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AGRICULTURE VERSUS SALMON ON THE TRINITY RIVER
The U.S. Bureau of Reclamation diverts water from the Trinity to the Sacramento River
for Central Valley agriculture. This diversion has severely damaged the river life-cycle
and salmon runs on which the Hoopa and Yurok Tribes depend for income, food, and
spiritual practices. After years of legal battles, the Dept. of Interior’s mandated
restoration is stalled because of government failure to allocate funds. �

PACIFICORP DAMS DENY RIVER ACCESS TO KLAMATH TRIBES
For millennia, the Karuk, Yurok, Hoopa and Klamath Tribes relied on salmon runs
and river wildlife for economic stability, dietary needs, and cultural/spiritual prac-
tices. PacifiCorp’s dams along the upper Klamath River destroyed those vital salmon
runs. Tribes now suffer unemployment, poverty, and increasing rates of diabetes.
Studies show dam removal most cost-effective to restore the “impaired” river and
fish. It’s time multi-billionaire owner Warren Buffet negotiated a dam removal
agreement with the Tribes, fisherman and farmers and stopped delays over dam reli-
censing and costly mitigation. �

WATER PRIVATIZATION FAILS IN SANTA PAULA �
In 2003, City officials had serious problems with multinational OMI’s management of their wastewater system. They were trying to
overhaul the contract, but abruptly OMI pulled out leaving the city high and dry. City Manager Wally Bobkiewicz told the Santa
Paula Times: “OMI’s actions here should serve as a cautionary tale for other public agencies around the country working with OMI.”

WIYOT TRIBE WINS BACK SACRED SITE �
The Wiyot Tribe recently re-acquired the Indian Island in Humboldt Bay, an important sacred site for
the Tribe. The Island, home to an important burial mound and massacre site, was desecrated and
contaminated by grave diggers, a shipyard, and marshland restoration. Tribal grassroots fundraising
enabled the Tribe to buy part of the Island and, then, the city of Eureka repatriated 67 acres back
to the Tribe.

� PIT RIVER TRIBE TAKES ON CALPINE AT MEDICINE LAKE
Since time immemorial, the Pit River Tribe has prayed at their sacred Medicine Lake Highlands.
Calpine Energy Corporation's two proposed industrial geothermal power plants required
drilling down to 9,000 feet, threatening the Fall River Springs aquifer, the largest spring system
in California, with toxic hydrogen sulfide gas, arsenic and mercury contamination. The 9th
Circuit Court of Appeals ruled in 2006 against one development, finding the federal govern-
ment failed to consider whether the project was appropriate for the area and address their
Tribal trust responsibilities. The second, more damaging, project remains to be decided.
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� NATURE WINS OVER BUILDING INDUSTRY
Suburban sprawl has destroyed 90% of California’s seasonal “vernal pool” wetlands. In 2006, a Federal
District Court ruling resulted in 11 Central Valley Counties being able to protect 1.7 millions acres of crit-
ical habitat and native species, resting and feeding grounds for migratory fowl. Further, developers and
local governments are now required to consider the environment in future land-use decisions.

WATER FOR DEVELOPER PROFITS IN SONOMA COUNTY? �
The Eel River, diverted south to the Russian River in 1908 to produce power for
Ukiah, increased water available for decades of regional development. Now,
the Sonoma County Water Agency proposes to export treated wastewater
from Sonoma/Marin County cities to Napa Valley for agriculture/vineyard irri-
gation that these cities could use for landscaping, industrial and commercial
purposes. If Eel River water for domestic use is still needed, many fear urgent
restoration of the river and its fisheries will be jeopardized.

� MOUNT SHASTA IS STATE’S
WATER MINING CENTER (page 1)

COASTAL COMMUNITIES STOP BULK WATER-BAG SCHEME �
Ric Davidge, Alaska Water Export CEO, wanted to profit by pumping water from the Gualala and Albion Rivers into
giant “bladder” bags to tow and sell to “thirsty” San Diego. Mendocino coastal communities mobilized to protect their
rivers. The CA Coastal Commission voted “No” in Dec. 2003 and Davidge withdrew permit applications to the state.
Then, Davidge moved north to the Mad River, but the “Stop the Mad Water Grab” group blocked this scheme.

GOLD MINE’S TOXIC LEGACY LEAVES TRIBE STRUGGLING �
The Pomo Band of Indians fish in waters highly contaminated with mercury-laden mining waste. For years, Sulphur Bank Mercury Mine
dumped waste into Clear Lake and along its shore. The Tribe must choose between their health and their cultural practices which result in
exposure to the polluted water, fish, and wildlife. The U.S. EPA declared the area a Superfund site, yet millions of dollars spent for studies
only produced a barbed-wire fence and caution signs.

LUCERNE FIGHTS FOR COMMUNITY CONTROL OF WATER �
Two groups in unincorporated Lucerne are challenging California Water Service Company which owns the water util-
ity. Lucerne FLOW wants to form a District to buy and operate the water utility as a non-profit to “provide water serv-
ices in the public interest.” Meanwhile, the Lucerne Community Water Organization is fighting to get a 275% rate
increase reduced to 110%; an extra 10% surcharge for the new drinking water plant is under review.

LARKFIELD-WIKIUP FORMS
SERVICE DISTRICT (page 4) �

� DELTA DEVELOPER WINS WITH SETTLEMENT
River Islands developer proposed 11,000 homes on a Delta Island. In 2006, the Reclamation Board approved the project, including
125 homes on top of a new 300 ft-wide super-levee. In April 2008, conservation and fishing groups settled with Central Valley Flood
Protection/River Islands for the project without the super-levee. Taxpayers will continue to foot the bill to urbanize the sensitive
Delta environment.

