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our website (www.ejcw.org). We would like to thank 
the many organizations profiled for their hard work 
as well as the many contributors to the full report 
for their endless support and energy in making this 
project a reality. 
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The Environmental Justice Coalition for Water’s 
(EJCW’s) mission is to educate, empower, and nurture 
a community-based coalition that will serve as a public 
voice and be an effective advocate of environmental 
justice issues in California water policy.

The Environmental Justice Coalition for Water works 
to empower community members to become strong 
voices for water justice in their communities. We 
support local efforts to address community water 
problems and enable community members to take 
control of their water resources by participating in wa-
ter policy, planning and decisions. We work to ensure 
that policy makers are listening to the concerns of 
community members and hold policy makers account-
able for the impacts water policy has on low-income 
communities and communities of color. Our coalition 
is building a collective, community-based movement 
for democratic water management and allocation in 
California.

(510) 286-8400 
654 13th Street Oakland CA 94612 
www.ejcw.org 
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I NTRODUCT ION

access to clean, safe, and affordable water 
is a fundamental human right essential for a 
healthy population, environment, and economy. 
In spite of the fact that California has the sixth 
largest economy in the world, millions of Cali-
fornians lack a safe supply of drinking water. 
Thousands more fish in polluted lakes and 
streams, swim at sewage-contaminated beaches, 
and live in the path of polluted floodwaters. 
Most are people of color and low-income 
people.

This chronic lack of access to water is an envi-
ronmental injustice, part of a much larger reality 
of environmental discrimination experienced by 
people of color and low-income communities in 
California. Environmental discrimination occurs 
when corporate or government policies deny 
low-income communities and communities of 
color equitable access to the ecological, social, 
economic or political resources necessary to 
their health and prosperity. Government inac-
tion and lack of enforcement of existing laws are 
also a form of environmental discrimination. 

California’s water problems do not stem from 
too little water, but rather from greed, racism, 
and exclusion. Every aspect of the state’s enor-

mous water infrastructure—from how the water 
flows from river to faucet and irrigation ditch, 
to how agriculture, industry, and cities pollute 
waterways—is influenced by political structures 
that systematically exclude the diverse needs 
of California’s low-income, communities of 
color. Gold Rush mining monopolies and early 
agricultural empires crafted water codes that 
consolidated elite, white control of rivers and 
aquifers. People of color were marginalized 
economically and systematically excluded from 
the process of deciding who gets to use water 
resources, and how water is used.  

California’s racist and exclusionary water policy 
has resulted in a complicated, fragmented 
system of water control and regulation, or water 
governance. The confusing web of water dis-
tricts, agencies, and corporations that currently 
controls water prevents many community mem-
bers from participating in decisions about their 
water. The regulatory agencies that are charged 
with ensuring that all Californians have access 
to safe, affordable water and can participate 
in decision-making processes have repeatedly 
failed to address community concerns. 

The cumulative result is a series of health and 
environmental concerns that overwhelmingly 
impact the quality of life in low-income com-

munities and communities of color. If institu-
tionalized racism and entrenched injustices are 
not acknowledged and addressed, emerging 
technological and management fixes will only 
increase the current water system’s dispropor-
tionate economic, social, and health impacts on 
people of color and low-income people. Water 
justice requires a participatory system of water 
governance and new, community-based forms 
of management and regulation. 

The case studies that follow show how commu-
nity environmental and health problems related 
to water fit into a pattern of discrimination 
embedded in water policy and management, 
and highlight some of the struggles, campaigns, 
and model projects communities are undertak-
ing to address local water issues. We present 
community voices in the context of current and 
historical injustices to help develop a common 
language that impacted communities can use to 
articulate their concerns, values, and visions for 
California water.

For a more detailed account of environmental 
injustices within California water policy, please 
see the full length report Thirsty for Justice: A 
People’s Blueprint for California Water. 
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For thousands of years, the Karuk Tribe 
of Northern California maintained the 
health of the Klamath Basin by con-
trolled burning, careful harvesting of 
plant species, and regulation of salmon 
runs and harvest in the Klamath River. 
“Having evolved over an immense 
period of time, Karuk land management 
finds multiple expression: environmental 
knowledge, technical and ritual prac-
tices, underlying attitudes toward nature 
and a conception of the role of humans 
in the natural system” John Salter, 
Karuk Tribal Anthropologist, and Leaf 
Hillman, Director of Natural Resources 
for the Karuk tribe explain. “With us the 
relationship to the land is an inclusive 
way of life in which the spiritual link is 
constantly re-emerging.”

The Klamath River salmon runs are 
central to Karuk ceremonies and world-
view. However, sustainable manage-
ment of salmon runs that included the 
entire watershed does not fall within the 
California Water Code’s strict definition 
of “reasonable and beneficial use.” 
Indigenous groups such as the Karuk 
suffered massacres, land theft, the loss 
of physical health and economic base, 
and cultural degradation during the 
colonization of California. “The Karuk 
tribe was one of the fifteen tribes that 

signed treaties that were never ratified 
by Congress,” Ron Reed, Cultural Biolo-
gist for the Karuk, explains. “[The fed-
eral government] took our 1.4 million 
acres, our hunting, and our water rights 
and we have been fighting every step 
of the way for what is rightfully ours. 
The Department of Natural Resources 
is failing miserably at managing our 
tribal resources that they are mandated 
by law to protect. We are still climbing 
out of this shattered existence that is 
with us today.” 

Hydroelectric dams operated by Pacifi-
corp along the Klamath River pose one 
of the most immediate threats to the 
cultural practices and physical health 
of the Karuk people. The dams block 
salmon from 350 miles of spawning 
habitat. Water policy decisions that 
overlooked the inextricable tie between 
spiritual practices, tribal livelihoods, 
and ecosystem management caused 
the crash of the Karuk fishing economy 
and a rise in chronic poverty among 
the Klamath River tribes. The median in-
come for Karuk families is just $13,000 
per year. The loss of fisheries replaced 
the traditional salmon and river-based 
diet of the Karuk with the high-starch, 
processed-food diet of poverty, which 
led to high rates of diabetes and heart 

Nutritional 
Justice on the 
Klamath River

This is a human rights 

issue. We are talking 

about health and 

economic issues for the 

Karuk. Our people are 

not getting enough food. 

