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What is the Water Education Foundation?

• Impartial nonprofit focused on public education of 

water issues in California and across the West since 1977

• Our team of journalists write articles and guides on key 
water topics and our teachers conduct workshops and 
trainings. 

• We serve as a resource for journalists in California and 
the Western United States

• Mission: To inspire understanding of water and catalyze 
critical conversations to build bridges and inform 
collaborative decision-making.



My Background

• The Associated Press – 10 Years 
• Reporter and Editor in Los Angeles

• Southern California newspaper – 9 Years
• Water and Environmental Reporter

• Current role includes being:
• Executive Editor of Western Water news

• Cover water issues across California & 
the Colorado River Basin

• Led workshop in Tehran, December 2016



Western Water News

Topics we’ve tackled:

Climate change shrinking snowpacks

Microplastics as an emerging contaminant

Groundwater Sustainability – Huge issue in 
California and Iran



www.watereducation.org



Why the Water 
Beat is Important 
Worldwide
• Water impacts everyone & 

everything

• Freshwater is a scarce resource in 
many regions

• Water issues often involve:
• Politics, science, history, the law, 

international treaties, 
agriculture, engineering, the 
weather & climate





Water Crises

“If this situation is not reformed, in 30 years Iran will be a ghost town.”

-Issa Kalantair, former Agricultural Minister, 2013.

Water reservoirs in Iran are at an all-time low, threatening nationwide rationing 
soon, local media and officials say. Khorasan daily said last week that water 
behind 10 important dams has decreased 25 to 75 percent in comparison to the 
average in previous years.

- Iran International, January 1, 2023

Pakistan in 2016 threatened war with India if it violated a decades-old treaty regulating 

river flows between the two nations, saying any violation would be “an act of war.”

- Reuters, Sept. 27, 2016



Key Techniques
In order to convey the importance of water issues 
in Iran and elsewhere, a journalist must 
understand:

How water gets to farms and cities, and where 
it comes from

What infrastructure is used to transport the 
water, and what happens along the way

That water issues often impact every sector of 
society from the economy to the environment

Emerging challenges such as climate change 
and emerging alternative sources of water



Where does 
water come 
from?



Understand Hydrology
• In California

–Wet in the north

–Dry in south

• Greatest population is the south

• The Sierra Nevada mountains 
provide 30 percent of the state’s 
“developed” water



Understand Hydrology

• Mostly arid or semiarid

• Rainfall is highly seasonal 
between October and 
March



Understand Water 
Sources

• Surface Water

• Rivers

• Rainfall and 
snowmelt

• Groundwater

California

• Sacramento River

• American River

• Groundwater

City of 
Sacramento



Understand Water 
Sources

• Surface Water

• Rivers

• Rainfall and 
snowmelt

• Groundwater

Iran

• Surface Water

• Lar River

• Jajrood River

• Karaj River

• Groundwater

City of 
Tehran 



Hetch Hetchy System
San Francisco PUC
1913 - Raker Act

Colorado River
Aqueduct

Mokelumne River
Aqueduct

Los Angeles
Aqueduct

Hetch 
Hetchy 
System 

CVP

SWP

Understand Water InfrastructureUnderstand Water Infrastructure

Los Angeles Aqueduct
Los Angeles DWP

1913

Mokelumne River Aqueduct 
East Bay MUD

1929

Colorado River Aqueduct
MWD of So. Cal.

1941

State Water Project
California DWR

1960 - Burns Porter Act

Central Valley Project
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation

1940 (C.C. Canal first)



Sacramento River 11

San Joaquin 
River22

San Francisco Bay

How is water moved across the Delta?

State Water Project Pumps

Central Valley Project Pumps
16



The Invisible Source 

• Groundwater

• Used in many 
countries

• Things to keep in mind

• It’s not everywhere

• Not always usable



Groundwater
• Provides about 40% of our water demand, including 

agricultural uses, more in dry years, very similar 
numbers in Iran 

• About 85% of California’s population gets some portion 
of drinking water from groundwater

• California passed the Sustainable Groundwater 
Management Act, commonly called SGMA in 2014, 
because of over-pumping

• Iran’s groundwater pumping also exceeds the amount of 
water that is naturally replenished



Where is Groundwater?

- It is not everywhere
- More than 400 groundwater basins 
- Only a fraction of the water is economically 
usable



Rate of Groundwater 
Overdraft

Shows the rate of groundwater overdraft in 30 basins 
from 2002 to 2015
Source: Scientific Reports, April 2021
Authors: Samaneh Ashraf Ali Nazemi Amir 
AghaKouchak



SGMA at 10 Years

In 2024, our groundbreaking water 
law turns 10 years old

As journalists we will mark this 
anniversary by analyzing the progress 
made in making our groundwater 
more sustainable

More importantly, what still needs to 
happen



Don’t Forget The 
Water & Energy 
Connection 

• 20% of California’s electricity is used to 
bring water to consumers and send it 
for sewage treatment

• Our State Water Project is the single-
largest power consumer in California

– It is also generates power, enough 
to run about two-thirds of the 
electricity needed to run its pumps 
and other facilities.

