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Perhaps no other natural resource in Texas has been more coveted, more haggled-over, more central to who we are and who we'll be, than water.

Ever since the first settler forded a river and stepped onto Texas soil, water has guided our progress and shaped our destiny.

With fifteen major river systems, eleven-thousand named streams and six hundred miles of coastline, Texas is defined and dominated by water. It is our lifeblood. It sustains our cities. Irrigates our crops.  Powers our industries.  Nurtures our wildlife.  And renews our spirits. 

 In many ways Texas is - the State of Water. 

Over the years we've tried to tame these waters.  We've dammed, drained and diverted them, and we've reaped enormous benefits.  But we've paid a price. 

In the panhandle, aquifer levels are dropping at a rate of 2 feet a year.  

In South Texas, a 10 year drought is driving farmers and ranchers out of business, and drastically shrinking wildlife habitat.

The once mighty Rio Grande, no longer flows into the Gulf of Mexico.  

Communities across the state are scrambling to insure a reliable water supply for the future. 

And those concerned about fish and wildlife are wondering if any water will be left for the environment.  

To meet these challenges, we must fundamentally change 

the way we think about water.  We must value it more, work harder to protect it, and understand that water is central to a healthy Texas. 

Larry McKinney 

Well, the first thing we have to do is get past this business that in water, it is people versus the environment.  There is no such difference.  People are the environment.  We live in it, we're there everyday. Water surrounds us.  If we don't have healthy bays, if we don't have healthy lakes and rivers, we're not going to have a healthy state.

Chairman Katharine Armstrong 

We've got some very tough challenges to meet.  Whether it's making sure our citizens in El Paso have sufficient drinking water.  Whether it's making sure our agriculture and industrial base has the water it needs.  But we must be mindful that the needs of our fish and wildlife resources are met every step of the way.  

Narration

Perhaps the most priceless commodity at stake is our natural heritage.  

If we want to preserve the flocks of waterfowl that congregate on the Texas coast, if we want future generations to enjoy our beautiful springs and rivers, if we want to maintain the abundant wildlife that Texans are so proud of, we must understand that water is our most precious resource. 

The Rio Grande and the Rio Bravo

We begin at the western tip of Texas, where the fabled Rio Grande enters the state.  This is a story of how quickly a river can be transformed, almost beyond recognition. 

Originating in the mountains of Colorado, and flowing the length of New Mexico, the Rio Grande breathes life into the arid southwest like it has  for centuries.  

But once this river runs the gauntlet between the cities of El Paso and Juarez, Mexico, it takes on a whole new character.

No longer a river in the classic sense, it's now split into a series of channels running along both sides of the border.  On the north it's called the Rio Grande, on the south, the Rio Bravo.  

SALLY SPENER 

We are standing right along the Rio Grande in central El Paso Ciudad Juarez and behind me is the American Canal. And this is the canal that diverts the share that belongs to the United States of the Rio Grande water in this area. We have a treaty with Mexico that's been in existence since 1906 where we share the waters of the Rio Grande in this area. 

Situated on the northern edge of the Chihuahuan desert, El Paso at one time relied on the Rio Grande for all of its water.  But as the city grew away from the river, other sources became more important.  

El Paso now relies on ground water for 40% of its needs.  This water comes from 150 wells scattered throughout the city.  

SCOTT REINERT

The water that we get from the Rio Grande is available from the months of February to October. So in winter time October to February we're reliant exclusively on ground water for the entire city. So our wells are very important to us. 

Narration

But after years of pumping, the quality of the ground water is declining.  Test wells are going in to sample the water and determine what additional treatment may be required, and how much that treatment might cost. 

SCOTT REINERT



We are drilling a test hole down to a depth of a thousand feet.  We estimate that the water table here is about 350 feet. So from depths of 350 feet to 1000 feet we're going to collect some water quality samples. And what we're primarily concerned about is where the water turns from fresh to slightly brackish.  

Past 100 years been pumping water out of the aquifer because that is the easiest thing to do. It's clean. You add a little bit of chlorine to it. It doesn't have any bacteria, it doesn't have any sediment, or turbidity. You pump it out and it's good for use.  And that's what we've done historically. Now we're going to have to go to more expensive techniques of cleaning water that we can provide to our consumers.

I think you have to look that this will affect rates. You know water is going to be an item of commerce. It's going to be affected by supply and demand. And as it gets more scarce that will have to be passed on to the consumer.

Narration

Paying for the infrastructure to supply clean water is an even larger issue across the river.

