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Forward From the Conservancy
As Phase II of the Delta Dialogues draws to a
close, we are more convinced than ever that this
effort to address one of the most contentious
spots in California—the Delta—is important
and necessary.
The Delta Dialogues offer an alternative to the
typical ways of discussing the Delta: different
ways of engaging each other that allowed us
to set aside positional thinking and actively listen to the
interests behind the positions. In doing this, we made one
of our first realizations: that the various stakeholders’
interests were aligned roughly 80 percent of the time, and
it was just 20 percent that represented the gridlock. The key
to unlocking this realization was providing each competing
viewpoint an equal “seat at the table” to engage in a neutral
and open forum about how best to address that 20 percent.

____________________________

The key to unlocking [the gridlock]
was providing each competing
viewpoint an equal “seat at the table...”

____________________________

are tools of good communication: listening to learn, not to
refute; being curious rather than defensive when disagreeing
with each other; accepting that each of us is operating with
intelligence and good intent; and approaching issues with a
learner’s mind, not a knower’s mind.
With the continuation of the Delta Dialogues, there is every
hope that good communication can continue and progress
can be made to ease the gridlock.
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addressing these issues will require compromise.
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not on persuasion. The stakeholders involved, many with
decades in the public water policy arena, characterized
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meetings and behind the scenes, producing some of the key
materials that moved the whole conversation forward.

____________________________
...the various stakeholders’ interests
were aligned roughly 80 percent of
the time, and it was just 20 percent
that represented the gridlock.

____________________________
Through this process we have learned that transparency is
an objective but is not the goal. Communication is our goal.
Participation is our goal. People want to know how and why
their feedback is used or not used in policy decisions. These
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- Campbell Ingram
- Nancy Ullrey

About the Delta Conservancy
The Sacramento–San Joaquin Delta Conservancy (http://
www.deltaconservancy.ca.gov/) is California’s youngest conservancy, having opened its doors in 2010. The Conservancy
is part of the great legacy of state conservancies dedicated
to carrying out enhancement of major regional landscapes.
Conservancies are able to act flexibly, coordinate with private
businesses and not-for- profit organizations, and advance
the public good as a governmental entity.
The Conservancy’s service area is the statutory Delta and
Suisun Marsh, which encompasses parts of six counties
and approximately 1,300 square miles, including some
1,000 miles of levees 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 implementing ecosystem restoration and
supporting 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. In addition to the Delta Dialogues, the
Conservancy’s major efforts aligned with its mission include:

■ Delta Restoration Network (DRN):
The Conservancy established the DRN as a forum for
information sharing and coordination to ensure integration
and accountability of Delta restoration programs. DRN
coordination and integration will result in more cohesive
performance tracking among governmental and nongovernmental entities engaged in Delta and Suisun Marsh
restoration and habitat management. The DRN helps fulfill

one of the Conservancy’s co-equal responsibilities: to
serve as a primary state agency implementing ecosystem
restoration in the Delta.

■ Delta Branding and Marketing Project:
The Delta Branding and Marketing Project will improve the
visibility of the Delta to help its economy and promote its
agricultural and recreational significance, including boating,
fishing, hunting, eco-tourism, wine tourism, historic
tourism, and other activities. One component of this project
is developing a Delta brand and subsequent marketing plan
(fully utilizing the Delta brand) to provide local businesses
and governments a researched and professionally developed
tool for promotion. This project helps fulfill the second of the
Conservancy’s co-equal responsibilities: to lead efforts to
protect, enhance, and restore the Delta’s economy,
agricultural and working landscapes, and sense of place.

■ Delta Watershed Initiative Network
(Delta WIN):
Delta WIN is a diverse partnership among a broad range
of community groups sharing an interest in protecting and
restoring the watershed health of the Delta. It is a
community-based, voluntary initiative connecting people,
resources, organizations, and programs. Delta WIN’s
objectives are to protect water quality and sustain the
ecological benefits of watersheds. Delta WIN engages
community members to protect ecological integrity in
watersheds by addressing chemical, physical, biological,
and habitat stressors using water quality monitoring,
public education, and best management practices.
Delta WIN encourages community and citizen involvement
in watershed action and the pooling of resources for projects
such as Delta waterway cleanups and citizen water quality
monitoring efforts. ■
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Note on the Process of Dialogue
Dialogue is not easy. Water is a contentious
topic in California, and as you read the
individual interviews of Delta Dialogues
participants, you will see how challenging it is
to bring a group like this together. Everyone has different
opinions, needs and interests. Some participants wanted to
pursue a conversation about governance in the Delta; others
did not. Some wanted to spend more time in the drought
conversation; others thought it was a distraction. There was
tension between those who wanted more action and those
who wanted more reflection. Tension between short-term
thinking (“let’s figure out some quick hits”) and long-term
thinking (“let’s figure out governance”). Some wanted to
focus on making the BDCP work; others wanted to throw
it out and start from scratch. Some wanted to focus on
low-hanging fruit and incremental change; others wanted
to focus on systemic change.

____________________________
Our work is all about building the
container for productive conversation
in which new ways of thinking have
a chance to emerge.

____________________________
As a result of all these tensions, the dialogue process was
often emotional, unpredictable, and messy. But it was also
incredibly powerful. In this section of the report, we step
back and share a little about how we, as facilitators of the
dialogues, think about dialogue, in hopes that it might inspire
you to try some of this in your own meetings about difficult
topics. Below we focus on the idea of facilitating breakthroughs, we share some key insights from the Dialogues for
more effective water governance in California, and we reflect
on a few of our favorite moments of the last few years.

What constitutes a breakthrough?
It is laudable for busy people to show up over and over
again—taking an entire day out of every month—to engage
in a new kind of conversation and see if something new
emerges. Who has time for day-long dialogues that may not
yield substantive change? To keep them coming back, it
helps if there are meaningful breakthroughs along the way.
If you spent a long time discussing water in California
with a very diverse group, what would you consider a
“breakthrough”?
• Somebody from a fisheries agency becomes willing to talk
about an option that could be problematic for fisheries?
• The head of a state agency acknowledges that the
conversation on governance is making him question the
approach of his own agency?
4 http://delta.groupaya.net

• Someone representing in-Delta agriculture acknowledging
that “we are spoiled in California” because we haven’t ever
really had to plan for weather?
• A senior water rights holder saying that senior water rights
can’t be inviolable?
• Somebody from a company that has paid tens of millions
of dollars for a detailed plan saying that maybe we should
have a conversation where we start from scratch asking
for what we really want?
• Somebody from a water company saying “After all of
these years, now I understand why the In-Delta folks don’t
trust us!”
For us, the first accomplishment is getting a group to agree
to spend time together in dialogue. Once in the room, we
get excited when we see folks trying to listen and speak with
more openness and curiosity. Then, any acknowledgment
of an “ah ha” or a shift in one’s feelings or thoughts feels like
progress. Ultimately, we seek to cultivate meaningful shifts in
thinking and feeling that could eventually lead to new ways of
acting for the whole group.

What generates a breakthrough?
Why is it that sometimes, when someone speaks, everyone
gets more engaged in the conversation, and before you know
it, the whole group is going to an unexpected place in their
thinking? Why is it that at other times, when that same
person speaks, everyone starts mentally checking out,
thinking about a problem back at the office or the farm,
instead of focusing what’s going on in the room?
We like to think of facilitating dialogue as making a stew: you
need a pot or a container to throw the ingredients in. If you
put the ingredients directly on the fire, they would just get
burned. But if you throw them in a pot (e.g., the “container”)
and then put the container on the fire, the different flavors
have a chance to deepen, to mix, and to create a new flavor
that is not any one of them, but a combination of all. The
new flavor tastes richer than any individual flavor. Likewise,
we expect the collective thinking that emerges to be more
intelligent than the thinking of any one individual. Our work
is all about building the container for productive conversation
so that new ways of thinking and acting have a chance
to emerge.

1. We build a container for dialogue and
constructive conversation through several tools. We:
• Get some level of agreement between the stakeholders
on the Goals of the dialogues.
• Create a Participant Agreement that each stakeholder reads and commits to, including guidelines or “Ground
Rules” for participation which Campbell and Nancy pointed
to in their introduction.

• Review the Ground Rules at the beginning of each
meeting, to remind people of how to foster a more
productive conversation.
• Introduce the distinction between Knower’s Mindset
and Learner’s Mindset and encouraged folks in every
meeting to be in Learner’s Mindset.
• Introduce the distinction between Relational Thinking
and Either/Or thinking.
• Do Check-In’s at the beginning of each meeting to
help get everyone’s voice into the room [For more on
check-ins, see article at Zocalo Public Square:
http://bit.ly/Zocalo-Check-ins.]

• Do Checkout’s at the end of each meeting to get a
pulse on how people are feeling, gauge the progress made
in the meeting, and get a sense for what the group wants
to tackle in the next conversation.

2. We reinforce the container through several critical
facilitation disciplines. We:

• Ask a lot of questions. In meetings focused on
high-conflict topics, people have a tendency to focus on
advocating for their own positions. We can go into “fight”
mode, wanting to win the argument and show others the
“right” way to think about the situation. We listen from the
place of “what is missing” in the other’s argument, ignoring
where there might be relevant grains of truth. We stop asking
questions, and instead, hurl statements at one another.
To break the logjam, the simple act of asking questions like,
“Why do you think that? What is the data that informs your
thoughts? What has you feel so strongly about it?” can
completely shift the tone of the conversation and therefore
the quality of the thinking.

• Encourage the conversation to be grounded in
data. In the August 2013 meeting, when several participants
were having a very murky conversation, expressing disagreement at a very high level, we also introduced The Ladder of
Inference. The Ladder of Inference refers to the underlying
steps (or leaps!) in logic that have led people to the views
they hold.
Whether we are
deciding something
as simple as where
to eat lunch or as
complex as what to
do about fish in the
Delta, we SELECT
DATA we think
is important to
pay attention to,
we MAKE
ASSUMPTIONS about
it, from which we DRAW
CONCLUSIONS. These conclusions then inform what data
we pay attention to, so it is easy to get locked into circular
loops of logic. By encouraging people to share how they
got to their conclusions, we make it easier for people to
understand each other’s thinking, to challenge one another’s
thinking, and to have a true dialogue.

• Map the conversation. In the Delta Dialogues, we
use a tool called dialogue mapping [See pages 14 - 15 for a
Topic Timeline for Phase II and see the live, interactive maps
online at http://delta.groupaya.net/Phase_II_Maps/. Also,
find an illustrative map on pages 10 - 11 showing how we use
mapping to unfold complex issues]. Mapping a conversation
enables a group to more easily track what they have
talked about. It also reveals where they are developing
shared understanding and where they are not. People are
Delta Dialogues 5

Digging deep into the issues around
an alternative conveyance.

_________________

less likely to get stuck making points over and over again
because they see their point of view represented for everyone
to see; they know that they have been listened to. The best
mapping supports the knowledge creation process by driving
the group to find the most productive questions to explore.

____________________________

Impact: Inspiration! Minds can change.
Real dialogue can lead to previously
unthinkable solutions.

____________________________
Three key insights for California
government

One simple form of breakthrough comes when the group
surfaces previously hidden assumptions, perspectives, and
complaints, as well as ideas for positive change. Here we
feature a few of the most powerful insights that we think
might support more effective water governance in California
into the future.

1. Trust. In-Delta folks will fight any solution that only
provides written assurances and does not also provide
physical assurances that the Delta won’t be over-pumped.
The BDCP currently plans for tunnels capable of carrying
9,000 cubic feet per second of water, which is far more than
should be pumped during dry periods. While there are many
6 http://delta.groupaya.net

legal restrictions on over-pumping during dry periods, legal
assurances can be overturned, whereas physical assurances
(such as having smaller tunnels) cannot. Trust is too broken
for in-Delta folks to agree to mere legal assurances.

2. Engagement. One-way communication, no matter
how well-intentioned or thorough, does not constitute
effective engagement. As consultants, we have witnessed
this over and over again as leaders try make change in their
organizations. This lesson was illustrated beautifully when a
senior water agency participant expressed frustration that
the large number of public meetings they had hosted and the
public posting of thousands of pages of material wasn’t
considered practicing transparency. It was also quite an eye
opener when a county supervisor pointed out, “You call
publishing a 40,000 page updated report without showing
track changes ‘transparency’?!”

3. Participation. You can’t leave a key group out of a
change process. They will fight changes tooth and nail. This
is true in business, in nonprofits, in government, everywhere.
If you want people to be committed to a solution, you have to
involve them in designing it. If the BDCP goes ahead, figure
out how to involve the Delta in governance in a more powerful way. If it doesn’t, involve the Delta in designing the next
solution.

