By Jen Sharp, jensharp.com

– email sent to KRWA

Being a part instead of apart
… effective communication
solutions based in cyberspace …
What would you say about a business
whose operations affect every family in
their area and grosses over $100,000
annually but who does NOT have a phone
number listed? Or, how about $500,000
in revenues and still has no phone listing?

A

s incredulous as it sounds, KRWA receives inquiries
routinely from people from across the state, hunting
down contact information for their water system.
Many systems do not even have a listing in their local
phone book! The KRWA Web site features a Directory of
City/RWD Contacts available with a search for any Web
surfer as a public service. Yet there is more that each
system could do with minimal effort that would yield
prodigious results.
It’s about communication. Lack of it creates an
unnecessary division. But being apart from the flow of
information is easily fixed: in this age of information, there
are many pipelines in electronic form that a system can
easily take to not only make vital contact information
procurable, but also keep customers up to date with
newsworthy tidbits that help with public relations.
Especially for small systems without a physical office,
setting up ways for e-communication has a lasting benefit.
The following are some popular, easy ways to keep your
customers abreast of essential facts and pertinent news.
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RSS feeds
If your city or RWD has a Web site, you should have an
RSS feed. Creating feeds allows you to give your users a
“nudge” and impetus for them to visit your site even without
sending them an email or having them remember to type in
your URL. (See KRWA’s Lifeline article in March 2009:
Feed your ‘Need To Read’ – an explanation of RSS.) Client
side readers are everywhere, even built into some email
clients and “my” homepages, such as BlogExpress,
GoogleReader, Mozilla Thunderbird, Bloglines, and
iGoogle and MyYahoo homepages.
If you are a do it yourself-er, there are many software and
subscription-based solutions to generate RSS feeds. Or, you
may set your content management system to automatically
offer RSS, or have your Web site designer set up feeds on
your popular pages.

Email newsletters, Ezines
According to a May 2009 report by technology market
research firm The Radicati Group, there are an estimated 1.4
billion email users in 2009, expected to increase to 1.9
billion by 2013. Data from the Pew Internet and American
Life Project from April 2009 suggests that 57% of Internet
users check email online as part of a typical day, excluding
those not using Web-based email clients. Email is a staple
communication for many people, regardless of what other
Internet activity they peruse.
Coupling new technology with a familiar standby can be
powerful: mix email with the traditional newsletter or

Email lists, list servs

magazine and you have a force to be reckoned with. Email
marketing can be a tricky proposition, as ISPs come down
hard on spammers. Since most cities and RWDs would be
collecting emails only from actual users who specifically
opt in, you can think of this as less marketing and more
building a relationship. However, for more information type
“email marketing services” into your favorite
search engine.
You will see a spectrum of involvement that
you can chose with e-newsletters or e-zines. If
you like to be hands on, you can purchase your
own software and maintain your lists,
subscriptions, and content. If you want a bit
more help, you can subscribe to a self or full
serve Web-based solution that allows you to
dictate what tasks you want to manage.
Any way you choose to deploy a newsletter,
you can benefit from learning about your
readers. Many services and software solutions
track results so you can tailor information to
their needs and habits.
Another time-saving, yet attention grabbing
advantage, can be less words: The content for
your e-newsletters can and be should be less
than a printed newsletter. If you have a great
amount of information to present, consider
using a hyperlink to your Web site for more
than just a summary. Newsletters offer a great
tool for education. Be the expert your
constituents want you to be, yet be concise.

While one-way e-newsletters are versatile and
effective, real communication is a two-way street.
Getting appropriate feedback from your customers is
worth pursuing, and an email list is an ideal place to
start.
The inexpensive way to set up an email list is just
to use the resources you already have. Most email
clients like Thunderbird and Outlook support
organizing your contacts into groups. If you have
email forwarding services with your Web site, you
can add the advantage of creating one email address
that anyone on the list can also send to so that it
reaches everyone. If you do not have a Web site or
email forwarding services with your hosting, you can
use Google groups or Yahoo groups. While these are
free services, they can have reliability problems, such
as unauthorized users spamming the list, ISPs
blacklisting your email address, or even blocking
delivery if users do not have an email account with
them. Short of other solutions you must pay for, it
can be an inexpensive, easy to use alternative.
A highly configurable email list option is a list
serv, which is a dedicated server set up to handle one
way or two way lists with the ability to archive
emails on the Web so that users can view past topics. The
only software anyone can purchase that facilitates a list serv
is L-Soft. If you have a dedicated server, administrator
abilities, and a need for multiple lists, this option is ideal.
But for others who need more help with the technical side
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and don’t want to pay as much, there are several
companies who can set up and host a list serv for you.
The most well known example is Usenet, one of the
oldest applications of the Internet. Twelve years
older than the World Wide Web, this newsgroup
service was created in 1979 by college students who
wanted to communicate between campuses. There
are many companies offering subscription based
services using Usenet.

Discussion forums
Closely related to Web-archived list servs are
discussion forums. The difference is, discussion
forums are not populated by emails; a user has to
log into a site and make a post. Any Webmaster
and most non-technical computer users who are
comfortable with some basic administrative
functions can set up a discussion forum on a
Web site.
The four most popular “out of the box”
discussion forum software packages are phpBB,
simple machines forum, vBulletin, Invision.
■ phpBB is the most widely used free Open
Source forum package in use to date. This
powerful, configurable, feature-rich tool has a
user-friendly interface, straight forward
installation & admin side, backed with excellent
documentation and help.