Here in the colonia of Anapra, only within the last two years has potable water been readily available.   

JUAN MANUEL MEREDA MERCADO (subtitled on screen) 

Esta colonia era una colonia de Ciudad Juarez que vivio el problema el suministro del aqua por mucho tiempo. En el cuestion del senor gobernador hizo los trabajos y los cuestiones y los instrucciones para que hicieron la introduccion de aqua portable a la colonia. Actualmente se las da servicio aproximente cuatro mil quinientos familias que viven en esta area.

Narration

Some residents of this colonia now have clean water piped directly into their homes.  

ALBERTO LAWYER (subtitled on screen)

06.01.58.02 Cuando llegamos aqui no habia aqua, mucho tiempo duramos que no habia aqua. Venia las pipas a triar nos aqua no lo podimos despidiciar ni un milimitro nada nada de aqua. Entonces para hacer en grudo  primero nos banabamos con aqua que nos banabamos con este se llamamos en grudo, para no gastar aqua en limpia. Para no gastar el aqua que nos tria en pipas. Ahora no ya tenemos mucho gusto porque abrimos las llaves sacamos el agua se monsto en grudo.

ALBERTO LAWYER (subtitled on screen)

Este agua es puesto por el gobierno del estado totalmente graduita. Totalmente gratis. Ahorita nada mas lo que tiene que pagar es la toma domiliciaria y un precio muy modica verdad con muchos facilidades son 18 meses para termidar. El costa de la toma son 1700 pesos, el incio 200 pesos y 18 meses pagar el total de toma domiliciaria. 

Narration

But here in Anapra, like in the US, artificially low water prices are not a long term solution.  In fact, some feel that not paying the actual cost of the water is part of the problem.  

GONZALO BRAVO

Water cost is one of the major challenges that we face, especially in Mexico because we are not use to paying the real cost of the water. But we have to face that. And if you want to have good infrastructure you have to pay for that water.  And of course if you don't pay the real cost of the water then you are not going to have an incentive to conserve the water.

Narration

Conservation will become even more important as the Rio Grande and ground water supplies continue to decline. 

SALLY SPENER

One of the things that has become or is becoming very critical, the Rio Grande is in drought. It's in drought from it's head waters in Colorado to the Gulf of Mexico, It is a time of drought and it seems inevitable that water users in the entire basin have been facing and may continue to face shortages.

Narration 

As a desert city, El Paso has faced the issues of water shortages, water conservation, and water costs long before many other Texas cities.  However securing water for the people has left little if any water in the banks of the Rio Grande.  And wildlife has been left high and dry.   The River has just entered the state, and already it's struggling, hundreds of miles from the Gulf of Mexico. 

From this point on the Rio Grande is dependant on inflow from other rivers.  Specifically the Rio Conchos that flows out of northern Mexico, and the Pecos River which drains much of West Texas.

The Pecos in particular has been the subject of studies in recent years.  Researchers are looking at ways to improve the ability of the land along the river, to hold water and release it slowly, to actually increase the amount of water flowing in the river.  

CHARLES HART

Historically, this river was about 100 yards wide and probably knee deep, but a pretty well moving current, a swift moving current going down this river as well. As a matter of fact there were only out of the 300 miles of river in Texas there were only six or seven places to cross this river. 

Narration

Much of the reduction in river flow is blamed on changes in the plant communities along the banks.  Particularly the explosive growth of Salt Cedar.  Just two of these trees use as much water in one day as a person does.  So for every two salt cedars that are removed, approximately 60 gallons of water per day is saved. 

CHARLES HART 


Salt cedar is not a native to this area nor is it a native to the United States. It was brought in originally as an ornamental plant in the early 1800's.  And by about the mid 1900's it was a real significant problem…

Narration

Aerial spraying of the salt cedar with a selective herbicide has proved successful.  As the salt cedar die back, the river flow improves.  And as the river flow improves, people and wildlife benefit.   

CHARLES HART

After four years of treatments, we have estimated that we've conserved, by controlling salt cedar just under 12 billion gallons of water.  

TERRY HOLDER

It has enhanced the river. Has made more water available down the river. If we could get the water coming in from the northern part of the Pecos River, which is the headwaters. If we had more water coming in from there we could use the river more. Because we're not wasting the water with the salt cedar. 

CHARLES HART

The general public out in West Texas is really the greatest beneficiary of this particular project because eventually the Pecos River does flow into the Rio Grande and then down into Lake Amistad.  We're putting more water down the river. 

