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(birds chirping)

[Larry McKinney]

When people first came to Texas really water defined Texans. The first people gathered around Comal Springs San Marcos Springs and Balmorhea, so the whole landscape and the water in it defined Texas.   

(rumbling of dam)

[Larry McKinney]

Today, that's flipping around. Texans are beginning to define Texas through water. And we're getting to the point now where we can and it is necessary for us to manipulate our water supplies; to move it from one basin to the other, to build dams to capture it, that we're redefining our entire landscape.

[narrator]

During this period of transformation, basic Texas water policy has changed very little. What has changed is the flow and cost of water.

(water flowing)

[narrator]

Early Texas was crisscrossed with free flowing rivers and meandering creeks. People settled near water and took what they needed without charge. But by the turn of the century it became clear water was a limited resource. The state legislature declared rivers and streams the property of the state and began requiring citizens to file for the right to use that water.

[William Lehrer]

The Garwood irrigation is, water right is 98 years old because four men filed a certified filing on November 1, 1900.

[narrator]

The Garwood Irrigation District, distributing water to rice farmers on the Colorado River, has one of the oldest water rights in the state. They bought it in 1914 from the original filers for the sum of  $10.00.    Today it is worth millions because of one simple phrase in Texas water policy, 'First in time, first in right.'

That means the owner of the oldest water right is the first to get his water.  That's a valuable status during drought years, when there may not be enough to go around.

But rights have only been established for surface water. Underground water is available without permits and can be taken by 'rule of capture.' 'Rule of capture' allows a landowner to pump as much water out of the ground as he can from his own land. But there are no property lines underground and landowners often pull water from underneath neighboring properties several miles away.

[Larry McKinney]    

Rule of capture is a great Texas concept, basically it's 'he with the biggest straw wins.' If you get a bigger straw under your land you can suck as much out as you want to. That worked fine when there weren't a lot of people around, a lot of people living out, depending on these water sources. But what we're learning is that when you suck that water out you have effects on springs. 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]

Commanche Springs in Fort Stockton was once a desert oasis. But in the 1950's during years of drought, neighboring farmers and ranchers were pulling huge quantities of water out of the ground, trying to turn desert into farmland. The water was free, but Comanche Springs went dry and stayed dry for nearly thirty years.  

[narrator]

Surface water policy has its own conflicts, created not so much by pumps, but by dams. In 1895 the city of Austin built one of the first of many reservoirs on the Colorado River. The goal was to generate electricity and provide the city a water supply in times of drought. But when drought hit in 1916, there wasn't enough water. 

[Quentin Martin]

Downstream water rights holders for irrigation down on the coast that historically relied on water and had senior water rights, that is rights earlier than Austin's for water, complained that Austin was capturing and holding water back that they were entitled to, keeping that water in Lake Austin. And the lake was essentially drained so that the downstream irrigators could have their water, simply because Austin had a right that was dated 1913 and the irrigators had rights dated from about 1900. 

[narrator]

Lake Austin was dry during the summer of 1916, but in other years raging floodwaters were just as devastating to the city. 

[William Lehrer]

There would be floods and the next thing you knew there would be hardly any water in it. And the floods would make it five or six miles wide, and then when it got real low you could walk across it.

[narrator]

Texas is a land of frequent droughts, interrupted periodically by tremendous floods. It would take an act of government to begin to tame those extremes.

In 1934 the State legislature created the Lower Colorado River Authority, the LCRA. The purpose was to focus public resources on both flood control and reliable water supply. In the years to come river authorities were established in basins across the state.

(construction explosion)

[narrator]

The first project for the LCRA was the completion of Buchanan Dam, the first significant flood control structure on the Colorado. The dam created a water supply and a means for generating energy, both of which were to become the LCRA's revenue base. The march to control the river was on. LCRA began dam construction up and down the lower river basin. By the 1950's it had completed 6 major dams on the Colorado River. Then, the tide changed.  

