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Houston, unlike other parts of drought-prone Texas, doesn't appear in need of water. Rainfall is 

about normal for this time of year, and its reservoirs are full. 

But good fortune hasn't stopped the city and its suburbs from making an aggressive push for the 

first dollars available from the state's voter-approved fund for new reservoirs, pipelines and other 

water-supply projects. 

The Houston metro area accounts for more than half of the $5.5 billion in requests submitted this 

week to the Texas Water Development Board, the state's water planning agency. The board has 

said it intends to provide up to $800 million in financial aid this year. 

"The timing happens to be really good" for the rapidly growing area to tap into the new fund, 

said Jace Houston, general manager of the San Jacinto River Authority and board member of the 

15-county region's water-planning group. 

The financial aid will come from a state fund created by the passage of Proposition 6 in 2013. 

The fund, seeded with a $2 billion transfer from the state's savings account, is designed to help 

local and regional entities seeking to develop water-supply projects to raise money faster and less 

expensively than through the usual channels. 

Proposition 6 backers are counting on the fund to grow to about $30 billion with interest earnings 

over the next half-century. The low-interest loan program is designed to be revolving, with the 

seed money used over and over as borrowers repay their debts. 

State funding 

Whether any money flows into the Houston area in the first round of funding will not be known 

until the fall. The state board will prioritize the projects based on 10 factors, including the size of 



the population served and the readiness of the project to proceed. It also will award higher scores 

to projects that reduce water use or loss. 

In all, the board received 48 funding requests from cities and municipalities across the state. The 

wish list includes three major reservoirs in East Texas to help quench the growing thirst of the 

Dallas-Fort Worth area, as well as El Paso's plan to buy land for the purpose of pumping the 

water beneath it. 

The Houston area is asking for the state's aid for 18 projects, many of them part of a planned 

$1.5 billion expansion of the city's treatment plant near Lake Houston. The list also includes a 

$300 million pipeline-and-canal system that would move water from the Trinity River to the city. 

Application list 

The lengthy list reflects forecasts that show the region will grow from 6 million to 11 million 

people by 2060. To meet the new demand, the area will need to add 1.2 million acre-feet of 

water. An acre-foot is enough water to satisfy two or three Texas families for a year. 

"All of those projects have to go forward to meet the future water needs in the region," said Mark 

Evans, the former Trinity County judge who is now chairman of the regional water-planning 

board. 

The Houston region's application list, however, doesn't include any plans for reducing water use 

or loss. The state board has said it will set aside at least 20 percent of the new fund for projects 

that conserve water. 

Three such projects elsewhere in the state were among the funding requests. Fort Worth, for 

example, is seeking the state's help for a $76 million program to replace and modernize water-

usage meters and to provide plumbing systems that detect leaks and shut off the flow. And 

Bedford, a Fort Worth suburb, is asking for $90 million to replace aging, leaking pipes. 



Jim Lester, president of the Houston Advanced Research Center in The Woodlands, questioned 

why the Houston area isn't looking to save water before seeking billions of dollars to build a 

bigger distribution system. 

Water-saving projects 

"I am pretty sure our pipes are as leaky as Fort Worth's and Bedford's," Lester said. 

Local water planners, however, said they will pursue state funding for water-saving projects as 

they become more familiar with the process. 

The state board this week produced a guide on which conservation efforts are eligible for the 

new fund. The list includes pipe replacements, rebates for low-flow toilets and other high-

efficiency appliances and incentives for homeowners to rip out their lawns and plant less thirsty 

landscaping. 

"We are used to going to the water development board for infrastructure capital projects," said 

Houston, the San Jacinto River Authority's general manager. "It is going to take all of us some 

time to figure out how to do it for conservation projects." 
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