Narration 

While a shadow of its former self, the Pecos River still flows into the Rio Grande, helping to keep the river rolling.  Helping to support the people and the wildlife that depend on this river here on the edge of the Chihuahuan desert.  

The Pecos and the Rio Grande alike are struggling, but they continue to flow through some of the driest areas of Texas. 

Caddo Lake
Roy Darville 

Caddo Lake is located in northeast Texas which is considered to be a water rich area.

Pete McEntyre 

It's about twenty nine thousand acres of mostly swamp, depths average between four and probably twelve feet.

Betty Holder

The lake is very important to us. It's our livelihood. 

All of us that have a business of any type, whether it be a B and B, a grocery store, a restaurant, marina, we depend on the lake and the people that use it.

Narration

Caddo Lake, often described as the only naturally occurring lake in Texas, straddles the Texas/Louisiana border.  There appears to be plenty of water to go around.  But even here, among the cypress trees and Spanish moss, folks are concerned that growing demands on the water, could change the character of this lake, and change the lives of those who live along its banks.     

Roy Darvile

Caddo Lake is a naturally formed lake. It was formed approximately 200 years ago when there was a log jam in the Red River. 

Originally this land was probably rich in streams and low areas but the water level because of the log jam rose and created deeper lake like areas.

One of the unique features of Caddo Lake is its incredibly high level of biological diversity.  We have identified well over four hundred species of plants that live here in Caddo Lake. We also know that the highest diversity of fish species in Texas occurs here in Caddo Lake.  

Pete McEntyre

I've been working here now for the past eleven years. I actually grew up in Shreveport, Louisiana on Caddo Lake. My dad had a camp here from the time I was in first grade until I graduated from high school.  I never expected to come back when I left in eighty-five.  Rather than sports and other activities a lot of other friends of mine at school did, I was on the lake hunting and fishing.

I love the lake. I never thought that I would have the opportunity to come back and to work it. It's wonderful.  Caddo Lake is beautiful. There's not many places like this.

Narration 

20 miles away from the tranquility of Caddo Lake is the historic East Texas town of Marshall, population  24,000, Marshall depends on the steady flow of tourism dollars that Caddo Lake generates.  The city also depends on Caddo Lake for its sole source of water.

Ed Smith

The main thing that is at issue in this point in the game is whether or not the City of Marshal has water at all…We have families that live here, businesses, hospitals, nursing homes that depend on that water. And we have no other source.

Ed Smith

Now I grew up on going to Caddo Lake as a kid with my grandfather and my father hunting and fishing. My family has a duck blind on the lake. My family still owns property up there. Even my first cousin resides on the lake. 

Caddo Lake is a very valuable asset to the city of Marshal, to Harrison County and to East Texas.  And so we certainly don't want to do anything that would visit any kind of harm to the lake or the environment of the lake as far as the city goes and as individuals here living in this community.

Narration 

At present, Marshall is only using about half of its allocated water right for municipal supplies.  The city is looking to sell their surplus water to industrial customers, to attract new businesses to the area, and to boost the local economy.  This additional water that would be taken from Caddo Lake is what has resource managers concerned.

Mike Ryan 

Unlike a reservoir that is built for flood control or potable water supply, Caddo is a shallow basin and it doesn't have the capacity to provide a lot of water for that type of use. During a six month period of the year, we don't get a lot of rainfall…and water is being diverted not only in Texas but over in Louisiana. So it places a demand for the water in the basin. 

So that translates into reduced habitat for a lot of our fish species in Caddo. 

Betty Holder 

 A free country as the United States is, we take a lot of things for granted, and water is one thing that we most certainly take for granted.

Roy Darville

I believe that in my lifetime that water will become the number one environmental issue in the state of Texas.

Mike Ryan 

The population of Texas is expected to double in the next 30 to 50 years, and my concern is down the road that additional water will be diverted from Caddo Lake at a time when it could negatively impact this resource.

Marshall Mayor Ed Smith

The most pressing thing for east Texas in particularly the State of Texas and West Texas is water is a scarce commodity… it's becoming a scarce commodity. And it truly is a commodity.

The Rio Grande Valley 
Jean Meyers 

We moved down four years ago, but we've been coming about sixteen years visiting the folks. And they had a place, well you can see the house right over here, where the water use to come up in the cove. Then over the last ten years the water started going down, and down, and down and down. Now we have no water. We can't even see the water from here. It's unbelievable the way things have changed in the last ten years down here. 

