Texas the State of Flowing Water Transcript

(Music)

[Narrator]

Texas the State of Flowing Water is a presentation of the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. 

(Music)

[Narrator]

This program is funded in part by a grant from the Sport Fish Restoration Program. Through your purchases of fishing equipment and motorboat fuels, nearly 18 million dollars in conservation efforts are funded in Texas each year.

(Music, sound of flowing water)

[Myron Hess]

There’s some magic about flowing water.

[Kevin Mayes]

When you walk up to a river you immediately notice, that it’s flowing.

[Jody Puckett]

People go to the coast, people go to the rivers, go to lakes, they’re drawn to water.

[Myron Hess]

And there’s something a little mysterious about a river about the life that’s in it. 

[Tom Mason]

Rivers really are part of our connection to the natural world and if we don’t protect them we lose something that cannot be recreated by humankind.

Keeping the Flow

(running water)

(Music)

[Narrator]

What makes a river, a river? If you stop and look, it’s pretty obvious, flowing water. Without fresh flowing water a river simply ceases to be. Small streams feed into creeks which join our rivers, ultimately they flow to the coast to rejuvenate and sustain the bays. These instream flows form the most elemental foundation for fish and wildlife.

[Ken Kramer]

Instream flows are really just the volume the timing and the frequency of water flowing in a river or stream. A related term is fresh water inflows which refers to fresh water flowing into a bay and estuary system and that is another form of what we call environmental flows. Collectively we refer to instream flows and fresh water inflows as environmental flows. Instream flows for example, basically provide the habitat for fish and wildlife, the fish that live in the stream and the wildlife that inhabits the area adjacent to the stream. It’s also important to note that instream flows are really critical to maintaining good water quality.

[Narrator]

Creeks and rivers are not only an important source of surface water, they also play a vital role in providing fresh water to underground aquifers.

[David Johns]

Aquifers get recharged primarily in a couple of ways one is by the direct infiltration of rainfall on the ground as water soaks through the soils and gets into the unsaturated zones of these aquifers. But the creek beds themselves provide the bulk of the water getting into these aquifers. The caves and sinkholes exposed in the creek beds of these aquifers act like big bathtub drains and drain huge amounts of water out of these surface creeks and pour that water straight into the aquifer so having base flow or instream flows into these creeks and rivers is extremely important for some of these aquifers.

[Narrator]

Biologists keep a close eye on these caves. If one gets clogged when flows are up, it’s time to get down to some hands on aquifer management.

[David Johns]

Sometimes if there’s a lot of debris on it or the water’s kind of deep we actually get in the water with a mask and snorkel and start pulling the sticks and leaves off the grate and it’s pretty dramatic sometimes if you just get the right stick off, all of a sudden water just starts sucking into the feature you can feel it, but then as all that water starts pouring in, it displaces all the air that’s accumulated in the cavern and low and behold it looks like a geyser in the creek bed it’s pretty exciting to see.

[Narrator]

The need to understand the dynamics of these flows becomes more important as demands increase on water resources. In 2001 the Texas Legislature passed Senate Bill 2. Part of this bill directed 3 state agencies to collaborate on a comprehensive study of river flows.

[Kevin Mayes]

The Texas instream flow program is an interagency effort. We have some partner agencies, Parks and Wildlife, the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality, and the Texas Water Development Board. We are charged with determining flow conditions necessary to maintain a sound ecological environment in Texas rivers and streams. We selected five river basins to begin with. Those include the Sabine River, downstream of the Toledo Bend reservoir; the middle Trinity, between Dallas and Lake Livingston; the Brazos River, basically downstream of Waco; and then the Lower San Antonio; and also the Guadalupe River, downstream of Canyon Lake.

[Narration]

Out on the river, the agencies team up with local river authorities to conduct an array of samplings and tests.

[Mark Wentzel]

We’ll take measurements at different flow rates. Well the Water Board, our specialty is the hydrology and the hydraulics. And so we do have the equipment for the ADCP like this for taking the velocity and depth measurements. So that’s a good division of the labor.

[Wendy Gordon]

I’ve got a water quality probe. It’s got some different components on it. You put it in the water and it takes a series of measurements, for example dissolved oxygen which is really important to the fish, other types of measurements like ph of the water, the temperature of the water, the conductivity of the water.

[Kevin Mayes]

Parks and Wildlife’s primary role is to collect biological data including fish sampling. We may do some collection of the invertebrates, the bugs that live in the river. We’re very interested in the status of the mussel populations in the river because they’re directly tied to the level of water in the river.

[Narrator]

Another important aspect of the study seeks to incorporate local knowledge and values. To solicit public input, the team conducts stakeholder meetings and workgroups involving citizens within each river basin.

[Jay Baker]

And I would like to get more access to the river that way you could get more interest, that way you may get more funding for the river.

