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With the continuation of the “Delta Dia-
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The Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta is at the heart
of California’s water conflicts. Leaders have battled
over the priority of where water should flow, following
a pattern of win-lose politics for control of this natural

It was an honor and a privilege for us to
be part of such an innovative approach to the
Delta’s issues. We look forward to the next
chapter.
— Campbell Ingram and Nancy Ullrey,
Delta Conservancy, February 2013

resource.
The problem is that no one is winning, and California
is on the brink of losing one of the most unique regions
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on the west coast of America.

The Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta

To get past the gridlock, the Delta Conservancy

Conservancy (http://www.deltaconser-

hosted the “Delta Dialogues,” a six-month pilot proj-

vancy.ca.gov/) is California’s newest conservancy,

ect to develop shared understanding among the Delta

created by the Legislature in November 2009 as

stakeholders most impacted by water policy decisions.
See page 3 for the complete list of participants.
Developing shared understanding is simple, but not
easy. It requires the ability to listen attentively to others
about issues that are emotional triggers. It requires the
ability to move back and forth between a high-level
picture and a narrower, complex perspective. Most of

part of comprehensive Delta-focused legislation.
California’s conservancies are created to carry
out a dedicated mission of enhancement for major
regional landscapes. They are able to act flexibly, in
coordination with private businesses and not-forprofit organizations, while advancing the public
good as a governmental entity.
The Delta Conservancy’s service area is the stat-

all, it requires a lot of time. When the stakes are high,

utory Delta and Suisun Marsh, which encompasses

it’s natural to try to take shortcuts. However, when the

parts of six counties and approximately 1,300
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From the Delta Conservancy

Foreword

and waterways. This area includes an irreplaceable
ecosystem and a robust economy and culture that
revolve around agriculture.
The Legislature created the Conservancy to act
as a primary state agency to implement ecosystem
restoration and support efforts that advance environmental protection and the economic well-being
of Delta and Suisun Marsh residents. The Legislature directed that the Conservancy work in collaboration and cooperation with local governments
and interested parties, and provided examples of
activities to be supported, including:
■■ Protecting and enhancing habitat and habitat
restoration; assisting local entities in the implementation of their habitat conservation plans
(HCPs) and natural community conservation
plans (NCCPs); facilitating “take” protection and
safe harbor agreements for adjacent landown-

From the Facilitators

square miles, including some 1,000 miles of levees

When the Delta Conservancy first
approached us about helping them design
and facilitate a “different kind of conversation,” we were surprised, flattered, excited,
humbled, and more than a little bit scared.
We believe strongly in the power of participation and inclusive dialogue, and we were
thrilled to have the opportunity to apply our
skills toward such a critical issue in California, a state that we all love.
But as Campbell Ingram and Nancy
Ullrey note in their foreword, the issues surrounding the Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta comprise
the wickedest of wicked problems. Even in the best
of circumstances, water issues are overwhelmingly
challenging, and we were dealing with a long legacy of
bitter conflict. On the one hand, it was amazing how
open the Delta Conservancy and the participants were
to having a conversation oriented around listening,
trust-building, and shared understanding as opposed to

ers and local public agencies; and promoting

negotiation, policy, and persuasion. On the other hand,

environmental education through grant funding;

we recognized that this was a last resort, that little else

■■ Protecting and preserving Delta agriculture and

had worked, and that we would need to demonstrate

working landscapes; increasing the resilience of

progress quickly with a process that was inherently

the Delta to the effects of natural disasters such

long and unwieldy.

as floods and earthquakes; and protecting and
improving water quality; and
■■ Providing increased opportunities for tourism
and recreation in the Delta; assisting the Delta
regional economy; and promoting Delta legacy
communities and economic vitality in the
Delta.

We were confident that we could create the space
for a constructive, powerful conversation with the
participants in the room. But we also understood that, if
our process were to make leeway in the broader, harder
issues, this would have to be a transparent conversation, so that everyone could see what was happening.
One of our solutions to creating transparency was
to invite a journalist, Joe Mathews, to observe and
write about the process. This was exactly the opposite
of what most of our participants wanted to hear. We
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had promised to build a safe space for them, and they

repeatedly throughout this account by our

had a hard time seeing how this would be possible with a

participants as being one of the most valuable

journalist in a room. To the credit of our participants, they

aspects of this process. She also navigated us

understood the bigger picture reasoning behind the move,

through some knotty government bureacracy,

and they eventually relented. This was a huge risk for

which threatened to derail this work a number of

them, and it would not have worked without their courage.

times.

To the credit of Joe, he established a rapport and trust
with the participants that allowed him to tell this story as
he saw it, including some of the less savory aspects of the
conversations.
Joe’s presence was also unnerving for us. As much as
consultants preach transparency, we are not experienced
at practicing it. We knew that this process would be hard,
we knew that we would be making mistakes, and we
knew that with Joe in the room, those mistakes would be

■■ Amy Wu, our remarkable designer and word-

smith, who takes our words and makes them
sing.
■■ Dana Reynolds, who came on board at the

tail end of our process and helped support our
logistics.
■■ Matt Sengbusch, who created the video about

our process.
■■ And last but not least, Joe Mathews, our story-

exposed for all to see. When we read Joe’s account of our

teller, who loves California more than anyone else

July 2012 meeting, we can’t help but cringe at his descrip-

we know. Nothing else needs to be said about

tion of our awkwardness. It was not our shining moment

him. His beautiful account speaks for itself (even

as facilitators.

if we’re still bitter about his exposing our warts).

At the same time, it is that transparency that makes this
particular story so compelling. Water issues are messy,
and any account that does not include a mess is a dishon-

— Kristin Cobble and Eugene Eric Kim,
Groupaya, and Dr. Jeff Conklin, CogNexus
Group, February 2013

est one. We’re proud of what we learned from this process, and we hope that others may learn from our failures
as well as our success. More importantly, we are proud
of our participants, who had so much personally at stake
and whose commitment and courage are the reaons the
process worked. This work is nowhere near complete, but
we have a strong foundation for moving forward.
There is one major omission with this story, which natu-

Groupaya (http://groupaya.net/) helps groups
and leadership teams work more skillfully
together to design their future. Its consultants
have over three decades of combined experience working with C-level leaders of organizations across

rally and correctly focuses on the participants and to some

all sectors, large-scale networks, and individual change-

extent, the three of us. This work would not have been

makers. Past clients include Genentech, Amyris, UNAIDS,

possible without our team. They are not mentioned in this

Global Footprint Network, and Wikimedia Foundation.

story, but they were critical reasons for our success, and
we’d like to acknowledge them here.
■■ Rebecca Petzel, who supported us in a number

About CogNexus Group
CogNexus Group (http://cognexusgroup.
com/) works with strategy and policy teams

of ways. She could easily have been in front of the

on confronting and getting a handle on wicked prob-

room, but stayed behind the scenes, managing our

lems—problems so complex that there is no agreement

knowledge artifacts, including the dialogue maps, and

on what the problem is … much less the best solution! It

helping us think through the group dynamics. More

has helped companies like World Bank, NASA, Verizon,

critically, she was our internal expert on water issues.

and Southern California Edison tame some extremely

■■ Natalie DeJarlais, our operational glue. She was

responsible for coordinating the logistics of this
project, including the field trips which are mentioned
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complex problems.
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At first, the big question facing the Delta Dialogues and their
conveners was simple: Would anyone show up?
There was reason to worry. RSVPs for the first meeting were slow.
Surely the prospective participants, drawn from every major interest
within the California Delta, could find something better to do on a Friday
afternoon than discuss, for the umpteenth time, one of the most complicated problems that humankind could invent. The Delta and its troubles had been the subject of decades of failed plans and conversations.
Many of the prospective participants had participated in these various
processes. None had borne much fruit. “There have been lots of conversations and processes,” says Mary Nejedly Piepho, a Delta resident
and supervisor in Contra Costa County, which contains much of the
Delta. “But there have not been efforts to bring people with differing
views together.” Why would this new process, convening many of the
same participants for meetings over six months, be any different?
The Delta Dialogues hadn’t begun, and already there were strikes against it. The convener
was a new agency with new leadership. The
three facilitators running the meetings knew each
other, but hadn’t worked together as a team
and had different theories over how to organize
a process like this. The participants were not
friends and colleagues, but people who represented competing interests that had done battle
for decades. Many of them had sued each other.
The Dialogues were a bid to change that
dynamic, to bring those interests together, and to
see if they could find enough shared understanding to forge a way forward. It would be wonderful
if entrenched debates could be transformed
into something else. It also would be wonderful
if pigs could fly and water could be stirred into
gold. The Dialogues were up against a certain
California fatalism that, as the phrase often
attributed to Mark Twain has it, whiskey is for
drinkin’ and water is for fightin’. Wasn’t it a waste
of time to have a process devoted to getting

people to understand each other, when fighting
over the Delta and its resources was inevitable?
The Delta provides plenty to fight about it.
Formed by the confluence of the state’s two
largest rivers—the Sacramento and the San
Joaquin—it is the world’s only delta that is both
inland (feeding into the San Francisco Bay) and
inverted (its narrow end is near the Bay, where
it feeds out, and its wide end is further inland).
It’s also the largest estuary on the west coast of
the Americas, home to more than 750 species of
plants and wildlife and more than 55 species of
fish. It’s home to more than half a million Californians. It contains more than half a million acres
Author’s note: I was asked by Groupaya to serve
as storyteller for the Dialogues. Under ground rules
of the Dialogues, I was free to report on everything
I saw and heard with one condition: I could not
quote what a participant said during the Dialogues
sessions without securing the permission of that
participant. The reporting and views expressed
here—as well as any errors—are mine alone.
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Participants gather at
the West Sacramento
Community Center to
discuss the participation
agreement on April 27, 2012.
Opposite: Groupaya
facilitators Kristin Cobble
and Eugene Kim.