Gordon Hill

Without water nothing will grow. And the farmers can't make any money. So there's nothing else for them to do. There selling some of this farmland… they're selling the dirt off of it. They're making it into a big pit, just a big hole in the ground. And then they just walk away from it. 

Narration 

At the southern tip of Texas, a fertile plain known as the Rio Grande Valley, stretches roughly 100 miles, from Falcon reservoir to the Gulf of Mexico.  

This is an area defined by the river that forms the border between Texas and Mexico.   

The thin band of vegetation that still exists along the river provides critical wildlife habitat.  It is one of the most biologically diverse regions in the country with over 500 species of birds documented here.  But lately the river and the habitat has come under increasing pressure.  And people and wildlife on both banks are feeling the pinch.   

People new to the Valley are often surprised at the casual nature of the border here.  For many, crossing the river is part of the daily routine.   

Folks on both sides of the river have come to depend on the Rio Grande not only for drinking water, but to irrigate the agricultural fields that for the past century have fueled the Valley economy.  Agriculture accounts for over 80% of the water used here.     

But growing demands on the river, combined with a 10 year drought are changing the way water is handled.  No longer in plentiful supply, water is now carefully monitored by a Watermaster program administered by the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality. 

Carlos Rubenstein

The Watermaster program for the Rio Grande is in charge of monitoring all of the water rights on the Rio Grande from an area which is about 80 miles downstream of El Paso known as Fort Quitman, all the way down to the Gulf of Mexico. So any Texas user that has a water right along the Rio Grande we monitor that water usage, we account for the water that is actually being diverted.  We authorize the water to be diverted. 

Narration

Farmers like Tudor Uhlhorn rely on the Watermaster to make sure they get their share of water.  But the steady flow they once counted on has slowed to a trickle.

Tudor Uhlhorn

Well, I'm a third generation here in Cameron county, in the southern part of Texas.  We farm about 3,600 acres and that's comprised of cotton, sugar cane and grain sorghum.  

Since 1992 we haven't had, what we would consider to be, a stable supply of water. When for the previous 30 years we haven't had a problem. 

And uh, it's tough to be an irrigated grower when you don't have any water that's reliable to do the irrigation. It's very difficult to plan and manage what you're going to do. And manage the risk. When the single most important input that you have, water, is not dependable. 

Narration

While the Watermaster's job is to divide the available water fairly among all users, there hasn't been enough to go around in recent years.   

Jo Jo White

I don't care if it is a cotton grower, a sorghum grower, a sugar cane grower, or a citrus grower, the more volume and yield you can get per acre that you have planted the more return you're going to get. Well the first primary ingredient that's necessary to increase your yields is water.  And if you don't have water you don't have yield. 

We have the largest block of water rights, irrigation water rights, of any district. And yet even having all these water rights it does not generate the water. I mean if the water is there it entitles you to use it, but the water hasn't been there, the water is in Mexico.

Narration

As difficult as monitoring water usage is within the boundaries of even a single state, the fact that the Rio Grande is an international border makes things even trickier. 

 Much of the water that flows in this part of the river is water that enters into the Rio Grande from the Rio Conchos.

The Rio Conchos, flowing out of the Mexican state of Chihuahua, enters the Rio Grande just west of Big Bend National Park.  

According to the terms of a 1944 treaty, Mexico guaranteed that water from the Rio Conchos would continue to reach the Rio Grande.  In exchange, the US guaranteed that water from the Colorado River would continue to flow into northwestern Mexico.  But recent changes have curtailed the amount of water reaching the Rio Grande.  

Jo Jo  

The basic problem is the state of Chihuahua. /  They have over expanded their crop production in the Conchos Valley to the point now that the watershed can no longer supply enough water to meet that need and still meet treaty obligations. 

This has not only hurt the United States, but it also has hurt our sister state of Tamalipas right across the river. There only source of water is from Chihuahua just like ours is. And we're hand in hand on this issue. 

Narration

Farmers on the Mexican side of the border temporarily blocked the international bridge to protest Chihuahua's refusal to release water into the Rio Grande. 

Narration

The current crisis has forced everyone to focus on conserving the water that's left in the river.  Starting with the basic infrastructure that moves water throughout the Valley.   

Carlos Rubenstein

You know there is a certain amount of loss that you'll have anytime that you move surface water. But if you have canals that are about 100 years old certainly there are some improvements that could be made to reduce the seepage losses that we've had there. And actually deliver more water that's diverted from the river into the farmland itself. 

