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Houston and its suburbs consider a mega-plumbing job that would move water 
from the Trinity River to Lake Houston as a key step in satisfying their growing 
thirst over the next half-century. 

   But is it a priority? 
   A rough draft of which water-supply projects in the region deserve Texas’ 
funding suggests others are more worthy. More than 70 strategies rank ahead of 
the $254 million Luce Bayou project, even though the proposed 26-mile system 
of pipelines and canals would provide water to some higher-ranking plans. 
   The project’s relatively poor showing does not torpedo the possibility of it 
getting financial help from the state. But it underscores the difficulty in 
determining how best to invest a $2 billion fund for new water supplies across 
drought-prone Texas. 

   “There are a lot of little projects that depend on other larger ones that didn’t 
rank as high,” said Jason Afinowicz, a Freese and Nichols engineer who is 
advising the 15-county Houston region’s water-planning group. “You can’t have 
the cart before the horse.” 

   The priority list was submitted last week to the Texas Water Development 
Board, which will have the final say in which projects will receive financial aid 
from the state. 
   It’s the first step in a process that began last November when drought-weary 
Texans voted to tap the state’s savings account to create a low-interest loan 
program for developing new water supplies.    Proposition 6 backers are counting 
on the new fund to grow to about $30 billion over a half-century with interest 
earnings. The loan program is designed to be revolving, with the seed money 
being used over and over as borrowers repay their debts. 
   The three-member board asked for the lists, scored under a uniform system, 
from the state’s 16 water-planning regions to assist in the decision-making. 
   A trial run 

   In the past, the board waited for loan requests and awarded money based on 
availability, rather than prioritizing the projects most beneficial to the state and 
pushing to have them built. 



   The newly developed system bases 40 percent of a project’s score on the timing 
of financial need and when it would begin providing water. Other factors include 
the expected lifespan of the project and estimated per-unit cost of the new water 
supply. 

   But the formula views the projects in isolation, failing to consider how they fit 
together in a larger context. 

   The board considers this first attempt at scoring as a trial run, anticipating that 
some regional planning groups would interpret the standards differently than 
others. Sure enough, the exercise raised a number of questions, such as how to 
score conservation efforts in a system that awards points for progress on pre-
construction engineering work. 
   “This is the first time we’ve done this, so nobody knew what it would look 
like,” said Matt Nelson, the state board’s director of water use, projections and 
planning. 

   Another quirk in the formula: Some projects are scored higher than others that 
need to come first. For example, the highest-rated infrastructure project is a $213 
million pipeline to move water from Lake Houston to Fort Bend County. But the 
water will not be available without the No. 73-ranked project 

   — the Luce Bayou pipeline-and-canal project. 
   Both projects will need initial funding in the same decade. The Luce Bayou 
project, however, didn’t score as well because it’s a region-wide strategy with a 
higher per-unit cost for delivering water. Once the water is in the lake, it will be 
cheaper to move to Fort Bend County. 
   The project also would provide water for the planned expansion of the city of 
Houston’s Lake Houston treatment plant, which is ranked six spots ahead of it on 
the first draft of the priority list. 

   Afinowicz expects to see significant changes in the list after the kinks are 
smoothed out by a Texas Water Development Board-appointed panel. A final list 
is due Sept. 1 to the state board, which will begin making loans in 2015. 
   “It’s the region’s wish that it changes a great deal,” he said of the list. 

   To be eligible for aid, projects must be part of the state’s long-range water plan, 
which is designed to avoid grave shortages as its population grows over the next 
half-century. The plan assumes the Houston region alone will expand from 6 
million to 11 million people by 2060. 

   To accommodate the ever-swelling population, the region will need an 
additional 1.2 million acre-feet of water, according to the state plan. An acre-foot 
is enough water to satisfy three typical Texas families for a year. 
   The Luce Bayou project is listed in the state plan as one of the key strategies for 
meeting the region’s water demands, delivering up to 450,000 acre-feet a year. 
   The long-sought project would divert water from the Trinity just north of the 
Liberty County town of Dayton, then send it by pipeline and a high-banked, 



earthen canal to Lake Houston, the city of Houston’s primary water source. 
Construction is scheduled for completion in 2019. 

   Saving water 
   The state plan also called for five new reservoirs in the region by 2060, but all 
of them ranked among the bottom half of 829 listed strategies. A proposed 
Brazoria County reservoir finished last — primarily because it is not expected to 
come online for several decades. 
   Conservation efforts, meanwhile, scored well, pleasing those who want to 
prioritize saving water over building reservoirs, pipelines and other mega-
projects. 

   “All this drives home the point that there are a lot of cost-effective measures, 
like conservation, that can be done quickly and make a difference,” said Ken 
Kramer, a water expert for the Sierra Club’s Lone Star chapter. 
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   A view of Luce Bayou along Huffman’s Havard Road in December 2011. It’s in 
an area that will be downstream from a proposed canal connecting the bayou to 
Lake Houston. The pipeline and canal have been talked about for decades. 
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