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Water administration Overview
Background:


In Texas, surface water and ground water are property rights. Surface water belongs to the state and permits to appropriate surface waters are granted by the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ). Ground water is an individual property right, established by case law. However, state law empowers local or regional groundwater management authorities and states that Groundwater Conservation Districts are the preferred method of groundwater management.

Institutions:

The principal agencies that administer water in the border region are the TCEQ, the International Boundary and Water Commission, U.S. Section, special districts–including water control and irrigation districts and groundwater conservation districts–and nonprofit water supply corporations. The TCEQ also establishes water quality standards on a triennial basis, subject to EPA approval.

Programs and Initiatives:

The Rio Grande Watermaster is responsible for allocating, monitoring and controlling the use of surface water in the Rio Grande Basin from Fort Quitman to the mouth of the Rio Grande, including that portion of the Nueces-Rio Grande Coastal Basin lying in Starr, Hidalgo, Cameron and Willacy counties. The jurisdiction does not include the Pecos and Devils River watersheds. The jurisdiction covers 1173 river miles of the Rio Grande, 382 stream miles of U.S. tributaries and approximately 1600 water right accounts.

The Rio Grande below International Amistad Reservoir, for the United States, is a fully adjudicated river. Water rights for the lower Rio Grande were 100 percent adjudicated by court action in the late 60's to domestic, municipal, industrial and irrigation users. Water rights and distribution in the Rio Grande are based on two factors - 1. the maximum volume assigned by law to each water right holder, by use, and 2. priority of the use. All water rights have a maximum annual allowable, but because the total legal demand for water always exceeds the supply, only the highest priority uses receive the full amount of their water right. The following are the weighted  priorities: 1) Domestic Municipal and Industrial (DMI) uses (highest priority); 2) operational; and 3) carry over balances for irrigation water accounts. In order to provide for and protect this municipal-based priority system the watermaster divides all U.S. waters held in storage at Amistad/Falcon into three distinct pools.  

The highest priority pool is the water reserved for all municipal uses. It is reestablished monthly to cover roughly one year’s average municipal diversions (225,000 acre-feet).  The second highest priority pool, reestablished monthly, is water held in reserve for operational uses (75,000 acre-feet) to ensure delivery of water even in periods of low flow and drought. The lowest priority pool is reserved for agricultural interests and consists of leftover water after the Municipal and Operating pools have been reestablished. Consequently, it is the irrigation reserve that is directly affected by in system losses exceeding inflows and lack of water deliveries.  

The priority-based system also requires that municipal water be treated differently from irrigation in the allocation process. At the beginning of the calendar year, each municipal water right holder’s account is replenished to its full amount. No leftover water is rolled over to the new year. Agricultural accounts on the other hand are replenished only when monthly inflows are in excess of losses and the water needed to reestablish the municipal and operating reserves. Agricultural users do however get to carry over their remaining storage balances indefinitely. Irrigation accounts can best be described as a checking account; withdrawals can be made up to the amount of water held in storage for a given account, deposits are made only when overall system inflows exceed total system losses.

Upstream of Ft. Quitman in El Paso and Hudspeth Counties, the TCEQ is adjudicating the remaining water rights on the Rio Grande. Hearings have been held and the Commission has issued a Preliminary Determination of the water rights in this area.

There are 11 ground water conservation districts in the border region. More information can be found on the TCEQ’s website at www.tceq.state.tx.us/assets/public/comm_exec/pubs/sfr/053_03.pdf

The TCEQ also is responsible for surface water quality monitoring (SWQM) in the Rio Grande Basin. SWQM is used for permitting reasons, as well as ensuring that uses are met for surface water segments in Texas. The SWQM in the basin is contracted out by the TCEQ to the IBWC, U.S. Section.

Resource Summary:


Under Senate Bill 1, 75th Legislature (1997), Texas is divided into 16 regions for purposes of regional water planning.

An example of water demand over the period 2000-2060 can be found for each region of the state at www.twdb.state.tx.us/data/popwaterdemand/2003Projections/Demand%20Projections/B oardApproved/Region_demand.htm

The demand for Region M, which includes the Rio Grande counties from Maverick County to Cameron County, is shown below in Table 1.

Table 1, Region M Total Water Demand Projections for 2000-2060, acre-feet


Year

Use
2000
2010
2020
2030
2040
2050
2060

Irrigation  
1,083,766  
1,163,634  
1,082,232  
981,748  
981,748  
981,748  
981748

Livestock 
5,817 
5,817 
5,817 
5,817 
5,817 
5,817 
5817

Manufacturing 
6,208 
7,509 
8,274 
8,966 
9,654 
10,256 
11059

Mining 
3,869 
4,186 
4,341 
4,433 
4,523 
4612 
4692

Municipal 
226,536 
279,633 
338,716 
403,511 
472,632 
547,747 
625743

Steam Electric 
6,780 
13,463 
16,864 
19,716 
23,192 
27,430 
32598

Total
1332976 
1474242 
1456244 
1424191 
1497566 
1577610 
1661657

Source: Texas Water Development Board, Region M Water Planning Group 

Most of the water in this region is supplied by surface water, although there is some ground water in the Del Rio area and there are several aquifers in use, as noted by the 11 conservation districts. In addition, in Cameron County a desalination plant has begun to treat brackish water for municipal use.

As the population in the area increases municipal use is expected to increase and irrigation use is expected to decrease.

Issue Identification:


C
Ensuring compliance with the 1944 Water Treaty

C
Ensuring adequate supplies of water over the water planning horizon

C
Invasive species

C
Lining of canals

