
 
 
Via: disb@deltacouncil.ca.gov  
 

December 1, 2021 
 
Dr. Laurel Larsen, Lead Scientist 
Delta Science Program 
715 P Street, 15-300 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
 
Subject: Comments on Draft Assessment of the Delta Independent Science 

Board 
 
 
Dear Dr. Larsen: 
 
This letter originates from lands of the Lisjan Ohlones in the East Bay, of Yokut lands in 
the Stockton area, and Miwok lands of the Delta further north. These lands represent 
the great connections of San Francisco Bay with the Delta estuary.  
 
Restore the Delta (RTD) is a grassroots campaign of residents and organizations 
committed to restoring the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta so that fisheries, 
communities, and family farming can thrive there together again; so that water quality is 
protected for all communities, particularly environmental justice communities; and so 
that Delta environmental justice communities are protected from flood and drought 
impacts resulting from climate change while gaining improved public access to clean 
waterways. Ultimately our goal is to connect communities to our area rivers and to 
empower communities to become the guardians of the estuary through participation in 
government planning and waterway monitoring. RTD advocates for local Delta 
stakeholders to ensure that they have a direct impact on water management decisions 
affecting the well-being of their communities, and water sustainability policies for all 
Californians. 
 
Since its inception under the Delta Reform Act of 2009, we have looked regularly to 
products of the DISB for insights into Delta-related scientific issues, from nonnative 
invasive species and seismic issues to the DISB!s reviews of projects like California 
WaterFix. In the last 12 years they have become an indispensable voice for scientific 
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rigor and communication for and about the Delta. We are grateful that so many of our 
colleagues mobilized support to save the DISB when it was threatened with budget cuts 
earlier this year. 
 
We have reviewed the “Draft Assessment of the Impact and Value of the Delta 
Independent Science Board” prepared by Lauren Hastings, Chelsea Batavia, and 
Edmund Yu of the Delta Science Program of the Delta Stewardship Council. We find the 
review comprehensive and methodologically sound. There are areas of emphasis that 
need beefing up with the Delta Independent Science Board (DISB).  
 
But before we discuss these areas, we must praise the Board for its 2017 review of the 
Delta as an Evolving Place, which identified the lack of social science research in the 
Delta. We participated in review of the DSP’s Science Action Agenda at the time, and 
agreed wholeheartedly with the finding of inattention to social science’s potential for 
yielding important insights into social aspects of the Delta as an evolving place.1 We 
also subsequently appreciated establishment of the Delta Social Science Task Force 
and participated in one of its public meetings and commented on its report, and we 
attach our comment letter here so you have direct reference to our views on Delta social 
science needs.  
 
Regarding the DISB Assessment, we find that it properly recognizes the DISB’s 
“evolving place” observation as the first time social science was mentioned for its 
absence from the Delta Science Program (and the Delta Stewardship Council’s) science 
agenda, and that this deficit had to be addressed. It was a good first step, however long 
overdue it was. 
 
The establishment and work of the Delta Social Science Task Force and its report were 
similarly important, but our perception is that the momentum created by the DSSTF and 
its report has been dissipated. We would appreciate some sign or word from the Delta 
Science Program about what steps have been taken to establish and integrate Delta 
social science into the work of the DSP and the spans of attention of the Delta 
Stewardship Council and the Delta Independent Science Board.  
 
Related to this we noted from the DISB Assessment that an environmental economist is 
a member of the roster, Dr. Lisa Wainger.2 While we welcome her appointment and 
understand that she is the DISB Chair-elect, we are concerned that more social 
scientists are needed for the DISB. We are concerned that the DISB lacks sufficient 
expertise in the areas of social, cultural, and historical disciplines. We are aware that 
the DSP is taking steps in this direction. For example, we enjoyed a recent online 

 
1 We invite you to revisit our comments in our letter to Cliff Dahm, then-DSP lead scientist, and archived 
online at https://www.restorethedelta.org/wp-content/uploads/20170531-RTD-Comments-DSC-Science-
Action-Agenda.pdf  
2 This position had initially been held by Richard Norgaard of UC Berkeley, and is now held by Lisa 
Wainger, who is an environmental economist. Draft DISB Assessment, p. 14. 
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discussion with Dr. Jessica Rudnick and Dr. Kristin Dobbins, social science scholars 
who interviewed us about Delta environmental justice concerns and the scope of a 
social science survey that in preparation. It is our impression these scholars are not 
permanent employees of the Delta Science Program; in particular it is our 
understanding that Dr. Dobbins now occupies a position at UCLA and was only 
temporarily employed at the DSP this year.  
 
