










































































OPPORTUNITY 3

Implement Actions that Support
Small-Scale Farmers in Groundwater

Management Decisions

Cardoza and Cardoza Farming, Tulare County

Opportunity 3 drills down on GSA-level decisions and provides
50 actionable recommendations. It is organized across three
critical domains where small-scale farmers face heightened
risks:

- General operations, encompassing outreach,
accessibility, GSA board composition, local capacity,
and financing mechanisms.

Management actions covering programs such as water
markets, recharge projects, and land management
initiatives.

Groundwater use regulation including monitoring,

allocation and fee structures, and appeal mechanisms
such as adjudications.

Structural, technical, and financial risks are described in
each domain followed by targeted recommendations.
These recommendations are designed to reduce the risk
that small farms go out of business due, in part, to
regulatory structures that larger operations are better
positioned to navigate.




OPPORTUNITY 3: GSA GENERAL OPERATIONS

Outreach and
Community Engagement

SGMA requires GSAs to develop outreach programs that
engage a diverse range of social, cultural, and economic
interests, including California Native American Tribes and
disadvantaged communities.?2* Many GSAs have invested
considerable effort into developing transparent, informative,
and welcoming outreach programs. However, these efforts
often fall short in meaningfully reaching and involving small-
scale farmers, particularly those from historically
underrepresented or socially disadvantaged backgrounds. A
survey of disadvantaged communities across the San
Joaquin Valley found that 87% of respondents were unfamiliar
with SGMA, underscoring major gaps in public awareness and
engagement.?® Across outreach conducted in priority basins,
more than half of small-scale farmers had not heard of SGMA
before they met a SGMA Outreach Specialist. An even lower
share were familiar with their local GSA or upcoming demand
management actions.

Although SGMA calls for the participation of all “interested
parties” and consideration of all “beneficial uses and users” of
groundwater, research shows that groundwater-dependent
users are often underrepresented in these agencies. A 2020
study on farmer participation in SGMA found that small and
groundwater-dependent farmers were significantly under
represented in GSAs and advisory committees.? The 2022
Underrepresented Farmers and SGMA report reviewed 14
GSPs and found no significant effort to identify, engage, or
incorporate feedback from small-scale farmers.?” Because of
the multiplicity of GSAs in some counties, the use of
acronyms and technical language, and the voluminous
documents required to conduct SGMA business, becoming
engaged in the process can be confusing and

even intimidating.

GSAs typically send official announcements, ballots, and
invoices to property owners, inadvertently creating a
significant gap in outreach and coordination with tenant
farmers who are the primary water users. Statewide survey
results found that 57% of respondents rent some or all the
land they farm (n=63), a slightly higher rate than the results
from CAFF’s survey where 39% of farm owners/operators
reported that they lease at least some of their land. These
results for small-scale and family farms are more than double
the state average of 20% of farms operated by renters.?

Approximately

1/2

of surveyed small-
scale farmers rent at
least some of their
farmland

C&R Farm, Merced County

Tenants may be unaware that GSA records need to be
updated, leaving GSAs with outdated contact lists that fail to
reach the individuals actually farming the land and making
water management decisions. In some cases, there are
multiple layers of rental agreements when a master tenant
sub-divides their parcel to rent to others, further
complicating the flow of information. Farmers also frequently
experience confusion about how SGMA intersects with other
reqgulatory programs, particularly the Irrigated Lands
Regulatory Program (ILRP), including fees, reporting
requirements, and overlapping missions. Currently, there is
little to no coordination between the regulatory bodies
overseeing SGMA (DWR and GSAs)and ILRP (SWRCB and third
party water quality coalitions) or CV-SALTS (SWRCB),
compounding this confusion.
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I CASE STUDY

Groundwater Bills Without Context

In early 2026, a small-scale farmer in Merced County
received a large, unexpected bill from her GSA and did not
understand what it was for or how to respond. An URCTA-
funded Small Farm Outreach Specialist stepped in to help
explain the process and purpose of the fee.