2012

of agricultural land and serves as a recreational destination
for 12 million visitors per year, giving the Delta an estimated
annual economic impact of $35 billion. And it’s the hub of
federal, state, and local water systems that provide at least
some water to 25 million of California’s 38 million people.
The Delta’s importance was the source of its difficulties. So many people depended upon it that it was badly
stressed. And because so many interests—environmentalists, conservationists, fishermen, residents, farmers, recreation and tourism businesses, visitors, federal officials,
state officials, local officials, water users, water agencies—
were involved, dealing with those stresses became nearly
impossible.
Each interest described the Delta’s problems in different ways. You could mention any one of the stressors
on the Delta—the loss of most of the tidal wetlands, the
subsidence of Delta islands that had left many farms
below sea level, the disrepair of some older levees and the
vulnerability of those levees and the Delta to earthquakes,
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the decline of species and fish because of salinity and
water pumps, the water demands of Central Valley farmers
and California’s coastal cities—and get an entirely different
explanation of the problem—and story of blame—depending on which Delta interest you asked.
Launching a dialogue that involved all these interests
and all these issues would be an uphill battle. But events
also seemed to conspire against this new process. In particular, some Delta interests—but, critically, not all—had
been working for years on the Bay Delta Conservation Plan
(BDCP), and that plan was nearly ready to be released as
the new Dialogues began. The strong sense was that the
BDCP would renew some of the biggest and oldest fights
in the Delta over species protection, habitat restoration,
and, most of all, over a plan to build new structures to convey water around the Delta. That fight, along with resulting
litigation and political battles, seemed inevitable.
So what good would another round of talking among
representatives of these interests do? John Cain of

timeline
January
13

February
17

April
27

May
25

June
15

July
27

“Test Drive”
West
Sacramento
Community
Center.

Planning
Meeting
Delta
Conservancy,
Sacramento.

Kickoff
West
Sacramento
Community
Center.

Meeting #1
Consumnes
River
Preserve.
McCormackWilliamson
Field Trip.

Meeting #2
Peter’s Steak
House,
Isleton.
Bouldin
Island Field
Trip.

Meeting #3
Westlands,
Sacramento.
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There had been no shortage of government
hearings, testimony, debates, and arguments.
But none of them started the way this one had.
Kristin Cobble, one of the facilitators, asked,
“What is your favorite place in the Delta?”
American Rivers, who would be a participant in the Dialogues, said that colleagues at other environmental organizations had asked, “Why are you even participating?”
But those who convened the Dialogues thought this
could be different. Yes, the players were the same and the
issues still difficult. But if the conversation were different, if
the methods for meetings were different, and if the goals of
the process were different, maybe progress was possible.
Maybe it wouldn’t amount to anything. Probably, it wouldn’t
amount to anything. But what harm would talking do?

It was that cautious spirit that brought 14 people out
to the first Delta Dialogues session. That number had been
a relief. There had been only eight RSVPs just two days before the first session. But the people came and took seats
in a semicircle, a layout that allowed them to face a screen
that had been erected in the room at a community center in
West Sacramento. Within that semicircle was at least one
person from each major Delta interest—a farmer, a fisherman, state and local and federal officials, a couple of water
agency folks, a man with a recreation business in the Delta.
Some participants would say later that they had expected this to resemble previous conversations among
Delta stakeholders. Some of those had been negotiations,
others had been planning processes, and others had been

August
24

September
28

October
26

Meeting #4
Old Sugar
Mill,
Clarksburg.
Greene &
Hemly Field
Trip.

Meeting #5
Delta
Conservancy,
Sacramento.

Meeting #6
Aquarium by
the Bay, San
Francisco.
Fisherman’s
Wharf Field
Trip.

“envisionings,” where they created maps of the Delta with
some major change, like tideland restoration. And there
had been no shortage of government hearings, testimony,
debates, and arguments. But none of them started the way
this one had. Kristin Cobble, one of the facilitators, asked,
“What is your favorite place in the Delta?”
Each participant took a turn walking up to a map and
identifying a favorite spot: a crop of blueberries, a levee
one participant’s great-grandfather had built in 1876, a
small town within the Delta, the whole of the south side of
the Delta, the tip of Liberty Island, a riverboat marina, one
participant’s own backyard on a small bay. The energy in
the room was immediately different. “This feels like one
of those 12-step support groups,” joked Gilbert Cosio, a
levee engineer. (See pages 14–15 for a map of the participants’ favorite places.)
Nevertheless, it was not an easy meeting, and at first it
wasn’t clear that anyone would show up to the next one.
Those who came spent much of the afternoon reviewing a
participation agreement that the facilitators had drafted.
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There was a tricky balance to strike. One goal of the
Dialogues was to create an atmosphere in which people
felt safe sharing their thoughts and feelings openly. But
another goal was to have a transparent conversation that
could be shared with people outside the process, so that
the Dialogues could have a larger impact. Some participants objected to the presence of a storyteller (the author
of this very narrative) and the use of a website (http://delta.
groupaya.net/) for public updates about the process. This
was resolved by the understanding that no one would be
quoted by name without his or her permission.
Some participants worried about their ability to make
the commitment described in the agreement: an “all-in”
process with six additional in-person meetings and five
phone calls. And some of the directives offered by the
agreement seemed vague. Participants would have to
“focus on understanding rather than persuasion,” “get
curious” when they disagree, “assume positive intent and
intelligence” among fellow participants, and “listen for the
wiser voice of the whole that is trying to emerge,” whatever
that meant.
The farmers raised specific objections. One farmer
challenged an assessment of the Delta’s vulnerability to
earthquakes that had been part of the proposal to the
Bechtel Foundation, which was funding the Dialogues.
Another farmer objected to a suggestion that participation
might involve some endorsement or participation in other
planning processes in the Delta to which he objected.
Farmers and Delta residents had felt excluded from other,
previous Delta processes. If they wouldn’t participate in
the Dialogues, this process would lose some of its value.
But in this moment, the Dialogues
process revealed itself to be different. The
criticism of the process did not draw an
objection from the facilitators. Instead,
Eugene Kim, one of the facilitators, typed
out the criticism as the farmer spoke it,
and it was immediately projected on the
screen, as part of a map of the dialogue.
“Did I capture your objection?” Kim
asked. He had. After some discussion,

Nancy Ullrey of the Delta Conservancy helped conceive of the
Delta Dialogues. Opposite: Delta
Conservancy Executive Director
Campbell Ingram and CogNexus
Group advisor Jeff Conklin.
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No one seemed excited, but
they were all intrigued. This
would be something different,
a timeout from all of the
fighting and gridlock in the
Delta. What would happen?
No one knew.
most of the room agreed with the farmer. A consensus
emerged, and the participants had taken ownership of the
agreement.
Cobble, the facilitator who stood in front of the room,
outlined a six-month process. She called it an experiment.
The goal seemed deceptively simple. The participants
were practiced in disagreeing with each other. But did they
understand each other’s disagreements? And was there
anything they agreed on? For six meetings and five phone
calls over six months, they would listen to each other and
try to develop a shared understanding of the wicked problem of the Delta.
No one seemed excited, but they were all intrigued.
This would be something different, a departure, a timeout from all of the fighting and gridlock in the Delta. What
would happen? No one knew. Nevertheless, the participants said they would all try to be back for a meeting the
following month, in May.

