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Extended Abstract 
 
This paper summarizes the results of an evaluation of the Burnt Mill Creek 
Outreach and Demonstration Project that took place in Wilmington, NC.  The 
goal of the Burnt Mill Creek (BMC) Outreach and Demonstration Project was to 
increase awareness about watershed issues and motivate residents and 
businesses in selected areas of the watershed to adopt responsible watershed 
practices on individual properties.  In order to achieve this goal, the three-year 
project used a proximity-based approach to environmental education and 
outreach.  A proximity-based approach involves an intensive outreach and 
education effort focused on a specific target audience located in close proximity 
to a stormwater demonstration site containing best management practices 
(BMPs) representing behaviors desired by watershed residents.   
 
The theory underlying the proximity-based approach is that targeting public 
outreach and education on residents located in close proximity to stormwater 
improvement projects will not only improve the efficacy of the education effort 
but will increase the motivation to install BMPs designed to address NPS 
pollution.  Accordingly, if the BMC Outreach and Demonstration Project were 
effective, the target audience should have a higher level of awareness of 
watershed and NPS pollution issues, a higher rate of BMP adoption by property 
owners, and a higher level of message retention from outreach and mass media 
campaigns than nonresidents.   
 
This paper reports the results of an evaluation that examined the effectiveness of 
the proximity-based approach employed by the BMC Outreach and 
Demonstration Project.  The evaluation used a standard quasi-experimental 
research design–a pretest-posttest non-equivalent control group design.  The 
pretest surveyed a random sample of residents located in single- and multi-
family residences in both the target area and the surrounding BMC watershed.  
A random sample of residents in the City of Wilmington was also surveyed.  
The post-test involved randomly sampling the same five groups of residents and 
administering the same set of survey questions.  The BMC watershed and City 
samples served as comparison groups.  If the BMC Outreach and Demonstration 
Project were effective, changes should generally be observed between the 
pretest and post-test samples for the target area but not for the comparison 
samples.   
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Project impacts were measured by comparing responses to a series of survey 
questions that served as indicators of awareness about NPS pollution, attitudes 
about the quality of local waterways, changes in behavior concerning structural 
and nonstructural BMPs, and the effectiveness of the outreach efforts employed 
by the project.  A Pearson Chi-Square statistic was computed for each indicator.  
This statistic takes into account the variation in sampling error and the different 
sample sizes in the two survey periods.  A probability level of p < .05 was used 
to determine whether the results indicated a statistically significant change in the 
hypothesized direction.   
 
The results of the evaluation were generally disappointing.  On the positive side, 
the BMC Outreach and Demonstration Project appears to have been successful 
in delivering messages to single-family homeowners in the target area.  There 
were statistically significant changes in the percentages of people who reported 
receiving direct mail as well as those who reported reading brochures, fact 
sheets, and newsletters.  The absence of any corresponding change in the multi-
family sample is most likely explained by the transitory nature of this population 
and the difficulty in obtaining an accurate list of phone numbers for sampling 
purposes.  Evidence of the success of the mass media component is less clear as 
there were no statistically significant changes.   
 
While the BMC Outreach and Demonstration Project appears to have been 
effective in delivering messages by direct mail using such techniques as 
brochures, fact sheets, and newsletters, it was less effective in changing 
watershed awareness, attitudes about local water-quality problems, and 
behaviors concerning BMP adoption.  There were no statistically significant 
changes in knowledge about the value of the structural BMPs.  There were 
positive changes in two indicators of knowledge about water quality; however, 
similar changes in the comparison samples suggest that some other educational 
mechanism might be the cause.   
 
The BMC Outreach and Demonstration Project also had little impact on 
changing attitudes about the water quality in the Cape Fear River, Greenfield 
Lake, BMC, or the Intracoastal Waterway.  This was made more disappointing 
by the fact that there were statistically significant changes in attitudes about 
Greenfield Lake in the three comparison samples and changes in attitudes about 
the health of BMC in the single- and multi-family samples of watershed 
residents.   
 
There was also a lack of evidence of behavioral change when it came to BMP 
adoption.  No statistically significant changes in the adoption of structural BMPs 
were observed.  A few positive changes in behavior of single- and multi-family 
residents in the target area were observed for nonstructural BMPs.  These 
include a positive change in the disposal of grass clippings.  There were also 
small percentage changes in those reporting “bad” behaviors such as dumping 
used motor oil, paint, or garbage into storm drains.  Unfortunately, since almost 
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no one reported engaging in the behavior during the pretest, there was little 
substantive change in behavior.  What changed was a positive shift in those who 
reported that they would never engage in the behavior without being prompted 
by the surveyor.  This suggests that educational messages reached their target 
even if there was little undesirable behavior to change.  However, these positive 
results were tempered by the fact that positive changes were also observed for 
many of the same indicators in the three comparison samples.  Moreover, the 
samples for the single-family residents in the BMC watershed and the City 
experienced changes in more indicators than did the target area.  These findings 
raise serious questions about whether the changes in behavior observed in the 
target area samples can be fully attributed to the BMC Outreach and 
Demonstration Project.   
 
Based on these results, we were left to conclude that the proximity-based 
approach as employed by the BMC Outreach and Demonstration Project was not 
an effective strategy for changing watershed awareness, attitudes about local 
water-quality problems, and behaviors concerning the adoption.  The paper 
concludes by discussing some of the broader public policy implications 
associated with the findings and identifying areas where future research is 
warranted.   
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