reviewers of various outreach materials. The RAB guidance issued 
jointly by DOD and the EPA states that RABs are intended “to ensure that all stakeholders 
have a voice and can actively participate in a timely and thorough manner in the review of 
restoration documents. RAB community members will provide advice as individuals to the 
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decision-makers on restoration issues. It is a forum to be used for the expression and careful 
consideration of diverse points of view.”   

Unfortunately, the RAB at the site no longer functions as described above. Feedback 
from the community, several RAB members, and the former site project managers 
describe RAB meetings that have become increasingly contentious and unworkable. 
Corps personnel said they were increasingly being treated not as a partner in the RAB 
but as a target of personal attacks. This perception was supported by feedback from 
interviews with community members. The majority of community members who had an 
opinion about the RAB meetings overwhelmingly indicated that a lack of structure 
caused the meetings to be unproductive. These community members felt it was the 
Corps’ responsibility to take control of the meetings, although the Corps is only one of 
several RAB members. The Corps attempted to establish guidelines for meeting format 
(e.g., agendas, time limits, a facilitator, etc.), but was told by the community RAB 
representatives that it had no legal authority to set these guidelines.  

The Corps last held a RAB meeting in October 2007. Several unofficial meetings were 
held in 2008 without Corps participation. On February 10, 2009, the new site project 
manager sent a letter to the RAB community co-chair stating that the Corps would like 
to restart the RAB meetings using a format similar to that found at school board or other 
meetings. The letter suggested a meeting date in February or March (see Appendix C). 
The February 14, 2008 response indicated that the RAB believed that the Corps did not 
have the legal standing to set the meeting format and that rules of order had already 
been established for the RAB meetings in 2008. The community co-chair said the RAB 
would meet with the Corps only after the Corps agreed to abide by the RAB’s meeting 
format. On April 20, 2009, the Corps’ District Commander sent a letter to the RAB co-
chair and the other community RAB members informing them that the Corps and the 
RAB had reached an impasse in resolving their respective differences and that the Corps 
had determined that it was in the best interest of all parties to continue suspension of the 
RAB meetings until the issues were resolved.  

Many interviewees believed strongly that RAB meetings (in concept) are a good venue 
for presenting and discussing some of the more complicated site issues. However, the 
majority believe the current format is neither workable nor productive. It is likely to be 
difficult or impossible for the problems between the Corps and the community RAB 
representatives to be resolved without professional assistance. Suggestions for resolving 
the issues related to the RAB are presented in Section 5.4.9.  

5.4 Steps for Attaining Goals 
CDM believes that a variety of general steps for improving communication related to the 
site are available. Many of these steps are currently being taken to one degree or 
another, but could benefit from some additional improvements. These steps are 
summarized in Table 5-2 and discussed below. For each step, details are provided for 
improvements that can be made within the framework of the Corps’ existing outreach 
program. Many improvements are very simple and require little extra time or effort, just 
small changes in behavior or thinking. Others require more effort, but can have a 
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Table 5-2. Communication Improvements to Provide Information Needed and Build Trust 
Step Status Suggested Improvement Cost Priority 

Understand the 
audience     

(Section 5.4.1) 

Corps has a PIP.  
Audience definition is 

done informally. 

 Update PIP as needed to measure progress and make 
changes (informal). 

 Continue to define audience, its information needs, and 
its limitations. 

 Low 
 

 Low 

 High 
 

 High 

Understand 
issues and 
answers in 
advance       

(Section 5.4.2) 

Corps has not formally 
prepared any 

messages. Corps 
prepares for meetings 

by thinking of Q&As, but 
no role-playing. 

 Develop messages that address FAQs and known 
concerns so positive work is not overshadowed.  

 Continue to prepare for meetings. Try to role play. 
 Educate all team members for a consistent message. 

 Low 
 
 Med 
 Low 

 High 
 
 Med 
 High 

Involve the 
team in 

communication 
(Section 5.4.3) 

Corps contractors are 
building a good 
relationship with 

residents, but they 
could do more with little 

extra effort. Project 
team needs formal 

guidance on 
communicating 

effectively and on 
expectations.  

 Continue using contractors for face-to-face contact in the 
field. 

 Give team information kit (handouts, maps, newsletters, 
business card, etc.). 

 Ensure team gets messages and knows what questions 
to answer or refer. 

 Give team feedback on what property owners think of 
them (very positive). 

 Encourage contractors to provide suggestions on how 
the Corps can improve. 

 Low 
 

 Low 
 

 Low 
 

 Low 
 

 Low 
 

 High 
 

 High 
 

 High 
 

 High 
 

 High 
 

Ask and 
answer 

questions  
(Section 5.4.4) 

When asked, the Corps 
does a good job of 

answering questions. 
Corps does not actively 

solicit questions. 

 Encourage samplers to query residents 
 Use a question tracking system to ensure questions that 

needed additional follow-up are answered. 

 Low 
 Low 
 

 High 
 High 

 

Continue 
having public 

meetings 
(Section 5.4.5) 

Corps currently has 
public availability 
meetings that are 

attended by a small 
group. 

 Continue to have regularly scheduled meetings. 
 Continue to use a combined open house/traditional 

format, but reorder 
 Query people who come to tables about their concerns 

or issues and record on flip chart. 
 Advertise in the newsletter, local newspaper, and/or 

postcards 

 Low 
 Low 
 

 Low 
 
 Med 

 

 High 
 High 
 

 High 
 
 High 

 

Improve 
existing 
outreach 
materials 

(Section 5.4.6) 

Corps’ newsletters are 
well-received. Maps are 

difficult to read. 
Repository has short 

hours.  

 Continue to limit newsletters to brief updates. Avoid 
using technical jargon. 

 Use e-mail and regular mail to distribute newsletters. 
 Upgrade the Corps’ maps to make them easier to read 

and more useful. 
 Add another Information Repository that stays open 

longer than the library. 