Powerful moments from the Dialogues
It has been an honor to facilitate the Delta Dialogues over the last few years.
We have had many powerful moments with this dedicated group of people. These
special moments— both emotionally touching moments of connection as well as
breakthrough moments—are why we do this work. Here are a few of the most notable
moments:

• During a lunchtime conversation, hearing a farmer share a memory about his
grandfather sitting him down on his knee when he was about 8 years old to tell
him, “These are the people we trust. Those are the people we don’t trust.’

Impact: It was the first time we understood how deep our water conflict in
California runs. In some families, it is literally inter-generational.
• In several conversations, we discovered that everyone had stories about how
their stakeholder group’s trust had been betrayed by the government or another
stakeholder group. Every single group had experienced broken promises. It was a real
surprise. While participants were quite clear about how their own stakeholder group
had been betrayed, they just didn’t know about how other stakeholder
groups had also been wronged.

Impact: This raises many questions: How do we move forward when there is so
little trust? How can we build trust over and over again, even as future politicians
are free to make their own choices and to unmake agreements of the past?
• In another conversation, participants discovered that they have each, at some point
in their career, felt misunderstood by not only other stakeholder groups, but by their
own stakeholder group as well.

Impact: This is a reminder of the challenges of visionary leadership: when we try
to make big change happen, we are risking relationship, community, reputation,
and sometimes even livelihood. How do we support one another in taking such
big risks?

• We had a powerful conversation in Phase I about what it means to be a leader
“for the whole” and not just your stakeholder group.

Impact: This led us to ask some key questions: As you start to consider other
perspectives and look for solutions that require fair compromise, “How do you not
get too far away from your stakeholder group’s position? How do you influence
your stakeholder group to care about other stakeholder groups and not just their
own interests?”

About Groupaya

Groupaya (www.groupaya.net) is
a San Francisco-based network
consultancy. Individually, we are
coaches, consultants, designers,
and operational mavens. Together,
we help c-level leaders and their
teams, organizations and networks
work together more skillfully to
create their future.
At Groupaya, we want everyone we
work with to get better at tapping
into the intelligence and creativity
of groups. We help individuals and
groups to think bigger about what is
possible, work together to turn their
visions into reality, and develop the
skills and mindsets for continued
success. Our name “Groupaya”,
which is a combination of “group”
and “upaya” (Sanskrit for “skillful
means”), embodies this purpose.
Based in the Bay Area, we are lucky
to have visionary clients who are
committed to changing the world
for the better. We are committed
to changing the world for the better,
too, through creating leaders,
organizations, networks, and
nations that bring everything more
alive, including their people, their
communities, their customers, their
citizens, and the planet.

About Cognexus Group

• Every time we heard someone take the risk to say something that was potentially
counter to their stakeholder group’s position.

Impact: Inspiration! Minds can change. Real dialogue can lead to previously
unthinkable solutions.
— Kristin Cobble, Groupaya

CogNexus Group (http://cognexusgroup.com) helps regional and
cross-sector sustainability efforts
to overcome the forces that have
them gridlocked. Often these
fragmenting forces (such as
evolving technology, social
complexity, and systemic
communication breakdowns)
take the group into new territory
for which leaders and subjectmatter experts are unprepared.
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Phase II: Building on the Trust
by Joe Matthews

Near the end of the third session of Phase II of the Delta Dialogues,
the process seemed stuck.
It was an afternoon in August 2013 in Sacramento. The
15 Delta stakeholders who attended the once-a-month
meetings sat in a semi-circle, looked at each other, and
realized they didn’t know how to proceed. Should the
Dialogues delve more deeply into the details of proposals
for the Delta, including the controversial Bay Delta
Conservation Plan (BDCP)? Or should they remain above
the fray, a place for people to share and converse?
The Dialogues had begun in 2012 with the goal of
developing relationships and shared understanding among
participants who had battled in public meetings and the
courts for years. (Find the Phase I Final Report at
http://delta.groupaya.net/phase-1-final-report/). A first
phase, completed in late 2012, seemed to have
accomplished those goals, in spite of serious doubts.
The participants—representing all manner of Delta
stakeholders, from fishermen to farmers, water contractors
to environmental groups, and state and local agencies—
had kept talking and built trust.
But that trust seemed shallow. The group had mostly
avoided detailed discussion of difficult subjects, tiptoeing
up to the BDCP—and the proposed conveyance tunnels in
the proposal—without diving in.

A second phase of the Dialogue, begun in the spring of
2013, was supposed to go deeper. The participants said
they wanted to do more than get along with each other.
They wanted to get into the difficult details of Delta issues,
come up with ideas and even solutions for the state’s water
problems—and share those ideas with policymakers and
the public.
By the time of that August meeting, they had begun to
make progress, but it was fitful. Instead of confronting the
heart of the Delta controversy—those tunnels—they had
taken a sideways step, spending the first two meetings of
the Dialogues’ second phase talking about how best to
govern the Delta.
They examined Chapter 7 of the massive BDCP, which
focused on governance, and found it wanting. Why didn’t
people who lived and worked in the Delta have more of a
voice, the participants asked? Over those first two meetings, the group had developed seven principles of good
governance in the Delta—transparency, representation,
fairness, incremental work, deterring litigation, encouraging
participation in decisions, and creating an environment for
relationship building between different interests. They
determined that in-Delta interests needed formal

____________________________________________________________
Author’s Note
I was asked by Groupaya to serve as storyteller for the Dialogues. Under the 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 a Dialogues
session without securing the permission of that participant. The reporting and views expressed here—as well as any
errors—are mine alone.

2013 - 2014

timeline

May
31

July
26

August
23

September
27

October
25

November
15

Meeting #1
Westlands
Office,
Sacramento.

Meeting #2
Delta
Conservancy,
Sacramento.

Meeting #3
Delta
Conservancy,
Sacramento.

Meeting #4
Delta
Conservancy,
Sacramento.

Meeting #5
Rush Ranch,
Suisun
Marsh.

Meeting #6
Tom’s Duck
Hunting Club,
Rindge Tract.
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Jeff Conklin sets the scene for a conversation
about the impacts of the Dialogues.

_____________________

Carl Wilcox lays down the law.

______________

representation in the governance structure of the BDCP, including “veto
authority” to make corrections when plans didn’t work out as promised. Any
decision making body in the Delta should be able to be changed, based on
the decisions it makes.
But the participants couldn’t decide what to do next.
Should they use these criteria to develop specific plans for governing the Delta?
Or should they drop governance as a topic all together—and take up something
else? It wasn’t an easy question to resolve. At the July meeting, participants
hadn’t responded to facilitators’ direct appeals to hold calls and gatherings
between the Dialogues sessions to decide on the process’s direction.

______________________________________
...should they remain above the fray, a place for
people to share and converse?

______________________________________
January
24

February
28

Meeting #7
Sacramento
Regional
Wastewater
Treatment
Plant, Elk
Grove.

Meeting #8
Conaway
Ranch,
Woodland.

Then, at this moment of indecision in the August meeting, the conversation took
an unexpected turn. Russell van Loben Sels, a Delta farmer, was one of the
in-Delta interests in the room, a subset of the group that had been reluctant to
discuss the BDCP in detail during the process because they so fiercely opposed
it. But now van Loben Sels offered a statement that would break the impasse.
He still fiercely opposed the BDCP’s plan to build tunnels under and around the
Delta to convey water to farms and cities to the south, but he said that the BDCP
did respond to real concerns and said he was willing to discuss conveyance of
water—if the discussion involved alternatives.
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“I don’t think we are that far apart,” he said. “It’s a matter
of how we do it and how much.” He said that if a proposal
were to be developed, “we have to talk about what goes
out of the Delta in the form of exports and the form of
outflow.”
John Cain of American Rivers seized the opening.
He had been arguing for years during other Delta discussions for a more thorough examination of conveyance
alternatives. And he thought that looking at a variety of
scenarios involving conveyance in many different places,
rather than conveyance focused in the North Delta (which
the BDCP proposed), made sense. So he suggested that

the group consider the notion of hybrid conveyance that
included options in the Western Delta and perhaps other
places. The idea was embraced, albeit wearily, by other
stakeholders in the room, but some attendees had already
left the meeting early. It wasn’t clear what would happen.
Cain’s suggestion would prove to be the turning point of
the Dialogues. The conversation about conveyance—which
the stakeholders had avoided for more than a year—would
happen, though it wouldn’t happen easily.
This shift in the Dialogues from a focus on governance to
a focus on conveyance would make the participants’
conversations more difficult. The very next meeting,
in September, saw some of the most contentious and

Provides highly
reliable supply of
export water

Can get more water
during wet periods

Better quality drinking
water for export

How should export
water be conveyed
to the pumps?

CM1: twin tunnels
(per BDCP)

Would require building
more water storage in
So. Cal.

So. Cal. already has
lots of storage

BDCP tunnels (9,000
cfs) would export
too much water

Under what conditions
might the twin tunnels
be allowed to export
“too much”?

Construction damage
from building the
tunnels, exp. in
north Delta
Water quality changes
will harm south Delta ag

Portion of a larger IBIS map exploring options for Delta export water conveyance. “IBIS”, or Issue Based Information System, is
a notation for problem structuring that has three main elements: Questions, Ideas, and Arguments. The “root” Question in this
example map (the question mark icon) sets the topic of the map, and is addressed by three Ideas, only one of which, “CM1: twin
10 www.delta.groupaya.net
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uncomfortable moments of the Dialogues. There were
conflicts and side conversations and misunderstandings;
even members of the facilitation team were angry with each
other. At the meeting’s conclusion, some participants said
the Dialogues needed changes and a shake-up.
Some participants would drift away from the Dialogues,
and federal agency representatives would stop coming
altogether. Some participants would later tell me privately
that they regretted the change; for a representative group
of stakeholders like those at the Dialogues, developing
alternative governance proposals for the Delta was a better
fit, they argued, and might have allowed the Dialogues to
impact the BDCP and other plans.
But the shift to conveyance also represented progress for
the Dialogues—an expansion of what it was possible for
the disparate group of people in the room to discuss. The
Dialogues were being de-constrained and reaching further
than they had before. If conveyance could be discussed, it
would be possible for the combatants in California’s water
wars to discuss anything.

It would take three long months—and three Dialogues
meetings and dozens of calls—for the push into
conveyance to bear fruit. For all the difficulty of the
September meeting at the Delta Conservancy’s offices
in September, the group did start to dig into hybrid
conveyance, examining the options of a smaller North Delta
intake, a Western big gulp, and the possibilities of phased
implementation of conveyance changes. By the end of the
meeting, the group had decided to form sub-groups to
meet outside the regular calendar and examine a Western
intake and hybrids in detail.

At first, much of the conversation was about why such
approaches wouldn’t work, but quite a bit of information
was presented, and shared understanding grew.
“I’m a little discouraged,” said Dick Pool, representing
the commercial and recreational fishing industries, in
September. “I thought we might make more progress.”
Then in October, the Dialogues group gathered in Suisun
Marsh for a session that included two visitors—Gwen
Buchholz and Jerry Meral—and even more detailed
discussions about conveyance alternatives. Buchholz, a
deeply experienced water engineer working at CH2M HILL,
took the group through the BDCP process for reviewing
and screening conveyance options. She acknowledged,
under questioning, that BDCP had not considered all
relevant permutations of conveyance options. Meral, then
deputy secretary of the California Natural Resources
Agency, said it was worth continuing to explore alternatives, and he posed three questions regarding alternatives
that drove the afternoon discussion. The conversation was
difficult at times, but detailed. That meeting generated a
November 6 phone call to talk about the Western Delta
alternative and how it might affect smelt and other fish.

____________________________
The participants said they wanted
to do more than get along with
each other.

____________________________
By the time the group convened again in November, at a
duck hunting club near Stockton, the participants, for all

ESA goes away

Only if all of the
following occurred:

If there were a
prolonged drought
that led to a state
of emergency

Fed and State legislatures
changed water law

Rules might not
be followed even
if ESA stays
Even following ESA
rules, the water taken
from Delta could leave
too little for fish

Water rights
laws changed

If those who would like
more water out of the
system got enough political
power to change the laws

tunnels” (the light bulb icon) is shown here. The Plus and Minus icons lay out the Arguments for and against the Idea. For a more
detailed discussion, see http://cognexus.org/Clients/DeltaConservancy/Map-Intro
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their frustrations, had learned much about conveyance
alternatives and had developed a deeper understanding
of how different Delta interests might feel about each.
About halfway through the meeting, facilitators shifted
the conversation from the particulars of conveyance
alternatives to the criteria for Delta plans. They made the
switch by asking about the criteria that drove the BDCP—
as well as what criteria were driving the group’s emerging
ideas about conveyance.