We recognize that crucial science issues facing the Delta are matters of natural and 
physical science, social science, and historical origins and importance today. We urge 
the Delta Science Program, the Delta Independent Science Board, and the Delta 
Stewardship Council work to better integrate these areas of inquiry about the Delta 
more completely and in more balanced fashion. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the DISB Assessment. If you have 
questions about our comments, please feel free to reach out to us.  
 

 
Barbara Barrigan-Parrilla 
Executive Director 
barbara@restorethedelta.org  

 
 

Tim Stroshane 
Policy Analyst 
tim@restorethedelta.org 

Sincerely, 
 
 
Attachment: Restore the Delta Comments of January 30, 2020 to the Delta 

Stewardship Council on Delta Social Science Task Force Strategy Report, 
December 2019. 

 
cc: Susan Tatayon, Chair, Delta Stewardship Council 
 Frank C. Damrell, Member 
 Mike Gatto, Member 
 Maria Mehranian, Member 
 Christy Smith, Member 
 Daniel Zingale,Member 
 Virginia Madueño, Member 
 Erik Vink, Delta Protection Commission  
 Dillon Delvo, Little Manila Rising 
 Matt Holmes, Little Manila Rising 
 Jasmine Leek, Third City Coalition 
 Tama Brisbane, With Our Words Thomas H. Keeling, The Freeman Firm  
 Kelley Taber, Somach & Simmons  
 John Herrick, South Delta Water Agency 
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 Dante Nomellini, Central Delta Water Agency 
 Osha Meserve, Soluri Meserve LLC  
 Roger Moore, Law Office of Roger B. Moore 
 Jonas Minton, Planning & Conservation League 
 Bob Wright, Sierra Club California 
 Bill Jennings, California Sportfishing Protection Alliance 
 Chris Shutes, California Sportfishing Protection Alliance 
 Carolee Krieger, California Water Impact Network 
 Michael B. Jackson, California Water Impact Network  
 Barbara Vlamis, AquAlliance 
 Regina Chichizola, Save California Salmon 
 Tom Stokely, Save California Salmon 
 Patricia Schifferle, Pacific Advocates 
 Brandon Dawson, Sierra Club California 
 Adam Keats, Law Office of Adam Keats, PC 
 Doug Obegi, NRDC 
 Kate Poole, NRDC 
 Jon Rosenfield, San Francisco Baykeeper 
 Gary Bobker, The Bay Institute 
 Mike Conroy, PCFFA 
 John McManus, Golden State Salmon Association 
 Michelle Ghafar, Earthjustice 
 Nina Robertson, Earthjustice 
 



via email: socialsciencetaskforce@gmail.com, jpearson@deltacouncil.ca.gov 

30 January 2020

Jessica Pearson, Executive Director
Delta Stewardship Council
980 Ninth Street, Suite 1500
Sacramento, CA  95814

Subject: Comments on Delta Social Science Task Force Strategy (DSSTF) 
Report, December 2019

Dear Ms. Pearson and Members of the DSSTF:

Restore the Delta (RTD) advocates for local Delta stakeholders to ensure that they have 
a direct impact on water management decisions affecting the water quality and well-
being of their communities, and water sustainability policies for all Californians. We work 
through public education and outreach so that all Californians recognize the 
Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta as part of California’s natural heritage, deserving of 
restoration. We fight for a Delta whose waters are fishable, swimmable, drinkable, and 
farmable, supporting the health of the San Francisco Bay-Delta Estuary, and the ocean 
beyond. Our coalition envisions the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta as a place where a 
vibrant local economy, tourism, recreation, farming, wildlife, and fisheries thrive as a 
result of resident efforts to protect our waterway commons. 

