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CONTRIBUTED PHOTO This saltwater barrier across the Guadalupe River about 10 miles 

upstream of San Antonio Bay was installed in 1965 to prevent saltwater from tainting the 

region's water supply. 

Saltwater kills many freshwater organisms and threatens drinking water, so it is smart to prevent 

bays from backing up into rivers. But at the same time freshwater is necessary for the health of 

saltwater ecosystems, so it is equally smart to keep rivers flowing into the sea. 

The challenge lies in balancing precautions against saltwater inundation upstream while still 

allowing the free flow of rivers for the benefit of our bays and everything that relies on them. In 
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the case of the Guadalupe River, the list of dependents include whooping cranes, sea turtles, all 

estuarine species such as trout, redfish, shrimp and crabs, along with vibrant coastal economies. 

And these are the reasons the Matagorda Bay Foundation would like the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers to revisit the conditions of a permit issued in 1964 for an inflatable saltwater dam 

across the Guadalupe River. If you label this a whooping crane issue or a Kemp's ridley issue, 

then you are missing the point. 

The beneficiaries of healthy bays include you and me. And without an adequate supply of 

freshwater our bays will die, along with our way of life. 

Back when the Guadalupe-Blanco River Authority requested permission to construct the 

saltwater barrier near Highway 35, the Endangered Species Act did not exist. When it became 

law in 1973 the act required a process to review any federally permitted project that might 

adversely affect an endangered species. 

Few would argue that wintering whoopers rely on the freshwater and brackish marshes where the 

Guadalupe River meets San Antonio Bay. Freshwater promotes the growth of the crane's main 

dietary needs: blue crabs and wolfberries. 

So it is smart for the foundation and its president, Houston environmental attorney Jim 

Blackburn, to leverage the profile of this iconic species, along with the Kemp's ridley, in this 

request to update the permit's conditions to include protections for endangered species, even 

though the protections are more far reaching. 

If proper estuarine salinities and nutrient influx are maintained by adequate freshwater inflows 

then everybody wins. The attention-getter may be the whooping crane, but the benefits trickle 

down from there. If the crane habitat is healthy then so is fish habitat along with our angling 

opportunities. 

By no means should this saltwater barrier be grandfathered into continued existence without 

appropriate scrutiny required by law. In addition to salinity monitoring, the foundation is 

requesting examination and input from resource agencies such as Texas Parks & Wildlife, U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife, Texas Commission on Environmental Quality and so on. 

Blackburn suggested the dam and series of diversion channels causes "major disruptions to 

inflows" even when the inflatable bags are deflated. LaMarriol Smith, executive manager for 

Strategic Communications and Public Affairs for the river authority, said there is no flow 

restriction when the bags are deflated. 

The bags are designed to lie flat on the river bottom when not in use. And when inflated with 

water, they are designed to pool the river above the dam to a depth that continues to allow water 

to flow into the bay, which is about 10 miles downstream. The purpose is to block saltwater from 

traveling upstream and tainting the region's water supply, especially during drought, low river 

flow and extreme high tides. 



The barrier is also used to raise the river level so it can more easily be diverted into a canal that 

supplies river authority customers with water for agriculture, industry and consumption. This 

function is used mostly during low-flow periods when river water barely trickles into the canal 

system. 

These are among the issues the foundation hopes to resolve with a greater level of independent 

scrutiny. Blackburn said he hopes this effort results in some sort of bypass system around the 

dam, meter to measure how much water is reaching the bay and maybe even a target or promise 

from the river authority regarding the amount of water allotted for the estuary. 

"The bottom line is that we need this situation evaluated by the authorities and fixed if it is 

causing the problems that we believe it is," Blackburn said. 

River authority General Manager William "Bill" E. West Jr. said the agency is considering its 

options in this matter. 

"This is another ongoing attack to undermine GBRA water rights and operations," he wrote as a 

response to the foundation's request. "GBRA will defend its water rights as it has done in the past 

with whatever effort necessary." 

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. 

 