____________________________
Why didn’t people who lived and
worked in the Delta have more of a
voice, the participants asked?

____________________________
This conversation, building on three months of discussion
produced a list of criteria by which to judge the BDCP and
other conveyance proposals. The criteria included: serving
the goals of habitat restoration and water supply, limiting
the risks that often result from mega-projects, limiting the
impact of tunnels on the Delta, considering the Delta as a
place with its own interests and needs, trying to find ways
to provide more water to the Delta’s various stakeholders,
and creating greater clarity about terms and governance
in the Delta. The group said that alternatives to the BDCP
conveyance needed to provide for physical assurances
to Delta residents and interests, operational flexibility to
respond to change conditions, and proven technology.
The criteria list felt like a breakthrough after many months
of difficult conversations. “I really appreciated how the
criteria let us focus on what challenges the proposal has,”
said Campbell Ingram of the Delta Conservancy, the
12 http://delta.groupaya.net

convener of the Dialogues. “It spotlights a path that might
lead to a more acceptable project.”
Jeff Conklin, a co-facilitator, would term this development
of criteria a “criterial leap.”
This leap was hard earned.
There’s an enormous lesson in this, and not just for the
Dialogues. In confronting a big, complicated, wicked
problem, you can’t define the problem without wrestling
with potential solutions. That’s what happened here:
discussing potential solutions (multiple intake and the
Western Delta) created enough understanding for the group
to come up with shared criteria.
That leaping back and forth—between examining
solutions and developing shared understanding about the
problems—was presented visually in a jagged, green-line
graph that facilitator Jeff Conklin described to the group in
late 2012, during the next-to-last meeting of Phase I of the
Dialogues (For a write-up of the meeting, see the blog post
“I Was Thinking the Same Thing.” For more on the jagged
green line, see the blog post “About the Chart: Embracing
the Reality of How We Learn” at http://delta.groupaya.net/. )
In Phase II, the Dialogues participants found themselves
very much on that jagged green line, leaping between
discussion of solutions and deeper understanding of the
problem and criteria for solving it.
The two meetings that followed the criteria leap of
November 2013—Dialogues sessions in January and
February of 2014—produced more agreement.
Participants, meeting in January at a wastewater treatment
plant, agreed that better policy tools are needed for the

drought, including “Both/And” solutions that don’t choose between the needs of
different interests, but try to incorporate both interests. Old positions needed to
be re-thought to manage drought, the participants concluded.
In the February meeting, Dialogues participants went another step further,
agreeing to put together an open letter summarizing their work and findings.
The criteria, and the process used to reach them, would be at the heart of drafts
of the letter, one of which read:
“The Delta Dialogues offers an alternative to the status quo approach
regarding the Delta, a shift that allowed us to set aside positional thinking
and actively engage in listening to the interests behind the positions…
The common ground we developed is fertile, and if well-tended, can yield
much. We agree that the Delta ecosystem needs to be improved, that
there needs to be reliability for south-of-Delta water users, that Delta
residents need assurances regarding their water supply and environment
too, that the status quo water management system is not good for any
one, and that to address these interests, compromise must take place.
We all agree that trust among our respective interests has been broken,
and renewing that trust is essential to getting past the gridlock. This is the
ground the Delta Dialogues has prepared and upon which a solid bridge to
compromise can be built…
Since the letter still had not been finalized as of this writing, one could look back
at Phase II as a failure. When it began in May 2013, the participants’ stated goals
were to develop very specific proposals for the Delta, especially with respect
to governance, and to communicate with the public, raising the profile of the
Delta Dialogues.

______________________________________
“I don’t think we are that far apart,” he said.
“It’s a matter of how we do it and how much.”

______________________________________
So far that hasn’t happened. But the process isn’t over. The facilitation team,
with funding having run out for its work, left the project after the February
meeting. Participants themselves, led by the Delta Conservancy’s Campbell
Ingram, have committed to continuing the sessions on their own. They met in
March, and discussed continuing the conversation in June.
In interviews conducted for this report, participants offered very different views
on what was accomplished in Phase II. Some saw the conversation about
multiple intake scenarios and conveyance alternatives as having produced
a breakthrough; in their view, such alternatives might well be viable and give
confidence to in-Delta interests who oppose the projects. Others saw the
alternatives discussion as interesting and useful to shared understanding but
failed to see a breakthrough or any evidence that conveyance alternatives would
work. Edited excerpts of the Q&As appear later in this report.
What participants did agree upon was that the conversations were useful, that
progress had been made, and that the Dialogues could now take on bigger and
more sensitive topics in the future. Stakeholders who had fought for years said,
without exception, that they wanted to continue in these Dialogues as long as
they could.
They were unstuck.
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Go to http://delta.groupaya.net/Phase_II_Maps for an interactive version of this Timeline,
where you can browse an issue map for each of the below Key Session Topics.
Click on the Session Theme or the location photo to go to the Meeting Page for each Meeting.
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Brett Baker
Fish biologist, farmer, and in-Delta representative

Q You were part of Phase I of the Delta
Dialogues. What brought you back for Phase II?
BB: Hope. Hope, and the firm belief that California’s water
system has plenty of room for improvement and that collaboration could move some institutional barriers or get us
beyond the minutiae. Hope that through dialogue we could
find some commonality. I’m a young idealist still. I feel like I
haven’t become too cynical just yet.

Q

There were a number of new participants
in Phase II. Did you meet people you didn’t
know—or build deeper relationships with
some of the people?

____________________
Bringing several different Delta perspectives.

but discussing governance and putting it out there is
critical to the understanding of how decisions are made.

Q

The conversation then turned during
the Dialogues to conveyance alternatives,
western intake, and better criteria for judging
conveyance. What was your takeaway from
that discussion?
BB: Some people were still in their all-or-nothing corners.
I don’t know if we’ll ever get them out of their corners. It
was shocking to hear the discussion that we had that day
at the Suisun Marsh, from Secretary Meral, in regards to
which alternatives got analyzed and how the door was held
open or held shut for looking at certain alternatives. I think
through-Delta wasn’t given enough consideration. I think
through-Delta can work, should work, does work now
to the extent possible. I think improving through-Delta
conveyance needs to be looked at, because like it or
not, that’s what we have for at least the next 30 years.

____________________________
Re-doing the governance directly to
assuage people’s concerns is the
linchpin of the whole thing.

____________________________

BB: Definitely with some of the folks from my own community I built better relationships—Tom and Russell. It also
was very nice to be able to talk with some of the guests—
Jerry Meral and Gwen Buchholz. My ongoing relationship
with Jason Peltier was deeper, and he lives in my neck of
the woods. It’s nice to be among like-minded, water-centric
people. It draws you together and you have commonalities.

Q

In the first three meetings the group
tackled governance. What, if any, takeaway
did you have from that discussion?
BB: The governance of water systems in the Delta, minus
representation from the Delta, is a non-starter. Re-doing
the governance directly to assuage people’s concerns is
the linchpin of the whole thing. We don’t live in an ideal
world. Governance is one of the more critical issues—if
anything were ever to come from BDCP. I don’t know that
we reinvented the wheel or did anything groundbreaking,
16 http://delta.groupaya.net

Now there are some things happening outside that room;
there’s opportunity. Considering the drought, there is
an opportunity to learn some things about the Delta and
how hydrologically it works, so that we could improve
through-Delta.
For example, in the North Delta, where I am, we have
contracts and laws that provide for a certain water quality.
And because of the drought, they—the state—are putting
dams in our slough to prevent fresh water from escaping.
I think there are better alternatives than those—and this
provides an opportunity to discuss the situations where
there is low outflow. Because if they put in a facility, as
is proposed, it will be operated in dry seasons to the
detriment of water quality in the Delta—to the point where
it’s questionable whether we’d be able to use the water
for priority irrigation in agriculture.

Q

You mentioned being shocked by the
discussion at the Suisun Marsh session.
Were there any other things said during Phase
II that were particularly surprising or shocking
or striking to you?

BB: That BDCP is a privately driven process. It’s not a
state-driven process. I think that’s the real impact. It’s a
water project. And it’s being pursued by private interests,
though I don’t know how closely aligned they are with each
other. I think different people want different things.
I guess the shocking part of [the Dialogues] is that there
was never a real whole effort to start with the low-hanging
fruit or the incremental stuff or think about what we could
do to make things better this month, this week. It was a
little bit more abstract.

Q

I also wish we would have gotten to focus on the drought a
little more. The Dialogues is a group that could have had a
plan on what to do during the drought.

So what are your hopes and ambitions,
if any, for the Dialogues going forward?

+
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with

Bruce Blodgett
San Joaquin Farm Bureau Federation

Q You were part of the Delta Dialogues for
Phase I. What brought you back for Phase II?
BB: Having the opportunity to continue the conversation.
Water policy is so important in the state. The Dialogues are
the kind of conversation we had a long time ago—between
interests in the Delta and those outside. And I’ve learned
that it’s better to be in the room and be talking than be
outside and waiting for the courtroom.

Q What is different about the conversation in
the Dialogues from what happens in other Delta
processes you’ve been part of?
BB: In the Dialogues there is a real attempt to engage folks
within the Delta. It’s really one of the few examples of people actually trying to incorporate the views of the Delta.

____________________________
In the Dialogues there is a real attempt
to engage folks within the Delta.

____________________________
Q In Phase II the Dialogues jumped into the
BDCP and conveyance, and alternatives to
those plans. Was it hard for you to have that
conversation?

BB: That they could instigate or catalyze some real change,
some real improvement. That, in talking about things that
other folks won’t talk about outside the room, there will be
some sifting through of tangible goals and objectives.
I was really disappointed that we didn’t have a list of things
that, “Hey, this is something that we can all agree on.” I
know that Charles Gardner and the Delta Vision Foundation
are looking beyond conveyance to come up with things
that could be improved. I was hoping the Dialogues would
produce a work product. I know there have been efforts to
work on a letter. My hope is that we could come up with
some things that could be done.

BB: No. It was a good opportunity to get people at least to
discuss specific prospects, opportunities, and alternatives.
There is some pretty strong bias all the way around—we
all come at these issues from our own bias. So it’s good to
have people in the same room to understand what’s being
proposed and what the alternatives are.

Q Were there surprises for you in the discussion of alternatives like the western intake?
BB: I had some level of understanding of alternatives. But it
was interesting to see a bit of the frustration when we were
talking about western intakes, particularly from a fisheries
perspective. This
is happening at
the same time the
pumps are shut off
to avoid taking
salmon. You get a
sense of the frustration that, “Whatever you do, you’re
going to impact
something.”
Why do we have a
problem with the
pumps?
In survival mode, but still in good humor.

___________________
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Again, we have a lot less concern with pumping water in
high flows of water than we do when water is limited.

Q What did the Dialogues accomplish?
BB: Good question. I was asking myself that the other
day. And I’m really not sure. I think the benefit is you had
a group of people, who are not only interested but passionate about these issues, talking honestly and openly
with each other. And also, there was an opportunity to
talk about something other than two 40-foot tunnels, and I
think there was a benefit to that.

+
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Q What are your hopes and ambitions for the
Dialogues going forward?
BB: I plan to continue to attend. But it’s difficult to say
specifically. We have two major deep, dark clouds from our
perspective at the San Joaquin Farm Bureau. One is the
BDCP itself. The second is the drought and what it may
cause people to do decision-wise in water. We’ve already
seen some crazy things. I guess the lack of rain and clouds
has clouded my thinking. We’re in survival mode for a lot
of folks. I think there’s going to be some real challenges
there. It’s going to make it tough on agriculture statewide.
There will be a lot to talk about.

Campbell Ingram
Delta Conservancy

Q What connections or relationships did you

Q Why is it so hard to get people together like

develop or deepen in Phase II?

this, and what makes the Dialogues different?

CI: The process helped me get to know the in-Delta
interests better—people like Tom Zuckerman and Russell
van Loben Sels and Bruce Blodgett and Brett Baker. Just
getting to understand their views and spend more time
with them was very valuable.

CI: I think it’s hard because everyone is over-committed.
And people don’t understand the necessity of communication until they have it. The reason why the Dialogues have
been successful is that people crave the ability to have
these conversations. And we’ve created the space and time
when that could happen.

...people don’t understand the necessity
of communication until they have it.

