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On behalf of the Central Texas Water Coalition (CTWC), thank you for the 

continuing opportunity to submit comments, questions, and items for discussion with 
respect to LCRA’s development of an updated Water Management Plan (WMP) for the 
operation of Lakes Buchanan and Travis.  These comments include responses to 
matters raised during or after the most recent LCRA informational meeting on October 
4, 2018.   

Availability of Water Modeling Details and Data  
CTWC wishes to perform a detailed review of LCRA’s Firm Yield modeling, which was 
presented at the 10/4/2018 WMP meeting. To date, it appears that LCRA has not made 
any of that modeling available for outside scrutiny.  In view of the short remaining 
timeframe for the WMP development process, we would appreciate the release of that 
information as soon as possible.   

CTWC’s comments on CWIC’s Proposed Approach 
After the formal portion of the WMP meeting on October 4th, Ronald Gertson of the 
Colorado Water Issues Committee of the Texas Rice Producers Legislative Group 
made a short presentation on some revisions to the WMP that his interest group is 
proposing.  As we understand it, Mr. Gertson proposed: 1) lowering the 1.6 million acre-
feet (MAF) trigger for both irrigation seasons to 1.4 MAF; and 2) allowing irrigators to 
add (bank) all of the allocated water not used in 1st crop into the 2nd crop allocation.  
Mr. Gertson indicated that his group had asked a consultant to evaluate these 
proposals, and the water availability modeling results showed that these changes did 
not cause LCRA’s storage reservoirs to drop below 600,000 AF, the minimum combined 
storage requirement in the 2015 WMP.  His stated goal was to further reduce 
curtailments and allow irrigation customers to have a more reliable supply.    
 
Concerns: 

1. The proposal appears to negate the impact of the extended hydrology and 
additional water from the new Arbuckle Reservoir. This will take more water from 
the lakes and likely keep them at a lower level than the 2015 WMP before 
Arbuckle. This will get worse as continued growth causes Firm Demand to 
continue to increase. As such, lower lake elevations and associated combined 
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storage levels would make the Firm customers more vulnerable 
to curtailments during extended droughts, which runs counter to the requirement 
from the Adjudication that releases to Interruptible customers must not 
cause curtailment of Firm customers. The resultant lower lake levels will also 
increase the risks related to water access issues for fire-fighting operations.  

2. If the expected proposal were to be approved by LCRA, this would mean that all 
of the costly conservation savings by Firm customers would be transferred to 
Interruptible customers – who obtain water at greatly discounted rates.  Firm 
customers should be allowed to "bank" their conservation savings via a higher 
combined storage requirement such as 750,000 AF. 

3. CTWC strongly requests that LCRA pursue a more conservative approach to 
address the low inflows "new normal" situation. This is an issue, as statistical 
analysis shows that the inflow data prior to 2008 is no longer reliable for 
planning.  Inflows may not be sufficient to maintain the combined storage level at 
600,000 AF.  In our view, the minimum combined storage should be increased. 
750,000 AF should assist LCRA in meeting its obligations for water supplies, 
demonstrate that the new Arbuckle Reservoir provides a tangible benefit to 
Highland Lakes storage, and could allow Firm customers to capture their 
conservation savings. 

Consideration of Firm Customer Diversion Points in Water Availability Modeling 
Analysis by CTWC shows that water availability from the Highland Lakes is still very 
tight to support Firm Water customers in the upper basin. LCRA’s approach for 
calculating Firm Yield does not take the actual diversion points of all Firm customers 
into account. As such, it is unclear how close to the edge we actually are in terms of 
water availability for new Firm Water sales and if there are any actual water reserves in 
the upper basin. Looking at the September 1, 2018 list of LCRA customers with 
contracts for firm raw water supplies, LCRA has issued Firm Water commitments 
totaling 419,083 acre-feet.  This number does not include downstream losses, required 
environmental flows, and the LCRA Board’s 50,000 acre-feet reserved for future use.  
At the same time, LCRA has presented a new Firm Yield of 418,800 acre-feet.  This 
need for improvements in water availability modeling is particularly relevant since LCRA 
is relying heavily on additional downstream reservoirs to build up its overall system 
yield, when the majority of LCRA’s Firm customers are located hundreds of miles 
upstream of those reservoirs, and essentially all of the other new potential water 
supplies appear to also be out of reach of these same Firm customers. Please explain 
how much of the 50,000 AF Board Reserve is still available to support the Firm Yield of 
the Highland Lakes versus the System Yield of the basin. 

