Western water news
February 2021 media analysis by the Water Hub

Methodology

The Water Hub team used Cision and Meltwater to measure the overall volume of water news
in the Western United States, and explore the coverage on various topics. Because water is such
a broad issue, we focused our media analysis on three key issue areas: water supply, water
quality, and drinking water access and affordability. These are the same areas covered in our_July
2020 "Water News in COVID Times" report. Here, in addition to looking at volume trends, we
used automated text analysis to explore key themes within each issue area. Lastly, our team
read the headlines within each dataset as well as a randomized sample of full article texts to get
a better sense of story focus and framing, and pull out some representative examples.
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! The specific keywords we searched for included: (water supply, water shortage, water source, water use, water
allocation, water demand, drought contingency plan, or drought plan) and (river, reservoir, aquifer, groundwater, lake,
stream, flow, precipitation, rain, snowpack). We were looking exclusively at news in Arizona, California, Colorado,
Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, or Wyoming. NOTE: The article counts are high because they include syndication across
many smaller digital platforms, including blogs that aggregate news.

2 The big spikes seen on the chart above were driven by this AP story about a US Drought Monitor report, this one
about a Bureau of Reclamation study, and this one about a proposed geothermal plant in Nevada.
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https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/6000718/Water%20Hub/COVID%20impacts%20on%20water%20news%20July%202020.pdf
https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/6000718/Water%20Hub/COVID%20impacts%20on%20water%20news%20July%202020.pdf
https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/
https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/6000718/Water%20Hub/COVID%20impacts%20on%20water%20news%20July%202020.pdf
https://lasvegassun.com/news/2020/apr/28/study-american-southwest-faces-megadrought-worst/
https://lasvegassun.com/news/2020/apr/28/study-american-southwest-faces-megadrought-worst/
https://www.denverpost.com/2020/02/15/colorado-snowpack-winter-2020/
https://www.ktnv.com/news/further-drop-in-lake-mead-water-level-could-trigger-water-shortage-declaration
https://www.dailydemocrat.com/2021/01/22/atmospheric-river-biggest-storm-of-the-year-heading-for-bay-area/
https://www.stgeorgeutah.com/news/archive/2020/06/11/mgk-lake-powell-pipeline-hits-an-important-milestone-with-roll-out-of-environmental-study/#.YCWZFi2z0dU
https://www.reviewjournal.com/news/nation-and-world/california-stays-abnormally-dry-after-low-precipitation-winter-1969567/
https://apnews.com/article/climate-climate-change-colorado-droughts-lakes-87317cdc11f2e3295ac83449f4723c59
https://apnews.com/article/fires-nevada-deserts-reno-d40c2994f1024af99de2cb0c8ffe8ac8

We used automated text analysis to understand the main issues journalists have
been tracking on water supply over the past year,® and include a chart below
showing the relative number of stories on key themes.

More than one in six Western water supply stories over the past year mentioned
the Colorado River, discussing climate change impacts, drought planning, alternative supply

projects, and water rights. The drying Rio Grande has also received significant coverage, as has

the ongoing controversy over the tunnel proposed for the Sacramento-San Joaguin River Delta.
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We have seen a real increase over the past several
years in the number of weather stories that talk
about water supply implications, as well as the
number of water stories that talk about climate
change. As the chart below shows, nearly half the
water supply stories picked up in this scan talked
about climate change, from atmospheric rivers to
wildfires and _aridification,

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given farming’s huge
water footprint, about one third of Western water
supply stories touch on agriculture. In California
and Arizona, reporters are following groundwater
management news closely. Across the region,
there is heated discussion over proposed supply
projects, from desalination plants to pipelines.

Another major story from recent months has been the_start of water trading on the Wall Street
futures market, which was covered from the New York Times to CalMatters and the Colorado

Sun.

Interestingly, our scan found that more water supply stories mention impacts to fish and wildlife
than to drinking water. These categories are not mutually exclusive--most stories touch on a
range of concerns--but there remains strong interest in the plight of salmon, trout, birds and

other animals.

