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Abstract 
 
This thesis aims to increase our understanding of how the drought and water 
shortages between 2013-2017 were framed locally in Los Angeles City. The 
main focus is the mandatory water conservation policy put forth by Los Angeles 
City in 2016. The method being used is a frame analysis with three guiding 
questions as an analytical framework. Those three questions are;  

- if the definition of water and users of water is the same as in Ostrom’s 
research on common pool resources  

- if climate change is part of the discourse in policy and  
- what frames are being used to persuade citizens to comply with policy on 

water conservation.  
 
This study shows that Los Angeles City does not share the definitions of water 
and users of water with Ostrom, climate change is not mentioned in the policy 
on Emergency Water Conservation and penalties and the police force is used to 
get citizens to comply with water conservation policy. However, mandatory 
restrictions on water use are needed, according to the Mayor of Los Angeles 
City, in order to avoid a public disaster or calamity.  
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1 Introduction 
 
All over the world states, cities and communities see the effects of anthropogenic climate 
change. Many cities understand the need to act and have shaped their own action plans on 
climate change mitigation and adaptation in order to keep their cities safe and attractive. 
Researchers and politicians agree that cities’ actions are crucial to the success of dealing with 
climate change on a global level. Bulkeley (2013) explains:  
 

“it is increasingly recognized that cities are not merely a backdrop against which these global 
processes unfold, but are central to the ways in which the vulnerabilities and risks of climate 
change are produced, and to the possibilities and challenges of responding to these issues.” (4) 
 

Some of the risks a city may face, as effects of climate change, are extreme events such as 
heat waves and droughts. (Bulkeley 2013, 21) Mitigating green house gas emissions is of 
crucial importance, but cities need to find ways to adapt to these issues in order to be a place 
where people want to live and visit. As cities are growing, there will be a higher number of 
people demanding resources such as water. Climate change may impose challenges at 
variable levels for a city’s ability to provide resources, and further exacerbate already existing 
vulnerabilities. In case of drought, water conservation will become important. A city may 
need to shape regulations on water use, and shape policy in accordance with the resources at 
hand. Elinor Ostrom, winner of the Nobel Prize, defined water as a common pool resource. 
(Ostrom 1999, 497) Ostrom’s theory on how to sustainably use a common pool resource has, 
in some parts of the world, been implemented in policy. States, cities and governments are 
able to hire consultants belonging to independent organizations to help shape policy in 
accordance with Ostrom’s research and definition of common pool resources. (e.g. P2P 
Foundation: Commons Transition) How to sustainably use a resource, when resources are 
stressed, will become even more important due to climate change events.  
 
Some cities and states already see the effects of climate change and have to deal with limited 
resources. In January 2014, the Governor of California Jerry Brown declared a state of 
emergency concerning the drought in California as well as ordered the first-ever mandatory 
reductions in water use. (Hiltzik 2016, Nagourney 2015a) Residents of California responded 
and proclaimed: “We must no longer take water for granted”. (Storey 2015) The New York 
Times even went as far as envisaging the end of California. (Egan 2015) Not only did the 
drought affect residents of California, but also farmers and businesses. California is the “most 
productive agriculture state” in the United States. Therefore, the drought did not only affect 
those living in California but the whole country. (Nagourney 2015b) Additionally, the issue 
was news all over the world. (see Torén Björling 2015, Allen 2014) Due to the rainfall in 
2017, Governor Brown lifted the drought emergency declaration and water conservation 
orders for cities and towns. Even though the drought emergency declaration was lifted, 
Governor Brown stated: “Conservation must remain a way of life”. (Boxall 2017)  
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A city in Southern California, where a water conservation ordinance still is in effect, is Los 
Angeles City1. In Los Angeles City, the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power 
(LADWP) provide water, and the Mayor of LA City appoints the board of LADWP. The LA 
Times Editorial Board defined drought as a new normal in Los Angeles City, and a system of 
drought shaming among citizens forming:  

 
“Drought-shaming describes a system in which neighbors become snitches and government 
workers become water cops. It's a culture of resentment, envy and suspicion, of demands for 
prosecution and penalties, in which residents with brown yards seethe over the lush green lawns 
down the street, or even over stories of unseen lawns, like the one belonging to that guy (or 
family, or company, or whatever) in Bel Air who uses as much water as 90 houses” (LA Times 
Editorial Board, 2016) 

  
Since the Mayor appoints the board of LADWP and shapes policy on water use, water 
conservation is a highly political issue. Water is supposed to be provided by the LADWP. 
However, due to the drought, LADWP needed to restrict water use by punishing water 
wasters with fines that could be as high as 40,000 US dollars. (Emergency Water 
Conservation Plan, 2016) The Mayor of LA City launched a campaign called Save the Drop 
that pleaded to all citizens to restrict water use, with statements like: “Water isn’t angry about 
your 20-minute shower. Just disappointed.” (Stevens 2015) Due to how dependent Los 
Angeles City is on imported water, water shortages could force people and businesses to 
move, which would have great effects on the City’s economy and status of being a place that 
people want to live and visit.  
  
The problem of drought and water shortage, and the political pressure it puts on the 
government of Los Angeles City when shaping policy, calls for further studies.  
 

1.1 Aim and Research Question 
 
The aim of this thesis is to increase our understanding of how the drought and water shortages 
in Los Angeles City were framed locally, focusing on policy. Since LA is striving to be a 
leading city on smart water policy and water conservation, to what extent is climate change a 
part of the local discourse in the case of drought? What ways are being used to persuade 
citizens to follow the water conservation ordinance? Depending on what values are at risk, the 
action taken by the government will vary, and to what extent its citizens will comply. Since 
this is an issue that regards not only government, but also all citizens, the framing of the issue 
could affect what citizens are willing to do on their part. Studying if these two matches is 
important as well. The research question in focus is: 
 

How has the drought in Los Angeles City been framed in policy? 
 

                                                
1The use of Los Angeles City is to emphasize that it is not the same as Los Angeles County, 
this will be further elaborated on page 12. 
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In this thesis, the drought will be defined as a water shortage issue and the pressure it puts on 
already limited water sources. To help answer the research question, these three main areas of 
investigation will guide the thesis:  

- Ostrom (1999) defined water as a common pool resource and the users of the resource 
as appropriators. In what way are water and users of water defined and framed in Los 
Angeles City’s policy? Can we find Ostrom’s definition in LA City’s policy? 

- Hurlbert and Gupta (2016) showed that there is a significant framing disconnect 
between climate change effects, such as drought, and government policy. Is climate 
change a part of the discourse when it comes to LA City’s water conservation policy? 
Is drought defined as a temporary issue or a permanent problem? 

- What frames are being used in LA City’s policy to persuade citizens to act and comply 
with policy on water conservation?  