 
Recommendations: 

• Incorporate the location of the actual diversion points of LCRA’s larger 
customers into the water availability modeling for Firm Yield calculations. 
This recognizes that some of the Firm customers can only obtain water 
from Lake Buchanan, and that this limitation should be considered within 
the water availability models. 
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Impact of Allocated Interruptible Sales on Actual Water Availability for Firm 
Customers  
When the WMP was first developed in 1989, the actual Firm Demand was much lower 
and comprised a much lower percentage of the Firm Yield of the Highland Lakes. In 
addition, the average inflows during the period-of-record at that time were over 1 million 
acre-feet per year, which provided a major cushion that quickly supported reservoir 
recovery after periods of drought. These factors supported the initiation of an over-draft 
practice for Interruptible use that became incorporated into the WMP.  It was recognized 
that this practice would have to change as the Firm Demand approached the Firm Yield, 
however, no mechanism that links the Firm Yield and associated actual Firm Demand 
and the actual current inflow trend was developed to manage this transition. 
 
If we fast-forward to today’s conditions, all of the fundamental factors that supported the 
initial WMP process and its tolerance for very high annual stored water releases to 
Interruptible customers have all significantly changed in an adverse direction. It could be 
said that the need for the Emergency Orders between 2012-2015 were driven by the 
sustained very low inflows, and the associated very low combined storage levels 
provided an early warning signal. Specifically, the fundamental drivers are: 
 

1. the actual Firm Demand has significantly increased driven by rapid growth in 
Central Texas;  

2. the Firm Yield of the Highland Lakes that currently supports the vast majority of 
the Firm Demand has declined;  

3. the high average annual inflows, which supported the over-draft process in the 
early WMPs, have dramatically declined to a much lower “new normal” driven by 
higher temperatures and adverse changes in the watershed; 

4. water from the new Arbuckle Reservoir cannot directly support the Firm 
customers in the upper basin and no control mechanisms have been identified 
for incorporation into the WMP that would reliably keep any of the potential 
benefits from the downstream Reservoir in the Highland Lakes; 

5. the System Yield approach by LCRA does not benefit the Firm Customers in the 
Upper Basin; and 

6. currently identified new potential water supply projects by LCRA do not increase 
the Firm Yield of the Highland Lakes. 

 
Recommendations: 

• The time has come where a much more rigorous process needs to be 
developed to directly link and carefully manage the Firm Yield of the 
Highland Lakes, the actual usage from the Highland Lakes by LCRA’s 
Firm customers and environmental requirements, and the Interruptible 
releases contemplated by the WMP, and to end the risky over-drafting 
practices that now exist.  
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• The combined firm yield of the Highland Lakes is the maximum amount of 
water that can be delivered from the lakes in all years through a repeat of 
the drought of record. This firm yield should then be considered as the 
maximum amount of water that LCRA can reliably provide out of the 
Highland Lakes in any given year. Interruptible releases, or releases made 
to satisfy needs other than those of LCRA Firm contract holders, should 
be thus limited to the difference between the firm yield and the expected 
firm and environmental usage for the 2025 planning period.  As firm 
customer usage increases over time, the amount available for interruptible 
use should correspondingly decrease.  

 
• LCRA should manage their system so that total annual usage out of the 

Highland Lakes does not exceed the calculated combined firm yield of the 
Highland Lakes. LCRA should develop an accounting and water use 
tracking method that ensures that all water usage and releases from the 
Highland Lakes is accounted for against the annual usage cap (equal to 
the firm yield). Release requests should be limited by LCRA so that all 
annual releases do not exceed the combined firm yield of the Highland 
Lakes.   

 
Need to Address Lack of a Safety Reserve Associated with Firm Yield Process 
The current Firm Yield approach used by LCRA provides no margin of safety or reserve 
water, meaning that it allows the water level in the Lake Travis and Lake Buchanan 
reservoirs to be essentially drawn down to ZERO. Given the very adverse downward 
shift in annual inflows, which used to provide a major cushion at the old inflow levels, it 
is time to consider the need for development and implementation of a Safe Yield 
approach that would provide a reserve for Firm Demand.  As noted above, LCRA’s Firm 
Water customers now hold contracts for more water than the new Firm Yield that was 
recently presented to the stakeholders.   
 
Addressing Released but Not Diverted Orders for Interruptible Stored Water 
As mentioned in its prior comments, CTWC believes that the financial value of the 
stored water released for LCRA’s Interruptible customers should be recovered by 
LCRA, and LCRA’s determinations of available stored water for use by Interruptible 
customers should not identify “ordered but not diverted” water as a new supply merely 
because it has moved from the Highland Lakes to the Arbuckle Reservoir.  LCRA 
should assess fees for all of the water released for downstream irrigation customers, 
and LCRA should benefit from the release of stored water for Interruptible customers, 
whether or not the downstream customer diverts the ordered water. As such, it seems 
appropriate to assess a fee to those customers who choose not to take the water 
released for them similar to LCRA’s assessment of reservation fees on its Firm 
customers, AND to recalculate the allocation of stored water available for such 
customers by deducting the volumes of water that were released but not diverted by 



5 
 

that customer to assure that WMP-calculated Interruptible water allocations are not 
exceeded.   
 