� SACRAMENTO RATE HIKES FOR SUPERFUND SITE POLLUTION
From the 1950s–1970s, General Corporation/Aerojet, defense/military contractors, dumped highly toxic rocket fuel and metal-cleaning solvents from
rocket manufacturing into unlined open pits. Now a Superfund site, the wells of about 60,000 Rancho Cordova residents, near Sacramento, are
contaminated. The CPUC approved rate hikes for two private water companies to recover their costs of loss of wells and litigation. The public
gets hit again for cost of water treatment, alternative water supplies and infrastructure. Residents’ health costs from perchlorate/TCE contam-
inated drinking water have not been calculated!

RICHMOND COMMUNITIES CUT OFF FROM BAY SHORELINE �
Because of housing discrimination, African-American families coming to
Richmond for work were forced into substandard housing, close to, but cut off
from the beauty of the Bay shoreline. Residents continually fought off develop-
ment proposals to protect one of the few accessible marshes. Reclaiming their
right to open space, they are preserving an entire corridor of restored shoreline.

� STOCKTON RESIDENTS WIN LOCAL CONTROL (page 4)

BAY DELTA ASIAN COMMUNITIES STRUGGLE TO CONTINUE SUBSISTENCE FISHING �
Many Asian and Asian-American immigrants come from fishing cultures and fish in the Sacramento/Bay Delta daily for their food. Intensive
farming and years of pollution, such as mercury from gold-mining, have contaminated fish. Large Laotian, Cambodian, Hmong, as well as
Russian, Latino, and African-American communities face serious neurological and developmental disorders from the toxicity.

GOVERNMENT IGNORES DRINKING WATER CONTAMINATION �
The small community of San Jerardo received contaminated tap water for years because the private water company failed
to treat the water to eliminate fertilizer-related contaminants. Residents relied on insufficient bottled water deliveries for
five years while Monterey County and local agencies failed to act. Following community pressure, the County approved
funds for an emergency filtration plant and is working with the community to fund a permanent system.

SILICON VALLEY INDUSTRY CONTAMINATES GROUNDWATER �
Silicon Valley’s “high-tech” industry has a dark side: 80% of the area’s 29 Superfund sites come from the high-powered semi-conductor
industry. Millions of pounds of toxic chemicals are stored in leaky tanks or dumped, contaminating groundwater. Low-wage immigrant
workers experience direct exposure resulting in up to 40% higher rates of miscarriages and higher rates of cancer and strokes.

SAN FRANCISCO’S POLLUTED DUMPING GROUND �
Bay View Hunter’s Point residents live in a toxic environment. The community is San Francisco’s “backyard” for
unwanted land-use, including a Superfund site, factories, a shipyard and an antiquated waste-treatment plant pro-
cessing 80% of the city’s sewage. Residents are faced with chronic sewage overflows in their streets, flooding in the
local slough, and truckloads of sludge passing their homes. Despite their efforts, the city has been unresponsive!

� WHO PAYS FOR POLLUTION OF CENTRAL VALLEY GROUNDWATER?
Groundwater provides drinking water for 90% of Central Valley communities. High nitrate levels, from excessive use of agricultural fertilizers
and lax regulation of industrial dairies, contaminate groundwater throughout the Valley. Small rural communities, such as the 200 low-income
residents in Monterey Park Tract, suffer the most paying for expensive treatment to clean up corporate pollution and bearing the cost for pur-
chasing bottled water while they wait for safe tap water.

� AGRICULTURAL INDUSTRY CONTAMINATES GROUNDWATER
The Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board allows the agricultural industry to discharge irrigation water without cleaning it up.
Toxic wastewater laden with pesticides, heavy metals and fertilizers has contaminated virtually all waterways in the Central Valley. It seeps into
underground aquifers that are the source of drinking water for many rural communities in the Central Valley, while the Regional Board turns
a blind eye.

� RESIDENTS JOIN IN LOCAL WATER DECISIONS IN TULARE COUNTY
Cutler-Orosi is typical of Tulare County towns—small, rural, Latino and low-income with highly contam-
inated drinking water. 72% of the community speaks Spanish, but the Public Utility District refused to
conduct meetings or provide materials in Spanish. Residents forced the water board to provide transla-
tion and cancel an illegal water fee on houses with more than one family. Now, residents are able to
participate in local water governance.

� RESIDENTS WATCH CLEAN WATER FLOW BY
In Tulare County, Tooleville’s 250 farmworking residents can’t find safe water to drink because their
groundwater is highly contaminated. Within a mile, irrigation canals deliver clean water for agriculture,
and the neighboring town of Exeter supplies safe drinking water to its wealthier residents. Tooleville res-
idents joined together to form their own water district to secure funds to find a new drinking water
source.

� SALTON SEA RESTORATION FOR WHOM?
The Salton Sea is an important stopover for migrating birds and up until the mid-1960’s a thriving recreation center. Completely dependent on agricultural runoff
water, the Sea shrinks as Imperial Valley irrigators transfer water to the thirsty urban coast. As the shoreline recedes, lack of funds and leadership are leaving toxic
dust exposed to blow into local homes and throats. Local officials seem more concerned with creating a new desert oasis for developers.