[Fernando Rios]

The water was 5 foot deep there and I remember as a small kid it was kid 18, 20 feet deep at times so I don’t know what you could do to get more water into it, to bring the beauty back.

[Paul Casares]

Fellas, I’m 86 years old. I been there I know.

[Paul Casares]

Oh, it’s changed around but it was beautiful here when I was a kid, 16, 17 years old, it was a clear as it could be. You could see the bottom of it but you can’t do it now and the river ain’t as big as it used to be, got less water. Well, I think it’s the foundation of the whole country. Lot a’ people, that’s the only water they had was on the river when we first began. It means a whole lot to those people, it still does. 

[Kevin Mayes]

The input we get from stakeholders and the public will be used to help guide us in our study design. We want to make sure that in our studies, to the extent that we can, we can address the values that the public and the stakeholders find important.

[Walter Womack]

Being able to rub shoulders with the kind of expertise that you find in Parks and Wildlife and the Water Board, there are some people that show up at these meetings that are well worth spending time with, even if you have to deal with the topics that the little work groups go off into. Maybe there’ll be something more out of these groups as we go along. I suspect not to tell you the truth. I think that they have a quota of stakeholder involvement that they have to deliver for their program to meet their mandate from the state and they’re accomplishing that now but maybe it’ll go on from there, and maybe I will become engaged in the river on a continual basis and intend to be one way or another from now, that’s why I’m involved, I want to be involved in the river.

[Narrator]

You don’t have to be on a stakeholder workgroup to become involved in Texas rivers. Involvement takes on many forms. One way is to simply get out on a river. More and more Texans are doing just that and more Texas paddling trails are opening up.

(Clapping)

[Shelly Plante]

The Paddling Trails Program started in the mid ‘90’s when Texas Parks & Wildlife started seven coastal paddling trails. Two years ago Texas Parks & Wildlife started doing some inland paddling trails so we are now up to 14 paddling trails statewide with 3 more scheduled to launch be the end of 2008.

[Ralph Duggins]

Although the department has worked with landowners and communities to open fourteen of these, this is the first urban trail and the first one on a lake. So we’re very happy to get something in a, in a large urban area like Dallas/Ft Worth where we have the opportunity to promote this type of recreation for families and we hope other communities, large communities will follow and we anticipate that they will.

[Narrator]

As more people experience a paddling trail and gain an appreciation of being out on the water, they may also gain an awareness of what water is worth.

[Robert Cluck]

I don’t think people appreciate water because they turn on the facets and get a drink or cook with. When you’re on the water and you understand that’s a resource that’s not guaranteed to be there forever. Then you start thinking about how you can help conserve the water resource and I think again people will understand the significance of that when you get out there and start having fun.

Refuge from a Reservoir

(Music)

[Narrator]

In the heart of East Texas, a river flows through hardwood bottomlands much as it has for thousands of years. This is the Neches River. Along its banks are some of the most biologically diverse habitats in the United States and also some of the most endangered. It’s here where many would like to see a new national wildlife refuge. It’s also here where the City of Dallas and the Texas Water Development Board would like to dam the Neches and build a reservoir. The Dallas- Ft. Worth metroplex is one of the fastest growing areas in the nation. Most of their water comes from a network of reservoirs. To meet future needs they have proposed one more. Called the Fastrill Reservoir, it would be built on the Neches River, southeast of Dallas, between Palestine and Jacksonville.

[Michael Banks]

The Neches river corridor, the Neches river basin is important to everybody from its headwaters all the way to the coast. Because it provides water for the national forest and also the Big Thicket. And it also keeps the Sabine- Neches estuary on the coast healthy. So it’s very important that the continuous flow of water here be maintained for those reasons. One other reason that the Friends of the Neches River got involved in this is we didn't want to see our friends and our neighbors lose their land by imminent domain to Dallas Water Utilities who was going to make a profit by selling that water. To me that just wasn't right. 

[Rodney Newman]

Well we have a farm on the north of Maydelle that’s been in the family over 100 years. And my dad was raised here. And I’ve been here all my life. And hopefully my grandson will be here also. It would ruin me, you know, it would be just a different way of life. For the public, I’d like people just to look what it is they are going to lose. There’s not many places left like this in Texas today. There's 70,000 acres without a house on it. Its just pristine bottomland along the Neches river. And once this is gone. Its gone. You can't replace it.

[Narrator]

These hardwood bottomlands play a vital role in maintaining water quality. As seasonal flood waters top the banks, they deposit sediments, wastes and pollutants from runoff. The woods act like filters transforming some pollutants into less harmful substances. As the waters recede and continue downstream, they enhance the water quality of bays and estuaries on the coast. Over the years, these rich forests have diminished. Since the 18th century, we have lost nearly 63 percent of our Texas hardwood bottomlands. Proposed reservoirs may contribute to that decline unless alternatives are found.