In recent weeks, as LCRA has released additional background documents for this WMP 
update, we have continued to study this issue and we wish to reiterate the comments 
above, as well as the high priority nature of these concerns.     
 
The WAM Monthly Model Output from 9/24/2018 indicates that, at times, significant 
volumes of stored water may be released from the Highland Lakes for LCRA’s 
downstream customers, but that water is not always diverted by the customers who 
ordered the water.  To be clear, CTWC is not advocating that customers who order 
water must always be required to divert it, as such a position would encourage wasteful, 
non-beneficial uses of the water released from storage for such a request.  Certainly, 
CTWC understands and respects the occurrence of intervening events, such as heavy 
rains, that may change an Agricultural Interruptible customer’s need for water.  But we 
also believe that LCRA’s current way of handling stored water that is “ordered but not 
diverted” (OND water) should be closely scrutinized and adjusted to avoid the negative 
consequences of the current practice.   
   
The handling of OND water deserves attention at this point in time for several reasons.  
First, there has been a major downward shift in the inflows that supply the water stored 
in the upstream lakes.  As a result, and acknowledging the general rule that water flows 
downhill, management of a diminished supply of water in the upstream storage 
reservoirs is the key to the ability to deliver the required volumes of water to the Firm 
Water customers located in the upper basin, as well as the key to the ability to make 
timely and sufficient deliveries of water to downstream customers.  
  
Second, the sheer magnitude of the stored water that is released but not diverted 
demands attention.  In recent years, according to LCRA’s documents, releases have far 
exceeded the average 46,000 acre-feet (AF) per year volume observed over the historic 
period of record.  In the past, LCRA records indicate that as much as 88,000 AF were 
released but not diverted.  In recent years, over 72,000 AF was released in 2016, 
almost 76,000 AF was released in 2010, and 44,000 AF was released in 2011, the 
same year that over 433,000 AF of Highland Lakes water was reported as used for 
downstream Agricultural Use and the storage in LCRA’s upstream reservoirs 
experienced dramatic declines. 
 
Third, in the absence of management controls on OND water, there are serious 
reliability questions on the output of WAM runs as related to the ability to gauge how 
close we actually are relative to the 600,000 AF minimum combined storage threshold.  
If the timing and frequency of OND water is unpredictable, and the total potential 
volume of OND water is essentially unlimited, it seems logical that these uncertainties 
would put the accuracy of water availability modeling work into question. 
 
Fourth, given the trend of much lower inflows and the limited supply of available water 
for Firm Water customers located in the upper basin, it seems that the entire OND 
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management practice should be carefully evaluated.  For comparison purposes, the 
2016 OND release volume of 72,000 AF represents about one-half of the entire City of 
Austin’s annual water usage.  As LCRA knows, its water resources are limited and 
valuable, and developing new water supplies can be very expensive, requiring many 
years of dedicated time and effort, in order to identify, fund, and implement new water 
projects.  As a result, LCRA’s methods for handling OND water warrant close attention 
and evaluation. 
 
Fifth, it is unclear how the OND water is accounted for with respect to its potential 
capture in the Arbuckle Reservoir downstream.  Is it counted toward the total maximum 
allocations for an Irrigation Operation?  Please explain how this water is handled with 
respect to allocations for each Irrigation Operation, as well as how this water is handled 
in LCRA’s water availability modeling. 
 
Sixth, it appears that LCRA gains no revenue from its release of stored water that 
becomes OND water.  LCRA should evaluate mechanisms for allocating this water to 
the customers who ordered it, along with options for recovering at least some of LCRA’s 
costs associated with the release of the water.  Also, please explain how OND water is 
considered when LCRA sets rates for its various customers, and how the customers for 
this water contribute toward recovery of LCRA’s costs-of-service.  
 

Recommendations: 
• LCRA should develop and implement procedures for management of 

“ordered but not diverted” (OND) water, and these management 
procedures should be specifically described in LCRA’s next WMP. 
 

• A new monthly reporting process is needed to track releases of stored and 
storable water from the Highland Lakes, including OND water.  An 
analogous process should be used for the Arbuckle Reservoir. 

 
• Management of OND water presents an opportunity for helping to extend 

the effective water supply. Given the cost and difficulty of development of 
new water, particularly in the upper basin, it appears, at a minimum, that a 
strong control and accounting system is needed, and strong consideration 
should be given to significantly limiting the practice. 

 
• LCRA should also evaluate mechanisms for directly allocating and 

charging a meaningful fee for this water to the customers who ordered it.  
Price adjustments could be made if this OND water is captured by the 
Arbuckle Reservoir, and subsequently ordered and used. However, OND 
water should not provide additional water over and above the total annual 
Interruptible water provided for in the WMP. 

 
Respectfully submitted, 
Jo Karr Tedder 
CTWC President 


