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Introduction
In February 2016, the Guadalupe-Blanco River
Authority (GBRA) and The Aransas Project (TAP)
reached agreement on a shared vision for the future
u OUR SHARED VISION
of the Guadalupe River system and San Antonio Bay.
Working together we can meet the
This agreement was reaffirmed and restructured in
long-term water use needs within the
November 2016 in a joint resolution by GBRA and
basin and protect the natural
TAP. These organizations represent key actors and
ecosystem of the Guadalupe River
decision makers for the water sector in the lower
system and San Antonio Bay for
Guadalupe River system and San Antonio Bay, and
people and industry, whooping cranes
the partnership commits them to working together
and recreational fishing.
collaboratively to solve the Basin’s and Bay’s habitat
and water needs for people and endangered
whooping cranes. GBRA provides stewardship for the
water resources in its ten-county statutory district,
which begins near the headwaters of the Guadalupe and Blanco Rivers, ends at San Antonio Bay, and
includes Kendall, Comal, Hays, Caldwell, Guadalupe, Gonzales, DeWitt, Victoria, Calhoun, and Refugio
counties. The Aransas Project is an alliance of citizens, organizations, businesses, and municipalities who
advocate for sustainable and environmentally sound water management in the Basin, especially adequate
freshwater inflows to the estuaries and bays to protect economic productivity for fishing and provide
habitat for the endangered whooping crane.
GBRA and TAP will use this partnership to collaborate with others in the Basin to:
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•
•
•

Steward the shared watershed vision and bring together the ongoing work and existing
coordinative processes in service of shared goals.
Make a difference on the ground for water and habitat in the near term.
Champion solutions, improve the authorizing environment, and invite the public to share and
participate in the vision.

Initial Priorities
In 2017, GBRA and TAP commissioned a series of fact finding interviews with key experts and decision
makers in the Basin. Overall nineteen people were interviewed from academia, state and regional
authorities, and the non-profit and conservation communities. Interviews were designed to elicit ideas on
how GBRA and TAP could best work together to advance their shared vision. Several themes emerged, as
follows.
•
•

•
•

Existing information on flows, demand, and habitat is available, although there are opportunities to
update and better synthesize it.
There are a range of issue-specific collaboration efforts underway in the Basin that do not need to
be duplicated, including: the South Central Texas (Region L) Regional Water Planning Group
(RWPG), the Texas Environmental Flows Working Group, the San Antonio Bay Partnership, and the
San Antonio Bay Foundation, among others. While there may be opportunities to enhance the
roles, coordination, and impacts of these efforts, TAP and GBRA are not seeking to create new and
parallel structures.
While continued research, monitoring, and planning are needed, it is vitally important to act—to
both pilot and scale solutions that improve conditions in the Basin.
There are a number of well-understood near-term opportunities for progress.

From the information gathered during the interviews and considering their own organizational insights and
interests, GBRA and TAP identified four near-term work priorities. GBRA and TAP will conduct focused
discussions and outreach in the first quarter of 2018 to refine action plans and initiate implementation
activities with key partners.

1. PERMANENTLY PROTECT HABITAT FOR WHOOPING CRANES
The US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) estimates that, depending on the quality of protected habitat,
84,000 to 323,000 additional acres of habitat are needed by 2100 to meet the downlisting criteria from
endangered to threatened status for supporting 1,000 wintering whooping cranes.1 These estimates
consider a range of factors including projections for sea level rise along the Texas coastal bend. USFWS has
identified a near-term goal of protecting 20,000 acres of wetland and estuarine habitat for wintering
whooping cranes.2 GBRA and TAP are committed to working together to make these habitat goals a reality
as soon as possible. Near-term work to achieve that objective will include: (1) developing a shared
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understanding of priority habitat locations and types; (2) developing and launching a new Habitat
Preservation and Enhancement Initiative to support habitat conservation including acquisition, easements,
purchase of development rights, and landowner commodity contracts; and (3) increasing resources
available for habitat conservation and restoration.

2. DELIVER ENOUGH WATER IN THE RIGHT PLACES TO PROTECT
CRITICAL BAY ECOLOGICAL PROCESSES FROM DROUGHT
There will likely never be enough water flowing in the Guadalupe and San Antonio River systems to avoid
tough trade-offs with regard to meeting the needs of people and wildlife ecosystems. However, we believe
that there can be enough water to meet the needs of people and ensure that critical environmental flows
are maintained during low-water years to prevent collapse of key estuarine habitat and the San Antonio
Bay food web. By identifying key places to serve as a nursery refuge for fish and shellfish populations during
dry years, and the minimum amount of water that is needed in those places to sustain fish and shellfish, we
can preserve the Bay’s natural ability to replenish fish and shellfish populations after drought and protect
against catastrophic collapse of fisheries and ecosystems.
This work has three elements: (1) identifying the locations and minimum flow amounts to preserve critical
bay processes; (2) creating sets of tools and incentives that bring more landowners to the table to improve
and sustain flows, especially during dry years; and, (3) completing purchase of an initial increment of water
and storage capacity to ensure the ability to supplement environmental flows during dry years.

3. EXPLORE USE OF ECOSYSTEM SERVICE PAYMENTS TO
PROTECT AND RESTORE SEEPS AND SPRINGS IN THE CENTRAL
WATERSHED SOUTH OF THE BALCONES ESCARPMENT
Protection of seeps and spring will require engaging and educating private landowners on stewardship best
practices. Texas is a private land state, with more than 92 percent of lands in private ownership. Over the
long-term, finding creative market-based approaches for landowners to capture economic value from
stewardship of their lands that benefits all Texans and wildlife will be vital for ensuring the health of San
Antonio Bay and a thriving whooping crane population. The Texas Coastal Exchange is one creative
mechanism for incentivizing landowners – by placing a value on ecological services provided by their land
and creating a commodity market that allows landowners to be compensated for restoring, protecting and
stewarding the ecosystems that provide these services. This priority action area aims to build off recent
work at Rice University to develop such market-based approaches by moving concepts into real-world
application through pilot projects and eventually scaling of successful models.

4. RESTORE THE GUADALUPE RIVER DELTA
Restoration of the Guadalupe River Delta is critical to ensure sufficient habitat and freshwater flows for
whooping cranes and the entire Bay as whole. The Delta will require a combination of measures for its
restoration including enhancing land conservation and improving hydraulic function. Better sheet flows are
necessary to regenerate the system and ensure enough freshwater gets to the Delta and the Bay. Future
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development around the Delta must also be limited to prevent further stretching water resources or
disruption of whooping crane and other species’ habitats.
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