What are ‘environmental flows'?

Environmental flows are the amount of water necessary for a river, estuary or other
freshwater system to maintain its health and productivity.

Why this law is unique

In Texas, like much of the West, the concept of leaving water for the environment has
been controversial. Water left in a river to flow out into an estuary or the Gulf of Mex-
ico was once commonly described as ‘wasted.” Now we know better.

The new law is one of the most comprehensive in the nation, as it will set environ-
mental flow standards for every major river system in the state. The law sets up a pub-
lic process for soliciting input from scientists and stakeholders. The state will then
adopt legal standards for each river and bay system.

If implemented well, this should set a national precedent showing how water resources
can be managed rationally to meet human needs and protect the environment. The
legislation grew out of negotiations between environmental groups and an association
of water suppliers.

Why it matters to wildlife

This new law will benefit rivers and streams throughout the state, but its impact may
be most pronounced along the coast.

Texas has seven major coastal estuaries, or bays, formed by freshwater from rivers mix-
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The last flock of wild, mi-
grating whooping cranes
winters along the Texas
coast. Populations of its
main food source, the blue
crab, are correlated with the
amount of freshwater flow-
ing into the San Antonio Bay
system. A new law creates a
process to determine how
much freshwater the bay
needs to stay healthy.

In 2001, the Rio Grande
failed to reach the Gulf due
to a combination of drought
and overuse. Texas' popula-
tion is expected to double
by mid-century, threatening
other Texas rivers with the
same fate if nothing is done.
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