RTD is strongly committed to science because we believe in the power of facts. Science 
that is well-founded is an excellent source of facts. Facts can be stubborn correctives to 
the hurly-burly of politics and even of policy-making, though they are vulnerable to 
manufacture and distribution of falsehoods. RTD values facts because, sooner or later, 
facts connect everyone to reality.

RTD takes its interest in science-related initiatives of the Delta Stewardship Council 
(DSC) because part of the DSC’s purpose is to base its decisions on “best available 
science.” Its stewardship role obligates the DSC to encourage other state agencies 
active with Delta issues to rely on best available science. We have commented several 
times now to the DSC on water quality prospectuses, various synthesis papers, the 
Delta Science Plan and the Science Action Agenda of the Delta Science Program. In 
2017, we commented to the Delta Science Program about the need for social science 

42 N. Sutter Street, Suite 506  
Stockton, CA  95202

(209) 475-9550 
www.restorethedelta.org
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usage in Delta-related research. At that time, we pointed out, regarding the Science 
Action Agenda, that it would be useful to study the Delta as containing at least two 
crucial common pool resources, water and fish, and that there are vast amounts of 
already existing research studies about policy and organizing solutions relating to the 
problems of common pool resources. We also identified Delta indigenous history, 
culture, ethnobotany, and economy as needed objects of study for the sake of future 
Delta management. We suggested options for human predation of nonnative invasive 
species as a strategy for controlling or even eliminating them (such as Potamocorbula 
amurensis) from the Delta’s benthic food web. Finally, we suggested environmental 
justice as an important social science-based perspective that can open potential new 
paths for policy definition and solutions.1

In 2018, we commented several times, in the midst of the California WaterFix water 
rights change petition hearings before the State Water Resources Control Board, on 
science matters of interest to both the Delta Independent Science Board and the DSC. 
These opportunities included draft prospectuses on review of methods for estimating 
water supply reliability and of the Interagency Ecological Program; water quality science 
of chemical contaminants and nutrients; the three “synthesis papers” pertinent to 
amendment of Delta Plan Chapter 4 on ecosystem protection, restoration, and 
enhancement; and 2018 Delta Science Plan update. 

We are pleased the DSC continues to encourage greater involvement and application of 
social science to problems of the San Francisco Bay-Delta estuary as exemplified by 
production of the Delta Social Science Task Force (DSSTF) Strategy Report. 

Our comments on the DSSTF Strategy Report largely center on these themes: 

• First, the scope of the DSSTF’s charge is ambiguous, and we think the DSSTF 
grappled with that ambiguity with mixed success. 

• Second, the charge’s focus on agency management decisions versus impacted 
people appears not to grasp that in many situations, one cannot always be sure that 
agency management is in control when impacted people act with independent 
initiative. 

• Third, the DSSTF Strategy Report is all but silent on the looming importance of 
environmental justice and public health research into harmful algal blooms (HABs). 
These types of blooms are expected to worsen as the Central Valley’s climate warms 
and dries and existing water quality problems remain intractable. We outline the 
problem and offer suggestions.

 We were delighted to receive an email reply at the time from then-lead scientist Cliff Dahm thanking us 1

for our submission.
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• Fourth, the DSSTF Strategy Report itself seems to denigrate interpretive social 
science research in favor of empirical research, when in reality, empirical research 
relies greatly—whether explicitly or tacitly—on interpretive frameworks and conceptual 
models.

• Finally, the DSSTF Strategy Report properly confronts the fiscal issue of investing in 
social science as the DSC’s science program moves ahead. 

Our specific comments are provided in Attachment 1 to this letter.

We thank you for the opportunity to comment. The DSSTF Strategy Report is an 
encouraging sign to us.