“She didn't know why the water district was sending her
fees. | explained the process and once she understood
she was fine with it. But she has a big bill because she
hadn’t known what the fees were and didn't know what to
do. Additional explanations go a long way with these
farmers.” — Small Farm Outreach Specialist, Central San
Joaquin Valley

Risks

Outreach and Community Engagement

Missed communication with tenant farmers: Most GSAs
communicate directly with landowners, so tenants who are
actually farming the fields and making water management
decisions may be left out. This limits their ability to
participate in public meetings, provide input on proposed
actions, and in some cases access essential groundwater
data. Tenant farmers may be unaware of GSA actions,
including penalty fees, if notices were only sent to the
landowner or rental company.

With a clear explanation, the farmer understood the intent of
the fee and didn't dispute it, illustrating the effectiveness of
targeted outreach and the importance of clear
communication. However, when the Outreach Specialist
attempted to verify how the fee was calculated, she spent
several hours trying to locate supporting data and could not
clearly trace the methodology. While GSAs are working hard
to implement complex groundwater accounting systems, this
case highlights an ongoing challenge: When billing data and
methodologies are not easily accessible or transparent, even
well-supported farmers and experienced intermediaries may
struggle to fully understand SGMA-related costs.

Grandpa's Trees, Tehama County

Confusion between SGMA and ILRP: Unclear distinctions
between fees, reporting requirements, and overlapping
missions increase the risk that small-scale farmers
misunderstand program requirements and view both
programs negatively. As the CDFA Regulatory Alignment
Study noted, without shared messaging across agencies,
producers may receive fragmented guidance, leading to
confusion, missed deadlines, or duplicated efforts —a
challenge especially acute for small-scale and socially
disadvantaged producers.?

Limited capacity for participation: Many small-scale farmers
lack the time, staff, or resources to actively engage with
GSAs. As the primary labor force on their farms, they have
limited capacity to attend GSA meetings and activities,
reducing the diversity and representativeness of participants.

Missed opportunities for local partnerships: GSAs that do
not collaborate with local farm organizations risk missing
critical opportunities to build credibility, ground-truth
decisions, and expand outreach to the farming community.
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Recommendations

Outreach and Community Engagement

1

Conduct targeted and coordinated outreach (GSA): Share
materials in multilingual and multi-modal formats (fact
sheets, video explainers, workshops, office hours), directly
from the GSA and through local agricultural organizations
(Resource Conservation Districts (RCDs), NRCS, nonprofits,
UC Cooperative Extension, CAFF, etc.). Reach out to lessees
and farm operators and leverage existing local networks to
improve engagement with small-scale and tenant farmers.

2

Establish a small-scale farmer liaison (GSA/DWR): Using the
proposed DWR fund for “Building Small Farm Resilience under
SGMA," create small-scale farmer liaison positions to serve as
a primary point of contact, coordinate outreach, and
represent small-scale farmer interests to GSA Boards. The
positions could be regional, not necessarily GSA-specific and
the network of UC Cooperative Extension Small Farms
Advisors offers an excellent model. A similar recommendation
was made by the CDFA Regulatory Alignment Study.?®

3

Develop cross-program coordination (GSA/DWR/SWRCB):
Develop collaborations between state agencies to facilitate
GSAs and ILRP watershed coalitions in streamlining and
aligning processes and fee structures. Develop local outreach
materials that explain the distinctions between SGMA and
ILRP, and sponsor joint informational workshops covering
multiple requlatory topics and agencies.

4

Invest in small farm technical assistance (DWR): Using the
proposed DWR fund for “Building Small Farm Resilience under
SGMA,” continue to invest in the URCTA technical assistance
program, empowering small-scale farmers to participate in
local groundwater management.

Expand the Regulatory Alignment Study to include SGMA
(CDFA): CDFA's Regulatory Alignment Study draft
recommendations do not specifically include alignment
across the SGMA program. The state should address this
shortcoming by developing recommendations and best
practices for coordination of SGMA, ILRP and CV-SALTS.

6

Encourage outreach to tenants (GSA): Encourage
landowners to share all SGMA-related communications with
tenants, including mailed materials, and enable tenants to
have direct, co-equal access to GSA digital portals.