 

1.2 Disposition of the Thesis 
 
This thesis will start with outlining previous research on cities and climate change. Following 
will be the theoretical framework where three main areas are presented: Elinor Ostrom on 
common pool resources and common’s dilemma, Hurlbert and Gupta on policy responding to 
drought and climate change as well as policy framing. Method follows theoretical framework, 
and the case of Los Angeles City is further presented. The answers to the qualitative text 
analysis is then presented in the fourth section, followed by the conclusion.  
 

1.3 Previous Research 
  
Previous research on cities and climate change show that scholars agree on the fact that there 
has been “a shift from the national to the local level as the central site for climate 
governance”. (Bulkeley 2013, 7) It is also true that “much of the environmental consciousness 
that we globally have is a result of the visible impacts of industrialization on water, air, and 
land”. (Lee & Koski 2014, 476) In bigger cities these problems are enhanced, compared to 
smaller rural villages. By 2030, 59 per cent of the world’s population is expected to live in 
cities and in developed countries that number will be close to 81 per cent. (UN-HABITAT 
2011) In addition, the fact that climate change is not “a global issue in the sense that it occurs 
in the same way across the world” demands for different action depending on a city or 
country’s location. This will also vary within a state or city, and add even more complexity on 
how to deal with the issue of climate change. (Bulkeley 2013, 7) Since there has been 
gridlock at the international level and still is, cities have been “placed in a unique position to 
address the very environmental harms for which they are responsible”. (Lee & Koski 2014, 
477) One of the reasons of the difficulties at the global level depends on:  
 

“These ways in which climate change is closely intertwined with political economic structures 
and our daily lives is one of the reasons why it has proven so difficult an issue to address 
internationally.” (Bulkeley 2013, 7)  
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In this sense, cities are closer to citizens and may therefore find it easier to implement 
policies.  
 
Since climate change will affect both private and public entities, cooperation between these 
two on the subject has become a “key feature of local climate change policy”. (Betsill & 
Bulkeley 2007, 450) Cities are often places where new technology is tested as well as centers 
for innovation. Cities are also a place where civil society, public policy and private actors are 
present. (Bulkeley 2013, 9) Therefore, a solution to the climate change problem may be found 
in the cities. This was declared in Copenhagen during the Climate Summit 2009 when the 
Mayors of the world declared: “the future of the globe will be won or lost in the cities of the 
world”. (Bulkeley 2013, 7) However, in cities one will also find struggles with economical 
equity and other vulnerabilities that are present even today. Therefore, “Understanding the 
impact that climate change will have in cities, therefore, means understanding how it will add 
to, or relieve, existing vulnerability.” (Bulkeley 2013, 18) In addition, “vulnerability is also 
created historically and through the underlying political, economic and social dynamics of 
cities.” (Bulkeley 2013, 32) Hence, the cities will be a place where climate change could 
further exacerbate already existing problems.  
 
Climate change may impose challenges in regard to a city providing water, food and 
electricity for its citizens. NASA warns that the key environmental challenges of the century 
will be water shortages. (Harvey 2018) Therefore, climate change does not only impose 
challenges on a national level but will impose challenges to a larger extent at the local level. 
This regards all cities, although at various levels. (Lee and Koski 2014, 477) In a country as 
diverse as the United States it will be impossible at a national level to make sure all areas 
have what they need. Actions regarding climate change mitigation and adaptation will have to 
be further decentralized in order to function effectively and maintain legitimacy. Ljungkvist 
further elaborated this as: 
 

“we have seen a process in which climate change has become re-defined from primarily a 
national and global policy problem to also become represented as a deeply local issue and in 
particular as an urban policy problem.” (Ljungkvist 2014, 47) 

 
Urban policy must therefore deal with the issues of climate change and make sure the city is 
prepared for the risks that come with climate change. Those risks include rising sea levels and 
pollution, but also a risk of providing basic needs such as water, food and electricity for the 
inhabitants of that city. In previous research focus has been on cities shaping action plans to 
deal with climate change. However, there is a gap in looking closely at the framing of climate 
change in policy regarding the resources that are at risk with climate change effects. This 
thesis will submit an empirical study of Los Angeles City’s water conservation policy.  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Common Pool Resources and Commons’ Dilemmas 
 
In 1968 Hardin wrote “The Tragedy of the Commons” in which he stated: “Ruin is the 
destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest in a society that 
believes in the freedom of the commons. Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all.” (Hardin 
1968, 1244) Hardin discussed overpopulation and the fact that we live in a world that is finite. 
(Hardin 1968, 1243) In other words natural resources are finite and overpopulation and 
overuse of these resources will lead to ruin. Nobel Prize Winner Elinor Ostrom described that 
“a large, heterogeneous group with no communication and no information about 
trustworthiness who jointly use a common-pool resource – individuals will tend to pursue 
short-term material benefits and potentially destroy the resource”. (Ostrom 2010a, 163) 
Hence, social arrangements are needed to create mutual coercion in order to share the 
commons responsibly. Scholars debate over how to establish such social arrangements, and 
Ostrom conducted a wide amount of research regarding commons and shaping working 
arrangements and rules concerning a resource. Ostrom’s definition of a common pool 
resource is:  
 

“A common-pool resource, such as a lake or ocean, an irrigation system, a fishing ground, a 
forest, or the atmosphere, is a natural or man-made resource from which it is difficult to exclude 
or limit users once the resource is provided, and one person’s consumption of resource units 
makes those units unavailable to others.” (Ostrom 1999, 497)  

 
A common-pool resource is in contrast with public goods where: “public goods are both 
nonexcludable (impossible to keep those who have not paid for a good from consuming it) 
and nonrivalrous (whatever individual A consumes does not limit the consumption by 
others)”. (Ostrom 2010c, 642) Ostrom designed a square that further shows the distinctions 
and definitions of common pool resources and public goods:  
 

 
Figure 1, Research Gate 

 
Figure number one describes the distinctions between public goods, common pool resources, 
toll or club goods as well as private goods. This shows that common pool resources have a 
high subtractability and difficult exclusion, whereas public goods have a low subtractability 
and difficult exclusion.  



	 6	

 
Ostrom went on to challenge Hardin’s and other scholars’ assumption that external authorities 
were critical for long-term benefits of a common pool resource, as well as the idea that 
government officials always seek general public interest in order to form ideal policies. 
(Ostrom 1999, 496) Ostrom proposed polycentric governance systems with no single 
controller, which in practice would be complex adaptive systems that challenge fundamental 
views of organization. Ostrom questioned the more common design of top-down leadership 
finding the most appropriate rules when it comes to sustainably using a common pool 
resource. (Ostrom 1999, 497) Instead, Ostrom stated that “interacting individuals who are 
known to use retribution against those who are not trustworthy, one is better off by keeping 
one’s commitments” when dealing with a collective action problem. (Ostrom 2010a, 161) 
This could be shame or social exclusion in case a resource is used in an unsustainable way.  
 