Sincerely,

Attachment 1: Restore the Delta’s Specific Comments on the DSSTF Strategy Report.

cc: Susan Tatayon, Chair, Delta Stewardship Council
Randy Fiorini, Vice-Chair
Frank C. Damrell, Member
Mike Gatto, Member
Maria Mehranian, Member
Oscar Villegas, Member
Ken Weinberg, Member
Erik Vink, Delta Protection Commission
Thomas H. Keeling, The Freeman Firm
Kelley Taber, Somach & Simmons
S. Dean Ruiz, South Delta Water Agency
John Herrick, South Delta Water Agency
Dante Nomellini, Central Delta Water Agency
Osha Meserve, Soluri Meserve LLC
Roger Moore, Law Office of Roger B. Moore
Jonas Minton, Planning & Conservation League
Bob Wright, Sierra Club California
Bill Jennings, California Sportfishing Protection Alliance
Chris Shutes, California Sportfishing Protection Alliance
Carolee Krieger, California Water Impact Network
Michael B. Jackson, California Water Impact Network

Barbara Barrigan-Parrilla
Executive Director

Tim Stroshane
Policy Analyst
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Barbara Vlamis, AquAlliance
Regina Chichizola, Save California Salmon
Tom Stokely, Save California Salmon
Patricia Schifferle, Pacific Advocates
Kathryn Phillips, Sierra Club California
Brandon Dawson, Sierra Club California
Adam Keats, Center for Food Safety
Doug Obegi, NRDC
Kate Poole, NRDC
Jon Rosenfield, San Francisco Baykeeper
Gary Bobker, The Bay Institute
Noah Oppenheim, PCFFA
John McManus, Golden State Salmon
Michelle Ghafar, Earthjustice
Nina Robertson, Earthjustice
Dillon Delvo, Little Manila Rising
Elaine Barut, Little Manila Rising
Jasmine Leek, Third City Coalition
Sammy Nunez, Fathers and Families San Joaquin
Irene Calimlim, Fathers and Families San Joaquin
Nathan Werth, Substratum Systems 
Tama Brisbane, With Our Words
Nicholas Hatten, LGBT Social Justice Initiative
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Attachment 1
Restore the Delta’s Specific Comments on the DSSTF Strategy Report

• The scope of the DSSTF’s charge is ambiguous, and we think the DSSTF 
grappled with that ambiguity with at best mixed success. 

The DSSTF’s charge is provided in Appendix A of the Strategy Report. “The role of the 
task force,” states the charge, “is to develop a strategy document containing 
recommendations that can be acted upon by the Delta science enterprise [footnote 1] to 
nurture social science research and strengthen its integration with the natural sciences.” 
There is ambiguity about what the Delta science enterprise is. The footnote to this 
passage states, “The term ‘Science Enterprise’ refers to the collection of science 
programs and activities that exist to serve managers and stakeholders in a regional 
system (Delta Science Plan 2018).” Apparently, the DSSTF developed an 
understanding of the Delta science enterprise as “the name given to the broad spectrum 
of partners including public agencies, non-profits, and Tribal governments contributing 
to the understanding of the Delta system.” Nowhere in DSSTF Strategy Report is there 
a list of these scientific agencies, but we take them to mean the Delta Science Program; 
the scientists employed at the State Water Resources Control Board as well as 
Regional Water Boards 2 and 5; the Interagency Ecological Program; DWR’s 
environmental services program; scientists employed at the United States Bureau of 
Reclamation and the U.S. Department of the Interior; the California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife; NOAA Fisheries; US Fish and Wildlife Service; fisheries and other 
consultants for the State Water Contractors; the University of California at Davis; and 
the Nature Conservancy. But this is Restore the Delta’s list of who is included in the 
Delta science enterprise. We do not know if we have the list correct. We could not think 
of, nor have we heard of any Indigenous Tribes that participate in the “Delta science 
enterprise”—we would certainly welcome such collaboration.

The DSSTF Strategy Report needs to be explicit and transparent for whom the 
strategy is intended beyond a vaguely defined “Delta science enterprise.” We 
respectfully request that the final version of the Strategy Report define precisely which 
water agencies, regulators, districts, science organizations, non-governmental 
organizations, and Indigenous tribal science organizations are within the scope of this 
enterprise. 