29



OPPORTUNITY 3: GSA GENERAL OPERATIONS

GSA Accessibility

As public agencies, GSAs are subject to the open meeting
requirements of the Brown Act, which ensures the public's
right to attend meetings, comment on agenda items, and
access meeting materials in advance. Many GSAs follow these
requirements rigorously - maintaining up-to-date websites,
posting materials well in advance, and ensuring reliable
online access - practices that build trust and community
buy-in essential to SGMA's long-term success. However,
accessibility varies across subbasins, and some GSAs,
particularly those with limited staff capacity and resources,
struggle to consistently meet these requirements, creating
barriers for farmers with limited time to engage.

€

The board isn’t getting documents
in advance of the meetings

which makes the meetings less
productive. The website has

no straightforward calendar,
agendas aren’t posted, meetings
are cancelled. It’s like the flow of
information is getting blocked.”

— Small Farm Outreach Specialist, Sacramento Valley

Evenson Family Farms, San Luis Obispo County

GSAs often use Memoranda of Understanding agreements to
establish working groups or committees that address issues
such as demand management or coordination across
subbasins. Because these meetings typically do not include a
quorum of any one GSA's board members (sometimes by
design), they are not subject to the Brown Act and are not
always open to the public, limiting transparency and
restricting opportunities for meaningful early-stage
stakeholder participation.

Language can also be a significant barrier for small-scale
farmers. In a recent statewide survey, 44% of respondents
prefer to communicate in a language other than English
(n=61). In one high priority subbasin, a Proposition 218 public
hearing to count Benefit Assessment ballots had to be
postponed because many farmers were unable to read their
ballots without a Spanish translation. The ballot ultimately
failed, underscoring the consequences of insufficient
language accessibility.

Access to online groundwater platforms and data reporting
tools presents additional challenges. Many GSAs have
transitioned to digital systems for managing groundwater use
data, monitoring reports, or checking allocations. However,
digital literacy and access to reliable internet varies widely
among farmers, particularly among older growers, immigrant
farmers, and non-English speakers. Data access is further
complicated by the landowner-tenant divide: GSA systems
typically link accounts to property ownership records,
meaning tenants - often the primary water users - cannot
access groundwater data or reporting portals unless the
landowner explicitly grants permission. Improving
accessibility requires not only functional websites and
transparent governance, but intentional design of digital
tools that account for the diversity of users, varying levels of
digital proficiency, and the realities of tenant farming in
many subbasins.
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Risks

GSA Accessibility

Limited participation undermines SGMA: When meetings,
materials, and processes are not accessible, small-scale
farmers are less likely to engage and valuable insights may be
missed. This failure to include all relevant stakeholders
reduces local ownership of SGMA goals.

Closed committee discussions erode transparency and
trust: When working groups and committees are not public,
small-scale farmers and community members lose
opportunities to weigh in on key decisions early in the
process. This lack of transparency can foster mistrust and
opposition to GSA decisions.

Recommendations
GSA Accessibility

7

Require Brown Act training and facilitation support (GSA):
Local agency officials are required by AB 1234 to take an
Ethics Training that includes the Brown Act. The training is
only required for Boards where members are compensated in
any way but the requirement should be enforced for all GSA
board members. Likewise, facilitation support via DWR-
funded Facilitation Support Services or other facilitation
training should be encouraged.®

8

Establish and maintain inclusive information sharing (GSA):
GSAs should establish and maintain user-friendly, mobile-
compatible websites with an up-to-date calendar of
meetings with online accessibility, an archive of meeting
agendas and recordings, and multilingual outreach materials
in languages commonly spoken by small farmers in the region
(e.g., Spanish, Punjabi, or Hmong). They should also establish
regular, automated (when applicable) communications to
distribute announcements, materials, and deadlines directly
with farmers and through local farmer-affiliate organizations.

Digital barriers increase noncompliance risk: Farmers
without reliable internet access or digital literacy may miss
reporting deadlines or misunderstand requirements, leading
to inadvertent noncompliance and penalties.

Language inaccessibility reduces effective communication:
When outreach materials, ballots, or reporting instructions
are not available in languages commonly spoken by the
farming community, key information may be misunderstood
orignored, increasing the risk of procedural failures or
nonparticipation.

9

Support digital literacy (GSA): Offer workshops and training
to help small-scale farmers navigate GSA websites,
applications, and monitoring and reporting tools, including
online portals.

10

Hold open meetings (GSA): Working group and committee
meetings should be open to the public and follow Brown Act
guidelines even if they are not technically subject to them.