Ostrom’s research showed that a CPR can be used more wisely when neither state nor market 
is involved in setting up rules and institutions for a CPR. (Ostrom 1994) Ostrom studied 
California water industry performance, where water resources were organized at multiple 
scales with multiple government units without a clear hierarchy, and concluded that it worked 
and did not end with chaos. (Ostrom 2010b, 6) Ostrom also studied how Los Angeles City 
and 11 other cities were able to create a system where water issues were solved and managed 
in a polycentric system. (Ostrom 2010b) Ostrom described: 
 

“When they have arenas in which they can engage with one another, can learn to trust one 
another, can draw on sources of reliable data, can ensure monitoring of their decisions, can 
create new instrumentalities, and can adapt over time, they are frequently, though by no means 
always, able to extract themselves from these challenging dilemmas.” (Ostrom 2010b, 6) 

 
However, San Bernardino County, which is located in Southern California as well, could not 
find ways to solve water rights issues and overdraft conditions were reported as early as in the 
1950s. (Ostrom 1990, 147)  
 
Today, states and cities are able to hire consultants that help implement a commons-oriented 
policy design. The policy design stems from Ostrom’s research on common pool resources, 
and the idea that individuals can set up their own institutions on a CPR without intrusion of 
neither market nor state. (P2P Foundation) Ostrom’s research has advanced from theory into 
implementation in government policies on common pool resources. Ostrom commented on 
climate change as well, and emphasized a polycentric approach and collective action when 
dealing with climate change “where simply recommending a single governance unit to solve 
global collective-action problems – because of global impacts – needs to be seriously 
rethought”. (Ostrom 2010d, 552) Ostrom stressed the importance of information:  
 

“What we have learned from extensive research is that when individuals are well informed about 
the problem they face and about who else is involved, and can build settings where trust and 
reciprocity can emerge, grow, and be sustained over time, costly and positive actions are 
frequently taken without waiting for an external authority to impose rules, monitor compliance, 
and assess penalties.” (Ostrom 2010d, 555) 
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This goes in line with Ostrom’s theory on how to manage a commons’ dilemma, stating that 
neither top-down politics nor market intrusion in sustainable use of a CPR is always the best 
solution. Appropriators are often able to make good decisions on how to use a resource if they 
are informed on how to sustainably use a resource. This thesis will focus on whether Ostrom’s 
definition of a common-pool resource can be found in Los Angeles City’s water conservation 
policy. Ostrom stated that Los Angeles City was part of a polycentric system in terms of 
water use. Hence, studying if her theory on common pool resources and commons’ dilemmas 
can be found in the case of Los Angeles City water conservation policy is of value.   
 

2.2 Policy Response to Climate Change Effects 
 
Climate change may further impose challenges to sustain a common pool resource. As 
previous research showed, these challenges may be more visible in cities where many people 
live and are dependent on common pool resources such as water and electricity. Hence, cities 
need to find ways to adapt to the challenges of climate change and what may lead to further 
stress on already existing vulnerabilities of water supplies, for example. Hurlbert and Gupta’s 
research hypothesized that government policy’s response to effects of climate change in form 
of droughts and floods was fragmented. Their research focuses on policy response to climate 
change, and is based on the framing of risk and uncertainty in policy. (Hurlbert and Gupta 
2016) Risk is defined as a weak constructionist approach by Hurlbert and Gupta, which 
means that risk is both scientifically calculable and socially constructed. (Hurlbert and Gupta 
2016, 340) Hurlbert and Gupta explain:  
 

“A cognized risk becomes a policy problem when a current situation is assessed as requiring a 
more desirable future by actors determining the policy agenda. How a policy problem is 
structured and framed, and the resulting form and content of a policy, illustrates how 
policymakers and the public construct meaning around a problem.” (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 
342) 

 
Borah puts forth a similar view of framing, where framing “could have significant 
connotations as frames highlight some aspects of reality while excluding other elements, 
which might lead individuals to interpret issues differently.” (Borah 2011, 248) Hence, how a 
problem is framed by government in policy in many ways define a problem as well as the 
government’s solution. Two of the cases in Hurlbert and Gupta’s research were Coquimbo 
and Mendoza, where “four years of drought and consecutive declarations of emergency 
converted the ‘hazard’ nature of drought into a common, normalized state, and not an 
emergency”. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 351) Drought was turned into a reality, and not only a 
risk. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 352) In all cases Hurlbert and Gupta looked at they found a 
strong environmental civil society that was engaged in climate change issues; however, this 
had not been turned into government response in the form of policy. (Hurlbert and Gupta 
2016, 351) Their research also showed that ”water policies had a significant impact on the 
effectiveness of policies responding to drought and flood”. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 350) 
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This shows that shaping and framing policy matters to the outcome and response to policy as 
well. 
 
Since climate change may intensify some environmental risks that governments are already 
facing, governments need to find adaptive ways to deal with these risks. Hurlbert and Gupta’s 
research focused on the risks of drought and flood, and found that water policies that 
responded to drought did not mention climate change. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 350) The 
results of Hurlbert and Gupta’s research showed that all “case studies displayed a significant 
framing disconnect between climate adaptation policies and those responding to drought and 
flood” where risk was defined too narrowly. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 351) If events of 
drought and flood increase in frequency, traditional methods of calculating risks will be 
problematical. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 351) This is how I learned that problems of 
“climate change, drought, and flood can be better responded to by considering the policy 
framing, risk, and interlinkages between these policy problems.” (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 
352) Hurlbert and Gupta go on to analyze adaptive governance in regard to policy. However, 
this thesis will focus on their findings on whether climate change is part of the policy framing. 
This thesis will analyze if climate change is framed in Los Angeles City’s water conservation 
policy, or if climate change is left out of the policy. This thesis will also investigate whether 
the drought is a temporary or permanent problem in LA City’s policy on water, as was the 
case in Hurlbert and Gupta’s research on Mendoza and Coquimbo. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016, 
351) 
 

2.3 Policy Framing 
 
Policy framing focuses on the idea that individuals are able to transform their realities, and the 
way they look at a certain problem. (Zito 2011, 1924) In policy framing the focus is on 
change and the constant change of policy reality. (Zito 2011, 1923) Framing has been used in 
psychology and psychiatry, concentrating on “how actors may ‘key’ on different core 
elements at different times”. (Zito 2011, 1924) This in turn shapes policy. Zito explains: "The 
policy framing process involves policy actors (a) confronting a situation where the 
understanding is problematic and uncertain, (b) creating an understanding or story that helps 
analyze and make sense of the situation, and (c) then acting (and persuading others to act) on 
it." (Zito 2011, 1923) Those who shape policy have the power to define a problem as well as 
decide what measures to take to persuade people to act and comply with policy. This is the 
case with social movement framing as well, where actors define a situation in order to 
mobilize collective action. (Zito 2011, 1924) Frame analysis is often used when there is an 
uncertainty around the effects and measures needed regarding an issue. This has been the case 
with studies of environmental policy, where there can be contested understandings of climate 
change and the effects of climate change as well as uncertainty regarding the effects of 
climate change. (Zito 2011, 1924) This thesis aims to study the framing of Los Angeles City’s 
water conservation policy, and what measures are being used to persuade others (citizens) to 
act on the policy.  



