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Assessing Community Well-Being in the Sierra Nevada

Under the Disadvantaged Community and Tribal Involvement Program, and as a part of California's
Proposition 1 funding for water supply, distribution, and infrastructure, the Sierra Institute for
Community and Environment is working to promote the inclusion of underserved, underrepresented, and
low-capacity communities into Integrated Regional Water Management (IRWM) planning across the
Sierra Nevada region of California. Standard methods to identify and characterize disadvantaged
communities often fail to fully account for all of the unique burdens faced by rural mountainous
communities, such as episodic smoke from wildfires or prescribed burns, poverty and unemployment,
failing infrastructure, low organizational capacity, and more. Using a variety of socioeconomic and
community capacity indicators, we have worked to assess community well-being in these areas using
indicators that are better suited to the context of low-population and rural communities.
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COMMUNITY CAPACITY:

Public workshops were used to both
identify local communities, as well as to
subsequently assess their capacity relating
to financial, social, cultural, human, and
physical capital. The map to the left
displays the results, with low scores
correlating to lower levels of overall

community capacity.
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Mountain Counties Funding Area
Socioeconomic Scores
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Mountain Counties Funding Area
Community Well-Being
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COMMUNITY WELL-
BEING:

Finally, results from the
community capacity and
socioeconomic assessments were
combined to create an overall
score of community well-being.
Results are displayed on the map

to the left.




STANDARDIZED CALIFORNIA METRICS LEAVE OUT
RURAL MOUNTAINOUS COMMUNITIES

Standard methods used to identify disadvantaged communities often fail to fully account for burdens faced

by rural and low-population areas. For example, for the purposes of Proposition 1 funding, the Department
of Water resources defines a "disadvantaged community" as an entity with a median household income of
less than 80% of California's overall median income. This reliance on a single indicator can skew results in

low or heterogeneous population areas, excluding rural areas from funding opportunities designated for
disadvantaged communities. CalEnviroScreen is an alternative tool used by other state agencies as a means
to determine community needs, and combines public health and socioeconomic indicators with
environmental metrics. Under this tool, there are no high-scoring or disadvantaged communities in rural
mountainous areas. Lack of measures for constituent air, water, and soil pollution are treated as if there
were no pollution burden, despite the fact that lower-capacity areas often lack the ability to collect this data.
This, among other deficiencies, is another example of failures to account for rural mountainous areas in
standard methods of community needs assessments.
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income) under one scale.
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Mountain Counties Funding Area
CalEnviroScreen 3.0

Pollution Burden Percentile
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CONCLUSION

Overall, for a variety of reasons, current methodologies used to identify and
assess community needs often fail to fully account for unique burdens faced
by rural, low-population, and low-capacity communities, such as those in the
Sierra Nevada. Through our efforts to comprehensively assess community
well-being, the Sierra Institute is helping to more accurately represent
conditions in rural California, while bringing attention to the challenges

faced by these communities
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