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 SAWS is worried about who would be responsible for maintaining whooping cranes' habitat. 
 
The San Antonio Water System will contest a South Texas river authority's bid to draw a 
significant amount of water from the Guadalupe River, in part because of concerns about 
potential damage to whooping cranes' Gulf Coast habitat. 

The city-owned utility's board of trustees approved challenging the Guadalupe Blanco 
River Authority's application at its Monday planning meeting. 

Executives at SAWS, however, said the move is simply a way to get a seat at the table as 
the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality considers the GBRA's request, which 
would allow it to pump up to 24.4 billion gallons of water from the Guadalupe each year. 

GBRA officials say the water is needed to support rapidly growing communities between 
San Antonio and Austin. 

But SAWS officials worry they'd have to make up the difference. 

Currently, wastewater that SAWS can't recycle is treated and then pumped into the San 
Antonio River. Some of that water is used by CPS Energy to cool some of its power 
plants, and the rest flows down the river toward the Gulf, said Greg Flores III, SAWS' 
chief spokesman. 

“Just to go down one scenario: If the permit is granted to GBRA and they're able to 
withdraw (the) water, does that mean that the onus to support the whooping crane 
wildlife falls on our wastewater?” Flores said. “Contesting this permit application is 
about insuring that we maintain control of our (wastewater) and understanding what this 
GBRA project will do to our control of our (wastewater).” 

He added: “We want to know if the permit application submitted ... will put the 
ownership of (the wastewater) at risk.” 

SAWS isn't the only organization that plans to contest the GBRA's application. 

A coalition of local governments, businesses and environmentalists — known as the 
Aransas Project — that sued the TCEQ for failing to protect the whooping crane's habitat 
also plans to try to intervene. 



“There's certainly concern that (24 billion gallons) taken out at certain times would have 
a significant effect on the estuary,” said Jim Blackburn, the lead attorney for the Aransas 
Project. “If they were going to take water during times when there's no critical shortage, 
well then perhaps that can be acceptable.” 

“But that's the issue: What are the details, what are the terms and conditions?” 

The group sued the state in 2010, claiming the TCEQ was responsible for the deaths of 
23 whooping cranes because it had failed to properly manage freshwater flows from the 
Guadalupe and San Antonio rivers into their Gulf Coast habitat. 

The Aransas Project claimed that led to a buildup of salinity in San Antonio and Aransas 
bays, polluting the birds' drinking water and depleting their food supply. 

A federal judge in Corpus Christi ruled in favor of the coalition in March and ordered the 
TCEQ to stop issuing permits to pump from the rivers until a plan was put in place to 
protect the cranes and their habitat. 

The TCEQ appealed and the Fifth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals stayed the lower court's 
decision, pending its own ruling on the case. 

GBRA officials defended their permit request, which was originally filed in 2008, 
pointing out that new regulations meant the actual amount of water drawn from the river 
would likely be just a third of the up to 24 billion gallons they asked for. 

“In essence, you're talking about a scalping operation that will pump from the river when 
the river is full,” said Bill West, general manager of GBRA. “The project is designed to 
both minimize the impact but also produce the maximum amount of water available.” 
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