	 9	

3 Methodology 

3.1 Case selection: Los Angeles City 
 
Since Los Angeles City is already struggling with climate change effects, particularly when it 
comes to water shortage and pollution, it is worthy of note to look at what Los Angeles is 
doing to manage those issues. Water shortages has become an issue that everyone is aware of 
in Los Angeles. This is due to the media coverage locally and internationally, as well as the 
local impact of regulations on water usage and higher water prices. One could claim that in 
Los Angeles City, climate change has already begun to affect the everyday life of its’ citizens. 
In this light, it is of importance to look at how Los Angeles City shapes policy on water, and 
policy responding to drought and the need for water conservation. Early on, Los Angeles City 
strived to be a leader on battling a changing climate and saw the need to do that locally. This 
will be further elaborated in the analysis. In addition, the Mayor of Los Angeles City states: 
“Our creativity entertains and inspires the world”. (pLAn 2015, 4) This shows that LA City 
has high aspirations in both battling climate change and being a leader on how to do it. 
Therefore, it is of importance to look at how this is framed in water conservation policy.  
Furthermore, the theoretical framework chosen to be the foundation of this thesis guides the 
choice. According to Elinor Ostrom, Los Angeles City was part of a polycentric system that 
worked. Ostrom studied water in LA City and 11 other cities and claimed that the polycentric 
system worked in LA City. (Ostrom 2010b) According to Hurlbert and Gupta’s hypothesis 
there was a framing disconnect between climate change and policy responding to drought 
which in turned stymied adaptation in the cases they looked at. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016) 
 
However, since Los Angeles City is striving to be leading on water conservation policy and 
smart water policy, we should be able to see the framing of climate change in LA City’s water 
conservation policy. (pLAn 2019, 44) In addition, since there is a clear framing of climate 
change as a local issue, one could assume that should be framed in policy on water 
conservation as well. Last but not least, there has been a strong civil society movement 
engaged in the issues of climate change from the start in LA City. This shows that there has 
not only been a clear framing of climate change as an issue for the government to deal with 
but also framed as a local issue amongst the people of Los Angeles City. All these reasons 
add to why LA City is an important case to look at when it comes to the issues of climate 
change, drought and how it adds to shaping policy. Even though this is an empirical one case 
study, this thesis has ambition to strive for external validity as well. If, as NASA warns, water 
is to become the worst crisis of the century then constructing policy on water conservation 
will become of great importance in the future. Due to the time frame of this thesis an in-depth 
study of one case was manageable. However, a comparison with other cases of water 
conservation policy could be the next step. Since Los Angeles City is striving to be a leader 
on smart water policy and water conservation, this case study could be of importance to other 
cities dealing with the issue of water shortage. 
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3.2 Method 
 
When carrying out a frame analysis one needs to be aware of the obstacles at hand, and at all 
times think through the concept of transparency and one’s own biases. (Esaiasson et al 2017, 
213) The researcher brings her own frames, that will shape how she perceives and analyzes 
the facts. (Zito 2011, 1927) As a researcher one needs to be aware of this when carrying out a 
frame analysis, and be open to other interpretations and give thought to other possible 
explanations. (Teorell and Svensson 2013, 101) Esaiasson et al states that the researcher 
always brings his or her own bias to all research and not only when it comes to frame 
analysis. (Esaiasson et al 2017, 228) In this thesis, I have strived for transparency and 
reliability by using first-hand sources, thinking through alternative explanations and clearly 
defining the concepts being used. 
 
3.2.1 Analytical Framework 
 
The theoretical framework and three questions make up the analytical framework and help 
reassure reliability and validity. The first thing to consider is summoned by Zito: “core of 
understanding in any given frame involves deconstructing key elements from the policy 
rhetoric and actual policy documents and instruments as well as accounts of individual 
players”. (Zito 2011, 1924) In this thesis, policy documents and statements from the Mayor of 
Los Angeles City on drought and water conservation will be the core of the qualitative text 
analysis. Esaiasson et al stress the fact that it is important to construct operational indicators 
stemming from the theoretical framework. (Esaisasson et al 2017, 22) The main purpose and 
theoretical framework set the map for the research. A frame analysis puts a higher demand on 
the researcher that the questions being asked to the text are constructed from the main purpose 
of the thesis as well as the theoretical framework and make up the analytical framework. The 
main purpose of this thesis has been specified into three main questions based on the 
theoretical framework. The main purpose is to analyze how the drought has been framed in 
policy in Los Angeles City, and the three specifying questions are: 

- if the definition of water matches the one made by Ostrom, 
- if climate change is framed in policy and, 
- how the people of Los Angeles City are being persuaded to comply with policy.  

The first two of these questions have a predefined answer of yes or no, using a more 
deductive approach. However, the last question is more open and uses a more inductive 
approach, even though it is based on the theoretical framework of policy framing. (Esaiasson 
et al 2017, 223) Either one of these questions could have been the sole question that would 
guide the thesis. However, from my standpoint these three questions complement each other 
and make up for a more solid ground of theoretical framework stemming from previous 
research. These three questions deal with the concept of defining water and puts it in a context 
of climate change effects, as well as how to get citizens to comply with policy on water 
conservation. Consequently, the theoretical framework and these three questions highlight 
many aspects of one problem and increase our understanding on how the drought between 
2013-2017 was framed in policy in Los Angeles City.   
 



	 11	

In a qualitative text analysis, some passages in the text are more important than others and in 
this thesis focus has been on answering the three questions mentioned. This is in line with the 
method suggested by Esaiasson et al on how to conduct a frame analysis. (Esaiasson et al 
2017, 219) To reassure reliability, if another researcher did the research and asked the three 
same questions to the material presented, the researcher would be able to find the same 
answers. In a qualitative text analysis and frame analysis the purpose is to define what ideas 
are present in a certain context, thus the main focus is not whether those ideas are true or 
better than other ideas. (Esaiasson et al 2017, 212) Validity stems from clearly defining the 
concepts and all the time making sure that these go in line with the main purpose. The 
theoretical and analytical framework in this thesis has been carefully considered.    
 