 Low 
 

 Low 
 Med 
 

 Med 
 

 High 
 

 High 
 High 
 

 Med 
 

Reach out to 
new groups    

(Section 5.4.7) 

Corps has recently tried 
a presentation to a local 

group with success.  

 Develop relationships with local schools or youth groups.  
 Use Corps personnel to staff a booth at a local event 

(e.g., a fair). 
 Make a presentation to a local club or service 

organization. 

 Med 
 Med 
 

 Low 

 Med 
 Med 
 

 Med 

Develop 
additional 

outreach tools 
(Section 5.4.8) 

Corps relies primarily 
on newsletters, sample 

results letters, and 
meetings. 

 Develop handouts to explain issues of concern. 
 Add “Ask Kristine” box to newsletter 
 Run a series of Q&A advertisements. 
 Make folders for residents to store information.  
 Send postcards for updates and meeting notification.  
 Leave door tags at homes that have been sampled. 
 Write a column for the local newspaper. 
 Distribute informational magnets or bookmarks.  

 Med 
 Low 
 Med 
 Low 
 Low 
 Low 
 Med 
 Med 

 High 
 High 
 High 
 Med 
 Med 
 Med 
 Low 
 Low 

Resolve issues 
related to the 

RAB 
(Section 5.4.9) 

Corps has suspended 
RAB meetings 

indefinitely. 

 Continue to provide information when asked. 
 Consider using a focus group or professional mediator to 

improve the relationship between Corps and other RAB 
members 

 Low 
 Med 

 
 

 High 
 Med 

 
 

5-10  A 
   



 Section 5 
Summary and Recommendations for Improving Communication 

significant payoff (e.g., development of new outreach tools). Finally, some 
improvements (e.g., reaching out to new groups) are extras that could build valuable 
relationships, but require more of a commitment. All of the steps have been ranked on 
the basis of ease of implementation and priority. 

The nine steps are:  

1. Understand the audience 
2. Understand issues and answers in advance 
3. Involve the team in communication 
4. Ask and answer questions 
5. Continue having public meetings 
6. Improve existing outreach materials 
7. Reach out to new groups 
8. Develop additional outreach tools 
9. Resolve the issues related to the RAB 

 
5.4.1 Understand the Audience 
The first step in ensuring that the information needs of the audience are being met is to 
understand the concerns, needs, and limitations of the various audiences. For example, 
information needs are usually different for older people (whose property is their greatest 
asset) than for parents of young children. Both groups will want to know where the 
contaminant plume is in relation to their property and if their water is safe to drink. 
However, older people may be more concerned about property values, while the 
younger group is concerned about potential health impacts to children. The older group 
may be more concerned about short-term impacts versus long-term trends. The older 
group may also prefer having written materials and face-to-face conversations with 
people who come to their homes to sample. The younger group may prefer receiving 
information by e-mail and having a Web site to check. The younger group may also be 
more likely to participate in meetings, despite having more time constraints.  

Although the Corps tries to make information accessible, it is difficult for people who 
already understand the site to put themselves in the shoes of those who do not. The best 
way for the Corps to measure the success of how well they are communicating with 
their audience is to ask the audience. This approach includes being as direct as asking 
“Did that answer your question?” or “Are there other questions you have or areas where you’d 
like more information?” It also includes less direct methods of determining whether 
information has been received as intended, such as asking the audience questions that 
they would know the answers for if they understood the information, such as “Can you 
tell me where the plume is in relation to your house?” If they do not know, they can be given 
the information they need. More importantly, the feedback will be useful in determining 
how well the message is being communicated and if the handouts or maps need to be 
modified.  
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Table 5-3. Example of How to Develop Audience Characteristics to Improve Communication* 

Opinion of 
Corps by Group Characteristics Communication 

Preference Concerns Communication 
Limitations 

Majority of local property owners (also see Other actively involved stakeholders) 
 Many trust the 

Corps is doing a 
good job. 

 Some are unsure 
of how they feel 
(especially if they 
have not dealt 
with the Corps 
personally).  

 Most believe the 
Corps will tell 
them if there is a 
problem. 

 

 Most are long-
time residents 
with an 
agricultural 
background. 

 They are often 
middle-aged or 
older, or they may 
be young people 
who have moved 
onto the family 
property. 

 Many have a good 
relationship with 
the Corps via well 
sampling. 

 Face-to-face 
contact  

 Meetings (or 
discussions with 
those who have 
attended) 

 Tours 
 Letters, 

newsletters, and 
news stories  

 Most do not use e-
mail 

 They value what 
their neighbor has 
to say 

 Groundwater availability 
 Groundwater 
contamination 

 Creek contamination 
 Property values 
 Health issues (especially 
younger residents) 

They live near the site, so 
they think about it daily 
and have a medium to 
high level of concern. 

 They may have 
hearing and 
mobility 
limitations. 

 They have limited 
interest in details 
unrelated to their 
property. 

 They may not 
read all the 
materials sent, but 
like maps or 
photos that tie into 
their property.  

Residents of nearby communities 
 Many are unsure 

of how they feel 
about the Corps.  

 Many have an 
agricultural 
connection 
(parent or 
childhood on 
farm). 

 Some worked in 
the area 
previously. 

 They are often 
younger than local 
property owners. 

 E-mail 
 Meetings 
 Newspaper 

stories and 
newsletters 

 Property values 
 Health issues 
 Water quality issues 

related to M.U.D. wells 

They are somewhat 
removed from site, so 
medium to low level of 
concern. 

 It’s harder for 
them to get to 
meetings or see 
news stories as 
they do not live in 
the area. 

Stakeholders with job duties that involve the site 
 They seem to 

have a good 
working 
relationship with 
the Corps. 

 Agency or other 
representatives 
who participate in 
or oversee site 
activities 

 Members of the 
press 

 Written materials 
 E-mail updates 
 Meetings 
 Tours 

 Corps’ compliance 
 Impacts of site on their 

group/agency 

They are generally well-
informed with a low to 
medium level of concern.  

 They may have 
many other duties 
and little time, but 
they want to be 
kept informed.  

