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On January 22, 1997, Senate Bill 1 was filed. By the time the 
75th Legislature adjourned sine die, the original 42-page bill 
had grown to 216 pages and the purpose and practice of 
water planning in Texas dramatically changed to “provide for 
the orderly development, management, and conservation of 
water resources and preparation for and response to drought 
conditions, in order that sufficient water will be available at a 
reasonable cost to ensure public health, safety, and welfare; 
further economic development; and protect the agricultural 
and natural resources of the entire state.”

Fifteen years later, 
long-range water 
planning in the state has 
hit its stride. Three full 
cycles of regional water 
planning have raised 
awareness of water 
supply and demand; 
spurred concrete actions 
to conserve, maintain, 
and enhance supplies; 
and focused attention 
on the financing issues 
that can bedevil the 
effort to translate plans 
into reality.

These achievements 
could not have 
coalesced at a more 
opportune time. Just as 
in 1997, when the 
impacts of a pernicious 

drought compelled passage of the state’s omnibus water 
management legislation, the latest round of planning 
culminated as record-breaking heat waves and negligible 
rainfall amounts seared the Lone Star State in what  
many experts are calling the “new drought of record”  
(see insert).

The 2012 State Water Plan, delivered January 5 to the 
Legislature by the Texas Water Development Board, highlights 

(continued on next page)
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*Manufacturing, steam-electric power generation, livestock, mining

Water Supply & Demand 2010 & 2060

2012: Another Watershed 
Year for Texas
DROUGHT AND FINANCING ISSUES LIKELY TO 
PUT 2012 STATE WATER PLAN TO THE TEST

Texas’ population is 
expected to increase 82% 
over 50 years, fueling a 
71% jump in demand for 
municipal water.

Decreased demand for  
irrigation water over the 
50-year planning period 
is due to more efficient 
irrigation systems, 
reduced groundwater 
supplies, and transfer of 
water rights from ag to 
municipal uses.
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New Year Opportunities
With the new year come new challenges and new 
opportunities, none more critical than water. As this 
issue of Texas Water News emphasizes, continuing 
drought is a real threat. Despite some recent winter 
rain, the number of public water supply systems on 
the state’s “Drought Watch List” continues to grow, 
and now stands at more than 1,000.

On the plus side, however, Texas is well posed to 
respond to this danger with a variety of new tools: 
	 • 	�the recently released 2012 State Water Plan 

points out where needs exist and prioritizes 
them;

	 • 	�the passage of Proposition 2 will enable more 
funding for water projects;

	 • 	�public-private partnerships present additional 
approaches to financing water projects; and

	 • �	�ongoing discussions in Austin are pinpointing 
revisions in state policy and practice needed to 
respond efficiently to water shortages.

NRS is committed to helping find concrete solutions 
to Texas’ water needs, from helping promote 
dialogue on water policy and practice through such 

means as this newsletter to supporting new 
developments in science and technology that  
can address shortfalls and developing innovative 
approaches to expanding supplies through 
alternative sources.  We believe there is not one 
answer but that we must rely 
upon multiple solutions and 
be good stewards of our 
resources.

Meeting the challenge of water 
needs in Texas will involve some hard 
decisions and, most likely, some 
substantial expenditures. But the 
alternative is not an option. Working together, 
we can replicate the successes of those Texans who 
rose to the challenge in the mid-1950s and secured 
adequate supplies of water for the next half-century 
and beyond. 

From all of us at NRS and Befesa 
WaterBuild, best wishes for a  
productive new year.

Source: Texas Commission 
on Environmental Quality Source: Texas Water 

Development Board, 
2012 State Water Plan



the challenges that Texas faces in developing the new water 
supplies needed for its future growth.

$231 Billion Required to Meet 50-Year Water Needs in Texas
In releasing the draft plan for public comment on 
September 23, the Board stressed “the primary message of 
the 2012 State Water Plan is a simple one: In serious 
drought conditions, Texas does not and will not have enough 
water to meet the needs of its people, its businesses, and 
its agricultural enterprises.”

