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 [Woman]  San Antonio has grown immensely over the last 10 or 15 years.

[Man1]  In 2010 I think we're supposed to be at a million-eight.  By 2030 we're going to be at 3 million or something.

[Man2]  San Antonio is a huge city, growing very fast.

[Man1]    We think things are crowded now?  Just wait.

[Narrator]  As the city of San Antonio grows, it extends into the rolling Texas Hill Country to the north.  It's an attractive place to live, work and shop, but the transformation of this landscape from rural to urban could threaten all residents of this Central Texas metropolis.  

[George Veni]  I would like to see San Antonio grow in other directions, because northward is the only direction that threatens our primary source of water.  For many years, up until just recently, it was our only source of water.

[Thunder, falling rain]

[Narrator]  Rain falling on these hills trickles down through fractured limestone and recharges the Edwards Aquifer.  And water from the Edwards Aquifer keeps San Antonio alive.

[Veni]  Growth and urbanization over the Edwards Aquifer recharge zone // is no guarantee that the aquifer will be polluted.  But it's certainly increased the risks, and we are seeing contaminants in the aquifer.

[Deirdre Hisler]  You go to a lot of cities, and you start talking about um the aquifer level is currently at, people look at you with a blank stare.  In San Antonio everyone understands what that is.  We found that the best way to protect the water quality and quantity was simply to purchase land, purchase watersheds.

[Water flowing]

KEY TITLE: "Building the Canyon"

[Narrator]  Less than 20 miles from downtown San Antonio, Government Canyon State Natural Area protects water supplies by simply remaining natural.  But this pristine wilderness of more than 8,000 acres was almost lost to urban expansion.  A new town of more than 80,000 people was planned to be built in Government Canyon.

[Jan Roberts]  I don't think there is another natural area or park in the system that has the history that this one does.  Uh, a loose coalition of many people with interest in our water system came together and took advantage of some economic issues at that time and put this together for our community.

[Narrator]  The real estate bust of the 1980's halted development plans but created an opportunity for a citizens group with a different vision for the future of this land.  

[Hisler]  A group of  45 different organizations formulated what is called the Government Canyon Coalition.  And the Government Canyon Coalition had identified that this is a special space that needed to be protected in order to protect a massive watershed.

[Jack Bauer]  There was a lot of land in bankruptcy, so we had an opportunity there to buy land fairly inexpensively -- less than $500 per acre.

[Tim Hixon]  You get a double hit here.  You get a chance to preserve a natural area and you get a chance to protect San Antonio's water system.

[Veni]  The City of San Antonio wasn't interested.  At the time I had City Council people tell me, 'It's ridiculous.  Nobody goes out and buys land to protect their aquifer.'  Texas Parks and Wildlife didn't have money.  The Edwards Underground Water District, which is now the Edwards Aquifer Authority, didn't want to be in the land management business.  Eventually we realized that we need to think about a partnership.

[Anjali Kaul]  It is an unusual partnership, and I think that is what makes Government Canyon a landmark, model project in Texas.

[helicopter]

[Narrator]   The partners purchased the initial 4700 acre tract in 1993.  Government Canyon State Natural Area was born.

[Veni giving presentation]  Government Canyon is right here….

 [Veni]   It's just a great partnership because you have different expertise coming to the table, no one person has all the answers, 

[Presentation]  Limestone tends to be permeable but not porous.

[Veni continues]  and you also have different money coming to the table, to make research possible, to make management better and more effective, and also to buy some of the surrounding lands.  

[Man]  You want all this stuff in there?

[Narrator]  Among those lending their expertise to Government Canyon is a cave survey team gathering data.

[Erik Holmback, Park Ranger]  Today we're at the bat cave, to retrieve data that was collected over a year's time period.  We've been recording relative humidity and temperature data every three hours for the past year.  We're going to download the data into this little device and then take it back and put it in the main computer.  We have a large bat colony here as well as some endangered karst invertebrates and by getting the information over several years we'd be able to better manage the cave for those animals and just the cave in general.