When drinking water is mentioned, it's often just in passing, noting that 40 million people rely on
the Colorado River for drinking water, or that the_Rio Grande delivers both drinking water and

irrigation supplies. By contrast, stories about outdoor recreation often go deep, talking about
economic impact as well as the_activities themselves.

3 The categories in the key messages chart are not mutually exclusive: many stories touch on both ecosystems and

human health, health and fossil fuels, etc.
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https://www.sltrib.com/news/2021/02/07/exclusive-hedge-funds-eye/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-environment/2020/08/15/lake-mead-low-arizona-nevada-water-cutbacks/5584993002/
https://www.reviewjournal.com/news/politics-and-government/nevada/nevada-could-get-some-of-californias-share-of-lake-mead-heres-how-2275031/
https://www.reviewjournal.com/news/politics-and-government/nevada/nevada-could-get-some-of-californias-share-of-lake-mead-heres-how-2275031/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/op-ed/joannaallhands/2020/12/05/colorado-river-water-senior-rights-could-one-day-up-grabs/3813486001/
https://www.hcn.org/articles/climate-change-diverted-drained-and-dwindling-whats-the-fate-of-new-mexicos-rio-grande
https://www.sacbee.com/news/local/environment/article245150370.html
https://calmatters.org/commentary/my-turn/2020/11/delta-tunnel-project-would-secure-californias-water-future/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/projects/delta-on-the-edge/part-one/
https://the-journal.com/articles/201229
https://the-journal.com/articles/201229
https://kjzz.org/content/1653745/were-all-going-have-live-less-water-upper-basin-states-activate-activate-colorado
https://kjzz.org/content/1653745/were-all-going-have-live-less-water-upper-basin-states-activate-activate-colorado
https://baynature.org/2021/01/28/atmospheric-rivers-like-this-one-are-vital-to-understanding-california/
https://www.cpr.org/2020/08/20/colorado-wildfires-climate-change-drought-snowpack/
https://therevelator.org/megadrought-aridification-climate/
https://www.ridgecrestca.com/story/news/2021/02/10/iwvga-may-closer-balancing-basin/6707939002/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/op-ed/joannaallhands/2021/01/19/how-much-groundwater-arizona-willing-save-conservation/4179296001/
https://www.ocregister.com/2020/09/18/environmental-justice-starts-by-providing-more-water/
https://www.heraldmailmedia.com/news/nation/a-5-billion-water-project-could-drill-through-anza-borrego-park-is-it-a-pipe/article_239386f4-dc5f-553e-a0aa-f19942d5799f.html
https://www.latimes.com/business/story/2021-01-03/wall-street-california-water-futures
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/03/business/colorado-river-water-rights.html
https://calmatters.org/commentary/my-turn/2021/02/water-markets-in-california-can-reduce-the-costs-of-drought/
https://coloradosun.com/2021/01/28/colorado-wall-street-water-buyers/
https://coloradosun.com/2021/01/28/colorado-wall-street-water-buyers/
https://coloradosun.com/2020/09/17/northern-colorado-fish-salvage-drought/
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2020-10-14/desert-tortoises-join-california-endangered-list-for-now
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2020/07/29/california-has-a-new-plan-to-protect-its-water-supply-from-climate-change-but-some-say-its-based-on-old-thinking/
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2020/07/29/california-has-a-new-plan-to-protect-its-water-supply-from-climate-change-but-some-say-its-based-on-old-thinking/
https://www.redding.com/story/sports/2020/10/04/fall-run-chinook-salmon-fishing-season-2020-california/3530773001/
https://durangoherald.com/articles/360557
https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2020/09/15/birds-dying-new-mexico
https://www.kold.com/2021/01/25/lakes-mead-powell-could-drop-lowest-ever-colorado-river-drought-plan-triggered/
https://www.kold.com/2021/01/25/lakes-mead-powell-could-drop-lowest-ever-colorado-river-drought-plan-triggered/
https://www.sltrib.com/news/nation-world/2020/04/14/more-drought-predicted/
https://www.sltrib.com/news/nation-world/2020/04/14/more-drought-predicted/
https://cronkitenews.azpbs.org/2018/08/30/river-rafting/
https://coloradosun.com/2020/06/23/colorado-rafting-open-coronavirus/
https://www.kold.com/2020/12/16/lake-powell-recedes-river-guides-race-document-long-hidden-rapids/

