
Water, Climate, and Equity: 
Collaborations for Environmental 
Justice
Thurs. July 8, 11-12:30 p.m.
Organized by the Northern California Network for Community-Academic Partnerships in 
Environmental Justice

This virtual workshop will share experiences and best practices from organizations working 
through meaningful collaborations to document and reduce inequities  in water access and 
affordability, flood risk, and uneven exposures to water pollution on the local to regional scale.



Land Acknowledgement

We would like to recognize the Indigenous peoples and lands in the places 
where each of you are joining from.

As the event co-organizers, we  acknowledge that Stanford University, Santa Clara University, 
San Jose State University and UC Berkeley  sit on the ancestral and unceded lands of the 
Muwekma Ohlone peoples. Our universities have played distinct roles in displacing and 
exploiting Indigenous peoples. At the same time we recognize the continuing presence and 
leadership of the Muwekma Ohlone, and the opportunity to work in solidarity towards 
reparations and a more just future — in part through our gathering today.



Icebreaker Polls

Who are you representing today?

How many Californians are exposed to unsafe 
water in their homes, schools, churches and 
parks every year?



Agenda

11 - 11:15am: Welcome and icebreakers

11:15 - 12:15am: Panel presentations

12:15 - 12:25pm: Q&A and Discussion

12:30: Closing

12:30 - 1pm: Optional coffee chat



Today’s Speakers

Heather Lukacs
Community Water Center

Darcy Bostic
Pacific Institute 

Costanza Rampini
San Jose State University

Tiffany Wise-West
City of Santa Cruz 

Marisol Aguilar
CA Rural Legal Assistance

Iris Stewart-Frey
Santa Clara University

Kathryn Robinson
CA Rural Legal Assistance 



Drinking water well vulnerability under 
groundwater sustainability planning
Darcy Bostic, Pacific Institute



















Climate Change and 
Coastal Risks in 

Santa Cruz, California
Dr. Tiffany Wise-West, Sustainability and Climate Action Manager, 

City of Santa Cruz
Dr. Costanza Rampini, Environmental Studies Dept., San José 

State University



City’s work on natural + climate hazards



● Addressed:

•  COASTAL ACCESS 

• TOURISM + RECREATION

•  TRANSPORTATION

• ECOSYSTEMS

• COASTAL INFRASTRUCTURE + POLICY

• SENSE OF PLACE + CULTURAL IDENTITY

• EQUITY

 …and created…

• AN INCLUSIVE CONVERSATION

• A COMMUNITY VISION

• A LONG TERM SOLUTION

And hopefully…A RESILIENT + EQUITABLE 
FUTURE COASTLINE
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• )

BEACH FLATS COMMUNITY







Centering Equity

•Spending time building trust with frontline community 
leaders

•Leveraging academic partnerships
•1-on-1 meetings with historically underrepresented 

communities & follow ups
•Exploring how we can let underrepresented communities 

lead



BUILDING TRUST THROUGH EXTENSIVE OUTREACH

Open 
Streets

8 Focus 
Groups

950 West Cliff 
Drive Surveys

126 Interviews in Beach 
Flats/Lower Ocean Frontline 

Neighborhoods

One-on-one meetings 
with Under represented 

groups

Virtual Reality App Phase 1 @ 
Library+ (>350 people)

TAC & DH Workshops

Check backs with Under 
represented Groups

Open House 

1 & 2
(including Beach Flats)

VR Phase 2: 
Mobile Phone 

App

50+ talks w/ 
community groups 

and students
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• Technical Advisory Committee 
participation

• 6 1-on-1 meetings with community 
leaders

• 2 community meetings in garden – 
distributed reverse 911 text sign ups

• Presence at other cultural & community 
events
• Guelagetza Festival
• La Posadas
• Community clean up days

BUILDING TRUST THROUGH EXTENSIVE OUTREACH
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WHAT WE ARE HEARING FROM 
BEACH FLATS COMMUNITY

• Residents are largely unprepared for flooding events

• Short term, people want storm drain maintenance and mold removal

• Medium to long term, people want structural solutions (seawalls, elevated 
buildings) and to ensure equitable relocation/retreat if or when necessary

• Strong interest in green/natural infrastructure for coastal adaptation

• Other issues – housing insecurity, lack of access to green and open space, 
homelessness, litter, crime – should be considered alongside coastal 
adaptation 

• Community is divided based on home country affiliation/cultural differences



Challenges

●Compensating community partners

○During outreach effort

○Through results of collaboration

●Building trust takes time, ongoing 
exercise

●Relating our work to other issues 
folks care about

●Covid and capacity



Funding Opportunities
● California Ocean Protection Council, Proposition 68 Coastal Resilience Grant Program. In 

partnership with the Middlebury Institute of International Studies and Point Blue Conservation 
Science. 

