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SAN ANTONIO — Nestled in a large house on a 5.6-acre lot, 
Jimmy Walsdorf thought it was normal to pay hundreds of dollars 
each month for water. 

Walsdorf's bills climbed close to the $1,000 mark as his monthly 
use rose to nearly 120,000 gallons in 2012. Then he got a jolt of 
reality that made him a believer in conservation: a letter from the 
San Antonio Water System saying he'd made the utility's list of the 
biggest 100 residential users. 

“I was embarrassed. I was trying to figure out how we made the 
list,” said Walsdorf, who was ranked at No. 89 in 2012 but fell off 
the latest list after taking action to conserve. 

Bexar County's most prolific water users seem to be cutting back. 
SAWS figures obtained through the Texas Public Information Act 
reveal nearly 20 percent decreases in consumption among the top 
10 water users, and 16 percent among the top 100. 

But as South Texas grapples with a dry spell potentially rivaling a 
1950s drought of record, some conservationists think SAWS 
should charge high-end users even more, both to encourage 
conservation and increase revenue for costly projects to get more 
water. 

“If someone is using more than their share, it can affect a lot of 
different things,” said Annalisa Peace, executive director of the 
Greater Edwards Aquifer Alliance and proponent of higher year-
round charges for the biggest water users. 



No other residential customer used more water from May to 
November last year than construction heiress Leslie Negley — 1.8 
million gallons, more than enough to fill Landa Park's 1.5 million-
gallon spring-fed pool. 

That total was more than double the nearly 800,000 gallons she 
used during the same period in 2012, a staggering jump she 
attributed to leaks in her swimming pool and sprinkler system at 
her 2-acre homestead on the North Side. 

Negley, who has been on the top 100 list in recent years, said she 
had water bills up to $3,000 in 2013 but since has replaced much 
of her greenery with drought-tolerant olive trees and low-water-use 
plants. 

“Nobody hates waste like I do,” she said. “It literally makes me 
sick — wasting the water.” 

But despite her efforts, Negley's monthly consumption remained 
high, more than 190,000 gallons in both December and January, 
according to SAWS, when little outdoor water use is necessary. 
That's about 25 times more than the average San Antonio 
household use of 7,788 gallons a month. 

SAWS' conservation staff will “reach out to her again and see what 
we can do,” spokeswoman Anne Hayden said when asked about 
Negley's consumption. 

At No. 2 on the list was Dr. Gilles Delecoeuillerie, who was vice 
president of medical affairs for Kinetic Concepts Inc. from 2007 to 
2009 but has since worked at companies in North Texas. His water 
consumption was 1.325 million gallons over the seven months. He 
couldn't be reached for comment. 

Other customers in the top 100 are prominent heirs, executives and 
investors. Some are known to support charitable causes. Of the top 



20, 12 also were among the 20 biggest users in 2012. 

Besides Negley, local businessman and philanthropist Harvey 
Najim, ranked No. 13, also had a steep increase in use, appearing 
on the list for the second consecutive year. Najim's consumption 
rose 32 percent, from 675,534 gallons in seven months of 2012 to 
892,483 gallons last year. 

He said he had a gaping leak in his swimming pool that took three 
months to locate and repair, and “probably lost 200,000 gallons 
plus during that time” — more than twice the average annual 
residential use of 93,456 gallons. 

Rising cost of water 

Under a SAWS rate increase that took effect Jan. 1, a top 100 
residential customer living outside the city can expect to pay a 
minimum of about $383 for a monthly consumption of 85,000 
gallons, not including service and sewer fees. Someone in the city 
limits pays about $295. 

With updated seasonal rates taking effect May 1 and running 
through Sept. 30, those base bills go up to $520 for outlying 
customers and $400 for city residents. 

The City Council approved rate boosts of 5.1 percent for this year 
and up to 5.3 percent in 2015 to fund projects that expand the local 
water supply and fix problems with SAWS' sewer system under a 
settlement with the Environmental Protection Agency. 

City officials have boasted that water here, mostly pumped from 
the Edwards Aquifer, which is subject to pumping limits during a 
drought, is more affordable than in other major Texas cities. 

But San Antonio may struggle to find equitable ways to share 
rising future water costs, said Tyson Broad, research associate with 



the Sierra Club's Lone Star Chapter. 

“Bringing in any water supplies in the future is going to be 
expensive,” Broad said. “If the city thinks we need to be green to 
grow, you have to recognize how much it's going to cost, and 
who's going to pay for it.” 

