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1. PI Name and Contact Details  

Dr Christopher Lawless, School of Applied Social Sciences 

2. Research Team 

Dr Gillisan Harootunian California State University, Fresno; Dr Ryan Alaniz, California 

Polytechnic State University 

3. Summary of Research Undertaken 

A visit to the San Joaquin Valley (SJV), California, USA, was undertaken between 16th April to 

7th May 2016 to conduct fieldwork studying responses and experiences of the drought in the 

area.   

This fieldwork was conducted to support the aim of understanding how combinations of 

environmental, infrastructural, material, political, economic and other social factors have 

shaped responses to the drought. Specific attention was given to Porterville and East 

Porterville in Tulare County, two locations which have experienced some of the most adverse 

effects of the California drought.  The fieldwork also sought to identify knowledge gaps and 

research questions on drought which could potentially be addressed via social scientific 

perspectives.   

During this period Dr Lawless conducted 8 semi-structured interviews (encompassing a total 

of 11 respondents), each of 30-60 minutes duration.  Respondents included representatives 

of Non-Governmental Organizations, community organizations and academic researchers 

based in Tulare County and the wider San Joaquin Valley region, as well as residents of 

Porterville and East Porterville. 

The field visit identified 2 further respondents with whom Dr Lawless conducted semi-

structured interviews by telephone (30 minutes each) following his return to the UK.  One of 

these interviews subsequently identified a further potential respondent who Dr Lawless will 

approach to conduct an additional telephone or Skype interview. 

In addition, Dr Lawless conducted 2 participant observation exercises – at a community 

outreach event in East Porterville organized by an NGO, and a public meeting of Porterville 

City Council where increases to water rates were debated, involving councillors and residents.  

Dr Lawless also conducted 2 walking tours of East Porterville which included the collection of 

visual data. 

During fieldwork Dr Lawless was able to collect a variety of non-public domain documentary 

material relating to drought responses.  Dr Lawless also met with representatives of Fresno 

State University Law School to discuss the drought and possible future collaborations.   

Analysis of fieldwork data is ongoing. 



4. Four bullet points about key outcomes 

- The drought has made visible and possibly exacerbated pre-existing social-structural 

inequality and social cohesion issues across SJV. 

- Drought responses have involved complex negotiations across different levels of 

government (Federal, State, County, City).  Sociomateriality approaches may assist in 

better understanding the nature of these negotiations.   

- Implementation of the 2014 Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) may 

involve complex negotiations between interest groups (e.g. policymakers, agricultural 

industry, communities/households) which could be understood through social scientific 

perspectives. 

- Current knowledge gaps: Uncertainties over how SGMA will be implemented and 

negotiated; need for impact assessments on community-based interventions; impact of 

drought on domestic life; impact of drought on social cohesion and community livelihoods. 

5. Impact 

- A working paper is in preparation which will outline and reflect upon key findings.  It is 

intended that the working paper could act as a first step to developing peer-reviewed 

journal material, which could be included in a future REF submission. 

- Dr Lawless is also developing a seminar presentation based on the fieldwork.  It is planned 

that Dr Lawless will present such a seminar to colleagues at CIGIDEN (National Research 

Center for Integrated Natural Disaster Management) in Santiago, Chile during March/April 

2017.  This will enable further development of existing academic links with colleagues in 

Chile.  Dr Lawless would also be happy to consider presenting such a seminar as part of 

the IHRR seminar programme during either Epiphany or Easter 2017. 

- Dr Lawless will seek to link this activity with other activities in the area of risk and resilience, 

including synergies with the United Nations University Resilience Academy (UNU RA) 

programme.  Dr Lawless has been a regular participant in UNU RA since 2013.  UNU RA 

has brought together an international cohort of academic researchers, practitioners and 

policy-makers to focus on the concept of livelihood resilience in the face of environmental 

change.  Initial contacts with respondents in SJV were facilitated by participation in UNU 

RA. 

6. Further Research 
Possibilities for further research funding bids are being investigated, based on the fieldwork, 

which identified knowledge gaps and potential avenues for further research (see above). 
 

For example, initial findings from the activity indicate that the 2014 Sustainable Groundwater 

Management Act (SGMA), passed by the State of California, will be a contentious social and 

political issue for years to come.  SGMA obliges the creation of Groundwater Management 

Agencies (GMAs) to manage and store groundwater in line with community needs.  The 

implementation of SGMA in this respect may however be susceptible to political dynamics.   

This was evident in fieldwork, for example where the prominent role of the agricultural industry 

in SJV was discussed, and opposition to SGMA was voiced by political figures such as city 

councillors.  Implementing SGMA may therefore illuminate social-structural relations and 

potential socio-political dynamics, which sociological perspectives could explore.  This 

represents one set of research issues which could form the basis of proposals for externally 

funded research. This possibility will be further explored. 



 

Related research could also focus on addressing data gaps concerning how communities, 

many of whom are isolated and not part of city governments, have responded to drought.  

Understanding the SGMA-related needs of such communities invites Participation Action 

Research (PAR) which could be facilitated through links created by NGOs during the IHRR-

funded activity.  PAR methods may form the basis of other possible research bids.  Again this 

possibility is being further explored. 


