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Clean Water Healthy Families commissioned this statewide Maryland poll to understand voter 
attitudes about the stormwater remediation fee. 
 
This telephone poll of 594 randomly-selected Maryland registered voters was conducted February 26-
March 8, 2015, using trained and supervised live interviewers.  The poll is balanced to reflect the 
geographic, political, and demographic makeup of the statewide electorate.  The findings have a 
potential sampling error of no more than ±4.0 percent at the 95% confidence level.  
 
This statewide poll identifies an overwhelming lack of public understanding of the stormwater 
remediation fee, which some have called the “rain tax.”  The poll finds that inaccurate 
understandings of the fee have greatly elevated opposition.  But when facts are presented, a 
plurality of 46% support the fee, and opposition drops to only about one-third (35%) of voters.   

These are the major poll findings: 

 An overwhelming majority of voters (84%) believe the problem of water pollution can be fixed, 
but only 39% believe their local jurisdiction has the resources it needs to tackle water 
pollution locally. 

 A 50% majority of voters would support a reasonable local fee dedicated to the problem of 
water pollution, including a number of people who think other local taxes are too high. 

 Three-quarters of voters (75%) could not even guess how much they expect their local 
stormwater fee or “rain tax” to be.  Of those who did offer a guess, most guessed too high. 

 Only 24% of voters think the term “rain tax” is the more accurate term for this fee. 

 Fifty percent of Maryland’s voters incorrectly think people will be taxed when it rains.  Many 
voters are not sure, leaving only 29% who know they will not be taxed when it rains. 

 Initially, just based on what they have read or heard, 40% said they oppose this tax, 23% said 
they support it, and 26% had no feelings either way.  The rest were unsure. 

 But those who believe “rain tax” is the more accurate term oppose it by 67% to 11%.  
Meanwhile, those who felt that “stormwater fee” was the more accurate name support it by 
40% to 21%. 

 The major finding of this poll is the impact of information:  With some facts, opposition to this 
fee fell to only one-third (35%) of voters, support doubled to 46%, and 11% said they had no 
feelings about it either way. 

 If voters believe this fee will be effective at reducing pollution, support rises even higher.   

Detailed findings follow.  
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Voters Know Local Governments Need More Resources to Address Water Pollution 

An overwhelming majority of voters (84%) believe that the problem of pollution in local waters can be 
fixed.  Despite that optimism, fewer than four voters in ten (39%) believe their own local government 
has enough money and resources to tackle water pollution. 

 

Addressing water pollution is an important priority for Maryland voters, and most are willing to pay 
for it.  A majority of voters (50%) would support “an annual fee that was reasonable” if leaders in their 
local jurisdiction said more money would be needed to solve the problem of water pollution.  Forty 
percent (40%) would oppose such a local fee.   

 

Voters distinguish between a water pollution fee and other taxes.  In fact, more than one-quarter 
(27%) of voters who think their other local taxes are “much too high” would support a reasonable local 
water pollution fee, as would 41% of voters who think local taxes are “a little too high.” 
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There is Overwhelming Uncertainty about and Misunderstanding of this Fee 

Only one-quarter of voters (24%) think it is more accurate to call the proposed fee a “rain tax.”  Almost 
twice as many (43%) think it is more accurate to call it a “stormwater fee.”  Five percent said both 
names are accurate, while the remainder said neither was accurate or they were not sure.   

 

Despite its lack of accuracy, the name “rain tax” persists in the media and in popular discussion.  Note 
that in the questions that followed, for the comfort of each respondent we used the term that they 
preferred to describe this fiscal mechanism, whether “stormwater fee” or “rain tax.” 

The name rain tax and the rhetoric that surrounds it seems to have had a negative and distorting effect 
on voters’ understanding of how they will pay, and how much they will pay. 

 While the fee has been structured as a fixed amount in every jurisdiction that has implemented 
it, voters are not so sure.  Fifty percent (50%) of voters believe inaccurately that this 
mechanism “will tax people for the rain that falls on their rooftops and driveways.”  Almost 
one-quarter (22%) are not sure if that is true, leaving only 29% of voters who know that they 
will not be taxed when it rains. 
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 This misunderstanding about the fee is profound.  When asked to describe why they opposed 
the stormwater fee or rain tax, voters offered comments such as these: 

“Man don't own the rain and God sends it when he wants to, and I don't think anyone should make money off 
of that.” 

“I don't think it is right that people should be taxed based on something that they cannot control like runoff 
from the rain.” 

“I feel that if you tax people when it rains, what about when it snows, when it is windy, or when there is a 
hurricane? Where do you draw the line? I don't think we should be taxed for acts of Nature. I think the rain 

tax is a form of punishing people for owning a property.” 