It’s not just about the use 

of a river, it’s about our 

human rights. 

—Ron Reed
Cultural Biologist  
for the Karuk Tribe

Karuk salmon 
fisherman at Ishi 
Pishi Falls on the 
Klamath River, 
1800s.
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disease. A recent study of nutrition among 
the Karuk found that “the devastation of 
the resource base, especially the fisheries, 
is also directly linked to the disproportion-
ate unemployment and socioeconomic 
status of the Karuk people today.... The 
present decreasing access to traditional 
foods must therefore be understood in the 
broader context of cultural genocide.” 

In 2004, Pacificorp submitted an applica-
tion to the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission (FERC) to renew their dam 
operation licenses. For three years, the 
Hoopa, Yurok, Klamath and Karuk tribes, 
the Pacific Coast Federation of Fisherman’s 
Associations, and environmental groups 
such as Friends of the River met with Pacifi-
corp to discuss the environmental, cultural, 
and fishery impacts of the dams. Pacificorp 
addressed none of these concerns in the 
license renewal application. 

The Klamath River dams provide less than 
2 percent of Pacificorp’s total operating 
power; a study by the California Energy 
Commission found that already-operational 
power plants could easily replace any en-
ergy lost from decommissioning the Klam-
ath River dams. Their continued operation 
will cause cultural and physical destruction 
that water policy decision-makers are 
unwilling to factor into their cost-benefit 

analyses. Commenting on the relicensing 
process, Reed said, “You can sit there and 
say, Okay, that acre of land with potatoes 
or alfalfa is worth this amount of money. 
But we are talking about cultural resources 
here. How can I put money terms on these 
things? I threw my heart on the table for 
three years, saying these are the impacts 
of these dams on my people and it basi-
cally went unheard ... They were working 
out of their boxes and didn’t realize the re-
lationship of every aspect of [dam impacts] 
is related to our culture.” 

After the negotiations with Pacificorp 
failed, the tribes and their allies began a 
campaign to “Bring the Klamath Salmon 
Home.” In 2004, tribal leaders traveled to 
Edinburgh, Scotland and presented their 
concerns at the annual stockholders meet-
ing of Pacificorp’s parent company, the 
multinational energy giant ScottishPower. 
As a result of the alliance’s organizing 
and media campaigns, Pacificorp has 
entered into a settlement renegotiation 
with indigenous, environmental and fishing 
groups. While Karuk tribal members face 
the possibility of another long, drawn-out, 
and ultimately futile process of negotia-
tions, they continue to rely on government 
commodity foods and a single fishing spot 
to survive.Ron Reed, Cultural Biologist for the Karuk tribe, fishing for 

salmon at Ishi Pishi Falls, 2003.
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Contaminated 
Drinking Water  
In Raisin City

There is a shortfall 
of available funds for 
small water systems. 
Communities who 
qualify for funds never 
receive money because 
it’s just not there. 
Communities have been 
placed on the priority 
list for grants because 
of their water problems 
only to see the funding 

evaporate. 

—Paul Boyer
Self-Help Enterprises

Raisin City, a community of 240 people 
in Fresno County, provides a clear 
example of the range of water quality 
problems that many small, rural, low-
income communities of color face. Ac-
cording to the 2000 Census, people of 
color comprise about two-thirds of the 
community’s population and the annual 
median household income—$24,167 
from census data and $16,000 by 
community survey results—is one of 
the lowest in Fresno County.

Raisin City does not have its own water 
or sewage system and is too isolated 
to connect to a neighboring commu-
nity’s water system. Instead, each 
household has a private well and septic 
tank; residents worry that leaking sep-
tic tanks may be contaminating wells 
and causing gastrointestinal illnesses. 
Self-Help Enterprises, a nonprofit orga-
nization that assists San Joaquin Valley 
communities with sewer and water 
infrastructure development, procured 
funds in late 2000 to test about half 
of the wells in Raisin City for seven of 
the most likely water contaminants: 
the pesticides dibromo-chloropropane 
(DBCP) and ethylene dibromide (EDB), 
coliform and fecal coliform bacteria, 
nitrates, alpha radiation, and uranium.

Every one of the tested wells failed at 
least one of the State health standards 
for these contaminants, and most of 
the wells were contaminated by more 
than one substance. An adequate 
supply of safe water exists 400 to 600 
feet below the ground, but none of 
the residents can afford to drill wells 
deeper than 250 feet. 

In response to these findings, commu-
nity members began to seek federal, 
state, and county assistance to develop 
a community water system, with at least 
one well deep enough to provide safe 
water for the entire community.

County and state funding has been 
dedicated to the project, which is now 
in the design phase. To date, no funding 
has been secured to extend water lines 
to households in the surrounding areas.

If Raisin City residents are not able to se-
cure additional funding, each household 
will likely need to pay $1000 to $3000 
to connect to the new proposed water 
lines and, where necessary, abandon 
old wells. Despite the availability of grant 
funding for the public portions of the proj-
ect, residents will still pay an estimated 
monthly user rate of $48 to operate 

and maintain the system. This is roughly 
3.5% of the average Raisin City family’s 
income; well over the 1.5% affordability 
factor recommended by EPA. 

Raisin City’s experience mirrors that of 
many small, rural, low-income communi-
ties in California’s Central Valley region. 
Without sufficient public funding to build 
community water systems, local resi-
dents must choose between two highly 
undesirable options: bottled water that 
is prohibitively expensive and affordable 
water that is severely contaminated. 