There’s also a lot of laughter and comfort with each other.
We’ve recognized the laughter as an important component
of the human interaction. Even though we’re at odds on
these issues, we can still laugh together.

____________________________
____________________________

Q What were your takeaways from the Phase
II discussions on governance and conveyance
alternatives?
CI: First, that for governance there’s still opportunity to
make an impact—but that those discussions are currently
happening in other places. Second, for conveyance it does
seem that we’ve kind of reached a hard point. But I think
looking for policy out of this group—that may not be the
right approach. The value, and it’s very valuable, is in
getting these people together to have a discussion in a
much more constructive way.

Q What would you say was the greatest
accomplishment of Phase II?
CI: The greatest success is that we brought all the
stakeholders together and they had an opportunity to
understand each other’s interests and have the kind of
discussion they couldn’t have elsewhere.

____________________________
Encouraging dialogue is a fundamental
philosophy, a principle, that we want
to keep in the forefront of the
Conservancy’s work.

____________________________
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Q One of the goals of the participants for

Q What do the Dialogues mean to the Delta

Phase II was for the Dialogues to have more
impact or influence outside the room.
Did that happen?

Conservancy?

CI: Personally, I feel like the impact is very positive. It’s
exceedingly hard to measure or see tangible measures of
the impact. But the conversations where the agencies gain
a greater understanding of the expectations of people in
the Delta have got to influence the way the agencies have
done some of their work. And one of the biggest benefits
for in-Delta is that, at least for a small subset, it’s reducing
the amount of misinformation that’s out there. For example,
we did have a good discussion about what is the acreage
expectation for BDCP—which people in that room didn’t
know. We also had a long discussion about the actual
proposed North Delta operations; most of that information
was new to people in the Delta. They may not like it any
better, but they now have at least a better understanding
of what is actually proposed.

____________________________

...there’s inherent value in the Dialogues,
and the Delta needs that value...

____________________________

CI: Encouraging dialogue is a fundamental philosophy,
a principle, that we want to keep in the forefront of the
Conservancy’s work. One of our roles is to coordinate
and work with all the agencies, the people in the Delta,
the silos. We need dialogue so people have a better sense
of what is happening.

Q What do you see as the future of the
Dialogues?
CI: The Dialogues absolutely need to continue
indefinitely. How they continue and how well they are
funded in the future, we don’t know yet. But as structured
today, there’s inherent value in the Dialogues, and the Delta
needs that value, it needs a place where all of the interests
come together for constructive dialogue. Without that
place, the polar positions continue to entrench and become
more extreme which ultimately prevents any progress on
managing the wicked problem that is the Delta.

_____________________
The Dialogues sharing a lighter moment.
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Carl Wilcox
California Department of Fish and Wildlife

Q You were part of Phase I of the Delta
Dialogues. Why did you come back for Phase II?
CW: I thought we had a good dialogue going and it set up
an opportunity to have an actual conversation about some
of the issues with water and ecosystem management in the
Delta. In Phase I there were field trips and that kind of stuff
that got people out on the ground and developed understanding. I think I was hopeful that we might be able to
make progress in Phase II.

____________________________

It was hard to tease away the innate
opposition of, particularly, the folks in the
Delta. And for the policymaking people—
the supervisors—these were just difficult
conversations. But we had them.

____________________________

folks in the Delta. And for the policymaking people—the
supervisors—these were just difficult conversations. But
we had them. People knew each other well enough to be a
little more open to exploring some alternatives.

Q There were some new participants in the
Dialogues during Phase II. Was there anyone
you got to know whom you hadn’t known, or
known well, before?
CW: I thought having Tom Zuckerman come in made a big
difference, because he was pretty good in his attendance
and provided some perspectives and insights that were
important, having been at this stuff so long in the Delta,
dating back to the Peripheral Canal. And he’s good with
water policy, based on his experience. He was just talking
frankly. He was not just wedded to advocating in-Delta
opposition.

Q Was there anything in the content of the
Dialogues that was new or striking to you?

Q Was it hard to talk about BDCP and its
particulars in Phase II, a topic mostly avoided
in Phase I?
CW: I don’t know if it was that hard specifically. It was hard
to tease away the innate opposition of, particularly, the

“Just one more point!”

______________.
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CW: I thought what was interesting was the willingness
to have this conversation about the West Delta
alternative for diversion. It is an essential element of the
in-Delta perspective. I’m optimistic that we may be able to
keep that going a little farther so we can at least determine
whether or not it has any feasibility at all. It’s certainly really
problematic for the fisheries, my department, and the Fish
& Wildlife Service, putting the diversions basically in the
middle of Delta smelt habitat at a time when they’re really
vulnerable.

____________________________
I think my hopes would be that ...
everyone can agree that the status quo
is not a good thing.

____________________________
Q Were you surprised by what you heard?

+
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CW: I think we turned up a difference in the Delta
community, more of a willingness of the North Delta people
rather than the South or Central Delta people to consider
a project that included West Delta operations. That was an
interesting perspective that showed up.

Q What was accomplished in Phase II?
Many point to the criteria developed on
conveyance and to the de-constraining of
the conversation—the Dialogues took on
a lot of difficult things.
CW: I agree with that in Phase II, about the criteria and
the conversation. You saw that in the January meeting
when we talked about having a “big eraser” conversation
to look at possibilities. But my sense is, in the discussion
as a whole, there’s been a lack of recognition of the
environmental benefits for the listed fish species of
changing how water is diverted from the Delta—a lack
of recognition.

Chris Knopp
(Formerly) Delta Stewardship Council

Q You were new to the Dialogues in Phase II.
How did you become a part of it?
CK: The Delta Stewardship Council had been participating
in the meetings previously. A staff member had been doing
it. As I learned of the meetings and the importance of the
meetings, I thought it was important for an executive officer
to attend rather than a staff person.

Q Was it difficult being a rookie in the
Dialogues?
CK: That’s kind of a two-part answer. It’s easy to talk in the
Dialogues. That’s the expectation. The part of being a little
bit more of a novice in the subject matter makes it more
difficult to make more meaningful contributions. The group
was overall very welcoming, even for a novice.

____________________________
As I learned of the meetings and the
importance of the meetings, I thought it
was important for an executive officer
to attend rather than a staff person.

Q Were there people you got to know?
CK: I met quite a few people that I didn’t really know and
quite a few that I knew superficially.

____________________________

The biggest surprise was that a lot of
people with more of a vested interest in
the outcome of BDCP were as willing to
discuss other possibilities as they were.

____________________________
Q Did anything surprise you about the
Dialogues?

CK: The biggest surprise was that a lot of people with
more of a vested interest in the outcome of BDCP were
as willing to discuss other possibilities as they were. We
are pretty far down the road on a lot of work that can’t be
turned around at this late date, and yet we were talking
about it, which was pretty healthy.

____________________________
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a permeable levee and allow an intake to protect the fish.
It’s not out of the realm of possibility. At least it’s worth
thinking about. We’re talking about spending billions of
dollars building a tunnel. I don’t think an intake structure
like that is out of the question.

Q You’ve been involved in a lot of other
conversations. What’s different about the
Dialogues?
Chris Knopp, making himself very clear.

__________________

Q The group got deeply into conversation
about conveyance alternatives and the Western
Delta. Was there anything particularly valuable
or memorable about that discussion?
CK: There were lots of things that were memorable.
Part of it was the realization that a lot of these ideas are
analyzed or not analyzed based on what appears to be a
fairly logical decision at the time—and yet when you have
sufficient diversity of opinion and an open dialogue, as we
did, you get to rethink some of those original decisions.
And some of them aren’t as logical as they first seemed.

____________________________
...when you have sufficient diversity of
opinion and an open dialogue, as we
did, you get to rethink some of those
original decisions. And some of them
aren’t as logical as they first seemed.

____________________________
Q For example?
CK: The idea of having an intake on Staten Island. It
does seem ludicrous to put an intake in the very heart of
Delta smelt territory. But when you think about it, there’s
no reason you couldn’t try to engineer a structure to allow

____________
On a hike in Suisun Marsh

22 http://delta.groupaya.net

CK: Other dialogues that I’ve been involved in usually
happened earlier in the process so that they affected the
construction of the ideas for proposals. This is coming in
late, and it’s trying to get a broader understanding either of
why BDCP is going forward or why it was created or how
it should be changed. I think it’s beneficial, and what it’s
trying to achieve is to get something to happen, one way or
another. This is a good idea a little bit late in the process.

Q What are your hopes and ambitions for the
Dialogues going forward?
CK: I think the Dialogues ought to take a break and wait
and see how BDCP evolves, because it’s not necessarily
done. And it might be good to wait for the next round to
become clearer on where the Dialogues could serve a
useful purpose and focus in on one of those areas. One
opportunity is in June when comments will be due—and
there will be a lot of discussion. I’m also thinking of the
Independent Science Board comments, the comments
we’re going to get on the outflow studies of the State Water
Board project. It might be nice to put those comments
together and segregate them into topic areas, with the goal
of “Can we put context around these things? Are some of
these really important? Are some of them good points?”
The group could serve a good function in that area. And it
would help DWR in how they respond to those comments.

____________________________

...what it’s trying to achieve is to get
something to happen, one way or another.

.____________________________
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Dick Pool

Salmon Fishing Equipment Manufacturer

Q You were part of Phase I. What were your
expectations coming into Phase II of what the
Dialogues might be able to do?
DP: My expectations have been pretty much the same
through Phase I and Phase II—for shared understanding—
but you know my concern is obviously the salmon fisheries.
I think in Phase II we attempted to look at different
solutions, to examine some assumptions—if the BDCP
doesn’t proceed, what then? The salmon fishing industry
is not particularly in favor of the BDCP. We don’t think it
solves the salmon problems. And my hope was, through
the Dialogues, that we might be able to agree on some
alternatives that take us away from the current situation,
which is not good for anyone.

DP: Les Grober joined in Phase II. He’s a breath of fresh
air and helped a lot with potential solutions. Chris Knopp
from the Delta Stewardship Council also joined. Chris was
a great addition and I had opportunities to talk with him at
the meetings. Dee Dee D’Amato from the State Water Board
came to one meeting. I talked to her and expressed some
of my salmon concerns. She asked if we could meet so she
could learn more about the salmon situation. That ended
up with a couple sessions with her and other Water Board
members. Had we not met at the Delta Dialogues, that
wouldn’t have happened.

____________________________

I gained new appreciation for the
frustrations of the agricultural community.

____________________________

Q In the content of Phase II, were there things
that you learned that you didn’t know?
DP: It was in Phase II that we learned about the West Delta
possibilities, of a diversion there. Maybe I learned more
about that than I really wanted. Seriously, in Phase II I
learned there were other possibilities than the big BDCP for
solving the multitude of problems. I think also in Phase II I
gained a better understanding and full appreciation of the
Big Gulp theory. Given the existing circumstances, with the
necessary existing biological opinions, when a lot of water
flows in a wet year, the biological opinions block the agricultural interests from getting their hands on more water.
We don’t yet have solutions for that. But I gained new appreciation for the frustrations of the agricultural community.

Q

Were there surprises for you?

DP: In Phase II it came out that unless the agricultural community can get more water, they feel that the investment
in what’s being proposed in the BDCP won’t pay out. And
therefore the whole system might break down. If that’s the
case, they can’t support the BDCP. As one water contractor
put it, we’re left with the situation as it exists today. And we
end up with 20 more years of lawsuits and fighting.

Q Did you meet new people, build new

Dick Pool, a champion for fish.

______________
Q Other examples of connections through the
Dialogues?

DP: Chris Knopp was a good connection. I keep talking to
Chris, telling him I’m unhappy that the Stewardship Council
is not addressing our salmon problems. I did most of that in
the Dialogues breaks.

____________________________
The other thing that I would hope for
in the Dialogues is that we could
communicate outwardly.

____________________________

relationships, in Phase II?
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Q Any frustrations with the Dialogues, things
that didn’t work?
DP: The Dialogues process has been mostly positive. I
think we wasted some time on some dead-end subjects. I
think we wasted a lot of time on that West Delta proposal.
I’m personally convinced that it won’t work. We went on
and on, and then we set it aside. And then it came up again
and we started all over. Out of patience for other people’s
ideas, I did not publicly say we were wasting time, but we
spent a very long time on that one.

____________________________

We need to take our best consensus and
then have some real impact.

____________________________

Q What are your hopes and ambitions for the
Dialogues going forward?

