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   As Texas’ drought persists, the Austin City Council recently asked a group of volunteers to 
spend two months weighing ideas for new water supplies that the city could pursue to slake 
Austin’s thirst. 

   But the group — 11 people, many of whom have backgrounds in water policy — spent more 
time talking about conservation than they did poring over proposals to find more water 
elsewhere. 

   The group’s conclusion: Austin should be far more aggressive about saving the water it has 
before turning to expensive and logistically difficult sources, such as building pipelines to pump 
in water from far-flung places. 

   “The big picture is, do we spend money on water conservation or go out and spend money on 
plants and pipelines for supplies that we may never end up using? Efficiency always comes out 
cheaper,” said Jennifer Walker, a member of the task force and the water resources coordinator 
for the Texas chapter of the Sierra Club. 

   Austin uses about 46 billion gallons of water a year that it gets from the Colorado River 
through a long-term deal with the Lower Colorado River Authority.    The city pulls water from 
Lake Austin and treats it at two plants on the lake to turn it into drinking water. This year, the 
city will open a third plant in Northwest Austin that will draw water from Lake Travis. 

   Austin Water Utility has ramped up its water conservation program in recent years, assistant 
director Daryl Slusher said. Those efforts include offering rebates to households that capture and 
reuse rainwater, limiting lawn-watering to once a week and expanding the pipe system that 
distributes treated effluent to large properties to use for irrigation, he said. 

   As a result, Austin’s per capita, per day water use has dropped from 190 gallons in 2006 to 136 
gallons in 2013, Slusher said. 

   But the task force said there is more Austin Water Utility could do, including offering rebates 
to residents who replace old, inefficient toilets; easing permitting rules that make graywater 
systems (which reuse water from laundries and showers) tough to build; beefing up programs to 
fix leaky pipes citywide; and charging higher city fees to new developments that include water-
inefficient features. 

   “There are simple things that we could and should be doing to make better use of this 
resource,” said Sharlene Leurig, chairwoman of the task force and director of the sustainable 
water infrastructure program at the nonprofit Ceres. 



   Austin also needs a clear, ambitious conservation goal that it promotes to the public “to instill a 
new water ethic,” such as making Austin “the most water-efficient city in Texas,” the task force 
said. 

   Austin Water Utility should also rethink its business model, which relies on selling water to 
make money instead of encouraging conservation, the task force said. (Austin Water Utility has 
already said it will likely have to raise its water rates again next year to cover costs — and avoid 
losing millions of dollars as Austinites use less water.) 

   Austin is one of the few big cities that doesn’t have an integrated water plan that lays out 
supply and conservation options and the costs and pros and cons of each, the task force said. 
Austin should write such a plan, the group said. 

   “We should look at diversification and not rely on a single source of supply,” said task force 
member Stefan Schuster, a water strategist for MWH, a company that engineers, builds and 
manages water systems. “We’re in a drought that is already much worse than people expected. 
We need to be aware of other options.... If something happens to the Colorado River, what do we 
do?” 

   The task force did suggest a few short-term and mid-term ideas that could bolster Austin’s 
water supply. One that is likely to generate criticism is lowering Lake Austin — a lake that is 
normally kept at a constant level — by a few feet to capture and treat rainwater that falls into the 
lake, rather than sending that extra water downstream. 

   The task force said lowering the lake should only be done temporarily, in non-peak, non-
summer months, so that boaters and other recreational users won’t be disrupted. 

      Another controversial idea is piping treated wastewater into Lady Bird Lake, then pumping it 
upstream to be treated and turned into drinking water at the Ullrich water plant. That would 
provide additional water, but should only be done as an extreme measure, if the drought gets 
much worse, the task force said. 
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