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Managing San Antonio’s Water Future

These two simple tasks happen several 
millions of times each day in San An-
tonio. Critical services like these that 
require dependable water and sewer 
service were the reason that San Anto-
nio Water System (SAWS) was created 
in 1992. We’re committed to meeting  
the needs of citizens and businesses ... 
today and 50 years from now.  
It’s the “50 years from now” part most 
people don’t think about.  But at SAWS, 
critical water supply and infrastructure 
improvement planning and construction 
are taking place every day to ensure San 
Antonio’s water future is secure.
This month in Water News, you will 
find information about:

• A ‘Big Picture’ perspective of our 
  water needs
• Short-term water resource plans
• Long-term water resource plans
• Infrastructure needs
• Financing the plans

Looking at the Big Picture 
San Antonio’s water needs will 
double by 2050.
Greater San Antonio is one of the fast-
est growing areas in the country. So, 
of course, our water supply needs are 
rapidly increasing. It helps that San 
Antonio currently has one of the most 
efficient and successful conservation 
programs in the country. But even our 
best conservation efforts won’t com-
pletely solve our water challenges.
The Edwards Aquifer will always be 
San Antonio’s primary source of wa-

Turn your water faucet on and high-quality water flows easily from the tap.
Flip the handle of your toilet and wastes simply flush away. 

ter. To ensure that we can continue 
to depend on it, SAWS will help San 
Antonians use conservation programs 
to make sure that our Edwards water 
rights go as far as possible. 
We will also continue to purchase or 
lease some additional aquifer water 
from Edwards water right holders. 
However, SAWS cannot acquire so 
much water from this source that it 
would harm other communities’ econo-
mies throughout the region.

Short-Term Water Supplies
(available before 2010)
Twin Oaks Aquifer Storage and 
Recovery and Drinking Water 
Treatment Plant 
Since there is a practical limit on how 
much Edwards Aquifer water San Anto-
nio will have access to, managing what 
we do have is extremely important.  The 
Aquifer Storage and Recovery Project 
(ASR) in southern Bexar County does 
just that.
This water storage technology is a 
scientifically proven method for stor-
ing excess Edwards Aquifer drinking 
water during low water use periods for 
use during our hot summers when water 
demands dramatically increase.
The project works by pumping Edwards 
water through a 30-mile pipeline to the 
ASR facility and then injecting the wa-
ter into the Carrizo Aquifer.  Because 
the Carrizo is a dense sand aquifer, the 
Edwards water stays in place until it 
is pumped out and piped back to San 
Antonio.



SAWS has completed Phase One of 
the Twin Oaks ASR project, allowing 
storage of up to 3.67 billion gallons of 
water. The operation includes 17 water 
wells, a drinking water treatment plant, 
a control center, and a three million gal-
lon storage tank, and a 60-inch, 30-mile 
water delivery pipeline that sends water 
to and from the ASR. 
Phase Two of the project will be com-
plete in 2005. This step will basically 
double the amount of water that can 
be stored there to 7.3 billion gallons of 
water per year.
ASR’s first phase was constructed in less 
than two years and significantly under 
the projected budget.  All good news for 
SAWS ratepayers. 
Trinity Aquifer
The first non-Edwards water SAWS 
began using was from the Trinity Aqui-
fer in northern Bexar County.  By the 

end of 2002, approximately two billion 
gallons of water from the Cow Creek 
and Lower Glen Rose formations were 
being put to use in this high growth part 
of the county.
We regularly review water level data 
from the Trinity Aquifer to ensure this 
water source will provide long-term 
sustainability for everyone depending 
on it.
Western Canyon Project
Surface water also will play a part in 
San Antonio’s water future.  The West-
ern Canyon Project is the result of an 
agreement with Guadalupe-Blanco 
River Authority (GBRA) to buy water 
from Canyon Reservoir. SAWS and 
other water purveyors will deliver wa-
ter to customers throughout the region. 
Once fully operational in 2005-2006, 
this project will add another 1.3 bil-
lion gallons of water per year to San 
Antonio’s water supply.
Regional Carrizo Project
The Carrizo Aquifer is one of the State’s 
major aquifers and an important ground-
water resource in South Central Texas. 
This massive aquifer system stretches 
from the Mexico border in Webb Coun-
ty, through Central Texas, and up to the 
Louisiana/Arkansas borders. SAWS Re-
gional Carrizo Project consists of three 
phases, with Phase One scheduled to 

begin delivering water in 2007-2008 
timeframe. This project could yield up 
to 18 billion gallons per year.
This project is extremely important 
because Edwards water permits will 
be reduced by The Edwards Aquifer 
Authority in 2008.  The Regional Car-
rizo project will help San Antonio not 
only make up for those reductions but 
supply enough water until one of the 
long-term projects is brought on line in 
the next decade.

