Galveston Bay Freshwater Inflows Group

30 March 2005 Meeting Summary

Participants Present: Jim Adams, Barney Austin, John Bartos, Richard Browning, David Buzan, Nicole Cass, Jeff DallaRosa, Jason Fluharty, Woody Frossard, Guy C. Jackson, Carl Masterson, Junji Matsumoto, Robert McFarlane, Bruce Moulton, Paul Nelson, David Parkhill, Ann Sheridan, Jeff Taylor, Mary Ellen Whitworth, Pudge Willcox, Woody Woodrow

Support Team Present: Glenda Callaway, Andy Sterbenz, Pris Weeks, Jim Dobberstine

Others Present: Mary Carter (GBCPA), Glenn Clingenpeel (TRA), Helen Drummond (GBEP), Norman Johns (NWF), Jim Lester (HARC), Lance Robinson (TPWD), Chuck Settle (Espey Consultants), Jim R. Sims (TRA), Diane Wassenich (SMRF), Fred Werner (USFWS), Berna Detta Williams (City of League City), Heather Young (NMFS)

1. The Galveston Bay Freshwater Inflows group met at the E.B. Cape Center in Houston, Texas at 1:30 pm.  Self-introductions were made.

2. The agenda and the time allotment were approved.  

3. The May 26 2004 GBFIG draft summary was approved.

4. The following updates were provided by GBFIG members:
a. Adams provided updates on Region H, noting that the next meeting will be on Wednesday, April 6th, 2005. Impacts on water quality and recommendations for unique segments will be discussed as part of the review for the Region H plan due this summer. Iinfrastructure cost and financing will also be discussed.  

b. Browning provided an update on Region C, noting that members are busy trying to craft the regional  plan. Alternatives and additional reservoirs were discussed as a source for the upper Trinity and Neches rivers (Ralph Hall and Fastrill Reservoirs) at their last meeting.

c. Callaway provided an update on the Study Commission for Environmental Flows for Kramer (absent.  Senate Bill 3 (SB3) will be introduced Monday and should be very much like the agreed compromise for the environmental section (check the web to view).  There will probably be a recommendation to continue the Study Commission on Environmental Flows in some capacity.  SB3 recommends an assessment of studies conducted to date on each estuary and the designation of a stakeholder group for each estuary starting with Galveston Bay and Sabine Lake.  The tri-agency stakeholder group was an effort to increase stakeholder discussion (they may not have been aware of GBFIG).  They have had three meetings and have addressed much of the same info as  GBFIG. The tri-agency technical committee (12 people) was appointed to determine freshwater inflow needs and how to get there.  The technical committee last met in February, but has not released information to the general stakeholder group yet.  The stakeholder group is set to meet on the 28th of April.  That meeting will likely focus on prioritizing tasks coming out of the tech committee, and then no further action until after the legislative session ends.  McFarlane stated that the technical subcommittee is still trying to determine what to do  because  the Txblend model may be considered inadequate (30 year old model); they may need a new model.  Buzan added that TPWD is also waiting to see the text of SB3.  Buzan later noted that while the Txblend model is an older model, the technical staff at the TWDB thinks it is still an effective tool for some applications, such as determining salinity in the Bay.  

5. Nelson provided an update on the status of recent City of Houston water rights applications.  Not much has changed since the last meeting, although the applications have been accepted as “administratively complete”.  Nelson and Taylor have already met with some concerned groups to discuss the permits and are planning to meet with others (GBF, BPA, others) soon.  No public hearing has been scheduled.  Nelson encourages anyone who wants to discuss the permit applications to contact him.  Adams added that the Region H plan is being updated to take these permit applications into account.  Browning noted that these permit applications will probably be pending for a while because the TCEQ is looking at reuse,  trying to develop policy in this area before deciding on new applications.  Taylor stated the City of Houston is comfortable with the reuse discussion, but doesn’t think that reuse applies to these permits because no one downstream of substantive size/use has claims to water rights.  COH will push to have applications considered if the reuse issue is prolonged.  Taylor continued on to describe the four permit applications:
i. One joint permit between SJRA and COH for available flows (run of the river) in the San Jacinto that would be good about 56% of the time
ii. One joint permit between SJRA and COH for 32 thousand acre-feet in Lake Houston
iii. One for unreliable rain water
iv. One for reuse of 580 thousand acre-feet of wastewater from treatment plants on the bayous
They hope to get these permits to prevent Trinity River diversions.  Bartos noted that these permits have been approved and included in the Region H plan.  Regarding the fourth permit application,  Settle noted that the law currently allows the COH to reuse the 580 thousand acre-feet before it goes back to the bayous; this permit is simply to allow them to reclaim it once it has been released.  Jackson expressed concern regarding reuse and inflows to the Bay; changes associated with flow may take water out of the watershed, which would be detrimental to the oyster industry.  Callaway stated that the technical committee did recommend that they pay more attention to the flood and drought cycle.  Jackson emphasized that management of flow and timing is very important.  Taylor stated that the first two permit applications are very traditional water rights applications that have not generated any protests to their knowledge.  It is the last two (mostly the last one) that has generated the most concern. COH will continue to hold meetings with all concerned environmental groups upon request.  Browning noted that there are also some permit applications from Dallas, TRA, north Texas, and it was stated that environmental conditions are a conditional criteria placed on any permit; there must be a floor value in the river (i.e.: Trinity at Trinidad for Tarrant Regional), and then only 70 % may be pulled.  