Other actively involved stakeholders 
 Generally very 

distrustful of 
Corps 

 Many feel the 
Corps has not 
communicated 
openly with them. 

 Several local 
property owners  

 People from other 
communities, 
including a lawyer 
hired by several 
RAB members 

 

 RAB meetings 
 Site documents 

(information 
repository) 

 E-mail 
 Conversations 

with locals 
 Letters, 

newsletters, and 
news stories  

 Groundwater availability 
 Groundwater 

contamination 
 Creek contamination 
 Property values 
 Health issues  

They feel strongly about 
the site and have a very 
high level of concern. 

 An adversarial 
relationship with 
the Corps makes 
it difficult to 
communicate 
openly. 

 They may have 
very strong 
opinions about the 
site. 

*Gross generalizations based on interviews. Intended as a start for a more thorough characterization to be developed 
over time by the project team.  
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Although the interviews did not focus in detail on audience characteristics, several 
general groups of stakeholders could be identified at the site. The characteristics of those 
groups are provided in Table 5-3. These characteristics are gross generalizations based 
on more than 40 interviews conducted for the assessment. They are intended to get the 
Corps to think about the various types of audiences related to the site and should be 
updated as the project progresses. 

The current Public Involvement Plan (PIP) for the site was updated in 2008. Care should 
be taken to treat the PIP as an evolving document that should be revisited on an 
informal basis as the project progresses. Updates should be made where necessary to 
reflect successes or roadblocks in communication. Updates do not have to be formal 
rewrites of the plan, but they should include evaluations of how well the outreach tools 
and ideas listed in the plan are working and if new tools need to be tried. These 
evaluations can be documented in memos to staff personnel that can also serve as 
documentation of success. The Corps should document and evaluate any of the outreach 
activities it implements. As time progresses, the Corps should ask internally “What was 
tried? How was the effort received? How much effort did it take? Should it be continued?”   

5.4.2 Understand Issues and Answers in Advance 
Being prepared to provide adequate information and to answer questions is important 
to building trust and obtaining acceptance from the public. This ongoing process entails 
identifying potential issues of concern on a regular basis and determining how those 
issues will be addressed. The purpose is not to present a public relations campaign, but 
to give serious thought to issues that are potentially important to the community and to 
develop a unified response. Providing contradictory answers to a question undermines 
credibility, an issue raised in the interviews.  

One of the most important venues to prepare for is a formal meeting. Because the Corps 
is often in the position of being the entity that answers site questions, preparation is 
critically important. The interview responses pointed out that some community 
members perceive that the Corps is withholding information or does not know what it is 
doing. In large part, these types of perceptions can be overcome by proper meeting 
preparation.  

The Corps reports that it currently prepares a list of probable questions and answers 
before public meetings to ensure that staff members are on the same page regarding the 
answer. This practice should be continued and the Corps should consider having actual 
role playing to allow people to practice giving an answer, not just letting them talk 
about it. The purpose of this exercise is to ensure that answers given to the public will be 
clear, concise, accurate, and “user friendly.” After the meetings, the Corps should also 
evaluate how well the preparation worked to ensure there are not issues of interest to 
the community that are being overlooked. Also, the project team should understand that 
they should not allow themselves to be put in the position of answering a question if 
they are unsure of the answer. Although some vocal members of the audience may 
suggest that the Corps is hiding something by not providing an immediate answer to a 
question, there is nothing wrong with requesting time to get back to the questioner with 
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a detailed answer. This is especially true at sites where there is a significant amount of 
analytical data or history to consider in the answer.  

At many CERCLA sites, the EPA often has a list of prepared messages (potential 
questions and answers) for key team members to understand. Having an agreed upon 
list of messages is very useful in communicating with the public, both verbally and in 
writing. Although the level of specificity will vary with the audience, the basic messages 
should not differ substantially from one group to the next. A list of suggested initial 
messages for use at the site is provided in Table 5-4. 

Although the installation of the M.U.D. wells was beyond the control of the Corps 
personnel associated with the site, almost everyone who was interviewed is concerned 
with the M.U.D. well field. A perception exists that the Corps could have prevented the 
well field from being installed or that the Corps does not care about or understand the 
potential effects of the well field on the contaminant plume. These issues need to be 
addressed by the Corps in a format that is easy to understand. Although the Corps may 
feel that this has been explained adequately in the past, feedback from the community 
indicates that the message has not been received. The negative perception of “The Corps 
allowed the M.U.D. wells to be installed and doesn’t care what happens to the plume” 
needs to be turned around to reflect the reality that the Corps’ main responsibility at the 
site is to ensure that the contaminant plume is contained and that the Corps takes that 
responsibility very seriously. Beyond that, the Corps has no control over the use of 
water outside the site. This theme will have to be repeated over and over in a very 
simple message. A specific handout addressing the main issues around the M.U.D. wells 
could be a very useful tool.  
 
5.4.3 Involve the Team in Communication 
Project team members are the “face” of the project in the community. Residents at the 
site report that their interactions with Corps contractors have been very positive, 
particularly where well sampling is concerned. The Corps should continue to take 
advantage of these positive interactions. Project team members should understand their 
specific roles and responsibilities when communicating with the public. These roles and 
responsibilities are unique to each site and are determined by the leaders of the project 
team. For instance, “Who is the designated point of communication for questions from the 
community, what is the policy for dealing with questions from the press, what types of feedback 
do management expect to get from the field team, and what are the main messages at the site?” 
For some team members, outreach responsibilities are limited to listening respectfully 
and referring questions to a designated individual. Other team members have a higher 
profile. At a minimum, everyone should know to whom they should refer questioners 
for answers, and they should have a basic understanding of the site (again, prepared 
messages are useful). 
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Table 5-4. Example Messages for Communicating at the Site 

Message Questions to be Addressed Purpose 

Examples of general messages for everyone 

The Corps is 
meeting its 
responsibilities. 

 What is the Corps mandated by the ROD to do at the 
site?  

