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interpreted as water management failures. By the 1990s, it was hard to deny
that California water management was in trouble, even though everyone was
looking in different directions for solutions. The sunshine and warm climate,
the long growing season and the attractive life styles drew many to arid
southern California, and'the state’s developers and water managers always
assumed that the'y could bring water to wherever people wanted to settle. In
general, water transfers triggered little (or ineffective) resistance; water flowed
(uphill, in some instances!) from the relatively unpopulated northern and
eastern areas of the state to the Los Angeles region. Water was also always
available to support the large agribusiness of California, and any adverse
environmental impacts were largely ignored or partially mitigated until the
rise of the environmental movement. From an environmentalist’s perspec-
tive, water is an inseparable element of an ecosystem. The characteristics of
water, including its quantity, chemical composition, temperature and turbid-
ity, are specifically suited to the place in which it is found. Stream tempera-
ture, for example, is finely tuned for salmon habitat and will be affected by
water impoundments, thereby making the stream unsuitable for its native
species. For environmentalists, ecological problems represent a flawed rela-
tionship between humans and the environment, not an engineering problem
that can be fixed.!! The challenge of an environmental perspective on water
is supported in part by state and federal regulations, especially the
Endangered Species Act and the Clean Water Act, both of which recognize
that northern California water supplies are required in their natural basins to
support threatened habitats and to protect water quality. However serious the
need in the south, water could no lenger be taken from the north, where it
was needed to support endangered species and to provide potable water for a
growing population. By the end of the twentieth century, it was clear that
water agencies would have to find new ways of supplying water to growing
populations: ways that had less impact on fish habitat and water quality.

More to lose by inaction. Water politics in California came to be governed by
a vicious triangle. Agricultural users, often with the most senior water rights,
believed they were unfairly burdened by environmental regulations. Farmers
could point to innumerable sacrifices and investments made by them to
preserve and protect water-based habitat. Many asserted that continued agri-
cultural production, essential to the California economy, was in danger.
Unless farmers prospered, they argued, rural communities would wither and
farm-related businesses would fail. Municipal water utilities, however,
maintained that residential and industrial use of water represented a much
higher economic value than agriculture; moreover, the lives of many peo-
ple, rather than just crops, were at stake. For urban users, implementation
of the Endangered Species Act was causing problems for water reliability
and quality, the organizational imperatives for municipal water utilities.
Environmentalists, as the newcomers among water managers, believed that
they should not have to make any sacrifices to urban or agricultural interests,
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since the ecosystem had already been dangerously over-exploited. The
notion of further water development was intolerable and could only com-
pound the existing problems. All three interests were convinced they had
nothing more to relinquish in compromise. On the outside of this fractious
water community, Californians were beginning to believe they were poorly
served by the policy-making system. The drought and the ‘smeltdown’
raised public consciousness about water problems and mobilized parties out-
side the triangle. For example, the Chamber of Commerce began to worry
about the business climate in California.> National figures, like then-
Secretary of Interior Bruce Babbitt, and then-Governor Pete Wilson, deciding
it was time for political intervention, threatened to remove decision respon-
sibility from the usual players. At this point, the members of the triangle
realized they had more to lose in a deadlock or delay than by considering
new approaches. Finding peace among the warring parties (even if it meant
deferring the satisfaction of core values) became a high priority for all
involved. Without some sort of accommodation, each perspective faced cer-
tain loss of autonomy and reputation.

Experience with settlement. In the California examples, there is evidence of
experimentation with collaborative arrangements, especially as water
resource agencies became increasingly involved in multi-purpose water pro-
jects. Since multi-purpose water projects include as many beneficiaries as
possible, water agencies have reached beyond their usual constituencies to
include recreational users {boaters, fishers, bird watchers) and environmen-
talists, as well as fish and wildlife agencies. Over time, however, demands
from these new constituents have changed project designs from the
traditional storage and transfer structures to include non-structural alterna-
tives such as conservation practices, protection of floodplains and other
habitats.’3 As water problems worsened in California, multi-purpose projects
became more contentious and cooperation faltered. Even so, representatives
of the competing interests were able to collaborate on specific projects when
it was clearly in their mutual interests. For example, agricultural interests
and municipal water utilities collaborated on the Peripheral Canal proposal
to bring increased water supplies to the south by bypassing the Bay Delta.
While this particular proposal was ultimately defeated, the parties came
to accommodate one another’s values, and environmentalists and munici-
pal water utilities subsequently coliaborated in support of agricultural
reforms such as the Central Valley Improvement Project, which transferred
800,000 acre-feet per year from agricultural uses to improve fish and wildlife
habitat.