Nancy Ullrey took the blame for the Dialogues
even happening. “All my fault,” she would say, although

that wasn’t entirely true. It was also the fault
of her colleague at the Delta Conservancy,
Executive Director Campbell Ingram.
The Conservancy was a brand-new
state agency, created by legislation in February 2010. Its mission was at once broad—
to create broad partnerships to benefit the
citizens of California—and narrow—to focus
on protecting, enhancing, and restoring the
Delta’s environment, agriculture, landscapes, heritage, and regional economy for
the benefit of the Delta’s own communities.
But as a startup agency at a time of persistent budget
crisis in California, the Conservancy didn’t have much
staff or money. It didn’t even have a director for its first
year. Those few people who knew about it thought of it as
window dressing.
Ingram and Ullrey were desperate to make an impact.
They not only wanted to put the Conservancy on the map,
to show that it could make real progress in the Delta, but
they were also eager to use hard-earned knowledge from
years of working on Delta issues to change the game.
Ullrey was a state government veteran who had worked for
a host of Delta programs, from CALFED to the Delta Vision
Council and the Delta Stewardship Council. She agreed to
join the Conservancy, “because I wanted the challenge of
starting a state agency from the ground up, and do things
differently than how we’ve always done things.”
Ingram, who has the easy manner and friendly face of
an aging musician (he’s in a band that plays Sacramento
night spots), had worked on ecosystem restoration, toiled
on fish and wildlife issues for the federal government, and
most recently worked at The Nature Conservancy. He’d
also served on the steering committee of the BDCP, and
was intimately familiar with the thicket of Delta problems
and stressors when he signed on to the job. “I was warned
by a lot of people to not even think about taking the job,”
Ingram says. Despite the warnings, he liked the model of a
startup that would work with the community to tackle both
environmental restoration and economic development.
Ingram and Ullrey knew all the frustrations of modern government bureaucracy, but they shared a belief in
the power of collaboration. Ullrey, who has the mien of a
particularly earnest high school teacher, was a collaboration nerd. She had followed the website of Jeff Conklin,
an expert on addressing very complicated problems, who
had developed a method of mapping dialogue.
The Conservancy was thinking of putting together a
high-profile event to raise the new agency’s profile. Ullrey

and Ingram decided to invite Conklin to make a presentation. On October 18, 2011, nearly 150 people gathered
at Haggin Oaks Golf Complex in Sacramento for a forum
called “Changing Our Perspective: New Ways of Thinking
About the Delta.”
Conklin was anything but soothing. He bluntly stated
that the Delta and its stakeholders were failing and that
nothing they were currently working on would allow them
to address their comprehensive problems.
Conklin’s work builds on that of a UC Berkeley professor, Horst Rittel, who, in studying public policy failures,
coined the term “wicked problems.” A problem is wicked
when it is so complex it cannot be understood at any
level of completeness or rigor. A wicked problem can’t be
solved, because attempts to solve them result in completely new formulations of the problem.
A former software engineer, Conklin had spent 20 years
developing an approach for addressing such insoluble
problems. His approach amounted to jumping in with two
feet, or more accurately, many people’s two feet. People address wicked problems by trying to work through solutions.
Why bother doing this for an insoluble problem? Digging
for solutions collectively while listening deeply to each other
leads to shared understanding among stakeholders. This
kind of conversation was inherently messy. To help it along,
Conklin developed a tool that allowed for the mapping of
conversations in real time, so that people in a difficult, complicated conversation could track what they were saying.
The Conservancy leaders and Delta participants were
so intrigued that they invited Conklin back to speak to a
smaller group of Delta stakeholders. Conklin’s message
resonated with them. People didn’t feel heard or understood. The Conklin approach seemed to address this.
Some thought the process sounded like marriage counseling. Like marriage counseling, if it worked, it could be
considerably faster and cheaper than the constant fighting
and litigation endemic to the Delta.
Delta Dialogues 9

Jeff Conklin explains
a critical point on the
dialogue map.

Still, people were skeptical. Some key Delta leaders liked the idea, but said they didn’t have the time to
devote to such in-depth conversations. Leo Winternitz of
The Nature Conservancy, who would become one of the
participants and was an early backer of the attempt, told
others, “I’ve been through a lot of these different processes before in the Delta. Why should I have my heart
broken again?”
Conklin had his own concerns. He wasn’t sure he was
able to do this project all by himself, so he called Eugene
Kim, a collaboration consultant. They had met through a
mutual mentor, Doug Engelbart, a Silicon Valley thinker
perhaps best known for inventing the computer mouse.
Engelbart saw the world as a place with increasingly
complex problems. If humanity wanted to survive, it would
need to become collectively smarter.
Kim and Conklin had previously worked together on a
NASA effort to go back to the moon. Conklin wanted to
work with him again. The collaboration had worked well,
and Kim was one of the best people he knew at using the
Dialogue Mapping tool. Kim had just started a new consultancy, Groupaya, with Kristin Cobble, a leadership and
organizational development consultant, who was deeply
experienced in facilitating dialogues like this. Although
her methods differed from Conklin’s, Kim thought that
her skills, along with the support of their Groupaya team,
would complement his and Conklin’s. Kim would handle
the mapping. Cobble would be the facilitator in the front of
the room. And Conklin would hang back as an advisor and
occasionally jump in.
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They talked extensively and made plans, but they
expected to improvise quite a bit, a decision that would,
much later, cause some problems. Improvisation, Conklin
would say, is the nature of dealing with wicked problems.
“It’s really jazzy. The whole stance is the stance of learning. If your whole stance is the stance of knowing, you’re
doomed.”
The original proposal was for a deeply involved
$300,000 process. They eventually secured half that for
a still robust six-month series of dialogues. Facilitating a
process where the participants could come to know and
trust each other would turn out to be plenty ambitious.

In January 2012, Kim, Cobble, and Conklin drove up to
Sacramento to conduct a “test drive” with Delta stakeholders using Dialogue Mapping. The mapping slowed the
conversation down and created a record of what everyone
said. The following month, the participants and facilitators
met again to go over how they would design a process.
They discussed a variety of topics to explore, from restoration to conveyance.
But the most crucial point was participation. They decided to keep the group small—no more than 25 people—but
they needed to have a representative set of participants.
Previous Delta processes had not included—for many reasons, many of which were themselves disputed—the people
and interests who lived in the Delta. The Conservancy itself
had been formed, in no small part, to bring these very interests together and to work on their problems, communities,

and economic needs. Would these stakeholders show up to
the Dialogues? One reason why these “in-Delta interests,”
as they were called, had not participated in other processes
was a sense that powerful interests from outside the Delta
ultimately controlled these processes.
The time commitment—six meetings, five phone
calls—was daunting for people and interests of all kinds.
And how would they react to a time-consuming process aimed merely at building relationships and shared
understanding?
At the Conservancy, Ingram and Ullrey were nervous.
Says Ingram: “I had a deep-seated fear that you were inviting very busy, very important people for lack of a better
term, for something they would find to be a waste of time.”
Ingram and Ullrey did most of the outreach. They found
participants at once skeptical and receptive. “I thought it
was an impossible task—a worthy but impossible task,”
said Leo Winternitz, one of the first to join up. “Because of
the breadth of issues and the number of different stakeholders. Because positions were so ingrained culturally
over 100 years. It would just be impossible to agree or be
on the same page.”
The novelty of the process was one draw. “There
hasn’t been a facilitated, open-ended discussion like this
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conveyance over the next 15 years?

Leo Winternitz told others,
“I’ve been through a lot
of these different processes
before in the Delta. Why
should I have my heart
broken again?”

previously,” said Carl Wilcox, Bay Delta Regional Manager
at the California Department of Fish and Wildlife.
That sense of a need for such a process, despite the
likelihood of failure, was just one factor that drove participation. Another big factor was Ingram’s and Ullrey’s personal
history with many of the participants, who wanted this process and the Conservancy to succeed. Still another was the
practical desire of those who worked and lived in the Delta
to know each other better. The Delta, after all, was a vast
and sprawling place, with no City Hall or corner bar where
you could see other people and interests socially.
“There were people I hadn’t heard of and wanted to
know, and people that I respect but didn’t get to interact
with that much,” said John Cain of American Rivers. “It
was an opportunity to get to know many people, and
know them better.”
Dale Hoffman-Floerke, at
the state Department of Water
Resources for 35 years, decided to get involved because
“I’ve spent most of my career
avoiding the Delta,” and wanted to “get a better appreciation for the main players and
people’s perspectives.”
Jim Fiedler of the Santa
Clara Valley Water District
said, “Just to have people in
a non-threatening way say
their side of the story was
How can we create an environment of
trust in the Delta?
important. We’re trying to
absorb what it is people are
saying. … I like the idea of
listening with an open ear and
What does effective leadership for
the whole Delta look like?
seeing where they are actually coming from.”
For many people in the
Delta, the fact that the door was wide open to them was
itself the draw, after previous processes that were perceived as closed. “‘Why’d I show up?’” asked farmer Brett
Baker rhetorically. “Heck, it’s the only discussion I’ve been
33
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the overall conversation throughout the
entire Delta Dialogues.
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invited to.” Mary Nejedly Piepho, a Delta resident and Contra Costa County supervisor, said the process provided a
way to have equal footing with more powerful interests that
have dominated planning in the Delta.
For other people in the Delta, the opportunity to reach
these in-Delta interests—who were often viewed as
standoffish—made the Dialogues worth trying. “The Delta
community feels like it’s having things foisted upon it,”
says Wilcox of Fish and Wildlife. “Having been the manager of a program that could be viewed as foisting things
on the Delta, it’s nice to get out of that blame conversation
and try to share some real information and have candid
conversations with stakeholders, particularly the ag [agriculture] and land owner community in the Delta.”