Another ambiguity of the Task Force’s charge is what it means to “contribute to the 
understanding of the Delta system.” Why are only scientific organizations—
organizations employing scientists, that is—assumed to “contribute to the understanding 
of the Delta system”? Delta communities, farmers, elected officials, and Delta residents 
from all walks of life also contribute in their own unique, objective and subjective 
understandings of “the Delta system.” The question is how their “understandings” may 
also be integrated into the social science contribution proposed by the DSC and 
addressed by the DSSTF.
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The strategy objectives developed by the DSSTF included: First, to identify 
“opportunities to strengthen the Delta science enterprise, to improve the integration of 
social sciences into the science, management, and policy institutions that address Delta 
issues, and to improve social science integration into decision-making about the Delta”; 
and second, to identify critical steps and priorities for establishing a social science 
research program that enhances our understanding of the values of an evolving Delta to 
both people and the environment.” 

The first objective seeks to integrate social science into the science-oriented activities of 
the DSC as it faces Delta issues and to apply social science in DSC and other state 
agencies’ decision-making. This can be a good thing. RTD advocated in April and June 
2017 (without success) that the DSC should have conducted a needs assessment that 
incorporated economic analysis of the demand for conveyance through the Delta for the 
purpose of improving exports, as well as the benefits and costs of such conveyance. 
We point this out simply as an example of how economic analysis could assist with DSC 
decision making, but has so far been ignored.

The second objective asks the DSSTF to suggest how to organize a social science 
research program within the DSC (we presume) that would consider problems facing a 
changing Delta in the years to come. Again, we think this can be a good thing. But the 
rub comes with what it means to speak of “the values of an evolving Delta to both 
people and the environment.” These are things that can certainly be revealed 
systematically through social science analysis, we agree. But what values are sought? 
Who determines which values to seek? Will the social science methods employed to 
reveal them exclude other values, wittingly or not? 

An “evolving Delta” certainly means a “changing Delta.” To what extent does “an 
evolving Delta” controls its fate? This question begs another: To what extent does the 
Delta have its fate determined for it by others’ actions that, if implemented, would 
degrade Delta water quality, export excessive amounts of Delta water, and undermine 
its economic base and social bonds binding its communities together? What are the 
origins of social and ecological change in the Delta? Are they external or internal to the 
Delta, or both? What are the appropriate array of social and biophysical methods of 
analysis and interpretive frameworks that should be brought to bear on such questions?

The charge’s objectives are ambiguous as to what social sciences it seeks for 
integration. We appreciated, despite this ambiguity in the charge, that DSSTF 
recognized many social sciences should be included in the DSC’s interest in integrating 
social science into Delta science research. They note that one article (Bennett et al 
2017) “group[s] social sciences into seven ‘classic social sciences’ (sociology, 
anthropology, political science, geography, economics, history, and psychology) and 
four ‘applied social sciences’ (law, education, communication and development),” but 
that law and history in particular are often excluded from lists of social sciences. The 
DSSTF goes only so far as to recommend the Bennett article “as a foundational 
resource for understanding the suite of social sciences relevant to the Delta.”
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This is punting. Elsewhere (p. 15), the DSSTF categorizes philosophy and history as 
part of the humanities. The DSSTF and the charge from the Delta Science Program fail 
to recognize that law and history are central to anyone’s grasp of the Delta, whether 
they are a farmer, a fisheries biologist, or any caring community member in Delta cities. 
One cannot grasp Delta flows with any sense of completeness without understanding 
something about the Clean Water Act, the Delta Protection Act of 1959, let alone the 
Delta Reform Act of 2009’s sections 85021 and 85031. One cannot grasp how the Delta 
environment changed without learning something about the history of land granting laws 
that encouraged white settlers to obtain patents enabling them to construct levees, drain 
tules, and build farms. Geography, history, law, ecology—all intertwined in the Delta. We 
are disappointed, to say the least, that the DSSTF declines to recommend outright in 
the strategy report inclusion of law and history as “social sciences.” This need not entail 
adding more attorneys to the Delta science enterprise (or DSC staff?) but instead legal 
scholars, who are not necessarily practicing attorneys, yet who grasp and can convey 
the contours of law with intellectual authority. 