EJ
CW

Many wells in small communities 
like Raisin City need maintenance.
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The population of San Francisco’s 
Bayview-Hunters Point neighborhood 
is comprised of over 80 percent 
people of color; 30 percent of the 
population has an annual income of 
less than $10,000. The district has 
borne the burden of the city’s worst 
pollution problems – including soil and 
water contamination, two outdated 
power plants, two superfund sites, 
hundreds of toxic sites, and industrial 
facilities. The community has four 
times more toxins than any other 
San Francisco neighborhood and two 
outdated power plants. Hospitalization 
rates for asthma, congestive heart 
failure, hypertension, diabetes, and 
emphysema in the Bayview are more 
than three times the state average.

In the center of this neighborhood 
lies Yosemite Slough, a large inlet of 
San Francisco Bay that is bordered 
on the north by the Hunters Point 
Naval Shipyard, an EPA-designated 
Superfund site. Yosemite Slough was 

once a free-flowing creek that sup-
plied fresh water to the South Basin; 
today it serves as a conduit for annual 
combined sewage overflows (CSOs). 
80 percent of San Francisco’s sewage 
and rainwater runoff pass through a 
wastewater treatment plant in the Bay-
view. During periods of heavy rainfall, 
when demands on the system exceed 
its capacity, storm runoff mixes with 
sewage and is released directly into 
the San Francisco Bay. Ten CSO pipes 
are located in or adjacent to the com-
munity; three of these empty directly 
into the Slough. Although the Regional 
Water Quality Control Board permits 
only one sewage overflow into Yosem-
ite Slough per season, recent years 
have seen seven per season.

According to a 2003 University of San 
Francisco (USF) study: 

 a … concern and environmental 
hazard is the use of Yosemite 
Slough as an illegal dump site. 
The California Integrated Waste 

Management Board determined 
that…the slough contains several 
tons of household garbage, ap-
pliances, furniture, abandoned 
vehicles, concrete, asphalt, dirt, 
plastic, wood, and construction 
debris.… Issues have arisen 
concerning contamination and 
radiation from the on-site landfill.”

The study found that thirty-four out of 
thirty-nine water samples taken from 
the Slough contained polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs) at levels above the 
proposed “safe” level for fish con-
sumption. This is a serious problem 
as many Bayview residents depend on 
their catch to feed their families.

The Yosemite Slough Watershed 
Restoration Project, funded by the 
CALFED Bay-Delta Program, is a 
collaborative effort by community-
based organizations, scientists, and 
regulatory agencies to address the 
impacts of toxic exposure, improve 
local and regional water quality, and 
reverse community member’s historic 
exclusion from decision-making pro-
cesses. The project has established 
a watershed council, employed youth 
to monitor water quality, and gathered 
scientific data about the Slough.

Sewage Overflows 
and Toxic Water in 
Bayview Hunters 
Point
When I was a kid, Yosemite Slough 
seemed like a nice place to swim—
but it was too filled with junk. Raw 
sewage used to flow into it, which 
still happens when the sewage 
plant overflows. You can’t access 
open space in Hunter’s Point 
because some private person owns 
it or it’s a dump. 

People need to open their ears 
to what environmental justice 
is saying. We are saying we 
want clean environments in our 
communities. Here in Bayview, 
African-Americans are the main 
people who are poisoned. We 
paid for this community with our 
lives, so for me it’s a civil and 
human rights issue

—Olin Webb
Bayview Hunters Point  
Community Advocates

Bayview Hunters Point is home to numerous toxic sites.
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Subsistence 
Fishing Increases 
Toxic Exposure in 
San Diego

Some people don’t have 

a choice about eating 

fish or shellfish, so the 

only way to ensure 

their health and the 

health of their families 

is to ensure a healthy 

environment. Clean up 

of toxic sediments that 

accumulate in fish is a 

crucial part of ensuring 

a healthy environment. 

—Laura Hunter
Clean Bay Campaign Coordinator, 
Environmental Health Coalition 

California’s vast water infrastructure 
has interfered with the ability of 
watersheds across the state to absorb 
and flush toxins. Legacy pollutants 
such as mercury and PCBs remain at 
the bottom of rivers and estuaries and 
accumulate up the aquatic food chain. 
People who regularly eat fish from 
polluted waters are exposed to high 
levels of toxins. Contaminants such 
as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) 
and mercury—common in fish in many 
California waters—increase the risk 
of cancer, birth defects, damage to 
the immune, nervous, and reproduc-
tive systems, as well as learning and 
behavioral disabilities. 

Many anglers of color consider fish 
consumption a healthy activity. Their 
subsistence practice arises from 
both cultural traditions and economic 
necessity. Multiple studies have dem-
onstrated that fish consumption rates 
in California are highest among Asians, 
Blacks, Native Americans, and other 
minority groups. 

Most fish contaminants are produced 
by shipyards, military complexes, 
mines, and industrial facilities. For 
decades, the San Diego Naval Base 
released mercury, copper, PCBs, and 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons into 

the San Diego Bay. A recent ecological 
assessment found that “contamina-
tion remains widespread in San Diego 
Bay sediments and affects the tissues 
of various species of fish that are 
subject to human consumption.” Sonia 
Rodriguez, Community Organizer with 
the San Diego-based Environmental 
Health Coalition, notes that communi-
ties of color who depend on fish as a 
food source consume “…toxic fish in a 
manner that is consistent with cultural 
methods of preparations, i.e. consum-
ing the entire fish, fish stews, and 
eating skin – all methods of eating that 
maximize exposure to toxics.” 

Health risk assessments and related 
sediment clean-up plans have not ad-
dressed the human health risks contam-
inated fish pose to anglers of color and 
their families. The Office of Environmen-
tal Health Hazard Assessment issues 
fish advisory warnings about specific 
fish, but these are often inaccessible 
to low-income, immigrant communities 
because of language or technology bar-
riers. A San Francisco Estuary Institute 
study found that Latinos and Asians in 
the San Francisco Bay Area were less 
likely to know about fish consumption 
advisories than other ethnic groups and 
that awareness of advisories decreased 
with income level. 