At the first official meeting of the Delta Dialogues
on a Friday in May, at least one person from every major
stakeholder in the Delta, save the counties (it was high
budget season for local governments) turned up at the visitor center of the Cosumnes River Preserve, on the eastern
edge of the Delta.
After coffee, the participants piled into two rented white
vans and rode around McCormack-Williamson Tract,
which is owned by The Nature Conservancy as part of a
plan to restore original marshlands in the Delta. For now,
farms remain on it. As the vans made their way around
levees, birds sang, and Leo Winternitz engaged in goodnatured verbal sparring with Bruce Blodgett, executive director of the San Joaquin County Farm Bureau, about the
12
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value of restoration versus the value of farming. Even for
participants who knew the Delta, the tour of McCormack-
Williamson Tract was a revelation. They marveled at how
quiet and clean and pristine it felt.
In the vans, the participants began to bond, chatting
about the Delta and their families. There was more conversation over lunch, conducted at picnic benches outside
the visitor center. Then the participants went inside,
reviewed the participation agreements, and stood up to
signify they were “all-in” with the process. The Dialogues
were underway.
The afternoon was given over to three hours of conversation, the participants sitting in front of a white screen
inside the visitor center, with Kim mapping the dialogue on
screen. The facilitators spent considerable energy trying
to get everyone to talk. Cobble began each session with
a “checkin,” in which she would ask how the participants
were feeling and what was on their minds, and every person in the room would have to answer, with at least a word
or two. “It breaks a psychological barrier to having people
speak in the meetings,” Cobble would explain. “Especially
for the introverts, that’s important. And it’s helpful if I know
you had a car accident on the way to work this morning.”
Cobble would close the sessions with a similar checkout,
which often served as an opportunity for people to reflect
on what had been said, and to say something that had
been missed. “If there’s anything left hanging, it comes out
during the checkouts.”
The participants didn’t expect to find much common
ground quickly. “One of the challenges we have here is, we

“That was exactly the moment for me,” said Ingram.
“Because the water users helped Russell, he got all
of his concerns laid out at the border. At that point
in time, it felt like a really, really powerful thing.”
have so much knowledge about the Delta, so much data,
but so little common understanding,” said Jason Peltier
of the Westlands Water District, early in that meeting.
But only a few minutes later, common ground began to
emerge.
The facilitators’ method for demonstrating some shared
interests was to make the future their friend. “Imagine that
it's May 25, 2040,” Cobble instructed the participants.
“Imagine where you might be. Imagine that you and the
people in this room and the people outside the room
somehow manage to do the impossible, make decisions,
and create a healthy, thriving Delta.” After all that, Cobble
posed the question: What does a healthy, thriving Delta
look like in 2040?
Participants at first jotted down their visions of the
2040 Delta on paper. Then they shared them with a fellow
participant, then with the entire body. Participants spoke in
the present tense, as though they were in 2040.
As the visions were noted on the dialogue map on
screen, the common visions leaped out. While the emphasis of each participant’s vision varied, from the water
levels to the amount of recreation use, there were remarkably similar visions of the future—around improved water
quality, the strong presence of agriculture, and smarter
Delta governance that would be at once more coherent
and centralized (everything from state management to
United Nations management was suggested) and also
more fluid and adaptable to changing conditions. (The
participants, mostly middle-aged or seniors, also shared gratitude at the notion
that they were still alive in 2040.)
The biggest common thread in these
visions of the future was a Delta of great
variety. Winternitz imagined having just
finished a 12-mile bike ride after some

time water skiing, in a Delta with agriculture, wetlands,
native vegetation, fruit stands with local produce, and
great fishing. The exercise revealed differences too,
over dredging of the Delta’s channels (some participants
thought it would be a thing of the past by 2040, while
others saw it as part of the future) and on questions of
diverting water.
One moment endured. Later in the meeting, Russell van
Loben Sels was the only agricultural stakeholder left in the
room, as he tried to list what agriculture’s needs would be.
Two water contractor representatives—Jason Peltier and
Jim Fiedler—who would have been seen as natural opponents of Delta farmers since they provided water elsewhere, jumped in to help him add a few thoughts he might
have forgotten. “That was exactly the moment for me,”
said Ingram. “Because the water users helped Russell, he
got all of his concerns laid out at the border. At that point
in time, it felt like a really, really powerful thing.”
Cobble saw the room start to realize that a shared story
of the Delta and its problems would require them to talk to
each other and collaborate. “I felt like that was the beginning of everyone realizing they are missing the whole story.
They only have the whole story of the Delta together … that
felt pretty magical. … It felt like everyone was getting
there.” Facilitators closed the meeting by asking participants to keep pondering these questions and to write in
their journals as thoughts occurred.
(continued on page 16)

The first Delta Dialogues field trip in
May 2012 was to McCormackWilliamson Tract, which The Nature
Conservancy is planning to restore
to original marshlands.
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Ken Vogel

Leo Winternitz

Farmer, San Joaquin
County Supervisor,
District 4

The Nature
Conservancy

Ken’s favorite place is a new crop
of blueberries in San Joaquin
Valley. He passes through often
while studying the future of
Highway 12.

Don Nottoli

4

Sacramento County
Supervisor

Jim Fiedler
Santa Clara Water
District

Jim’s favorite place is Clifton
Court.

Mary Nejedly
Piepho
Contra Costa County
Supervisor, District III
Mary’s favorite place is Discovery
Bay, the community where she lives.
It embodies what the Delta means:
community, backyard, family, significant ecosystem.
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COUNTY
John Cain
American Rivers

John’s favorite place is Dutch
Slough in Oakley, where a project
is underway to restore 1,200 acres of
tidal marsh.
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June 2012 meeting
at Peter’s Steak
House in Isleton.
The conversations
were captured
and projected live
as they happened
using the dialogue
mapping tool.

(continued from page 13)

The warm feelings continued in the June meeting on the
second floor of Peter’s Steak House in the Delta town of
Isleton. On the restaurant wall, the facilitators had placed
a map that listed all the visions of the Delta’s 2040 future
that participants had offered at the previous meeting. They
gave each participant three small green and three small
red stickers, in the shape of dots, and asked them to put
green dots near visions they agreed with and red dots near
those with which they had trouble.
Several said they found it hard to place the red dots.
Participants ended up putting red dots mostly near visions
that they thought were less than pragmatic. “No net loss of
agricultural land” drew red dots because the idea that there
could be no net loss of anything seemed unrealistic. Green
dots were placed by several participants near calls for
better infrastructure, more integrated planning in the Delta,
strong agricultural presence, and the idea of an X-Prizestyle competition for ideas that could improve the Delta.
The discussion soon ranged into a conversation about
habitat restoration, and the idea, shared by many, that
such restoration must be done with
the recognition that a small change in
one part of the Delta can affect people
elsewhere. But members of the group
differed in their belief about how serious
problems are with existing levees and
how much repair was needed.
This produced a sharp exchange between Brett Baker, a young fish biologist
and farmer, whose family has lived in the
Delta for six generations, and Carl Wilcox, the state fish manager, who wore
a checkered shirt and spoke in patient
tones. He made the point that levees are
crucial for protecting habitat as well as
16
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agriculture. He mentioned the habitat restoration at Liberty
Island as a potential model for how to do this in the Delta.
Baker, a young and handsome man, bearded and
wearing blue jeans, energetically objected, arguing that the
example of one island shouldn’t be extrapolated to the rest
of the system. After some back and forth, Winternitz broke
in to say there was common ground between them: that
the habitat questions were complex, that there’s been very
little habitat restoration, and that there needed to be more
dialogue before any progress could be made on the issue.
The farmer, Russell Van Loben Sels, a veteran of these
conversations and president of the Sacramento County
Farm Bureau, then made a similar point.
The exchange served to propel the conversation forward, as participants talked about specific areas and questions that were misunderstood and needed more dialogue.
It also laid bare what would become a central insight from
the Dialogues: that the Delta was bigger and more complicated than most people appreciated, and that digging into
that complexity, and embracing it, was the path to shared
understanding and, perhaps, shared action.