“�The plan also presents the sobering news of 
the economic losses likely to occur if these 
water supply needs cannot be met.  As the 
state continues to experience rapid growth 
and declining water supplies, implementation 
of the plan is critical to ensure public health, 
safety, and welfare and economic development.”

The plan spells out the specifics: “If drought of record 
conditions recur and water management strategies 
identified in regional water plans are not implemented, the 
state could suffer significant economic losses.” By 2060, 
these losses could add up to:
•  $116 billion in lost income;
•  �$9.8 billion in foregone state and local business taxes 

associated with lost commerce; and
•  1.1 million lost jobs.

Avoiding this scenario comes with a steep price tag: 
more than $53 billion is needed just to implement the 
562 unique water management strategies that the 16 
regional water planning groups have recommended to 
provide 9 million AF/yr in additional water supplies, 
primarily for municipal needs, by 2060.  Water providers 
say they will be looking to the state for nearly $27 billion 
in financial assistance to implement these.

But that’s only part of the story.  The “staggering” amount 
of $53 billion estimated to implement water 
management strategies in the regional water plans does 
not “include costs associated with internal system 
distribution facilities or aging infrastructure needs, nor 
do the plans include needs for wastewater infrastructure 
or flood control projects.” The Board projects that over 
the next 50 years, the amount of funding needed to 
cover the capital costs of all water-related infrastructure 
in Texas will total some $231 billion.  

(continued from front page)

Capital Costs of Needed Water  
Investments in Texas by 2060 
(in billions of dollars)

$88.9	 Water treatment & distribution

$81.7	 Wastewater collection & treatment

$53.1	� Water management strategies recommended 
in 2012 State Water Plan 

$7.5 	 Flood control

Source: Texas Water Development Board, 2012 State Water Plan

Enhanced TWDB Bonding Authority
The state now has a greater supply of money to loan 
local governments for water projects. In November, 
voters narrowly approved Proposition 2, upping TWDB’s 
authority to issue bonds for water supply, water quality, 
and flood control projects to $6 billion outstanding at 
any one time. 

Without this constitutional amendment, the $4.2 billion 
authority granted to the Board would have been exhausted 
by 2013. 

Such bonds are the agency’s primary vehicle for 
funding water-related infrastructure and, for many 
entities, the only viable financing option for water 
infrastructure projects. Using the state’s credit 
rating, the Board sells bonds and then loans to an 
entity the proceeds at lower interest rates than 
could be obtained elsewhere, saving money for all 
involved.  The entity uses the TWDB funding to pay 
for construction, then pays the principal and interest 
on the loan with revenue received through use of the 
facility over time. Those persons benefiting from the 
projects repay the loans, and thus the bonds.

The Sunset Advisory Commission had recommended 
increasing TWDB’s bonding authority, providing it with 
an “evergreen” source of general obligation bonds. 
Lawmakers agreed that the Board’s bonding capacity 
was “insufficient to meet the needs of local 
governments that are upgrading infrastructure to  
meet growing demand associated with a larger 
consumer base” and approved SJR 4 by Sen. Hinojosa 
and Rep. Ritter to put the proposed amendment  
before Texas voters. 

The population of Texas is expected 
to increase by almost 82 percent 
over the next 50 years, making it 
inevitable that cities and towns will 
need to expand and repair their 
infrastructure to keep up.

New Options Through Private-Sector Financing
The “Texas Public-Private Infrastructure Act,” which 
took effect September 1, offers a completely new option 
for financing water infrastructure in the state: private 
sector funding.

Public-private partnerships can provide the means of 
taking care of infrastructure needs, even as the $27 
billion shortfall in the state budget is replicated on a 

smaller scale throughout Texas, stresses Brett Findley, 
agent for the new Texas P3 Association.

“There’s not much cash in the bank” now to issue checks 
to build needed projects, he says. “The only way to do that 
is to marry the public and private sectors.” Projects eligible 
for such public-private partnerships in Texas range from 
water infrastructure to hospitals and schools of higher 
education. Transportation projects are specifically excluded.

