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Hill Country Alliance

The Hill Country Alliance (HCA) is a 

nonprofit organization working to 

bring together a diverse coalition of 

partners to preserve the open 

spaces, starry night skies, clean 

and abundant waters, and unique 

character of the Texas Hill Country.





Source: KXAN



Source: San Antonio 
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How did we get here and what can we do 
about it?



What we’ll cover

• Basics of Texas Water Law
• Background: Hill Country Hydrology
• Current Challenges Hill Country Water Resources
• Solutions



Source: normaals



Source: USGS



Basics of Texas Water Law

Surface Water
• Owned by the state
• Water rights managed by TCEQ through a 

permitting system
• Prior Appropriation: Water rights are granted 

under the rule “first in time, first in right,” 
meaning older (senior) rights have priority 
during shortages.

• Water rights can be inherited or transferred and 
keep their priority date

• TCEQ surface water rights are fully allocated

Note: Riverfront landowners may use small 
amounts for domestic or livestock purposes 
without a permit or water right

Groundwater
• Private property right 
• Historically, law of the biggest pump/rule of 

capture
• Groundwater Conservation Districts → modified 

rule of capture
• GCDs are not all made equal (local rules and local 

control)
• Residential & livestock wells are mostly exempt– 

not subject to any regulation except can’t pump 
more than 25,000 gallons per day



Source: TWDB



Source: Hill Country Alliance
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Water Planning in Texas

Statewide
• State Water Plan

• 16 regional water planning 
groups

• State Flood Plan
• 15 regional flood planning 

groups

Strategies in the state plans 
qualify for state funding.

Local
• Joint Groundwater Planning & 

“Desired Future Conditions”
• 16 Groundwater Management 

Areas



https://texasstatewaterplan.org/


What we’ll cover

• Basics of Texas Water Law
• Background: Hill Country Hydrology
• Current Challenges Hill Country Water Resources
• Solutions?



~145-66 million years ago

Source: USGS, Core Research Center

Source: Wikipedia commons



Source: BEG and K.YoungSource: San Antonio Express News

Major faulting took place ~20-25 
million years ago



Source: Greg Eckhardt, EdwardsAquifer.net



Source: Greg Eckhardt, EdwardsAquifer.net



Photo Credit: Scott Bauer





Photo Credit: Paul Bertetti, Edwards Aquifer Authority



KARST!

Source: TESPA



Source: Bamberger Ranch



What we’ll cover

• Basics of Texas Water Law
• Background: Hill Country Hydrology
• Current Challenges for Hill Country Water Resources
• Solutions?



Challenge #1: Growth



Since 1990, the 

population of the 

unincorporated Hill 

Country has more than 

doubled.

State of the Hill Country Report

Published: Spring 2022



Source: San Antonio Express News, Satellite data shows quickest developing areas in the Texas Hill 

Country, I-35 corridor, May 2024





Source: Robert Mace Presentation, data sourced from Regional Water 
Plan Board-Adopted Municipal Demand Projection

Source: San Antonio Express News, Satellite data shows quickest developing areas in the Texas Hill 

Country, I-35 corridor, May 2024

Buda and Kyle





Challenge #2: Drought



Drought

Source: U.S. Drought Monitor



Source: LCRA



Source: U.S. Drought Monitor



Source: Paul Bertetti, Edwards Aquifer Authority, Oct 17
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https://www.waterdatafortexas.org/reservoirs/statewide


Challenge #3: Flash Floods



Source: Bamberger Ranch
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297,000 cfs 7/4/25 at 6:45 AM

Credit: 
UGRA



Credit: 
UGRA



Historic Floods

• Hunt
1. 37.51 feet on 7/4/2025*
2. 36.60 feet on 7/2/1932
3. 28.40 feet on 7/17/1987
4. 23.50 feet on 8/2/1978
5. 22.80 feet on 10/19/1985

• Kerrville
1. 39.00 feet on 7/2/1932
2. 37.72 feet on 7/17/1987
3. 34.29 feet on 7/4/2025*
4. 17.93 feet on 11/23/2000
5. 17.73 feet on 10/28/1996

Credit: 
UGRA



Challenge #4: Wastewater



Frio River
Photo Credit: Jordan Moore





Source: KXAN

https://www.kxan.com/news/local/hill-country/how-discharged-wastewater-is-feeding-massive-hill-country-algae-blooms/




Challenge #5: Local regulators have limited 
tools

• GCDs must honor that groundwater is a private property right.
• Counties can’t do zoning or regulate impervious cover.



What can we do about these challenges?



1. Conserve & Restore the Landscape.



Source: Kendall County





2. Conserve water.

Water managers estimate that 
60-70% of potable water goes 

to LANDSCAPING in the 
summer!



https://hillcountryalliance.org/our-work/water-resources/rainwater-harvesting/
https://hillcountryalliance.org/resources/hoaguide/


3. Consider site-generated supplies.
BLUE HOLE PRIMARY SCHOOL CASE STUDY

Strategies:

• Rainwater Harvesting & AC Condensate Capture

• Dual plumbing

• Green stormwater infrastructure

• Onsite wastewater treatment – reuse for irrigation

Benefits:

• Save water & money
• Projected to reduce use of the Trinity Aquifer by 90 

percent compared to neighboring schools
• Projected to save $800,000 over 30 years in utilities

• Put off infrastructure expansion

• Protect environment and community

One Water Components Explained by Blue Hole Primary Second Grade Students -  The Watershed Association

Source: Watershed Association

https://hillcountryalliance.org/our-work/water-resources/water-conservation/one-water-guidebook/


4. Work with the legislature to protect our 
natural resources.

Source: Texas Tribune

https://www.texastribune.org/2025/04/28/texas-development-wastewater-rivers-pollution/


Source: texaswaterfund.com

https://texaswaterfund.com/


What YOU can do

• Learn about Prop 4 and make a plan to vote

• If you water your landscape and don’t already harvest rain, explore 
if that might be an option for you.

• If you’re in an HOA, look at your Landscape Guidelines. If there’s 
an opportunity to improve them so that they might better promote 
water-wise landscapes, get in touch!

• Join our newsletter to stay informed on Hill Country Water News.

https://hillcountryalliance.app.neoncrm.com/np/clients/hillcountryalliance/account.jsp


Questions?

Marisa@HillCountryAlliance.org

Hillcountryalliance.org/onewater

mailto:Marisa@HillCountryAlliance.org
https://hillcountryalliance.org/our-work/water-resources/water-conservation/one-water-guidebook/
https://hillcountryalliance.org/our-work/water-resources/water-conservation/one-water-guidebook/


My goal is for you to understand the basics of 
water in the Hill Country so you can become better 
advocates for sustainable water practices (and 
policy) in your community and the state.



Source: Natalie Ballew, Texas Water Development Board



Source: USGS



Source: Natalie Ballew, Texas Water Development Board
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