(wind)

[narrator]

1950 was the beginning of the 10-year drought of record, the driest recorded period in Texas history. The state population had reached 7.7 million people, and water supply was a statewide concern. Local and regional governments began to construct water supply reservoirs. In the next two decades nearly 90 major reservoirs were built in Texas, dramatically altering the flow of water, and dramatically altering the landscape as well.

[Larry McKinney]

Texas now has more surface water than Minnesota 'The Land of 10,000 Lakes' and we built it all. Only in Texas.

[narrator]

Large bottomland forests were drowned under reservoirs while downstream lands lost much of the water that had kept them thriving.

[Kevin Mayes]

When we go to look at rivers downstream of reservoirs there is not the diversity of fish and invertebrates that we'd expect to find in a healthy river ecosystem. 

[narrator]

Dams trap freshwater in reservoirs limiting the flow into bays and estuaries at rivers end. 

[Bill Balboa]

We know that the fresh water is good, because without the freshwater you don't have a lot of production of either finfish, shellfish, or anything else. The shrimp is not there. The oysters aren't there.

[narrator]

Fishing on the coast is a nearly three billion dollar a year industry. It depends on enough freshwater reaching the bay. So do the waterfowl and coastal birds that feed in the waters here. In 1985 Texas state water policy formally recognized the need for adequate freshwater both within the river channel and flowing to bays and estuaries. This need must be considered when new or amended water rights are issued.

[Quentin Martin]

We've released an average of about 40,000 acre feet a year, solely for the purpose of maintaining the habitat of the freshwater ecosystem in the Colorado River, and also for fresh water inflows for Matagorda Bay. However  when the lakes drop significantly and we have to start curtailing our irrigation customers, we also start cutting back on the releases we make for environmental purposes.

[narrator]

Today, LCRA is the water broker on the lower Colorado River. It collects excess water in times of flood and releases that water over a long period of drier times, charging users for this service.   

[Quentin Martin]

We have about 8 million dollars of revenue that we get in every year as a result of our charges for water and that supports all of the LCRA water programs.

[narrator]

LCRA manages six dams and reservoirs on the Colorado River, storing as many as 742 billion gallons of water at a time. But senior water right holders, downstream from the reservoirs still have first call on the natural flow of the river. That  means whatever water flows into a reservoir must be allowed to flow out, until the water rights downstream are satisfied. The LCRA sells only the stored excess water behind its dams. 

(wind)

[narrator]

But even with such a large storage capacity, the LCRA is struggling to keep pace with a growing population. It can't guarantee water for all its customers, during a drought,  much less for environmental needs.

[Quentin Martin]

We project here at the Lower Colorado Basin it will have an 80 to 90% increase in population over the next 50 years. Instead of a little over a million people living in our basin we will have close to 2 million people. 

[narrator]

There are no new water rights available for claim on the Colorado River. In fact there are few left anywhere in the state.

[Quentin Martin]

Probably 80% of the basins in Texas are what we call 'over appropriated'.  We have more permits in place for water then we can guarantee during a drought.   

[narrator] 

There are 13 million more people living Texas today than during the devastating drought of the 50's, but there is no more water. The amount of water on earth remains constant.

[Larry McKinney]

There is no more water. There is a fixed amount of water. We just have more people wanting it

[narrator]

Today there's a multimillion-dollar infrastructure in place, moving water to people. 25% of the drinking water in Texas is transferred from one river basin to another. It's sold up and down rivers and across the state. This water marketing is the newest way in which water is distributed in Texas.  

[Larry McKinney]

Unfortunately rain does not necessarily fall where people want to live. Two of our fastest growing areas is in central and south Texas, yet most of our rainfall is in East Texas. So the problem that our water managers face is moving water from where it is to where it's needed. That's the engineering challenge. Now convincing people that it is all right to do so, well that's the political challenge. And making sure that all of that does not adversely affect our fish and wildlife resources, well, that's the environmental challenge. And by far and away that's the greatest challenge that we face. I can't imagine a Texas, and I hope that no one else can imagine a Texas in the future that is not defined by our natural heritage, what we enjoy today. So we must be successful. And we will be. We will be successful.

(flowing water)

-end-