An Environmental Health Coalition 
survey of local fishing spots found 
that 96 percent of the fishers were 
people of color, the majority of whom 
consume contaminated fish above the 
advisory level. Other studies of mercury 
levels in blood have found higher levels 
among Asians and Pacific Islanders 
and women who eat fish. This raises 
concern about the exposure levels of 
the large percentage of Filipino families 
who regularly consume fish from the 
San Diego Bay. The report concludes 
by emphasizing the urgency of these 
environmental justice concerns: 

 [Many of the fishers surveyed 
reside] in Barrio Logan, Sherman 
Heights, Logan Heights, West 
Chula Vista and National City. These 
communities are the most heavily 
burdened with toxic exposure in San 
Diego County. Among the co-risk 
factors of these communities…are 
the highest lead contamination in 
housing stock, highest cancer, 
reproductive, respiratory risks 
from air contaminants, and high 
poverty rates. These co-exposure 
rates necessitate additional, more 
protective actions to respond to the 
high cumulative burdens of these 
community residents.
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Drinking Rocket 
Fuel and the 
Failure of Public 
Health Standards 

Because perchlorate 

contamination is so 

widespread in my 

community, my children 

and grandchildren 

are at constant risk of 

exposure. Perchlorate 

has been found in 

our lettuce, milk, and 

recently in breast milk. 

Where can we turn for 

clean water and food? 

—Jan Misquez
resident of San Bernardino 
and community organizer with 
Center for Community Action and 
Environmental Justice

On January 22, 2005, over one hun-
dred people gathered at Fontana City 
Hall to express concern over the health 
impacts of perchlorate. This chemical 
has been found in local drinking water, 
milk, breast milk, and vegetables such 
as lettuce. The public gathering kicked 
off a campaign led by the Center for 
Community Action and Environmental 
Justice to ensure that California’s 
recently proposed standards for the 
chemical are truly protective of the 
public’s health.

Perchlorate—a salt used primar-
ily in rocket fuel—inhibits the proper 
functioning of the thyroid gland, an epi-
center for hormone production crucial 
to the body’s growth, development, and 
metabolism. Perchlorate is espe-
cially harmful for infants and pregnant 
women, and has been linked to cancer. 
The Air Force, NASA, and defense 
contractors such as Lockheed Martin 
and Aerojet use about 90 percent of 
the perchlorate manufactured each 
year. In 1999, both corporations were 
forced to undertake multi-million-dollar 
perchlorate clean-ups in San Bernardino 
and Sacramento Counties.

The Center has been fighting perchlo-
rate contamination in the predominantly 

low-income communities of Fontana, 
Rialto, Glen Avon and Mira Loma, where 
some of the largest plumes in the 
nation were found. Twenty-two drink-
ing water wells in the San Bernadino 
County area have been shut down or 
had their use restricted because of high 
perchlorate levels. Davin Diaz, Com-
munity Task Force Coordinator for the 
Center, sees a pattern of injustice in 
perchlorate contamination. “Where the 
perchlorate is…the majority of African 

American, Latino and poor whites live,” 
he commented. “Rialto and Blooming-
ton are low-income areas. Over half 
the population is Hispanic. I don’t think 
there is a perchlorate plume in Beverly 
Hills.”

Perchlorate is a prime example of the 
Department of Defense’s (DOD) virtually 
unregulated production and use of 
chemicals and hazardous materials. 
For more than fifty years, perchlo-

Perchlorate threatens the health of vulnerable populations, such as small 
children, throughout  Riverside and San Bernardino Counties.
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rate seeped into the ground with no 
remediation or monitoring. The toxin 
has been found on at least thirty-four 
DOD facilities nationwide; in California, 
perchlorate contaminates 365 drinking 
water sources.

In 2002, the Environmental Protection 
Agency set a provisional perchlorate 
standard of 1 part per billion (ppb). 
Studies financed by the Air Force and 
weapons manufacturers, however, 
recommend standards as high as 
200 ppb. Under defense depart-
ment pressure, the EPA reassessed 
perchlorate’s public health risks, and 
announced a drinking water “safety 
standard” of 24.5 ppb. In 2004, the 
California Environmental Protection 
Agency (Cal/EPA) announced a public 
health goal—the level of contaminant 
concentration that poses no risk 
if consumed over a lifetime—for 
perchlorate in drinking water. Though 
groups like the Center for Community 
Action and Environmental Justice 
demanded the original EPA finding be 
used to establish a public health goal 
of 1 ppb, Cal/EPA set the goal of 6 
ppb. The public health goal will be 
used to set the maximum contaminant 
level, the amount of perchlorate that is 
allowed in drinking water. 

For the Center for Community Ac-
tion and Environmental Justice, the 
perchlorate standard exemplefies 
problems with the entire drinking water 
regulatory system. The proposed pub-
lic health goal fails to consider infant’s 
increased succeptability to drinking 
water contaminants, the cumulative 
impacts of perchlorate exposure 
through water, food and breast milk, 
and the multiple ways people are 
exposed to the toxin. Setting public 
health goals and maximum contami-
nant levels can take several years to 
complete. Meanwhile, affected com-
munities continue to be exposed to 
contaminated water.

The defense industry has lobbied 
aggressively to become exempt from 
a vast array of environmental regula-
tions, including perchlorate enforce-
ment, which the national Committee 
on Energy and Commerce says would 
result in “groundwater ‘sacrifice zones’ 
and higher ultimate cleanup costs for 
the DOD and taxpayers.” While the de-
fense industry ammasses resources to 
block safe drinking water standards, 
low income, communities of color are 
left drinking the hazardous by-products 
of a flawed public health and drinking 
water regulatory system. 

Perchlorate contamination is widespread in Riverside and San Bernardino 
Counties.
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The Committee for the Well-Being of Earlimart got 

two van loads of people to go to Sacramento for 

these waiver hearings. The Committee is really good 

about providing stipends for people’s time. I used to 

go for nothing. I used to dig up the change from my 

purse. But people need money to take time off from 

work to go to these hearings. 