[Michael Banks]

The Fastrill reservoir that they propose would only provide 150,000 acre/feet of water per year. There are several other avenues where they can procure water other than Fastrill reservoir. There's the Toledo bend reservoir that has 2 million acre-feet of water that is available. And the proposal has been made, I understand, for that to be provided to Dallas.

[Hoyte Davis]

Pipelines already exist from the City of Dallas to lakes in East Texas so it would not be an insurmountable thing to do to connect up with these pipelines to Toledo bend. The one difference is Dallas would not control those sources of water. They would have to buy that from another provider. They would control Lake Fastrill. 

[Narrator]

A huge amount of water in cities goes to water lawns. During peak demand 50 to 65 per cent of a city’s water use can go to watering landscapes. Though water use in Dallas is high, there are efforts to conserve. For over a decade the Dallas Water Utility has sponsored a tour of landscapes where citizens can discover ways to save water.

[Yvonne Dupre]

The Waterwise Garden Tour is a way for people to see the native and drought tolerant plants, native and adapted plants that can grow in this region with little supplemental water and very few chemicals to help them along their way. And so we're hoping that folks can see success stories and then take that back and use that in their landscapes. Water is a limited commodity and every city is concerned about how much water their citizens are using and so since so much water is used outdoors this is particularly a good way for us to educate folks on how to save water in a dramatic way.

[Kurt Kretsinger]

Well, I was looking for more of a natural setting. Native plants as opposed to plants that aren’t indigenous to our area and I like the natural setting of White Rock Lake and the prairie and I started learning that there’s plants that are drought tolerant. You know water is a scarce commodity and precious resource and it really makes sense to use plants that are native to the Blackland Prairie area and it saves on your water bill.

[Narrator]

Large cities, just because of their size use a lot of water. Roughly a third is lost in transmission, simply through leaks.

[Jody Puckett]

Water losses and leaks and those types of things are as much a part of conservation as customer behavior. There’s a couple of things that we’ve done. We’ve investing a tremendous amount of money in the replacement of our distribution system because it is an aged utility. Alot of our system is in excess of 50 years old so we’re spending millions of dollars annually replacing old water mains that have chronic breaks.

[Narrator]

Over the years the Dallas City Council has authorized more programs to conserve water. One measure restricts lawn watering during the heat of the day.

[Jody Puckett]

Customers cannot water from 10 am to 6 pm. We run that through, beginning in April through November 1st. It reduces the amount of time you can water and secondly our peaks in many of our neighboring cities have seen reductions in their peaks as much as 15 to 20 percent. It saves water, it saves power and then it can defer the need to expand treatment plants which is an expensive proposition. 

[Narrator]

Another way to reduce the amount of water being used on landscapes is by reusing water from treatment plants.

[Jody Puckett]

We currently have a project that we use with our municipal golf course where they use some highly treated effluent for watering and we’re going to expand that program. But in addition to that we have about 25 percent total in our long-range plan that has water conservation and reuse as part of meeting our needs in the long-term.

[Narrator]

It’s also clear that the Fastrill Reservoir is part of the long term plan. The City of Dallas and the Texas Water Development Board sued the US Fish and Wildlife Service to stop the creation of the Neches National Wildlife Refuge. In June of 2008, the Third District Court ruled in favor of the wildlife refuge. Dallas and the water board appealed and filed further injunctions to stop the refuge from acquiring additional land.

Due to the sensitive nature of this lawsuit none of the parties involved would address any specifics.

[Michael Banks]

Well I don't see it as a conflict between state and federal entities. I just see that the US Fish and Wildlife is doing their job. Their mission is to protect wildlife habitat in the United States, and that's what they're trying to do. Ya know. I don't see it as being even in direct conflict with the even Texas Water Board over the Fastrill reservoir. Like I said, there are other ways that we could have both. Dallas can have water from East Texas. There is water here that can be provided, and we can have a wildlife refuge. We can have both.

[Jody Puckett]

One of the things cities provide is commerce and jobs and economic growth for the state. And so whether people in rural communities or urban communities realize that that relationship is one of the things that keeps the state healthy it’s important to note that. So the balance about the state’s economy is really important and since it’s the state’s water we all have to use it wisely regardless of our business.

[Rodney Newman]

Money can't buy everything. It’s just irreplaceable. There's a lot of people like me, even people who don't have land on the river. They don't want their way of life changed. We’re just a little country community and we sort of like things the way they are. We don't want to offend the people of Dallas, but maybe they can find an alternative to solve their water needs.

[Hoyte Davis]

Not here. Not now. Not on this pristine wilderness. You're going to ruin all of that. You're going to be taking away the refuge for wildlife, the refuge for the Human soul, which you can find here. Listen.

(birds chirping)

[Hoyte Davis]

Listen.

(birds chirping)

Reservoirs on the Side

(Music)

[Narrator]

Let’s say you have to build a reservoir. What’s the best way to do it? If you build a dam across the main channel of a river, that’s going to radically change the natural flow of that river. How can you still build a reservoir but reduce negative impacts to that river system? One solution is to build the reservoir to the side, off the main channel of the river.