With P3, says Findley, “the project gets delivered on 
time and at cost for a turnkey price” rather than “on 
the backs of citizens.” While “the concept is not for 
everyone, it is another tool in the toolbox.”

Some 26 states have implemented a similar delivery 
process for transportation projects. With SB 1048 by 
Sen. Mike Jackson and Rep. John Davis, Texas joins 
Virginia, Arizona, and California in making this new 
method available to fund buildings and other 
non-transportation infrastructure needs.

Findley is quick to dispel the myth that P3 equals 
privatization. “Nothing could be further from the truth,” 
he stresses. “At the end of the day the entity owns the 
structure.” Under a P3 arrangement, “there is no 
irrevocable transfer of assets,” be it a water treatment 
plant or a hospital. 

The P3 mechanism also allows for creativity in 
addressing needs. Instead of waiting for a public entity 
to issue a request for proposal, the private sector now 
can submit a concept that may not have been obvious. 
Under SB 1048, a public entity may consider unsolicited 
proposals from private firms to fund projects so long as 
it establishes and follows specific procedures designed 
to ensure transparency and public input. The Texas 
Facilities Commission already has adopted a set of 
guidelines for state projects. 

The law also requires that the cost of reviewing any 
unsolicited proposal be borne by the entity submitting 
it. This provision will ensure that only real, legitimate 
proposals come forward and will keep “tire-kickers” 
from wasting public resources, Findley says.

The Texas P3 Association was formed to facilitate 
partnerships, in part by increasing awareness among 
local and state elected officials about the 
opportunities now available to them, Findley says. 
Membership is free to representatives of public 
entities. More information about the group is 
available at www.P3Texas.com

DROUGHT HEIGHTENS 
INTEREST IN BRACKISH 
DESALINATION
“The drought put some wheels under the bus” for 
addressing water supply needs, Charles Maguire, 
Water Quality Division Director for the Texas 
Commission on Environment Quality, recently told a 
group of visiting Oklahomans (see story below). And 
nowhere is this more apparent than with brackish 
groundwater desalination.

Although not a first choice for most municipal 
supplies, brackish desal may be the only viable 
option for communities when the costs of 
transporting freshwater supplies or of purchasing 
new water rights are prohibitive. Furthermore, 
improvements in technology have made brackish 
desal “more cost-competitive than before,” stresses 
the 2012 State Water Plan (see cover story). 
Desalination is expected to produce nearly 310,000 
acre-feet of potable water by 2060. 

Oklahoma Looks to Learn From Texas Desal Success
Oklahoma dignitaries traveled in mid-October to far 
South Texas to get a first-hand view of how brackish 
groundwater desalination is working in the Lone Star 
State. The delegation toured desal facilities and met 
with Texas regulators and elected officials, all with an 
eye to putting to use in Oklahoma the lessons 
learned in Texas.

The 15-member group included representatives of 
the Oklahoma Water Resources Board, Oklahoma 
Department of Environmental Quality, Oklahoma 
Municipal League, state legislators, local elected 
officials, and members of the Central Oklahoma 
Water Resources Authority. 

Oklahoma, like Texas, is facing increased demands 
for supplies of fresh water to meet current and future 
needs. Until now, however, the state had not seriously 
considered tapping into its abundant supply of 
brackish groundwater because of cost 
considerations. COWRA – composed of Canadian 
County and seven towns in the central part of the 
state – is leading investigations into using local 
brackish supplies as a cost-effective means of 
augmenting surface water supplies bought from 
Oklahoma City.

The delegation toured the Southmost Regional Water 
Authority plant near Brownsville, a 7.5 MGD plant 
put in operation in 2004, and North Alamo Water 
Supply Corp.’s new Donna plant, a 2.5 MGD plant 
now in start-up. NRS designed both plants and also 
built the Donna facility in the first completion of a 
design-build contract for a public water supply  
entity in Texas. Prior to the tours, the group met  
with Texas State Senator Eddie Lucio, Jr., and  
State Representative Eddie Lucio III, whose districts 
encompass many of the desal facilities designed  
by NRS. 