 Who can people contact for issues beyond the control 
of the Corps? 

Focuses people on issues that the Corps 
has the power to change. Otherwise, the 
assumption is that the Corps can address 
every problem (e.g., M.U.D. wells). 

Environmental 
issues are well 
understood. 

 What caused the plume and what are its 
characteristics?  

 What is being done to remediate it? 
 How does the scientific process work? 

Informs and focuses the audience. 

The Corps is 
committed to 
communicating 
and values 
public input. 

 What is the Corps doing to ensure good 
communication (tools, actions, etc.)?  

 What steps will be taken as a result of the situational 
assessment?  

 Who is the point person for the Corps on 
communication?  

 What steps is the Corps making to reengage the 
RAB? 

Shows that the Corps is doing its best to 
reach out, that it listens to public input, and 
that it has made numerous attempts to 
work with the RAB. 

The Corps is 
committed to 
high-quality 
work. 

 What is done to ensure quality (5-year review, annual 
remedy performance report, biannual model 
updates)? 

 What is done to ensure that lessons are learned from 
any missteps?  

 What is done to ensure the plume extent and 
movement is well understood?  

 What impact will M.U.D. wells have on plume 
movement? 

Shows that the Corps is competent and is 
on top of the issues at the site. 

Human health 
and the 
environment 
are protected.  

 What are the primary contaminants, exposure 
pathways, health impacts, and significant 
concentrations?  

 What would be done if significant concentrations 
were found?  

 What is being done to ensure that drinking water is 
safe? 

Educates the public on potential concerns. 
Shows the community that the Corps will 
alert them to any health issues. 

The Corps is 
responsive to 
stakeholders. 

 What is the Corps doing to provide information 
requested on a timely basis? 

 What types of information are provided and when? 
 How are questions tracked to ensure follow-up?   

Shows that the Corps is not hiding 
information and is providing what is asked 
to the best of its ability, even if it takes 
longer than expected.  

Examples of messages specific to a limited audience or a single event 

The Corps 
cares about 
specific 
environmental 
concerns. 

 What is the Corps doing to address issues at 
Johnson Creek, or issues on specific properties (e.g., 
fish kills in ponds, safety of eating animals, etc.)?   

Answers concerns of specific property 
owners and builds trust. 

Residents are 
informed about 
all aspects of 
sampling 
events. 

 When will the next sampling event occur at a 
particular property?  

 When are analytical results provided to homeowners? 
 What do the sample results mean? 

Builds goodwill with specific property 
owners. 

Site meetings 
are for 
everyone. 

 When and where will the next meetings be held?   
 What’s the agenda?  
 Are there any special issues?  

Raises awareness and helps ensure a 
good turnout for events. 
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Field team members have a great opportunity to interact with people in an informal 
setting. They should be able to explain basic facts about the site to property owners, such 
as where the plume is in relation to the property or what various sample results mean. 
Field team members can also confirm that the property owner’s current mailing address 
and phone number are up to date and ask if the resident has been receiving the fact 
sheet, if they have a e-mail address, and if they have any questions or suggestions. Field 
team members serve as a useful barometer to measure the feelings in the community 
toward the project. By paying attention and reporting back, they can help track the 
success of specific outreach activities (e.g., a public meeting or a fact sheet). Field team 
members can also help identify potential issues or address rumors before they gain 
traction.  

It is important for project team members to maintain their awareness of the fact that the 
residents live on or near the site and are directly affected by decisions made by the 
Corps. Residents are concerned for their health, their families’ health, their ability to 
make a living, and the value of what is likely to be their biggest asset – their property. 
These concerns can result in a heightened level of anxiety that can erupt at seemingly 
unpredictable times. The Corps has tried to remain sensitive to the concerns of the 
community, and this practice should be continued. The majority of the community that 
agreed to be interviewed views the Corps in a positive light. Their concerns are 
generally related to anxiety and frustration about how the site affects them. Much of this 
anxiety (but not all) can be relieved by providing specific information about their 
individual situations.  

5.4.4 Ask and Answer Questions  
The Corps needs to continue its commitment to providing answers in a timely fashion. 
The Corps must be clear about how long it will take to provide the answer. When people 
are waiting for an answer, they assume the worst. If it will take longer than anticipated 
to get an answer, the Corps should get back to the questioner to let them know that they 
have not been forgotten. This courtesy is a simple gesture that can buy a lot of goodwill.  

The Corps is a highly structured organization. This can sometimes create delays that the 
general public does not understand. There are many layers of people involved in 
approvals and reviews. The project would benefit from having a protocol in place for 
recording and tracking questions asked and answered. This can be as simple as a 
spreadsheet that identifies the questioner, question, date asked, date answered, answer 
provided, and resolution. Someone needs to be accountable if there are delays. Just 
knowing the status of a question asked can be extremely useful.  

In addition to answering questions asked, the Corps and its contractors should make a 
point of asking people if they have questions. This outreach can be done during sampling 
events, at meetings, and in all interactions with the public. People often have questions 
but are afraid to ask (either because of embarrassment or because they don’t want to be a 
nuisance). As a result, they often assume the worst. They then communicate those fears 
to their neighbors who have their own fears, and as a result, the distrust of the Corps 
builds. It is much better to proactively ask questions and to address them, where 
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needed, with the appropriate information. During the course of these interviews, people 
often commented that they appreciated that the Corps was taking an interest in what the 
community thought. Asking questions is an excellent way to find out what types of 
information the community wants and how they would like to receive it. 

5.4.5 Continue Having Public Meetings 
Many people interviewed said they like to attend meetings, both open-house meetings 
and more traditional meetings where presentations are given and questions are 
answered. People who preferred the traditional meetings said that it was useful to have 
other people ask the questions so they could just listen. Although the RAB meetings are 
indefinitely suspended at present, the Corps should continue to have public meetings. 
The meetings should be at least semiannual and quarterly meetings are preferred. One 
of the topics the Corps should consider covering at an upcoming meeting is the outcome 
of the situational assessment and the changes that will be made as a result. The results 
could be presented at a table with a poster and handouts. 