 
3.2.2 Material 
 
To be aware of one’s own biases and always think critically about the material, the sources 
being used and the conclusions being drawn in a critical view is of importance for all 
research. (Esaiasson et al 2017, 287) When conducting research, one needs to always consider 
the material and be able to think through the sources being used and to critically analyze each 
and every one of the sources. In this thesis, the use of first-hand sources has been important. 
The use of first-hand sources permeates the whole thesis, from theoretical framework to 
analysis. The material used in the analysis is first and foremost the Emergency Water 
Conservation Plan (Ordinance no. 184250) put forth by the Mayor of Los Angeles City in 
April 2016. In addition, the Climate Change Action pLAn is considered as well as 
information on water and drought by Los Angeles Department of Water and Power 
(LADWP). The material considered comes from the mayoral office of Los Angeles City and 
the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power.  

4 Analysis 
 
The analysis will be structured into four sections. First, an introduction of the case of Los 
Angeles City: the drought, LA City’s work on climate change and Los Angeles City’s water 
conservation policy. The remaining section will focus on answering the questions guiding the 
thesis: definition of water and users, if climate change is part of the discourse, and how the 
water conservation policy persuades citizens to act on the policy.  

4.1 Introducing the Case of Los Angeles City 
 
4.1.1 Los Angeles City 
 
Los Angeles City is situated in Los Angeles County in Southern California. Los Angeles 
County is spread over a vast area of land, ranging all the way from Palmdale to Long Beach. 
Los Angeles City and mayoral district is intertwined with many other small cities, for 
example Beverly Hills, West Hollywood and Santa Monica. This map gives us a better 
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understanding of the vast area and cities intertwined with LA City. Throughout this thesis, LA 
City is in the area in color on the map. Figure number two shows what is LA City and what is 
not.   
 

  
Figure 2, Bureau Map, LAFD 

 
Water and power are provided by Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (from here on 
LADWP). LADWP does not rely on tax funds, but is solely funded by the sale of water and 
electricity. (Who we are, LADWP) The cost of water increased in April 2016, due to higher 
costs providing water as well as encouraging water conservation. (Schedule A – Residential, 
LADWP) Policy is established by a five-member Board of Water and Power Commissioners, 
which is appointed by the Mayor for five-year terms. (Who we are, LADWP) The Board of 
Commissioners meet twice a month, and welcome public engagement. The agenda of the 
meeting is published, and anyone can leave comments and questions that the Board will 
discuss. In addition, the meetings are broadcasted to give the public a chance to take part in 
the meetings. (Board of Commissioners, Meeting and Agenda Archive, LADWP) Mayor of 
Los Angeles City is Eric Garcetti. He was elected mayor in 2013, and re-elected in 2017. 
(Office of Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti) 
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4.1.2 The Los Angeles Drought 
 
One of the most severe droughts California has ever faced occurred between 2013-2017. 
(Drought Information, LADWP) In 2014, the Mayor of Los Angeles City ordered an 
emergency drought response, due to the fact that the drought pushed the City’s imported 
water over 80% of the City’s water consumption. The Mayor addressed that imported water is 
both costly and at risk because of global warming. Immediate action was required to reduce 
water consumption, both by General Funds Departments, Proprietary Departments and 
residents. The Mayor formed a Water Cabinet, which would identify goals and monitor 
implementation of the executive order. Mayor Eric Garcetti proclaimed that “the City will 
continue its work to conserve water and address climate change through the pending citywide 
sustainability plan”. (Executive Directive No 5) During the drought a campaign was launched, 
partially funded by the Mayor, that was called Save the Drop. Save the Drop highlighted 
water conservation, and there were contests for citizens where the winner was the one who 
could save most water. Residents are also able to see the amount of water they use through a 
questionnaire on the website, and receive information on how to save water. (Save the Drop, 
Mayor’s Fund LA) 
 
4.1.3 Los Angeles City and Climate Change 
 
The first Mayor to address climate change in Los Angeles City was Mayor Villaraigosa, when 
he issued a Green Plan during his campaign in 2005. Villaraigosa and his office stated that: 
“climate change is not just a global and future problem, but a high-risk one for Los Angeles”. 
(Schroeder 2011, 6) And by that statement climate change was framed as a local and real 
issue in Los Angeles City. In 2007 this plan was further elaborated and the mayor’s office 
presented: “Green LA: An Action Plan to Lead the Nation Fighting Global Warming” and 
stated a goal in making Los Angeles City the “greenest ‘Big City’ in America”. (Schroeder 
2011, 7) In addition, “Given the city’s multicultural makeup, it sees itself as a potential model 
for cities around the world”. (Schroeder 2011, 12) Villaraigosa was the first Mayor to deal 
with the issue of climate change. However, a deep community engagement had been shaped 
years before Villaraigosa was elected Mayor. It started as an environmentalist movement at 
first, where considerations of pollution were key in discussions at an early stage. (Brodkin 
2009) Bulkeley and Schroeder show that non-governmental organizations are central in 
dealing with climate change in LA City, where the need for “deep community education and 
engagement” is crucial. (Bulkeley and Schroeder 2011, 760-761) This shows that dealing with 
a changing environment started with community involvement.  

 
Following Villaraigosa was Mayor Eric Garcetti, who in 2015 introduced the Sustainable City 
pLAn, that explicitly states, “We are facing a global climate emergency that must be solved 
with changes right here at home so that we leave behind a safe world for future generations”. 
(Office of Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti) The Sustainable City pLAn vision is “securing 
clean air and water and a stable climate, improving community resilience, expanding access 
to healthy food and open space, and promoting justice for all”. (Green New Deal pLAn 2019, 
Background) The Mayor introduces the first pLAn as follows: “It is important to emphasize 
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that the pLAn is not just an environmental vision — by addressing the environment, 
economy, and equity together, we will move toward a truly sustainable future”. (pLAn 2015, 
4) This shows that equity is one of the goals connected to a changing climate. Even though 
the United States federal government pulled out of the Paris Climate Agreement, Garcetti 
adopted the Paris Climate Agreement and rallied 400 other mayors to follow suit. (Office of 
Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti) In 2019, a new Sustainable City pLAn was introduced with 
even more aggressive goals to meet “the magnitude of this crisis”. (pLAn 2019, 6) A Los 
Angeles Climate Emergency Commission has been established to better prepare for climate 
emergencies and plan for the future with inputs from neighborhoods most affected, scientists’ 
expertise and long-term action recommendation. (pLAn 2019, 6) Introducing the New Green 
Deal pLAn, the Mayor puts it like this:  

“The United Nations has warned us of the dangers of inaction or incrementalism. But we don’t 
need a report to confirm what’s right in front of us. The rising temperatures. The pollution we 
inhale, the flames on our hillsides, the floods on our streets. This crisis is real. This moment 
demands immediate solutions. This is the fight of our lives.” (pLAn 2019, 6) 

This shows that climate change imposes a real threat and risk to the City’s livability. Access 
to water is part of the pLAn: “Whether historic droughts or record-breaking storms, our city 
has taken on a new, more extreme and less predictable normal by becoming a leader in water 
conservation and smart water policy”. (pLAn 2019, 45) Water conservation must be seen as a 
way of life. (pLAn 2019, 45) Goals of sourcing 70% of water locally and higher levels of 
water conservation are set out in the pLAn 2019. Water policy is part of the local discourse of 
combating a changing climate. In the next part of this thesis, we will take a closer look at Los 
Angeles City’s water conservation policy. Hence, climate change keeps being framed as a 
highly local and political issue in LA City.  
 