Long-Term Water Supplies 
The long-term projects anticipate bring-
ing large amounts of water from longer 
distances from San Antonio.  Because 
these projects are so large and require 
regional partnerships to complete, 
there are long study periods needed to 
determine the feasibility of the proj-
ects.  In the end, San Antonio may not 
need all of these projects.  That is why 
a considerable amount of time will be 
spent in analyzing each project before 
decisions are made on which best suit 
our community’s and the region’s needs 
and criteria.
Lower Guadalupe Water 
Supply Project
This water supply option looks at col-
lecting water from below the point 
where the Guadalupe and San Antonio 
Rivers converge, and the Gulf Coast 
Aquifer System near the Gulf Coast 
and delivering it to the Bexar County 
area through a pipeline. The joint effort 
between SAWS, San Antonio River Au-
thority (SARA), and Guadalupe-Blanco 
River Authority (GBRA) is slated for 
completion in 2012 and could yield up 
to 31 billion gallons of water per year.
A Technical Forum and a Citizens Fo-
rum are currently examining several 
key issues related to this unique proj-
ect: • The effect on Whooping Cranes 
– an endangered species that winters in 
South Texas; • The ecological effect of 
the estuaries where fresh water merges 
with salt water; and • Groundwater 
availability from the Gulf Coast Aqui-
fer.  The study period is expected to last 
for about five more years.

Water Resources

Clarifiers at the Twin Oak ASR 
Water Treatment Plant



LCRA/SAWS Water Project
Another example of regional coopera-
tion is the LCRA-SAWS water project. 
In 2001, an agreement was made be-
tween SAWS and LCRA to develop new 
water sources from the lower Colorado 
River. A seven-year environmental and 
engineering feasibility study is cur-
rently underway to determine the full 
scope and viability of this project. If an 
implementation plan is approved, this 
project could yield an additional 48 bil-
lion gallons of water for the San Antonio 
area, while at the same time assisting 
residents of the Colorado River basin in 
meeting their future water needs.
Simsboro Project
SAWS signed agreements with the Alu-
minum Company of America (ALCOA) 
and with City Public Service (CPS) of 
San Antonio for water rights in Bastrop, 
Lee, and Milam Counties east of Austin. 
Potential water yield on this project is 
about 18 billion gallons per year.  SAWS 
and Alcoa are currently working on a 
project delivery plan.
Desalination
Supplementing our limited water sup-
ply with cost-effective desalination 
projects could one day be part of the 
solution to  our water situation. We will 
continue to pursue advancements in de-
sal technology that could make this an 
economical water resource alternative 
in the future. 
Edwards Recharge Project
SAWS has collaborative agreements to 
study recharge structures (dams) over 
certain areas of the recharge zone to 
enhance the Edwards Aquifer. We have 
partnered with the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, the City of Corpus Christi,  
and other local sponsors. The study is 
in the second of three phases.

Water Resources Infrastructure

Olga Lizcano
President; Donaldson Terrace 
  Neighborhood Association
Olga Lizcano cares dearly for her neighbor-
hood, Donaldson Terrace. As President 
of the Donaldson Terrace Neighborhood 
Association, Olga’s priorities have been 
overseeing a facelift of Seeling Park and 
improvements with the area’s drainage, 
especially along Seeling Street.
SAWS is completing Phase One of a 
four-phase, $8 million infrastructure 
upgrade in the neighborhood. Phase 
II just got underway and is scheduled 
for completion by the end of this year.
 During severe floods in July 2002, Seeling 
Street and several other streets around the 
Woodlawn Lake area, experienced high 
water. The flooding accentuated a number 
of infrastructure problems: poor drainage, 
decaying wastewater lines, and old water 
supply lines. 
“That flood was a real eye opener,” says 
Lizcano, a resident in the neighborhood for 
35 years. “We’re an older section of the city 
and like other areas of the city we needed 
upgrades with our storm water system and 
our sewer lines. I was impressed with how 
SAWS came in and immediately started ad-
dressing their end of the situation.”
SAWS Project Coordinator, Jose Rodriguez 
noted that the age of the infrastructure in 
the area contributed to the trouble. “Old 
sewer mains were carrying excess storm 
water, which they weren’t designed to do,” 
said Rodriguez. “We’re working hand-in-hand 
with the city. As they are coming in to re-
place and repair the drainage here, we’re in-
stalling new sewer and water mains. We’ve 
got a ways to go but we’ll get there.”
“SAWS has been very helpful and very re-
sponsive to our needs,” adds Olga. “We’ve 
got to preserve our inner city areas, and 
SAWS is helping to do just that. The folks 
here are very appreciative of their support 
and commitment.”

Facing Critical Decisions 
on San Antonio’s 
Infrastructure
You’ve probably seen the recent head-
lines about the major water and sewer 
breaks. When water or wastewater 
infrastructure fails, public health and 
environmental concerns are raised.