N

NORTH DELTA
DIVERSION
(proposed)

Three intakes along
this stretch of river

YOLO
COUNTY

Over three meetings—the April launch
and the May and June sessions—the participants and facilitators in the Dialogues had
Cache Slough
started to build a container of sorts. The
Dialogues were a structure protected from
the outside, in which they could begin to be
open, to share, to listen, and to gain conclusions. The container wasn’t fully constructed
and was still fragile, but it seemed to be gaining in strength.

Forebay

)

Water Conveyance
nve
ve
e
Pipeline/Tunnel
/Tun
n
nn

ISOLATED FACILITY (proposed

The July meeting would threatenSuisun
to break it.

Ri

ve

r

SOLANO
COUNTY

t

o

am
cr
Sa

en

R i v er

Marsh

12

SAN
COU

ui

q
oa
nJ
Sa

THR
OUG
H DELT
A (existing)

n

The threat came from the news and the outside world of Delta
planning processes. The Bay Delta Conservation Plan (BDCP)—
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the much discussed, controversial plan for the Delta—was to
be released just two days before the third Dialogues meeting.
Emotions would likely be running high. Discussions would be
difficult. The facilitators and Conservancy leaders, who spoke
by conference call each Monday afternoon, debated what to
do before deciding that the Dialogues must confront the BDCP
announcement head on.
This was a risk. The fears of facilitators and participants were
multifaceted. Would people not show? Would the good feeling
and shared understanding that had been built through the April
launch and the May and June meetings be lost? Would people
storm out?
The facilitators thought the risk worth taking. They thought
the BDCP offered an opportunity to push the process forward.
But they were nervous. And the nerves grew when the BDCP
was announced. The plan included a host of proposals for
habitat restoration in the Delta and other changes, but its most
noteworthy proposal was to build a new conveyance system to
bring water around the Delta, from north of the Delta to Southern
California.
Many in-Delta interests—the very same interests that were
crucial participants in the Dialogues and had not been part
of previous Delta processes—had long fiercely opposed the
notion of such a conveyance. To them, such a dramatic change
produced too many unknowns. Would the construction of canals
to convey the water alter their land or require the taking of their
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“To have this conversation properly,
we have to slow down,” Conklin said,
taking control of the room.

farmland? Would diverting the water hurt the water supply
and quality in the Delta? Would the government and powerful interests neglect the needs and interests of the Delta
if the state was not drawing water directly from it?
The in-Delta stakeholders were certain to be angry
about BDCP and conveyance. It also wouldn’t help that
Governor Jerry Brown, who after all was the boss of state
officials who were participating in the Dialogues, had
declared his determination to make this proposal happen.
“I want to get shit done,” he told reporters. On the other
side, other Dialogues participants were strong backers of
this conveyance and had been part of the BDCP process.
Among these were Jason Peltier of the Westlands Water
District.
As it happened, the July meeting was scheduled for the
Capitol Mall offices of Westlands, in the heart of official
Sacramento. The venue was not the informal setting of the
previous two months—the river preserve visitor center, the
steakhouse in Isleton—but a conference room with big,
plush chairs. The chairs would not be much comfort for
what would prove to be a difficult meeting.
Peltier argued briefly that the meeting shouldn’t focus on
the BDCP proposal, but he was open to trying to go there.
Cobble explained that she thought the Dialogues had to.
“We actually see the BDCP as a wonderful lightning rod, as a
great invitation to flush out where there are different beliefs,”
Cobble told the group optimistically. “We have been saying
we want to get more into the heat. Our hope…it’s not just
a hope,” she added, pausing before declaring, “What will
happen today is we will have a different kind of conversation
than is happening in other meetings, what’s happening in the
media, and what’s happening in the street.”
For an hour, they went directly at the question. Participants from the environmental community and water users

One of the Bay Delta Conservation Plan’s (BDCP) more
controversial recommendations is to divert water from
the northern Delta through a
pair of tunnels as opposed to
the southern tip of the Delta,
which is where it currently
happens. This location, just
outside of Clarksburg, is a
possible location for a northern diversion point.

acknowledged that they supported the BDCP process,
while others were more critical, with some questioning
whether it was designed to arrive at a predetermined conclusion: the building of a conveyance to bring water from
north to south via tunnels.
The conversation was handicapped in two ways. First,
participants from state agencies—who had put together
the BDCP and would be working to implement it—didn’t
show up, other than Ingram and Ullrey from the Conservancy. Their absence was noted, and several participants
wondered if it was because they were avoiding a discussion of BDCP. In fact, one was on vacation and another
had a previously scheduled meeting. But it created a
problem for the Dialogues.
Second, the conversation also seemed to miss North
Delta farmer Russell van Loben Sels, who was ill. He sent
along an email that was critical of BDCP and that was
discussed and quoted throughout the meeting. His name
was mentioned more times than that any other participant,
despite his absence.

Despite these handicaps, Cobble thought it was
going well, that they were diving into “the heat,” into a
more difficult conversation. People were expressing their
frustration with the BDCP and the public reaction to and
media coverage of the BDCP. It was a heated discussion
for an hour that never got personal, with lots of listening.
They were getting into particular issues with conveyance
and with habitat restoration.
But Conklin didn’t like the direction. He thought the
conversation was too sideways. The participants were focusing on the conveyance—and really their feelings about
conveyance—rather than the details of the big, wicked

Don’t really know what the effects
will be yet
Might bump up against
regulations more frequently

Will increase water quality of
export water from the north

Preferentially export water from
south during irrigation season in
order to maintain water quality
standards in the south Delta
We have many regulations that
prevent us from exporting more
than we can

How does BDCP address water quality?

Will decrease water quality in the
Delta

Really?

Modeling shows that decreases
in quality are within existing
water quality standards and can
be mitigated

Mitigation strategies?

Most effective constraint is
a physical constraint

11

Governance Assurances

18

http://delta.groupaya.net/

problem of the Delta. And so he leaped into the facilitator’s
role and decided to try to move the room back to the map.
“To have this conversation properly, we have to slow
down,” Conklin said, taking control of the room.
Conklin told the participants that they needed to have
a different, more detailed, more difficult conversation, in
which all the issues in the Delta—maybe dozens, maybe
hundreds—would be addressed. They needed to try to devise a solution to the wicked problem, not because they’d
get a solution but to get a deeper, rich understanding of
their positions. This was Conklin’s method. You can’t reckon with a wicked problem without getting into the weeds.
And to get into the weeds, Conklin, explained, required
working more with the dialogue map.
The map had been a source of tension from the beginning. It was Conklin’s invention. Kim was doing the mapping. But Cobble had not used this tool before, and wasn’t
sold. Neither, at this point, were the participants. They
would later say that they liked the map, since it recorded
their points, slowed the conversation down, and forced
people to listen and think about what they were saying.
But the dialogue map was supposed to be more: a living
document of a search for meaning, something they should
have been constantly shaping and referring back to. The
participants weren’t using the map in this deeper way.
Conklin believed they should and that the Dialogues had
much more potential for much deeper understanding if the
maps played a more prominent role.
Both Cobble and Conklin had valid arguments. The
trouble was that they didn’t communicate before Conklin

made this move. It was an improvisation. Cobble didn’t
know it was coming. As Conklin took over the room, she
stood back … to her regret. “I should have said, ‘I’m the
main facilitator here, and I don’t think this is a good idea.’
Because this was his tool, I wanted to defer to him.”
Cobble believed that stopping a difficult, if civil conversation about a source of conflict could be a setback for
the Dialogues. “I remember feeling like his approach was
not helpful to building the container,” she would say. “If
conflict is handled productively, it helps make the container strong. … If conflict is deferred, it makes the container
weaker.”
Conklin saw that the move wasn’t working. “It was too
big a step,” he would say. “You could see puzzled, frustrated looks in the room. They are just so much accustomed
to saying only the most important thing to them, the most
important point, without there being foundation about the
question about what they’re addressing. … It’s very hard—
that’s what our maps have reflected. I was trying to go for
a more rigorous map-driven conversation.”
The conversation soon moved into a vague discussion
about mistrust among participants in the Delta. Half an
hour later, it was lunchtime. The facilitators would send
everyone out for a lunch walk along the Sacramento River,
while they huddled for a direct discussion of what had
happened, and what they were going to do in the afternoon. “We’re still figuring ourselves out as a team,” Kim
would later explain.
In the afternoon, the facilitators decided to let them
talk and see where the conversation went. It didn’t go far.
Delta Dialogues 19

Conversations
about BDCP got
heated at the July
2012 meeting at the
Westlands Sacramento offices, and
the facilitators were
out-of-sync.

