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Water levels at Lavon Lake are already more than four feet lower than this point last year, and 
there’s an extra-hot summer in the forecast. So Tom Kula, executive director of the North Texas 
Municipal Water District, recently asked the district’s 13 member cities to cut water use 15 to 20 
percent. 

It turns out that seven of them already had, cutting usage by more than 20 percent since October 
2011, when those cities started significant conservation efforts. 

All of the cities in the 20 percent club have told residents to limit outdoor sprinkler use to once 
every two weeks. Princeton voted to do that only a couple of weeks ago and had still cut water 
usage by more than 20 percent. 

Plano, the district’s largest city and largest water user, pared water usage by 20.2 percent, 
according to NTMWD data. 

Public Works Director Gerald Cosgrove said educating the public about the need to conserve is 
key . And if that doesn’t work, the city turns off the water to sprinklers . 



“We give customers one warning” if they’re watering too often, Cosgrove said. “If we can 
confirm it was a second violation, we turn off the water to the irrigation system.” 

On top of that, the city can impose a $150 fine. 

Since June 1, 2013, when the district went under Stage 3 restrictions, Plano’s public works 
department has delivered 9,239 “courtesy envelopes” telling customers a violation was observed. 
Repeat violators — 1,113 of them — have been assessed the $150 fine or had their sprinkler 
systems turned off, Cosgrove said. 

Frisco just approved the water-every-two weeks schedule this month, and the restrictions won’t 
take effect until the end of June. But Mayor Maher Maso said water-conscious Frisco has 
trimmed water use even as it became the second fastest-growing city in the U.S., according to the 
U.S. Census. 

When the NTMWD asked Frisco to adopt the new sprinkler-use standard, there was some 
pushback, Maso said. 

“We want to be regional. We want to cooperate. But we also know our community,” Maso said. 
“We took the position of just turning [lawn sprinklers] off and only watering when you really 
need it, along with other steps like requiring smart controllers in new homes.” 

Putting sprinkler systems on manual rather than automatic is a key part of the water district’s 
conservation plan. There really is no option, officials say. 

Recent rains have helped the district’s biggest lakes — Lavon, Jim Chapman, Tawakoni and 
Texoma — but only slightly. 

Texoma’s restoration to the water system, thanks to a $300 million pipeline and water treatment 
project, adds 75 million gallons a day to the supply. But in summer, that’s just a fraction of 
normal demand. 

Water use in the summer can triple the winter rate of 150-200 million gallons a day, with roughly 
half of the summer usage going to landscape irrigation, NTMWD officials say. 

The district’s all-time one-day record for water demand came during the blistering summer of 
2011 — 584 million gallons, district spokeswoman Denise Hickey said. 

“Over a two-week period, we set three records for peak demand that summer,” Hickey said. 

That’s why the district has pushed hard to limit sprinkler usage to once every two weeks. Now 
only McKinney allows watering as often as once a week, and Kula and water district Deputy 
Director Mike Rickman will meet with the McKinney City Council on Monday night to 
encourage tougher limits. 

A quick comparison with conditions in 2011 shows why the water district is so concerned. 



Except for a very wet May, 2011 was exceptionally dry through September. So dry that the water 
district was considering Stage 4 restrictions — no landscape watering allowed — when the rains 
finally returned. 

But from January through May, this year has been even drier than 2011, with 7.33 inches of 
rainfall reported at Dallas-Fort Worth International Airport. In 2011, the airport reported 13 
inches for the first five months. 

Average rainfall through May is 16.25 inches. 

The U.S. Climate Prediction Center expects the ongoing Texas drought to get worse. And long-
range meteorologists say this summer could be as much as three degrees warmer than normal. 
That would raise high temperatures for the last week of July and the first half of August to 100 
degrees. 

The water level at Lavon Lake is already more than 11 feet below “full” conservation level, 
Hickey said, at about 480 feet. If it slips to 475, it triggers Stage 4 water restrictions. At 470 feet, 
two of the three pumps that pull lake water into the district’s water treatment plants might be 
high and dry. 

In recent years, Lavon has lost 10 or more feet of water several times during hot, dry summers, 
district officials said. 

A developing El Nino in the Pacific Ocean often means wetter winters in North Texas, so there’s 
hope. But that’s still months away. 

“Although the current situation seems dire, it is temporary,” Kula said. 
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