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A Central Texas river authority on Wednesday will make a 
decision that many fear plays God with Matagorda Bay. 

The 15-member board of the Lower Colorado River Authority will 
consider an emergency plan that could withhold critical freshwater 
from one of the state's most productive estuaries for the rest of the 
year. 

The plan means that Matagorda Bay might not receive freshwater 
unless it rains downstream of the Highland Lakes near Austin. The 
possible change in the mix of salt and fresh waters could so upset 
the natural cycles that the bay, already stressed by drought, will 
produce fewer crabs, oysters, shrimp and other marine life, say 
some biologists, environmentalists and fishermen. 

"We are entering uncharted territory," said Myron Hess, who leads 
the nonprofit National Wildlife Federation's Texas water program. 
"Are we pushing the bay to the point where it can't recover?" 

The authority, which manages the river from the Hill Country to 
the Gulf of Mexico, said it must consider the move because of 
near-record low levels in the Highland Lakes, rapidly shrinking 
reservoirs that provide water for more than 1 million Texans. The 
board already has cut off irrigation water for many rice farmers 
near the bay, about 100 miles southwest of Houston. 

As of Friday, Lakes Travis and Buchanan held 652,267 acre-feet of 
water, or 32 percent of capacity. One acre-foot is enough to serve 
two typical Texas families for a year. 



The authority is required to release some water from the man-made 
lakes each month if the river does not supply the minimum needed 
to maintain the bay's health and productivity, about 15,000 acre-
feet. It can withhold the amount if there is no water flowing into 
the reservoirs. 

'Reacting on emotion' 

But the emergency plan would allow the authority to keep water in 
the lakes even if there is an inflow. The authority said the amount 
of water flowing into the reservoirs so far this year rivals historic 
lows. 

While the question of how much freshwater is needed for the 
estuaries that lie at a river's mouth has proven difficult to answer, 
the emergency plan's critics say any amount is better than nothing. 

"We had a plan that was done without stress and with a lot 
science," said Mitch Thames, president of the Bay City Chamber 
of Commerce and Agriculture. "Now we are reacting on emotion. 

"I understand only God can fill the lakes. But I can't accept 
intentionally harming the basin and delta. If water flows into the 
lakes, then it should flow out, because that is what nature 
intended." 

Salinity levels up 

When the Colorado is flowing, the freshwater mixes with the 
Gulf's backwash to create an ecological superconductor. The 
Matagorda Bay system produced a seemingly endless supply of 
oysters, shrimp and fin fish and has become a key part of the state's 
$2 billion a year fishing industry. 



But things have been unraveling during Texas' current drought. 
Less rain means less water coming out of the rivers that feed the 
bay and less dilution for the saltwater that creeps in from the Gulf. 

In normal years, Matagorda Bay receives about 1.8 million-acre 
feet of freshwater inflows from the Colorado. So far, this year, it 
has received about 150,000 acre-feet, according to the river 
authority. 

This shift, officials said, has caused the bay's eastern half to 
become as salty as the Gulf this year. Near the Colorado's mouth, 
salinity levels have reached 32 parts per thousand in water that 
usually has 10 to 20 parts per thousand. 

The authority last week agreed to release some water from the 
lakes because not enough had reached the bay in August. It said 
the goal was to keep salinity below ecologically dangerous levels 
in the delta, which serves as a nursery for aquatic life. 

October is a significant month for spawning in the estuary, said 
Leslie Hartman, who oversees fisheries in the Matagorda Bay 
ecosystem for the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. 

Fishers are angry 

In the cooler months, salinity levels will be less critical because 
many species move into deeper waters and the Gulf. 

"Hopefully, we can limp through this period until winter," said 
Hess, the Austin-based water expert for the National Wildlife 
Federation. 

Meanwhile, those who fish the bay are angry, saying the ecosystem 
is being put in harm's way while Austinites continue to water their 



lawns. 

Tommy Countz, a charter fishing captain in the bay for more than 
30 years, said he is worried that already poor conditions will 
worsen without flows from the river. 

"What right do they have to withhold water that should naturally 
be flowing to the bay?" Countz said of the river authority. "That's 
playing God."FAIR	  USE	  NOTICE:	  	  This	  document	  contains	  copyrighted	  material	  which	  has	  not	  
been	  specifically	  authorized	  for	  use	  by	  the	  copyright	  owner.	  The	  Texas	  Living	  Waters	  Project,	  which	  is	  a	  
nonprofit	  undertaking,	  is	  making	  this	  article	  available	  in	  our	  efforts	  to	  transform	  the	  way	  Texas	  
manages	  water—to	  better	  protect	  our	  springs,	  rivers,	  and	  estuaries	  in	  order	  to	  better	  meet	  the	  water	  
needs	  of	  Texas	  and	  future	  generations	  of	  Texans.	  We	  believe	  that	  this	  constitutes	  a	  "fair	  use"	  of	  the	  
copyrighted	  material	  as	  provided	  for	  in	  section	  107	  of	  the	  US	  Copyright	  Law.	  If	  you	  wish	  to	  use	  this	  
copyrighted	  material	  for	  purposes	  of	  your	  own	  that	  go	  beyond	  "fair	  use,"	  you	  must	  obtain	  permission	  
from	  the	  copyright	  owner.	  	  
	  