The Texas Commission on Environmental Quality and 
the Texas Water Development Board provided 
invaluable support to the fact-finding tour. TCEQ 
Water Quality Division Director Charles Maguire,  
who accompanied the delegation on the entire tour, 
shared the commission’s experience in overseeing 
and permitting this type of “innovative” technology. 
TCEQ Commissioner Carlos Rubinstein and TWDB 
Member Billy Bradford and members of their staffs 
participated in a special round table discussion on 
developing and adapting regulatory frameworks for 
brackish desalination. 

Jorge Arroyo, TWDB’s Director of Innovative Water 
Technologies, told the group that at this point 
desalination is not really an “innovative” technique. 
Texas is now looking at removing requirements for 
piloting a brackish plant, a process that can cost 
about $500,000, he noted. While this sum may be a 
“drop in the bucket” for large utilities, he stressed, it 
is an exorbitant amount for small ones. 

Arroyo also noted another “chief” issue: concentrate 
disposal. Federal regulations inexplicably now 
prohibit use of Class II injection wells for such 
purpose. He suggested that Texas and Oklahoma 
could do well to join forces and partner together to 
rescind the federal prohibition. 

“It’s probably a good time to be talking with you,” 
responded Carl Parrot, Chief Engineer for the 
Oklahoma Department of Environment Quality, 
adding that his agency is interested in working with 
Texas regulators on how to permit desalination in 
Oklahoma.

NRS expresses its appreciation to the Texas agencies 
and officials who helped showcase the state’s 
achievements in brackish desalination.

New Association Promoting  
Desalination Technology in Texas
Desal boosters in the Lone Star State now have a new 
organization to advocate on their behalf. The Texas 
Desalination Association, just organized in November, is 
focused on developing mechanisms for making the 
technology more accessible. And part of that mission, 
says Kyle Frazier, agent for the group, is to educate 
elected officials about desalination and how it can be 
used across Texas to enhance water supplies.

Texas Desal already is doing some advance planning 
for next year’s legislative session. “We’re clearly going 
to advocate,” Frazier told Texas Water News. In 
particular, Texas Desal will be focusing on ways to 
incentivize desalination technology and methods of 
streamlining regulatory processes that affect its use. 

Currently the association is finalizing its by-laws and 
establishing a nine-member board of directors. 
Directors to date include Paul Choules, Water 
Standard; Hon. Webb Meldon, mayor of Conroe;  
Bill Norris, NRS; and Tom Seacord, Carollo Engineers.

Membership is open to municipalities and other 
governmental organizations, individuals, 
professionals in the field, corporations providing 
desalination services, in short, says Frazier, “anyone 
public or private with an interest in the technology.” 

More information is available at www.TexasDesal.org.

JESÚS LEAL, NRS, EXPLAINS SRWA REVERSE 
OSMOSIS EQUIPMENT TO MIKE RUTLEDGE, 
MUSTANG, OK, CITY MANAGER

Jan. 25-27 	� Texas Municipal Utilities 
Association Annual Conference 
(Fredericksburg, TX)

Jan. 26-27 	� Multi-State Salinity Coalition 
Summit (Las Vegas)

Jan. 27-28 	� Association of Water Board  
Directors-Texas (Dallas)

Jan. 31–	� Texas Water Conservation 
Association’s Texas Water Day 
(Washington, D.C.)

Feb. 9	� South Central Membrane Association, 
Introduction to Membrane Technology 
Workshop (Pflugerville, TX) 

Feb. 2

Upcoming Water Events

New Financing Tools Could Move 
Water Plans to Reality 
RECENT LEGISLATIVE ACTIONS HOLD PROMISE OF HELPING 
TEXAS MEET THE COSTS OF NEEDED WATER SUPPLY PROJECTS.