Sociologist C. Wright Mills argued that sociology is the intersection of biography with 
history. “Social science,” he wrote in 1959, “deals with problems of biography, of history, 
and of their intersections within social structures.”  As with the law, it would be a serious 2

omission for the “Delta science enterprise” to incorporate social scientists who did not 
have concern with the interactions of biography, history, and social structures with 
economics, ecology, biology, hydrology, water rights, and how the things that appear to 
us as structuring the Delta’s world were not always present, and may not be present in 
the future. To omit history and historians from its recommendations on what should be 
included among the social scientists will result in DSC decision making, research 
funding and scopes that will collide at some point with history or law, or both. Water 
rights, to take one example, are an exemplary intersection of climate, hydrology, law, 
and history.  3

• The charge’s focus on agency management decisions versus impacted people 
appears to fail to grasp that in many situations, one cannot always be sure that 
agency management is in control when impacted people act with independent 
initiative.

 C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, New York, NY: Oxford University Press, p. 143.2

 Tim Stroshane’s book, Drought, Water Law, and the Origins of California’s Central Valley Project, 3

discusses water rights attorney Samuel C. Wiel’s approach to integrating physical behavior of water with 
its application within water rights law, and how his insights explain emergence of California’s reasonable 
use doctrine in Proposition 7, passed by California voters in November 1928. Wiel arrived at his insights 
over the course of the first three decades of the 20th century, through case law as well as through 
practical hydrogeology.
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We think the charge’s emphasis on “social sciences” neglects at least in name the 
interdisciplinary trend in all sciences, including law and history. As a practical matter, the 
DSSTF Strategy Report missed an opportunity to identify professional fields where 
specialists are encouraged to develop interdisciplinary expertise, such as urban studies, 
city and regional planning, social ecology, environmental and climate justice, political 
ecology, anthropology of policy, and institutional economics. These fields have been 
around for decades. This interdisciplinary trend has been vital for society to cope 
conceptually and practically with the problems emerging from natural resource and 
economic development, and to escape the conceptual silos that scientists originally 
constructed to capture insights in these areas of study. Climate change, species 
extinctions, homelessness and water quality—these are just a few of the myriad 
examples that could be given for why professionally minded people felt need of 
concepts, models, and insights available from fields in which they were not initially 
trained.

The charge assumes that the Delta science enterprise is the client for whatever social 
science it integrates into its overall scientific domain. This is misguided. The purpose of 
science in society is to gain insights into the workings of the natural and social worlds to 
benefit everyone. The DSSTF Strategy Report appears to accept the charge’s 
assumption that Delta residents are docile bodies in the picture.

In summary, all decision-making for the Delta involves people, including those who 
make management decisions and those impacted (directly or indirectly) by such 
decisions. Understanding the Delta as a system requires an understanding and 
integration of social science in research and planning processes to help ensure that 
decision-making has the intended and beneficial consequences - avoiding 
unintended, unforeseen or negative outcomes.4

Even if the Delta science enterprise believes it is the client for whatever science its 
leadership pays for, the relationship of management decisions and impacted people can 
work the other way. It is not difficult to imagine by us non-scientists that social reality—
society—can respond to the conditions seen in the Delta and undertake collective action 
to resist, say, that the Delta Levee Investment Strategy might contemplate letting Delta 
levees languish in the mistaken belief that islands should revert to tule expanses, and 
that the consequences of this collective action is to cause impacts to people inside the 
Delta science enterprise. Yet the DSSTF does not posit this possibility as part of the 
conduct of social science. The DSSTF Strategy Report is focused exclusively at this 
point above on how the social scientists, newly integrated into the Delta science 
enterprise, will assist decision makers with research and planning actions.

 DSSTF Strategy Report, p. 14. Emphasis in original.4
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• The DSSTF Strategy Report is all but silent on the looming importance of 
environmental justice and public health research into harmful algal blooms 
(HABs).