Western water safety
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As the chart below shows, COVID-19 was

another major theme in this scan, earning

mentions in more than a third of the stories. Many noted the_essential role that clean water plays
in protecting public health or the challenges the pandemic has created in protecting waterways

and delivering safe water to communities.
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Public health 5,209
® WoTUS 4,502
® Fossil fuels 3,329

While COVID-19 was the biggest public health
story of last year, our scan picked up two other big
ones. One was forever chemicals, or PFAS, where
newspapers reported on widespread
contamination, new safety standards and efforts to
curb their use. The other was on the water quality
impacts of last year’s catastrophic wildfires, a topic
on which the Water Hub hosted a media briefing
in November.

Many water quality stories explore impacts on fish,
wildlife and ecosystem health as well. The stories
in this set ranged from coverage of harmful algal
blooms in California and Colorado to restoration
efforts aimed at bringing back salmon, and
nonpoint source pollution prevention.

Another key theme over the past year was the
Trump administration’s impact on water quality.

4 We searched for stories that included these keywords: (river, reservoir, lake, drinking water, tap water, stream, creek,
aquifer or groundwater) and (safe water, clean water, clean water rule, waters of the US, water safety, water
contamination, contaminated water, water pollution, polluted water, or exceeds safe levels) in Arizona, California,

Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, or Wyoming.
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https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/6000718/Water%20Hub/COVID%20impacts%20on%20water%20news%20July%202020.pdf
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2019-12-31/trumps-plans-to-strip-clean-water-protections-leave-new-mexico-fearing-pollution-health-risks
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/economy/trump-administration-finalizes-coal-plant-pollution-rollback
https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/investigations/2020/10/29/climate-change-escalates-voters-face-choice-deregulate-re-regulate/3668667001/
https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/investigations/2020/10/29/climate-change-escalates-voters-face-choice-deregulate-re-regulate/3668667001/
https://www.boulderweekly.com/news/tribal-leaders-engage-colorado-senator-bennet-to-ensure-universal-access-to-clean-water-on-reservations/
https://www.boulderweekly.com/news/tribal-leaders-engage-colorado-senator-bennet-to-ensure-universal-access-to-clean-water-on-reservations/
https://www.cpr.org/2020/03/30/amid-covid-19-crisis-forest-service-faces-burning-questions/
https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article249107565.html
https://calmatters.org/projects/california-water-contaminated-forever-chemicals/
https://calmatters.org/projects/california-water-contaminated-forever-chemicals/
https://gazette.com/government/colorado-enacts-multiple-laws-to-stop-forever-chemicals/article_f3d9b920-fddc-11ea-886d-9f0a4bcc65d9.html
https://www.theunion.com/news/truckee-firefighters-cease-usage-of-fluorine-based-foam/
https://www.hcn.org/articles/wildfires-pollution-are-wildfires-contaminating-your-drinking-water
https://www.hcn.org/articles/wildfires-pollution-are-wildfires-contaminating-your-drinking-water
https://kdvr.com/news/officials-warn-of-water-pollution-as-colorado-wildfires-rage/
https://medium.com/i-heart-climate-voices/wildfires-and-water-in-the-west-7714716be87b
https://mendovoice.com/2020/06/harmful-algae-blooms-return-to-california-waterways/
https://coloradosun.com/2020/08/20/toxic-algae-in-colorado-lakes/
https://mendovoice.com/2021/01/coho-return-to-noyo-tributaries-as-salmon-habitat-restoration-proceeds/
https://mendovoice.com/2021/01/coho-return-to-noyo-tributaries-as-salmon-habitat-restoration-proceeds/
https://www.tahoedailytribune.com/news/nevada-environmental-agency-funds-water-projects-in-tahoe/

The_rollback of Clean Water Act protections for small streams and wetlands was
the biggest story here, followed by the_suspension of EPA enforcement efforts.
Strong organizing and outreach by water advocates helped to elevate the Waters
of the United States story in the West, emphasizing the risk to rivers and drinking
water.