� TRIBAL RIGHTS OR CORPORATE PROFITS IN RIVERSIDE COUNTY
The Bureau of Land Management administers the Tribal land of the Federally recognized
Quechan Indians. Canadian Glamis Gold’s massive open-pit cyanide heap-leach gold mine, near
Indian Pass, was blocked for years until approved by the Bush administration in 2001. After Gov.
Davis signed a bill in 2003 to protect both the Tribe’s sacred-cultural sites and the fragile desert
environment, Glamis Gold filed a complaint under the North American Free Trade Agreement
for $50 million claiming its “property” had been unfairly expropriated (case pending).

� WILL DROUGHT CLOSE A NESTLÉ BOTTLING PLANT IN RIVERSIDE COUNTY?
In 2003, the Morongo Band of Mission Indians entered in partnership with Nestlé Waters North America to build at Cabazon a huge water-bottling facility for
Arrowhead Mountain Springwater. In 2005, water levels of two nearby wells dropped 24 feet and180 wells in the area dropped 85-feet on average. Nestlé then
claimed that drought, not bottling water, was the cause. Will Nestlé now close this plant to protect drinking water supplies for the locals or deny any responsibility?

� CONSERVING PROFITS NOT WATER IN THE IMPERIAL VALLEY
For years, California has taken more than its legal share of Colorado River water. Under the guise of conservation, the Imperial Irrigation District
is lining the All American Canal with concrete and then selling the “saved” water for suburban development in Southern California. Across the
border, Mexican communities and farmers dependant on groundwater replenished by canal seepage face higher water costs and less income.

� RAW SEWAGE PLAGUES COMMUNITY
Calexico’s New River is actually a decades-old open sewer drain. Local residents continue to live with raw sewage in their back-
yards, and with noxious odors, flies, and disease. State and Federal officials have ignored their concerns, so residents are
organizing to force U.S., state and Mexican governments to find a solution.

� OWENS RIVER RESTORATION OR PHOTO OPPORTUNITY?
For decades, Los Angeles sucked water from the Owens Lake and River for its urban needs, leaving
behind a toxic dust bowl. Recent efforts to “restore” the area won’t benefit the Lake or the Lone
Pine Paiute Shoshone, who live next door. Tribal members will continue to suffer from asthma and
heart conditions exacerbated by the dust bowl and the river will receive a miniscule amount of water.

LOS ANGELES COUNTY: PRIVATE WATER COMPANIES IGNORE COMMUNITY NEEDS �
Maywood, only one square mile, has three private water companies and many polluting industries. Most residents are renters and
therefore not shareholders in the companies. Despite high levels of chemicals, disinfectants and heavy metals in the water, repeat-
ed complaints of poor drinking water quality have been ignored. Last year, community members took matters into their own hands
and elected three local residents to the City Council on “clean water “platforms. � TRIBES FIGHT SAN DIEGO COUNTY WASTE

In the rural north, Chokla Mountain is sacred to the Pala Tribe, but investors want
to build a landfill on its slopes. Trash from urban south San Diego County or any-
where in the State would be trucked there to further contaminate the San Luis Rey
River and aquifers used for drinking water. Agencies and project boosters are mov-
ing forward despite strong opposition.

WATER FOR DEVELOPMENT OR NONE AT ALL �
Since 1996, Newhall Land & Farming’s 12,000 acre “new city,” the largest residential-commercial project ever in LA County with 21,000 units for
70,000 people, has been at the center of debate and litigation. Can impacts on air, land and water really be “mitigated” over the next 15 years
of build out? With drought and long-term water shortages, will county and state officials permit this extensive, irresponsible sprawl to threat-
en the Santa Clara River and the existing water needs of this area?

LATINO COMMUNITIES RECLAIM OPEN SPACE AND RIVER ACCESS �
Most of San Gabriel Valley’s streams have been paved over. Predominantly Latino residents live in high-density housing, suffer many serious
health problems, and have no rivers for family and community recreation. A community group proposes to unify more than 1500 acres of
parks, open spaces, and habitat corridors along the Rio Hondo and San Gabriel Rivers providing open space and linking watersheds.

CORPORATE POLLUTERS PAY—IS IT ENOUGH? �
MTBE, a gasoline additive intended to reduce air pollution, leaked from underground gaso-
line storage tanks polluting drinking groundwater supplies. In May 2008, Chevron and other
big oil companies agreed to pay about $78 million to CA city governments, including
Riverside, and to private water companies for groundwater clean-up, plus 70% for future
costs. Will the public pay the difference? What about the costs to public health?

COMMUNITY FIGHTS FOR SAN DIEGO BAY CLEANUP �
Mercury and other toxics have accumulated in San Diego Bay sediments from years of industry, and com-
mercial and naval shipyard operations. The health of low-income, immigrant residents who fish from San
Diego piers to feed their families is particularly at risk. After a ten-year battle, local activists are working to
ensure that protective cleanup levels are set for toxic sediments and a precedent set for the State.

� MOJAVE DESERT AND AQUIFER AT RISK AGAIN
In 2002, the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California (MWD) voted down Cadiz’s bulk water/marketing plan to store WMD’s allocation of
Colorado River water under the Mojave then pipe it to WMD customers. Now, Cadiz is looking for new customers. To silence critics on harms to desert
ecology by pumps and pipeline, Cadiz has leased private land along the rail line, claiming it is already “disturbed” land. This ignores ecological harm
to the Mojave due to pumping “stored” water from the aquifer. Conservation could yield water for all, rather than corporate profits.