[Cindy Loeffler]

The benefits of an off channel reservoir, opposed to an on-channel reservoir are that there are fewer impacts to fish and wildlife habitat in the form of impacts to wetlands or to the flow in the river itself, fewer impacts to riparian areas along the main channel of the river, therefore leading to fewer impacts to fish and wildlife.

[Narrator]

One of the newest off-channel reservoirs is 50 miles southwest of Ft. Worth in Somerville County. This area had relied solely on groundwater but that’s about to change.

[Kevin Taylor]

This project will bring surface water to Somerville County and we'll be able to provide surface water to all of Somerville County as well as the city of Glen Rose. With our off channel reservoir we have a weir that we built on the river to back up a pool of water for us to pump out of and we built a pump station right next to the river which allows us to pump water up into this reservoir to keep it full.

[Narrator]

The idea is to draw water from the river when flows are high. When flows in the main river drop below a certain level, set by the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality, the pumping stops.

[Kevin Taylor]

We have bypass flow restrictions that are imposed on the water district by the TCEQ. What that means is we have to allow a certain amount of water to pass by our project and continue on down the river. That water that we let go by helps to sustain the habitat and the fishery below river from us. For example this month, we have a bypass requirement of 17 cubic feet per second, if the river gets a slower flow than that then we can't pump at all. We can only pump what's above our bypass requirements so anything above 17 cubic feet per second we can pump during this month. 

[Narrator]

Another advantage of off-channel reservoirs is greater control of what land actually goes under water. If special sites need to be avoided, the design of the reservoir can be adjusted to protect them. That’s what happened 30 miles west of Houston next to the Brazos River.

[John Hofmann]

Where we stand right now is the just south of a wetland known as Alligator Hole, that is right beside the future Allens Creek reservoir. The original dam structure was designed to follow the contour of the main stem of the Brazos river and it included this rather substantial wetlands area known as Alligator Hole which was approximately 1300 acres of wetlands, and it became real apparent that we needed to do something to protect this significant resource that we had, so the project was reconfigured to exclude the Alligator Hole wetland which essentially cut the wetlands involved that would be inundated by this project almost in half.

[Narrator]

Just west of the Brazos, flows the Colorado River. It’s here, near the town of El Campo where a future off-channel reservoir may provide a variety of solutions.

[Tom Mason]

The project’s designed to meet the needs of two different areas, one the greater San Antonio metropolitan area, which is growing very rapidly but also the entire Lower Colorado river basin, including the agricultural users downstream mainly rice farmers as well as the highland lakes interests. If it goes forward the project has to guarantee that the lake levels will be higher than they would be without the project.

[Narrator]

The Lower Colorado River Authority administers the lower 300 miles of the Colorado River. This includes six dams and lakes between Austin and Llano, generally called the Highland Lakes. This project would build the off-channel reservoir down near the coast. Water from the reservoir would go to the San Antonio Water System. A pipeline would connect the reservoir with San Antonio and provide water there for 50 years.

[Tom Mason]

We’re trying to balance the upstream and the downstream interests so we can have long term viability for all the different users in our basin at the lowest possible cost, while still meeting the needs for San Antonio during this interim period over the next, anywhere from 50 too 80 years.

[Narrator]

San Antonio’s sole source of water has been groundwater but as the city continues to grow, other sources need to be found.

[Robert Puente]

Historically, we have relied almost exclusively on the Edwards Aquifer and little by little we are getting diversified sources. And this will really almost put us in a situation where we’re 50% on the aquifer, 50% water out of this region. And this will help out in that diversification process. It's important that all our neighbors to know that while we are still going to rely heavily on the Edwards Aquifer, that we are looking at other water resources to help out those other entities that do rely on the aquifer.

[Narrator]

The project is still in the planning process but close scrutiny is underway in a variety of areas.

[Tom Mason]

There’s a whole host of studies. We have scientific advisory team that is doing technical studies on everything from groundwater, environmental impacts, conservation, hydrology, socio-economic impacts, climate change. It runs a broad gamut of issues that we’re trying to take the most comprehensive look possible to insure that every aspect of the project is reviewed in great detail and we know exactly what sort of impacts there will be on our basin and the river system.

[Narrator]

The impacts don’t end at the river but extend into the estuary of Matagorda Bay. It’s here where fresh water flowing in from the river, mixes with salt water from the Gulf. This creates a mosaic of marshes, tidal flats and open bays which nourishes an interdependent web of fish and wildlife.

[Bryan Cook]

For juvenile finfish, shellfish, shrimp, crabs the edge habitat is vital when they’re in their development stages. It gives them somewhere to hide from predators. This habitat is typically close to freshwater sources in this area we’re close to the Colorado River so the inflows from the Colorado keep this area of the bay fresher, the water here’s brackish it allows for their development and as they grow then they’ll start to utilize habitats out in the larger part of the bay.