Our Stockton environmental justice communities are surrounded by sloughs, rivers, and 
canals through which contact with harmful algal blooms (HABs) can be dangerous. 
HABs in the Delta and elsewhere have increased in size and diversity since 2008.  They 
contain an array of cyanotoxins which can damage central nervous systems of humans, 
and can cause liver failure in small children, death to pets, and contamination in fish 
consumed by sustenance fishers. Cyanobacteria also becomes airborne in water 
droplets and can be carried in spores for miles from the original source. Thus, proximity 
to Delta channels undergoing algal blooms can pose direct public health threats to 
neighboring communities.

HABs raise serious public health concerns for Delta residents in warm seasons 
and prolonged droughts. Stockton environmental justice neighborhoods near the Port of 
Stockton and in South Stockton waterways were recently awarded AB 617 status to 
foster improved air quality. Airborne cyanotoxins present a new air pollution threat from 
HABs, a water-borne source. A team of scientists (led by Dr. Peggy Lehman of 
the California Department of Water Resources) found that “once established,” 
cyanobacteria that cause harmful algal blooms are “likely to be resistant to extreme wet 
conditions, as long as water temperature and other key water quality conditions are 
favorable,” such as nitrate and ammonia pollution.5

We urge the DSSTF and the Delta science enterprise to pay close attention to this 
unfolding climate, water, and air quality emergency in the Delta region. HABs growth 
has definite social science relevance to natural science matters by virtue of its 
environmental justice and public health dimensions. RTD is seeking support for a youth 
science program for students from within the environmental justice community that will 
work primarily on water quality testing of our surface water ways. iPhone devices that 
serve as plug-in microscopes can safely be used by students to photograph HABs and 
identify the cyanotoxin. Students will then be able to share their findings with the Central 
Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board so as to begin documenting trends, public 
safety, and causes so that reduction of HABs can become a sustained water quality 
improvement effort. This is also a first step toward youth from environmental justice 
communities being able to reclaim their birthright of recreating along the city's public 
trust waterways while also becoming stewards of their community. Complementary 
efforts to this program include establishing fly fishing instruction in South Stockton 
public schools, raising salmon for release in South Stockton classrooms, working with 
partners to bring sculling as an outdoor recreation activity to youth, and sponsoring 

 P.W. Lehman, T. Kurobe, and S.J. Teh. 2020. Impact of extreme wet and dry years on the persistence of 5

Microcystis harmful algal blooms in San Francisco Estuary. Quaternary International, accessible at https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.quaint.2019.12.003. This article is designated open access.



Delta Social Science Task Force Strategy Report—Restore the Delta Comments
January 30, 2020
Page  of 10 12

visual arts and creative writing program reconnecting youth creatively and spiritually to 
their surrounding waterways.

In this connection, we were pleased to see the DSSTF acknowledge a role for 
interactions of the public (through “citizen science”) with social and natural scientists “as 
a data collection tool” or informing the Delta science enterprise’s grasp of environmental 
justice (p. 15). We urge the final draft of this report to rename this type of effort, and all 
future references to this type of participation, as “community science.”  “Citizen science” 6

however well-intentioned a concept and practice, is now burdened with implications of 
non-citizen immigrants having less potential value to any community science enterprise. 
This label may discourage people of goodwill but of ambiguous immigration status from 
participating in community science efforts all-too-readily and unnecessarily. We 
respectfully urge all other DSC, Delta Science Program, and other entities within the 
Delta science enterprise (wherever you are) employing volunteer members of the public 
in data collection and scientific methodology to adopt “community science” as a better 
label to avoid this stigmatizing connotation going forward. 

There is another vital social science dimension to the HAB problem, both in the present 
and for the future. The spread of HABs will be an incalculable tragedy for many in 
Stockton's environmental justice and disadvantaged communities: Young people feel 
disconnected from their neighboring sloughs and rivers, and to the environmental 
values that they might otherwise enjoy in the presence of healthy water bodies. Lack of 
access to the natural world results in nature deficit syndrome, a contributing factor to  
mental health challenges in addition to family and societal trauma. This reality signals 
intersections between direct HAB formation and spread, destruction of various 
beneficial water uses (such as those identified and regulated by the State Water 
Resources Control Board in its Bay-Delta Water Quality Control Plan), community 
access to water bodies, and personal/psychological pain and grief associated with the 
social inability to access enjoyable water bodies. The DSSTF and Delta science 
enterprise entities could do much to identify, describe, and prescribe solutions to these 
and other such problems in communities throughout the Delta.

