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Flows that remain in the waterbody and provide 
for aquatic and riparian habitat; water quality 
protection; recreation; navigation; and 
freshwater inflows to bays and estuaries

Environmental Flows



A Look Back at Key Milestones…
1957: Texas Water Planning Act enacted in  

response to severe statewide drought
1975: SB137 requires comprehensive freshwater 

inflow studies be completed
1985: HB2 calls for more study of bays and 

estuaries and requires TWC to assess 
permit effects 

1987: SB 683 - water rights  must consider effects of 
water right permits on bays and estuaries, 
instream uses, fish and wildlife habitat, and 
water quality

1997: SB 1 Regional Water Planning – consider 
impacts to environmental flows 

2001: SB 2 calls for instream flow studies
2007: SB 3 establishes environmental flows process



Most rights were issued prior to 1985 
and have no environmental protection

Over 200 major reservoirs in Texas; only a handful have 
releases for environmental flows

Prior Appropriation; perpetual permits; only one chance to 
address environmental impacts

Burden falls to post 1985 rights to protect environmental 
flows; permit-by-permit piecemeal basis

Water Right 
Permitting
in Texas

Lampasas R.



Article 1 SB 3/HB 3
Environmental Flows
80th Texas Legislature

Senate Bill 3 and House Bill 3 set out a new 
regulatory system for protecting environmental flows;  
consensus-based regional approach involving a 
balanced representation of stakeholders 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Committee charge:
examine relevant issues and make recommendations for TCEQ action and legislation to protect environmental flows while addressing human needs including during drought conditions

 



SB 3 Article 1

Process for Environmental Flows
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Basin/Bay Areas
A. Sabine & Neches Rivers/Sabine Lake 
Bay Area (light green)  2007-2010

B. Trinity & San Jacinto Rivers/Galveston 
Bay Area (grey) 2007-2010

C. Brazos River/Bay & Estuary Area (blue)
2009-TBD

D. Colorado & Lavaca Rivers/Matagorda & 
Lavaca Bays Area (yellow) 2008-TBD

E. Guadalupe, San Antonio, Mission, & 
Aransas Rivers/Mission, Copano, Aransas 
& San Antonio Bays Area (aqua) 2008-
TBD

F. Nueces River/Corpus Christi & Baffin 
Bays Area (dark green)
2009 – TBD

G. Rio Grande/Rio Grande Estuary & the 
Lower Laguna Madre Area (tan)
2009 -TBD



Basin/Bay Area 
Stakeholder Committees

Appointed by the Environmental Flows Advisory Group 

Must have at least 17 members representing “fair and 
equitable balance of interest groups”

Each stakeholder committee appoints an expert science team 
to assist in the process 

TPWD will provide technical assistance and may serve as 
non-voting members on these expert science teams 
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The SAC was a diverse, five member Committee appointed to ensure a public process that is based on sound science 
The SAC also offered 8 new recommendations providing guidance on a number of topics including the definition of “sound ecological environment” appropriate review and guidance by stakeholders and scientific community of TIFP,  “desktop” methodologies for quickly determining environmental flow needs, and revisiting state’s methodology for determining freshwater inflow needs esp. during droughts.



Basin/Bay Area Stakeholder 
Committees - members
• Agricultural water users (irrigators, free range livestock ranchers, 

concentrated animal feeding operations)
• Recreational water users (coastal recreational anglers and businesses 

supporting recreation)
• Municipalities
• Soil and water conservation districts
• Industrial water users (refining, chemical manufacturing
• Electricity generation, production of paper products and timber)
• Commercial fisherman
• Public interest groups
• Regional water planning groups
• Groundwater conservation districts
• River authorities and other districts with jurisdiction over surface water
• Environmental interests
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SB 3 Process for Environmental 
Flow Regime Development

Green boxes indicate 
scientific 

consideration only

Shaded boxes 
indicate scientific 

and policy 
consideration

Public input
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Environmental 
Flow Regime
Development

Environmental flow regimes are to be developed and 
recommended by the expert science teams working with 
technical support from state agencies and academic 
institutions; recommendations shall be based solely on 
best available science

Environmental flow regime recommendations are then 
adopted by the stakeholder committees and submitted to 
TCEQ for formal consideration in commission rulemaking

Presenter
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EFAC Recommendations fell into 5 or 6 categories:

Environmental Flows Process: EFAC early on agreed to build upon the regional process laid out previously in SB3

Land Stewardship: encouraging land management practices that benefit water
Water Trust and Marketing : using water rights to protect environmenta flows
Funding – none of this can be done for free
Existing Environmental Flow Programs – recommendations to support and/or improve 
Turn it over to Colette to explain recommendations





Environmental 
Flow Regime
Definition

“A schedule of flow quantities that reflects seasonal 
and yearly fluctuations that typically would vary 
geographically, by a specific location in a 
watershed, and that are shown to be adequate to 
support a sound ecological environment and to 
maintain the productivity, extent, and persistence 
of key aquatic habitats in and along the affected 
water bodies.”

High Flows

Median Flows

Low 
Flows
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Environmental 
Flows Process 

Each Basin/Bay Area Stakeholders Committee reviews 
findings of Expert Science Team and recommends 
environmental flow regimes to TCEQ

Through rulemaking, TCEQ adopts environmental flow 
standards and establishes an environmental flow “set 
aside” if unappropriated water is available; rulemaking 
process allows for broad public input



Environmental 
Flows Management

Environmental flow standards and implementation strategies 
are subject to “adaptive management,” meaning that the 
success and/or failure of management measures will be 
assessed and adjusted as new science and information 
becomes available.  Flow standards will be subject to 
periodic review and revision.



Sabine
9.5*

Galveston
5.2

Matagorda
2.0

San Antonio
1.15

Aransas
0.82

Nueces
0.14

Laguna Madre
0.25

* Millions of Acre Feet Per Year

Best Available Science:
Legislatively mandated
studies to determine
“Beneficial Inflows”
necessary to conserve
health and productivity
of Texas major estuaries
have been completed. 
Some are being updated.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Bay and Estuary Studies, which began in 1987, are nearing completing. 
Results of these studies, freshwater inflow amounts necessary to maintain our coastal estuaries,are a critical piece of the water planning puzzle. SB1 regional water plans must consider freshwater inflow and instream flow needs when planning for future water needs. 
The last estuary study will be completed in January.2001.



“While the State of Texas has pioneered tools to 
address freshwater inflow needs for bays and 
estuaries, there are limitations to these tools in light 
of both scientific and public policy evolution.” –
Science Advisory Committee to the Study Commission on Water 
for Environmental Flows, Interim Report to the 79th Legislature, 
December 2004

Science 
Advisory 
Committee



Texas Instream Flow 
Program

The Texas Legislature directed TPWD, TWDB and TCEQ to:
• Establish a data collection and evaluation program
• Determine flow conditions necessary to

support a sound ecological environment
in Texas rivers and streams 

• SB 3 extended deadline to complete priority studies  
December 31, 2016
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Priority Studies Map
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Conservation of fish and wildlife resources

Future regional and state water plans

Water rights permitting process
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