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GALVESTON - A first-ever report card on the health of Galveston Bay gives the waterway a 
"C" grade, warning that conditions will worsen unless steps are taken to continue restoration 
efforts. 

In a report set for release Wednesday, the Houston Advanced Research Center and the Galveston 

Bay Foundation paint a picture of a bay that is under assault by pollution, loss of habitat and the 

impacts of climate change. The bay is holding its own, the authors say, but is destined to lose the 

gains it has made over the last 30 years if no further action is taken. 

The groups cite the impacts of pollution from industry, agriculture and urban runoff in a 

watershed that includes two of Texas' largest cities. 

"It's not dire, it's not a lost cause, but if we want to keep this going in the right direction we need 

to take action," said Erin Kinney, a research scientist with the Woodlands-based center. 

The report doesn't contain any policy recommendations because it is aimed at a general audience, 

said Bob Stokes, president of the Galveston Bay Foundation. 

"There is a message we'd like to get out," Stokes said, which is that without action, "the health of 

the bay will undoubtedly continue to deteriorate." 

Still, experts acknowledge that the bay has come a long way in recent decades. 

Jim Lester, a scientist at the center, recalled a field trip that his sixth-grade class from Garden 

Villas Elementary School took on the SS Sam Houston tour ship back in 1959. He said there 

were no fish in the bay or barnacles growing on the piers, and a noxious stench hung in the air. 



"I couldn't breathe," Lester recalled. "I had to run outside the cabin, look around, and run back 

inside ... it was awful." 

The 1972 Clean Water Act led to efforts that brought the bay back to life, the report says. In the 

late 1980s, the Texas Water Commission and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency agreed 

to develop a plan for cleaning up the bay. 

Since then, efforts to restrict the dumping of waste into the bay coupled with initiatives to replant 

wetlands and seagrass have helped restore the waterway. The bay has suffered setbacks, such as 

a massive oil spill in the Houston Ship Channel last year and flooding this year that pumped so 

much fresh water into the estuary that it endangered oysters and other species. 

"We didn't want to paint too dark a picture, but we also didn't want to be too rosy about it," 

Stokes said of the bay, which is located along Texas' upper coast and is connected to the Gulf. 

First aimed at public 

The report is the first about the bay aimed at communicating with the general public. The wonky 

and sporadic State of the Bay reports are written primarily for scientists and officials charged 

with managing programs affecting the 600-square-mile estuary, the seventh-largest in the U.S. 

"Even though the status and trends were out there, it wasn't in a way (people) could access and 

use in their daily lives very effectively," Kinney said. "We take the science and put it in a forum 

that's easy to understand and easy to update." 

The report card is the first of three annual reports to be funded by a $720,000 grant that also pays 

for consultant Enviromedia, Stokes said. 

Beyond the overall "C" grade, the report offers a "B" grade for water quality; a "C" grade for 

human health risks and coastal change; and a "D" for pollution events and sources, wildlife and 

habitat. 



Each category is also broken into separate parts. For instance, the category of habitat includes a 

"C" for saltwater wetlands and "D" for freshwater wetlands; a "D" for underwater grasses; and an 

"Incomplete" grade for oyster reefs due to a lack of data. 

Each section also offers guidance for what individuals can do to keep the bay healthy. 

And though the authors steer clear of policy recommendations, Stokes did say Texas should 

devote some money from the recent BP settlement to Galveston Bay. He was referring to a legal 

settlement under which BP agreed to pay $8.1 billion for damage caused by the 2010 Deepwater 

Horizon oil spill that killed 11 rig workers and dumped millions of gallons of crude oil into the 

Gulf. Texas is one of five states that will share in payments to state and local governments. 

'Are fish safe to eat?' 

Two of the most concerning sections of the report - toxics in sediment, litter and trash - are given 

"Incomplete" grades because Texas doesn't regularly collect the necessary data. Although litter 

and trash is one of the most serious problems for the bay, Texas has declined to follow the lead 

of states such as California and Maryland in adopting a plan to track trash and eliminate it from 

waterways, the report says. 

The state monitors toxic sediments in the bay bottom along the ship channel, but not for the rest 

of the bay, Kinney said. The lack of testing could have consequences for consumers of seafood, 

Stokes said, because there is no consistent state testing to determine what is safe to eat. The 

department hires firms to test seafood toxicity, but only when it has the money. 

"People are always asking, 'Are fish safe to eat?' " Stokes said. "There is no funding for the 

monitoring out there." 

The only "A" grade was for dissolved oxygen in the bay and the rivers and bayous that feed it. 

Oxygen is important for aquatic life and is absent in dead zones caused by algae blooms and 

warm, still water. 



More worrisome were the numerous "D's," such as for freshwater wetlands that are disappearing 

at an alarming rate. Freshwater and saltwater wetlands filter pollutants from water entering the 

bay and are home for many forms of wildlife, especially in the juvenile stage. 

The report says underwater grasses have largely disappeared from the bay as a result of nitrogen 

and phosphorus runoff. Underwater grasses provide habitat for juvenile fish and shellfish. 

The authors are hoping that the public will make practical use of the report. 

For example, leaking sewer pipes are a major cause of pollution in the bay, and people pouring 

grease and oil down the drain cause pipes to burst, Stokes said. Anyone can improve the health 

of the bay by putting grease into the garbage, he said. 

"We want to let people know how their individual actions can impact the bay and try to inspire 

people to get out and help," Stokes said. 
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