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   Many Texas bays are souring as fresh water grows scarcer because of drought and increasing 
urban demands, a change that could harm oysters and other shellfish and in time reverberate 
through the food chain, scientists reported Tuesday. 

   Researchers from Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi found a steady rise in acidity from 
Galveston Bay to near where the Rio Grande empties into the Gulf of Mexico since the late 
1960s. The problem becomes more severe as the coastline curves to the south. 

   The study, published in the journal Environmental Science and Technology, is the first glimpse 
at the changing chemistry of the bays and estuaries along the Texas coast. The full brunt of 
acidification will not hit for decades, but the state’s multimillion-dollar shellfish industry could 
be in harm’s way if the trend continues, said Xinping Hu, an oceanographer who was the study’s 
lead author. 

   “It will not happen overnight,” he said. “But it is something we need to think about in how we 
manage resources.” 

   Hu and his research team, using data from the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality, 
linked the falling pH levels in 16 of 27 bays and estuaries to the decreasing amount of fresh 
water flowing into them. The change has made the coastal waters more corrosive. 

   Texas rivers, for ages, have mixed with the Gulf of Mexico’s backwash to nurture a seemingly 
endless supply of oysters, shrimp and fin fish. But the Gulf is becoming more acidic as it absorbs 
carbon dioxide that has built up in the sky from the burning of fossil fuels. Meanwhile, rivers 
with abnormally low flows cannot deliver a steady supply of alkaline material to balance the pH 
of the estuaries. 

   Oysters and clams, in particular, rely on alkaline material to build shells or other bodily 
structures. When acid levels are high, they cannot form their protective coatings. “They will have 
a harder time,” Hu said. 

   The study follows work by the Houston Advanced Research Center, which found a declining 
pH trend in Galveston Bay. But it did not reach any conclusions about the reasons behind the 
change. 

   The new analysis “is interesting in that it is the first to show that the trend may be nearly coast 
wide,” said Lisa Gonzalez, vice president of the research center. “The paper also sheds light on 
the complex oceanic and land-based processes that underlie pH concentrations.” 



   The falling pH is hitting Matagorda Bay harder than others , Hu said. The combination of 
drought, disease, parasites, upriver diversions and the rising acidity have taken a toll on its 
oysters, which are still being harvested but not in the same quantities as before. 

   State law requires some unallocated river water to be set aside for the environment. But the 
question of how much fresh water is needed for healthy bays and estuaries has been tough to 
answer, both scientifically and politically. 

   Matagorda Bay, for example, is receiving less water in part because officials are releasing less 
from upstream reservoirs to meet the needs of Austin and its suburbs. 

   In the meantime, Hu said state officials could counteract souring waters by spreading oysters 
shells and building limestone reefs in bays and estuaries, among other options. 

   “The returned shells not only provide critical habitats for many marine species including 
oysters, but they dissolve and that replenishes water alkalinity inventory,” he said. 
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