� SAN BERNARDINO FIGHTS CORPORATE WATER POLLUTION
While making rockets for the Dept. of Defense, Goodrich and Black and Decker dumped massive amounts of toxic perchlo-
rate that contaminated drinking water aquifers in Riverside. Perchlorate is devastating to the development of the fetus and
young child. It also interferes with normal metabolism and mental function in adults. Communities in this area have record-
ed years of developmental and hormonal problems, and now battle polluters to clean up their drinking water.

� HISTORIC ALLENSWORTH FIGHTS MEGA DAIRIES
Tulare County is the nation’s top milk producer, but the area’s more than 600,000 cows cause air pollution
and contaminate aquifers with their waste. Mega-dairies now threaten to contaminate Allensworth,
founded by a former slave as a haven for African-Americans in the Central Valley. Residents are fighting
a 9,000-head dairy one mile away from a State park memorializing founder Allen Allensworth.

WATER JUSTICE STRUGGLES ACROSS CALIFORNIA

� WESTLANDS POLLUTION DEVASTATES RURAL COMMUNITIES
The agribusinesses behind Westlands Water District control huge amounts of water imported from Northern California and own thousands of profitable acres of crop-
land. Their agricultural practices led to massive selenium contamination making it necessary to take thousands of acres out of production. Farmers were compensated
for lost profits, but local farmworkers lost their jobs. The Federal government may pay for cleanup, but many communities dependent on farming still have no jobs.

FELTON—VICTORY
AFTER SIX YEARS

(page 4) �

COASTAL COMMUNITIES FIGHT
PRIVATIZATION (page 4) �

HOW THE WATER MOVES AND HOW PEOPLE MOVE THE WATER

Dana Point

CHUALAR RESIDENTS PROTEST
RATE HIKES (page 4) �

These stories highlight how
native tribes, small communities,

Latino farm workers, rural and urban
residents, and disenfranchised groups have

fought back for water justice against failed pub-
lic policy, government neglect and inaction, and the

power of corporations seeking to reap greater profits.

These struggles show how people are coming together to
assert their basic human right to clean and sufficient water for

their communities and for nature by standing up to corporate
power and holding government decision-makers accountable.
This is water democracy in action.

We also include stories of places where people need to mobilize
to create water justice and democracy hoping they will be
inspired by the successes around them.

There are many more cases like these in California, across the
United States and worldwide.

In sharing our successes and on-going struggles,
we gain strength to stand united.

Environmental Justice Coalition for Water
Alliance for Democracy

P U B L I C W A T E R A N D S E W A G E S Y S T E M S • B O T T L E D W A T E R • B U L K W A T E R S A L E S • W A T E R P O L L U T I O N

Do you know where the water in your
drinking glass comes from? The water
that irrigates California’s agriculture? The
description below and map help answer
these questions and greater detail exists
on the websites cited.
California’s water supply system has been
cobbled together over 150 years, begin-
ning with European settlement that quick-
ly began to alter the ecosystem. In the
process, Native American tribal home-
lands and culture based on salmon were
disrupted for land, timber, and fisheries.
A great many indigenous people died and
tribes were decimated.
During the Gold Rush, miners diverted
stream and river water to wash gold from
crushed rock, leading to a 1920s legal sys-
tem still in place today. Those who first
used the water secured that “right” into the
future as long as the water was used con-
tinuously and for “beneficial use.”
Powerful interests and speculators, aided
by political allies, still continue to lock up

water rights and “move” water to agribusi-
ness and sprawling development based on
the “beneficial use” requirement.
But water was not always plentiful where
it was wanted and needed. Because about
75% of the water supply originates north
of Sacramento, a system has developed to
divert and move water from remote, wild
river headwaters to centers of high
demand. About 80% percent of the state’s
“developed” water is used by agriculture
and 20% by urban populations.
In the early 20th century, fast-growing
Los-Angeles and San Francisco built their
own aqueducts to import water from dis-
tant watersheds, Owens Valley and Hetch
Hetchy, respectively, while other urban
centers depended on local projects using
surface water and wells. Agriculture also
sought reliable irrigation water and, espe-
cially in the south, looked to the Colorado
River for relief. A prolonged drought from
1928-34 raised demand for a master plan
that lead to the Central Valley and State

Water projects for flood control, irrigation,
domestic and other uses.
Since then, the Federal Bureau of
Reclamation’s Central Valley Project and
later the voter approved State Water
Project together created vast diversion and
storage systems, forming a network of
dams, lake reservoirs, hydropower plants,
pumping stations, tunnels, aqueducts and
canals to move water across the state.
They have reconfigured watersheds and
river systems to impact local and regional
economies and native fish. With over
1400 dams on nearly every river, as much
as 90% of river habitat is now destroyed,
including critical wetlands that protect the
coast. The 444-mile California Aqueduct
of the State Water Project is the backbone
of both systems delivering water through
smaller aqueduct and canal systems to
irrigate Central Valley agriculture and
then to be pumped 1,926 feet up over the
Tehachapi Mountains to customers in the
south.