SAWS, which had metered water use of about 55 billion gallons 
annually during 2012-2013, has four primary billing “blocks” in its 
residential rates. Customers in Block 1 who use up to 5,985 gallons 
per month pay about 10 to 12 cents for every 100 gallons 
consumed, not including service fees and sewer rates. Those in the 
highest, Block 4, with consumption exceeding 17,205 gallons, pay 
35 to 61 cents for every 100 gallons, depending on time of year 
and residency. 

If the drought gets worse and SAWS enters Stage 4 outdoor 
watering restrictions, an additional water surcharge would 
significantly raise bills for customers in the two highest blocks. 

But Peace said there's enough disparity between the Block 4 
minimum of 17,205 gallons and the 85,000-300,000 gallons 
consumed monthly by high-end residential users to justify adding 
at least one more tier in the year-round rate structure. 

“We would totally support an additional tier,” she said. “There are 
other things, such as high-speed Internet service, that are far more 
important than green lawns to promote the economy.” 

While Broad doubted an additional billing tier would do much to 
help SAWS recover billions of dollars in future development costs, 
he said the city could do more to build on its conservation success. 

SAWS, stocked with a slew of water-saving programs, 
enforcement officers and tips to prevent waste, frequently 
encounters problems with owners of large lots over-watering lawns 



with spray sprinkler systems. 

“Many people don't know why their bill is so high. They blame it 
on their teen-agers taking long showers,” said Karen Guz, SAWS 
director of conservation. 

SAWS currently is under Stage 2 drought restrictions, limiting 
sprinkler watering to one weekday per week, from 7 a.m. to 11 
a.m. and 7 p.m. to 11 p.m. With the Edwards Aquifer starting 2014 
at precariously low levels, SAWS expects unprecedented Stage 3 
restrictions that allow sprinkler watering once every two weeks to 
come as early as May. 

Automatic sprinklers expend up to 10,000 gallons each time they 
run, and should be checked for leaks, Guz said. 

“The irrigation system uses the lion's share. You could have many 
gallons per month going out and not know it,” she said. 

SAWS recommends customers monitor their bills and inspect their 
meter while no water is running, looking for a red triangle or 
diamond to indicate a leak. 

$10,000 savings 

Walsdorf, whose family owns a pharmaceutical company, said he 
had no idea he was losing water to a leak in an underground 
outdoor pipe until he made the top 100 list in late 2012. 

He called SAWS, which sent a team that found the leak and spent 
more than two hours calculating his water use and advising him 
how to save. 

“They were not judgmental because they knew I was trying to be 
pro-active,” he said. 



Walsdorf since has retrofitted his house with low-flow toilets; put 
water-friendly sprinkler heads on his system; kept his pool partly 
covered to avoid evaporation loss; added xeriscaping to his yard; 
and installed a new water softener that doesn't self-flush. He said 
he has saved up to $10,000 annually. 

“I'm putting that money back in my pocket. It sure is nice,” he 
said. 

Under the Texas Utilities Code, information on customer volumes 
may be released by a utility “if the primary source of water for 
such utility was a sole-source designated aquifer.” 

Data requested by the San Antonio Express-News for SAWS' top 
100 residential water users showed a drop in May-to-November 
consumption, from 87.8 million in 2012 to 73.7 million gallons in 
2013. 

Although rainfall was comparable for both periods, Guz attributed 
the drop to “well timed rain” last May and greater conservation 
awareness in 2013, the third straight year of a drought. 

Officials of the San Antonio Chamber of Commerce have warned 
that city leaders will have to make hard decisions about rates as 
SAWS works to secure a water supply for future growth. During a 
news conference last month, David Magee, chamber chairman, 
said San Antonio “cannot conserve enough to make up for the 
increased demand.” 

“It's going to cost money for us to bring those water resources,” 
chamber president Richard Perez added. “We don't want adequate. 
We want abundant.” 

SAWS is building a plant to desalinate brackish groundwater, with 
a first phase to go online in 2016, while studying a possible 
purchase of fresh groundwater east of Austin from a private 



company. 

Either option, if implemented at full scale, could result in a rate 
increase of 15 percent as early as 2018, according to SAWS. By 
promoting conservation, the utility hopes to defer steeper rate 
hikes. 

Commercial use, which accounts for about 37 percent of 
consumption, generally is not a problem in San Antonio, since 
companies want to control costs, SAWS officials said. The biggest 
area for water savings, based on seasonal data, seems to be 
residential lawn-watering. 

SAWS now goes into heavy-use neighborhoods and holds 
“conservation fairs” aimed at educating customers and promoting 
the utility's financial incentives to upgrade sprinkler systems or 
replace part of a lawn with xeriscaping. 

“Neighbors talk to each other,” Guz said. “There's positive 
neighbor-to-neighbor interaction.” 
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