
To CNPA judges in consideration of the Public Service Journalism award,  
 
Hundreds of communities in the San Joaquin Valley have experienced years of contaminated 
drinking water, with only intermittent news coverage. This last year, Fresnoland -- a team of 
journalists at The Fresno Bee -- embarked on an ongoing reporting project to elevate the 
problem that disproportionately affects low-income, farmworker and Historic Black communities. 
We worked to hold regulators and officials accountable, and, most importantly, to write stories 
and produce multimedia that directly informs and benefits residents in impacted communities.  
 
In the last eight months, we profiled community water system problems, investigated drinking 
water failures, held online events to answer residents’ questions, raised funds to provide 
households with clean drinking water, advocated for increased agency transparency, 
researched historic decisions that contributed to the problems, critiqued the state’s solution, and 
began to hold elected officials accountable to their campaign promises to bring broader 
solutions at the federal level.  
 
The reporting project began with Earlimart.  
 
The impacts of The Fresno Bee’s reporting on the Earlimart Public Utility District’s failure to 
deliver residents clean water has been measurable and encouraging. As a result of our stories, 
families are better equipped to protect their health, residents gained improved access to 
administrators at the utility company, and 
Earlimart’s water crisis was discussed by 
policymakers at the highest level of government.  
 
We listened to residents 
 
Earlimart residents were aware their water was 
briefly shut off, but many did not know it was 
contaminated when it came back on. Through 
engaging the community via listening sessions, 
door-to-door interviews, and online surveys, we 
heard from nearly three dozen residents and 
learned that the problems with the water went 
beyond a brief shutoff. We met with school 
administrators, business owners, homeowners and 
renters to hear their experiences. After hearing from 
one community leader - Abigail Solis, she was 
invited and accepted joining the advisory board of 
our journalism team, Fresnoland.  
 
We investigated their concerns and provided 
accessible information  
 

https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article246352970.html
https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article246352970.html
https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article243472246.html


We interviewed the system operators, regulators, and 
national experts in water contamination to answer 
residents’ questions. In addition to investigating and 
reporting on the problem with an in-depth story, we went 
beyond traditional means of distribution, by packaging and 
delivering critical health information in various multi-media 
that would be accessible to the impacted community. That 
included a user-friendly utility story written for the impacted 
community in both English and Spanish, as well as 
Instagram and Facebook infographics that explained the 
situation and were then shared in community-based online 
groups.  
 
We knew residents would have questions, so we embedded a Google Form to collect feedback, 
then responded to everyone who participated, and updated the utility story to answer frequently 
asked questions.  
 
We improved access to decision makers, information  
 
One of the greatest frustrations we heard from residents was lack of access to administrators of 
the utility. Public meetings of the utility district are currently only announced with an agenda 
taped to the door of the utility’s office building. We produced social media posts that announced 
the utility’s next public meeting and described how to participate. During the meeting, 
administrators failed to ask for public comment, until the reporter requested a time for public 
comment. At that point, residents were able to ask questions directly of the board of directors.  
 
As a result of our reporting that residents were unaware of water contamination, the state Water 
Board worked with the utility district to improve public education with technical assistance.  
 
We elevated the issue to decision makers  
 
As a result of our questions to state officials and 
reporting, the plight of Earlimart residents was 
elevated to decision makers within the State Water 
Board. In addition, Kamala Harris - at that time a 
senator and presidential candidate - commented on 
the situation in Earlimart, which gave local residents 
hope that people in power were paying attention. 
Now that she is vice president, Harris has the ability 
to support federal infrastructure funding that could 
help address Earlimart’s water crisis, as well as 
hundreds of other communities facing similar 
problems in the state of California. And, we are 
holding her accountable to those comments.  
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We expanded coverage to other communities  
 
As a result of our reporting in Earlimart, residents across the San Joaquin Valley reached out to 
us asking about the state of their drinking water. We took on the challenge of providing clear 
and easy-to-find information about whether community water systems’ drinking water is 
contaminated and if so, how residents can stay protected from health risks.  
 
We created an interactive water quality map that includes information on how to contact system 
administrators, as well as a library of drinking water contaminants that explains what filters work 
to address each chemical concern. The map has been used more than 48,800 times.  
 

 
 
One of Gov. Gavin Newsom’s first acts as governor was signing a law that created the SAFER 
program to provide long term solutions to water contamination issues. A year after he signed 
that law in the community of Tombstone, we asked residents if their water had improved and 
then we analyzed what the law had accomplished and wrote about shortfalls of the state’s 
solution.  
 
The state only regulates community water systems, yet hundreds of thousands of local 
households rely on private wells for their drinking water, and many don’t know their water is 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=1CbfpWTUQa36VLUSxmb0-ThUJGuKbD5Ww&ll=36.657869132426065%2C-119.83398159034942&z=9
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likely contaminated. To address this problem, we asked people on domestic wells what their 
questions are, and then we partnered with community experts to answer those questions both in 
a published story and an interactive Facebook Live.  
 
Finally, we partnered with Univision of Fresno to report 
on communities with toxic drinking water, producing 
English and Spanish-language videos to explain the 
issue. We investigated the history of policies that 
created the problem and have allowed them to 
continue.  
 
During that reporting process we met a community 
leader in Tipton who had been fighting to bring her 
low-income neighbors free bottled water so they 
wouldn’t have to drink high levels of nitrate. We 
fundraised from our readers and partnered with the 
community leader, Estella Bravo, to distribute cases of 
bottled water to more than one hundred households in 
Tipton.  
 
With additional remaining funds, we are able to pay for 
bottled-water deliveries to five households with 
pregnant women or infants at home, both of which are 
at high risk of negative health effects from nitrate contamination.  
 
Thank you for your consideration,  
Joe Kieta  
Editor, The Fresno Bee  
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