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The water is spilling out of the Brazos River now, inundating roads and homes, but that's not 
Molly Mohler's challenge. 
 
As the new overseer of water rights in the lower Brazos region, Mohler will face real worries 
when the dry spells return - when the river's brown currents once again become thin streams and 
those who depend on the more than 800-mile-long river that cuts diagonally across the state fight 
over the scarce resource. 
 
Mohler is the region's new "watermaster," serving in the fourth position of its type in Texas. The 
Brazos program, which began this month, is ushering in for the first time strong state oversight 
over how the precious water in the river's lower reaches is used - and who has access to it. She 
takes over at a time when the regional population is surging and most expect more years of 
drought ahead. 
 
She and her team will monitor water use for each of the approximately 1,000 rights' holders in 
the program's jurisdiction, which extends from Possum Kingdom Lake West near Fort Worth to 
Lake Jackson, where the Brazos empties into the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Water rights' holders - including those who previously opposed the program - are cautiously 
optimistic that Mohler and her team will bring accountability to the pulling of water from the 
Brazos. 
 
"Without watermasters, everything is on the honors system," said Ronald Kaiser, a professor of 
water law and policy at Texas A&M University. "One way to think about this, it makes honest 
people honest." 
 
A wide variety of entities draws water from the Brazos, including farmers, cities (like Pearland 
and Waco) and big industry like the Dow Chemical plant in Freeport. The Brazos is the longest 
river in the state and also has one of the largest watersheds, providing important habitat for plant 
and animal life as well as a place for people to kayak and fish. 
 
For the most part, there is little uncertainty when it comes to water rights. Permits with the state 
dictate how much an entity can divert, as well as when and where the water can be shifted. 
Rights are also based on seniority: Those granted earlier rights have a greater claim to the water 
than those granted rights more recently. 
 



When the river is flush, there's usually no need to worry about water supply, said Ivan Langford, 
general manager of the Gulf Coast Water Authority, which supplies customers in Galveston, Fort 
Bend and Brazoria counties. 
 
Gulf Coast - which diverts the second-most amount of the Brazos' water in Mohler's jurisdiction, 
according to TCEQ annual estimates - is also a senior rights holder. 
 
The problem arises when, as in recent years, drought dries up much of the river and enough 
water doesn't make it to rights holders such as Gulf Coast downstream. 
 
"If we're not able to get our water, we affect everybody," Langford said. "We irrigate rice, we 
provide water to 15 communities, we provide water to several major industrial petrochemical 
complexes." 
 
Feast and famine 
 
Among those affected downstream is Jacko Garrett, whose father bought his Brazoria County 
farm in 1936. Dirt roads cut between fields of rice, where wading birds pick at frogs and worms. 
 
Today, a canal along Garrett's farm is full of muddy, brown Brazos water, which Garrett then 
filters through a reservoir system before it softly rupples across several rice paddies. 
 
But last year, the canal was dry, its cracked dirt floor exposed after Gulf Coast cut off water for 
some rice farming because the Brazos was low and reservoirs along the river were depleted. For 
the first time in almost 80 years, the Garrett farm did not produce rice in 2014. 
 
"I lost a lot of money last year," Garrett said. 
 
Garrett said he knows that many water users upstream are "sniping" the Brazos water, even when 
the water is meant for his farm or other users downstream. He said he hopes the new watermaster 
will help address such problems. 
 
"To what degree they're going to police the river, I have no idea," Garrett added. 
 
One way that entities like Gulf Coast respond to water shortages is to make "priority calls" - 
essentially contacting the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality and telling officials that 
there's not enough water. This can lead to the cutting off of junior rights holders upriver. Since 
2009, entities have made eight priority calls in the lower Brazos watermaster area, according to 
TCEQ spokeswoman Andrea Morrow. Out of those calls, four resulted in rights being suspended 
for some rights holders. 
 
Now, with Mohler as the new watermaster, such diversions will be monitored in real time. 
Nobody can take more than their permit grants without facing a fine or other repercussions. 
 
Since Mohler was selected as watermaster in January, she has hired and trained several deputies, 
who now are fanning out across the region and meeting with rights holders. 



 
"A brand new program starts June 1, but it's not perfect June 1," said Mohler, who began her 
TCEQ career in 2005 with the Concho River watermaster program. "We need to contact 
individuals, we need to make sure people understand what their permit really says and how we 
enforce that permit." 
 
Sharing the burden 
 
Part of the program also mandates that every diverter needs to install a meter or other device that 
can accurately measure how much water is being pulled from the river. Mohler said officials are 
inspecting those meters. 
 
Of the approximately 1,000 permit holders, watermaster officials have talked to about 200 about 
their water rights and meters, Mohler said. 
 
The next few months will likely involve more outreach and preparation for anticipated droughts, 
including laying the groundwork for flexibility in the future. 
 
"It's been my experience in the Concho program, if you explain the situation to a more senior 
right holder, they're willing to give the other one more water - they're willing to share in that 
rough burden," Mohler said. 
 
According to Morrow, the program is estimated to have an annual budget of about $800,000, 
funded entirely by fees on rights holders in the region. 
 
Other TCEQ watermasters monitor water rights on the Rio Grande and Concho rivers, and a 
South Texas watermaster monitors a 50-county area in south-central Texas. 
 
For some, the fees are a sticking point. Ricky Garrett, the general manager of Bell County Water 
Control and Improvement District No. 1, a group that considered suing the state over creation of 
the watermaster program, said he does not know yet how much the fee will be for his group, but 
said it is going to increase rates for the district's customers. 
 
"It's another level of government," he said. "It's another level of oversight, it's another level of 
fees. I've not worked under a watermaster program before. I can't say that all that's worth it." 
 
Still, Garrett, like many along the river, knows some are taking more than their fair share. With 
untold droughts looming overhead, he said it's nice to have a new cop on the beat. 
 
FAIR USE NOTICE: This document contains copyrighted material which has not been specifically 
authorized for use by the copyright owner. The Texas Living Waters Project, which is a nonprofit 
undertaking, is making this article available in our efforts to transform the way Texas manages water—
to better protect our springs, rivers, and estuaries in order to better meet the water needs of Texas and 
future generations of Texans. We believe that this constitutes a "fair use" of the copyrighted material as 
provided for in section 107 of the US Copyright Law. If you wish to use this copyrighted material for 
purposes of your own that go beyond "fair use," you must obtain permission from the copyright owner.  
 