There was more vague talk about mistrust and misinformation in the Delta. The facilitators had talked about breaking
into small groups to do more work around outlining specifics and specific visions that had been part of the May and
June meetings. They didn’t.
Despite the unfocused conversation, some key points of
agreement emerged. Participants agreed that there were
deep fears about the BDCP process and that those fears
remained a huge obstacle to making progress in the Delta.
(The room was divided on whether those fears were based
on real risks or were more a byproduct of mistrust based on
previous broken promises about Delta policies.) Participants
agreed that the status quo was unacceptable, and that they
were willing to make concessions in the name of progress.
One strong criticism of the BDCP also emerged, both
from those sympathetic to the plan and those critical of it.
The BDCP process had not been sufficiently inclusive of
“in-Delta” constituencies (particularly local governments
and farmers). As a result, the recommendations were not
as complete as participants would have liked. Jim Fiedler
of the Santa Clara Valley Water District said the problem
stemmed from the BDCP’s focus on its “co-equal goals”—
ecosystem restoration and water supply—to the exclusion
of the people in the Delta. Leo Winternitz of The Nature
Conservancy said he had felt “elation” from the BDCP’s
commitment to restoring the Delta environment, but “disappointment” because “there was no strong similar commitment to protecting the Delta quality of life.”
Mary Nejedly Piepho, the Contra Costa County supervisor, made a comment that many would remember. In-Delta
20
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interests did not want to oppose BDCP “because we agree
something needs to happen. We’re not proponents of
the status quo. We would like to be part of a constructive
process. But because of that perception that we’re going
to show up and oppose, we’re not included.”
Near the end of the day, the conversation turned to
determining how the Dialogues should go forward in light
of BDCP. Should the Dialogues focus on misinformation
and areas of disagreement about the facts of the Delta?
Or should the focus be on how in-Delta interests don’t
have trust in BDCP and other processes, and what would
make them trust? Through the discussion, it became clear
that the questions were related. And, in a curious way, one
area of agreement emerged: a shared feeling of mistrust.
Multiple participants recalled broken promises related to
the Delta.
Given that history, participants said, as the meeting
concluded, that they valued the opportunity the Dialogues
provide for open conversation, even over controversial
subjects. That verdict prompted relief. “I started out this
morning very scared that the process might crash and
burn today,” Ullrey said at the end of the July meeting. In
an email chain that followed up the meeting, participants
said they would like to keep the momentum and have more
follow-up conversations before the next regularly scheduled gathering, in August.
“We didn’t lose them, which is a credit to them,” said
Eugene Kim, the facilitator and dialogue mapper. “We’ve
been given a lot of rope with this group. I keep feeling very
blessed.”

If the Dialogues felt a little tenuous after the July
meeting, it would take only a trip to a pear farm and
packing house in August to remind the participants and facilitators alike of their urgency to continue. While this field
trip to North Delta farms preceded the Dialogues’ August
discussion, it would overshadow that meeting and stick in
the memory of every participant who was there.
During the trip, the participants inspected pears and
sampled grapes. They also saw how a possible route for
a conveyance could cut off part of one farm operation
from a packing house. The scene drove home, again, the
complexity of the Delta.
A conversation between Dialogues participants and
Doug Hemly, the president of Greene & Hemly, who gave
them a tour, was particularly frank. (Hemly, at one point,
asked for a show of hands of people involved in litigation
against him.) Hemly explained how it takes 15 to 20 years
to bring a pear orchard to full production. Global competition with South Arica, Chile, and Argentina is intense. And
it’s very difficult to make proper investments and compete
when the state of the Delta, and the many plans for it, including the Bay Delta Conservation Plan, seem to change
and create uncertainty.
Participant and farmer Russell van Loben Sels underscored this: “How do we invest in the future, as families
and operations, when we have this huge uncertainty?”

“The most memorable part of the Dialogues was the
field trip to the packing shed,” said John Cain of American
Rivers. “I was just very impressed about how sophisticated that operation was, and how impacted it could be by
new facilities. I’ve been on dozens, maybe hundreds of
field trips around the Delta, and have led many. And that
was the most informative field trip I’ve ever been on.”
Dale Hoffman-Floerke of DWR said the exchange
and field trip were among the most valuable moments of
the Dialogues. “Although I didn’t agree with everything I
heard … I did get a real appreciation for all of the aspects
of what they have to do, what they go through.”
Carl Wilcox was struck by how the Hemly family had
tried to do restoration and enhance their farm’s shoreline,
and had been having regulatory issues as a result of trying
to do the right thing, which discouraged them from making
more improvements voluntarily. “We need to find opportunities and have better communications so those types of
situations that generate animosity keep from happening,”
he said.
It wasn’t just the pears and packing houses that made
an impact. Participants would say the field trips in general were the most valuable part of the Dialogues. All the
participants had lived or done work in the Delta. But even
those who had spent their whole lives living in the Delta
had seen only parts of the massive estuary. To get a guided tour from another participant and see a piece of the
Delta through that other person’s eyes proved invaluable.

After visiting the Greene &
Hemly farm at the August
2012 meeting, participants
stopped off at Russell van
Loben Sels’s farm to pick
grapes and continue their
conversation.
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Van Loben Sels, even after
a lifetime of farming the
Delta, said that it was a new
experience for him “to stand
out on these levees. I had
never really appreciated how
they operate, how they
are built.”
Campbell Ingram expressed some embarrassment that
the experience of this field trip was so new. “I was pretty
amazed that I spent so many years at the BDCP table
without that level of gut understanding of what it means to
be a pear farmer in the Delta. I always thought pear farming
was in decline, and then got to hear and see reality, and
their issues with their inability to plan. To me, that had a
huge impact. It made me feel really uncomfortable. I think
a lot of us had the realization that the degree to which we
had overlooked the Delta in these processes.” Ingram said
he wanted to try to get more decision-makers out into the
Delta for future trips, to inform other planning processes.
The field trips also proved to be a bonding experience
(“It’s an excellent relationships builder and common experience builder,” said Jason Peltier) and helped forge some
breakthroughs in shared understanding. Back in June,
Gilbert Cosio of MBK Engineers had taken the group on a
two-hour tour of the Bouldin Island levees, describing how
the levees were constructed. Van Loben Sels, even after a
lifetime of farming the Delta, said that it was a new experience for him “to stand out on these levees. I had never
really appreciated how they operate, how they are built.”
In most accounts of the Delta, the levees are described
as uniformly failing. Cosio impressed on the group how
much more complicated the reality was. Even on the very
same levee, some parts were old and sturdy, others were
newly constructed, while others were weak and in need
of repair. This would become part of the shared understanding that would emerge from the Dialogues. “You had
PPIC [Public Policy Institute of California] and DWR [state
Department of Water Resources] with broad view of island,
deeply subsided islands, and if you lose them you have
salt water intrusion,” Ingram of the Delta Conservancy
would say later. “They have been unwilling to hear a more
ground-based reality that some levees aren’t in as bad a
shape as they had anticipated.”
Getting to see places and people firsthand was crucial to the Dialogues. But not all parts of the Dialogues
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involved face-to-face or face-to-place contact. The
process included five phone calls, which were supposed
to focus on issues around leadership in the Delta. But they
were poorly attended, and participants described them as
utterly forgettable. “I did not like the phone calls,” said Leo
Winternitz. “Those were more of an intrusion into my time.
You didn’t get many things done in the phone call. And you
don’t see people.”
The Dialogues demonstrated that there was no substitute for seeing people.
After the field trip to the farms, the meeting felt a little
underwhelming. The debate over the BDCP from the July
meeting was rehashed and got more pointed. Once again,
in-Delta interests criticized the BDCP and previous Delta
efforts for not including them and their ideas in the development of plans. Other participants disputed that, saying
that the in-Delta interests had not responded to invitations
to join the BDCP process and that the ideas of such interests were not always relevant or useful.
Once again, the facilitators seemed out of sync. Kim,
in a way similar to what Conklin had tried unsuccessfully
in July, broke into the conversation to try to draw participants’ attentions to the maps. This slowed things down for
nearly an hour.
The conversations continued to be both frank and
respectful. The participants were comfortable with being
honest with each other, at the very least. But the multiple
exchanges on the BDCP and water conveyance did not get
deeply into details. Winternitz pointed this out, and outlined
three questions the Dialogues could answer with details:
1. What would constitute being “at the table” for in-Del-

ta interests?
2. Once “being at the table” was defined,” how could

in-Delta interests be brought to the table?
3. If those first two questions could be answered, how

could the dialogues “export” those answers to other
stakeholders and to the public so that it could shape
future work on Delta questions?
These were good questions, but they weren’t answered.
The Dialogues had clearly bumped up against a limit.
Participants were talking about process—in the Delta and
in the Dialogues itself. But they weren’t getting deeply into
the weeds of the Delta’s problems and possible solutions.
“I’d say we made good progress today, but we also hit
some pretty good barriers,” said Dick Pool, representing
commercial and recreational fishing, at the meeting’s conclusion. The frustration was evident in the room. Cobble
would wonder after the meeting “if people will come back
again in September.”

