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They are fairly small patches, greenish smears carpeting the bottom in shallows along the south 
shoreline of West Galveston Bay. A dozen acres here. Fifty acres there. Most people other than 
duck hunters, anglers and other keen observers of marine life don't even notice them. But these 
stands of bottom-hugging aquatic vegetation - shoalgrass, mostly - hold outsized significance. 
They illustrate the struggles Galveston Bay and, by extension, the rest of Texas' coastal 
landscapes have endured over the decades, the efforts being made to address the degradation of 
these relentlessly beleaguered ecosystems, the benefits of an environmentally healthy coast, and 
the unprecedented opportunity Texas will have to make huge strides in improving the state's 
coastal natural resources and the quality of life of Texans. 

"We're looking at a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to invest back into Galveston Bay," Bob 
Stokes, president of the Galveston Bay Foundation, said earlier this week while floating in a boat 
drifting over one of the shoalgrass patches in West Galveston Bay. "It all hinges on decisions 
made on how funds are spent." 

Stokes was referring to the tens of millions of dollars - at least $56 million and perhaps as much 
as $300 million to $1 billion - Texas will receive as its part of the Restore Act, the 2012 federal 
legislation governing how money from civil penalties tied to the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill will be distributed and offering guidelines on what projects that money can be used. 

Lobbying for funds 
The Restore Act - officially, Resources and Ecosystems Sustainability, Tourist Opportunities and 
Revived Economies of the Gulf Coast States Act - designates 80 percent of civil penalties paid in 
Deepwater Horizon fund projects that "restore and protect the environment and economy of the 
Gulf Coast region." 
While cases tied to the April 20, 2010, incident remain in litigation, civil penalties from settled 
cases already are in the Restore Act trust fund, and the Byzantine process for deciding how to 
spend them is slowly - very slowly - moving forward. Over coming months and years, funds are 
expected to flow into the trust fund, with each state deciding what projects it will pursue. In 
Texas, the Governor's Office oversees the process that makes those decisions. 

A coalition of almost 20 environmental, conservation and outdoor recreation groups that includes 
National Wildlife Federation, Galveston Bay Foundation, Ducks Unlimited, Coastal 
Conservation Association, Houston Parks Board and Audubon Texas is pushing for much of that 
money to be used to address pressing issues with coastal bays and associated ecosystems. 



"We really want to see those funds used for environmental projects that benefit the bays and the 
economy," Stokes said. Focusing on coastal environmental projects will accomplish both goals. 
A healthy, thriving Galveston Bay, for example, is a huge economic benefit to Texas. The 600-
square-mile bay, the second most productive bay in the nation for seafood, is a major part of 
Texas' $4.6 billion-a-year recreational and commercial fishing economy. 
But Galveston Bay and other Texas coastal bays and associated systems currently face a half-
step-forward/one-step-back existence in which hard-won gains to protect, enhance and 
rehabilitate the systems can't keep up with the damage done by the state's exploding population 
and its appetite for land and water. 
Over the past 60 years, Galveston Bay has seen about 62.5 square miles of wetlands - marshes 
and other estuarine habitat crucial to fisheries as well as storm protection - evaporate. Freshwater 
inflows into bays, crucial to pumping nutrients into the bay and maintaining the dynamic salinity 
gradient vital to healthy fisheries, have slowed to trickles with Texas' mushrooming demands for 
freshwater. A combination of human harvest and environmental factors such as hurricanes and 
limited freshwater inflow has seen the bay's oyster reef acreage decline to as little as 10-20 
percent of what it was a couple of centuries ago. 

Seagrass success 
And seagrasses have almost wholly disappeared. 

"Over the past 60 years, Galveston Bay has lost 80-90 percent of its seagrasses," Stokes said. 
That loss has hurt. Submerged aquatic vegetation provides food and cover for juvenile marine 
life from speckled trout to blue crabs, fosters hunting grounds for adult fish, pumps dissolved 
oxygen into the bay water, filters sediment from water, prevents erosion, and serves many other 
important functions, including food larder for some of North America's waterfowl. 
While state and federal resource agencies and non-governmental conservation groups such as the 
Galveston Bay Foundation have done their best to address some of the issues facing the bays, 
lack of funding has limited their efforts. Still, the positive effects of this modest restoration work 
show its potential. The seagrass patches along the south shoreline of West Galveston Bay prove 
it. 

Most of those patches are part of an ongoing restoration project that involves placing lines of 
"geotubes" - sand-filled tubes nearly as big around as a truck and looking like giant sausages - in 
the shallows, where they serve as breakwaters. Sprigs of shoalgrass and other submerged and 
emergent aquatics are hand-planted behind them. The geotubes blunt wave and tide force, giving 
the plants the chance to become firmly rooted and spread. 

Redhead ducks return 
Over the past several years, small meadows of seagrass have returned to areas of West Galveston 
Bay after being absent for decades. That seagrass has proved great fisheries habitat, but it also 
has attracted something absent from West Galveston Bay for generations: redhead ducks. 
Redheads wintering on the Texas coast feed almost exclusively on shoalgrass, and as much as 
80-90 percent of the continent's redheads winter in bays along the middle and lower Texas coast 
where shoalgrass is available. With the limited return of shoalgrass to West Bay has come the 
return of redheads, ducks that have been relatively rare in the bay over the past 50 years or so. 
This past winter, as many as 30,000 redheads wintered in West Galveston Bay. 



"It was incredible," said Matt Singer, a waterfowler who also happens to be a biologist with 
Galveston Bay Foundation's land conservation program. Singer was involved in the group's 
shoalgrass restoration program. This past duck season, he hunted along the bay's shoreline and 
saw tens of thousands of redheads buzzing the bay. One morning, he said, he watched constant 
strings of shoalgrass-eating redheads. 
"I tried to just do some rough counts of how many redheads I saw that morning," Singer said. "I 
estimated about 10,000 birds." 
Such successes with habitat restoration efforts are encouraging and show great potential. But 
limited and erratic funding, scrounged through grants and donations, has meant piecemeal 
projects. Despite restoration efforts, the bays and coastal natural resources continue losing 
ground. 
The Restore Act could help change that. 

"The funding could be available for projects that would have ecosystem-wide impacts," Stokes 
said. 

Decisions ahead 
Those projects - such as using dredge material to create nesting islands for colonial waterbirds, 
recycling oyster shell to create new reefs, and planting cordgrass along shorelines to create 
estuary habitat and prevent shoreline erosion - aren't great secrets. 

"The issue is going to be how the money from the Restore Act is spent - what projects get funded 
and if conservation projects are a priority or the money is used for something else," said Amanda 
Fuller, Texas policy specialist with the National Wildlife Federation's Gulf of Mexico 
Restoration Campaign. 

Those decisions will be made over the coming months, with part of the process involving public 
meetings on how Texans want the funds from the Restore Act invested. A large part of the future 
of Texas' coastal natural resources will be riding on those choices. 
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