Hyatt Powerplant below Lake Oroville is in a cavern the size of two football fields. 



Don’t Forget The Water & 
the Environment Connection

• The construction of dams and 
channelization of rivers has 
significantly altered rivers, streams and 
wetlands. 

• Dams on rivers can block salmon from 
returning to their spawning areas

• Birds migrating on the Pacific Flyway 
have fewer wetlands and water bodies 
to land. 

• In California, rice farmers are flooding 
their fields to help the migrating 
birds.



Diversifying 
Water Supply

• Ocean Desalination

• Wastewater Recycling 

• Water Conservation

• Stormwater Capture

• Water Transfers



Ask 
Questions, 
Stay in the 

Know

Learn all you can from those who research or 
manage water

Generate story ideas and find experts by joining 
emails lists, following them on social media

Stay in the know by following global water 
issues and localizing them when you can

Show me the money!



Get out of the 
newsroom!

Qanat Tour
Yazd, Iran



Telling the 
Water 
Story

Find the person who can help you best tell the 
story – a farmer, a scientist, an activist, a 
business person, engineer

Put issues into context and highlight good 
stories when you can

Always convey that water is a rare and precious 
natural resource

Use photos and graphics to help tell your story



Finding a Voice to Tell the Story

Is a 1960 treaty between 
Pakistan and India killing 
the mighty Ravi River?
NPR, April 27, 2023

LAHORE, Pakistan – Abuzar Madhu sits by the Ravi, a 
storied river that begins in the Himalayas of northern 
India and crosses into Pakistan. Madhu, an artist and 
environmental activist, embraces an ancient South Asian 
tradition of river worship. "She's a mother," Madhu says. 
"She's also a God."
Ships once sailed the broad and wide Ravi. Hindu and 
Muslim saints lived by the banks and people still worship 
at shrines built in their honor. But the river flowing past 
Madhu is not the Ravi of history. It is now a stinking, 
dirty ribbon flowing between dusty banks, a dump for 
industry, agriculture and sewage, one of the world's most 
polluted bodies of water.
Environmentalists and activists alike say a treaty is partly 
to blame for killing the Ravi: the Indus Waters Treaty 
between Pakistan and India, signed in 1960.
In March, one water expert, Hassan Abbas, described the 
Indus Waters Treaty as causing "ecocide" and tells NPR 
that he hopes the treaty is in peril.
"If the treaty is in trouble, and it gets nullified," he said. A 
new river water treaty could be negotiated "in line with 
emerging trends of sustainability and environmental 
protection and restoration of degraded ecosystems."



Measuring Water
• In California, water is measured by acre feet

• An acre-foot of water equals about 326,000 gallons

• In California, an acre-foot has typically met the 
annual needs of two average households

• Visually, it is enough water to cover a football field 1-
foot deep. 

• In Iran, water is measured by BCM, or billion cubic 
meters. How would you convey that large number to 
a reader?



Drought to Deluge – Graphics help tell the story

April 6, 2021 April 19, 2022                                  April 27, 2023                                  



Lake Oroville





Let your readers know there are easy 
changes to save water

• Reduce irrigation to 
three times per week 
and reduce run times by 
2 to 3 minutes.

• Run sprinklers in the 
morning or at night.

• Turn water off when 
brushing teeth.

• More tips at 
watereducation.org.



Key Techniques

The more you learn about water the more you 
can help the public understand

Remember to convey that water is a critical 
natural resource that is precious and not to be 
wasted

‘Know as much as you can about it; read other 
reporters’ articles

Have fun, it’s a fascinating topic!



#FunFacts

California has the highest variability of annual precipitation in 
the United States.

A “water year” in California  begins on Oct. 1 and ends on 
Sept. 30. Stats from the water year are used to measure they 
year as “dry” “wet” or “normal.” 

Southern California per capita water use dropped 40 percent 
even as the population increased from 15 million in 1990 to 
19 million in 2020

Irvine Ranch Water District meets roughly 27 percent of its 
service area’s water demands with highly treated 
wastewater. 



Get 
Connected
via social 

media

Twitter: @WaterEdFdn

Facebook: WaterEducationFoundation

LinkedIn: water-education-foundation

Sign up for our announcements, Aquafornia 
and our Western Water news on our website



Stay in 
Touch!

Jennifer Bowles
Executive Director

jbowles@watereducation.org

@Jenn_Bowles