Like many large cities, San Antonio is 
facing major challenges with aging wa-
ter and wastewater infrastructure. This 
massive $2 billion system of pipes, 
water wells, pumps, storage tanks, 
treatment facilities, and pump stations 
is mostly below ground, and invisible 
to our daily routines.
Our city has more than 9,000 miles of 
water and sewer main buried below 
the 620-square miles that we serve — 
enough to stretch from South Texas to 
Australia!
A National Concern
Large cities across the nation, especially 
those with a long history, share our infra-
structure challenges. New York, Boston, 
New Orleans, and Atlanta have all had to 
initiate major infrastructure efforts. 
Last year, Atlanta announced that it 
needed to triple water and sewer rates 
to make $3.2 billion in repairs to their 
water and wastewater systems. More 
than half was required by the Environ-
mental Protection Agency (EPA)
Closer to home, in 1998 Austin was 
ordered by the EPA to make an esti-
mated $150 million upgrade to their 
sewer pipes.

Continued on page 4

Bypass pumps adjacent to Salado Creek 
ran continuously for days trying to con-
tain millions of gallons of sewage from a 
sewer main failure in June, 2004.



Water News is published for customers of the San Antonio 
Water System. For more information regarding Water News, 
contact the Public Relations Department at (210) 704-7320.
Numbers to Know
Business Office                              704-SAWS (704-7297)
Customer Account Information       704-SAWS
Jobline                                            704-SAWS
T.D.D.                                             704-1852
CleanStream Hotline                      212-5326
24-Hour Emergency
Customer Service/
Water Waste Reporting                  704-SAWS
Visit our web site at www.saws.org

Affordability Programs
SAWS offers a number of programs to help customers 
having financial hardship with their water bills. To 
determine if you qualify, please call San Antonio’s 
Community Action Division at 207-7830.

Progress is Being Made
In February 2004, City Council ap-
proved water and wastewater increases 
to help SAWS begin addressing much 
needed system improvements.
The average lifespan of a pipe is 
typically about 50 years.  Without 
beginning to replace it with our infra-
structure program, about 40 percent 
of the community’s water and sewer 
mains would have reached the 50-
year benchmark by 2010.  Thanks to 
the additional funds that have become 
available through the water and waste-
water rate increases, we’ve begun to 
deal with the tremendous challenge 
of keeping potentially hazardous pipe 
failures from occurring.
This year at SAWS, $110 million will 
be targeted for the infrastructure im-
provement program. 

Seventy percent of the funds have been 
designated for replacement and repair, 
with a special emphasis on addressing 
the needs of the city’s sewer system. So, 
about two-thirds of those funds will be 
used for sewer replacements and repair. 
The remainder will be used to address 
the water system needs.
Just as we have to deal with an aging 
infrastructure, we also have to deal with 
the challenges that growth places on 
our system. Thirty percent of the $110 
million is being used for San Antonio’s 
new growth.

Financing The Water and 
Infrastructure Plans 
Over the last several years, SAWS has 
been communicating these water supply 
and infrastructure needs to community 
groups and policy makers.  The commu-
nity now understands that the quality of 
life and jobs in San Antonio are heavily 
reliant on this city addressing these two 
issues.  There also is an understanding 
that these projects will be expensive.
There are two basic ways to fund these 
needs.  We can pay cash or issue bonds 
like taking out loans for a house pay-
ment. To pay as you go with cash, we 
would have to raise rates considerably 
right now.  Issuing bonds allows us to 
raise rates a little each year and pay the 
bonds off over 20 to 30 years.
As countless numbers of utilities and 
cities around the country have done, 
we’ve chosen to finance the majority 
of our construction needs with bonds.  
Taking the bond issue route provides the 
construction dollars we need but only 
requires that we raise the rates enough 
to cover the principal and interest pay-
ments each year.  This method allows 
current and future customers (up to 30 
years from now) to help pay for the wa-
ter supplies, pumps, pipes and treatment 
plants we need to provide reliable water 
and sewer services.  The cash method 
would require current customers to pick 
up the whole tab now.  That would not 
be fair given these facilities should last 
an average of 50 years.
Here’s an example of what the differ-
ence would be on a typical SAWS bill. 
The average bill in 2004 using bonds to 
provide water supply and infrastructure 
dollars is about $41.  That bill would be 
more than $71 if we chose to pay cash 
for just the infrastructure improvement 
work.
This financing strategy and sound plan 
to solve our water supply and infra-
structure challenges have earned high 
ratings (AA-) from financial investors. 
That means excellent interest rates 
for overall affordable bills for SAWS 
customers.

In the end, we must do everything we 
can to meet our growing city’s needs 
while keeping our water bills competi-
tive.
Accountability
City Council would authorize the SAWS 
Board of Trustees to assess the water 
supply development charge up to the 
calculated requirement of a Council-ap-
proved multi-year financing plan. Any 
further increases would require additional 
Council action. SAWS also will provide a 
quarterly accounting of all water resources 
activities to the City Council and to the 
community.  The City Council would also 
retain its existing authority to approve all 
SAWS bond sales that will be needed to 
fund major water supply construction.

For more information, call 704-7346, 
or visit us at www.saws.org.

Infrastructure Financial

Making emergency repairs like this one to 
the water main break at Bandera Road and 
Loop 410 are more expensive than scheduled 
infrastructure repairs.
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