 When asked “how much will the average homeowner in your local county or city pay per year 
for the [stormwater fee/rain tax]?” a striking 75% of voters statewide said they were not sure 
how much the fee would be and could not even guess.  In the history of our polling, this is an 
unusual level of uncertainty in the public about a matter that has been much debated 
and discussed in the media for several years. 

 Of the voters who did guess at the amount, the average guess was $75, and four out of ten 
thought the fee would be over $100, which is much higher than the level enacted for 
homeowners in any of the 10 jurisdictions. 

 Furthermore, 84% of voters in the 14 counties that are not subject to the fee said they were not 
sure how much the fee would be in their county. Only 6% of voters in rural counties gave the 
correct answer of $0. 

 

With Information, Voters’ View of the Stormwater Fee Changes Dramatically 

Previous polls have documented the fact that voters do not like the idea of a “rain tax.”  That finding 
held up in our poll, as well.  We asked voters, “Just based on what you know or may have heard, do you 
support the {stormwater fee/rain tax}, oppose it, or have no feelings about it either way?” – using the 
term that they had said was more accurate.  Voters were offered a scale from strong support to strong 
opposition, with a neutral option. 

About one-quarter of voters (23%) said they support the fee outright, while 40% said they were 
opposed and 26% said they had no feelings either way.  An additional 11% were not sure. 
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But among those who think it is more accurate to call this mechanism a “rain tax,” 67% were opposed 
compared to 11% in support.  For those who felt that “stormwater fee” was the more accurate name, 
40% were in support and 21% opposed. 

This poll documents the fact that voters are extremely uninformed about this fee.  It also shows that 
only about one-third (36%) think the fee will be successful in reducing pollution, while 43% think it 
will not be effective and the rest are not sure.  One’s impression of the fee’s potential effectiveness is 
pivotal. 

 Among those who think the fee will reduce pollution, 50% support it and 14% oppose it. 

 Among those who think the fee will not reduce pollution, 8% support it and 71% oppose it. 
 
To introduce some information, voters were read the following paragraph about the fee, and then 
asked again about their level of support or opposition: 

“Let me read you a few facts about this tax, which is officially called the stormwater remediation 
fee.  All the money collected locally will stay in those local communities to pay for projects that will 
reduce toxins and contaminants in the water.  This will make it safer for kids and pets to swim, and 
make fish and crabs safer to eat.  Regulators will hold local jurisdictions accountable for spending 

the fee wisely, because they will be testing water quality to make sure progress is being made.” 

Voters were asked, “Having heard these facts, how strongly do you support or oppose the stormwater 
remediation fee?” 

As a result of hearing that information, support doubled to 46%.  Opposition fell to only one-
third (35%) of voters.  Strong support for the fee of 29% equaled strong opposition of 28%.  This 
picture differs greatly from the narrative of overwhelming opposition that has been created around 
the “rain tax.” 

 
 

In summary, this is an issue that – despite much debate – suffers from a lack of understanding by the 
public.  With some information, views on this issue shift dramatically, reflecting more accurately 
voters’ underlying priority to clean up and protect local waters. 
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How This Poll Was Conducted 

OpinionWorks interviewed 594 randomly-selected registered voters across Maryland by telephone  
February 26–March 8, 2015.  The interviews were conducted by trained and supervised live interviewers who 
are skilled in opinion research best practices. 
 
The poll has a potential sampling error of no more than ± 4.0% at a 95% confidence level, meaning that at least 
95% of the time the survey results would differ by no more than that margin if every registered voter in 
Maryland had been interviewed. 
 
Interviewees were drawn randomly from the database of registered voters, supplied by the State Board of 
Elections and matched with landline and cellular telephone numbers by a commercial vendor.  The sample was 
balanced geographically and by political party during interviewing, and respondents were screened to ensure 
that only registered voters were interviewed.  Weights were applied to bring the voter sample into compliance 
with the demographic breakdown of the registered voter population.  
 
Brief Background on OpinionWorks 

OpinionWorks conducts frequent opinion studies at the state and local level across the country.  We are the 
polling organization for The Baltimore Sun newspaper in Maryland, and have polled for numerous other media 
throughout the Mid-Atlantic region.  We have conducted statewide surveys for the court systems in Florida and 
Utah; for the health departments in West Virginia and the District of Columbia; for public universities in New 
York, Maryland, and Utah; and for conservation agencies and advocates in Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and 
Delaware.  In addition to these public surveys, we assess donor and customer relationships for a variety of non-
profit and for-profit entities nationally. 
 