■ Simple Machines Forum (SMF) is also free
forum software supported by a large online group
of developers and users who share help and ideas
for great support. The user interface is easy, plus
you can control the look & feel easily.

Social Networking Sites

Started as a side project in March of 2006, Twitter is a
very simple status updater which simply asks, “What are
you doing?” Your followers can see what you are up to via
the Web or mobile device. Short status updates provide a
constant reminder to users that you are around, yet
notifications are customizable to allow for as much
involvement as desired. Not only do friends keep in touch
with Twitter, but famous people and national news
organizations send out these short real time messages to
keep the stream of data constantly flowing. Since messages
are very short, Twitter’s can be best used in conjunction
with Facebook . . .

While new on the scene, Social Networking Sites have
exploded in popularity on the Web as a rich source of
communication and networking. Their prominence can be
attributed to their features and function: they have the
graphic interface to satisfy new or uncertain computer users;
they have the versatility to satisfy those wanting
customization; they have the networking & search ability to
satisfy users wanting to make connections easily; they have
the built-in communication features to satisfy those wanting
chat, email, or status updates.

Founded in February 2004, Facebook now
has over 250 million active users, active
defined as those who have returned to the
site within 30 days.
Instead of having a regular Facebook
account, many businesses or public figures opt for a
Facebook Page instead. This allows the user to share
information, interact with other users (or “fans”) and create

■ vBulletin is a feature-rich, scalable and easily
modifiable discussion forum package suitable for
medium and large communities. Although you have to
purchase this software, security is better than free
versions, and support is good if you need help.
■ Invision you also have to purchase, but the money is
worth the ease of use and ability to customize. This
powerful, scaleable software is easily installed and has
intuitive admin section with plenty of features.
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subdirectories of information such as a photo gallery or
more, as many customizable applications can be added at
will. One time saving application is Twitter updates: it takes
your Tweets (Twitter updates) and automatically feeds them
into your Facebook Status.

A new networking site that shows great promise is Ning.
Its versatility to allow the user to define applications and
layout and create their own community gives users even
more control over their social network. While Ning does not
have the following that Facebook or LinkedIn have, perhaps

time will tell if function
and features can bring it up
in the ranks.

The mostly widely used Social Network Site used
exclusively as a business tool is LinkedIn. Originating in
May 2003, this business-social network now has more than
47 million members in 200-plus countries, and executives
from all Fortune 500 companies are LinkedIn members.
This site focuses on bringing employers and employees
together, as more of a referral professional network.
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What now?

and high visibility; most people
check their email even if they forget
Discussion forums
Now that you have an arsenal of
to check a Web site. Discussion
communication tools to choose
are
a
great
addition
forums are a great addition to a Web
from, two things are left on your to
site setting, and set up endless
do list:
to a Web site setting ...
possibilities for offshoot
1. keep it fresh
communication; when used in
...when
used
in
Currency is key. Plan a time to
conjunction with other forms to
update and set a reminder for
conjunction with other
remind users of your discussion, a
it. If it’s a forum, keep a topic
forms to remind users of forum can be a living and historical
going, post a faq’s or list out
resource. Leading the pack in
calls you have had that could
your
discussion,
a
forum
contemporary popularity are social
serve as a technical support.
networking sites, giving users the
can be a living and
Make it a resource people will
ability to form an image and
want to frequent.
regularly small tidbits to continually
historical resource.
2. publicize it
capture the attention of subscribers.
Use conventional publicity to
Implementing a few or all of these
get your word out: business
ideas for computerized
cards, press releases, hard copy newsletter, emails, a
correspondence will pay back in volumes. With a little
poster in your office, word of mouth, etc.
creativity, your system could come up with even more ways
to facilitate a two-way channel of communication, to keep
Looking at what assets each of these modes of
you a part of the solution instead of apart.
communication can offer your system helps you decide
which ones to spend your time establishing. An RSS feed
requires some technical setup on your Web site, yet offers
Since 1997, Jen Sharp (JenSharp.com) has served
timely information at high convenience, low maintenance,
business and government across Kansas and the
US and even internationally, specializing in web
succinct information and great visibility for your
development, design & programming including
subscribers. Email newsletter and E-zines are a coste-Learning, ecommerce, content management
effective, time-saving way to reach your customers using a
systems, and other small business solutions. Her
format everyone is familiar and comfortable with: a
work has earned National and International
newsletter or magazine and an email address. Email lists
awards: krwa.net won Best Website in 2002 from
and list servs have the advantage of high feedback potential
the National Rural Water Association.
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Specialized
General Contractor
• Glass-Fused-to-Steel Tanks
– Never Needs Painting
– Lowest Maintenance (Life
Cycle Cost Analysis)
– Long-term Performance
• Epoxy Coated Tanks
– Economical (First outof-pocket expense)
• Concrete Tanks
– Poured-In-Place
– Wire/Strand-Wrapped
– Tendon Prestressed
Turnkey Installations (Single
Source of Responsibility)
• Tank Excavation
• Tank Foundation
• Tank Supply/Installation
• Tank Disinfection
Support and Service
(Before and AFTER
the Sale)

Call your
Engineering
America
Representative
for a FREE
consultation on
how we can help
your system save
money on its water
storage needs!

Ph: 913-782-7774 • www.eai-central.com • 18900 W. 158th Street, Suite E • Olathe, KS 66062
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