4.1.4 Los Angeles City’s Water Conservation Policy 
 
Water conservation incentives began as early as in the 1970s for the people of Los Angeles 
City. In 2009 an enforcement team was created called Drought Busters. In 2014, LA City 
expanded the Education and Outreach Program, added turf replacement rebates and rebates 
for rain barrels and cisterns. (LADWP’s Water Conservation Study 2017, 4) The Education 
and Outreach combined teaching water conservation in schools with media coverage and 
advertising campaigns. (LADWP’s Water Conservation Study 2017, 5) In March 2016, a new 
water rate system was put in place with higher rates every year until 2019. (Ordinance No. 
184130) In April of 2016 a new ordinance was issued, which was called the Emergency 
Water Conservation Plan and a new policy on water conservation. The policy declares that 
this is “because of the conditions prevailing in the City of Los Angeles, the state or elsewhere 
from which the City obtains its water supplies”. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1) The policy states 
that in the interest of the general welfare, “water resources available to the City be put to 
maximum beneficial use” and waste, unreasonable use or unreasonable method of use is 
prevented. This is explained to be the “in the interests of the people of the City and for public 
welfare”. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1) The purpose of this declaration was mandatory water 
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conservation and it aimed to “minimize the effect of a shortage of water to the Customers of 
the City”, to reduce hardship of the City and general public. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1) 
Mandatory water conservation follows, “voluntary conservation efforts having proved to 
insufficient”. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1) The policy was immediately implemented by 
officers, boards, departments, bureaus and agencies. (Ordinance No. 184250, 4) Los Angeles 
Department of Water and Power (LADWP) was set to monthly monitor and evaluate supply 
and demand for water and report to the Mayor the recommended extent of conservation. 
(Ordinance No. 184250, 4) A Water Conservation Response Unit was developed as early as 
2014 and all living in Los Angeles City are encouraged to report water waste to the Unit. 
(Report Water Waste, LADWP) The order of conservation is then to be made public in a 
newspaper once and effective immediately with that publication. (Ordinance No. 184250, 5)  
 
The policy provides six phases of water conservation. The first phase concerns rules for hotels 
and restaurants, how to wash a car, when to irrigate, how to use cooling systems and so forth. 
Phases 2-6 concern landscape irrigation allowed, filling of residential swimming pools or spas 
and golf courses only applying water to sensitive areas. The phase now in effect, according to 
Los Angeles Department of Water and Power Drought Information, is phase II. Phase II calls 
for non-watering days for customers depending on street number. However, sports fields may 
deviate from non-watering days to maintain play areas. When phase II is in effect, phase I is 
in effect as well regulating how restaurants may serve drinking water. In the Emergency 
Water Conservation Plan users of water provided by LADWP are defined as customers. 
(Ordinance No. 184250, 1) If a customer uses an unreasonable amount of water provided by 
LADWP, the customer may be subject to a Water Use Analysis by LADWP, where water 
consumption history, land use data and aerial photographs help analyze the reasonableness of 
their use of water. LADWP should be granted access to the property and full cooperation by 
the customer is expected. LADWP will then issue a Customer Conservation Plan. If water 
usage is deemed to be unreasonable, this will be seen as a threat to public health, safety and 
welfare. (Ordinance No. 184250, 11-12)  
 
Unreasonable use of water and not complying with policy is unlawful according to policy, 
and a water flow-restricting device may be installed by LADWP to hinder unreasonable use 
of water provided by LADWP. (Ordinance No. 184250, 13) Depending on the phase of water 
conservation, fines will vary. If phase V is in effect penalties of over-using water could be as 
high as 40,000 US dollars. However, penalties during phase II, which is in effect now, could 
get as high as 4,000 US dollars and will be included on the customer’s bill. In addition, 
depending on the number of consecutive months with violation, fines will get higher. A 
customer is able to overuse water resources for up to 2 years if they pay the fines. However, 
during phase 6 if violation occurs board authority to terminate use comes in effect from the 
first month of violation. (Ordinance No. 184250, 14) If a customer keeps using water 
unreasonably, a flow-restrictor will be installed at first followed by termination of water 
services, if water keeps being used unreasonably. The policy states that LADWP has the right 
to discontinue service, but the customer has a right to hearing and appeal. (Ordinance No. 
184250, 14) Some exceptions are stated in policy, and apply to hillside burn areas or washing 
off pesticides. There may be variances as to what is reasonable to a customer, and physical 
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disabilities may be reason for using more water. (Ordinance No. 184250, 11) Phase 
termination could come in effect, if groundwater supplies be deemed 110 percent of normal 
and the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California supplies exceed 100 percent of 
projected demand. (Ordinance No. 184250, 5) This has been a brief summary of the article 
known as the Emergency Water Conservation Plan of the City of Los Angeles. The following 
section will further analyze policy with the theories presented in theoretical framework.  

4.2 Definition of Water and Users of Water 
 
Ostrom defined water as a Common-Pool Resource and users of that resource as 
Appropriators. (Ostrom 1999, 497) In Los Angeles City’s water conservation policy water is 
defined depending on what it is being used for and where it comes from. Water is put in four 
different categories: gray water, potable water, process water and recycled water. Gray water 
means second or subsequent use of water provided by Los Angeles Department of Water and 
Power (LADWP), as for example laundry or bathing water used for watering plants or other 
purposes. (Ordinance No. 184250, 2) Potable water is drinking water that has not been 
recycled. Process water is used to manufacture, clean, heat or cool a product as well as plant 
or equipment washing, and community gardens or by those who grow trees. Recycled water is 
treated wastewater that can be used for direct beneficial use, and approved by the California 
Department of Public Health. (Ordinance No. 184250, 3) This shows that water is defined in 
many ways, and used for many purposes.  
 
A user of water is defined as a Customer, and “means any person, persons, association, 
corporation or governmental agency supplied or entitled to be supplied with water service by 
the Department”, with the Department being LADWP. (Ordinance No. 184250, 2) In 
Longman’s Dictionary of Contemporary English (2008, 386) a customer is defined as 
“someone who buys goods or services from a shop, company etc.”. Hence, by defining users 
of water as customers and a customer is someone who buys goods, the definition of water in 
LA City’s policy is closer to public goods than common pool resources. Customer is often 
used in the language of economics. However, this thesis focuses on Ostrom’s definition of 
common pool resources and if that definition can be found in LA City’s water conservation 
policy.  
 
