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OPINION
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to
petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

FIRST AMENDMENT TO THE U.S. CONSTITUTION

BEN FISHEL

EDITORIAL CARTOON

Every day, nearly 400,000 people across the Coa-
chella Valley depend on clean, safe water for drinking,
cooking, and cleaning. Regardless of the city you call
home, we all rely on the same groundwater for that
vital supply. Since the Coachella Valley Groundwater
Basin serves as a shared resource, we must act now to
protect it for current and future generations.

All of us must unite to meet this lofty but achiev-
able goal. Two projects on opposite sides of the Coa-
chella Valley offer solutions to enhance supplies and
improve the overall quality of every glass of water we
drink.

To the west, Mission Springs Water District turned
a decades-long dream into a reality as it broke ground
recently on its Regional Water Reclamation Facility.
The new plant will expand treatment capacity and al-
low the district to transfer an additional 700 homes
and businesses from septic tanks to the centralized
sewer system. Property owners will no longer need to
worry about maintaining their personal systems, and
the entire community will benefit from improved
wastewater treatment. Once complete in fall 2023,
the facility will process up to 1.5 million gallons of
wastewater each day — a 75% increase in system ca-
pacity when coupled with the district’s existing Des-
ert Crest and Alan L. Horton Wastewater Treatment
Facilities.

Construction of the new $68 million Regional Wa-
ter Reclamation Facility and related projects mark the
beginning of a better future for water in the Coachella
Valley. Other upgrades include more than 17,000 feet
of pipes connecting additional customers to the sys-
tem, ensuring untreated wastewater from septic
tanks doesn’t seep into and contaminate groundwa-
ter.

Our basin relies on runoff from nearby mountains
and water imported from the Colorado River to main-
tain water levels, but those sources become limited
during droughts. Additional local water sources will
help stabilize our groundwater supply.

Water sustainability requires a team effort. To the
east, in Indio, the Valley Sanitary District plans sig-
nificant investments to improve wastewater treat-
ment.

Since the district began operating in the 1920s, it
has gone through several expansions and upgrades to
fully utilize new technology and stay ahead of de-

mand in the booming city. The latest improvement ef-
fort kicked off in 2019 with the initiation of the Recy-
cled Water Project at the existing Water Reclamation
Facility. Once the first phases of the project are com-
plete, the plant will be able to process greater
amounts of wastewater and further enhance water
purity.

The most significant rewards will follow the pro-
ject’s final phase when tertiary water treatment be-
comes possible. We then gain a supply of highly
treated water clean enough to be directly injected
into the groundwater basin and pumped out later for
use. Tertiary treatment keeps pollutants out of the
groundwater while tapping into additional supplies.

In dry times like these, we can no longer think in
terms of “waste” water. We must find ways to maxi-
mize the potential of all available water.

These projects serve as two examples of how
agencies across the Coachella Valley are working to-
gether to protect the shared water supply. Regional
collaboration isn’t a choice, it is a necessity to en-
sure long-term sustainability. Mission Springs Wa-
ter District and Valley Sanitary District recognize
our new reality by improving water quality for cur-
rent customers as well as future Coachella Valley
residents. 

Arden Wallum is General Manager at Mission
Springs Water District. He can be reached at awal-
lum@mswd.org. Beverli Marshall is General Man-
ager at Valley Sanitary District. She can be reached
at bmarshall@valley-sanitary.org. 

How agencies are cooperating on
water quality, supply for the valley
Arden Wallum and Beverli Marshall
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Elected officials and other representatives break
ground on the Regional Water Reclamation Facility
in Desert Hot Springs June 10.
JAY CALDERON/THE DESERT SUN

If you want to solve poverty, you can’t do it without
listening to women, and particularly women of color.
As my wife, Anna Malaika Tubbs, has noted, women
of color are the folks most consistently treated as in-
visible, whose histories are ignored or erased. They
also absorb the brunt of policy violence — legislative
decisions that keep families trapped in poverty: over-
policing, mass incarceration, family separation, low
wages, no good jobs, lack of health care or child care,
and more.

End Poverty in California recently launched our
statewide listening tour at the Young Women’s Free-
dom Center in Los Angeles. Through 2022, we will
visit communities experiencing poverty, hear com-
munity members’ stories and ideas, and explore solu-
tions. For 30 years, the freedom center has delivered
opportunities to young women and trans youths of all
genders who are affected by social systems such as in-
carceration and foster care — a perfect place to begin
our tour.

At the freedom center, we were welcomed by more
than 50 Sister Warriors joining us from across the state.
While the freedom center develops new policy, the Sis-
ter Warriors Freedom Coalition is the army fighting to
see these policy changes realized. The coalition has
2,000 members in 14 chapters across California, and
they share their stories with legislators to try to make
policy proposals responsive to their needs.

Many have grown tired of sharing stories.
As coalition co-founder Krea Gomez said, “We have

conversations with legislators who say, ‘I’m so glad you
shared your story!’ and then they water down legisla-
tion [and] we have to wait years to revise it.”

So my promise is that we aren’t listening for listen-
ing’s sake. We are listening to build power and to take
meaningful action together.

Many Sister Warriors talked about the “benefits
cliff” — financially getting ahead just a bit only to have
progress result in the loss of a child care subsidy, or food
or housing assistance. There are opportunities for re-
form. 