Narrator

The principal challenge to overhauling this antiquated system is financial.  It would cost an estimated 200 million dollars to address inefficiencies of the current system.  But the water saved each year would be enough to meet the needs of all the cities in the Rio Grande Valley.  And wildlife would benefit as well.    

Cities are the fastest growing users of water, and as cities grow, farmland and wildlife habitat in the Valley is shrinking.   

But agriculture remains the largest consumer.   Currently federal subsidies help support much of the farming in Texas, but for serious changes to take place in the way water is valued, farmers, like cities  will ultimately have to pay the real cost of water.  It will be a difficult transition.

Even with subsidies, Some can't afford to stay in farming.  

Gordon Hill

Basically I didn't have enough water to water this field. And it just wasn't feasible to go out and buy water. I didn't have the money to go out and spend a hundred thousand dollars to water this field. 

Next year, I won't farm next year. This all will be just set aside and nothing will grow here. Because it's not… there's no water and it's not feasible to lose any more money in farming.

Narration

Gordon Hill sold his farm and says he will not farm again.  

If things weren't tough enough, another threat to the Rio Grande has emerged in the past decade.  Non-native aquatic plants have begun to choke off parts of the river slowing the water flow significantly.  

Carlos Rubenstein

You know we have the water hyasyith and the hydrilla, both of them being non-native. Having no natural predators. What that translates to is an additional loss of water, because we have to release extra water from the reservoirs to simply just push it through the mats. 

And when you are talking about the summer months and the amount of water that we are having to push through into the system, just to get the water delivered to the users. In one week the amount of water that is wasted is about roughly the amount of water a medium size city in the Valley would use in an entire year.

Larry McKinney

If you're going to have a river, you actually have to have water in it. And we take water out of rivers for agriculture, for cities, for industry, we tend to forget that and we have.  And the Rio Grande is reminding us that there's a limit to everything, and the Rio Grande is experiencing that limit now. 

Narration

10 years of drought… water treaty disputes… and an invasion of exotic weeds are all taking their toll on the once mighty Rio Grande.   Reduced to a trickle, the river limps along toward Gulf,  a sad reminder of what it was. 

Jo Jo

It's really unfortunate because this used to be one of the premiere growing regions in all of the United States. And now we're just left cracked ground.

The Texas Panhandle
Charles Bowers

My simple explanation of this is if we could build a fence seven hundred 

feet deep around everybody's property we wouldn't have a problem. 

Because once they got all their water that would be all they could get.

Narration

Here in the Texas Panhandle protecting ground water presents a huge 

challenge.  And Texas Water Law, specifically the Right of Capture,

makes managing the out of sight  water  resource known as the Ogallala 

aquifer particularly difficult. 

The only hint of water here is in the shallow Playa Lakes that dot this part of Texas.  These relatively small, seasonal pools of water are critical to the survival of migrating waterfowl. 

Sandhill Cranes are just one of the species that utilize these lakes.   As the cranes and other waterfowl migrate to sites on the Texas coast, the playas provide a valuable and safe resting site.  These playas are also conveniently located to abundant food supplies.  

Agricultural fields dominate much of this part of the panhandle, and the success of agriculture here is directly related to the health of the aquifer.  

By tapping into this underground reservoir, farmers and ranchers using modern irrigation techniques are able to irrigate crops and pastures.  But this technology is also drawing down the aquifer faster than it's being recharged.  

C.C Williams

Most of the irrigated agriculture started in the late fifties and increased in amount of acreage and pumpage until about the mid seventies and then has been slowly declining from that point until now.

Narration 

Even though the amount of water pumped for irrigation has been on the decline, advances in technology allow farmers to use water more efficiently.  But efficiency too has its price.  Large center pivot irrigation systems such as this one can be half a mile long and cost more than $150,000. 

Charles Bowers 

This system went in the spring of ninety three, nineteen ninety three. And basically we are converting these over for the conservation of water.  We can basically utilize almost the same water and irrigate a third to half again as many acres.   Even though we may be pumping the same we're getting it over more area and we're doing as good a job as technology will allow us at this point in time.  

Narration 

But economics will determine how much longer irrigation on this scale can continue.  

C. E. Williams

I think that you'll see irrigated agriculture continue to decline on the amount of water and the amount of acres that are used, just because of the increased pumpage cost and the high cost of production limits how long that they economically be able to pump the water.   It become a very difficult issue because you're taking away productive ability. And uh it's not a real pretty picture whenever you look at it long term.