+
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My hope is that we’ll come up with some smaller upriver
facility where fish can be properly screened and we can
pull out more water that can be used by municipalities and
agriculture while still protecting the salmon. This would
probably also take more storage.
My hope is that we can find some things like that, where
dialoguers can agree—where we can build a smaller facility
and where it has those things we talked about, including
physical assurance that it will not be abused in the future. It
seems to me that we’ve come close to that on a few issues.
The other thing that I would hope for in the Dialogues is that
we could communicate outwardly. It’s great if we can agree
some things with diverse interests, but unless the world
can get some flavor of that, it’s not worth much. We need to
take our best consensus and then have some real impact.
Maybe we need to put out a report or maybe meet with
some of the political leaders.

Jason Peltier
Westlands Water District

Q You were part of Phase I. What brought you
back for Phase II, and what expectations did
you have?
JP: I had low expectations and I was not disappointed.
What brought me back was the uniqueness of the
conversation. The hope, however small, that we might
find some breakthrough silver bullet, or even a silver BB,
of agreement that we could grow and produce something
that would affect the larger conversation.

____________________________

What brought me back was the uniqueness of the conversation.

____________________________
Q What worked and didn’t work in Phase II?

JP: What did work: It’s one of the few places where it’s safe
to have an unconstrained conversation about the Delta.
There’s very little posturing and people are free with their
emotions. And we’ve all gotten a rare glimpse inside the
other participants’ heads. And that’s neat given how much
noise there is in this discussion.
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DP: My significant hope is that we can pursue alternative
solutions to all of the fish and water delivery problems. We
keep discussing different topics, but we haven’t been able
to land on anything firm as a potential solution.

What also worked was, I think, the facilitation team worked
fantastically in creating that safe environment and also in
stimulating us to think creatively. Their trite little rules were
actually right on—those “Don’t argue; try to understand”
kind of things. The facilitation took the quality of the
conversation to another level.
What didn’t work: We never landed in a place where we
knew where we wanted to go. And if you don’t know where
you want to go, you don’t know how to get there. While the
conversation was open and there was great sharing, there
was some kind of seal around the whole deal—we weren’t
going to take from that room and go out and affect the
bigger conversation.

____________________________

What did work: It’s one of the few places
where it’s safe to have an unconstrained
conversation about the Delta.

____________________________

Q Were there opportunities to land in a place
like that and to take the conversation outside
the room?

JP: Only if we made them, and we never made them. We
talked about taking the Dialogues maps out and having a
show-and-tell and we never did.

Q Phase II started with conversation about
governance over the first three meetings.
Where did we get?
JP: I’ve never been a fan of the governance conversation.
Governance is about power, and we know how to fight
over power. It misses the point of “governance for what?
governance of what?” Unless we know what we’re governing and what we want to accomplish with our governance…
Another failure was we never had a breakthrough conversation on the question of how to build trust. That was one of
the topics that we could all agree on: that there was a lack
of trust… We broke it down a little bit by just being there
and having a conversation and building relationships. That
builds trust. But we never had a breakthrough moment on
that issue, and maybe we should have spent more time on
it. Because if there’s no trust among the players, it’s kind of
hard to find common ground. Just ask the Ukrainians.

____________________________
What also worked was, I think, the
facilitation team worked fantastically in
creating that safe environment and also
in stimulating us to think creatively.

leaders who have big responsibilities. That we were able
to get as much time from them as we did is a bonus.
Talking to them is talking to the people of the region.

Q Was there anything said that really stuck
with you?
JP: Russell van Loben Sels’s consistent refrain of “Why
don’t we try to make the existing system work better?”
I think about that a lot, because it ought to be the first
question. If we could make the existing system… If we
knew how to protect fish instead of taking water away from
us, which hasn’t had results, that would be the quickest,
cheapest source of stability for the system. I think a lot
about that, and I’m glad we talked about it. But I’m
disappointed the conversation never seemed to illuminate
the constraints related to going through-Delta.

Q What, if any, ambitions or hopes do you have
for the Dialogues going forward?
JP: I have high hopes that we can keep the conversation
going. The success that we found was in part due to the
facilitation—there’s no doubt about it. The true success,
the true progress was when we found some combination of
communication that we all took positives out of. And I think
we can do that.

____________________________
Q What did you make of the conversation
about western intake, and hybrid conveyance
alternatives?
JP: The Western Delta to me was valuable for only one
purpose. People believed we have a predetermined
complex about building a facility. There’s so much work
done on so many alternatives. I would love to find a
low-cost, low-impact alternative. I would love to find a
way out of the 20 years of regulatory layers that have taken
our reliability from 90 percent to 40 percent—a way that
didn’t cost a lot. I would love it if all those regulations had
given us healthy fisheries—but they haven’t.

Q Did you make new connections or
relationships in Phase II, particularly with
people new to the process?
JP: Yes, I thought bringing some new people into the
mix was a healthy thing. Everybody in the discussion
represents something different. I think we had a good mix.
Any one of those people who I spent those hours with, if
I walked into a reception, I would walk right up to them.
And I enjoyed the opportunity to spend time with county
supervisors and understand them. Those are bona fide

Jason Peltier, grappling with the issues.

__________________
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Jim Fiedler
Santa Clara Water District

Q You were part of Phase I. Why did you sign
up for Phase II?
JF: I felt it was still very important to reach out to the
in-Delta interests and others to really improve my understanding and so I could convey that back to my agency—
to understand what were the underlying issues around the
Bay Delta Conservation Plan, from those who have a much
more on-the-ground opinion about the state of the Delta
and the future of the Delta.

JF: [Contra Costa County Supervisor Mary] Piepho was
great, and she was very articulate and understood the issues as well as anyone could hope. I thought Ken Vogel [a
San Joaquin County supervisor] was very helpful when he
was able to be there. I realize that schedules are what they
are. When they’re there, we’re learning from their opinion
and views and insights, and they are learning from us.

____________________________

Campbell—he was a strong believer
in the Dialogues, and his leadership,
with the Conservancy taking this on,
provided an answer to the question of
whether there is a way to engage differing
viewpoints constructively on Delta issues.

____________________________

Q Were there people you got to know in Phase
II whom you hadn’t known before?
JF: I did not know Tom Zuckerman. I had heard his name
in the past. And Tom was able to articulate a more human
side to the Delta. These efforts have value—you see the
total person. You go out to his duck club and get a sense
of that. To me, that was valuable to see. We’re all struggling
with our issues and trying to work out a plan. I thought it
was valuable to have him there.

Q In Phase II the participants jumped into

____________________________

detailed discussion of the BDCP and alternatives. That was something resisted in Phase I.
Did you find the leap difficult?

These efforts have value—you see
the total person.

JF: In the first phase we were first formulating issues, and
there was a general reluctance to engage in the BDCP.
In Phase I, if we were talking about BDCP, that felt like
endorsement of the BDCP. But as we leapt into Phase
II, the reality set in that BDCP is not slowing down. So
we can talk about it and other things related to that. My
disappointment is that you would have thought it would be
a focus of engagement. I, along with the counties, would
have benefited by the discussion.

Q Were you frustrated that the county
people were there so infrequently and the
federal agency people there not at all?
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____________________________
Q What was the value of the alternatives
discussion, with conveyance and western
intake and hybrids?
JF: A couple things. John Cain was a champion of the
discussion. And it was good to hear people’s understanding of the alternatives. The conversation provided better
insight. Did it convince me western intake was superior?
No, not necessarily. It did acknowledge something
fundamental: that the current conveyance system has
problems. The one comment that I found very attractive
was Russell’s contention that there are things you could do

in the Delta itself that might afford conveyance better than
the tunnels. I thought that was worth considering because
if we can save $13 billion, that could be attractive. I thought
Russell was very strong, and felt very strongly, that there
was better potential there. Also, Carl added a lot of clarity
to the Delta Dialogues. He added that credibility, to my
way of thinking, on issues related to fish and wildlife… Carl
comes in with the authority of the state, and I thought what
he said was very powerful. And then Campbell—he was a
strong believer in the Dialogues, and his leadership, with
the Conservancy taking this on, provided an answer to
the question of whether there is a way to engage differing
viewpoints constructively on Delta issues.

____________________________
How can we use the Dialogues as a
vehicle to help aid or influence the
discussion that’s occurring concurrently
among the state and federal agencies,
among the contractors...

____________________________
Q What hopes and ambitions do you have
for the Dialogues going forward?
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JF: I would like the Dialogues to find its niche on the
influence, on influencing matters of importance to the
Delta. How can it convey the understanding it’s raised
in a meaningful way to help shape the decision making?
We never could find that fit in this phase. How can we
use the Dialogues as a vehicle to help aid or influence the
discussion that’s occurring concurrently among the state
and federal agencies, among the contractors, as we unfold
the actual BDCP documents? It would be nice to find that
niche to have the Dialogues add value.

American Rivers

come back for Phase II?
JC: I honestly liked the group. I learned a lot from the
diverse opinions. It’s a group that really has the right
combination of diversity and leaders, collaborative leaders.
One other reason is that there simply isn’t, despite all of
the forums in the Delta, something like this.

____________________________
____________________________
Q What expectations did you have going in?

_____________________

John Cain

Q You were a big part of Phase I. Why did you

...there simply isn’t, despite all of the
forums in the Delta, something like this.

Jim Fiedler, a voice for inclusion and fairness.

JC: I very much did want to push the idea of rethinking
how the conveyance system works to provide physical
assurances.

Q You introduced that in the August meeting,
and it really changed Phase II. Was that your
plan then, or did it just sort of happen?
JC: I believe that was the morning that Russell explained
why an isolated conveyance system wasn’t necessary, and
then I explained all the reasons why the parties needed
dual conveyance. And I think it was after that kind of clarity
that people were ready to hear about some different kind
of conveyance. But I had been working on that different
kind of conveyance, and we had been discussing it, since
Phase I, in particular during the Phase I session in Walnut
Grove after we visited the pear packing house, and there
was this “why you can’t look at this” attitude. And Carl and
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Maria were there and said, “We’re going to look at
everything.” It was way back then that Mary Piepho was
very interested in looking at this issue. In December 2012,
I had a meeting with Mary and some other people about
the Western Delta alignment concept. While she was
interested, the competition of ideas for what a Western
Delta would look like was too complicated to have a
focused discussion.

Q In Phase II, where did we get to in the
Western Delta intake discussions?
JC: Some people have observed that this group is not
the right technical group to evaluate this. But the powerful
place we got was that the group got to try to create
something new, rather than argue about the plan in front
of us. And it required the opponents to suspend disbelief
and go down this path.

____________________________
We planted a seed for Plan B. And
we built some trust between some
important stakeholders.

____________________________
Q And though it took three more meetings,
we got to those criteria for conveyance.
JC: The mornings were an agonizing waste of time. As
much as I wish we could have avoided that, it somehow
seemed like it was necessary to get to that epiphany.
I suspect the facilitators could have done more to keep
those meetings on track, both in terms of moderating and
in terms of being more up to speed on the facts. Which
I think is the main weakness of the facilitation team: that
they were brand new to all of this. That was also a strength
at times. In the end, I think some of that frustratingly slow
progress was inevitable.
People had the BDCP plan so stuck in their head that
they couldn’t get their head around the idea of a hybrid.

John Cain, not afraid to think big.

_______________

A hybrid approach seems so logical. We were stuck in a
world of either/or. And it was surprising how hard it was for
people to comprehend what we were talking about.

Q What do you think was accomplished in
Phase II?
JC: We planted a seed for Plan B. And we built some trust
between some important stakeholders.

____________________________

...I hope that, if necessary (which I believe
will be the case), the Dialogues can serve
as an important nursery for Plan B.

____________________________

Q Were there new people you got to know, new
relationships you developed in Phase II?
JC: I would say definitely. Primarily Paul Helliker, who
came in Phase II. I felt like I got to know Dick Pool much
better in Phase II than in Phase I. Although I’ve known Tom
Zuckerman for a long time, I really felt like Phase II was a
new chapter in our relationship.

Q Were there moments that stuck with you?
JC: I thought it was pretty amazing for Jerry Meral to show
up and pretty clearly lay out his criteria for what Plan B
needed to achieve in order to be worthwhile and worthy of
additional consideration.

Q What are your hopes and ambitions for the
Dialogues going forward?
JC: Honestly, I hope that, if necessary (which I believe
will be the case), the Dialogues can serve as an important
nursery for Plan B. It doesn’t mean that it’s the only place.
It’s more than an incubator. I think we’ve incubated. We’ve
got a seed.
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Leo Winternitz
(Formerly) The Nature Conservancy

Q You were a big part Phase I. What brought
you back for Phase II?
LW: I had so much fun I couldn’t stay away. Actually, it was
the intrigue. Seriously. It was the intrigue to see where we
were going. It was intrigue to see if this thing would work.