Each region is characterized by unique
water sources and water wheeling systems.
In the North Coast Region, we permitted
government, agricultural and private utili-
ty corporations to dam and divert 3 huge
wild rivers whose ecosystems and salmon
fisheries have now collapsed. The Eel
River headwaters were diverted into the
Russian River for Sonoma and Marin
counties, the Klamath was blocked by 6
dams for hydroelectric power and irriga-
tion, and the Trinity was diverted through
the Central Valley Project for Central and
San Joaquin Valley agriculture.
In Northern California, wild rivers that
once rushed down the Sierra Nevada into
the Sacramento River are now held
behind Shasta, Oroville and other dams
for flood control and some Sacramento
Valley irrigation, but most is “exported”
to irrigate Central Valley agribusiness.
The Bay Area gets 86% of its water from
distant watersheds. San Francisco, the

East Bay and peninsula cities get their
water from aqueducts and area reservoirs
ranging from Hetch Hetchy in Yosemite,
the Mokelumne River flowing down from
the Sierra, to the State Water Project.
The Sacramento-Bay Delta, once a thriv-
ing 354,000-acre tidal marsh character-
ized by seasonal flooding and meandering
sloughs is now reduced to 8,000 acres
transformed by levees into 57 islands.
First reclaimed for agriculture, the Delta’s
increasing urbanization puts below-sea-
level homes, highways and pipelines at
risk from levee breaks and rising seas
from climate change.
The Delta is the hub of the two large
water projects. Water held behind the
dams in the north is released into rivers
that flow into the Delta and then “export-
ed” by giant pumps into the aqueduct/
canal system to irrigate about 7 million
acres of the Central Valley and to deliver
water to southern cities. Dams and diver-
sions take 40-60% of the fresh water and

have created a “dying Delta” where water
quality violates state/federal laws, and
smelt and other native fish species, espe-
cially salmon and trout, are going extinct.
In the desert-like Central Valley water is
transported from Shasta and Folsom
Lakes 450 miles to Bakersfield and far-
ther south. Taxpayers have paid to build,
maintain and operate the Federal and
State projects that water the acres of pri-
vate corporate agribusiness, while public
subsidies greatly reduce their costs for the
transport system and the water. 80% of
water drawn from the Sacramento-San
Joaquin Delta is for agribusiness, which
exerts strong economic and political
influence over water districts that govern
supply, management and allocation, while
still resisting essential water-saving irriga-
tion technology.
In the Los Angeles Area, the L.A. Dept.
of Water and Power (DWP), founded in
1902 by politicians and developers,
bought over 300,000 acres in the Owens

River Valley and diverted all flows into
Owens Lake into the 223-mile-long First
Los Angeles Aqueduct. The extension of
that aqueduct to the Mono Basin and the
building of a second Aqueduct further
dewatered Mono and Owens Valley. In
1983, the State Supreme Court ruled the
Mono watershed and Lake must be
restored, affirming the Public Trust
Doctrine to protect such places even if it
means reconsideration of past water allo-
cation decisions. In 1994, the State Water
Resources Control Board ordered L.A.
DWP to restore the streams feeding
Owens Lake, a process still on-going.
Since the early 1900s, growing cities in
the Los Angeles region have eyed the
Colorado River. By 1928, 13 southern
cities incorporated the Metropolitan Water
District of Southern California (MWD)
and completed the Colorado River
Aqueduct in 1941. MWD is a water
wholesale agency with a $1.8 billion
budget that supplies water to 18 million

customers in parts of Los Angeles,
Orange, San Diego, Riverside, San
Bernardino, Riverside and Ventura
Counties. MWD has been shaping growth
in Southern California since Los Angeles
was founded, opening up new areas for
development by brokering water deliver-
ies, often with little public oversight.
While claims are made that more water
must be developed and exported from the
Delta south, in reality over 43% of the
water used in the South coast region,
including Los Angeles, the Inland Empire,
and San Diego, is from the ground or
recycled for reuse. Delta exports make up
only 20% of water used here.
In the semi-arid Southern BorderRegion,
World War II military expansion led to
such population growth and water crisis
that the first San Diego Aqueduct was
built in 1947 to connect with the Colorado
River Aqueduct, and a second one to con-
nect with the State Water Project.
Along the border, Chula Vista, Calexico

and El Centro, for example, have long
depended on Colorado River water, deliv-
ered through the All-American Canal sys-
tem, a source of most irrigation for Palo
Verde, Coachella and Imperial valleys.
The Imperial Irrigation District, a desert-
turned-agricultural-empire, has been sell-
ing its Colorado River water rights to San
Diego, creating great profit for the farm-
ers. As more agricultural land goes out of
production, less irrigation run-off feeds
the rivers flowing to the Salton Sea. It is
gradually shrinking with significant
impacts on migrating waterfowl, includ-
ing from polluted water.
Now that Arizona, Utah and Nevada have
demanded their full allotment from the
Colorado, MWD must find other water to
supplement local groundwater and the
small amount delivered from the State
Water Project. Water agencies are increas-
ingly attracted to seawater desalination.
Perhaps California’s current drought and
water crisis will help create the political

conditions necessary for transforming
state waterpolicy to embrace principles
of sustainable management, restoration,
and water justice and democracy? �

LEGEND
Small arrow: direction of river diversions
Large arrow: direction of water delivery
through Federal and State Water Projects
Straight black line: dams
Small blue dot: desalination plants at dif-
ferent stages—from proposal to operation

Sources: State Department of Water Resources
http://www.dwr.water.ca.gov and use search
function for specific topic. For State-Federal
Water Project Map http://www.water.ca.gov/
swp/docs/SWPmap.pdf Water Education
Foundation: Where does my water come from?
www.water-ed.org/watersources; Introduction to
Water in California, David Carle, 2004; Friends of
the River www.friendsoftheriver.org and click on
“California Rivers” for a river’s history. Pacific
Institute: Desalination, With A Grain of Salt: A
California Perspective, 2005, and More with Less:
Agricultural Water Conservation and Efficiency in
California, 2008.