● National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Climate Program Office, Climate and Societal 
Interactions Division, Adaptation Sciences (AdSci) Program, Advancing Climate Adaptation and 
Coastal Community Resilience. In partnership with the Middlebury Institute of International 
Studies and Point Blue Conservation Science. 

● National Science Foundation, Civic Innovation Challenge Track B.  In partnership with UC Santa 
Cruz and 10 other academic and non-academic partners.

● California Strategic Growth Council, Governor’s Office of Planning and Research. In partnership 
with the Middlebury Institute of International Studies and Point Blue Conservation Science. 



Community-based research partnerships in 
environmental justice communities in the Central 
Coast and San Joaquin Valley
Heather Lukacs, Community Water Center



Advancing community-driven 
water solutions through 

organizing, education, and 
advocacy



Over 1M people in CA
are impacted by 
unsafe drinking water 
each year

Public water systems out of compliance with 
drinking water standards (as of Feb 2019) are 
denoted by a star.

Source: Human Right to Water Portal, CA State 
Water Resources Control Board 29



Many residents spend up to 
10%  of their household 

income on drinking water.
Pacific Institute 2011

Arsenic and nitrate drinking water 
contamination disproportionately 
impacts low-income and Latino 

communitiesBalazs et al. 2011

Arsenic and nitrate drinking 
water contamination 

disproportionately impacts 
low-income and Latino 

communities

Many residents 
spend up to 10%  of 

their household 
income on drinking 

water.

Balazs et al. 2011

Pacific Institute 2011
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Resilient 
Drinking 
Water 

Institutions 

Funding 
Access

Community 
Power and 
Engaged 

Leadership
Source Water 
Protection & 
Management

Reliable Access to Safe, 
Clean & Affordable 

Drinking Water

Securing the Human Right to Water

 



What Are We Looking For In a Partnership?
• Is this a partnership of equals?

• What is driving the research question?

• Were community groups involved in proposal development?

• How will community feedback be incorporated? 

• How will data or products be shared?

• Is there sufficient funding to cover community group staff time?

• Does the potential impact of the research project align with our 
existing work and justify the commitment of resources?



Examples of Research and Other Partnerships



Current and Future (Research) Projects
• Updates to the Drinking Water Tool

– Primarily incorporating data being developed by the state
• System Area Boundary Layer Tool 
• GAMA Aquifer Risk Mapping

• New Research Project Development
– Looking for PFAS & other non-regulated contaminants – 

targeted and non-targeted sampling
• Community Solutions Pilot Projects

– 123-TCP Point-of-Entry Treatment Pilot Project 
– Alternatives Analysis of Long-Term Drinking Water 

Solutions



Community 
Water 
Center: 
Because clean 
water is a right, 
not a privilege.

Join the movement and 
find out more online!

Heather.Lukacs@
CommunityWaterCenter.org



Driving policy changes in addressing nitrate 
pollution in Central Valley domestic wells 
through the CV-SALTS program

Marisol Aguilar
CRLA, Legal Director

Iris Stewart-Frey
SCU, Associate Professor 



California Rural Legal Assistance’s 
Water Work

Community Equity Initiative
- Built Environment
- Planning
- Public Participation
- Water Insecurity 

- Quantity
- Quality
- Cost



Issues facing low-income and 
unincorporated SJV

- Lax regulation of agriculture 
- Lack of data transparency
- Low-income minorities disproportionately affected
- Power imbalance



CV-SALTS (Central Valley Salinity 
Alternatives for Long Term Sustainability)

● Dischargers in management zones to develop short and 
long term solutions to nitrate and salt pollution

● Managed by Central Valley water board
● Start in 2020, 35 year horizon

Compliance Path
Dischargers 
collaboratively work 
together to ensure 
clean water. 