Pressure to break the long-standing deadlock over water management in
the Bay Delta was intensified when then-Governor Wilson ordered the state
to withdraw water quality permits. To defuse some of the conflict, federal
agencies took the initiative to coordinate all the federal resource agencies
through a Federal Ecosystem Directorate, more popularly known as
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‘Club Fed’. The state Water Policy Council agreed to join with Club Fed to
coordinate activities in the Delta. There followed a series of semi-formal
meetings that included not only federal and state agencies, but also represen-
tatives of water contractors, farmers and environmentalists. Ultimately, the
federal government agreed to purchase additional water, beyond that needed
for protections urider the Endangered Species Act, in exchange for water user
groups contributing resources for fish protection. This was only one of many
experiments using collaboration to resolve water problems in California.

Leadership willing to take risks. The kind of leadership needed to craft clumsy
solutions is different from that usually found in bureaucracies. What charac-
terizes ‘clumsy’ leaaers is not their roles, positions or access to resources, but
their willingness to take risks that appear to challenge alternative perspec-
tives. The motivations for risk-taking are hard to generalize, as they arise out
of particular contexts. For example, informants who explained why San Juan
Capistrano adopted an innovative rate structure said that they were so small
and marginal that they saw themselves as partial outsiders to the municipal
water utility community, and were able to ‘reject orthodoxy’ that insisted on
cost of service rates. In contrast, the environmentalist representative in the
group that first considered the EWA actually changed his mind during the
course of discussion. He came to understand the positions of other users and
accepted that fisheries should operate under the discipline of a water budget —
just as do agriculture and municipal water utilities. Leaders looking for
clumsy solutions are often self-selected; nothing in their job description or
experience would lead them to deviate from organizational norms. The
impetus for change seems to be a result of the factors described above. They
know the accumulation of previous failures and they understand the unsup-
portable costs of continued stalemate. Further, they are the ones who have
previously participated in collaborative efforts. In face-to-face encounters
they hear other values articulated and realize that their own answers are not
satisfactory to their collaborators. Leaders, more than other engaged parties,
realize that creativity is required for finding viable solutions.

Conclusions

The examples in this chapter illustrate the usefulness of the theory of socio-
cultural viability, in both illuminating problems and crafting solutions.
While the physical problems of a growing population and of dealing with
water scarcity are real, underlying the deadlock that characterized water poli-
tics in California at the end of the twentieth century was a fundamental value
conflict among upholders of different ways of organizing and perceiving. The
bureaucrats, who had long dominated water in their time-honoured hierar-
chical manner, were challenged on two fronts: by more egalitarian groups
interpreting the problems through ecological and social equity terms, and by
more individualistic organjzations looking to markets as an obvious solution.
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As described in the opening Chapter, collaborative and seemingly messy
solutions may offer the only viable alternatives for many long-standing and
apparently intractable resource problems. In addition to the design of clumsy
solutions, the examples provided in this Chapter suggest that the process of
clumsy collaboration may be as important as the designs themselves. As we
have observed, the beginning of the process is often the realization that the
status quo is simply not sustainable. This challenge often comes from those
outside the immediate decision making arena, and participants have to
choose between collaborating or losing control over outcomes.

Policy change is often described in terms of dramatic discontinuities and
obvious innovations.'* What we observed in these Californian cases, how-
ever, was that change was preceded by tentative experiments as well as nar-
row, short-term agreements. Adherents of the different ways of organizing,
perceiving and justifying, it would seem, need to practice collaboration,
gaining capacity for forging agreements across values and organizational
objectives, and gaining trust and respect for other perspectives and partici-
pants. Those who see policy change as a reframing of issues may overlook
the extent to which the core values of the participants remain the same.
Collaborators do not have so much a change of heart, as a recognition of
new realities. A part of clumsiness has to do with the awkwardness of carry-
ing forward distinct values and norms, as participants gain experience and
skill in collaboration with those adhering to alternative ways of organizing
and perceiving. Because clumsy solutions carry the history of their making
along with them, they are understandably inelegant.

Prior to the progressive era, more individualistic organizations and people
dominated natural resource management, and the result was over-exploitation
and system failure.’® In response, science and bureaucracy were elevated
in order to manage resources rationally to serve more orderly economic
development.1é As a consequence, California had a ‘golden age’ of expan-
sion, growing to the sixth largest economy in the world.l” Unbalanced con-
trol by the hierarchically-minded, however, produced system-inefficiency
and severe environmental and social inequity. Sensing an opportunity for
their turn to dominate water policy in California, egalitarian groups pressed
for a new era of decentralization, appropriate technology and the husband-
ing of all natural resources, including water. Our study suggests that holding
onto such singular hopes, or expecting to return to some singular past, leads
only to deadlock. Clumsy solutions to California water problems begin to
look like very good solutions that others can learn from.
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