Q Did you have expectations for what was
possible in Phase II?
LW: No, I really didn’t. Besides the intrigue, what really
brought me back were the relationships that had been
established. So, for example, if Russell wasn’t going to
be there or Tom Zuckerman or Jason, there would have
been less likelihood of me attending. But they all said they
would attend. They were all committed. I wanted to be able
to continue having relationships with them and be able to
strengthen those relationships. Trying to be more honest
about things. Trying to understand where they were
coming from. I saw Phase II as an opportunity to learn
more and strengthen relationships.

LW: I do. And it actually got a little scary. I saw
people, including myself, straying a little bit from our folds.
I actually became a little bit fearful for some of the other
folks. For in-Delta people, for example, their acknowledgment that some new conveyance was needed—that’s very
different from the current mantra. And in that sense there
was a change in everybody in that room, willing to be a bit
more brave in saying things—but also recognizing that the
outside world hadn’t changed yet. So when I say everyone
developed better understanding, that’s what I mean. We
all came to trust each other a little bit more. That led to a
different kind of dialogue than what you just see on the
surface, which led to a more common understanding of
the need.

_______________________
Russell van Loben Sels giving Leo a gift: a plaque
with a stirring quote from John F. Kennedy.

____________________________
...the whole Delta Dialogues was like an
iceberg in terms of accomplishments.

____________________________
Q What do you think was accomplished,
if anything?
LW: In Phase II, I think to be honest, the whole Delta
Dialogues was like an iceberg in terms of accomplishments. On the surface what did we accomplish? We
drew maps, we drew charts, we talked to each other.
Underneath the surface, there was a whole heck of a lot
more understanding of the issues from the other person’s
point of view. None of us can forecast how those
understandings will affect our lives or our future actions
as we continue our work on Delta issues. Exactly how
is hard to tell. There is that much better, greater
understanding of the other side.

Q When I’ve asked that question of others, the
two most common responses are the criteria on
conveyance that the Dialogues got to and the
general expansion or opening up of the conversation to topics we were afraid to get to before.
Do you agree with that?

So again, back to the iceberg thing, that’s the tip. But
the bottom of the iceberg is huge—that’s what drives the
direction of the iceberg. Whether Delta Dialogues continues
or not, how this new understanding is used in our daily lives
will be very interesting. I think it will be profound, but it will
be subtle.

____________________________
And it actually got a little scary. I saw
people, including myself, straying a little
bit from our folds

____________________________
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Q Did you get to know new people, make new
relationships, in Phase II?
LW: Yes, absolutely. In another sense, I’m sorry that some
of the people who were in Phase I didn’t participate as
much in Phase II. Because I think that the capacity would
have been there with their participation, and we would have
had better conversations. It’s really a commitment of the
people. That’s a very difficult thing to do, to get everyone
there every time.

____________________________
...there was a change in everybody in
that room, willing to be a bit more
brave in saying things...

____________________________

Back to your question, one of the things that sticks out
in my mind is how nearly every party in that room would
feel injured by something. It isn’t just the Delta saying,
“We don’t trust.” It’s the water contractors. It’s the
environmentalists.

Q What are your hopes and ambitions for the
Dialogues going forward?
LW: I’d like to take everything we’ve learned with the
people who have been there and restart the first phase,
working through a specific subject or topic, whether it
be governance or communication or how we export what
we’ve learned. But we do need to have professional
facilitation or mediation. I love Campbell; he can do a
great job; his staff is good, but they’re not professional
mediators or facilitators. I think someone like Kristin is so
important. So number one, I’d like to get Kristin and group
back. That’s my hope: that we can get a grant to do that.
We’ve all learned a lot. But we haven’t sat down
consciously looking at all we’ve learned—maybe we
could spend an hour or two doing that. Maybe conjure
some kind of exercise where we take a little bit of a
time-out and figure out what we’ve learned from
everybody. Where are we? Establish a baseline from
what we’ve learned for moving forward on specific
topics that we agree on.

____________________________
I’d like to take everything we’ve learned
with the people who have been there
and restart the first phase, working
through a specific subject or topic...
Q Was there anything said that really
surprised you or stayed with you?
LW: Just off the top of my mind, what Russell said: that
we’re not against alternative conveyance, a conveyance
alternative to what’s happening now. I think that was big.
I think that’s the opening of a door. “Okay, let’s talk about
that. What do you mean about that? What does that mean
to you?” If you think about it, you can come up with a different conveyance, but it comes down to how it’s managed,
which is a governance issue.
Back in the beginning of Phase II, when we talked about
governance, you had Tom Zuckerman, and you had other
Delta interests, talking about trust. There was a whole litany of complaints about trust. And then Jason Peltier said,
“Why should we trust?” And he had his own litany of complaints about trust. There were issues of trust on all sides—
the Delta interests and then the environmental interests. It
would have been fascinating to continue that discussion.
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____________________________
Q So the Delta Dialogues process didn’t,
as you said you feared, break your heart?
LW: When we started this whole process, I was scared
to get into this process; I had been in others that were
not successful. My real trepidation in this process was
nothing coming out of it and having my heart broken again.
Strangely enough, there is no shiny object we can show
as a product. But I don’t feel like my heart was broken,
because of the people that we had and the way we were
able to interact with each other. I don’t know what a
product would look like, but I feel very fulfilled with the
communication we’ve had and the trust we’ve established
between the parties. This shouldn’t be the end. This
should be the beginning of a different phase.
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Nancy Ullrey
Delta Conservancy

Q What were your expectations for Phase II

Q The group started Phase II with governance

going in?

and Chapter 7 of the BDCP. What was learned
or accomplished there?

NU: My expectations weren’t too terribly different from
Phase I, in the sense that I was expecting the process
to open and illuminate thinking about what was going on
in the Delta. In a little bit more of a narrow sense, I had
expectations that the topics we would deal with would be
different. I thought we would do a deep dive into the trust
issues, and that got sidetracked. In terms of the process,
the deep dive that the group decided to take makes sense
in terms of the whole green-line thinking process.

____________________________

I think what was accomplished in Phase
II was a deepening understanding on the
participants’ part of the complexity of
the Delta issues.

____________________________

NU: I think there was a lot learned. Going from Phase I to
Phase II, the three topics that participants identified at the
end of Phase I were trust, governance, and clarifying
misinformation and miscommunication. I thought that
going into the governance issue would bring us more into
the trust issue. And I think it did a little bit. There was a lot
of learning that governance is really important. Governance
is part of the 20 percent where the participants would say
they aren’t very close, there’s not much common ground.
That got confirmed in the meetings, which is one of the
reasons they dropped it.

Q What did you make of that move into
conveyance? Did it scare you at all, since
the topic was mostly avoided in Phase I as
too hard to talk about?
NU: It didn’t scare me, but it quickly became technical. I
noticed that county people stopped showing up after that,
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and I thought that was unfortunate. But again, in terms
of the green-line thinking, they had to move into solution
space on some topic. That’s why I stuck with it. It was
interesting and I learned a lot. But it was also—and this is
me speaking as the lone woman in the room—it began to
feel like it was an old boys’ club and “Girls, stay out.”

Q In what ways did you feel that?
NU: It was the choice of topic. The participants in that
room came in with a similar knowledge set. And they had
some phone calls in between. And just for me—and I’m
not normally person to feel this way, I grew up with two
brothers and no sisters, so I’m used to hanging out with
guys—the last few meetings it just felt like an old boys’
club. Why can’t we get more of the other female participants to come back into room? It just felt a little bit
awkward. It also could be because I don’t have the same
engineering background.

____________________________

One of the great things that came out of
Phase II was Kristin’s moment when Paul
shared his very heartfelt and palpable
frustration—“What do you mean we’re
not being transparent?”

____________________________

Q Where did the group get on western intake
and hybrid conveyance?
NU: As I’m talking to you, I’m now having an “Aha!”
moment. Why the conveyance alternative didn’t work for
me is we started going into positional space rather than
into interests. The more we took the technical dive, the
more positional it became, instead of asking, “How can
we meet this interest of moving a certain amount of water—
and also meet the interest of the South Delta people to
keep their water quality high?” It’s not that those interests
didn’t get talked about. They weren’t the focus of the
conversation. The focus of the conversation became
technical things.
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Q What do you think was accomplished in
Phase II?
NU: I think what was accomplished in Phase II was a
deepening understanding on the participants’ part of
the complexity of the Delta issues. I think there’s still
a deepening of appreciation for the interests of each
participant, and possibly some of the positions. I think
that they’ve exposed some really good, creative thinking
that they need to go back to and see if it’s fool’s gold or
it’s real gold.

____________________________
We’ll have more transparency in
government when we have more
real communication.

____________________________
Q Were there people in Phase II that you met
for the first time or got to know better and
build relationships with?
NU: Phase II was a difficult phase for me because it was
a challenging year for me personally. This year I ended up
missing three meetings. The new people who came in I
already knew, except for Dee Dee. And Dee Dee only came
once. I would say I bettered my relationship with people.
Which is an act of forging a new relationship. I don’t know
if you heard Tom and me at the last meeting. He said, “I’m
going to make you my proxy in March, because I won’t be
there.” We ended up doing this riff on Robert Frost’s “The
Road Not Taken” poem. Tom just leaned over to me and
said, “There were two diversions in the Delta,” and I said,
“I knew not which one to take.” There was a whole new
level of friendship developed in this phase.

Q Was there any content, anything said,
that stuck with you?
NU: One of the great things that came out of Phase II was
Kristin’s moment when Paul shared his very heartfelt and
palpable frustration—“What do you mean we’re not being
transparent?”—and there was a little back and forth with

him and Mary. Kristin was writing this feedback loop of
transparency, about how transparency isn’t just public
meetings and putting things up on the website. I’ve been
taught that just getting the information out there, as a
government person, constituted transparency and that
that was sufficient. But that isn’t transparent and it isn’t
communication. We’ll have more transparency in
government when we have more real communication.

____________________________
One of the things that surprised me is
how deeply people hold their interests.
And their positions.

____________________________
Q Any surprises in Phase II?
NU: One of the things that surprised me is how deeply
people hold their interests. And their positions. I saw a lot
of emotion throughout the meetings this time, from people
who I wouldn’t have considered emotional. They always
present themselves as being very calm. And I don’t mean
this as a negative. Most people think bureaucrats and the
kinds of people involved in these conversations are just
so stoic and don’t have any skin in the game. I think
everybody said, “No, I do have skin in the game,” and
they were willing to show a little bit of what that skin was.

Q What hopes or ambitions do you have for
the Dialogues going forward?
NU: My hope is that the participants keep it going by
stepping up to the plate and helping with the meeting
design, helping run the meeting, helping find funding so we
can bring the facilitation team back. That’s the very practical side of me. On the more emotional side, what I really
hope is that the group continues to build trust and that
they feel comfortable enough with each other that they can
take what they’re learning and do a little bit better job of
taking it out to their constituencies.
I’ve been to a lot of different meetings in my 28 years
working for the state, and the Dialogues are very different
because people really are being curious and open in ways
that are not typical of a government meeting. And that
gives me hope that they might actually make progress
on modeling a pathway through certain complicated
problems. The Dialogues would be more like a think tank,
a container for honest conversation, where creativity could
come forward.

____________________________

I’ve been to a lot of different meetings in
my 28 years working for the state, and
the Dialogues are very different because
people really are being curious and
open in ways that are not typical of a
government meeting.

____________________________

Nancy Ullrey, creating space for new thinking.

_____________________
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Paul Helliker
California Department of Water Resources

Q What was it like to join this process part of

Q Was it difficult or awkward for you to get

the way through Phase II?

into these conversations about conveyance or
alternatives in conveyance?

PH: It was obvious there had been a lot of discussion that
had happened, and I needed to delve into that more before
I could productively add to the dialogue. At the time I came
in, too, there was some transition in the discussions. It was
interesting and exciting to be a part of that evolution.

____________________________

It pleased me to see me that the
conversations were quite civil and
people seemed to want to focus on
figuring out solutions to problems rather
than staking out their positions.

____________________________
Q Were there people you met or really got to
know for the first time?

PH: Yes, particularly people who were residents and
players from the Delta. Tom Zuckerman and Russell van
Loben Sels and Brett Baker, for example. Getting to know
Tom better, he’s a passionate guy and a very knowledgeable guy. I enjoy seeing everyone interact, especially in
ways that follow the rules that we have in the group,
where you focus on the issue, not the person.