• The DSSTF Strategy Report itself seems to denigrate interpretive social science 
research in favor of empirical research, when in reality, empirical research relies 
greatly—whether explicitly or tacitly—on interpretive frameworks.

 This kind of role where lay public people interact constructively with scientific professionals recalls the 6

word “amateur”—one who does something well for the love of it. This sense of amateur has a longer 
history, as distinct from its pejorative implication of an “amateur” as someone pretending at an activity or 
profession, and performing it poorly. There are many many examples of amateurs who perform activities 
methodically with great success.
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The DSSTF and its charge imply that power flows just one way (from decision makers 
to the docile bodies of Delta people). The role for social scientists, writes the DSSTF, is 
to help extend and inform that power: 

The social sciences are distinct from the humanities (e.g., philosophy and history) in 
that the humanities generally seek to describe, study, critique, or document the 
human experience, whereas the social sciences apply rigorous scientific methods to 
analyze, understand, test hypotheses on, and sometimes predict social 
phenomena.  7

While we agree that the domain of social sciences can include these features of 
methods and investigative process, it neglects crucially that any fact, any datum is itself 
constructed out of human experience and rooted in some or another conceptual 
framework or idea that gives that fact or datum meaning, and a place in relationship to 
other data in the framework. The DSSTF seems to dismiss the role that philosophical 
and historical investigations into the significance of interpreting the phenomena of the 
world are also methodical, and that top-notch social scientists must be conversant in 
these “meta” issues. As an example, “metadata” in geographic information systems 
practice is a description of a dataset. It is not the dataset itself, but a description that 
indicates how the data were collected, its format, its age, its software requirements, and 
how it may be best used, as well as information about the nature of the data (e.g., 
whether it is raster data of a specific resolution, numerical data, or geographic locational 
data). Facts are facts because of their meaning arranged properly in our thoughts. 
Analogous “metadata” issues arise when historians consider the significance and 
authenticity of archival materials uncovered for use through historical research.

• The DSSTF properly confronts the fiscal issue of investing in social science as 
the DSC’s science program moves ahead.

We appreciated that the DSSTF acknowledged that integration of social science into 
more domains of Delta science enterprise activities (however broad and deep those 
domains may be) will cost money. The Strategy Report seems focused on getting 
empirical social scientists that address natural resource topics either sinecures or 
consulting contracts with the Delta Science Program. While these are appropriate 
measures, the DSSTF Strategy Report ignores drawing in more professionals that 
specialize, if you will, in being generalists. Professionals that fit this description tend to 
be more interdisciplinary in outlook, polymath in interests, and curious about nearly 
anything that touches on their often broad interests. While this may seem like an 
invitation to herd intellectual cats, it can also be rewarding in a few ways: Folks fitting 
these descriptions are capable of getting deep into weeds while able quickly to arise to 
the “30,000 foot” level of analysis—that is to see the big picture and yet perceive how 
critical details (where “devils” may hide) fit into that big picture. 

 Ibid., p. 15.7
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Urban planners, public policy professionals, human geographers, anthropologists 
addressing policy—all such scientific professionals are quite capable of providing the 
requisite expertise for purposes of judging what research projects are important, what 
questions need answering and how, and where to look for specialists who can assist 
with answering them. The Delta science enterprise—which may perhaps have its nerve 
center in the Delta Science Program or the Interagency Ecological Program; we know 
not where from the Strategy Report—would do well to have such professionals around 
as they may, if allowed, provide guidance that is economical to the budget, while 
providing astute governance of the overall social science integration into Delta research.

In other words, the fiscal/personnel choices that arise with integration of social science 
into the Delta science enterprise can be not just about internal versus external silo-
based empirical social science expertise proportions of agency budgets, but should also 
include personnel definitions that include persons of interdisciplinary insight and 
experience.

Thank you again for the opportunity to comment on the DSSTF Strategy Report.