The open-house meetings are good for many people. However, because many other 
people prefer to have a presentation, the Corps should consider combining the two 
meeting formats. Having a presentation at the start of the meeting followed by time to 
circulate among the various tables can give people something to talk about when they 
visit the tables. Asking people who visit each table what their concerns are and writing 
them on a flip chart is a good way to stimulate conversation and to capture concerns, 
and it is also free.  

The Corps should advertise the meetings beyond including a note in the newsletters. To 
increase attendance (at a relatively low cost), the Corps could place a meeting ad, send 
out a reminder post card to the mailing list, and/or send out an e-mail reminder. If the 
meetings are held on a regular basis (e.g., quarterly) such reminders might make it 
easier for people to plan to attend. Any postcards or ads should announce the topic of 
the meeting, which might attract community members to a meeting they might 
otherwise not attend. Because a press release is an excellent way to get widespread 
coverage, the Corps should continue to issue those releases in advance of meetings. The 
Corps should also consider a brief interview with the local newspaper on a particular 
topic. The meeting announcement could be distributed in the form of a special 
newsletter that highlights “Here’s what we heard you saying and here’s what we did to address 
it.” This will let people know that their input was valued and acted upon. Additionally, 
by issuing press releases, the Corps may see an increase in the number of positive stories 
about the site.  

5.4.6 Improve Existing Outreach Materials 
Most people said they approved of the information the Corps was sending out. 
Suggestions for improving existing materials focused on simple changes. Interviewees 
stressed the Corps should avoid using “technical talk and lingo.” To a large extent, the 
Corps does a good job at keeping its newsletters simple. However, the word “aquifer” 
may be too technical for some groups without explanation. To be effective, the Corps 
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should be able to tailor its findings for different audiences. Findings should be presented 
in an extremely simply manner (with figures and drawings) for people who have little 
experience with environmental work and a fairly low need or interest level. A more 
robust presentation should be available for people who want and need more detail. The 
Corps should make the information more accessible and should let more people know 
about the site tours (which were highly rated by the interviewees). 

5.4.6.1 Newsletters  
Most people interviewed said they were pleased with the newsletters and other specific 
letters provided by the Corps. Care should be taken to continue to keep technical 
language to a minimum in these documents. Because fact sheets are limited in length, 
information has to be fairly general. Thus, the Corps should not consider fact sheets to 
be a main source of detailed information, but more of an update on the project’s status. 
To provide more depth, the Corps should consider developing a stock of informational 
handouts (see Section 5.4.8). The Corps should give people the option of receiving the 
newsletters by e-mail, as well as in hard copy.  

5.4.6.2 Sample Results Letters 
When sample results are delivered, the Corps needs to provide an easy to understand 
explanation of “hits.” If someone’s well tests positive for a specific chemical, a written 
explanation (in layman’s terms) of what that means should be provided to the property 
owner. People will generally be most concerned about how the result will affect them 
and their family. They will also wonder if they should be worried, what the Corps will 
do to follow up, and when that might happen. The best way to provide this information 
might be to enclose a standard, one-page handout that specifically explains how to 
understand the information provided in the letter. 

5.4.6.3 Site Maps 
Feedback from the interviews indicates that many of the maps being used are not 
effective for the community. At a minimum, the average community member should be 
able to identify where their property is in relation to the contaminant plume. This means 
having clearly marked roads and landmarks on the maps and using accepted mapping 
protocols. For example, there should be legends on all maps and the Corps 
cartographers should adhere to standards for symbolization, such as those used by the 
United States Geological Survey (USGS). Several residents expressed an interest in 
seeing maps of the plume over time. Many residents indicated a desire to see maps and 
had obviously not seen such maps on the former NOP site Web site. 

For example, there are currently three maps on the site Web site that need modification: 

 Site Map. This map is very busy. Although the map may be useful for people 
who want or need a good deal of detail and have access to the raw data, it is too 
much for the average viewer. Consider creating separate maps: one showing 
TCE and RDX with the buffer zones, and another showing various types of wells. 
Even the different types of wells may be shown on different maps depending on 
the audience and the intention. Also, make sure to imbed the characters in the 

5-18  A 
   



 Section 5 
Summary and Recommendations for Improving Communication 

legend in the PDF, so the symbols on the map match the symbols in the legend 
on every computer. (www.nwk.usace.army.mil/projects/mead/SiteTech/Mead-
Project-Base-Map.pdf).  

 Site Location Map. This map may be useful for some citizens, but is too general 
for residents. The map could be improved for residents by showing more known 
local features. (www.nwk.usace.army.mil/projects/mead/SiteTech/Mead-Project-Site-
Location-Map.pdf) 

 Current Hydraulic Containment Map. This map has no legend and the use of 
color is not intuitive. For example, the USGS standard color for showing 
township/range is red. The brighter colors on the map that draw in the viewer 
are not the areas of concern. If budget allows, consider sending plume maps to 
residents and/or having interactive maps on the Web site or on a CD. 
(www.nwk.usace.army.mil/projects/mead/SiteTech/Containment_Evaluation_Map.pdf) 

5.4.6.4 Information Repository 
Many people stated that the hours at the Mead Library are too short, making the 
documents stored there inaccessible. The Corps should consider adding another location 
that is more accessible. Also, the range of materials placed in the repository should be 
expanded to include materials (such as handouts) that are short, easy to read, and 
message-oriented.  

5.4.6.5 Tours 
Several people said they liked going on the site tour. The Corps currently holds site 
tours annually and advertises them in advance. The Corps should continue this practice, 
which provides an opportunity for the face-to-face contact that builds trust in the 
community. The primary improvement would be to make the tours more well-known. 
The tours could also be an opportunity to involve a local science teacher and some 
students.  

