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The Lone Star GCD puts all Groundwater Users on Notice
After more than 2 ½ years of studies and countless presentations to water users, political leadership and economic chambers the Lone Star Groundwater Conservation District is about to implement a program that will essentially alter the way the citizens of Montgomery County receive – and pay for water.  Last December the District Board adopted Phase I of its District Regulatory Plan (DRP) for managing the amount of groundwater that is extracted from the underlying aquifer system.  The fundamental cornerstone to that plan is that as of January 1, 2015, almost 30 percent of the water used in Montgomery County will now be produced from Lake Conroe and not from wells drilled into the water bearing sands beneath us.

“We feel this is the first step towards managing our groundwater system for the future generations” said Kathy Turner Jones, General Manager for the District.  “We have had a lot of discussion on how many management zones and when to establish the date for mandating total permits.  In the end, the Board of Directors designated a single county-wide management zone for Phase I of the DRP implementation based on research which demonstrates that the depletion of the groundwater resources of Montgomery County is a problem which exists throughout the county”.  Management zones are authorized by the District’s enabling legislation as a mechanism to balance the amount of groundwater withdrawn to the ability of the aquifer to recharge itself.  By balancing the withdrawal to the recharge, the aquifer develops a stable condition that should reduce the declining water table.

In addition to establishing the management zone, the DRP requires the Lone Star GCD to establish the total availability of groundwater.  After thorough analysis of the technical and scientific data available, it was determined the amount of groundwater available to provide for long-term sustainability of the aquifer is 64,000 acre-ft per year. “We felt that since the information we had indicates we are already pumping at a rate faster than we can recharge the aquifer, we needed to set a target control date as soon as practical” said Orval R. Love, Board President.  The date of January 1, 2015, was established by the Board as the date for reducing the total permitted amount of groundwater to 64,000 acre-ft per year because that is the earliest date that it is believed an alternative supply can be made available – namely surface water.  The groundwater district currently has requests for 75,000 acre-ft of groundwater.  By 2015, it is estimated the requests for groundwater will approach 100,000 acre-ft per year, or 156% percent more than the sustainable recharge rate.  
In order to meet the goal of reducing groundwater production to 64,000 acre-ft per year, and to protect the aquifer and preserve groundwater quality and supply, The Lone Star GCD is not only recommending groundwater users convert to surface water, but also considering ways to reduce, reuse and recycle current water usage.  “The Lone Star GCD Board realizes that we are going to have to reduce the dependency on groundwater and meet our water needs through other means.” says Ms. Jones, “new strategies including surface water supplies and water reuse is going to be necessary parts of the overall water solution.”  

Surface water will require the construction of a water treatment plant and transmission pipelines being constructed throughout the county.  That is going to cost as much as $250 million and will raise water rates.  The estimated increase will range from $4 to $10 per month.  “Water is essential to the economic strength of Montgomery County and is a resource we all need to protect” said Board Member Rigby Owen, Jr.  “If we all share in the wealth of the county, then we all need to share in the pain of preserving its groundwater resources.  It is no different than when we build the roads we drive on or the school system or hospital system we are so proud of”. 

Is there an alternative to expensive surface water?  According to the studies the answer is no.  BUT – the expense can at least be delayed through conservation and use of reclaimed water.  “I support the need for surface water” said W.B. “Billy” Wood, representing the Montgomery County Soil and Water Conservation District on the Board of Directors.  “But I also think that we need to encourage the use of conservation and reuse through incentive programs so that we minimize the need for surface water”. 

The District is in the process of identifying just what those incentives might be.  Last spring the Board approved authoring a Water Reuse Study to identify opportunities for water reuse and conservation.  Some of the questions hoped to be answered by the study are things like; to what extent is water currently being used for irrigation or industrial use? What opportunities does Montgomery County have to use gray water productively for irrigation and industrial use?  Above all the study needs to provide options on how the Lone Star Groundwater Conservation District can participate in potential conservation projects.
Keep in mind, the focus of the regulation is targeted towards public water supply entities and industrial and commercial water providers.  They represent some 87 percent of the total water pumped in the county.  A lot of information still needs to come forth.  For example, how are water districts, cities and other public water suppliers to comply with the District Regulatory Plan?   Who will provide the surface water?  How do we make the cost equitable?   “We have been in discussions with the San Jacinto River Authority to make certain they able to provide the water if needed”, said Ms. Jones.  “They have assured us they can.  Regardless, everyone should realize that we will work with them to make sure their have ample water”.

The District has set a target date of July 1, 2008, by which the District shall adopt Phase II of the Regulatory Plan.     Phase II will establish specific regulations for groundwater reduction by new and historic users of groundwater and which may delineate additional management zones as determined by the Board of Directors of the District.

Like every where else, use of water is beginning to cost more.  We may not like the fact it is going to cost more, but at least we have someone locally looking out for our future water supply.   Thanks to the Lone Star Groundwater Conservation District for taking on this difficult task and the political leadership that put this agency in place.  For now, it is stay tuned for the second chapter.   
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