Jelly’s Ferry Ranch, Solano County
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OPPORTUNITY 3: GSA GENERAL OPERATIONS

GSA Board Composition

SGMA was enacted during one of the most severe droughtsin PROACTIVE SMALL-FARMER
California's history, a period that brought public attention to OUTREACHIN ACTION
declining groundwater levels, subsidence, and dry wells

— especially in low-income rural communities. In response,
SGMA directed implementing agencies to engage
disadvantaged communities and include participation from

Sonoma GSAs

those most affected by groundwater overdraft. However, the Sonoma GSAs hired a small farm Outreach Specialist
legislation limited GSA eligibility to local public agencies with (through a contract with CAFF) to engage farmers
water supply, water management, or land use who had been difficult to reach. The result: broader
responsibilities. As aresult, GSA boards are largely participation across the “Measure Up!” water
composed of representatives from counties, cities, and monitoring program, the Water Use Efficiency
reclamation, water, or irrigation districts. Program, and the Groundwater Users Information

Data Exchange. Farmers valued having someone
from their own community offer approachable,
practical ways to engage with the GSA.

These entities — particularly water and irrigation districts

— have become key requlators of groundwater at the local
level, yet many restrict participation to landowners through
acreage-weighted voting. Only landowners can sit on boards
and vote in elections in water, water storage, and reclamation

districts, giving large landowners disproportionate influence North Klngs GSA

while small farms, tenants, and non-landowners are Coordinated with UC ANR Fresno Small Farms
effectively excluded. A recent Yale Law Journal analysis bilingual team to provide targeted SGMA outreach
found that in most California groundwater basins, landowner- and education to South East Asian small-scale
dominated entities hold major roles in groundwater farmers — creating space for inclusive small farm
governance.’ In many areas, they are the primary or even the engagement.

only local entities controlling implementation of a crucially
important requlatory program. These systems of

representation may weaken accountability and create Yolo subbasin
conflicts of interest in decisions about water markets,

recharge, or allocation of SGMA funds. In one high-priority Groundwater Agency

subbasin, the GSA delegated responsibility and funding for Executive staff held periodic informal gatherings at a
developing demand reduction plans to a water district local coffeehouse, creating a forum for casual
dominated by large growers. community dialogue at convenient hours and a

comfortable, accessible location. Community
members appreciated the opportunity to connect
outside of formal meeting settings.

In several cases, water districts with non-democratic voting
structures were created after SGMA passed, specifically to
gain landowner access to GSA boards. When these districts
form, small farmers with limited voting rights can become
responsible for new fees while receiving few direct services
beyond basic SGMA compliance. Because votes in these
districts are allocated in proportion to land ownership, larger
landowners become the decision-makers while smaller
landowners are effectively shut out of the governance
process. Outreach Specialists have identified five such
districts created in direct response to SGMA, and additional
cases likely exist statewide.

Many GSAs make a sincere effort to bring a wider group of
stakeholders into their decision-making process, usually by
incorporating them into advisory committees. However, the
effectiveness of this approach depends on the commitment
of the GSA and the resources and structure provided to
those committees.
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Risks

GSA Board Composition

Governance structures limit small farmer input: Boards
dominated by large landowners may lack awareness of small
farm realities, leading to policies that unintentionally favor
larger, better-resourced operations over small-scale and
tenant farmers.

Recommendations
GSA Board Composition

n

Establish small-scale farmer standing committees (GSA/
DWR): Using the proposed DWR fund for “Building Small Farm
Resilience under SGMA,” support establishment of standing
SGMA outreach committees if regional committees
representing small-scale farmers do not already exist.
Provide committees with regular GSA updates, staffing
support, and a formal pathway for recommendations to be
itemized on GSA board agendas and discussed publicly.

Turkey Tail Farm, Butte County

Lazaro Organic Farms, Monterey County

12

Adopt a feedback structure for tenant farmers (GSA):
Adopt a structure to solicit and incorporate feedback from
small-scale tenant farmers since they are not represented on
GSA Boards.

13

Adopt equitable voting structure for districts (Legislature):
Adopt equitable voting structures for water and irrigation
districts. Require one-vote governance, given the
importance of these districts in regulating groundwater, a
common-pool resource.
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