5.4.7 Reach Out to New Groups 
Although all of the residents have an interest in the site, many have too many other 
obligations to be able to attend all of the meetings or read all of the information they 
have received. Several people mentioned that they stay informed, sometimes 
exclusively, by talking with their friends and neighbors. Because of this, the Corps 
should consider making an effort to have a stronger presence in the community. People 
always feel more favorable about an institution when they have a chance to interact with 
specific individuals and see that they are rational, caring individuals. Significant benefits 
can be achieved by reaching out to groups of adults and youngsters who would not 
otherwise have participated in site events. Methods of reaching out to these people are 
described below. It is suggested that the Corps try at least one of these methods, if 
resources permit.  
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5.4.7.1 Have a Booth at an Annual Event 
The Corps should consider having a presence (e.g., a booth with handouts) at local 
events, such as fairs or rodeos. Such events are a great place to hand out brochures, 
shake hands, and talk about the site with people who would not normally attend a 
public meeting. Attending these events presents an opportunity for the Corps to develop 
relationships and become a recognizable, friendly face to more people in the community, 
which makes it more likely that people will come to the Corps with questions or 
concerns in the future. Most of the materials that would be needed for this event would 
be those that have already been prepared for meetings or sampling visits. Because Corps 
personnel are not stationed in the community, attending these events might be difficult, 
however an annual appearance at one event is manageable.  

5.4.7.2 Present a Talk at Local Clubs and Service Organizations 
The Corps should consider giving presentations to community groups in the area (e.g., 
Rotary, Elks, garden clubs, or homeowner groups). These presentations are a good way 
of identifying middle-ground people who may not already be involved in the process. 
These folks can help explain the facts to their neighbors. The materials that would be 
needed for these events would be those that have already been prepared for meetings or 
other visits. In addition, speaking to a friendly group can be a welcome break for the 
project team. The Corps recently had such an experience with a local group and has seen 
the goodwill that was built from an hour-long talk. Setting a goal of doing one or two 
such talks a year is achievable.  

5.4.7.3 Develop a Relationship with a School and/or Youth Group 
Because this site will be active for a long time, the Corps should consider involving 
younger people in the process. By getting kids to be aware of the site, the Corps would 
be educating them and their families. Local citizens have a strong, generational 
connection to their property. Raising awareness in kids could help the Corps’ image, 
improve communication, and be beneficial to the kids. The Corps should consider 
making an annual presentation at a school or group such as the FFA or 4-H. Team 
members could take a science class on a field trip to sample a tap (or sample one at the 
school). Kids could take turns wearing gloves and writing down the notes, and they 
could look at a printout of lab results. The Corps could have a contest to design an 
informational poster about the site. The Corps should use the site to ignite the kids’ 
interest in science and government. Such an annual event could build goodwill and 
would also be an enjoyable experience for the project team.  

5.4.8 Develop Additional Outreach Tools 
The best communications results are achieved by using a variety of tools to provide the 
same message in several formats. This practice of overlapping greatly increases the odds 
that the message will be heard, understood, and retained. Considering how deluged the 
average person is with responsibilities and information, chances are great that a large 
percentage of the audience may be entirely unaware of the first or even second attempts 
at communication. This section provides a brief description (with pictures) of some of 
the additional tools the Corps could consider using at the site.  
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These outreach tools include: 

 Informational handouts 
 “Ask Kristine” box 
 Q&A ads 
 Information packets 
 Postcards 
 Door tags 
 Columns 
 Refrigerator magnets and bookmarks 

None of these tools is particularly expensive, and most of the tools use information that 
has already been gathered for other purposes. If the Corps is interested, these tools can 
be implemented one at a time to see if there is a favorable response. 

5.4.8.1 Informational Handouts 
The Corps should consider having a series of targeted handouts to explain recurring 
issues that are too complicated to address in the newsletter. Handouts are great tools at 
meetings. In addition, the process of preparing handouts would help the Corps identify 
both the issues that are important to the community and what the Corps has done or is 
planning to do to address those issues. It is possible to create a series of handouts that 
will have a long shelf life and do much to improve relations in the community.  

Titles of these handouts could include:  

 The history of the former NOP.  
 What is the Corps’ role at the site?  
 Why and how does the Corps collect 

residential water samples? 
 Understanding the plume 
 Understanding site risk 
 Recurring activities at the NOP site 
 Frequently asked questions 

 
Preparation of these handouts would require only a moderate investment of time and 
money. Most of the material that would be needed for the handouts probably already 
exists. That material would just have to be edited down to fit the message and the 
audience. Copies should be made on an as-needed basis (to prevent a back-log of 
materials that might become dated) and should be very inexpensive. Obviously, with a 
moderate increase in the budget, it would be possible to have a series of very engaging 
and informative pieces.  

As part of the situational assessment, CDM reviewed several of the Corps’ current 
outreach fact sheets and newsletters (available on the Web site). For the most part, these 
materials are attractive, easy to read, and contain useful information about the site. For 
example, the October 2008 fact sheet containing various facts about the site is a nice, 
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user-friendly document. It has a good use of pictures, the text is conversational, and it is 
broken up into manageable sections. This fact sheet could easily be made into several 
one-page handouts that could have an extended shelf life in an information package. 
The more recent newsletters are also attractive and easy to follow and would be good 
sources of information for handouts.  

However, the October 2008 fact sheet “Summary of the 2007 Containment Evaluation” is 
an example of a handout that may be too technical and contain too much information for 
the public to digest in one sitting. This information could be split into at least two 
similarly sized handouts. One handout could cover the annual assessment (What is it? 
Why is it done? What has it caught in the past?). Another could cover the bi-annual review 
of the model (What is it? Why is it done? What has the most recent review showed us? What 
are we doing as a result of this review to ensure containment?).  

If the situation with the RAB improves, it is possible that RAB members would 
appreciate participating in this process and could provide useful feedback on the design 
and content of the handouts. The handouts could initially be mailed out with one of the 
newsletters. Additional copies could be made available at meetings or other events. 