[Mark Haney]

We’ll usually dump these out and then we’ll count them each sweep, and then we continue sweeping these samples until we don’t collect any more. That’s a great example of how productive these marshes are. You extrapolate this over all the marsh edge that’s out here you realize how vital these areas are to the bay. 

[Narrator]

An independent panel of nationally renowned experts reviews all the studies to insure that the results are valid and unbiased.

[Andrew Sansom]

I will say that with out any equivocation that it’s probably the most comprehensively studied project that’s certainly ever been undertaken in Texas with respect to water resources. And if there are impacts that are greater than expected, that’s going come out in the studies. They have done a very, very comprehensive job of looking at every possible impact and consequence of this rather substantial project. Actually the project is reaching a fairly climatic stage in that on or about the early months of 2009 two things will happen. One is the LCRA board will meet and determine whether all of the criteria set by the legislature as requirements for the project have been met, and the requires a formal finding of the LCRA board, for example, will the water in the Highland Lakes be maintained, will the agricultural water for the rice farmers be further secured, will the freshwater inflows to the bays and estuaries be adequate? So that finding will take place around the first of the calendar year 09. The second extremely important meeting will be a joint board meeting of the Lower Colorado River Authority and the San Antonio Water System at which they will decide whether or not to proceed with the project so we’re reaching a extraordinarily critical stage.

[Tom Mason]

The good news is, we have learned so much about our river as the result of this project. There’s great hope that regional cooperation between two river basins can work. That we can share water collaboratively and find a win-win solution for the long-term water supply needs for a state that really needs a lot of water to meet our growing demand.

Lifeline of the Bays

(Music)

[Narrator]

Drifting over the northwest edge of the Gulf of Mexico, you can’t help but notice the mosaic of ecosystems that merge to form the Texas coast. The ocean, barrier islands, bays, marshes and rivers all combine to form habitats for a variety of plants and animals. This diversity derives from seasonal flushes of freshwater from the rivers. Without these freshwater inflows, these environmental flows, the bays would cease to thrive.

[Jim Friebele]

The health of the bay depends on it and the plankton growth, the grass, sea grass, the fish need it for their spawning, the salinity has to be right. For instance if we have real high salinity and no fresh water run off we don’t have a crop of white shrimp that year or a very limited crop of course that’s less for the fish to eat, and especially when you’re dependant on having good sport fishing it’s very important because that’s what people come for the plentiful birds and wildlife the good fishing and a whole lot of us make a living directly off of it.

[Narrator]

The economy of Texas coast is as vast as its geography. Tourism, takes a variety of forms, from enjoying the beach, to recreational fishing, to bird watching. Add in commercial fishing and you’ve got an economic engine that generates over 2 billion dollars. Add in heavy industry and you have a region that is critical to the welfare of the nation. The link between this vital part of the economy and the environmental flows that supports it, eventually attracted the attention of lawmakers.

[Ken Kramer]

In 2007 the Texas Legislature passed two bills, Senate Bill 3 and House Bill 3, which together established a new process for trying to determine environmental flow needs of our rivers and streams and coastal bays and estuaries and then develop standards to actually make sure that those flows are there for the benefit of fish and wildlife habitat for the future. Everybody, I think, understands now the value of protecting environmental flows. The question now is, how to protect those flows not whether to protect those flows. 

[Mary Kelly]

So we finally passed the environmental flows legislation. We narrowly missed passing that in 2005. This time it came down to the very last day of the session, the very last hours but through the heroic efforts of lots of people the bill finally passed. What this legislation does is establish a process to determine how much water our rivers and bays need to stay healthy. We don’t really know the answer to that question yet. So that’s the first step under the legislation and it involves people throughout the different river basins in Texas who really know their own rivers and it involves scientists from all over the state. Once we get those numbers, then those will translate into regulations that essentially cap the amount of water you can withdraw from a river basin. That’s going to encourage efficiency, it’s going to encourage appropriate water rates trading and it’s going to allow us to meet our future human water needs while we still keep our rivers and bays healthy for fish and wildlife, and something for future generations to enjoy. 

[Man off camera]

Thank you all for being here this is our second meting of the environmental flows advisory group and we are … 

[Narrator]

Overseeing this effort is the Environmental Flows Advisory Group made up of lawmakers and representatives from state natural resource agencies.

[Karen Hixon]

Our first job was to actually appoint the Scientific Advisory Committee which brings the hopefully the objective science to the process to really study the issue and to come up with methodologies and regulations that will go towards the end of figuring out how much water needs to be available in these rivers as it gets to the estuaries. But also then we appoint the stakeholder committees for the 7 major bay and estuary systems in the state starting east and working west so all of this input is hopefully put together at the end of the process comes back to us and then presented to TCEQ at the end of the day and set up these environmental flow standards which apply to all of the rivers in the state.

