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GOLDTHWAITE —  

In a high-bluffed corner beside a vast pecan orchard, the Colorado River snakes muddily along, 
bearing little resemblance to the mighty river that provides drinking water to Austin, Leander, 
Cedar Park and other booming communities downstream. 

Several years ago, at the height of the current drought, the river essentially dried up here, killing 
off 12,000 of the 100,000 pecan trees that belong to the Leonard family. The nearby town of 
Goldthwaite, 100 miles northwest of Austin and also dependent on Colorado River water, came 
within 90 days of losing its water supply altogether. 

+   
David Leonard is a pecan farmer who wants to build a dam across the Colorado River to provide 
water to his ... Read More 
 

Now the Leonard family and the town are collaborating on a plan to build a dam across the 
Colorado to help meet their water needs. The impoundment plan has stirred outrage from 
downriver neighbors, who accuse the Leonards, who have farmed pecans for several generations, 
of running the river dry and imperiling Austin’s water supply. 

Beyond its particulars, the water dispute points to how the drought has extended beyond the 
Highland Lakes, consuming the entire Colorado River basin as supplies become increasingly 
valuable, with warring factions of communities, farmers and recreational users of the river. 

“I fail to see why their needs would be greater or supersede the needs of countless others who 
have, and are currently, depending on that river for livestock water, irrigation water, and who 
have built and maintained recreational facilities as a livelihood along the banks of the river,” 
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Mike Millican, who owns a downriver fishing camp, wrote to the Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality, which will take up the matter in coming months. 

+ LAURA SKELDING 
The city of Goldthwaite has three water reservoirs. Reservoir No. 3 went dry in the drought of 
2011. Goldthwaite City Manager ... Read More 
 

Water rights 

David Leonard, an affable 62-year-old gentleman farmer who wears a beat-up, broad-rimmed, 
white hat and ironed Wranglers, puts it this way: “We’re just trying to make more reliable water 
that we already have a right to take out.” 

The Leonards have asked the state for permission to build a dam to impound as much as 325 
million gallons of water a year, or enough to meet the annual lawn-watering, drinking, bathing 
and washing needs of about 4,000 average Austin households. 
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+ ROBERT CALZADA 
A pecan farming family near Goldthwaite has proposed building a dam across the Colorado 
River to make their water more reliable ... Read More 
 

The Leonard family, whose Goldthwaite pecan operations have 20 full-time employees, already 
technically has the right to pull out the water. But the river is so sporadic in these parts that often 
there is simply too little water to actually pump. 

The dam would rise 20 feet from the riverbed and span about 170 feet, according to Leonard’s 
engineer. 

The state water plan has designated this area of the Colorado River for a mini-reservoir project 
for years, but with the Leonard proposal dozens of downstream property owners have voiced 
their opposition. 

  
The dam will “stack up the water,” depriving property owners and wildlife of flow, Reagan 
Burnham, who owns a paint store in San Saba and has property along the Colorado River, said in 
an interview. He criticized the Leonards’ projections about how much water would continue to 
flow downriver as overly optimistic, and he has built a Facebook page titled 
NoColoradoRiverDam.com. 

Some deep-pocketed, powerful opponents are also emerging. 
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In a letter Thursday to the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality, Lower Colorado River 
Authority General Manager Phil Wilson wrote that the dam “has the potential to adversely 
affect” LCRA’s water rights. 

 
Central Texas drought, 10.06.13  
The LCRA argues that though the Leonards pledge to pull only 1,000 acre-feet of water out of 
the river, the permit conditions “do not appear to adequately ensure” that they will prevent other 
parties from diverting impounded water. 

The letter was sent a day after the LCRA announced that the choking drought had reduced the 
amount of guaranteed water supplies in the Highland Lakes — the source of water for Austin and 
other growing cities in Central Texas. 

Austin is asking the TCEQ to prevent the Leonards from diverting the water to other entities. 

The view downstream 

The situation in Goldthwaite mirrors a long-running battle on the Colorado River basin’s lower 
half, in which Austin and neighboring communities have pushed the LCRA to cut off releases of 
Highland Lakes water to downriver farmers. 

Now they’re moving to stop the Leonards, who long ago made their fortune in the Fort Worth 
department store business, from seizing water that could otherwise trickle into the lakes. 

The pecans grown here — Wichitas, Pawnees, San Sabas, among other varieties — make their 
way to H-E-B, Keebler, Blue Bell and restaurant suppliers like the Ben E. Keith Co. A fifth of 
the pecans make their way to China, where they are eaten as snacks during the holidays. 

The city of Goldthwaite, perhaps best known for its annual goat cook-off, is supporting the 
Leonard application and could end up operating the actual dam. 

“We’ve struggled with intermittent flows in the Colorado, and there seem to be more and more 
dry periods,” City Manager Robert Lindsey said. “In our part of the world, Mother Nature 
determines reliability.” 
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The town of 1,878, sitting in a Hill Country valley, came close to a full-blown water crisis in 
2011 when its reservoirs of 550 acre-feet dwindled to less than 100 acre-feet. 

Conservation became a battle cry as residents stoppered bathtubs during showers to collect 
water, which they tossed on their flowers. 

The city has since diversified, building a small pipeline to the San Saba River and drilling for 
groundwater, but the 1,000 acre-feet of water that would be impounded by the Leonard dam 
could be an important new source. 

Lakes Travis and Buchanan, by comparison, currently have about 715,000 acre-feet of water. An 
acre-foot of water is roughly equal to the amount four average Austin households use annually. 

The public comment period on the dam proposal ends Monday. 

Eventually, the application will go through a hearing process that will last months before the 
state environmental agency makes a decision. And, in a sign of the value of water, whatever 
decision the agency’s commissioners make is likely to be challenged in court. 
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