DEALING WITH DROUGHT

CLOSED CAPTIONING SCRIPT

[Mayor Lloyd Neal]

Good afternoon. I'd like to welcome each of you today to the dedication of the Mary Rhodes Pipeline. We are delighted that all of you are here to celebrate in this with us today, guaranteeing a water supply for the future of this region well into the 21st century.

[music]

[Narrator]

With those words, the city of Corpus Christi officially tapped its newest water source, Lake Texana, 100 miles away.  The need for more water is largely the result of environmental conditions that Texans are all too familiar with, drought. 

[Narrator]

Drought is a fact of life in Texas, and nearly every city in the state is forced to look down the road and across the state for the region's most valuable commodity, water.

[Larry McKinney]

People tend to forget how important water is and most of us live now in cities and suburbs, and our concept of water is turn the tap on and water flows and we don't think about where that water comes from and it is important because it may not always be there.

[Narrator]

There is plenty of water around Corpus Christi, a tourist destination and petrochemical center situated on the Gulf of Mexico, but fresh water for household and industrial uses has come solely from the Nueces River.  During the drought of 1996, Corpus Christi was in a position that few large cities have ever been in.  Without significant rainfall to replenish its reservoirs the city could have run out of water within two years.

[James Dodson]

We would probably be the only city in the United States to ever really face that kind of crisis of a city of this size. And I don't think the state of Texas was equipped to deal with that.

[Narrator]

While no large U.S. city has gone without water, there is precedent for going dry in Texas. 

[Music]

[Narrator]

Comanche Springs at Fort Stockton in the western part of the State was once fed by underground aquifers.  The cool, clear waters of the springs were used for irrigation and recreation, but wholesale pumping of the water for agriculture, combined with severe drought in the 1950s caused these once pristine pools to go dry.

[Larry McKinney]

Almost half of our springs have dried up in this state and most of them have dried up because people have sucked too much water out of the aquifer.

[Narrator]

Different areas of Texas get their fresh water from different sources.  Drinking water for El Paso comes from the Rio Grande and 150 deep wells. San Antonio relies solely on water pumped from the Edwards aquifer. Austin's water source is the Colorado River, while the Trinity River and seven lakes supply water for Dallas. Houston's fresh water comes from the Trinity River, Lake Livingston and over 200 wells. Historically, each region has been very protective of its water sources.

[Eduardo Garaña]

There's a lot of Texas that is arid and semi-arid. So, we have to look at water in the state of Texas on a statewide basis so we can better utilize water throughout the State.

[Narrator]

In the past 35 years, the population of Texas has doubled, to 19 million people. It's projected to double again within 50 years. As the population grows so will the need for water.

[Eduardo Garaña]

You have to know your needs well in advance. You have to plan to meet those needs. And not only do you have to plan you have to go and actually meet those needs and that's what we've done here in the city of Corpus Christi.

[Narrator]

This water pipeline is just the latest element in the ever changing way that Corpus Christi gets its water.  

[music]

[Narrator]

Wells and cisterns were the main source of water for the area's first residents. In the late 1800s a small dam was constructed on the Nueces River, and fresh water was pumped 12 miles south into the center of the city.  In 1929 the LaFruita Dam was built 35 miles upstream, at what is currently lake Corpus Christi.  It was replaced in 1958 by the larger Wesley Seal Dam, and in 1982 the Choke Canyon Reservoir  was completed.  Today, these water storage facilities, managed by the city of Corpus Christi serve over 400,000 people in a seven county area.  But even that is not enough.

[James Dodson]

We recognized back in the late 80s that the supply we thought we had available from the Choke Canyon Lake Corpus Christi system was not what we had anticipated and that we would need additional supplies much sooner.

[Narrator]

Each person in the city of Corpus Christi uses about 150 gallons of water per day, one of the lowest rates for urban areas in Texas.  While no one went without water during the drought, voluntary and mandatory water restrictions were imposed by the city.  