____________________________
It’s a place that’s a refuge, an antidote
to the extreme and vehement positions
that are advocated out there.

____________________________

PH: No, this was
exactly the kind of
conversation we
needed to have at
this moment. I was
happy to see that
people wanted to
have that conversation, rather than
avoid talking about
conveyance.

Q Was the
reality of the
Dialogues
Contributing an incisive, pragmatic
different from
voice to the Dialogues.
the impression
you had before
becoming part of the process?

________________

____________________________
I do plan to participate and hope
everybody else does. Campbell’s got a
tiger by the tail. I’ll do my best to help
him make it successful.

____________________________
PH: My impression of the Dialogues was that it was
a forum to have a conversation about ecosystem
improvements in the Delta and it was composed of
influential people from a variety of different walks of life.
I found it to be pretty much that.

Q Was there anything particularly striking or
surprising about the Dialogues as you learned
more about them?

Q What role do you see for the Dialogues

PH: It pleased me to see me that the conversations were
quite civil and people seemed to want to focus on figuring
out solutions to problems rather than staking our their
positions. I found that to be a more productive group
dynamic than some that I had seen—the public meetings
on BDCP, for example.

PH: It’s a place that’s a refuge, an antidote to the extreme
and vehement positions that are advocated out there.
But the people who represent those interests—it’s really
a chance to get to know what’s behind those statements
that people make. I enjoy the people who participate. I find
it very useful. I do plan to participate and hope everybody
else does. Campbell’s got a tiger by the tail. I’ll do my best
to help him make it successful.
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going forward?

+
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Russell van Loben Sels
Sacramento County Farm Bureau

Q You were a big part of Phase I. Why did you
come back for Phase II?
RS: I felt in Phase I we had built some shared
understanding—what I would call building blocks that
could be used to further discussions about some of the
processes targeting the Delta.

Q What were your expectations about what the
group might be able to do in Phase II?
RS: I was hoping that we could discuss more directly the
biggest element—the biggest project that was going to
affect the Delta—and that was the BDCP. I thought we
could, and I think we did, but I’m a little bit disappointed
that we didn’t get further into that discussion.

____________________________
I felt in Phase I we had built some
shared understanding—what I would
call building blocks that could be used
to further discussions about some of
the processes targeting the Delta.

____________________________
Q What could “further” have meant?
RS: From the Delta perspective, the BDCP is very
damaging. It’s damaging in its footprint; it’s damaging
to the extent that there’s conversion of ag property for
other uses; and number three, the biggest thing, is the
potential impacts to water quality throughout the Delta,
and how that will affect agriculture and wildlife that
depends on agriculture.

with 36,000 pages of an EIR that really aims at the Delta—
and does a lot of destruction.

Q Did any minds change?
RS: Do I think that anyone left their official position that
they started the process with? I think probably not. I think
there was willingness to explore—but the exploration was
very limited because of what I would call preconceived or
predetermined positions. That’s too bad. That was a disappointment to me—that we couldn’t have left our guns at the
door and proceeded to sort through all of the differences.

____________________________

From the Delta perspective, the BDCP
is very damaging. It’s damaging in its
footprint; it’s damaging to the extent that
there’s conversion of ag property for
other uses; and number three, the biggest
thing, is the potential impacts to water
quality throughout the Delta...

____________________________
Q What do you mean by that?

RS: Within the room where we were talking, you could have
a conversation. But when you go outside… For example,
I was on a panel in front of the Santa Clara water agency,

______________________
Standing for many generations of Delta farmers.

Q In Phase I many participants didn’t want to
talk BDCP; it felt too much like a risk. Did you
feel any sense of risk in the conversation even
talking about something that people in the
Delta so forcefully oppose?
RS: Some might perceive it as a risk, because there might
be some compromise that might not be within the realm
of what they can accept. But I believe when you have a
project that can influence an area so extremely, any kind
of discussion may be worthwhile. I don’t think we got far
enough into it to effectively influence it. We’re still dealing
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and it was very clear that that organization was still for
BDCP. That was a disappointment. I think the position of
their underlying organizations couldn’t change. We had
good discussions in the Dialogues, but did participants go
back to their organizations?

Q Was anything said in Phase II that really
surprised you or was really striking to you?
RS: I was disappointed with the initial reaction to the
Western Delta intake concept, because others in the room
had already looked at it in more detail. I was disappointed
in the negative reaction but, again, I was appreciative of
the analysis that they were still willing to do. The one who
stands out is Carl Wilcox. Initially he said, “That will not
work.” But then he was willing to go back and look at it.
I’m not sure that’s going to result in anything. But if BDCP
could go away, then we could all sit down and start talking
about what we would like to have happen. With BDCP
still plowing forward, it became very difficult in our conversations to move off of our official organizations’ positions. I
think BDCP has been, and will be, an anchor until it’s gone.

Q Was there anyone you met in Phase II or
were able to build a deeper relationship with?
RS: I had met most people in other venues. But I got to
know the director of the Delta Stewardship Council, Chris
Knopp, a little better. I thought that was a good opportunity.
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Q What are your hopes or ambitions for the
process going forward?
RS: I think we need a couple of changes. It was suggested
that a number of the key players weren’t participating as
frequently as would have been helpful. Part of it, again, was
the BDCP; it tied some people’s hands and they couldn’t
really participate. I think if BDCP were not a major focus,
some of those other agencies could participate a little bit
more comprehensively—and we could have a really good
discussion about how to prepare California for the future as
far as water goes. And we could say, “These are the things
that we need if we are going to solve some of the problems
that are really serious right now.” Water is something . . .
Every year is a different water year, and we have not prepared for the kinds of years that we know are coming.

Q What did you see as being accomplished in
Phase II?
RS: I was a little disappointed in what we got done in
Phase II. Here we are at the end of Phase II, we’ve had
some really good discussions, we’ve gotten to know some
people, but we still are dealing with this BDCP. If BDCP is
going nowhere, it would seem to me to be better for us to
put it on the shelf and say, “It’s there if we want to bring it
back out.” In the meantime it’s a distraction and a poor use
of resources, because we’re in a position in the Dialogues
where we can discuss real solutions.

+
QA

with

Steven Chappell
Suisun Resource Conservation District

Q What made you decide to become part
of the Dialogues in Phase II?
SC: I guess part of is that I have a seat on the Delta
Conservancy board. I’m in a position where I’m trying to
transition from being not in the Delta to being included
in Delta discussions. Suisun had always been an outside
player. Now we’re being incorporated into other forums.
And I thought this was a good opportunity to engage at a
limited level but at a high level. Based on the success of
the first phase and what I heard from participants,
I thought it would be a good use of my time.

Q What expectations did you have for what
could be accomplished?
SC: Knowing how intractable these problems have been,
I didn’t have expectations. I did have some hopes—for
some breakthroughs, improved understanding.

____________________________
There were several folks I’ve worked
with over the years, but this was a
different dynamic, even working with
the folks I knew.

proposal over another. I never understood why an eastern
intake was different from a western intake until they got
down to the details. I also was frustrated that it didn’t seem
like it was a viable option, since we invested as much time
as we did. If the fish agencies say it’s not going to happen
there, it’s not going to happen there. Why are we beating
this dead horse? But then there are people who think it
could happen if everyone is more creative.

____________________________
“Publicly I wouldn’t support that, but
I understand why that’s a good idea.
And it could be supported in a
package.” Being able to drill down
into detail enabled folks to see some
common ground.

____________________________
Q What was accomplished in Phase II?

____________________________

SC: Without being part of Phase I, I walked in where
everyone was fairly comfortable and everyone was willing
to step out of their comfort zone a little further. I found it
very educational and the discussions where folks of opposing positions could find common elements that they were

Q Was there anyone you met through
the Dialogues for the first time or
developed a relationship with?
SC: There were several folks I’ve worked
with over the years, but this was a different
dynamic, even working with the folks I knew.
With the folks I met for the first time, probably
Jason and Russell were the two. I had heard
their names a lot and knew who they were but
never worked with them. The two of them are
on different ends of the perspective, but both
of them were informative and thoughtful and
contributed a lot.

Q Where do you think the group got
to on conveyance alternatives and
western intake?
SC: I learned a lot—as a good history lesson
for me. I came to understand why the Delta
interests would support one alignment or one

Always willing to hear new ideas.

_______________
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supportive of. They would say, “Publicly I wouldn’t support
that, but I understand why that’s a good idea. And it could
be supported in a package.” Being able to drill down into
detail enabled folks to see some common ground. But
the whole package is hard to get to. Eighty percent is
obtainable.

____________________________
It was more of an educational effort
instead of an arguing match. People
put the effort into informing and
discussing things instead of arguing.

____________________________
Q Was there anything said that has really
stuck with you?
SC: Jason had made a comment—and this was very early,
before this year’s dry conditions: “We’re in a crisis now.
And we’ve received a 40 percent allocation for two years.
People don’t understand what that means for farmers to
have to plan and budget. This is an emergency for us right
now.” That’s just a much different perspective than we hear
every day.
I also appreciated some of the meetings where the farming
community would come in and they were in the middle of
harvest. And that’s when their yearly efforts are culminating in a six-week period where they make or break. I don’t
come from a farming community. I’m from habitat managers, where it’ll be here next year. And I deal with a lot of
agency folks who don’t have a lot of urgency to their task
at hand. There’s a human element to folks who have to be
responsive and whose lives are tied to outcomes instead of
long-running processes. It was meaningful.
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Hunting for conveyance solutions.

_______________

Q What distinguishes the Delta Dialogues from
other processes?
SC: The facilitation was important to keep thoughts coming to conclusion. There was a strong, concerted effort to
force people to give answers and document what those
positions were, instead of this being a free-form session
where everybody got to bitch and moan. It was structured
in a way that forced people to be concise in their conversations. And honest. There are folks who are programmed
to advocate for their positions, and I didn’t see there was a
lot of advocacy in there as much as people were trying to
convey perceptions and sharing an understanding that may
not be seen by the other side. It was more of an educational effort instead of an arguing match. People put the effort
into informing and discussing things instead of arguing.

Q What hopes or ambitions, if any, do you have
for the process going forward?
SC: I hope it can lead to a better way to resolve complex
issues and find common ground that meets multiple stakeholders’ needs—instead of using litigation and processes
to stop things.

____________________________

I hope it can lead to a better way to
resolve complex issues and find common
ground that meets multiple stakeholders’
needs—instead of using litigation and
processes to stop things.

____________________________

+
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with

Tom Zuckerman
Central Delta Water Agency

Q You joined the Dialogues in Phase II. What
were your expectations coming into it, and how
did the Dialogues match your expectations?
TZ: I didn’t have any real expectations coming into it…
Once I got there, I was pleased to see some Delta voices
involved, which is unusual. Typically, the other processes
that have taken place are either not inclusive of Delta
voices or dismissive of them.

has been more of an openness from some of the
participants to listen to and maybe understand Delta
perspectives. I think the people in the Delta have always
understood the perspectives of other interests around the
state, the environmental stuff and all that. I think it’s been
very much a one-way process.

Q Is there any other process that resembles
the Dialogues?
TZ: Not precisely, but there is some resemblance to the
Delta Vision stakeholders’ effort. There were 40-some
stakeholders that were involved in that, and it was a
facilitated process. Because it split up into different groups
at different times, sometimes the discussions were similar
to the Dialogues. That concluded in 2007, I think, or
something like that… The Delta Stewardship Council was a
more formal process… One thing I should have mentioned
is the effort by the Delta Protection Commission to do their
Economic Stability Plan. That was an open discussion—
more so than the Delta Stewardship Council, less than
the Dialogues.

Tom Zuckerman bringing both straight talk
and a good laugh to the Dialogues.

____________________________
Once I got there, I was pleased to see
some Delta voices involved, which
is unusual.

____________________________
Q Do you see the Dialogues as a candidate
to merge with the other processes?
TZ: I think the Dialogues is a little bit better model for
discussion than the other ones. It really is frustrating for
people in the Delta, including myself, to have the whole
world talking solutions without really incorporating Delta
viewpoints.

Q Were there any new things you learned in
Phase II of the Dialogues, things you hadn’t
heard before?
TZ: My inclination is to say no, because I’ve been around
this thing so long. There are no strangers. The only thing
I could say about it is that in the Dialogues process there

_____________________
Q Did anything said in the Dialogues
surprise you?
TZ: Two things I can think of. One was Carl Wilcox’s
openness to looking at a Western Delta intake facility. The
other was Jason Peltier basically coming forth and stating
that anything but a low-outflow scenario from the BDCP
was not supportable by the agricultural export contractors.
I don’t know why that should surprise me. I was pleased to
see that statement.

