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It should have been a busy day for Texas Parks and Wildlife Department coastal fisheries 
personnel conducting creel surveys at a boat ramp on the upper Texas coast. It was, after all, 
Memorial Day weekend, traditionally one of the biggest weekends of the year for boating and 
fishing, and the launch site is one of the most popular with saltwater anglers looking to plug in to 
the inshore fishery. 
 
But instead of being swamped with work, asking a steady stream of returning anglers if they 
could interview them about their trip and count, measure and record their catches, the fisheries 
staffers oversaw an empty parking lot. 
 
"There was nobody fishing," Glen Sutton, Galveston Bay ecosystem leader for TPWD's coastal 
fisheries division, said his staff reported. The reasons were clear. The surrounding waterways, 
like those in most of the rest of Texas, were awash with muddy runoff, ruinous to fishing 
prospects and the result of a month of steady rains that built to a terrible, torrential peak over the 
past week. The gray sky threatened more. 
 
The combination of poor prospects for fishing success and the menace of ugly, perhaps 
dangerous, weather or water conditions kept anglers off the water. It's a scenario playing out 
across Texas. 
 
Record-setting siege 
 
 
Texas' inland and coastal waters, the fisheries they support and the more than 2 million anglers 
who pursue the state's freshwater and saltwater fish have been significantly affected by what has 
been a record-setting siege of wet weather and resulting flooding. But while short-term 
consequences of the flooding spell frustration for those anglers, the long-term effect on fisheries 
and fishing offer the prospect of a silver lining. 
 
"It's certainly making things tough for fishermen right now," Sutton said. "But there will be 
positive effects down the road." 
 
Those positive effects might be hard to see through the wall of water swamping rivers, lakes and 
most bays. This May has been the wettest single month Texas has seen in the 120 years or so 
such data have been collected, according to the Office of the State Climatologist. Waves of 
massive downpours saw some areas get as much as half of their average annual rainfall in a 
single month. May's record-setting rains came after a wet winter and spring that already had 
most rivers running higher than they had in years, since most of Texas sank into six years of 
severe drought. The result is the flooding currently ravaging much of Texas. 
 
 



That flooding has pretty much wiped out fishing prospects on many lakes. Slugs of runoff 
pouring into reservoirs have triggered leaps in water levels, in many cases swelling lakes far 
above their "full" mark, inundating marinas and boat ramps and forcing closure of several lakes 
to boater access. 
 
Even on reservoirs where flooding has not prevented anglers from accessing the water, the influx 
of runoff carrying mountains of sediment has turned lakes muddy, scattering fish and, in many 
cases, creating dangerous boating conditions because of floating debris and swift current. 
 
Some of Texas' most popular reservoirs have swelled to frighteningly epic levels. Lake Texoma 
on the Red River is almost 28 feet above the full mark. Several Dallas-area lakes are similarly 
dangerously high. 
 
Closer to Houston, Lake Somerville on a tributary of the flooding Brazos River is nearly 20 feet 
above normal, and all parks and marinas on the lake are flooded and closed. In Central Texas, 
Lake Granger near Austin is more than 14 feet over its full mark. Canyon Lake on the Guadalupe 
River is 17 feet above normal. 
 
Most reservoirs in Texas have not seen their water levels distend so radically, but almost every 
one of the 500-plus public reservoirs in Texas has experienced rises of at least a couple of feet. 
 
And while those rises have almost universally resulted in poor fishing during rainy May, they 
bode well for the future. 
 
"There are beneficial effects to fisheries with big rises like this," Dan Ashe of TPWD's inland 
fisheries division said this past week during a visit to Lake Livingston, where the flooding 
Trinity River was pouring as much as a half-million gallons of water per second into the 
reservoir, pushing the water level of the 90,000-acre lake almost 2 feet above its full mark. 
 
Sediment-clogged water surging into lakes pumps a load of nutrients into the water body. Those 
nutrients fuel the microscopic plants and animals that are the base of the aquatic food chain, 
Ashe said. That provides nutrition for threadfin shad, a crucial forage species for game fish such 
as largemouth bass, white bass, striped bass and crappie. 
 
The flush of microscopic forage generated by the flood-carried nutrients also feeds game fish fry, 
most of which were hatched over the past couple of months. This increases survival of those 
young fish. 
 
That survival of young game fish is greatly enhanced when flooding inundates grass, brush and 
other terrestrial vegetation along shorelines. 
 
"Flooded vegetation provides cover for young fish," Ashe said. "They have some place to hide, 
so loss to predation goes down and survival goes up." 
 
The result can be a spectacular year-class of fish that, when they grow into adults in a couple of 
years or so, provide great fishing for anglers. 



 
Long-term benefits 
 
Flooding can trigger a similar long-term benefit to fish and fishers in Texas bays, although the 
short-term effects of the blast of billions of gallons of freshwater are anything but positive for 
most anglers. 
 
"When you have this much freshwater coming into the bays, it really moves fish around," Sutton 
said of coastal fisheries. 
 
And that's exactly what has happened in bays into which almost unimaginable amounts of flood 
waters are pouring. In Galveston Bay, freshwater runoff from the flooding Trinity and San 
Jacinto rivers and the dozens of smaller waterways rimming the state's largest estuary have 
dropped salinity levels in much of the bay far beneath what marine species need to survive. 
 
"The freshwater has chased fish out of the bay," Sutton said. "They've relocated to where they 
can find salinities they prefer." 
 
That's backed up by what TPWD staff have documented during creel surveys and fishery 
sampling programs. 
 
In April, when fisheries crews began their annual 10-week spring gill net sampling of Galveston 
Bay, the wet winter and early spring had salinity levels in much of the bay already running lower 
than in recent years. 
 
"Average salinity in the bay during April was running 8-9 parts-per-thousand," Sutton said. 
"Typically, it's about 15 parts-per-thousand." 
 
Crews found good numbers of fish in their nets, including some seriously healthy speckled trout, 
Sutton said. 
 
But when heavy runoff hit the bay in late May, salinity levels dropped and marine fish 
disappeared. 
 
"Salinities went to 1 part-per-thousand or even zero," he said. Nets set in East Galveston Bay in 
early May were "chockablock" full of speckled trout, Sutton said. Few trout were taken in nets 
set in East Bay this past week, after the bay was swamped with floodwater. 
 
Creel surveys this spring track what gill nets have shown. The persistent rainy, stormy weather 
had seen fewer anglers on the water, and their catches have been light. 
 
But the flooding should mean good things ahead for the bay's fishery and anglers. 
 
 
 
 



'The fish will be back' 
 
Bag seine sampling earlier this year indicated a great crop of young menhaden, one of the most 
important forage species for marine game fish such as speckled trout, Sutton said. And those 
menhaden are likely to have a great year because flooding rivers are pumping nutrient-filled 
runoff into the bay. 
 
"With these nutrient spikes, you see a big phytoplankton bloom," he said. "That's the major 
forage for young menhaden, so we should have a tremendous crop this year. There should be 
plenty for trout to eat." 
 
Survival of game fish fry should also benefit from the freshwater. The young fish can tolerate 
lower salinities than older fish, so fry and fingerlings should have higher survival. 
 
"The freshwater acts as a kind of a buffer between them and older fish, so you have reduced 
predation and better survival," he said. 
 
It is likely to be weeks, maybe months, before the floods play themselves out, the constant ebb 
and flow of salinity levels in the bays swings back toward a more "normal" gradient and fishing 
perks up. 
 
"It will happen, and the fish will be back," Sutton said. "The bays need these big pulses of 
freshwater to function. That's what makes it an estuary." 
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