This forces me to draw the conclusion that Ostrom’s definition of water and users of water is 
not used in Los Angeles City Emergency Water Conservation Plan. The focus in LA City’s 
water conservation policy is on users as customers. Since the definition of a customer is 
someone who buys goods or services, and Ostrom makes the distinction between common 
pool resources and public goods, I draw the conclusion that Los Angeles City has not framed 
water and users of water in the same way as Ostrom would and have gone in the opposite 
direction that Commons Transition would suggest. (Ostrom 2010c, 642 and P2P Foundation) 
As mentioned in the theoretical framework, Ostrom thought that individuals could make their 
own decisions based on information and did not need the intrusion of external authorities. In 
the case of Los Angeles City’s Emergency Water Conservation Plan, external authorities 
(such as LADWP and the police force) are imposing rules, monitoring compliance and 
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assessing penalties. The coverage of the drought, as well as the Executive Directive No.5, and 
informational campaigns such as Save the Drop LA as well as education and advertising 
campaigns on voluntary conservation has proven not to be enough. Authorities in Los 
Angeles City use the law, the police force and high fines to make sure water conservation 
rules are followed. Unreasonable use of water resources is seen as a threat to public health, 
safety and security and could potentially lead to a calamity. LA City proves Ostrom’s theory 
on individuals making own decisions based on information to protect a resource has not been 
enough and external authorities need to limit overuse of a resource. The overuse of water 
resources in LA City show more evidence of Hardin’s tragedy of the commons theory, and 
Ostrom’s theory on how to solve a commons’ dilemma does not bare findings in the case of 
Los Angeles City and water.  

4.3 Climate Change in LA City’s Water Conservation Policy 
 
Reading the Emergency Water Conservation Plan of Los Angeles City, one will find that 
climate change is not mentioned once in the policy. However, the risk that comes with 
overuse of water is mentioned. Declaration of policy states that: “the conditions prevailing in 
the City of Los Angeles and in the areas of this State and elsewhere from which the City 
obtains its water supplies”. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1) There is an urgency clause to the 
policy, stating:  
 

”The Council of the City of Los Angeles hereby finds and declares that there exists within this 
City a current water shortage and the likelihood of a continuing water shortage into the 
immediate future and that as a result there is an urgent necessity to take legislative action 
through the exercise of the police power to protect the public peace, health and safety of this 
City from a public disaster or calamity.” (Ordinance No. 184250, 17) 
 

Risk is framed in policy as water shortages could become a public disaster or calamity and 
affect the public peace, health and safety of LA City. However, water shortages are defined as 
current and not permanent, but with the likelihood of water shortages in the future. Hurlbert 
and Gupta found in the cases they looked at that there was a fragmented response to climate 
change, and that climate change was not mentioned in policy. (Hurlbert and Gupta 2016) 
Climate change is not mentioned in Los Angeles City’s Emergency Water Conservation Plan, 
which goes in line with the hypothesis Hurlbert and Gupta presented. LA City’s water policy 
vaguely mentions that there is a “likelihood of a continuing shortage of water”, but definitely 
a current water shortage. (Ordinance No. 184250, 17) Even though the drought has been 
deemed to be over, LA City holds on to Conservation Phase II and penalizes those who use 
water unreasonably. In the Executive Directive No.5 the Mayor of Los Angeles addresses 
global warming as a threat, which is linked to anthropogenic climate change. (Executive 
Directive No.5, 2014, 1) 
 
Going back to the question asked in the introduction, the analysis shows that climate change 
is not mentioned in LA City’s Emergency Water Conservation Plan and the shortage is seen 
as a current condition, but with the likelihood of a continuing shortage. Global warming is 
mentioned in the Executive Directive No. 5 but not in policy. Even though climate change is 
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framed as a local issue through the pLAn and New Green Deal, this does not show in the 
Emergency Water Conservation Plan since it is not mentioned as a reason for water shortage 
in policy. Instead it is vaguely framed as “the conditions prevailing in the City” as well as a 
current condition. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1, 17) Water policy is mentioned in the New 
Green Deal and LA City aims to lead on water policy. However, the case of not framing 
climate change in policy shows evidence of what Hurlbert and Gupta would call a fragmented 
response to climate change events such as droughts. In the case of Los Angeles City, it is not 
a question of whether or not climate change is seen as a political and real issue and threat to 
the City. Climate change has already been framed as a crisis in the pLAn and Green New 
Deal and goes all the way back to when Villaraigosa was the mayor of Los Angeles City. 
Since climate change is framed as highly political and local issue, one could assume that it 
would be framed in policy responding to drought and water shortages as well. The risk of 
overuse is real and could lead to potential public disaster, which shows that risk is framed and 
considered real in water conservation policy.  
 

4.4 Framing of Persuading Citizens to Act and Comply with Policy 
 
Zito mentioned three levels in policy framing, first the way policy actors confront an 
uncertain situation. Second, making sense of the situation and creating a story to help analyze 
the situation. Third, urging citizens to act on the policy. (Zito 2011, 1923) In the case of Los 
Angeles City the situation is water shortages that are a threat to general welfare. The story is 
that water needs to be put to maximum beneficial use, and voluntary conservation has not 
been enough. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1) This needs to be done in order to avoid a calamity. 
(Ordinance No. 184250, 17) The arguments put forward in Los Angeles City’s Emergency 
Water Conservation Plan to get citizens to act and comply with policy focus on the general 
and public welfare of the City. Policy actors, in this case the Mayor of Los Angeles City, 
plead to the general welfare, the public welfare and the interests of the people of the City to 
minimize water consumption. (Ordinance No. 184250, 1) The frame used in policy is that it is 
in the interest of people of the City to avoid a public disaster or calamity. (Ordinance No. 
184250, 17) In order to do so, citizens need to act and comply with policy.  
 
Nevertheless, there is also a threat to get citizens to comply, the police force is given authority 
to take measure if a citizen uses an unreasonable amount of water. Policy actors use the law to 
prohibit unreasonable use of water. (Ordinance No. 184250, 11) The penalties of overusing 
come in the form of monitoring by Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, fines, and a 
possible termination of water service by the LADWP. Neighbors are able to report each other 
if watering on the wrong day. This has in turn formed a system of drought-shaming among 
citizens as was mentioned in the introduction, and the Water Conservation Unit serving as 
water cops in the City. The policy persuades people of LA City to comply and act on policy 
by using the law and penalties. However, the policy wants the people to comply to avoid a 
public disaster and that is the reason for using the law in order to keep the city safe and 
attractive. Voluntary conservation was not enough, and now penalties and monitoring are 
needed in order to secure water conservation by all citizens. Due to the time frame this thesis 
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only focuses on the framing of policy actors shaping policy. However, further research could 
be done to see how this policy has been received by the people of LA City, how many 
Customer Conservation Plans have been made and what has been deemed to be unreasonable 
use of water resources.  
 