In Stockton, we worked with the county to obtain
waivers so people who participated in our guaranteed
income pilot wouldn’t lose other benefits. The “benefits
cliff” issue is on the radar of state officials and some
county welfare directors, and conversations to pursue
positive reforms are happening. End Poverty in Califor-
nia will bring Sister Warriors into those conversations

to inform design.
Women also discussed their experiences with incar-

ceration. Angelique Evans spoke of earning seven to
eight cents an hour while working in jail, deepening her
family’s poverty. The freedom center is working to
amend the state Constitution so that involuntary servi-
tude is no longer permitted, and to ensure that people
are paid a wage comparable to that received for similar
work outside of prison to help families and support re-
entry into the community.

There is anger at resources being used to punish
struggle rather than prevent it. Jessica Nowlan, exec-
utive director of the freedom center, noted that the cost
of incarcerating a juvenile in San Francisco is astrono-
mical — the San Francisco Chronicle reports that it is
$1.1 million annually per juvenile — and most are Black
and from a few neighborhoods. What if these resources
instead had gone to families to provide a guaranteed
income floor? How might a family’s trajectory change?

Finally, a Sister Warrior spoke of advocacy organiza-
tions being afraid to talk about the lack of resources
available to undocumented immigrant families. There
is no solution to poverty in California without finding
ways to be more inclusive of immigrants.

Gov. Gavin Newsom’s budget proposal would ex-
pand Medi-Cal eligibility to all income-eligible undocu-
mented immigrants, and food assistance to all immi-
grants who are 55 or older, as would the Legislature’s
budget blueprint. There also are legislative proposals to
extend unemployment benefits to undocumented
workers, and to expand food assistance to all income-
eligible immigrant families and individuals. We should
continue to explore these reforms as well.

We departed the session in Los Angeles with a sense
of the exhaustion people feel from sharing their stories,
but hope that their voices might make a difference. Be-
yond hope, we know that poor people and allies must
organize so that our constituency one day will be as
powerful as other interest groups that maintain outsize
influence in the state.

On Tuesday in Sacramento, we have an opportunity
to do just that. There will be a rally prior to the inaugural
hearing of the Assembly’s Select Committee on Poverty
and Economic Inclusion, chaired by Assemblymember
Isaac Bryan, a Democrat from Baldwin Hills. We will
make our voices and our priorities heard. Please join us.

Michael Tubbs is the founder of End Poverty in
California and the senior fellow at the Rosenberg
Foundation. He is the special adviser to Gov. Gavin
Newsom on economic mobility and former mayor of
Stockton.

Solving poverty in California
takes more than just talk
Michael Tubbs
CalMatters Commentary

“Tort wars” is the term Capitol insiders apply to the
perennial political conflict over the rules governing
personal injury lawsuits.

Lawyers who file such suits seek to expand oppor-
tunities for litigation, often in concert with other in-
terests, such as unions and environmental activists.
Business and employer groups and their insurers re-
sist such expansion and occasionally propose ways to
reduce exposure.

The conflict plays out in the Legislature, in the
courts and in ballot measures with countless billions
of dollars at stake in outcomes. Earlier this year, a 44-
year-long dispute over medical malpractice compen-
sation was resolved in a compromise that averted a
ballot measure battle.

However, there are many other fronts in tort wars,
including one that resulted in a U.S. Supreme Court
ruling last week.

In 2003, just four days after California voters decid-
ed to remove him from office, then-Gov. Gray Davis
handed personal injury lawyers and unions a major
victory by signing legislation called the Private Attor-
neys General Act (PAGA). It enabled workers who had
disputes with their employers to file class action law-
suits even if they had signed pre-employment agree-
ments to submit such disputes to arbitration.

Advocates said it was needed to protect workers’
rights and make up for the state labor department’s in-
ability to keep up with disputes over wages and other
working conditions. Business and employer groups
said it gave greedy lawyers a license to demand big set-
tlements of cases and earn big contingency fees.

Ultimately, business interests spent millions of dol-
lars to qualify a ballot measure that would gut PAGA.
The initiative petitions have been submitted for signa-
ture-counting, but probably too late for the 2022 bal-
lot. Most likely it will go to voters in 2024.

Meanwhile, a case challenging PAGA’s provisions
has been winding through state and federal courts and
the U.S. Supreme Court last week declared that some
important features are void because they conflict with
the Federal Arbitration Act, which encourages civil
disputes to be arbitrated rather than litigated.

The case involved Viking River Cruises and one of
its employees, former sales representative Angie Mor-
iana. Essentially, the Supreme Court declared that
California’s Supreme Court had erred in a previous PA-
GA case and state courts had applied that erroneous
decision, involving the division of individual and class
action complaints, to Moriana’s case.

The decision was not unexpected, given the tenor of
oral arguments, but surprisingly did not reflect the
court’s much-discussed 6-3 ideological split. The vote
was 8-1 with only the court’s most conservative mem-
ber, Clarence Thomas, fully dissenting, saying state is-
sues should be left to state legislatures and courts. Pre-
dictably, even a Supreme Court decision does not end
the battle over PAGA because it was decided on tech-
nical legal points rather than the broader issue.

Unions, lawyers and their political allies immedi-
ately pledged to write new legislation to get around the
Supreme Court decree. Sen. Dave Cortese, a San Jose
Democrat who chairs the state Senate’s labor commit-
tee, said the ruling “has provided a roadmap as to how
we can create for employees a new pathway to legal
standing as well as safeguard the protections that
state law puts in place for our workers.”

CalMatters is a public interest journalism venture
committed to explaining how California’s state Capitol
works and why it matters. For more stories by Dan
Walters, go to Calmatters.org/Commentary.
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Court gives
business a ‘tort
wars’ victory