NAPA CITY COUNCIL SAYS “NO” TO CRYSTAL GEYSER �
In Sept. 2007, the Napa City Council rejected Crystal Geyser’s application to sink a well at a light industrial park to tap into
the city’s aquifer to bottle as mineral water at nearby Calistoga plant. Officials worried about the impact on nearby wells,
tanker-truck traffic, noise, and contribution of plastics production to global warming and plastic garbage. The Mayor said
of water, “We shouldn’t be mining it and shipping it out of our jurisdiction.”

Hetch Hetchy Dam

Folsom Dam

Tehachapi
Mountains

� IS DESALINATION THE ANSWER?
The Coastal Commission approved the largest plant in the Western
Hemisphere for Carlsbad. Shouldn’t residents/ratepayers in the service area
have a right to choose between this costly project or comprehensive long-
term, cost-effective conservation measures? Rather than limiting environ-
mental impacts on marine life to some “acceptable level,” shouldn’t we con-
sider that marine life itself has rights and should be protected, not 100%
destroyed and the ocean polluted with brine by the desal process? Policy
needs to be revised to consider these rights.



From local communities to the international stage, people are rejecting water-as-a-commodity where the
price is determined by the market in favor of the fundamental right to water for people and nature.
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“The water cycle connects us all.” – Vandana Shiva

WATER: A “HUMAN RIGHT” NOT A COMMODITY

WATER FOR LIFE
“Water belongs to the earth and all species and is an inalienable human right that must not be appropriated for profit.”—Maude Barlow

URUGUAY, ECUADOR, COLOMBIA LEAD
THE WAY
In Uruguay in 2004, a 2/3rds majority
amended the Constitution to state: water
is a natural resource essential to life,
access to piped water and sanitation
services are “fundamental human
rights,” and water policy is to be based
on social conditions and principles of
sustainability rather than economic and
market factors. Water will be supplied
by state-owned entities and for-profit
corporations banned from supplying
water for human use. In Bogota,
Colombia on Sept. 15, 2008 people of
all ages marched to the National
Registry to submit more than 2 million
signatures collected in a six-month cam-
paign to qualify a national Referendum
on the human “right to water.” And, in
Ecuadoron Sept. 28, 2008, the people
approved by 65% a new constitution
that states water is a “fundamental and
inalienable human right” and prohibits
the privatization of water assets and
services. And, Ecuador is the first coun-
try in the world to change the status of
ecosystems from being regarded as
property under the law to being recog-
nized as having inherent rights, similar
to “Rights of Nature” laws passed in
New Hampshire, Pennsylvania and
Virginia communities.

The Barnstead and Nottingham ordi-
nances suggest a definition of the
water commons that includes:

• the rights of nature and the obliga-
tion of the community to protect
nature’s rights, in this case water for
the ecosystem, into the future, to the
seventh generation.

• the community’s right to use water to
promote the common welfare, and

• the rejection of the rights of corpora-
tions to take water from the commu-
nity to sell for profit, and more
broadly to be able to use
Constitutional law to deny the rights
of people and nature.

At this stage of corporate globaliza-
tion, when corporations and individu-
als want to commodify, privatize and
profit from almost every aspect of
nature and cultural creation, a focus
on “the commons” is emerging as
people ask: What should be part of
the “commons?” And, what principles
should apply to use and sharing of
“the commons?”

INTERNATIONAL “RIGHT TO WATER”
TREATY
On December 10, 1948, when the United
Nations General Assembly adopted the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
water was not listed as a “right,” perhaps
because the threat of scarcity was not yet
looming. Today, with 1.2 billion people
lacking access to safe drinking water and
more than 2 million people, mostly chil-
dren, dying each year from water-born
diseases, a “Right to Water” treaty is
urgently needed.
A first step was taken in November
2002, when 144 countries signed
“General Comment 15” on the “Right to
Water” declaring that access to water is
fundamental to realization of all human
rights. An enforceable, binding
International treaty is needed, however,
with penalties if nations, corporations,
or international financial institutions
violate the treaty. The Council of
Canadians Blue Planet Project is spear-
heading this movement. www.blueplan-
etproject.net/RightToWater/index.html

NEW HAMPSHIRE COMMUNITIES
ASSERT LOCAL CONTROL OF WATER AND
THE RIGHTS OF NATURE

In rural
Barnstead,
NH, with
plentiful
river, lake
and ground-
water, towns-
people took
action after
two nearby
towns failed
to prevent
USA Springs
from mining
their water to
bottle for

profit, unsuccessfully challenging the
state regula-tory process that recognizes
corporations’ rights to water and grants
permits for quantity allowed. Inspired by
Pennsylvania towns that had passed laws
to ban corporate farming, the people of
Barnstead asserted their right to protect
their community from corporate harm.
In March 2006, after months of discus-
sion, the “Water Rights and Local Self
Government Ordinance” was passed at
the annual Town Meeting. The ordi-
nance asserts that water is essential for
the town residents and the functioning
of the ecosystem, bans corporations
from “engaging in water withdrawals”
and denies them court-conferred rights
of corporate personhood and other
Constitutional protections.
Barnstead became the first municipality
in the nation to protect their water by
asserting community rights over corpo-
rate rights. In their March 2008 Town
Meeting, Barnstead voters amended this
Water Rights Ordinance to include the
Rights of Nature. The same day nearby
Nottingham stood up to the state and
USA Springs by passing the
“Nottingham Water Rights and Local
Self-Government Ordinance.”
Visit www.thealliancefordemocracy.org/
waterordinance
What path will communities in
California take?What path will the
state take?