[Announcer]

And remember do all outdoor watering before 10 AM or after 6 PM.

[Narrator]

An aggressive water conservation campaign encouraged users to make every drop count. 

[Eduardo Garaña]

Once it passes through the filters, it goes into an underground storage tank.  At that point it is drinking water. 

[Narrator]

Each year the Corpus Christi water system draws 26 billion gallons of water from the Nueces River.  Petrochemical complexes use almost 40% of this supply.  These industries contribute $500 million annually to the regional economy. 

[Man]

On number one section you got one full burner and three partial burners.

[Narrator]

At Citgo oil's two Corpus Christi refineries, water usage, and production were curtailed as a result of the '96 water shortages.

[Mark Smith]

We installed a number of projects that allowed us to save water, to reuse water.  We saw approximately a 15-20% reduction in water use.

[Narrator]

Perhaps the most visible and costly effect of the 1996 drought on the region was to agriculture.  Area farmers rarely use irrigation methods relying instead on rain to grow their crops. 

[John Barrett]

This one would definitely win the prize at the Indiana State Fair, but it would be the joker prize, I'm afraid.

[Narrator]

In a good year, John Barrett's cornfields can produce 7000 pounds of corn per acre.  In 1996, they produced less than 800.  His cotton usually comes in at 1000 pounds per acre. The 1996 yield was just 125 pounds.

[John Barrett]

We farm to protect our equity and our farming operations, and our equity is something that we built up, in my case it has taken me over 22 years to build it up, and I probably lost in '96 one third of my equity.

[Narrator]

There is yet another consumer of water at the end of the line. 

[Woman]

Here's one of our piggy perch, common name is pin fish.  These are good for bait when they're a little bigger.  

[Narrator]

By law the city is required to release freshwater into Nueces Bay.  This water is important for maintaining salinity levels.  It also supplies sediments and nutrients to the estuaries, areas that serve as nurseries for a number of species including shrimp, crab and red fish. 

[Fisherman]

Alright.

[Narrator]

Recreational and commercial fishing pump more than $400 million a year into the coastal bend economy.  But only recently has the need for freshwater inflows into bays and estuaries been addressed.

[Pat Suter]

We are very much concerned that water be provided, of course, for people and for the environment.  Consideration for environmental needs has been always considered last.  And our concern is that the environment, even if it is dead last, at least be at the table.

[boat motor]

[Narrator]

The drought of 1996 forced Corpus Christi to accelerate its plan for obtaining more water.  That plan included the purchase of water from Lake Texana, 100 miles to the north, and the building of a $122 million pipeline to move the water.  An additional $15 million were spent to buy water rights from the Colorado River.  The proposed extension of the pipeline to the Colorado could cost as much as $40 million. 

[Pat Suter]

Far as I'm concerned they already have their water. I don't see any need for trying to find any more. Unless you want unlimited growth.

[Narrator]

Like every Texas community, Corpus Christi believes that in order to prosper, it must grow.  That means investment in industry and jobs.  To do that, more water is needed.

[James Dodson]

I think that if you are facing a water shortage on a continuous basis you know that you're not going to have a dependable source of water.  You can rest assure that your economy is just going to dry up as well.  Investment in this area, or potential investment in this area, looks very closely at those kinds of things.  And that effect continues as long as there is any question about the water supply.

[Pat Suter]

I think Corpus Christi should be satisfied and not be greedy.  We have enough water in the lakes, enough water coming from Lake Texana to easily sustain our population and the industry that we have. I don't think that we ought to try and be another Houston.

[tanker motor]

[Narrator]

In the water business there seem to be more questions than answers. Corpus Christi has met its water problems, for the time being.  But as this coastal city grows, and as Texas grows you can be sure that more water will be needed from somewhere.

[James Dodson]

Yes, we include in our list of things to do is to pray for rain.

[thunder and rain falling]