Gilbert Cosio of MBK Engineering describes the work done to
bolster the levees at Bouldin Island at the June 2012 meeting.

Cobble shouldn’t have worried. Outside the meetings and the field trips, the Dialogues were deepening and
taking root in ways that the facilitators couldn’t see. The
participants found they liked each other. And they began
to talk and meet outside the Dialogues.
These personal relationships and conversations would
be among the most treasured products of the Dialogues.
Many of these connections were of the strange bedfellows
variety. Brett Baker, a farmer, delighted in the opportunity
to talk with Jim Fiedler. “I had a really good interaction with
him, and we had a long phone call. That was nice,” said
Baker. “I can think about the world, I guess, a little bit more
like someone from Silicon Valley with a water supplier perspective. And he can think a little more like a Delta farmer.”
The participant who made the most connections was
Mary Nejedly Piepho, the Contra Costa County supervisor.
Each participant was assigned an official buddy to check in
with during the process. Piepho and her buddy, John Cain
of American Rivers, hit it off. They talked about her family,
with a long history in the Delta. Her father was a state legislator who fought hard on water issues and warned a few
years ago, shortly before he died, that the idea of a water

conveyance would come back. Piepho was prepared to
fight and litigate, as her father had urged, but she wanted
to find a way to cooperate. That meant that people in the
Delta and local governments had to be part of the process.
Cain said he thought the in-Delta interests needed to be at
the table too. The two said they are going together to seek
funding to study impacts on local communities of various
changes in the Delta.
Piepho also had good conversations with Carl Wilcox of
State Fish and Wildlife and Dale Hoffman-Floerke of state
Department of Water Resources, who said, “I am probably
more open and more willing to discuss things with all of
the Dialogues participants. If I needed to talk, for instance,
to Mary Piepho, now that I know her, I would feel comfortable calling her.”
And Piepho treasured the opportunity to get to know
Peltier of Westlands, whom she had previously seen as the
“bad guy” in the Dialogues. She was surprised that Peltier
would participate in the Dialogues. After all, she wondered,
wasn’t Westlands getting most of what it wanted anyway,
through its power and campaign contributions and the
BDCP? “I really don’t know what’s driving Jason to be in the
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At the August
2012 meeting,
participants wrote
down their top three
needs and concerns
for conveyance,
then compared and
discussed their lists
with others, using
green and red dots
to indicate whether
or not they would
have predicted
those issues.

room, and I’m really impressed he’s in the weeds to have
these discussions.” Piepho said that if they could find a way
to come to shared understanding on a way forward in the
Delta, the power of Peltier and Westlands could be crucial
to finding a way to turn that understanding into action.
Said Peltier: “The best example of connecting with
someone in the Dialogues was Mary Piepho. I’d been on
a panel with her before, but it was very adversarial. But in
this process, I learned from her.” Peltier said the experience made him want to find ways, within his own people
and other water contractors, to “find a meaningful place at
the table for Delta voices.”
Winternitz felt Peltier’s participation was crucial. “I
thought it was really good for Jason and Westlands in particular to be there. Throughout the other Delta processes
they have been totally demonized as totally bad people. To
have one of those demons actually sitting at the table and
explaining, ‘Yeah, we have our interests, but we can help
you also.’ And listening to Mary state, ‘We’re not against
BDCP, and we want to make sure it doesn’t hurt us. We
need a place at the table.’ Those were all very significant
statements and they opened up all the doors.”
The Dialogues seemed to influence and inspire other
planning efforts. Peltier put together an effort to identify
projects, however small, that could be jointly pursued by
various interests in the Delta. And on a summer day in July,
five of the participants—Ingram, Wilcox, Winternitz, and
the farmers Baker and van Loben Sels—met at the head of
Steamboat Slough to talk about habitat restoration in the
Delta. It had been Wilcox’s idea to see if they might build
on their Dialogues relationship to brainstorm new thinking
about habitat. Mike Tucker of NOAA Fisheries joined them.
They spread a map over the front of a pick-up truck
and talked in detail about how to do restoration in the
area. “It was a powerful conversation,” said Wilcox. In
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the past, the focus of habitat restoration had been the
idea of “setback levees”—of pulling back the levees from
the waterways and providing more floodplain habitat on
the water side for fish that are endangered. But there on
Steamboat Slough, this small group noticed that many of
the farms and high-value agriculture sit near the levees, so
setback levees would have serious adverse effects on the
Delta community and be very disruptive and expensive as
a method of restoration. Instead, they discussed the idea
of focusing habitat restoration in the low-lying interiors
of islands, areas where there were lower-value crops
and where winter flooding and subsistence were already
realities. Several examples of enhancing existing exterior
levees were also visited.
Ingram, in a written account of the meeting, would
describe this as a breakthrough: “Right now, habitat restoration is built around the strategy of buying big chunks of
these islands—and buying out landowners. That requires
dealing with lots of landowners, and it means you wait a
long time. Valuable agricultural land and infrastructure can
be degraded in the process. With this different concept,
you could compensate farmers for the loss of their lower
value agriculture, protect high-value agriculture, and do
habitat restoration in a faster, less costly fashion.”
With personal connections and the application of onthe-ground local knowledge, progress was possible in the
Delta.

After the frustrations of the July and August
meetings, the September session represented a step
forward. The facilitators were on the same page. And the
Dialogues turned into a more detailed discussion, with
some of the active sharing that had given life to the May
and June sessions.

The previous meetings and conversations
had produced a shared understanding
that was—as the writing and dots on the
easels now showed—undeniable. The in-Delta
interests felt particularly validated.
When participants arrived at the Delta Conservancy’s
offices in West Sacramento for the September meeting,
eight easels with big blank sheets of paper had been placed
around the room. Soon, representatives of eight different
interests—fish and recreation, water agencies, agriculture,
Delta levees, state/federal water agencies, state/federal
regulatory agencies, NGOs/environmentalist, and local government—were asked to pick a board and make two lists:
■■ List your top three needs in a plan for the Delta that

includes conveyance.
■■ List your three biggest concerns.

After they’d done this, the different interests were asked
to look at each other’s boards. Then, they affixed stickers
of different colors to the needs and concerns of others. A
green dot was placed next to concerns or needs that they
would have predicted. A red dot would convey that they
hadn’t expected that interest to have that need or concern.
A blue dot meant that they didn’t understand the point.
As each interest read and discussed and posted stickers next to the needs and concerns of others, the room
filled with the smiles of expectations met and some pleasant surprises. Jason Peltier of Westlands and the farmer
Russell van Loben Sels took a turn describing each other’s
views of the Delta, “and we both had each other perfect”
said Peltier. “It was a nice validation that we understand
each other.”
And when the expressed concerns and needs of others
were different than they expected, the surprise lay in the
fact that there was so much agreement.
“It was refreshing,” said Piepho once the exercise was
over. “Others are thinking the way I’m thinking.”
“We found out that we may have said things differently,”
said Dick Pool, representing the commercial and recreational fishing industries, “but we were saying the same
thing.”
John Cain of American Rivers deadpanned in response
to Pool, “I was thinking the same thing.”
It felt like a breakthrough, as though all the previous
meetings and the conversations outside the Delta had
somehow produced a shared understanding that was—as
the writing and dots on the easels now showed—undeniable. The in-Delta interests, not part of other Delta

processes, felt particularly validated. Farmers were surprised that the state and federal water agencies prioritized
a need for the least disruptive solutions in the Delta that
would enhance the Delta “as a place” with a strong economy, agriculture, recreation, and other things. The stakeholders present also were surprised by water agencies’
expressed need that a conveyance system be compatible
with existing activities and ecosystem functions, including
fishing and farming. “That was interesting and important,”
said Ingram.
Having reached so much agreement, how should the
participants move forward? As the question was debated,
with some participants arguing for a linear approach that
took issues one at a time, Conklin intervened again. But
unlike July, this time, the audience was ready and rapt.
He began to draft a green jagged line on a graph—“like
a seismograph,” he said. Such a jagged line is different
than the traditional problem-solving process of gathering
and analyzing data and focusing on a problem for a long
time before formulating a solution. That may sound good
or simple, but problem solving doesn’t work like that,
Conklin said. What really should happen in efforts to address complex problems is that participants go back and
forth between the problem and potential solutions over
and over again, in a process that, if mapped, looks like the
green jagged line.