Narration 

Folks in communities like White Deer face another challenge.  Texas is a right of capture state, meaning that if you can pump it, you own it, even though the water might come from under a neighbor's property.  Some folks call this the law of the biggest pump.    

C. E. Williams 

We see a lot of the cities coming into our area wanting to produce water and transport it into some of the major metropolitan areas of the state. It means that people will come and put in well fields in the area and produce the water and transport it several hundred miles away.   

Narration 

The Canadian River Municipal Water Authority is doing just that.  They're currently pumping from this well field near the town of Pampa, and selling the water to eleven member cities across the Texas Panhandle.  And other, larger, projects similar to this are in the works or already underway.  Water District managers, who try and divide the water fairly, are faced with some difficult decisions.  Their job is made even more difficult by changes in the way water rights are sold. 

Charles Bowers 

If you by a piece of property, probably up until ten or fifteen years ago the water rights came with it.  So if you owned the surface you owned the water rights. That's not necessarily the case anymore, because people have realized the value, the surface value of the land may actually not be as much as the value of the water beneath it. 

I'm not against anyone selling their water rights because it is their private property. But it is going to be real hard, and I'm on a water district board, and we're trying to make rules and regulations that are fair to no only the guy that wants to sell his water rights, we also want to protect the man that doesn't want sell his water right.

But the problem is going to be when we have what we call offsite impact. People are going to start getting upset because they start loosing water that maybe they've not sold to anyone.

C. E. Williams 

I think Texas water policy will change as water becomes more valuable and we have more competing interests.  But whenever Texas's population is projected to double over the next forty to fifty years it's going to bring on just more problems.

Charles Bowers

The people that are selling their water rights versus the people that haven't sold their water rights, we owe it to both of them, one to let him pump, one to protect his water. It's a fine line, that's when it's going to get messy, that's when people are really going to get tense.

If we do our job properly maybe we can diffuse some of that before it ever gets there.  But this may be five, ten, fifteen years down the road.

The Trinity and Colorado Rivers
Narration

Unlike an aquifer, hidden from view far underground, rivers are there for everyone to see, to use and enjoy. 

Two major rivers roll through the heart of Texas, the Trinity which flows through the two largest cities in the state, Dallas and Houston.  And the Colorado, which passes through Austin.  These rivers tell two very different stories.  The Trinity is heavily impacted by the cities it encounters on it's trip to the Gulf.  It is in many ways an urban river.  

The Colorado on the other hand flows through a much more rural landscape, its character reflects the land, and the landowners who live along its banks.  

Rich Anderson 

Well we're standing on the banks of the Colorado River in Borden County. This is the headwaters of the Colorado River, the beginning of it right here. This is where it all starts. Actually it starts up on the plains a little bit. But this is where it all begins right here.

Narration

Rancher Rich Anderson plays a critical role in maintaining the health of this river.  Over 94% of Texas land is private property, so private landowners, like the Andersons, have a significant impact on the river.  

Rich Anderson

Barbara and I moved down here in 1952. Which is an old family ranch. It's been in the family since 1913.  And we're basically just in the ranching business, which means raising cattle. Also in the horse business.  It's kind of a hard old go because this mesquite and this salt cedar and things like that put a hardship on you. And we're competing with them for the moisture, because without the moisture we don't grow any grass. And without the grass we don't have any cattle. So it's just pretty simple. 

Narration

Historically much of this country was open grassland.  But as wildfire was suppressed over the past century, and the massive herds of bison that once roamed here disappeared, brush, particularly mesquite, has invaded and dominated much of this land.  Ranchers understand the need for brush control, not only to provide more grazing for cattle, but to improve the ability of the land to absorb and hold rainfall.  Without adequate grass cover, springs and creeks will stop flowing, and Texas won't have enough groundwater.  

Rich Anderson

The amount of water that will grow one pound of mesquite wood will grow eight pounds of grass.  See the mesquite has a real deep tap root and then it has a tremendous supply of lateral roots that go out from it.  I had lots of mesquite, but no grass. And at that time my philosophy changed that I found out that instead of being just a rancher or a cow puncher that I was a grass farmer. And if I didn't start taking care of this land and growing grass on it then I couldn't run cattle on it. 

We're trying to help with the water supply in the State of Texas by doing our conservation work on these ranches and farms. 

Narration

Clearing mesquite and maintaining a good grass cover benefits wildlife as well as improving the quantity and quality of water flowing in the river.  

Rich Anderson

Actually we don't own this land we're just stewards for the Lord. We're here to take care of it. And in taking care of it we need to take care of our neighbors too.