Californian communities were no excep-
tion to the “perils” of privatization.
These brief stories of people asserting
their right to local control show years of
organizing paid off.

STOCKTON RESIDENTS CONTEST
PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP
Even though Stockton’s Municipal
Utility District was in good shape and
improving, the Mayor and his City
Council allies claimed a private corpora-
tion would run the utility more efficient-
ly. They pursued a public-private con-
tract for management and operation with
British Thames Water and OMI, a U.S.-
based multinational. Soon a broad-based
coalition was formed of experienced
water utility employees and a variety of
community groups called Concerned
Citizens Coalition of Stockton. By
February 2003, the Coalition had gath-
ered enough signatures for a referendum
on whether to privatize, but the Mayor
decided to head them off and called a
City Council vote that approved the 20-

year $600 million contract. Thirteen
days later, the citizen referendum against
privatization passed by 60%, but too
late!
In March 2003, Concerned Citizens filed
a court case to overturn the City Council
vote and cancel the contract, claiming
the city did not do the required
California Environmental Quality Act
review. The judge agreed. The City
appealed. The judge allowed the contract
to start while the City’s appeal was
pending.
Victory came on July 17, 2007 when the
City announced privatization was a fail-
ure and that they would withdraw their
appeal. A settlement agreement with
Concerned Citizens gave the City until
March 1, 2008 to complete the “public”
take-back and pay almost $2 million in
attorney fees. Concerned Citizens now
works with the City to restore and
rebuild the Utilities, badly neglected
over the years of dispute.
Visit www.cccos.org

COASTAL COMMUNITIES FIGHT CAL-AM
In 2001, soon after RWE bought
American Water Works, Cal-Am com-
munities were hit with exorbitant rate
hikes and poor service. Cal-Am had
already bought up the smaller local utili-
ties and increased rates priming the
pump for revolt.

FELTON – VICTORY AFTER SIX-YEAR
STRUGGLE
FELTON was a six-year struggle.
Residents had already fought a rate hike
when Cal-Am bought the local private
water system from Citizens’ Utilities and
wanted a 75% rate increase over 3 years
saying there had been no increase since
1998 and $1.1 million was needed for
upgrades. When the PUC approved a
44% increase, the community said “No”
and organized Friends of Locally Owned
Water – Felton FLOW.
When RWE bought Cal-Am, the com-
munity rebelled. After Santa Cruz
County ruled San Lorenzo Water District
could include Felton, voters approved an
$11 million bond measure to buy the
water system and pay legal fees. RWE
priced the waterworks at $20 million,
while Felton offered $7.7 million. Before
Felton could agree on the price or
whether to take the utility by eminent
domain, RWE decided to sell American
Water and its Cal-Am subsidiary because
the promise of “Blue Gold” had evapo-
rated. RWE then agreed to sell the
waterworks for $10.5 million.
Since large rate increases were one rea-
son Felton residents mobilized, it’s good
news the District may operate the system
for a great deal less than Cal-Am. Now,
the District will review rate increases,
not the PUC in faraway San Francisco.
Although residents will pay $563 per
year to repay the $11 million purchase
bond—their water is now in public
hands. Visit www.feltonflow.org

SANTA CRUZ-MONTEREY COUNTY COM-
MUNITIES TAKE ON CAL-AM
In the small rural community of
Montara, the CPUC handed residents a
victory, when Cal-Am was ordered to
sell the utility to Montara as a condition
for merging with RWE. In May, 2003,
Montara paid $11 million for the system.
Now a local elected board runs the utili-
ty and can use cheap municipal financ-
ing for improvements.

Scott Boyd, Pres. of the District Board said
it was a “painful price, but worth it to win
local control of rates and service.”

It’s a different story for the small
Hispanic community of Chualar where
the county, without a local vote, sold the
town’s water system to Cal-Am.
Monthly rates shot up, because Cal-Am
was assessing Chualar customers the
same rates as million-dollar Carmel
Valley homeowners. What’s more, to
encourage conservation, rates were
increased at a higher rate when usage
went over the amount of water used by a
typical family of four disadvantaging
Chualar households that are often much
larger. Protest at the CPUC led Cal-Am
to use the old rates, while developing
more “reasonable” higher rates—
a partial victory for the community.
Visit http://mwsd.montara.org and read
“Small Towns Tell a Cautionary Tale
about Private Control of Water”
www.commondreams.org/
headlines06/0530-07.htm

LARKFIELD-WIKIUP FED UP WITH
PRIVATIZATION – GOING PUBLIC
In Sonoma County, Larkfield-Wikiup’s
2,400-plus customers fought for nine
years to transfer the water/sewer utility
from Cal-Am to public ownership. A
victory toward that goal came in May
2008 when the PUC denied Cal-Am’s
request to merge Larkfield-Wikiup with
their 55,000 Sacramento customers,
arguing this would spread the estimated
$5.5 million cost to upgrade Larkfield’s
water treatment plant. Now the commu-
nity wants to pass an estimated $12 mil-
lion bond to acquire the water utility and
form a Community Services District.
Visit www.markwestcsd.org