5.4.8.2 “Ask Kristine” Box  
Another simple tool to consider is having an ”Ask Kristine” box on the fact sheet that 
provides answers to questions that have been e-mailed or mailed to the site project 
manager during the previous few months. Besides the obvious benefit of answering 
questions that concern residents, it gives the project manager a face in the community 
and represents one small step in building community relationships. Adding the box 
would require no additional cost.  

5.4.8.3 Q&A Ads 
The Corps could consider running a regular series of Q&A display ads in the local 
newspaper. The ads could run every two weeks or 
monthly for a trial period. Each ad could present and 
answer a single question about the site. Having regular 
ads would help establish a regular presence in the 
community and would provide a way for the Corps to 
answer questions. An annual compilation of the Q&A ads 
could also be made into a useful handout.  

The cost of creating the ad would be minimal and the cost 
of placing the ad would depend on which newspaper was 
used. Each ad should have a contact number on the 
bottom. At present, it is almost impossible for someone 
who does not have a Corps publication in their hands to know who to contact. There is 
no listing for the Corps in the local telephone book (which is the most commonly used 
resource for locals, especially senior citizens).  
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5.4.8.4 Information Packets 
The Corps may want to consider printing up several dozen information folders for 
distributing materials to residents during sampling and other events. CDM uses these 
information folders with great success at many sites. The folders have a blank exterior 
that can be customized on a laser printer. Each folder has an interior pocket that is used 
to hold various handouts, sample results, letters, maps, and other pieces of information 
about the site. Residents like the folders because they are an easy place to store the 
various pieces of paper they get about their property or the site.  

5.4.8.5 Postcards 
Postcards are great tools for getting a relatively simple 
message to a targeted audience. CDM uses postcards quite 
often to provide updates on construction activities in a 
particular town or neighborhood. Postcards are also useful 
for announcing upcoming meetings and providing a very 
brief description of the material to be covered. 

The postcards are very inexpensive and can be printed on 
colored card stock using the in-house office printer. 
Postcards can generally be made up in less than a day, 
particularly at sites with a small mailing list.  

5.4.8.6 Door Tags 
Door tags are a special touch that let the resident know what was done on their property 
if they were not there during sampling. Door tags can be printed on the office printer 
using colored card stock and are hung from the door knob with a rubber band. Door 
tags have blanks in appropriate places for the samplers to write in information.  
 
At this site, the door tags could say something like: 
 

“Sorry we missed you! 
On ________ we collected ____ 

water samples from your 
_______________ as part of the 
residential sampling program. 
After the sample results for all 

properties are reviewed, we will 
be sending individual property 
owners a letter that presents the 

results (probably within 60 
days). We appreciate your 

cooperation. If you have any 
questions, please call 
_________________.” 
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Door tags are an inexpensive way to provide thoughtful information to the resident, 
reinforcing what the Corps is doing, and identifying the primary contact for questions. 
A supply of door tags can be kept in field vehicles for use by the sampling team at a 
very low cost for very little extra effort.  
 
5.4.8.7 Newspaper Columns 
A series of newspaper columns can be an effective way to 
increase general knowledge of the site and to encourage 
community participation in the process. Many newspapers 
welcome a guest column, especially smaller, area-specific 
newspapers. Other newspapers often require that the guest 
columns be placed as an ad that looks like a newspaper 
column.  

Columns typically cover a site topic that is timely and easy to 
explain in the given amount of space (usually about 300 to 500 
words). One of the primary benefits to writing a column is that 
(as with newspaper ads) the audience is much broader than 
the site mailing list. Also, people tend to look for a regular 
column, especially if it is interesting. Although the material for 
the column is likely to come from materials that already exist, 
care must be taken to ensure that the end product is lively, 
interesting, and informative. The costs are moderate and 
mainly associated with the cost of placing the column as an ad, 
if that is required by the newspaper. Because a regularly-
appearing column (e.g., monthly) is most effective, it requires 
a commitment of resources over an extended period. There is a 
possibility that running a column might not be allowed under 
Corps regulations. However, if it is allowed, a series of 
newspaper columns is an optional outreach item that could 
build goodwill and awareness in the community.  

5.4.8.8 Refrigerator Magnets and Bookmarks 
Message-specific refrigerator magnets or bookmarks can be 
an excellent way to communicate a simple message. 
Refrigerator magnets are handy for providing adults with 
contact information about the site. The magnet can stay on 
the refrigerator or filing cabinet for future reference. 
Bookmarks are useful for getting a very simple message out to kids. Bookmarks 
need to be very bright and colorful. Both magnets and bookmarks can be 
handed out at local events.  

At the site, the best use for a refrigerator magnet is probably to provide 
contact information for the local community. The magnet could have a very 
brief message (similar to the example shown) that lets people know who to 
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call if they have questions or concerns. These items are inexpensive, even though they 
cannot generally be made up in house. These products are interesting additions to an 
outreach program, but should be considered extras.  

5.4.9 Resolve the Issues Related to the RAB 
At environmental sites, the RAB is often a useful partner in the remediation of the site. 
However, the current relationship at this site between the Corps and the RAB is much 
too adversarial to function as envisioned. Because of the increasingly contentious nature 
of the RAB meetings, it has been hard for team members to remain open and positive 
about communications at the site. A small minority on the RAB has reportedly made 
personal accusations about project team members (e.g., reportedly calling them “liars” 
or “incompetent” at RAB meetings). This situation is bad for the team and for general 
communication with the community at large. To step out of the conflict and maintain 
sensitivity to the concerns of the majority at the site, the Corps decided to suspend RAB 
meetings until the situation shows the possibility of improvement. In the meantime, 
several community RAB representatives have continued to hold meetings. However, 
those meetings are not official RAB meetings. Therefore, the Corps has no role in the 
meetings and cannot provide financial support for them. 

The Corps is currently undecided about the future of the RAB. Options include 
dissolving the RAB entirely or continuing the suspension of the RAB meetings until 
format changes acceptable to the Corps are made. CDM suggests that the decision be 
made by the Corps after consultation with other agency members on the RAB to gage 
their interest and commitment to participation. The Corps should clearly explain to the 
community that dissolution or indefinite suspension of the RAB is the alternative to 
reaching agreement on the format of the RAB meetings. 