Narration

Unlike the Colorado, the Trinity River flows through a major metropolitan area fairly early in its run.    

And like the Rio Grande as it passes through El Paso, the Trinity has been profoundly impacted.  

Charles Allen

 This is not the original river channel. The original channel ran right next to downtown Dallas. And flooded and caused real problems for transportation and other things. About 1928 1930 they dug a new river channel over here and built levies. Moved the river over here and built the Dallas floodway. 

Charles Allen

 Water quality on the Trinity is better than it use to be. It has had a very long reputation for bad water quality. It was called River of Death, about a hundred years ago, because of untreated sewage that was released into it. Slaughter houses and all kinds of things got dumped there.  Water quality has improved ever since. There's quite a bit of aquatic life. 

Narration

As the Trinity flows out of the city, it enters a unique ecosystem.  A bottomland hardwood forest.  Here the river begins to revert to its natural character.  The banks are blanketed with hundreds of species, forming the most valuable of wildlife habitats.   

Charles Allen

 This is the great Trinity forest. It's the largest urban bottomland hardwood forest in the United States. Full of trees, full of wildlife, and Native American sites, historic sites, it's a beautiful wonderful asset for the city of Dallas. 

Narration

Roughly 100 miles downriver from Dallas is a unique facility designed to clean the water before it reaches the Richland Chambers Reservoir.  Here water is pumped into an innovative manmade wetland, a living filter. 

Darrel Andrews 

The Tarrant Regional Water District has partnered with Parks and Wildlife on this tract of property to build a constructed wetland project that will clean up water that is being pumped from the Trinity River.  And what that does for us is helps us utilize this natural process so that we don't have to build chemical plants or some other type of process to do that treatment for us.  

Darrel Andrews 

This is the first phase of a wetland project that will encompass over 2000 acres when it is completely built out. And we'll use it to treat over a million gallons of water a day that will be delivered from the river into Richland Chambers reservoir.

Darrel Andrews 

The wetland cells are 234 acres in total size. Once the water leaves the sedimentation basin they enter the wetland And it takes about a week to pass through that entire system. 

Jeff Gunnels

 One of the most common questions that I'm asked is why the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department partner with the Tarrant Regional Water district in this water treatment wetlands project. And the answer is very simple. This project is creating high quality wetland wildlife habitat on a state owned wildlife management area that we will utilize for public use purposes. This area will be open for waterfowl hunting in the fall. As well as non-consumptive bird watching in the spring. 

Narration 

From here the waters of the Trinity roll onto Galveston Bay.    

Back on the Colorado, once the river passes through Austin, it continues its journey to the Gulf  flowing through communities like Columbus and LaGrange.  

And then, over 800 miles from its headwaters, the Colorado reaches its final destination.    

Bill Balboa

Yeah you can kinda start to see all the logs and debris that's been brought down by the river.

Bill Balboa

This is the mouth of the Colorado River, it ends in Matagorda Bay, finally after its trip through the Hill Country

Bill Balboa

As a child I never got a chance to see where the river went. And so I think that it is a really unique opportunity me working here and getting to see finally what happens to all the river and the impact of everything upstream.

Bill Balboa

It's plain old ugly but you know to a biologist you know this is a highly productive area and it's the main source of energy for bay systems like Matagorda and like Galveston and the others that are associated with large rivers and lots of fresh water inflows. If it weren't for rivers like the Colorado and inflows and the sediments, the mud that's coming down the river and all of this stuff, they wouldn't produce the shrimp, the crabs, the fish, you wouldn't see the birds that you see, the pelicans and everything around here. It would be a whole different kind of system.

Bill Balboa

These are oyster reefs that have developed over many many years. And this is one of the bigger fisheries here in Matagorda Bay is oyster fishing, and you can see they've just grown on top of each other and formed these little islands. 

Bill Balboa

Basically oysters are good indicators of bay health. If you have good healthy oyster populations then generally the health of the bay is going to follow. 

Narration 

Unlike the Colorado, the Trinity river ends its journey to the Gulf passing through a major city, Houston, and flowing past an incredibly dense stretch of industrial facilities.  Here, surprising to many, is a healthy and productive bay system.  The direct result of sufficient freshwater inflows.  

Rebecca Hemsley

We are at the mouth of the Trinity River in Galveston Bay System. The Trinity River opens up into the Trinity Bay which feeds into Galveston Bay. It's one of the things that assists in Trinity Bay being a large nursery area for many of the different species that occur here.