NO PRIVATIZATION BEHIND CLOSED
DOORS – AKRON DEMANDS A VOTE OF
THE PEOPLE
In Akron, Ohio, the Mayor wanted to
lease the sewer system to fund college
scholarships. Residents formed Citizens
to Save Our Sewers and Water–SOS and
demanded a vote of the people. They
successfully pressured the City Council
to put an initiative on the November bal-
lot to amend the Charter to say that the
sale, lease, or transfer of any public utili-
ty shall be done only if approved by
Akron voters.
By passing an amendment to the city
charter or a citizen ballot initiative,
municipalities can prevent end runs
around a vote like happened in Stockton.
Such action should be taken before priva-
tization comes to our communities.
Visit www.akronohio.net �

The “Tapestry of the Commons” is a way
for people to envision how aspects of the
natural world and culture are interrelated
and interdependent. For example, how do
the laws we make about water impact how
water is used, water quality, who has
access, and how much there is for nature?
Who should make and vote on these laws?
Visit www.tapestryofthecommons.org

TRANSFORMING STATE WATER
POLICY TO SERVE PEOPLE
AND NATURE.
IF NOT NOW, WHEN?

Just before the vote Mayor Podesta
exclaimed: “Do I think the people
should vote? Absolutely Not!”—as
he ordered police to close the doors
on the spillover crowd chanting “Let
the People Vote!”

In the U.S., 85% of the public is
served by municipal drinking water
and wastewater treatment/sewer sys-

tems. Most have suffered years of neg-
lect and many are as much as 100 years
old. Leaking pipes waste hundreds of
billions of gallons of water already treat-
ed for use at taxpayer expense. Leaking
sewer pipes contaminate groundwater.
To head off privatization through lease,
sale or public-private contracts by cash-
strapped cities, long-term funding is a
must. Funding is not just for repairs, but
to upgrade pipes and wastewater sys-
tems to handle rising demand, meet new
drinking water standards, and prevent
storm and sewer spills that increasingly
threaten public health and pollute water-
ways and beaches.
The Clean Water and Safe Drinking
Water Acts mandate that the Federal
government provide funds to states
through the Clean Water State Revolving
Fund for major infrastructure needs
which had already been underfunded for
years. Now, the Environmental
Protection Agency estimates that $22
billion is needed each year for our water
infrastructure! Yet in 2008, the Bush

administration requested only $688 mil-
lion for the Clean Water State Revolving
Fund, the lowest in history!
Corporate for-profit management of
water utilities has failed in the U.S. and
worldwide. Tell Congress you want a
permanent, adequately-funded Clean
Water Trust Fund. Visit www.foodand-
waterwatch.org/water/trust-fund �

SUPPORT A CLEAN WATER TRUST FUND
TO KEEP WATER IN PUBLIC HANDS

Faced with the severe effects of drought
and climate change, the people of
California have a unique opportunity to
turn around state water policy so it is
aligned with the principles of water
justice and democracy. Such policy must
establish all water as a public trust to
meet the needs of people and nature to
the 7th generation.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR A NEW
WATER POLICY SHOULD INCLUDE:
• Right to water for people and nature
• Reconsideration of “reasonable” and
“beneficial” use

• Surface and groundwater sources
managed with full accountability and
oversight

• Sustainable water plan based on
actual available water supply

• No commodification/selling of bulk
water

• Water conservation required and
enforced for all economic sectors

• Adequate funding for infrastructure
and conservation measures

• Water quality protected and enhanced
for people and nature

• Pollution stopped, polluters held
accountable and pay full cost of
impacts

• Public health standards based on
cumulative impacts and multiple
exposures using data relevant to
population groups

• Environmental justice for tribes and
farming communities

• Engage all communities in water
decision-making

• Water democracy—Let the people
decide

• Metering of water use by all sectors:
urban, agriculture, business, military
and government

• Land use tied to water availability, not
promised “paper” water

• Water not subject to trade rules
For more details, go to:
Thirsty for Justice: A People’s Blueprint
for California Water www.ejcw.org
“Principles for Comprehensive
California Water Policy”
www.pcl.org/files/waterbond
petition08052008.pdf
“Principles for a Sustainable Water
Future” www.c-win.org/sustainability-
principles.html
and watch for an interactive site at
www.defendingwaterincalifornia.org �

The Environmental Justice Coalition for Water is a net-
work of more than sixty grassroots and intermediary organiza-
tions building a collective, community-based movement for
democratic water management and allocation in California.
EJCW works to empower community members to become
strong voices for water justice in their communities by partici-
pating in water policy, planning and decisions. We hold poli-
cy makers accountable for the heavy impacts water policy has
on low-income communities and communities of color.
Visit www.ejcw.org or call Benny Lee at (510) 286-8402.

To order copies email: nancytprice@juno.com

The Alliance for Democracy is a grassroots membership
organization committed to true democracy that emphasizes the
voice and will of the people and social and economic justice
for all. The Alliance’s Defending Water for Life campaign
works with communities to preserve and expand local demo-
cratic control of water and water services; to ensure safe and
affordable water for all people now and in the future; and to
counter corporate marketing of water as a commodity by
advocating that water be held in the public trust as a commons
to be protected for people and nature for all time.
Visit www.thealliancefordemocracy.org and
www.defendingwaterincalifornia.org

WHO WE ARE

WATER DEMOCRACY IN CALIFORNIA
continued from page 1

THE WATER COMMONS
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Jan Edwards, the creator of the Tapestry
of the Commons