Industry and lobbyists had their way with the water 

resources board. Agriculture and industry could 

dominate the meeting. My friend had stayed all day 

long she but still didn’t get to give public comment. 

Comment was rescheduled to the next day and she 

couldn’t wait that night – she was pretty disgusted. 

We sat on the ground. We had kids. None of those 

white men got up and gave us their seat. 

—Teresa De Anda, Committee  
    for the Well-Being of Earlimart

Agricultural Pollution Exemption 
Hearings Prevent Meaningful 
Public Participation
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More than 635 miles of rivers and 
streams in the Central Valley are so 
polluted with agricultural runoff that 
they are unsafe for fishing, swimming, 
and drinking. Farm runoff that reaches 
the Sacramento River, the San Joaquin 
River, and the Delta contaminates 
surface and drinking water supplies for 
millions of Californians in the Central 
Valley, the San Francisco Bay Area, 
and Southern California. In 2000, the 
Department of Pesticide Regulation 
detected pesticides in over 96 percent 
of the Central Valley water sources it 
tested. At over half of these locations, 
pesticide levels in the water exceeded 
safe levels for aquatic life and drinking 
water consumption.

Despite this record, agricultural opera-
tors in California do not have to comply 
with water quality regulations. Since 
1982, the State Water Resources 
Control Board has exempted agricul-
tural entities from the reporting and 
permitting requirements of state clean 
water laws. What makes this policy so 
startling is that the board exempted ag-
ricultural dischargers even though state 
regulators and the EPA recognized that 
agricultural runoff contributes to the 
pollution of every significant waterway 
in the Central Valley.

In July 2003, the Central Valley 
Regional Water Quality Control Board 
held public hearings about renewing the 
agricultural exemption, since the 1982 
waiver had recently expired. The Clean 
Farms, Clean Water Coalition brought 
150 community and public-interest rep-
resentatives to the Sacramento hearing 
to advocate for stronger regulations of 
agricultural discharges. The board in-
formed the public that it would set time 
limits on public comment to ensure that 
all perspectives would be heard. 

On the day of the hearing, the Board 
failed to manage time limits for agricul-
tural representatives, denying the public 
– whose testimony was the last item 
on the day’s agenda – the opportunity 
to provide comment. Many community 
members, who represented communi-
ties directly impacted by agricultural 
runoff, had traveled from as far as Los 
Angeles, Delano, Fresno, and Bakers-
field. The majority lacked resources 
to remain in Sacramento overnight. In 
contrast, most agricultural representa-
tives lived in or near Sacramento. The 
next day, against the advice of staff, 
scientific experts, and public interest 
lawyers, the board adopted a new 
exemption. 

The issue of agricultural discharge waiv-
ers brings environmental injustice to 
the forefront. The new waiver allowed 
agricultural dischargers to continue 
to circumvent clean water laws. The  
hearing process denied community 
members meaningful and fair participa-
tion in a decision that affected their en-
vironmental health. The regional board 
is mandated to protect “the quality of 
the waters within the Central Valley 
Region for all beneficial uses.” Instead, 
the board chose to protect agriculture’s 
financial interests at the expense of 
water quality, and continued to neglect 
the concerns of people in and outside 
of the Central Valley who face ongoing 
threats to health and safety from highly 
polluted water.
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The community of Maywood, located in 
southeast Los Angeles, uses ground-
water supplied by three small mutual 
water companies. Maywood is 96 
percent Latino or Hispanic, with over 
50 percent foreign born. Maywood 
resident’s income is below the state 
average and unemployment rates are 
higher. Maywood, only one square 
mile in size, is sandwiched between 
freeways, a rail yard, and industrial 
manufacturers. Comité Pro Uno, one of 
the few advocacy groups that orga-
nizes in the city, has identified a slew 
of toxic sites that can leach dangerous 
chemicals into local drinking water: a 
former paint plant; leaking underground 
fuel tanks; MTBE and benzene from 
oil additive companies; a Bethlehem 
steel plant; 6 major chromium plating 
operations; and lead from a glass 
bottle company.

One of the largest issues in Maywood 
has been the Pemaco Superfund site. 
Pemaco dumped degreasers, gasoline 
additives, and other industrial solvents 
containing volatile organic compounds 

(VOCs), which spread in underground 
plumes and entered drinking water 
aquifers. A United States Geological 
Survey study found VOCs in two-
thirds of groundwater samples in Los 
Angeles, and noted that VOC plumes 
can be seen as a “tracer” for patterns 
of urban industrial development. In the 
South Coast area, VOCs from industrial 
sources have contaminated drinking 
water for more than a million people, 
causing four areas to be designated as 
Superfund sites.

Pemaco, a chemical blending plant 
active from the 1940s until 1991, 
produced chemicals for companies 
such as Lockheed Martin and Boe-
ing, “chemicals for the war industry,” 
as Felipe Aguirre, a legal advocate 
with Comité Pro Uno, says. The site 
was listed as Superfund site after an 
assessment that “concluded the site 
posed a significant threat to human 
health, welfare and the environment. 
The shallow groundwater beneath the 
site was found to be contaminated.” 
The Public Health Assessment for the 

Industry Contaminates Groundwater  
in Southeast Los Angeles 

We are a very tiny city in 

the Southeast with lots of 

industry. But it’s all of an 

extractive nature. We have 

no health programs, no 

community programs. There 

are a lot of industrial sites. 

Bethlehem Steel used to have 

eight hundred people all who 

lived in Maywood. You had a 

good middle class economy 

—Maywood used to be the 

Beverly Hills of Southside 

Los Angeles. This used to be 

a good manufacturing town, 

with a lot of different good 

paying jobs. When you take 

away the good union jobs, 

basically you are left with a 

Wal-Mart economy. 

