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Assessing  
Strengths & Needs

• Elected Officials


• Water Management Agencies


• Mutual Water Companies


• Members of the Public



Community Water Ethnography 
of the Santa Ana River Watershed

1. INTERVIEWER ASKS: You probably consider yourself to 
be a member of many communities. Today, we’d like you to 
think of yourself as a member of the _____ community. We’d 
like to start out by asking you to describe some aspects of your 
community in general - Please tell us about your community’s 
strengths, and what it needs.

2. INTERVIEWER ASKS: We are also very interested in your 
perspectives on water issues. Please tell us about water in the 
_____ community.



What we heard



What we heard



Preliminary Data
●Focus On: Parks and Trails (Theme: Open Space; Topic: Public Open Space) 

Connection Example 1:  
Preliminary data indicate that elected officials, water agencies, and lay 
community members were likely to talk about parks as good civic space 
interfaces and sources of information about xeriscapes, water 
conservation, reclamation, and recycling as well as places to obtain 
public water as well as conserve, reclaim, and recycle water.  

Disconnection Example 1:  
While water agencies and elected officials talked about universal support 
for more parks, preliminary data suggests that some community members 
have concerns about the public parks in their neighborhoods because of 
poor infrastructure (water and otherwise) maintenance, homelessness, and 
lack of personal security. 



Preliminary Data
●Focus On: Avenues and Barriers to Participation and Collaboration – broad 
perspectives on difficulties around day-to-day civic engagement, interagency 
collaboration, not necessarily related to water (Theme: Public Inreach and Outreach – 
processes by which people communicate, collaborate, form partnerships around 
managing and using water; Topic: Civic Interfaces) 

Connection Example 1:  
Elected officials and water agencies converged on the fact that work schedules 
and language skills prevent some community members from participating in 
civic processes. Preliminary data suggest that most community members share 
this view. 

Disconnection Example 1:  
Preliminary data suggest some community members view water agencies and 
elected officials as unwilling to engage with community members on their 
own terms and with an attitude of humility, creating barriers to collaboration. 
Many elected officials and water agencies talked about barriers to 
collaboration in terms of community members’ schedules and language skills.  
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Next Steps
• Additional public 

listening sessions


• Spatial analysis of 
themes


• Community Water 
Ethnography of the 
Santa Ana River 
Watershed 

• Elected leader training


• On-call Translation 
Services 


• Technical assistance 
to the communities


• “Check-back” 
engagement sessions


• Agency staff training 
curriculum



Other Ongoing Activity
• Trust the Tap media kit for 

retailers (English, Spanish 
Vietnamese)


• Community Water Interns


• CivicSpark Water Fellows


• TAC for TA developing 
prioritization schema


• MOU with City of Riverside 
Housing Authority RE: 
homelessness

• Engagement best 
practices publication


• March 29, 2019 State of 
the Watershed Conference



Thanks!

• Bonus slides below, in case you ask me about:


• SAWPA’s member agencies


• What Ethnography is


• More interesting preliminary data


• The Agency Training concept



• Eastern Municipal Water District

• Inland Empire Utilities Agency 

• Orange County Water District


• San Bernardino Valley Municipal 
Water District


• Western Municipal Water District



Ethnography

…produces case study evidence about 
the diversity of social and cultural 
experiences, and yields generalizable 
knowledge about social processes, 
cultural meanings, and the explanatory 
models people use in their everyday lives.



●Focus On: Water Quality, Quantity, Use Knowledge Information – talk about 
knowledge regarding: water sources, the status of water safety and quality, amounts 
used across landscapes, penalties and monitoring, how different groups use water 
differently, and knowledge about wise use (Theme: Public Inreach and Outreach – 
processes by which people communicate, collaborate, form partnerships around 
managing and using water; Topic: Water Knowledge – discussions that demonstrate 
differing kinds, processes, and levels of water knowledge and expertise as well as 
concerns about gaps or unevenness in access to “knowing about water”) 

Connection Example 1: 
Electeds, lay community, and agencies all show instances of sharing 
knowledge about how people don’t trust water quality. 

Disconnection Example 1:  
Electeds and water agencies report believing that lay community distrust of 
water comes from social media disinformation, immigrants’ experiences in 
their countries of origin, and from local news. Meanwhile, lay community 
members reveal that their knowledge of water quality concerns comes from 
everyday modes of sensory input (smell and taste), from distrust of elite 
sources of data influenced by larger political objectives they feel 
unrepresented by, and from direct knowledge of contamination they see and 
hear about from other community members.  



Agency Training

• A four hour training curricula


• Developed by UCI Newkirk Center for Science 
and Society


• A protocol for inviting and listening to 
community expertise, and checking back


• Three levels of analysis: light, medium, heavy


