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Once-a-week lawn watering may soon become a permanent way of life as San Antonio seeks to 

balance conservation with the benefits of having a steady income for its utility to pay for reliable 

water service. 

City Councilman Ron Nirenberg circulated a memo last week about a proposal that would limit 

watering with sprinklers under Stage 1 rules in the local drought ordinance to one weekday per 

week as a “year-round practice under normal conditions.” As the city continues to grow, a 

seesaw pattern of floods and droughts has prompted officials to study tighter watering rules to 

ensure an abundant supply from the Edwards Aquifer. 

“We just need to be smarter about water as we grow,” Nirenberg said. “My hope is that we can 

change normal practice.” 

The San Antonio Water System, created in 1992, has tracked a drop in average water use, from 

220 gallons daily per person in the 1990s to about 124 gallons today. SAWS is proposing a new 

billing rate structure, set to take effect in January, that would give customers a cost incentive to 

conserve even more. 

As the city-owned utility prepares to present its proposed structure and an update on its long-

term water plan in the fall, SAWS has been asking customers whether it should change the 

watering rules. San Antonians are being asked on SAWS’ microsite, WaterCitySA.com, whether 

they support current year-round rules, which only limit sprinkler-watering hours, or a permanent 

move to Stage 1 or Stage 2 rules that restrict it to once a week by address. 

San Antonio currently is in Stage 2. Most area suburbs have similar rules in place that 

correspond with Edwards Aquifer Authority pumping cuts. 
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New Braunfels is one area city that implements its drought ordinance earlier, with rules triggered 

by daily readings of the Bexar County index well, rather than a 10-day average. And even though 

the EAA lifted pumping restrictions Aug. 5 for Uvalde County, the city of Uvalde remains on 

once-a-week spray irrigation, and even requires automatic shut-off nozzles on hand-held hoses. 

SAWS, with a much larger customer base, is more conscious of its financial stability and bond 

ratings in order to expand services to accommodate growth. SAWS CEO Robert Puente said 

more study is needed on the effects of tougher watering rules on revenues, including sewer rates 

based on winter use, and consideration of local feedback and the economics of supply and 

demand. 

A proposed eight-tier rate structure, replacing four rate blocks, will “send the necessary price 

signal to the consumers that may be using too much water on outside discretionary lawn 

irrigation,” Puente said. 

“When we are ready for that, we will make a recommendation to our board and ultimately to 

City Council,” on watering rules, he said. 

Nirenberg said he’s willing to support Stage 2 year-round, but does not want to maintain the 

status quo. 

“If people know this is normal practice, they’ll abide by it,” he said. “I don’t want to sacrifice 

long-term water security at the altar of revenue.” 

Beyond the Edwards Aquifer, SAWS has expanded its supply to include water from Canyon 

Lake, the Carrizo-Wilcox Aquifer and other freshwater sources, and is building a brackish water 

desalination plant. The most expensive water to come, as early as 2019, is up to 16.3 billion 

gallons that will be annually transported from Central Texas through a 142-mile pipeline. 

That project is moving ahead, with work on land acquisition underway. 



The council, meanwhile, is expected Thursday to appoint David McGee to fill a SAWS board 

vacancy. McGee had supported the Vista Ridge pipeline project while serving last year as 

chairman of the San Antonio Chamber of Commerce. 

The council’s Governance Committee selected McGee over Steve Hixon to represent the city’s 

northeast quadrant on the SAWS board. Hixon is a board member of the Greater Edwards 

Aquifer Alliance, which has raised concerns about the Vista Ridge project. 

Councilwoman Shirley Gonzales said she supports Nirenberg’s lawn-watering proposal, but sees 

“some room to improve” affordability for residents in her West Side district. SAWS has 

increased funding for its assistance programs, which last year helped 45,000 families, and has 

included a “lifeline rate” for customers using less than 2,992 gallons monthly in its proposed rate 

structure. 

SAWS said it allocated more than $3 million this year for affordability programs, including up to 

$14.35 in monthly assistance for customers who qualify through the city’s Department of Human 

Services. Working with Gonzales, SAWS doubled funding to $200,000 for Project Agua, to 

provide up to $115 in annual assistance. It also has programs for seniors, people with disabilties, 

veterans and domestic violence victims, and $350,000 in assistance to detect leaks in water and 

sewer lines. 

But Gonzales was not ready this week to commit to supporting the new rate structure. She said 
she knows rates are “going to go up for everybody,” but does not feel people on fixed incomes 
should “be forced to pay more for a big project like the Vista Ridge pipeline.” 

“It is a concern of mine. People who need water the most should not suffer,” she said. 
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