—Felipe Aguirre 
Comité Pro Uno

Industrial facilities 
and railyards 

line the Los 
Angeles River and 

surround the city of 
Maywood.
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community perspectives

Pemaco site noted, “…a common com-
plaint among residents and teachers at 
the Heliotrope Elementary School was 
the tap water. When filling a glass from 
the tap, they report the water has a 
distinctly unpleasant odor and a slowly 
dissipating layer of bubbles. Many have 
complained to their water company.”

Comité Pro Uno has been working to 
ensure residents have clean drinking 
water, but their efforts have been 
stymied by unresponsive water compa-
nies. According to Aguirre, the water 
board is dominated by business people 
who are not interested in protecting the 
rights or health of Maywood residents, 
many of whom are tenants. Renters 
cannot sit on the water board, so board 
decisions favor factory owners and 
landlords.

The Comité has held community events 
to educate local residents about water 
quality problems and is conducting 
independent tests for contaminants not 
identified in the water company’s annual 
water quality reports. Aguirre believes 
that without community representation 
on the board of Maywood’s mutual wa-
ter companies, it will be difficult—if not 
impossible—to ensure water supplies 

are protective of public health. Comité 
Pro Uno continues to advocate for the 
communities water needs, instead of 
industrial water needs, and community 
participation in local water decisions. 
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Residents of the North Richmond 
area, many of who do not own cars, 
have three times less access to open 
space than the average resident of 
Contra Costa County. The marsh, 
which is the only local fishing and rec-
reation site, is threatened by planned 
bay-front luxury housing and industrial 
development.

Breuner Marsh is one of the San Fran-
cisco Bay area’s few remaining tidal 
wetlands, 95 percent of which have 
been lost to development. Wetlands 
provide vital ecological benefits: they 
cleanse pollutants from storm runoff, 
protect shorelines from erosion, ab-
sorb floodwaters, and provide wildlife 
habitat. Breuner Marsh is a component 
of a larger wildlife corridor. Its uplands 
protect the marsh area, feed the creek 
and groundwater, and contain a unique 
vernal pool ecosystem.

Few low-income communities and 
communities of color in California’s 
large urban areas can access open 
spaces close to home. As undevel-
oped urban land, especially waterfront 
property, becomes increasingly 
valuable, low-income communities 
throughout California are threatened 
with the loss of local open space. 

In 2003, a high-end developer agreed 
to purchase Breuner Marsh from the 
current owner for $50 million and 
construct between 700 and 1,000 
units of housing there. The high price 
prevented open space advocates from 
purchasing the property, but after the 
sale several community-based orga-
nizations formed the North Richmond 
Shoreline Open Space Alliance and 
demanded that government agen-
cies actively involve them in planning 
and decision-making about the North 
Richmond Shoreline. 

The North Richmond Shoreline Open 
Space Alliance continues to build 
grassroots support for the protection 
of Breuner Marsh. They have worked 
closely with the East Bay Regional 
Park District to acquire the Marsh 
and aggressively targeted local policy 
makers to support the preservation of 
open space. However, North Rich-
mond residents working to protect this 
valued community resource and eco-
logically significant area realize that 
they face an uphill battle against de-
velopers seeking lucrative returns and 
municipalities hoping for increased 
property and sales tax returns to sup-
port their dwindling budgets.  
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Threats to Waterfront Access  
in North Richmond

When I was young, Breuner Marsh was really 
accessible to kids who wanted to fish. I remember 
trying to swim in the channels that come from the 
bay at high tide. But now, the Richmond shoreline is 
off limits to the public. There are thousands of new 
homes that have evolved on old Chevron property 
and by the Richmond Golf Course. We want to keep a 
whole corridor of open space. It’s very important for 

the whole area.

—Whitney Dotson
North Richmond Shoreline  
Open Space Alliance
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community perspectives

During the 1991-94 drought, 
large farmers in Northern 
California’s Butte County offered 
up their water to thirsty urban 
areas. In 1994 alone, rice farm-
ers sold 115,000 acre-feet of 
water—for $50 per acre-foot—
to the State Drought Water 
Bank, which transferred it south. 
The California Department of 
Water Resources conducted 
neither public review nor out-
reach before the market-based 
transfer went into effect.

After selling their surface water, 
large rice farmers began pumping groundwater to 
irrigate their crops. The water level in local aquifers 
dropped, leading to a rapid drop in household well level 
near the water sale area. During the summer of 1994, 
many well-dependent families experienced low water 
pressure and intermittent, unreliable water supply. 
Some drilled their wells deeper; in other cases, pumps 
were damaged by the sudden, unpredictable loss of 
water.

A drop in well level causes heavy metals that sink to 
the bottom of a well to enter the drinking water sup-
ply. Families first learned about reduced groundwater 
supply when their wells went dry, so many people 
consumed contaminated water without their knowledge. 
The community of Durham, which depends on three 
municipal wells, had to close one of its wells and ration 

its remaining water due to contamination. Some small 
family farmers were unable to irrigate their crops. 

In response to public outcry, the state eventually cre-
ated a committee of stakeholders—including communi-
ty members—to examine the possible impacts of water 
transfers on small, rural areas such as Durham. The 
water districts refused to participate, until a “special-
interest steering committee” was established.

The population of Butte County remains vulnerable 
to market-based water transfers. Since 1994, com-
munity activists have been meeting with Butte County 
officials to ensure that water sales include protections 
for environmental and community water uses. Local 
water districts continue to reject these efforts, and the 
County Board of Supervisors has failed to adopt any 
real protections.

A Rural Northern 
California Perspective  
on Water Transfers 

[Butte Environmental Council] has 

warned the public repeatedly about 

this being a hen house guarded 

by the vixen, but the brazen 

arrogance of the water sellers 

has never been more evident than 

from the following quote from 

the April 6, 1999 Butte County 

Water Commission meeting. The 

public voiced concern about the 

ability to mitigate losses to all the 

domestic well users if water levels 

dropped following sales, and Les 

Herringer, [Water Commission 

appointee] replied, “The intent of 

the ordinance is not to prevent 

impacts.”