This analysis shows that water and usage of water is a highly complex issue. Water is used for 
many purposes, meeting the most basic need for human beings to survive but also employs as 
a luxury, for example the filling of residential swimming pools, as well as for anesthetic 
reasons such as filling of fountains for example. This makes it even harder to define a 
reasonable use of water. One could argue that taking a long shower is unreasonable, or 
washing a car. Lana Mazahreh shows that water conservation is not only a few ideas, but a 
way of life and a transformation on how one thinks about the usage of water. This makes it 
even harder for citizens to change their behavior, since it has to do with everyday tasks such 
as brushing one’s teeth. Mazahreh grew up in Jordan, where lack of water is ingrained in her 
soul and conservation has always been a way of life. (Lana Mazahreh, TED talk 2017) Even 
though information campaigns such as Save the Drop started early on in Los Angeles City, 
conserving water may be one of the hardest things to do since it concerns many areas in life 
and all citizens, who are used to unlimited resources of water. 

5 Conclusion and further research 
 
The aim of this thesis was to increase our understanding of how the drought and water 
shortages in Los Angeles City were framed locally, focusing on policy. Since LA is striving 
to be a leading city on smart water policy and water conservation, to what extent is climate 
change a part of the local discourse in the case of drought? What ways are being used to 
persuade citizens to follow the water conservation ordinance? Depending on what values are 
at risk, the action taken by the government will vary, and to what extent its citizens will 
comply. Since this is an issue that regards not only government, but also all citizens, the 
framing of the issue could affect what citizens are willing to do on their part. Studying if these 
two matches is important as well. The research question in focus was: How has the drought in 
Los Angeles City been framed in policy? To help answer the research question, three main 
areas attained focus and were connected to theoretical framework. The conclusion will go 
through each of these questions subsequently starting with the first question of defining water 
and users of water with the theoretical framework of Elinor Ostrom on common pool 
resources.  
 
The analysis showed that Los Angeles City’s policy on water does not share Ostrom’s 
definition of a common pool resource and users of that resource. Ostrom stated that LA City 
was part of a polycentric system that worked in terms of water resources. The drought and 
need for water conservation has been known to the people of LA by advertising, information 
in schools and water cops that checked on customers (even before penalties began). Even 
though all these factors have been present in Los Angeles City, the City has been forced to 
implement monitoring and penalties on unreasonable use of water. This shows that even 
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though there have been favorable circumstances for Ostrom’s theory, LA City has gone in 
another direction and imposed rules, monitoring and penalties in order to limit the use of a 
resource. Instead, LA City’s Emergency Water Conservation Plan (Ordinance No. 184250) 
show that users of water are defined as customers, which in turn shows evidence of defining 
water as public goods. This in turn could stem from the fact that water is not funded by 
taxpayers but only by customers of the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power. If it had 
been the case that water resources were partially or wholly funded by tax money the use of 
customer may not have been present. In the case of LA City, the customers fund the use of 
water and even if prices have gone up customers keep using water. In this case it may be more 
of a question of supply and demand, even though mandatory restrictions limit the use to some 
extent. Going further with this research could be going back to other documents used in LA 
City to define water, to see where this definition comes from and how it started. However, the 
aim of this thesis was to see if Los Angeles City define water in policy on water conservation 
in the same way as Ostrom and that was not the case. 
 
The second question asked was if climate change was framed in policy and if the drought was 
seen to be permanent or temporary. Climate change was not mentioned in the Emergency 
Water Conservation Plan. However, climate change is framed as a highly political and local 
issue in the Green New Deal pLAn of 2019 and The Sustainable City pLAn of 2015. This 
shows that whether or not climate change is real is not discussed by the Mayor and mayoral 
office of Los Angeles City. Climate change is framed and identified as a real and imposing 
threat to LA City and the people of LA City. LA City prepares for longer droughts, but in the 
Emergency Water Conservation Plan the drought is known to be a current event with the 
likelihood of water shortages in the future. Even though LA City takes a firm stand on climate 
change and the issues that come with it, climate change is not framed in policy responding to 
drought. This was in line with the hypothesis that Hurlbert and Gupta put forward, and show 
further evidence of their hypothesis. To what extent this stymies adaptation in the case of Los 
Angeles City was not the main focus of this thesis. However, this could be a question for 
further research. LA City has different stages when it comes to responding to drought and can 
easily switch to another level of restrictions on water use, which show that LA City has a plan 
in case of another prolonged drought.  
 
The last question asked was what frames are being used to persuade citizens to comply with 
policy. As the study shows, water conservation incentives started as early as in the 1970s in 
LA City. During the extreme drought between 2013-2017, the Mayor pleaded with the City to 
use less water. Incentives, such as Save the Drop and advertising campaigns reached out to 
the people of LA City. However, this was not enough and further actions were needed. In 
turn, monitoring water use and penalties on unreasonable use became the next step. The 
Emergency Water Conservation Plan wants the people of Los Angeles City to comply with 
policy in order to avoid a public disaster or calamity. However, monitoring, penalties and the 
use of law through the police forces people of LA City to comply with policy if they want to 
keep using water. The threat of termination of service is present in policy as well. Since water 
is a basic need for all human beings, all citizens of LA City need to act and comply with 
policy in order to keep having the service of water in their homes. The public and general 
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welfare and the interest of the people of LA City is mentioned as reasons to comply with 
policy as well. The mandatory restrictions follow an informational campaign pleading with 
people of LA City to conserve water. Hence, all citizens were not willing to comply with 
water conservation incentives at first, and high fines and the threat of termination of use was 
needed in order to get citizens to conserve water and comply with the need of water 
conservation.  
 
Further research could be to compare LA City to those cities intertwined with LA City, such 
as Beverly Hills, Santa Monica e.g. and see if those cities have taken the same measures after 
the drought. Another interesting comparison would be to Orange County (south of Los 
Angeles County), which shows another way of dealing with water shortage where one can 
easily follow and track the water budget of the county. (Orange County Water District) If 
water shortages become the key environmental challenge of the century, as stated in previous 
research, shaping policy on water conservation will become of importance not only to those 
countries and areas that are seeing the effects of longer droughts today but other areas as well. 
This thesis submits one case study of how one city reacted to the problem of drought and 
limited water resources. Hopefully more research will be done on how policy on water 
conservation is shaped, and eventually the mapping of how cities respond to this issue. In 
order to keep being a place where people want to live and visit, as well as a safe and attractive 
place, how to shape policy on water conservation should be a top priority.   
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