Bill Would Create North Harris County Regional Water Authority

Enauring a long-term supply of potable water has been a need in north Harris
County for many years. Senate Bill (SB) 1909 would put the respongbility and control of
thisissuein the hands of those who will pay for it - the people of north Harris County.

Sen. Jon Lindsay has introduced SB 1909 to create a regiond water authority,
which would have the responshility to develop and execute a plan for providing a long-
term source of potable water for dl of unincorporated north Harris County. This entity
would be required to work in conjunction with the Harris-Gaveston Coasta Subsidence
Didrict, develop long-range plans for ddivery of potable water to the area, examine dll
dternatives to current groundwater dependency, and implementd the plan to reduce
groundwater dependency.

Many water didricts in north Harris County support this type of legidation,
including the North Haris County Waer Usars Asociation  (Water  Users
Association), a group of goproximatey 50 of the most populated and active utility
digrictsin the north Harris County area.

The Subsdence Didrict has had regulatory authority over dl of Haris and
Gaveston counties Sinceitsinception in the late 1970's.

Over the years, there have been severa plans for conversion to surface water, but,
until 1986, north Harris County had never had a surface-water converson date of any
ggnificance. The 1986 plan imposed a requirement to satisfy at least 80 percent of water
demand from surface water by the year 2005.

Soon after the 1986 plan was adopted, there was an attempt to create Harris
County Regiona Didrict Number 2, which would have encompassed a smdl aea of
north Harris County along the populated area of FM 1960, from Interstate 45 west to
State Highway 2409.

At the time, resdents actively opposed credtion of this taxing unit for many
reasons. Firdt, they believed that the size of the area to be included in the project was too
smdl to be cost effective. Second, the proposed project did not solve a regiond water
supply problem.  Additiondly, there was no dgnificant subsdence in north Harris
County, and the projected lowering of the water table by the Subsidence District was not
aredidic projection.

The Didrict was, in fact, cresied by the Texas Water Commission in a gplit
decison — but the measure was defeated by a vote of 7,000 to 1,000 in a subsequent
confirmation eection.



In 1992, the Subsidence Didtrict revised its plan, accderated the surface water
converson date for north Harris County to 2002 and delayed the converson date for west
Harris County to 2005.

Subsidence and water table decline in west Harris County are sgnificant and
verified by the Subsidence Didrict’'s own measuring equipment. The decline is largey
due to the operation of 94 City of Houston water wels in sx wel fidds, from Spring
Branch to Jarsey Villageto Alief.

The Subsidence Didtrict believed that the north Harris County area should convert
to surface water firdt, since it was closer to the source of surface water, Lake Houston.
As a result, two groups came forward with plans to build what was then estimated to be a
$600 million surface water-conversion facility, as projected by the City of Houston.

A third group, the Waer Usars Association, was indrumentd in causng the
Subsdence Didrict to re-examine the 1992 plan, a revison which has not been
completed in dmost two years. The main goa of the Water Users has been to plan for
and ensure a long-term supply of potable drinking water for the north Harris County
region.

Prior to this legidative sesson, there was growing concern that another attempt
from outside the region to control surface water delivery would be made. At presstime, a
proposed hill from the City of Houston would put the City in totad control of surface
water projects, including cost and timing in exchange for payments of about $35 million
per year from dmog dl didricts in the ETJ and a 15 year annexation moratorium for
digricts which cooperate with the city.

Why create a new government? As proposed in SB 1909, the three most
compelling reasons for taking this action are (1) loca control, (2) to fix current problems
efficiently, not build a monger project tomorrow, (3) to remove a city argument for
annexation and, (4) cost control.

Each of severd earlier atempts were conceived by interests outside the region,
with the plan to solve the problem by austomaicdly building a multi-milliondollar
project. With localy eected directors focused on ensuring a long-term supply of potable
water, any project would come from interndly driven need rather than from externdly
imposed reasons. Locd concerns of cost and timing would be under local control.

The didrict would adso be ale to paticipae meaningfully in regiona drought
planning required by SBI (Seerelated story, p. 4).

In the recent annexation of Kingwood by the City of Houston, one of the most
often stated reasons for the annexation was thet “resdents of the City's extraterritoriad
jurisdiction (ETJ) do not contribute to large capita projects like they should, particularly
large water projects” Another rationae offered by the City is that had Houston not been



on surface water, the City would have had to continue to drill wells northward and to
deplete the aquifers earlier.

The proposed district would be able to handle long-term water needs for the area.

Whatever the solution, long-range planning for a reliable source of qudity potable water
is citicd to long-term growth in the area. The Regiond Didrict would be required to
perform long-term planning o the region could remain sdf-sufficient in water needs.

The digtrict would not replace didricts currently operating or curtall the powers of
those didricts.

All political rhetoric asde, now is the time to solve the problem, which has not
been resolved for more than 10 years.