—Butte Environmental Council
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Giant pumps dump water destined for Southern California into an 
irrigation canal in Butte County during the drought.  
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On December 16th, 2004, six residents 
of Chualar, California stood before the 
California Public Utilities Commission 
(CPUC) to tell commissioners that a pri-
vate corporation’s water rate increases 
left many residents owing hundreds of 
dollars in water bills. 

Chualar, population 1440, is located 
amidst lettuce fields in Monterey 
County. The town’s residents are 
almost entirely Latino and include 
many monolingual Spanish-speaking 
farm workers. More than three-quar-
ters of households qualify as low or 
very low-income. When California 
American Water Company (Cal-Am), 

which is owned by the multinational 
RWE-Thames, bought the town’s water 
system in 2001, monthly bills soared 
from a $21 flat rate to anywhere be-
tween $200 and $430. Local school 
officials were faced with a $2,753.13 
monthly bill for providing water to 
three hundred students; previous bills 
averaged $185. 

Private utility providers such as Cal-Am, 
must prove to the CPUC that any rate 
increase or changes in water districting 
are in the public’s best interest. Private 
utilities are also required to notify their 
customers of rate increases. Despite 
these presumed safeguards, the 

commission approved Cal-Am’s rate 
structure in 2001.

Cal-Am did not notify residents of the 
rate changes, and bills were sent out 
only in English. Customers trying to 
complain about unexpectedly high rates 
were directed to English-speaking cus-
tomer service representatives in Illinois. 
After community complaints and media 
attention, Cal-Am Vice President Steve 
Leonard acknowledged “Cal-Am…erred 
by not advising the community new 
rates were on the way.”

In Monterey and throughout California, 
Cal-Am has been engaged in a series 
of water system acquisitions, district 
mergers and rate increases that rate-
payer advocates within the CPUC have 
found to be “patently unfair.” Cal-Am 
proposed a 34 percent rate increase 
for the Monterey Peninsula. The small 
town of Felton, in the Santa Cruz Moun-
tains, has suffered such drastic price in-
creases under Cal-Am that they are now 
involved in a lengthy legal process to 
buy back their water system. Residents 
in the City of Thousand Oaks mobilized 
city-wide opposition to a Cal-Am district 
merger that gave them less community 
control over their water system and 
received a rate reduction.

Environmental 
Justice 
Communities 
Fight Water 
Privatization

All of a sudden we 

got a bill for over 

$100. Now our wages 

are pretty low. We 

earn $280, or at most 

$300 a week. If we 

have to pay a water 

bill of $280, well 

that’s a week during 

which we can’t eat, 

we won’t have money 

to buy food.

—Rebecca Trujillo
community member  
in Chualar
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Communities rally to stop water privatization.
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Driven by this series of events, Chualar 
residents traveled over 150 miles to 
present community demands to the 
CPUC. Community members testified 
about having to choose between pay-
ing their water bill and providing food 
for their children. They demanded a 
rollback of water rates, an independent 
audit of the town’s water infrastructure, 
and bilingual customer service. Com-
missioners, appalled at Cal-Am’s lack 
of oversight and the inappropriate rate 
structure imposed on Chualar, person-
ally thanked community members for 
testifying.

As a result of community mobilization, 
Cal-Am reinstated the flat rate and 
agreed to develop a new rate structure 
with close supervision and involvement 
of both the CPUC and local community 
advocates. 

However, the case of Chualar highlights 
the vulnerable situation that many 
communities find themselves in when 
a private company buys their water 
system. Corporations such as Cal-Am 
have even less public accountability 
than municipal utilities, especially when 
their customers belong to communities 
that have been traditionally left out of 
water policy decisions. 
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Kids who attend Chualar School play next to agricultural fields.
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community perspectives

War Dance at 
Shasta Dam

The raising of the dam, 

and the flooding of our 

sites, will amount to a 

cultural genocide for our 

people. 

—Gary Mulcahy
Winnemem Wintu tribal member

The Winnemem Wintu tribe and their 
ancestral lands along the McCloud 
River near Mount Shasta are threatened 
by the Bureau of Reclamation’s plans 
to raise the Shasta Dam, the largest 
dam in California and the keystone of 
the Central Valley Project. In 1851, 
the Winnemem Wintu signed a treaty 
with the U.S. government reserving 
a portion of their ancestral lands, but 
Congress never ratified the treaty. 
Tribal members eventually received al-
lotments, but Winnemem lands, homes, 
sacred sites, and burial grounds were 
flooded in 1945 behind Shasta Dam. 
The loss of their lands threatened 
Winnemem cultural practices, left 

many homeless, and resulted in further 
impoverishment of the tribe. 

The Department of the Interior and the 
Bureau of Reclamation seek to create 
a more reliable supply of water for 
export by raising Shasta Dam between 
six and two hundred feet. The dam 
expansion would cost taxpayers an 
estimated $408 to $483 million dollars 
in construction costs. Even a six-foot 
expansion would flood Winnemem 
burial grounds and sacred sites such 
as Puberty Rock, where young women 
have their coming of age ceremony. 

In September, 2004 the Winnemem 
held Hu’p Chonas—a war dance—at 

Shasta Dam. The dance is a ceremo-
nial way of declaring resistance and 
protest to a challenge, as well a media 
event designed to draw public atten-
tion to the little-known dam project. 
Caleen Sisk-Franco, spiritual leader 
of the Winnemem, and Mark Franco, 
Tribal Chief and Headman explained the 
purpose of the war dance, saying, “we 
are dancing now to show the McCloud 
River that we too are fighting to protect 
these waters from the increased 
destruction posed by the proposed 
raising of Shasta Dam.” 

In February of 2005, the Bureau of Rec-
lamation began signing new contracts 
with two hundred water districts and 
contractors who receive water from the 
Central Valley Project. The contracts 
lock the Bureau into delivering huge 
amounts of water to Central Valley 
growers for the next twenty-five to fifty 
years. The proposed dam expansion 
will likely be pushed forward by the 
demands of districts that have been 
“promised” amounts of water that the 
state cannot deliver. By conserving a 
mere 5 percent of the water used on 
the alfalfa crop, growers could save 
five times the water that the Bureau’s 
most generous projections say would 
be stored by the expansion of the dam. 

