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SAN ANTONIO — The San Antonio Water System will ask its board of directors to 
abandon proposals to pipe in billions of gallons of water from outside the area, its CEO 
confirmed Thursday, and instead expand a desalination plant. 

SAWS will begin construction this year on a facility to desalinate brackish water in 
southern Bexar County that could work in conjunction with CPS Energy, which wants to 
add a natural-gas-powered plant, SAWS CEO Robert Puente said. 

Locating both plants at the same site near the Bexar-Wilson-Atascosa county line would 
lower the energy cost of desalinating brackish water, he said, making it a more cost-
effective option for diversifying the city's water supply than buying water from 
elsewhere. 

Puente told about 100 people at a forum Thursday night on the city's water future that 
proposals in development since 2011 to bring fresh water from other aquifers are not 
viable. 

SAWS officials said factors at play included cost, risks, funding, legal issues and 
community opposition. 

“We can't make mistakes,” when planning for the possibility of a severe, long-term 
drought, Puente said during the forum sponsored by the San Antonio Express-News and 
the University of Texas at San Antonio. 

Brackish water in Texas is plentiful, unused and “available for centuries,” Puente said, 
echoing what other water experts have determined. 

State Rep. Lyle Larson, another panelist at the forum who has advocated for better water 
policy and legislation in Texas, said he applauds SAWS for “going forward with desal.” 

Brackish water, which is not drinkable but far less salty than seawater, once was 
considered “bad water,” but now is the only resource available to some Texas 
communities, said Larson, R-San Antonio. 



“That is the new horizon for water in Texas,” he said, predicting that San Antonio's 
population will double “in a couple of decades.” 

But Larson, citing studies by climatologists who predict 10 of the next 15 years will be 
dry in Texas, said he doesn't want desalination seen as a “panacea.” He said he supports a 
mix of conservation, reuse, desalination and “more fresh water coming from outside the 
Edwards (Aquifer) region.” 

The pipeline project would have brought in billions of gallons of water from the areas of 
Val Verde, Dimmit or Burleson counties as part of SAWS' effort to reduce its heavy 
dependence on water controlled by the Edwards Aquifer Authority. 

Three companies were finalists in the competition to win the long-term contract with 
SAWS. The utility required that the winner provide enough water for more than 150,000 
households by 2018 and assume all of the risk associated with the project. 

None of the finalists met all the terms, Puente said. 

Former City Councilman Weir Labatt, a longtime water planning advocate, asked if the 
project with CPS would “bring on 50,000 acre-feet of desal by 2018,” as idealized in 
SAWS' 2012 water resources plan. 

Puente replied that with reduced demand tracked since the 2012 plan; the current 
brackish water plant due to come on line in 2016; and freshwater from the Carrizo 
Aquifer due in 2017, SAWS won't likely need that 50,000 acre-feet until about 2025. 

“Our planning is that brackish water can be phased in,” Puente said. 

Other cities in Texas have adopted desalination, but San Antonio would be the largest. 

A partnership with CPS Energy also would set it apart. 

Any proposal to co-locate a CPS plant with SAWS' plant would have to be approved by 
both utilities' boards of trustees. A joint meeting of the SAWS and CPS boards is planned 
in March, though a date has not been set.  
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