The final theme we want to call out is fossil fuels, where coverage picked up considerably
around the election, with speculation about what a Biden presidency would mean for the
industry, and implications for both water quality and supply.
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existing water access and affordability issues,

having shut down water filling stations and

driven up unemployment, leaving many families unable to pay water bills. So it's no surprise that
more than half the stories in our scan mentioned COVID-19. In addition to touching on the
challenges created or compounded by the pandemic, dozens of news stories, op-eds and
editorials emphasized the importance of protecting and expanding access to safe, running water
to prevent the spread of COVID-109.

With many_local and state shutoff moratoria ending, and advocates_pushing hard for a
nationwide moratorium, reporters continued to track the issue (some_acknowledging the lack of
good data, or reporting on efforts to collect it). About one third of the stories in our scan
mentioned water shutoffs.

® We searched for stories including the following keywords: water debt, water shutoff, water shut off, water service
shutoff, water service shut off, water affordability, unaffordable water, water service turned off, shutoff moratorium,
shutoff moratoria, unpaid water bills, and low income ratepayer assistance in Arizona, California, New Mexico, Utah,
Wyoming, Colorado, or Nevada.

Note: The February 2019 spike in the chart was driven by this NPR story, which was syndicated hundreds of times.
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https://therevelator.org/wotus-water-rollback/
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2020-03-27/epa-suspends-enforcement-amid-coronavirus
https://nmpoliticalreport.com/2018/12/13/revised-clean-water-rule-leaves-out-most-of-nms-waterways/
https://lasvegassun.com/news/2020/jan/26/how-repeal-of-the-clean-water-rule-might-affect-ne/
https://lasvegassun.com/news/2020/jan/26/how-repeal-of-the-clean-water-rule-might-affect-ne/
https://www.deseret.com/utah/2021/1/11/22207101/what-will-utahs-energy-landscape-look-like-under-biden
https://www.deseret.com/utah/2021/1/11/22207101/what-will-utahs-energy-landscape-look-like-under-biden
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-biden-issues-climate-change-environment/story?id=73151337
https://thenevadaindependent.com/article/reid-on-his-environmental-legacy-compromise-and-a-biden-climate-agenda
https://f.hubspotusercontent10.net/hubfs/6000718/Water%20Hub/COVID%20impacts%20on%20water%20news%20July%202020.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/cdfeb807db4439ea18834e7d217dc98d
https://apnews.com/article/cdfeb807db4439ea18834e7d217dc98d
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2020/07/29/california-has-a-new-plan-to-protect-its-water-supply-from-climate-change-but-some-say-its-based-on-old-thinking/
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2020/07/29/california-has-a-new-plan-to-protect-its-water-supply-from-climate-change-but-some-say-its-based-on-old-thinking/
https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article248604950.html
https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article248604950.html
https://cronkitenews.azpbs.org/2020/07/31/navajo-water-warrior-covid/
https://www.reviewjournal.com/business/energy/utility-bills-pile-up-come-due-as-thousands-remain-out-of-work-2141467/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-health/2020/04/18/navajo-nation-water-shortage-contributing-covid-19-spread/2992288001/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/op-ed/2020/04/14/why-clean-water-matters-fight-against-coronavirus-pandemic/2986790001/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/op-ed/2020/04/14/why-clean-water-matters-fight-against-coronavirus-pandemic/2986790001/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/op-ed/2020/04/14/why-clean-water-matters-fight-against-coronavirus-pandemic/2986790001/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/153Ze6RRZ-ZZ9oVkaSErhVHGMv3Z4laQDs0GRO7UmYnQ/edit#gid=1796772260
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/jan/13/water-shutoffs-coronavirus-moratorium-biden
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2020/10/15/just-how-bad-is-californias-water-debt-problem-the-state-isnt-sure/
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2020/10/15/just-how-bad-is-californias-water-debt-problem-the-state-isnt-sure/
https://www.circleofblue.org/2020/world/california-water-board-collects-data-on-household-water-debt-utility-finances/
https://www.npr.org/2019/02/08/691409795/a-water-crisis-is-growing-in-a-place-youd-least-expect-it
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Slightly fewer talked about water

access challenges, and these

tended to focus on challenges in

the Navajo Nation, despite the

fact that many other

communities, from California’s Central Valley to
Hopi and Pueblo lands in the Southwest, lack
safe running water.

