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T HE CALIFORNIA WATER COMMUNITY BOASTS AN  
increasingly diverse league of professionals leading water 
management and innovating sustainability projects, but who are the 
faces behind the work? What brought these key players to water and 

what drives them to persist in the field? There are so many stories to tell, and 
one of them is Shinehah Bigham’s — a water systems operator of the Pajaro 
Valley Water Management Agency (PV Water) in Watsonville, California.  
	 Bigham started at PV Water in 1999 as a temporary employee to create 
a database for the agency’s technical library. What happened next is not only 

a meritable insight into Bigham’s character, but also a 
demonstration of how her inclination to immerse herself 
in her work lent itself to her future success as a water 
professional. She began reading about the data she was 
cataloguing — geology, water wells, groundwater — 
and in an effort to learn more, she asked her manager 
at the time to point her in the direction of more reading 
material. He gave her a copy of Cadillac Desert, the classic 
California water book by Mark Reisner. 
	 “I had taken water for granted,” Bigham recounts. 
“I knew about the importance of conserving water in a 
drought, but I never knew the extent of how things are in 
California until that book.” 
	 After that, Bigham felt more than ever that working 
for PV Water, where the agency strives to overcome a 
state of groundwater overdraft, was a worthy mission. 
Twenty-one years of infrastructure projects, sustainability 
and conservation programs, and after holding multiple 
field positions, Bigham today serves as a water systems 
operator for the agency. Through efforts such as 
conservation awareness, technological advancements 
and public funding, PV Water is distributing recycled 
water from Watsonville along California’s Central Coast 
to lessen seawater intrusion into groundwater resources 
that results from over-pumping. Bigham is proud to be a 
part of that progress towards sustainability.
	 “We are a unique agency with a unique water 
system,” says Bigham, as PV Water serves recycled 
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water at pressure to agricultural land. An 
operator who spends almost as much time 
out of the office as in it, Bigham often finds 
herself on her service area’s farms, working 
closely with farmers who are scheduling 
their water deliveries as weather, seasons 
and crops change. She has literally seen her 
agency’s efforts come to fruition, watching a 
strawberry crop in distress due to seawater 
intrusion become healthy and vibrant when 
the farm switched to recycled water.
	 Bigham was asked about the 
challenges of being female when most 
water system operator positions are 
held by males. She replied that besides 
hearing the occasional “I’m surprised to 
see you doing that job” or “I didn’t think 
you would last” from both people in the 
community and customers, she found that 
over time she had to work hard to gain 
people’s trust and confidence that she 
was capable of doing the job. “The main 
challenges are people’s assumptions,” says 
Bigham, “but you can change minds when 
you show up and show that you can do it.” 
	 For Bigham, progress comes in the 
form of the lasting relationships she has 
developed with customers, members 

of the community and colleagues. “It 
is my reward to have built long-term 
relationships, which are some of my greatest 
resources,” says Bigham, whose job relies 
on constant communication with farmers 
in PV Water’s service area to provide ample 
water supply. Communication is especially 
important when unforeseen heat waves 
strike and farmers need more water than 
normal, have irrigation line breaks or the 
recycled water facility experiences technical 
problems (or all three in one weekend). 
Then Bigham finds herself working round-
the-clock to make sure everyone gets the 
water they need. During both the routine 
and the challenging times, Bigham could 
not take full credit for her success without 
acknowledging the constant support, 
love and encouragement of her dedicated 
partner, Elaine Johnson.
	 When she is not working, Bigham 
is an accomplished artist, who uses earth 
pigments to create visually stunning works 
of natural subjects on canvas. She forages 
her own art materials, typically on hikes. 
When asked if her job and art ever come 
together, she replies:  “In a broad sense, it 
does in that through my work, because 

almost all of the water used in our district 
is groundwater, I have a sense of the layers 
of geology that are underneath us that 
surface in different parts of the valley and 
surrounding mountains.” One of Bigham’s 
colleagues, a hydrologist, even saved her 
some blue clay, which she often uses in her 
art, retrieved 500 feet under Watsonville 
during the drilling of a monitoring well. 
	 When asked for advice on starting 
a career in the water industry, Bigham 
recommends getting your foot in the door 
and working hard. “My dad always used 
to say, ‘prove up.’ In other words, if you 
want to do something, you’ve got to do 
the work.” Bigham’s experience proves 
that immersing yourself and giving it 
your all will lead to becoming a part of 
something great. 
	 Visit pvwater.org to learn more about 
PV Water and www.Shinehah.art to view 
Bigham’s artwork. S
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