If the community RAB representatives and the Corps cannot resolve the meeting format 
issues and the Corps chooses to dissolve the RAB, the Corps should continue to try and 
develop a working relationship with community and agency stakeholders at the site. If 
community members choose to hold independent meetings, the Corps should respond 
in a timely fashion to any requests for information that result from those meetings.  

If the community RAB representatives indicate they are willing to address the Corps’ 
meeting format concerns, the Corps should consider approaching them with suggestions 
for repairing the relationship as a gesture of goodwill and cooperation. At this point, 
repairing the relationship is probably not something that can be done without the aid of 
a neutral, third-party facilitator. That individual should command a level of local respect 
and gravitas that will ensure he/she is trusted by both parties and that an atmosphere of 
trust and cooperation will be maintained. The third party could work with the Corps 
and the RAB in a focus group (or series of meetings) that would have the aim of putting 
animosity aside and developing a list of ideas for how the two groups can work together 
in the future for the benefit of the site. Improving this relationship may not be possible, 
but it is worth trying.  
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Based on the results of the interviews, it is clear that changes should be made to ensure 
that the meeting format is conducive to the mission of the RAB. Those changes could be 
agreed upon in advance by the focus group. Suggestions for productive changes (based 
on the results of the stakeholder interviews) are listed in Table 5-5. 

Feedback from the interviews indicates that some of the community RAB members seem 
to be open to a focus group or the format outlined in Table 5-5. However, these members 
need to be assured that the community RAB members have an equal say in whatever 
meeting rules are set. For instance, RAB members are concerned that any facilitator 
chosen by the Corps will “side” with the Corps. Any facilitator chosen for the project 
should be selected as a group effort, based on his/her experience and ability to relate to 
all of the groups involved. Such details could be worked out in the focus group 
environment. Milestones for assessing and improving (where needed) the workability of 
the meeting format could also be built into the process.  
 
Table 5-5. Suggestions for Improving the RAB Meeting Format 

Suggested 
Improvement 

Reason 

Rules of order 

Needed to ensure participation by all parties.  
Effective rules could be based on those used for other entities (e.g. school boards) or 
could be unique to the RAB. Options could include a panel format with representatives at 
a front table who ask questions after a presentation, followed by additional questions from 
the audience. Questions should have a time limit.  

Advance 
agenda 

Needed to ensure parties with an interest in certain topics have an opportunity to attend.  
Post the agenda on the Web site at least one week in advance and have a list of topics to 
be covered included in any advertisement. The agenda could be e-mailed to individuals 
who indicated a preference for that type of communication. 

Facilitator Needed to ensure rules and agenda are followed.  
Should be a neutral, third-party facilitator who is respected and has personal authority. 
This approach is opposed by some RAB members, but it was brought up frequently in the 
community interviews and should be investigated. It is very common for RAB groups to 
have facilitators. Costs for a facilitator are allowable RAB expenses. 

Advertisement Needed to ensure meetings are well-attended and to raise overall awareness.  
Meetings should be advertised at least one week in advance. This could include a display 
ad in the newspaper, an announcement on the local public access cable television 
station, and an announcement in the site newsletter and/or a post card. 

2-hour 
meeting 
maximum 

Needed to ensure meetings are productive and well-attended.  
Meetings should not run longer than two hours. Having an agenda, a facilitator, and rules 
of order will enable this time limit to be met. 

Increased 
meeting 
frequency 

Needed to limit meeting length and provide more opportunities for people to attend.  
Meetings should be held at least quarterly. If meetings are productive and cooperative, 
both sides should be amendable to this frequency. If special topics come up that need to 
be addressed, an additional meeting could be held to address that topic. 
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Appendix A: Interview Handout for January 
2009 Public Availability Meeting  

 



 

We’d Like to Hear from You! 
In February 2009, contractors for the Conflict Resolution and Public Participation 

Center of Excellence of the Institute for Water Resources will be interviewing residents 
in the area of the Nebraska Ordnance Plant Superfund Site to identify local issues and 
concerns regarding that site. This information will be used to help the U.S. Army Corps 

of Engineers to better understand the local community and to identify and address 
potential conflicts to the benefit of all parties. 

To obtain the most comprehensive understanding of local concerns, we’d like to 
interview as many people as possible. In early February, we will be sending a letter to 
local residents explaining the process and asking for their participation. However, we 

don’t want to miss anyone.    

If you are interested in being interviewed (or know someone we should contact)    
please contact Karen Ekstrom of CDM* by phone (406-441-1407) or                        

email (ekstromkl@cdm.com). 

Thank you for your assistance!!!  

About the interviews.... 

We understand the many demands for your time, and we have structured the 
interviews to be as convenient and efficient as possible: 

• Most will be done over the telephone. However, if you would prefer a face-to-face interview, 
please let us know, and we will do our best to accommodate you. 

• Interviews will be done at a pre-arranged time that works for you, and each interview should 
take no more than 30 minutes to complete.  

• We will ask everyone a short list of prepared questions, and there will be free time to discuss 
any other subjects you may wish to bring up. 

Interviews will also be private. A summary of the results of the interviews as a whole will be 
part of the public record. However, specific comments will NOT be linked to individuals and the 
names of individuals interviewed will NOT be made public. 

Conflict Resolution & Conflict Resolution & 
Public Participation Public Participation 
Center of ExpertiseCenter of Expertise  

 
 

U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers 

www.iwr.usace.army.mil/cpc 

This work is being conducted at the request of the Kansas City District Corps of Engineers by: 

Our mission is to help the Corps anticipate, prevent, 
and manage water conflicts, ensuring that the 
interests of the public are addressed in Corps 
decisions. We achieve this mission by developing and 
expanding the application of collaborative tools to 
improve water resources decision making. 

*CDM (out of their Montana office) is IWR’s independent engineering contractor for these activities. 
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