[Narrator]

A variety of people comprise the Bay and Basin Stakeholder Committees; private citizens representing a particular interest, environmental groups, and water resource agencies. They will try to build a consensus and recommend what amounts of fresh water need to reach the bays.

[Jerry Clark]

I don’t think any of us in our thinking wants to harm our environment. We don’t want to look out there and say we have done, we have ravaged our environment in our rivers or in our bays and estuaries. The other side of that is we don’t want to say that we have committed some water such that it over appropriates the environmental need and that we are in effect wasting water that other interests in the state of Texas need. 

Jody Puckett What we do in one part of the state impacts what happens in other parts of the state. So it’s important for us to band together to understand that a little better. I think it will be interesting to see how these processes turn out because I think they’ll raise the awareness of all participants and all that rely on the rivers and the water availability in the state for all uses. Whether we use them in agriculture, whether we use them in recreation we’re all connected by this H2O molecule, this water. 

[Narrator]

Water also connects us to the natural world and that experience alone is priceless. For some, it’s the connection to water that flows continuously for hundreds of miles.

[Adrian Van Dellen]

For me the river is very special. Recreationally it is an inspiration to me for my photography, and it’s a place where I observe wildlife and make connections with that aspect of wild places, and uh, I paddle and canoe. But more importantly it’s a sense of place. The Neches River is a sense of place for me. And perhaps even more important it makes a connection for me with the creator you know, and this mystique of what’s around the bend that you always paddle towards. And I think it’s a continuing renewal, a process as you paddle and go along.

[Narrator]

For others the connection comes from the vastness of the Texas bays, hundreds of thousands of acres of water, some that may be only a few inches deep.

[Mike Wilson]

Rockport is in my way of thinking is just really paradise. And I think anyone that came here would very quickly realize what a treasure it is; the fishing is better than anywhere in the country, and I’ve been all over the country and all over the world fishing and there’s not any better place or anything more pure than this. It so singular the quality of the water is so good the wildlife is spectacular. I would suggest to you that since the whooping cranes chose this place and they’re down to the last few hundreds, it’s pretty indicative of the purity of this area, and I spend 30 to 40 days a year here.

[Narrator]

The way Texas is addressing the Environmental Flows process has never been tried before on this scale and the results could influence how others forge environmental laws in the future.

[Mary Kelly]

Texas is really leading the way in the nation on environmental flows right now. This is the most comprehensive environmental flows protection statute in the country. So we need to make sure we implement it correctly. 

[Carter Smith]

We are breaking new ground if you will with respect to defining the environmental flows of our rivers, to make sure that we meet the needs of our businesses, our communities, our municipalities, and our fish and wildlife and all those who value and enjoy those resources. And so, the eyes of the nation are definitely upon Texas and that’s where we like ‘em. Because this is an opportunity for us to shine and I have no doubt we will when it comes to the future of our rivers.

Water Futures

(Music)

[Narrator]

They say that everything is big in Texas. And if you’re talking about the population, big is just going to get bigger. In the next 50 years it’s predicted that the population of Texas will double. That means 46 million people will call themselves Texans and those Texans will need water. So far the estimates of population growth seem accurate.

[Carolyn Brittin]

Our projections are tracking and 2007 the state demographer issued 2006 actual populations, our projections were only over a percent off but we feel like we’re on track.

[Narrator]

The Texas Water Development Board is the agency charged with statewide water planning. Every five years they compile a state water plan derived from 16 regional planning groups. The last one was released in 2007.

[Carolyn Brittin]

There are numerous strategies in the plan and they range from water reuse, using the water we currently have as much as we can before we return it back our rivers and streams, desalination projects are also included in the plan, new reservoir sites, also simple ways like just contracting for existing water supplies or connecting water supplies. I think a mix of strategies are going to be required to meet that demand in the future. We show increased need for water as early as 2010.

[Narrator]

Water planners often speak of measurements in “acre-feet.” A football field is about the size of an acre so an acre foot of water is a football field under one foot of water.

[Myron Hess]

There is no doubt that the 2007 State Water plan has progress in water conservation over the previous version of the plan. As an example, in the 2002 state water plan there was a total of a little under 100 thousand acre feet of municipal water conservation in that plan. In the 2007 plan it’s up to a little over 600 thousand acre feet and that’s a lot, that’s a lot of progress. But by our calculations at the National Wildlife Federation we think there’s about a million acre feet of additional water conservation that’s achievable right now based on the technology we have today, based on what’s already been accomplished in San Antonio. You build a reservoir, it’s out there all the time but you may only need it 5 or 6 years out of every 50. It’s incredibly expensive to manage water that way and so in cities a huge amount of water use goes to water lawns and during these serious drought periods we have to give serious thought to whether it makes sense to be building this expensive infrastructure to supply water to keep lawns green even through the most serious drought when water is in short supply as opposed to really limiting that use saying, “you know what, we’re not going to keep our lawns green during these really serious drought periods.”

