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Water and Equity: A Direction for Research

HELEN INGRAM
School of Social Ecology
University of California, Irvine

Since Arthur Maass's important study in the 1950s of the cozy, exclusive relationship
between the Army Corps of Engineers, members of Congress, and their influential
constituents, concern about equity has been an important if minor theme in western
water resources research. Researchers like Donald Worster, Norris Hundley, Robert
Gottlieb, Lee Brown, and Helen Ingram have consistently demonstrated that the
water decision making system is rigged so that the flow of plentiful and clean water
is toward the rich and powerful and away from the poor and powerless. Research
unmasking the bias in water resource management had its greatest influence when
environmental interests could be counted among the poor and powerless. However,
over the past fifteen years a widening gulf has emerged between the

ronmentalists and those of poor rural and urban, often minority water users.
Environmentalists have gained very considerable power in the political arena. Where
once they forged coalitions with Native Americans to block the construction of dams
and diversions that would both inundate areas of unique natural beauty and invade
reservation lands, environmentalists no longer see the need to "ride the Indian pony"
to win legislative victories. Indeed, as Native Americans, at the tail of the line for
federal water development funds, have begun to build projects that threaten the last
remaining habitat of species which became rare through environmentally damaging
developments that served development interests in years past, environmental groups
have chosen environment over equity. As one among many examples, in the case of
the Animas La Plata Project designed in part to serve the Southern Ute, environmen-
talists have tried to block the project as an endangerment for the squawfish, once a
common resident of the Colorado River before the series of dams and trout fisheries
crowded it out of its home.

Equity interests have also lost out to the dominant view of water as an economic
resource. The idea of looking at the true benefits and costs of water development
emerged first as a very useful tool to impose discipline on a political process through
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