“In this room, we’re trying to create a container for the
green line process,” said Conklin. He warned that it would
be hard, because that sort of process goes against our
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In the past, Delta planners
felt they couldn’t talk to
the farmers and local
government people. But
the Dialogues had proved
otherwise.
instincts. “We’re not well equipped for that. Our intuition is
that this is chaos, this a mess. But if you recognize that this
is what learning—especially collective learning—looks like,
you understand that being in the weeds is fundamentally
the essential part of understanding what the real issue is.”
The participants said they liked that. But moving
forward to solutions and deeper understanding would be
hard. The conversation turned to the weight of the past in
the Delta—past promises. Nearly everyone in the room felt
like a past agreement or deal had been broken. Even if an
agreement were reached among the different stakeholders
now, how could anyone trust that its provisions would be
honored by all?
Cobble prodded, “We need to acknowledge the past
and move on.” That sparked a discussion about how to do
that. “A truth and reconciliation commission for the water
wars?” asked one participant.
The question wouldn’t be resolved at this meeting. But
the momentum was clear, and the frustration had lifted.
Near the end, the participants discussed the need for a
Phase 2 of the Delta Dialogues so that the process could
continue beyond the October meeting, which would be the

sixth and last. “I’m interested in what happens next,” said
Gilbert Cosio.
The group felt that a second phase could get into more
difficult topics. There was enough trust in the room to deal
with even difficult conflicts. “We all get along great,” said
Peltier. “If we all got to the point where people were raising
voices in a little more vigorous conflict, maybe that would
be a worthwhile thing. … I’m ready for more risk taking.”

The Dialogues wound up in October at Fisherman’s
Wharf in San Francisco. The morning was devoted to another field trip: a tour of a fishing boat and conversations with
fishermen about how their industry has been hurt by the
decline in salmon, a consequence of changes in the Delta.
In the afternoon, the participants gathered in a conference room at the Aquarium of the Bay to do a detailed
summing up of the process. They went back through the
dialogue maps from the six months of sessions. Those
interactive maps, viewed together, showed shared understanding in three broad areas: the legacy of broken promises in the Delta, the complexity of the numerous stressors
for the Delta, and the need for greater improvement and
inclusion in existing Delta planning processes.
“We are working in a very good direction here at the
end,” said Wilcox.
Participants hadn’t changed their minds or their interests. But in the meeting, and in interviews and surveys,
they described themselves as more open to the ideas and
perspectives of other people in the Delta and better aware
of the complexity of the Delta’s problems.

Participants share a
laugh at the September
2012 meeting at the
Delta Conservancy’s
offices. Opposite:
On the last field trip
in October 2012, the
participants visited
Fisherman’s Wharf in
San Francisco to talk
to salmon fisherman
about the downstream
effects of changes in
the Delta.

26

http://delta.groupaya.net/

Brett Baker, a farmer in the process, symbolized what
had and hadn’t changed. In October, he appeared in a
New York Times story criticizing the BDCP and offering
an uncompromising tone. But he also participated in the
Dialogues, and found that they opened his mind. “In this
process, you got to put names to some of the faces you
see in the Delta, and you understand them a little bit better,” Baker would say. “It was an opportunity to learn and
to air out some of my own frustrations.”
The Dialogues could open doors and change understandings. But could they change the other processes, the
institutions and planning that governed the Delta? It was
too soon to tell, but there were signs.
Ullrey and Ingram were urging the Delta Stewardship
Council—a legislature-created body with members who
represent different fields and parts of the state—to adapt
some of the lessons of the Dialogues (from the inclusion of
in-Delta interests to the local-knowledge-based approach
to restoration discussed by participants at Steamboat
Slough) as it formed an implementation council for its
comprehensive plan. This could include bringing in-Delta
interests into the process. In the past, Delta planners felt
they couldn’t talk to the farmers and local government
people. But the Dialogues had proved otherwise.
“The bottom line is: This is a conversation that’s not
happening anywhere else in the system now,” Ingram
would say of the Dialogues. “And it’s the sort of conversation the Delta needs.”
Yes, a dialogue like this could slow things down, but,
Ullrey said, such a dialogue could save time if it prevented
some of the conflict and gridlock that had stalled so many

Delta-related plans. “The benefits of this kind of process
outweigh what people initially say is the negative, that it
takes so much time,” she would say. “We can rush through
things and spend seven years in court. Or we can take four
years and go through a process like this and get a sustainable agreement.”
One lesson of the Dialogues was that progress in such
conversations did not depend on everything going right.
The Dialogues had succeeded and been supported despite
the announcement of the BDCP in July, despite some disagreement among the facilitators, despite the fact that the
interests in the room were still opponents on the outside.
“It was the most enjoyable Delta exercise I’ve ever done
for sure,” said Jason Peltier. “Because there was no conflict. Because it was devoid of the kind of thing that occurs
in public meetings—myself included—where people have
to posture, be rhetorical, attack. People within the Delta
Dialogues group could have a good conversation.”
“If I have a frustration,” Peltier added, “it’s that we built
improved common understanding, but we didn’t translate
it forward. We didn’t say, based on this, why don’t we do
that?”
In interviews after the process, most participants made
similar points. First, an appreciation that the Dialogues had
become a safe container for honest, frank conversation
about the Delta (“I’ve really enjoyed this process for what it
is … which is having a conversation as opposed to coming
to some specific resolution right now,” said Wilcox). And
second, an acknowledgment that the process had not
produced solutions or gone as deeply into details as they
hoped.
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Says Winternitz, “You feel that
they have an idea and you have
an idea. There are no real villains,
so the ground’s been set. The
field has been sown but there’s
no product.”
“What the process did was open doors and open lines
of communications,” says Winternitz. “You feel that they
have an idea and you have an idea. There are no real
villains, so the ground’s been set. The field has been sown
but there’s no product.”
So what next? Participants said they would support
a Phase 2 for the process in 2013 that they hoped would
sate that hunger for solutions. Peltier said he had a dream
of creating a “Delta Compact” that all the different stakeholders could sign onto. “I have this fantasy goal of a
mega-agreement about the future of the Delta.”
A second phase would be more difficult. Participants
said that in a conversation focused on solutions there
would be more pressure on the in-Delta interests to be
more specific about what they want in the Delta. Those
interests have spent most of their time saying what they
oppose. Stating a more affirmative agenda and designing
more specific remedies for the Delta could be dangerous
for farmers and other participants, since many people in
the Delta could see compromise as weakness or betrayal.
A second phase could also be problematic for state
and federal agencies. Specific solutions that might be developed through the Dialogues could compete with plans
embraced by state and federal leaders, the bosses of the
participants.
The facilitators also believe there’s potential to do more.
Conklin wanted to make more robust use of the map. Cobble believed the group could develop better capacity to talk
to the public and become a force for dispelling misinformation and misunderstanding in the Delta. More stakeholders
and participants might be introduced to the process—more
water agencies, for one thing, and perhaps academics and
scientists whose research on the Delta is the basis of policymaking and public perception of the region.

At midafternoon, as the final session of this first
phase of the Dialogues wound down at the aquarium in
San Francisco, participants were asked to post yellow
notes on a wall upon which they had answered the question: What do we need to do to better meet stakeholders’
needs with current conveyance over the next 15 years?
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In their responses written on the sticky notes, one
could see a glimpse of the second phase of the Dialogues: improve water flow for species in the Delta;
restore habitat (starting with experiments); continue trust
building; understanding interests/getting to yes; more
science and adaptive management; improve water supply
reliability; improve water quality; deal with additional
stressors; make hard decisions; create spaces in Delta
governance where everyone has a voice.
As they looked at the answers on the wall, Cobble, the
facilitator, advised the group, “Be bold together, and you
will create results.” She then asked, “If success were completely guaranteed, what bold steps might you personally
take, and what bold steps would you advocate that this
group take to create a thriving Delta?”
The answers varied, but participants generally said
they would be willing to take on allies and to reinvent
process. Each participant then made a final checkout.
This process, which had started with such uncertainty
about whether it would succeed, would end with each
participant expressing some frustration that no further

conversations were scheduled. For a Phase 2, money would have to be raised, and new
plans made.
Before they left, many of the participants decided to walk through the aquarium’s exhibits.
The facility had large tanks with all kinds of species. At the bottom of the tanks, there were
clear plastic tunnels through which people could walk, surrounded on all sides by water, fish,
sharks, and other sealife. The participants moved slowly through the tunnels together and
talked, protected by the transparent walls from the water around and above them. n
To continue following the ongoing story of the Delta Dialogues, visit: http://delta.groupaya.net/
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