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Allocating Water on the Rio Grande

Texas has entered the new century with an old problem—dwindling water supplies stretched to the limit by persistent drought and rising demand. No other region has had to endure severe dry conditions as long as the lower Rio Grande.

Cities, industry, and agriculture in the lower Rio Grande region have long depended on the river to satisfy their water needs. Severe drought in the 1950s, coupled with conflicts over legal rights to the Rio Grande waters, led to a court-ordered water management plan for the border region.

To this day, the 1970 court-approved plan remains unique in its design and ability to ensure long-term water supplies for lower Rio Grande Valley cities such as McAllen, Harlingen, and Brownsville. In fact, these fast-growing cities and others in the lower Valley were conspicuously absent from the summer 2000 list of Texas cities implementing mandatory water rationing—thanks to a management system that places municipalities first in line for water from the Rio Grande.

Allotments prioritized

The 1970 management plan envisioned that two reservoirs on the Rio Grande would operate as one system (the Falcon Reservoir already existed, and the Amistad had just been dedicated). The plan then prioritized allotments for municipal, industrial, and domestic uses over all other adjudicated water rights, including those for agricultural use.

The annual allotment of water for municipal, domestic, and industrial uses has grown over the decades, and since 1986 has stood at 225,000 acre feet. One acre-foot of water is roughly equivalent to the amount needed to cover an acre of land with one foot of water.

The Texas Department of Water Resources, a predecessor to the TNRCC, was directed by the Legislature in 1971 to implement and oversee the plan. Today, the TNRCC’s Rio Grande Watermaster Office in Harlingen is responsible for allocating, monitoring, and controlling the use of surface water in the Rio Grande basin from Fort Quitman in Hudspeth County to the Gulf Coast.

In addition, the Watermaster program cooperates with the International Boundary and Water Commission and its Mexican counterparts to monitor U.S. and Mexican compliance with the U.S.-Mexico Treaty of 1944. It provided for the division of Rio Grande waters between the two countries.

Overall, the reservoir system has been able to satisfy the needs of cities in the lower Rio Grande Valley, according to the TNRCC’s Rio Grande Watermaster Carlos Rubinstein.

“During times of drought and low reservoir levels, however, we have to work with reduced amounts of water available to other water rights holders, such as agriculture, and to allocate water on a proportional basis,” says Rubinstein.

These restrictions have occurred every year since 1995. This year, the Falcon Reservoir fell to 9 percent of its capacity and the Amistad to 32 percent.

For water rights outside of municipal, industrial, and domestic uses, the management plan apportions water in the Rio Grande according to a water rights holder’s total acreage. As a result, 27 irrigation districts, some of which were established during the 1910s, today hold rights to a vast amount of Rio Grande water.

Watermaster’s role

The Rio Grande Watermaster Office serves as a clearinghouse for water rights sales and, as such, usually has information on the farmers or ranchers willing to sell water.

“Water marketing is very active in the lower Rio Grande,” says Rubinstein. “Buyers in the area either find the water for sale or hire people to find it. They’ll call us to see if we know of anyone buying or selling water, and we usually do.”

While Rubinstein and his staff oversee the irrigation districts’ diversions from the Rio Grande, the water rights holders within each district are free to contract the buying and selling of water with relative ease.

“The rules under which the water rights holders in this region operate prohibit water hoarding for speculative or any other purpose other than the beneficial use stated in the contract and required by the state water code. Any changes to the stated purpose must be approved by the TNRCC,” explains Rubinstein.

 The job of providing water to cities, industry, and agriculture—and to do it under a court mandate to maximize the water stored in the reservoir system—is a complicated task.

“It’s a tremendous challenge to meet the demands of downstream water rights holders in a timely and efficient manner,” admits Rubinstein. “This challenge is compounded by a river system choked by fast-growing aquatic weeds and by the drought conditions we’ve endured since area lakes were last full in 1992.”

The watermaster staff receives a steady flow of calls from water rights holders—up to 80 a day during the spring and summer irrigation season—requesting permission to divert water from the river. These requests are verified against computer databases of contract and water rights accounts, certified, then entered onto a constantly evolving flow chart of scheduled diversions. The management system must operate as fluidly as the resource it manages.

South Texas booming

Cities such as Brownsville have been able to expand their territory without sacrificing dedicated water supplies, because developers of rural areas are required to purchase the water rights to the land they intend to build on, according to Brownsville City Commissioner John Wood.

“Also, cities in our region are actively engaged in purchasing agricultural water rights just to keep up with this tremendous growth,” says Wood. “The best thing for cities to do is to purchase the water rights for long-term investment purposes.”

In the lower Rio Grande, as throughout the state, regional planning groups are developing water management plans to meet projected water needs for the year 2050.

The name of the game is to squeeze as much water as possible from the total available water supplies. Conservation, additional reservoirs, desalinization, and water reuse are the principle strategies being discussed by many of these regional planners.
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