Water debt was not a major topic in our July

@® COVID-19 1,563
scan, but advocates have worked hard to
@ Shutoffs 873 elevate this issue, with a valuable assist from
® Water sccess a77 The Guardian’s Nina Lakhani. The release of
California’s water debt study generated more
Water debt 425 than 20 stories, from The Guardian to CBS and
§ @ebensystoms 54 Central Valley Public Radio.

Research on the financial impact the pandemic
has had on water systems has gotten less attention outside niche outlets like Circle of Blue and
local newspapers like the Fresno Bee. Calls from water agencies for federal partnership to
ensure affordable water for all have also gone largely unnoticed. In the energy sector, there is a
whole cadre of reporters that track utility news. The Water Hub is working with the Water
Foundation to create a similar level of awareness and accountability for water providers, starting
with a monthly media note tracking news around water access and affordability.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 crisis has created both challenges and opportunities for water communicators. At
times, pandemic (and political) news has crowded out water stories, but we still see strong
coverage around research releases, key project and policy decisions, and weather extremes. The
number of articles in our scan that mention COVID and climate change suggest that reporters
are especially interested in stories that tie long-term issues to current events. In the past year,
we have seen a real increase in coverage around drinking water access and affordability, thanks
to the work of local advocates. We have also seen more stories about the ways climate change
is impacting water, and the projects and policies needed to prepare for an uncertain future. There
are a handful of reporters that have covered water for years, including The Republic’s lan James,
KUNC's Luke Runyon, and Zak Podmore at the Salt Lake Tribune, but we are also seeing
in-depth coverage from local journalists like Monica Vaughn at the Fresno Bee, Rachel Becker at
CalMatters, and Heather Sackett at Aspen Journalism. These local reporters are often able to
follow stories in a way their colleagues at statewide or regional outlets cannot, creating an
opening for stories that dig deeper into the roots of current challenges and explore a range of
solutions.
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https://nmindepth.com/2020/04/13/water-crisis-hits-navajo-community-amid-looming-covid-19-fears/
https://nmindepth.com/2020/04/13/water-crisis-hits-navajo-community-amid-looming-covid-19-fears/
https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article244917932.html
https://www.azcentral.com/in-depth/news/local/arizona-environment/2020/12/14/hopi-tribe-pushes-solutions-many-without-clean-drinking-water/3731341001/
https://www.krqe.com/news/new-mexico/project-will-bring-drinking-water-to-new-mexico-pueblos/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/23/millions-of-americans-cant-afford-water-bills-rise
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/jun/23/millions-of-americans-cant-afford-water-bills-rise
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/jan/19/california-water-bills-affordability-debt-crisis
https://www.cbs8.com/article/news/local/california-households-behind-on-water-bills/509-0f6d0c94-4d98-4d89-ade9-8725e21e9d28
https://www.kvpr.org/post/low-income-communities-drowning-water-debt-new-california-water-board-survey-finds#stream/0
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_water/certlic/drinkingwater/covid-19watersystemsurvey.html
https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/06/01/2041638/0/en/RCAP-Survey-Shows-Impact-of-COVID-19-on-Rural-and-Tribal-Water-and-Wastewater-Systems.html
https://www.circleofblue.org/2020/world/as-pandemic-amplifies-financial-stress-for-water-utilities-and-customers-north-carolina-governor-announces-financial-aid/
https://www.fresnobee.com/fresnoland/article249107565.html
https://www.waterworld.com/international/potable-water/press-release/14196539/nacwa-amwa-launch-affordable-water-resilient-communities-campaign