____________________________

I think the Dialogues is a little bit better
model for discussion than the other ones.

____________________________

Q Were there any disappointments for you in
Phase II?
TZ: I thought we were on the verge of making a real
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breakthrough on the “big eraser” decision [discussed in
the January 2014 meeting]. I was surprised to see a retreat
from that at the last meeting.

____________________________

...in the Dialogues process there has
been more of an openness from some
of the participants to listen to and maybe
understand Delta perspectives.

____________________________
Q What do you think would have been the
breakthrough of having a “big eraser”
conversation, without all the constraints of
a normal conversation?

TZ: I think the process would have started, properly, from
an analysis of what is the water supply that we can reasonably rely upon to export from the Delta without raising Endangered Species Act issues or senior water rights issues.

Q On water supply, you made the point over
and over in the Dialogues that the conversation
needed to be expanded to discuss supply, and
more supply. Do you feel you got a real hearing
on that?

+
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with

Q What are your hopes and ambitions for the
Dialogues going forward?
TZ: I think I just described it. If we could get back to the
fundamentals of the water supply issue and the legal
restrictions on that, we would have a chance of describing
what portion of water needs around the state could
reasonably rely upon Delta supplies and under what
conditions… Others seem to think that we’ll get water
through the magic of adaptive management.

Q

You’re not a believer in magic?

TZ: You can’t invent water out of whole cloth. There are
physical restraints on what’s possible, and I don’t think
enough attention has been given to that. It was certainly
paramount in people’s minds back when they were
planning these water projects. Somehow or another, we
pushed the boat away from the dock and people forgot
what the basic problems were.

Kristin Cobble
Groupaya (Facilitator)

Q What were your expectations for the
Dialogues going into Phase II?
KC: Participants would continue to deepen their
relationships and their understanding of one another’s
perspective. They would also develop more shared
understanding. I also hoped, and many participants
said they wanted this, that the Dialogues would have
an impact outside of the room.

Q Did the Dialogues have impact outside in
Phase II?
KC: It’s hard to know, because much of the outside
impacts show up in the conversations participants have
outside of the Dialogues. In terms of more tangible
outputs, we put together a letter [to be sent by Dialogues
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TZ: I certainly had the opportunity to state my opinion.
I don’t think there was enough discussion of the subject.
I think people are kind of caught up in the idea that the
train has already left the station—BDCP is the train that’s
being driven down the tracks. I think that’s leading us
into another generation of litigation and futility while real
problems exist and need to be solved—for which there are
much more immediate solutions.

participants to Gov. Brown and other key leaders, a project
that was ongoing as this report was written], in the
March meeting, to be signed by all participants. We also
developed alternative criteria for the BDCP, which, if the
BDCP stalls and we take a new, different run at the
problem, could be very helpful in framing an effort that
would be more likely to succeed. We also began
explorations of an alternative conveyance solution that
would be more diverse, and therefore more robust. If it
turn outs to be environmentally feasible, that could also
have a major impact.
It’s important to note what we did see in the room, as we
can assume that some of those behaviors will be carried
into other conversations. What we saw in the room was
an increased ability to consider different opinions, more
comments that reflected thinking beyond stakeholder
group’s traditional perspective, more willingness to

consider giving a little in order to enable a solution that
could work for more stakeholder groups. In other words,
we saw people being less positional, more open-minded,
and more creative in their thinking.

Q The main criticism I’ve heard from
participants about Phase II is a lack of
continuity, both in terms of who attends
(representation of all groups, especially local
and federal officials) and in terms of the failure
to connect topics from meeting to meeting.
Do you agree with that criticism?
KC: I have a facilitation philosophy of going with the
group’s energy and interest. I would have to be little
culpable in that criticism. Remember, though, this
project was designed to be a series of dialogues.
Participants ultimately decide the focus by what they
say in the dialogue.

____________________________
...we did see in the room: an increased
ability to consider different opinions,
more comments that reflected thinking
beyond one’s stakeholder group’s
traditional perspective, more willingness
to consider giving a little in order to
enable a solution that could work for
more stakeholder groups.

Kristin Cobble kept a headstrong and divisive
group on the same page.

_____________________
Q Do you really think there’s an appetite in
the outside world for what happened in the
Dialogues? Do people really want to know?
KC: Actually, yes! I have found that many are quite curious
when they learn that people whose stakeholder groups
have been in courtroom battles for decades are trying to
engage in a more constructive kind of conversation. The
Dialogues could also serve the public by experimenting
with doing “meetings in a box” where you bring people
together to have dialogues locally. The goal would be
teaching people to engage in conversations across
differences. The question is: How do you do this if
everyone at a given locality thinks the same way? People
have been able to develop that skill set in the Dialogues
because it is a diverse group. Perhaps we would need to
set up virtual meetings to create the necessary diversity.

____________________________
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Q When I asked people about
accomplishments of Phase II, the criteria
for conveyance and alternatives came
up. What was the value of those criteria
and how we got there?
KC: We developed stronger criteria around designing
governance and then later around selecting a conveyance
solution. I do think the conveyance criteria are news, and
there are three audiences for the criteria. There was an
opportunity to make a public comment on the BDCP EIR/
EIS, though many participants were wary of that kind of
statement. There’s still the opportunity, though, to write
something for the Sacramento Bee. The broader criteria for
selecting a conveyance solution would be powerful tools
for the Delta. And it’s useful for all citizens to ponder.
The third audience is leaders. The lesson for leadership
is: when you’re doing change projects, if you involve an
inclusive, diverse stakeholder group in creating the goals
of the project and the criteria for success, you end up with
a much wider range of goals and criteria that you have
to consider. This is true in organizations, as well as in local
and state initiatives. The BDCP missed some critical
criteria because the Delta folks weren’t in the room.
In my experience, if you include a highly diverse
multi-stakeholder group in an initiative, and you make
clear to those outside of the room the rationale for
choices made, as well as choices declined—when
people understand and believe their interests have been
represented—there’s a lot less resistance to the solution.

____________________________
Sitting in circle helps create more
holistic, visionary, and courageous
leaders. For that reason alone, I hope
that that will continue.

____________________________
Q What are your hopes and ambitions for the
Dialogues going forward?
KC: I hope they continue to meet. Sitting in circle helps
create more holistic, visionary, and courageous leaders. For that reason alone, I hope that the Dialogues will
continue. I don’t think they’re sitting in a dialogue circle
anywhere else. Being in a circle where you’re encouraged
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to challenge other people’s thinking and to invite others to
challenge your own thinking—how often are you in a place
where that’s actually considered good?!
In Phase I, we began a conversation about the challenges
of being a leader for the whole, instead of solely one’s
stakeholder group. I think there is great value in making
more explicit what we have been doing to encourage
relationship building, trust building, productive
conversation, and holistic thinking, so that others can
learn how to do it, too.
A powerful next step for the Delta Dialogues would be to
create three or four plausible scenarios about the future
of water in California. The scenarios could describe the
complexity of water in California—including the social,
political, environmental and economic aspects of it—in a
way that’s compelling and digestible. If these stories were
accessible and intriguing, they could go viral, spreading
throughout the state, to enable everyone, from citizens to
state senators to engage in constructive dialogue about the
future of water in California. Now that would be a gift to the
state of California!

+
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with

Jeff Conklin
CogNexus (Facilitator)

Q What were your expectations for Phase II at
the beginning, and how close did we get
to them?
JC: I think my biggest expectation was that we would be
able to go into a higher level of dialogue, based on three
factors. One, we had built a level of trust and a level of
relationship among the participants. Two, the group had
talked about many of the most contentious issues in Phase
I, so we would be primed to go deeper. And three, I was
quite committed to using the maps in the way I talk
about in my book (Dialogue Mapping: Building Shared
Understanding of Wicked Problems), which is: the maps
are not just keeping up with the conversation but are, in
fact, leading and guiding the conversation, because the
participants are engaged in the mapping process.

Q How did reality meet expectation?
JC: I think the level of trust was higher than I anticipated.
I think we could have gone faster and deeper without
freaking anybody out.

Q If you were asked to list accomplishments or
point to progress, what would you name? What
would you point to?
JC: We did a whole circuit of the green line (see blog post
at http://delta.groupaya.net, “About that Chart: Embracing
the Reality of How We Learn”). Initially we were stymied by
polarization between “We gotta talk about BDCP” and
“No, we don’t gotta talk about BDCP.” That standoff was
effectively broken when John Cain introduced the multiple
intake scenario, which took the conversation deep into
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solution space, and we started to get into some of the
real details of conveyance and entrainment. And in the
process some new criteria were revealed as important
to any roundly successful conveyance approach, and it
appears that BDCP doesn’t meet those new criteria in
important structural and procedural ways.

____________________________
The rest of Phase II felt to me like
rolling down a hill. A tremendous amount
of energy and collective intelligence was
released from the “break out,” and we
made a lot of progress fast.

____________________________

Q Was this expansion of the conversation into
BDCP and alternatives an accomplishment of
the Dialogues?
JC: Yes, it was a huge accomplishment. If nothing else it
demonstrates the power of dialogue to break down decades-old gridlock and come up with creative new solutions. When you’re only given one solution to consider
for a complex problem, and you accept that binary yes/no
frame, you sort of reduce the social discourse about the
issue to that same level of yes/no, right/wrong thinking.
Everyone involved shifts into reptile brain and makes their
fight-or-flight decision. It’s an incredibly wasteful
way to make policy. The Delta Dialogues brought the whole
system into the room and was able to break out of polarization paralysis. What’s more, we created a detailed record
of the Dialogues process, including the rationale behind
the group’s decisions and actions.

Q Were there moments from Phase II that
stick with you, that you find yourself returning
to in your head?
JC: I’ll never forget the moment [in the August meeting]
John Cain went up and started going through the details
of what he’d been thinking about. It was so perfect that
he introduced it with “I know you guys are going to laugh
me out of the room…” And he laid out this whole new
approach to conveyance involving multiple intakes around
the Delta that was much more flexible and incremental
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than BDCP or any other proposal we had heard of. When
I saw the other participants getting interested and asking
probing questions, I knew we had broken the chains of yes/
no thinking. We had broken out of that particular cell block
in the mental prison that the Delta has been locked in.
The rest of Phase II felt to me like rolling down a hill. A
tremendous amount of energy and collective intelligence
was released from the “break out,” and we made a lot of
progress fast.

Q When I asked for criticism of the Dialogues,
participants mentioned continuity in various
forms, from the changing cast of characters
in Phase II to the lack of representation from
federal agencies and local governments to not
picking up themes from one meeting to the
next. Do you agree?
JC: Frankly, those are pretty valid criticisms. One of the
biggest challenges I’m left with from Phase II is finding
better ways to create and maintain a strong “container”
for this kind of process, especially continuity among the
participants. It’s like, how can we create a sense of “team”
in the Dialogues, so that each participant is doing whatever
it takes to be at every Dialogues session?
The criticisms about the lack of continuity in topics from
meeting to meeting, I’m okay with that one. That just
means we didn’t do enough to help folks understand that
it’s the nature of taking on a wicked problem to feel like
riding a bronco, including getting thrown off sometimes!
If it doesn’t feel chaotic and nearly out of control, you’re
probably not tackling the right issues!

____________________________

But what if real progress isn’t measured
in giant Aha!s? What if it is measured in
small increments of stakeholders having a
little Aha! about what someone of another
stakeholder group means when...

____________________________

Q Do we think the right way about what

Q Is what happened with governance in

constitutes progress or accomplishment in
the Delta Dialogues?

Phase II, with people getting into it and then
abandoning it, an example of what you mean?

JC: A typical metric people use to measure progress in
dialogues is a binary thing about what kind of decision
you made. But what if real progress isn’t measured in
giant Aha!s? What if it is measured in small increments of
stakeholders having a little aha about what someone of
another stakeholder group means when they say “physical
assurance” or “adequate water supply”? It’s those small
moments of a little shift in focus. A minor convergence.
Or an option that we become really clear is not going to
work. From a design standpoint, giving up on a possible
solution is a huge piece of progress. It’s not a failure at all.
There is no shortcut.

JC: Every meeting had dozens of these moments. Every
time one or two people have an exchange that’s coherent
and relevant, it’s adding value. And so there is a cumulative
quality of making sense of the big picture long before
you have the kind of rock-solid thing where everyone is
ready to sign the letter to the governor. You can see those
steps happening.

______________________
Dialoguers getting the vantage point from nature.
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