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Galveston County is losing as much as $9 million worth of water each year, largely due to leaks 

and breaks in the water systems. 

 

Across the county, the equivalent of nearly 3,000 Olympic-size swimming pools of water 

escapes from leaks or breaks in distribution systems yearly, according to a Daily News analysis 

of water audit reports kept by the Texas Water Development Board. 

 

In La Marque, the amount of water lost in 2014 accounts for more than half of the treated water 

the utility buys. In Galveston and Texas City, audit reports from recent years indicate about a 

fifth of the water those utilities purchase is lost before making it to the tap. That number hovers 

closer to 8 percent 2014 in League City, according to the audits. 

 

Those who oversee the distribution systems say they’re making fixes to reduce the amount of 

water lost, but often cities don’t have the resources available to do extensive repairs on their 

aging infrastructure. 

 

It’s up to individual utilities to determine how to recover the lost revenue from water leaks, 

which can tally up to more than $1 million annually. But usually those losses end up on 

customers’ bills. 

 

“Ultimately it’s the rate payers that are going to absorb that cost,” said Ken Kramer of Lone Star 

Chapter of the Sierra Club. 

 

Public works staff and environmentalists agree that controlling how much water is lost helps 

conserve the precious resource, which is particularly important in Texas where periodic drought 

and booming population growth strain its availability. 

 

The reports 

 

At least every five years, utility districts are required to submit “Water Audit Reports” to the 

Texas Water Development Board. Utilities may be required to submit the reports more 

frequently if they’re receiving any sort of funding or assistance from the board, agency 

spokeswoman Kimberly Leggett said. 

 

The worksheets require utilities to submit figures about where they are losing water, how much 

it’s costing, the gallons lost and how many customers they serve, among other things. The 

numbers are determined by examining how much water the utility put into the system and how 

much water customers received. 



The reports reviewed by The Daily News varied in the year they cover. Two are from 2010, three 

from 2014 and one from 2015. 

 

In all of the Galveston County districts, issues with the meter’s accuracy accounted for just a 

small percentage of the total reported water lost. Water theft, or “unauthorized consumption,” 

also accounted for a small part of the overall total, according to the water board. 

By and large, most of the water lost was caused by leaks and breaks in the distribution system. 

 

Fixing leaks as they can 

 

Utility and city officials said repairing leaks and reducing water loss were major priorities, but 

that they sufficient resources to find and repair leaks. 

 

In 2014, La Marque lost 55 percent of the water that went through its distribution system, 

according to the audit. The infrastructure losses attributed to leaks added up to an equivalent of 

about 775 Olympic-size swimming pools. 

 

The La Marque City Council in April approved a contract with Siemens engineering firm to 

repair its wastewater treatment plant and search for leaks in the system. 

 

The leak detection survey will begin soon, City Manager Carol Buttler said last month. That 

information will help La Marque identify where the city needs to invest its money in repairs, 

officials have said. 

 

Work on the wastewater treatment plant will not begin until the city secures millions in bonds. 

The city will consider at the May council meeting an ordinance to sell the certificates of 

obligation and likely receive the money in July, Buttler said last month. 

 

The $10 million bond package the city is seeking, nearly half of which is slated for a new fire 

station, will not cover all of La Marque’s water infrastructure issues, but can make extensive 

improvements, said Deval Allums, an account manager with Siemens. 

 

By the numbers, Galveston is losing the most water to leaks–more than 1,600 Olympic-size 

swimming pools in 2014. The cost of water lost totaled up to about $7.3 million that year. 

Angelo Grasso, Galveston Public Works Director, said the utility uses its budget to repair leaks 

as they are reported. Grasso recently moved into the position and did not write the 2014 report. 

“We haven’t received a big chunk of money, but we spend whatever money is allocated to repair 

as breaks come about,” he said. 

 

“As we find that there is water leak we try to get our crews or contractor to repair the leak.” 

Next year, the department hopes to conduct a water study to determine where in the water system 

there are lines that need to be replaced, Grasso said. From there, the department will reprioritize 

its capital improvement projects, he said. 

 



Earlier this year, crews had a major leak near 99th Street and Stewart Road to fix. It cost about 

$70,000 to repair, which was more expensive than usual because of pipe dimensions, Grasso 

said. 

Nonetheless, to set out replacing or making major repairs to the system repairs would cost many 

millions of dollars, he said. 

 

Leaking money 

 

Utilities soak up the original cost of the water lost to leaks, breaks or theft, said Daniel Rice, a 

water loss program specialist at the Texas Water Development Board. 

 

“How they plan to recover those costs is up to them,” Rice said. 

 

In Galveston, the water rates are determined based on demand, needed improvements and 

anticipated repair or improvement costs, Grasso said. 

 

There are options to seek additional funding for water system projects, but they aren’t free. 

For example, the state water board offers different financial assistance programs for utility 

districts to make repairs. Indeed, state lawmakers in 2013 approved an additional $2 billion in 

spending to provide low-interest loans to cities and water districts for water projects, including 

infrastructure improvements. 

 

“There’s opportunity to address these things, but fully recognizing it’s going to cost money and 

come back to the rate payers,” Kramer said. 

 

But the cost to pay off a low-interest loan while fixing issues may be less than the price of lost 

revenue, which rate payers ultimately absorb, he said. 

 

“Theoretically, you could be borrowing from the state for fixes but paying it back in essence 

from the recaptured revenue,” Kramer said. “It’s a balancing act.” 

 

Contact reporter Marissa Barnett at 409-683-5257 or marissa.barnett@galvnews.com. 
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