Rebecca Hemsley 

Oysters are a critical component of the Galveston Bay ecosystem. They provide habitat, they filter the water for a lot of the different nutrients and also act as a filtration system for the water. Dr. Ray is looking at using oysters as an indicator species to determine the amount of fresh water that comes into the bay system.

Sammy Ray Well generally 75 to 80 percent of the oysters that are produced in the state of Texas are produced in Galveston Bay. And a large factor of that is because of the fresh water inflow, about 60 percent of the fresh water that comes into the bay comes from the Trinity River.  And fresh water is necessary to keep the salinity down to a level that doesn't favor the enemies of oysters.  

Rebecca Hemsley 

I think the state of health for Galveston Bay is quite good. I'm a prime indicator, I will eat fresh oysters all the time. 

Water Policy - Needs for Fish and Wildlife
Randy Blankenship

As a biologist you know look around at things that go on around the world, in the marine environment, in the terrestrial environment and you, every once in a while in the news you hear of these catastrophic events or really interesting phenomenon that happen. And you never really think that one of might be happening in your own back yard. And then all of the sudden… boom… a river ceases to flow. The river that's called the Rio Grande ceases to flow. And uh you just have to shake your head in amazement.

Narration 

The flow of the Rio Grande along its last few miles is so weak that it no longer reaches the Gulf of Mexico.  It ceases to be a river.  

Randy Blankenship

To go to a situation where we don't have any connection with Gulf at all anymore is really… it really is disheartening.  

Narration 

Typically this final stretch of the river would form an estuary, a blending of fresh water coming downstream and tides from the Gulf extending into the river.  But no river flow means no estuary.  

Rancy Blankenship

Fresh water inflows are known to be the lifeblood of estuaries.  If those fresh water inflows are not there, then you have an unhealthy estuary and one that is not nearly as productive.  Or in the case here of the Rio Grande you don't have enough fresh water coming down to even keep it connected with the Gulf of Mexico.  It really does serve as a poster child for what can happen if those water flows are not planned for and not allowed for.  It is loss of habitat like this that ultimately could have a significant effect on our fisheries.

Larry McKinney 

I think as we look as to how we adjust water policy in the state, things we're going to have to look at, we are going to have to make a decision how we are going to treat environmental water, water for fish and wildlife.  We have water needs for industry, we have water needs for cities, we have water needs for agriculture.  Well, we have water needs for the environment, too.

Narration 

Water policy in Texas will have to change to keep up with the demands of a growing population.  But until legislative changes come about, there are things we can all do. 

Kathleen White 

I'm a great advocate of water conservation.  I think in Texas it's no longer a prudent thing to do, it's an imperative.  And we don't have many requirements in law on water conservation, if you just take an example of leak detection programs in large municipalities.  I hear varying estimates that 30 to 50% of water could be lost in minor leaks.  The state really needs to look at how it can use water most efficiently.   

Wales Madden

The utilization and conservation of water will be so different in 15 years you won't recognize it from today, because we must conserve and we must change the habits that we've formed in the utilization of water. There's no solution. You can't create more water, you can create more potable water but there's no more water.  

Larry McKinney

How are we going to get people to really conserve water?  It is really pretty simple, and you can go around the world to see where it's happened.  Water actually has to cost something.  Just like gasoline for your car, when the prices of gasoline goes up, we all start worrying about it, conserving it, we don't drive as much or maybe we start looking at more fuel efficient vehicles. Water is the same way.  Right now, water costs basically nothing.  So there is no incentive to conserve.  There's plenty of evidence that we can make changes to conserve water, but the driver is, frankly, economics. 

Chairman Armstrong

The greatest natural resource that Texas has is the character of it's people.  Time and time again we've proven that we can meet tough challenges.  We got a tough one with this.  There's no doubt in my mind that Texans can do that.  And they'll do it their way and they'll do it the right way.  But we've got to roll up our sleeves, we've got a lot of work to do.  

Narration

Change is on the horizon. As each day passes, the threats are escalating. The choices we make in the next ten years could well determine what kind of state our children will inherit .

By increasing our awareness… by getting involved in the political process… and by treating water like the precious resource that it is… each one of us can help. 

The waterways of Texas not only sustain us; they define us. Our character flows through these currents, gathering strength with each pulse. Our identity and culture emanate from a deep and bountiful well.  And from this same source… springs hope. Hope that Texans will pull together, make some tough choices, and preserve a proud legacy.  
