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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

WATER CRISIS IN TEXAS

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

It is estimated that by 2035, only 85% of water needs in Texas will be met. Population in Texas is expected to double by 2050 and probably more than double in coastal areas of Texas. Water use, in order of priority includes - drinking and hygiene, fire safety, food production, power generation and manufacturing or industry use. We would all agree that water for landscape use (or car washing) comes last after these other priorities yet 40-60% of water use goes to landscape and garden use in residential settings. Worse, up to 50% of the water used in landscapes can be lost to evaporation!

Over time, South Texas cities, including ours, have seen their share of water shortages and rationing. Here are some public water management strategies that are currently being used in US cities that go beyond simple water rationing (i.e. who gets to water on what day) during times of scarcity. These cities plan to get the attention of homeowners, and right in their pocketbooks if necessary, so that people will begin adopting water conservation practices for the long haul.

1- A water utility which charges higher water rates to specific neighborhoods that use the largest amounts of water until and unless that neighborhood’s consumption comes down.

2- The same utility willing to pay $1 per square yard to property owners who eliminate traditional lawns in favor of other alternatives including planting certain types of low water use grasses and native plants.

3- Banning traditional lawns and irrigation completely in new construction under subdivision covenants and instead requiring lots landscaped with at least 1/3 cover that use native and other drought tolerant plants.

4-  Increasing water rates dramatically (approximately 30% every 3 years for the last 6 years) to encourage water conservation.

The last two examples are from Las Vegas, not a big surprise, but the first two are from San Antonio, Texas. San Antonio is a burgeoning city that aims to change the traditional, high water use landscape that has developed there back into something that properly fits with the demands of the Texas climate.

Putting 1 inch of water on a typical 1/8th acre lot amounts to a whopping 3,394 gallons of water. The San Antonio Express News reported that is the same amount of water that would be used in …

2,121 Toilet Flushes (1.6 gals per flush)

  424 Dishwasher Loads (8 gals per load)

  170 Ten Minute Showers (2 gals per minute)

   106 laundry Loads (32 gals per load)

San Patricio County voters are commended for passing the establishment of a Groundwater Conservation District (GCD) for their county this past May. Studies showed water use was at or near the recharge capacity of the aquifer with more population growth on the horizon. Although this GCD will not regulate certain types of wells, its mission is to prevent waste, collect data, educate people about conservation and prevent irreparable harm to the aquifer. The GDC will have the authority to make and enforce rules limiting groundwater production based upon tract size or spacing of wells. This will control commercial harvesting of this valuable resource where the water could be sent out of the county and sold to other thirsty cities at the expense of San Patricio County’s needs. The GDC is charged with conserving, preserving and protecting the aquifer and assuring recharge of the groundwater that lies beneath the county.

As our communities face unprecedented growth, we can take this opportunity to reflect and find ways to adjust our landscape to the climate. Less water demand for yard use translates to less need to build water utility infrastructure and less demand on other resources such as aquifers from which irrigation water is pumped and the electricity it costs to operate irrigation wells. It means saving money but it also means a community more in touch with its climate and able to better withstand and rebound from the severe swings of the humid sub tropic climate.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.

