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The Water for Agriculture Webinar Series welcomed Dr. Christina Babbit and Vicky Espinoza who 
shared lessons from community engagement work surrounding California’s Sustainable 
Groundwater Management Act (SGMA), the most significant groundwater legislation passed in 
the state in over a century. The webinar provided an overview of SGMA and discussed some of 
the work being done to better engage and educate farmers and community members around 
water and land-use decisions being made within their communities. Dr. Babbit and Espinoza 
shared insights and lessons from their experiences to date on how groups can better work 
together to advance effective and meaningful stakeholder engagement. 

Dr. Babbit began by describing the motivations for the passage of California’s 2014 Sustainable 
Groundwater Management Act. Until SGMA’s passage, California was the only state without a 
statewide system in place to manage groundwater. Dr. Babbit reflected, “This was really 
interesting given how important groundwater is for the economy and the state as a whole, as an 
average 38 percent of all annual water used in California is from groundwater.” For Californians, 
groundwater serves as a critical buffer against drought and climate change. With 80 percent of 
the state’s population – 30 million people – living in areas that overly groundwater basins, the 
supply “is a bank account to draw upon in times of uncertainty.” 

The passage of SGMA, Dr. Babbit explained, was the result of a policy window attributed to a 
number of key factors. Visionary former Governor, Jerry Brown, drove the legislation forward 
and was further assisted by coalitions of statewide groups and leaders who came together to 
support SGMA. The urgency for sustainable groundwater legislation was further exasperated by 
drought and declining groundwater levels which played a large role in motivating legislative 
change. Cumulative groundwater depletion combined with severe drought conditions leading up 
to SGMA’s passing in 2014 highlighted California’s extreme water conditions and need for 
improved policy and community cooperation. 
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The Sustainable Groundwater Management Act required the California Department of Water 
Resources (DWR) to designate groundwater basin boundaries as high, medium, or low priority 
based on current and projected population growth, the number of public supply wells and total 
wells, and the degree to which households and industry rely on groundwater as their primary 
source. Ultimately, the DWR identified 517 groundwater basins in the state; 109 of which were 
designated as high and medium priority basins.  These 109 are largely located in the Central 
Valley – the most critical of which reside in the San Joaquin Valley – and are at risk of significant 
resource overdraft, which may threaten local agricultural production, communities, and the 
environment (see below). Under SGMA, basins of high and medium priority are required to halt 
overdraft and bring groundwater basins into balanced levels of pumping and recharging. These 
basins, known as Groundwater Sustainability Agencies (GSAs), should reach sustainability within 
20 years of implementing their sustainability plans. For critically over-drafted basins, that will be 
2040. For the remaining high and medium priority basins, 2042 is the deadline. 

 
Unique to SGMA is its definition of “sustainable,” which does not define what sustainability is, 
but what it is not.  Dr. Babbit described GSA sustainability plans avoid the following undesired 
results, which are often interrelated: surface water depletion, reduction of storage, degraded 
quality, seawater intrusion, land subsidence, and lowering groundwater levels. Dr. Babbit 
explained, “SGMA requires basin conditions to be restored as they existed in January of 2015, 
not what they were 30 or 50 years ago. This is about maintaining what they have, not making 
conditions necessarily better or worse.” 

Dr. Babbit reflected on the many challenges and opportunities SGMA presents to the 
enhancement of water security and resilience. “The pace of SGMA implementation is really going 
to require us to be innovative, and I’m really hopeful that some of this innovation will not only 
help us make good strides in California but can also be scaled to geographies beyond the state,” 
she reflected. In addition to the challenges of funding and coordinating such critical natural 
resource endeavors, Dr. Babbit highlighted the need for public engagement and increased local 
and state capacity, as “GSAs are required to engage stakeholders, and some have done a better 
job than others.” 

Next, Espinoza described California’s San Joaquin Valley and explained how environmental 
challenges and persistent inequalities in her own backyard are what motivate her to develop 
locally representative, equitable, and resilience solutions to secure food energy, and water 
resources. The San Joaquin Valley, the “Fruit Basket of the World,” is the most agriculturally 
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productive region in California, providing about 40 percent of the fruits, nuts, and vegetables to 
the entire United States. Despite the region’s agricultural productivity, it also boasts the state’s 
highest percentage of children living in poverty. Further, about 500 disadvantaged communities, 
most of which have predominantly Hispanic and Latino residents, do not have access to safe, 
clean drinking water and are exposed to poor air quality ad lack access to healthy, affordable 
food. Ironically, many of these residents depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. 

Espinoza became aware of this inequity president in the Valley early in her doctoral career and 
volunteered with the Community Water Center, a non-profit catalyst for community-driven 
water solution through organizing for education and advocacy in California. In her time 
volunteering, Espinoza found a knowledge equity gap when preparing for a talk about SGMA at a 
Latinx farmer conference and how it would impact farmers. Espinoza explained: “Part of my 
mission during my doctoral journey has been to close the knowledge equity gap by putting my 
bilingual and Latina roots to good use to inform our farmers, both in English and Spanish, on the 
potential impact SGMA could have on them.” Espinoza has since spent the past two years 
engaging with and building trust with disadvantaged communities of predominantly Latinx and 
Hispanic farmers and residents in Merced and Stanislaus Counties. She facilitates workshops on 
SGMA, its impacts, and explains how attendees can find and participate in their local GSA. 
Espinoza has shared the reality of the inequality of environmental issues in the San Joaquin 
Valley with state and national policy makers. She reflected: “It is very important for me, when I 
travel and participate as a panelist at these conferences, that I’m sharing the stories, both the 
environmental and equity issues that are present in the Valley.” 

Concluding the webinar, Espinoza described the motivations and aims for her PhD dissertation, 
which relies on estimates that more than ten percent of agricultural land may go out of 
production to meet SGMA targets by 2040. Espinoza’s doctoral research seeks to develop a 
blueprint for how and where to take this ten percent out of production, consider what 
alternative land use is beneficial for disadvantaged communities to maximize benefits for the 
environment and local economy, and consider subsequent implications of SGMA and its potential 
impacts on farmers. In combination with multi-stakeholder engagement, Espinoza is developing a 
spatial optimization model that considers five alternative land uses and incorporates community 
preference through a weighted system within each spatial optimization model. The resulting 
maps will be overlaid to create a composite map of optimal land use locations that contain all 
five potential lenses. “The multi-stakeholder engagement in my research,” Espinoza concluded, 
“ensures that the outcomes of this project are relevant and represent the needs of the 
community and the environment.” 

To view the full webinar, click here.  

Dr. Christina Babbit, Senior Manager, California Groundwater Program, Environmental Defense 
Fund. 
Vicky Espinoza, PhD Candidate, Environmental Systems Graduate Group, University of California, 
Merced. 
 
*This webinar series brief was prepared by Hannah Whitley.  
 
*This work is supported by the Agriculture and Food Research Initiative (AFRI) Water for 
Agriculture grant no. 2017-68007-26584/project accession no. 1013079 from the USDA National 
Institute of Food and Agriculture. 
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