But profits, rather than efficient water 
use, are the main motivation for the 
dam expansion. According to the Los 
Angeles Times, the contract renewals 
“will virtually guarantee growers a domi-
nant role in the state’s water markets,” 
as growers will be able to sell extra 
water to urban areas and real estate 
developers at huge profits.

The Winnemem Wintu have assembled 
a diverse alliance of environmental 
groups, tribal rights advocates, and 
environmental justice organizations. 
Using an extensive media strategy, 
including film screenings and print 
coverage, members are working to 
stop the dam raise and ensure the tribe 
receives its proper federal recognition. 
Organizations are pushing state policy 
makers to recognize raising Shasta 
Dam is both a poor water management 
decision and a poor budget decision 
that will have severe consequences for 
the Winnemem. At the federal level, the 
tribe has been working with lawyers 
and agencies to hold the government 
accountable for the many promises it 
has broken to the Winnemem Wintu. 
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For more information on the 
Karuk campaign, contact Craig 
Tucker, Klamath Campaign 
Coordinator, (916) 207-8294  
or ctucker@karuk.us. 

For more information about the 
funding and contamination 
problems small communities in the 
Central Valley face or about Self-
Help Enterprises, contact Paul 
Boyer, 8445 W. Elowin Court,  
PO Box 6520, Visalia, CA 93290, 
(559) 651-1000. 

For more information about the 
Yosemite Slough Watershed 
Restoration Project contact Olin 
Webb, Bayview Hunters Point 
Advocates, (415) 671-2863 or 
Jennifer Clary, Clean Water Action, 
111 New Montgomery Avenue, 
San Francisco, CA 94103,  
(415) 369-9160. 

For more information about the 
Environmental Health Coalition 
see www.environmentalhealth.org 
or contact Laura Hunter, 401 Mile 
of Cars Way Suite 310, National 
City, CA 91950, (619) 474-0220. 

For more information about the 
Center for Community Action 
and Environmental Justice see 
www.ccaej.org or contact Davin 
Diaz at P.O. Box 33124,  
Riverside, CA 92519,  
(951) 360-8451.

For more information about the 
Clean Farms, Clean Water 
Campaign see http://www.
cleanfarmscleanwater.org or 
contact Sejal Choksi, Baykeeper  
& SF Bay Chapter Director,  
55 Hawthorne St. Suite 550,  
San Francisco, CA 94105,  
(415) 856-0444,  
www.baykeeper.org.

For more information on 
Maywood and Comité Pro Uno’s 
work, contact Felipe Aguirre, Legal 
Advocate, 4020 E Flavson Ave, 
Maywood, CA 90270,  
(323) 560-8690.

For more information on the  
North Richmond Shoreline 
Open Space Alliance contact 
Whitney Dotson, Parchester 
Neighborhood Council,  
(510) 367-5379 or Jonna 
Papaefthimiou, Sierra Club,  
(510) 848-0800.

For more information about the 
Butte Environmental Council, 
see www.becnet.org  or contact 
Lynn Barris, 116 W. Second 
Street, #3, Chico, CA 95928, 
(530) 891-6424. 

For more information about 
Chualar and Cal-Am contact 
Jessica Labrash, Program 
Manager at La Union de Pueblo 
Entero, 1330 E. Alisal St., Salinas, 
CA 93905, (831) 424-4100.

For more information about the 
Winnemem Wintu and Shasta 
Dam see www.winnememwintu.us 
or contact Gary Mulcahy,  
(916) 991-8493 or 
gary@ranchriver.com.  

Contact information for 
groups profiled in this report





Communities across California 
demand that EVERY water user 
have the right to:

Safe, affordable drinking water, especially if paying for that 
service;

Be informed and receive public notices of all contaminants in 
water; proximity to sources of contamination; drinking water 
law violations, and water quality reports;  

Have all information and public notices be available in an easily 
accessible, user friendly manner, translated into the primary 
language of at least 10 percent of water users; 

Have access to a local water supplier representative that 
speaks the primary language of at least 10 percent of water 
users;

Have access to full disclosure of all financial information and 
records of their water supplier;

Serve on the Water Board and receive important news about 
their water supplier;

Effective government enforcement of water quality laws and 
monitoring; 

Hold those in control of water supplies accountable, without 
necessarily having to go to court and incurring significant 
costs.

Establish a universal life-line rate that pro-
vides affordable water to low-income users.

Support community-based organizations 
working on health and environmental 
monitoring projects through more funding 
opportunities and supplemental education 
and outreach programs.

Provide enough funding to small water sys-
tems to ensure they can provide safe water 
in compliance with all health standards and 
have instructional materials available in the 
primary language of all the people who run 
the systems. 

Support indigenous and holistic watershed 
management techniques.

Recognize all tribal rights to water and 
honor these rights on equal footing with 
other users.  

Implement and prioritize water conservation 
programs over other water supply projects, 
such as the raising of the Shasta Dam. 

Protect all water resources, including 
creeks, streams and groundwater, by regu-
lating all sources of contamination.

Test for all possible contaminants in water, 
especially near Superfund sites.

Base all health risk assessments and public 
health standards on the population that is 
most

sensitive to toxic exposure, such as unborn 
children. 

Address community fish consumption con-
cerns by providing more education and out-
reach on mercury contamination; restoring 
salmon runs; and prioritizing the clean-up of 
toxic sediments that contain contaminants 
that accumulate in fish. 

Get contaminants that threaten public 
health, such as rocket fuel, out of our drink-
ing water and provide replacement water 
to impacted communities, regardless of 
contamination level.

Stop the poisoning of low-income people 
and people of color by prioritizing clean up 
of contaminated water resources in these 
communities. 

Communities across California demand  
that agencies in charge of water resources: 