[Narrator]

No state water plan is perfect. Every five years planners make improvements and adjustments. Work on the next one is already underway.

[Carolyn Brittin]

I think what we anticipate in the 2012 state water plan, several regions are looking at how to best incorporate drought contingency planning to a greater extent. We’re also going to see updates due to the growth that has exceeded or projections in some of the metropolitan areas, they’re going to be looking for additional supplies, an expanded discussion and look at uncertainties and risks such as climate change could have on implementation of our strategy.

[Narrator]

How climate change will impact water resources in Texas is unknown but scientists have made some sobering predictions. Dr. Gerald North is a Distinguished Professor of Atmospheric Sciences at Texas A & M University.

[Gerald North]

What we're going to expect in Texas, based upon the modeling work that was done in that report is that Texas will be quite a bit warmer as we go through mid-century. It may be a few degrees Fahrenheit warmer than it is now. That doesn't seem like very much but in fact is enough to have fairly large effects on our countryside and ecology and so on. So the rule of thumb, if you look at regions around the world, it works pretty well, is where it rains a lot, it's gonna rain more. Where it doesn't rain much, it's not gonna rain as much. Probably somewhere about College Station, Bryan, I-45, maybe it's I-35, to the east of that line probably more rain, to the west of that, we can probably expect it to look a little bit more like Arizona than it does like West Texas, so virtually no rain. So drier where it's already dry and wetter where it's already wet. My guess is that you know, we’re going to be piping a lot of water around in the next century.

[Narrator]

The impacts of climate change are still debated by some and there is even less agreement on the root of its causes. The Texas Public Policy Foundation is a group that promotes free markets, private property rights and limited government.

[Kathleen White]

Global warming is a remarkably complex issue. I don’t think it’s a real threat, I think it’s a very important issue that the state needs to, and the nation, and the globe needs to address but I don’t think we have any of the absolutely settled science or any of the kind of really factual demonstration that man is causing, a slight observed warming in global average temperatures.

[Gerald North]

One of the projections suggest that these periods of drought will be all over the place, drought and flood, the fluctuations will be larger, wider fluctuations and last longer. So that's what the models say , but now how certain are these models? Well I think that some of these results are pretty robust, we've been seeing them from the past five year reports, now we have a lot more confidence and we're seeing the same persistent patterns, so that makes me think that we'll be having more of the same, more of this trend that we're seeing already.

[Kathleen White]

I think that the observed warming, and the science is plausible enough, that there are a variety of prudent things that the nation should do. We need to use all global scientific resources to determine if greenhouse gases, particularly carbon dioxide in the upper atmosphere, is in fact assuming a warming role. We don’t have data on that, we have a very complex sophisticated model that predicts human induced carbon dioxide is driving the observed warming. On the other hand, I think many of the things we should do are what this state knows how to do very well because we have regular very serious droughts. 

[Gerald North]

A lot depends on how we humans react to this and my own feeling is we'll be pretty slow to react. Probably one of the scenarios that is going to be the most realistic is the one where we don't do very much to mitigate this, to curb our carbon dioxide emissions until about mid-century, then we'll come to our senses, get busy and do something about it. We have our work cut out for us, it's not going to be easy to meet the challenge but of course Texans rise to these occasions, I think they will.

Living in the Balance

(Music)

[Narrator]

Everything is flowing in one way or another. Everything is going somewhere, growing, ageing, and changing. The more we learn about the natural world the more we see how different elements weave together and how many more connections become apparent. We’ve all heard of the balance of nature and increasingly we’re starting to realize the need to live in balance with nature. Various terms have evolved, smart growth, green building, sustainable development and now, the energy water nexus.

[Mary Kelly]

Energy water nexus is a term that refers to the connections between how we use energy and how we use water. To produce energy we use a lot of water and to pump and treat and transport water we use a lot of energy. The most important thing really, on both fronts, is conservation. What it really means is that efficiency is the key. We need better energy efficiency to save not only energy but to save water and we need better water efficiency to save not only water but also to save energy. And if you look at some of the initial studies, you can see that aggressive energy efficiency means water demand for energy use is flat. And aggressive water efficiency means energy demand for water use stays flat even as we grow.

[Narrator]

One of the ways to do that is to design and incorporate conservation features into new developments and structures. This is called green building.

[John Koepke]

At Government Canyon State Natural Area our buildings actually have a lot of green features that help us conserve energy. Everything from our large open air exhibit gallery which doesn’t require air-conditioning to keep it cool, it takes advantage of the prevailing breezes, also using solar power to power our pumps for our cisterns that helps save us on electricity. Our large overhanging porches and eaves, they help naturally cool the building. We take advantage of prevailing indirect sunlight with north and south facing windows so that way we can light up or buildings using indirect daylight and have less of a reliance on turning the light switch on.