A 15-minute break was taken at this juncture

6. Weeks noted that we need to begin to determine how GBFIG will fit into the scheme of things as they are developing.  It was established in prior meetings that the tri-agency group would be looking at the science, not management recommendations.  GBFIG does look at management issues,  has been approved by the tri-agency group to do so, and to present its recommendations.  Callaway noted that GBFIG started talking about management issues last summer and that it needs to keep working on this task, whatever flow number is presented.  Woodrow stated that GBFIG is a risk-free environment in which to discuss the general principals of management.  Masterson stated that this is the only place to talk about management strategies where everyone can get together at one table.  Johns noted that there may be even a third stakeholder group as a result of SB3.  Weeks clarified that there will be a basin by basin stakeholder group and that GBFIG may be that group as we are established. Johns stated that once elected officials start to get involved, it won’t be so risk free, as the meetings will directly determine outflow, not just recommendations.  Weeks inquired: are we willing to talk about management issues in the face of ever-changing science?  Browning stated that if SB3 goes through, that group will have a very different task than this group, who could come to the table would be limited . GBFIG might have a useful side role from that.  Sheridan stated that GBFIG has provided a communication forum that is too valuable to lose; even when opinions differ, communication is mostly non-contentious.  Werner asked if GBFIG should be the representatives for the estuary program, to which Drummond responded that it should remain separate and an open forum for stakeholders.  Weeks and Callaway stated that GBFIG is not completely open; there are rules about how many representatives from any given group can be members. It is constituted of representatives from three interest areas: agency, environmental, and industrial/other.  These are going to be basin wide stakeholder groups looking at in stream and estuarine flows.  Nelson stated that we need to be certain that we are represented and that our opinions and recommendations are heard. It does no good if we are completely separate and our recommendations are not heard.  Jackson inquired what would happen to the regional planning groups.   Browning and Johns stated that they would continue in parallel.  Adams stated that we will have to wait until SB3 is out.  Johns noted that SB3 might not pass and  GBFIG needs to be prepared to continue to move forward.  Callaway stated that we might need to have a brief meeting immediately after the next tri-agency meeting (20 minutes or so).  Drummond suggested maybe drafting our options so that we are ready.  Masterson added that 21 GBFIG members were at the last tri-agency meeting.  Sheridan suggested keeping an eye on SB3 and e-mailing within the group as to how it might affect our work.  Nelson emphasized that we need to determine how we will be represented in the new stakeholder group.  Weeks suggested a vote whether to wait on SB3, or to go ahead and determine a strategy on what we will do, or to determine a strategy of how to make GBFIG a stakeholder in the new group.  Callaway suggested that we draft a letter to Armbrister requesting that we  be included as  stakeholders.  Woodrow suggested that we might send a thank you letter of sorts, indicating that we are excited to see this important legislation and introduce who we are.  Weeks called for consensus on writing a letter to introduce who we are and what we do.  Action Items:

a. Write and circulate a letter for this purpose to the group

b. Briefly meet immediately after the April 28th tri-agency meeting to discuss next steps. 

Consensus was reached on these action items

7. Callaway suggested that we discuss the Region H recommendations.  Loeffler had suggested previously that we set a rolling 50-year target.  Buzan noted that seasonal flows are important.  Callaway asked whether we have enough information to start breaking down seasonal flows.  Frossard stated that he is not sure that GBFIG recommended specific numbers.  Callaway responded that we could add the phrase “State Recommended” to the quantity needed.  Frossard replied we could do that, but that we should not approve any specific numbers.  Woodrow noted that we recognize that seasonality is important, but that we don’t have enough on the schedule/timing.  Callaway suggested that we make this a topic for the next meeting.  This was agreed among the group.  Johns added that Region H has not yet dealt with this issue; GBFIG is ahead of the curve on this issue.  
The meeting was adjourned at 4:10 pm.
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