Early Action Plan
Develop short-term, 
immediate solutions.

- Well testing
- Bottled water
- Point-of-use

Management Zone 
Implementation Plan 
control nitrates by

- best treatment
- achieve balance
- restore 

groundwater.



CV-SALTS program as opportunity 
for advocacy and partnership

1. Ensure the program will work for those 
affected
a. Legally compliant
b. Language access
c. Robust public outreach
d. Eliminate barriers

2. Ensure the program is as protective as possible
a. Data analysis
b. Well testing best practices
c. Understanding nitrate contamination
d. Data needed to monitor progress
e. Explain the need for data transparency

Early Action Plan
Develop short-term, 
immediate solutions.

- Well testing
- Bottled water
- Point-of-use



Connecting with an academic partner
Findings from well-data analysis 

● Prior work in Modesto region on 
(much with TRT) 
○ mapping pollution sources
○ access to green spaces/ EJ 

principles into the general 
plan

○ Pesticide Application
○ Groundwater contamination

● EAPs based on ‘available data’
● Data and parameters determine 

areas of high risk

Map: Lilah Foster, undergraduate student researcher



Highest nitrate 
concentrations are in shallow 
wells

Graphs: Lilah Foster, undergraduate student researcher



Science: Nitrate concentration in shallow wells 
have a seasonal signature
Policy Implication: Yearly testing insufficient

Graphs: Lilah Foster, undergraduate student researcher



CRLA & SCU PUBLIC COMMENTS 
IDENTIFIED ISSUES

1.    Data Transparency: full transparency of data sources used and analysis from 
MZs

2.     Frequent Well Testing: more frequent and robust well testing should be made 
available

3.     Nitrate Loading: nitrate loading information should be provided

4.    Owner Consent: current EAP/PMZP provisions prevent tenants from 
receiving the benefits of sampling and water filtration programs

5.      Water-Fill Stations: should be provided throughout rural areas within the first 
60 days of EAP implementation

6.       Community Engagement: MZs should be required to meaningfully consult 
with the community during EAP implementation.

7.       Compliance and Enforcement: additional compliance and enforcement 
mechanisms are needed to ensure management zone accountability



Results from joint advocacy 

- Data Transparency: all data involved will be publicly available, 
description of procedures, full data sets

- Well Testing: retest wells at 7.5 mg/L, developing plan for 
co-contaminants testing, seasonal fluctuations will be considered 
along with other trends

- Owner Consent: commitment to use enforcement power, continued 
dialogue to evaluate options

- Public Participation: Amplified voices, more robust and mandatory 
public participation 

- Accountability: more frequent and more comprehensive reporting, 
real-time tracking



Continued opportunities
● Follow-up advocacy on CV-SALTS

○ Implementation of CV Salts Program over 35 
years

○ Preliminary Management Zone Plans for 
long-term solutions

● Advocacy on related issues:
○ Currently: State Water Resources Control 

Board Board Racial Equity Resolution
● Potential of joint projects and fundraising
● Networking with other community organizations, 

communities, academics



CONTACT
Marisol F. Aguilar
Legal Director, Community Equity 
Initiative
CRLA, Inc.
maguilar@crla.org
(209) 577-3811 

● 
Iris T. Stewart-Frey 
Associate Professor
Santa Clara University

Department of Environmental 
Studies and Sciences 
Environmental Justice and 
the Common Good Initiative 

istewartfrey@scu.edu
(408) 551-7186



Discussion

Please unmute yourself or put your questions in the chat



Closing

Thank you!

● We will be sharing participant contact information of those that agreed
● To join the Northern California Environmental Justice Networking google group 

email istewartfrey@scu.edu
● Email the organizers with ideas for future presentations, or if you are interested in 

presenting your work
● Upcoming events (next workshop at Stanford on Sept 15th) Join the google group 

to receive updates
● Informal networking session after a 5 minute break



5 minute break 
followed by a 
virtual coffee
Get your drink of choice and join us 
for some informal conversation on 
networking around water, climate, 
and equity