[Narrator]

For water conservation, the first step is to catch whatever rainwater falls from the sky.

[John Koepke]

Our rainwater harvesting system can help us capture almost 21 thousand gallons of water. We try to be as conservative as possible about our water use and we do that through a couple of things. One is we use low flow toilets in our public restrooms, the other is our irrigation system is a drip irrigation system that irrigates native drought plants. Because of that we don’t have to use very much water. 

[Narrator]

The choice of what materials a building is made of can also have an environmental impact.

[John Koepke]

Of course one of the key ways to help reduce costs and to save energy and resources is to try and reduce, reuse, and recycle as much as we can. The piping that you see that helps create the skeleton for all of our buildings is actually recycled oilfield pipe stem. We’ve used locally quarried limestone in all of our fencing and the sides of the buildings. We’ve reclaimed eastern red cedar from a lot of the development that’s been going on here in San Antonio. If you’ve been to San Antonio recently you know that they are building like gangbusters and that means they’re clearing a lot of land. Well, instead of just burning up some of that eastern red cedar that’s so beautiful and so naturally resistant to rot and decay we’ve harvested that and used that on the sidings of our buildings. One of the most interesting aspects of our facilities here is that it serves as a demonstration and educational point for everyone who comes to visit us. We often get asked about our rainwater harvesting system, about our landscaping, about the materials that have been used in our buildings and what I always enjoy telling people is we’re not really doing anything you can’t do at home.

[Narrator]

As the Texas population grows it’s in homes where green building can have the greatest effect. For some home builders it just makes good business sense.

[Clark Wilson]

Homes like this sell themselves. The need to save water, save energy, therefore save money, and live a healthier lifestyle is the easiest sales pitch I could think of. Our homes are built to extreme green building standards where they save over 50 percent of the traditional amount of power it takes to power a traditional home. These are super insulated, in such a way is that the even the entire attic is cool. 

[Narrator]

Here too, water conservation compliments energy conservation.

[Clark Wilson]

The silliest things we do is spend a bunch of time, money, effort treating water and then spraying it out on our lawns. The best thing we can do to conserve the big number is to capture rainwater and reutilize that on our landscaping. Every home we build has a rain barrel at the bottom of the gutter. We use recycled wine barrels and turn them into a small cistern to collect water to water your flower beds and then we also utilize low-flow showerheads and fixtures, toilets, so forth.

[Narrator]

Proper landscaping techniques also diminish the unnecessary wasting of precious water.

[Clark Wilson]

Well you start with the base you have enough soil and the right kind of soil to hold enough water to where you only have to water your plants and your yard once a week if nature doesn’t do that for you. And then having the indigenous plants that are used to the Texas climate, and the Texas droughts, and the Texas heat are exactly what you need to be putting in. They’re beautiful as well. Everything we can do to save energy, save water, and be sustainable is no longer a fad it’s a necessity.

[Mary Kelly]

What we’re seeing now on the food front, on the oil price front, on the water front, on many other issues is we have a lot of people on this planet and to live together and leave a healthy planet to future generations we have got to change the way we think about natural resources. We can’t continue to waste them.

[Carter Smith]

We all have a place in the public discourse about the future of our water. There is no doubt that the future of our water is one of the most defining natural resource issues that we will confront in the 21st century. As we look to the basic questions; where’s it gonna come from, who’s gonna get it, and how much are they going to get, we need to show up and we need to be involved and we need to be educated and we need to be sure that our fish and wildlife are some of the beneficiaries of those decisions.

[Mary Kelly]

Mindsets are going to change as water supplies become more and more constrained. In the future it’s going to be flexibility, conservation, and a variety of sources. That’s what’s going to lead to certainty. The old ways have got to go. 

[Carter Smith]

The first thing we need to do as Texans is become educated and informed about all the issues surrounding our water. We need to know the source of our water. We need to know how to protect that water. We need to know how we can use that water as conservatively as possible to make sure that more water persists for future generations. We need to look to be active in our local communities to help protect our water quality and our water quantity, we need to help support organizations that are working to help conserve our water for fish and wildlife and people and our economies but ultimately we need to hold ourselves accountable for taking action to conserve water on an individual basis.

At the end of the day this is about a choice. And it’s a choice that we as Texans will make to insure that we have healthy free flowing rivers for generations to come. The beneficiaries will be our kids, and their kids. It’s a decision that I know that we’ll get right. 

Conclusion

[Narrator]

Texas the State of flowing Water is funded in part by a grant from the Sport Fish Restoration Program. Through your purchases of fishing equipment and motorboat fuels, nearly 18 million dollars in conservation efforts are funded in Texas each year.

[Narrator]

To order a DVD copy of Texas the State of Flowing water, or to view this program on line, visit us at Texas the state of water dot org. You’ll also find tips on water conservation, links to volunteer opportunities and additional information on water issues affecting all Texans. 