[click]

[Marvin Miller]  Some were installed up in the ceiling close to where the bats are roosting, uh, to really get some good data on the habitat in the cave, the environment in the cave.

[Cavers]  You got 'em?  -- Yeah.

[Hisler]  In order to manage any piece of property, you really have to understand what your resources are.

[Narrator] At Government Canyon, the resources are historical as well as biological.  Even the name appears rooted in area history.

[bird singing]

[Jan Roberts]  As far as we know, it's called Government Canyon because it provided the army with a pathway to supply the outposts out in the West and Northwest of here.  

[Narrator]  Footprints of the earliest inhabitants can still be seen here, but the area's history and biodiversity can only be protected if known and understood.  Research is critical to preserving Government Canyon.  

[footsteps]

[Man]  The things that we are surveying for are amphibians and reptiles

[Narrator]  Herpetologist Carey Guffey checks his traps, never sure just what he'll uncover.

[Guffey]  Alright, this is a Texas Patch Nose.  Let her calm down and grab her so I can measure her.  They're biters, they like to grab you when they can.  Meagan you want to help me measure?

[Narrator]  Animals caught are recorded and released, building a valuable foundation of data about what lives here before the Natural Area is open. 

[Guffey]  Once the park opens to visitors we'll be able to see what impact if any visitors have on these particular animals.

 [Guffey working]  Get this frog out of here….

[Narrator]  The studies continue, but science has already shaped a master plan which keeps all park development low impact, including over 40 miles of trails.

[Bruce Wilson]  Most of the trails are following old ranch roads.  Some of those roads were completely overgrown.   

[Axe chop, sawing sound]

[Wilson continues]  We're trimming back branches and cutting prickly pear cactus out of the pathway.

[Trey Cooksey]  What we're working on today is the multi-use equestrian trail, so there'll be hiking, biking and equestrian activities on this.

[Wheelbarrow passes]

[Cooksey continues]  Trail workdays would not happen if it weren't for our volunteer workforce.

[Cooksey to volunteer]  Thank you very much for coming out. 

[Volunteer]  My pleasure.

[Cooksey continues]  It's one of the regular activities that's been going on for years where people can come out and get their hands dirty.

[Construction site sounds]

[Narrator]  As trails emerge, other facilities take shape.  The interpretive buildings send a conservation message by design.

[John Freeman]  The metal posts that are here, it's old pipe.  These cisterns will collect rainwater off of these roofs.  Our restroom facilities will run off of rainwater.  With us being so close to the recharge zone, if we don't learn to protect these resources, who is going to protect them?

[Narrator]  Even before opening day, the educational mission of Government Canyon is being fulfilled.  

[Shana Avery]  We brought fifteen girls from the Martinez Street Women's Center, and we're camping.  Most of these girls have never camped before, so it's a totally new experience for all of them.  Having this experience that so many people never get to have, inner city kids or not, is a gift.

[Girl]  It looks like the moon with a man sitting on it, the man's sitting on the moon!

[Narrator]  Through just one weekend at Government Canyon, the natural world has made a few new friends.

[Girl1]  We went walking to the woods to go see how nature was like, and we took pictures of different things.

[Girl2]  They had asked us if the nature could talk what would they say, and I put 'You can see me and adventure me, just don't mess me up.'"

[Guitar music]

[Narrator]  Because of a unique conservation partnership, Government Canyon will always be a place where people find adventure and where nature will be safe.

[Hixon]  For future generations we just need something that's natural in this world.

[Narrator]   And for the future of a growing San Antonio, this natural area could not be more important.

[water flowing]

[Connally]  Even if a member of the community doesn't access the property for recreational reasons or education, they still reap the benefits of having Government Canyon in their own backyard to provide water quality protection.

[Hisler]  We talk about the science, we talk about the water the one thing that always seems to get overlooked is getting off the concrete and having reflective soulful time, it's just an incredible jewel for San Antonio.

[music ends on soft piano notes]

[water flowing]
