














The board reviewed the budget carefully to balance the value 
of the technical projects and programs to address flood control 
and environmental protection with our increasing role in the 
maintenance of the River Improvements Project...

Water Quality 
                2%

*Less operating transfers out and depreciation

By Sharon McCoy-Huber

The Board of Directors of the San Antonio River Authority 
(SARA) adopted a $123.6 million budget for Fiscal Year 
2011/12, which begins on July 1, 2011 and ends on June 
30, 2012. The new budget targets funding toward projects 
and programs that advance SARA’s mission to sustain and 
enrich life in the San Antonio River Watershed.

The budget process focused on enhancing management 
efficiencies and targeting projects to address 
specific water quality, flood control, recreational and 
environmental improvements throughout the agency’s 
four-county district. A significant component of the 
agency’s operating budget is the addition of the operation 
and maintenance of the Museum and Mission Reaches of 
the San Antonio River Improvements Project. This fiscal 
year, SARA adds maintenance responsibilities for more 
than two miles of the Mission Reach, with another five 
miles to be completed over the next two fiscal years. 
SARA currently maintains the Museum Reach, Eagleland 
Reach and one mile of the Mission Reach. Even with these 
additional responsibilities, SARA’s budget reflects a four 
percent decrease in the General Fund. This equates to a 
revenue decrease of over $1 million from $24.5 million in 
fiscal year 2010/11 to $23.5 million in fiscal year 2011/12. 
The General Fund decrease is due to reductions in 
anticipated tax revenue. 

Tax assessor-collectors in Bexar, Wilson, Karnes and Goliad 
Counties expect a cumulative decrease of nearly two 
percent in property values. To make up the anticipated 
revenue decrease, the budget will require a slight increase 
in SARA’s ad valorem tax rate. SARA is authorized by 
the State Legislature to collect an ad valorem tax at a 
maximum of $0.02 per $100 of assessed value. The tax 
rate must be set at the same rate throughout SARA’s four-
county district including Bexar, Wilson, Karnes and Goliad 
Counties and may only be used for planning and operations 
and maintenance activities. The adopted budget for fiscal 
year 2011/12 is based on a new tax rate of $0.017370, 
which is an increase of $0.016652. This equates to an 
annual increase for the average homeowner of

approximately $0.84 from $22.97 to $23.81. The SARA 
board of directors will take action on the final tax rate in 
September, after receipt of the final property valuations 
in July. A public hearing will be held prior to adoption of 
the tax rate.

“The board reviewed the budget carefully to balance 
the value of the technical projects and programs to 
address flood control and environmental protection 
with our increasing role in the maintenance of the River 
Improvements Project,” SARA Board Chairman Gaylon 
Oehlke said. “The adopted budget is very lean and 
many operational costs, projects and services were cut 
or trimmed. However, in order to meet the growing 
obligation to maintain the completed sections of the 
Mission Reach project, additional revenues had to be 
identified. While no one likes a tax increase, the decline 
in property values combined with our expanding service 
responsibilities requires a modest increase in the tax rate 
to protect the investment in these projects and meet the 
community’s expectations for maintenance.”

A summary of the fiscal year 2011/12 total budget of 
$123.6 million for each of SARA’s five service areas is as 
follows: Flood Control - $87.9 million; Water Quality - $3.2 
million; Water Resources - $2.0 million; Utilities - $29.4 
million; and Park Services - $1.1 million. 

“Our region continues to exhibit a real desire for efficient 
management of water, particularly in the areas of water 
conservation and water supply,” SARA General Manager 
Suzanne Scott said. “However, as we look at the expected 
future growth of our region, water quality, storm water 
management and ecosystem health issues all present 
threats to the long-term sustainability of the watershed. 
SARA’s engineers and scientists are focused on finding 
innovative solutions to balance economic growth, 
environmental stewardship and quality of life so our rivers 
and creeks remain a valued part of our growing region.”

The new fiscal year will see the continuation of SARA’s 
portfolio of nine programs under the direction of 
appointed Program Leaders. The programs are: Capital 
Project Implementation Program; Community Outreach 
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and Education Program; Natural Resource Protection 
Program; Nature Based Park Program; Sustainable 
Watersheds Implementation Program; Utilities Program; 
Water Resource Planning and Supply Program; Watershed 
Maintenance and Dam Safety Program; and Watershed 
Modeling and Planning Program.

For the fiscal year 2011/12 several highlighted projects 
include: 

•	Project Manager of the San Antonio River Improvements 
Project 

•	Operations & Maintenance of the Museum Reach and the 
Mission Reach Phases 1 & 2

•	Westside Creeks Restoration Project, including conceptual 
design phase and adaptive monitoring

•	Stream Restoration Team & Natural Channel Design 
Concepts

•	Water quality modeling and monitoring and targeted 
assessments of environmental threats within the basin 

•	San Antonio River Nature Parks in Wilson County, Goliad 
County and River Access Site openings

•	Comprehensive Watershed Master Plans

•	Development of Flood Warning systems 

•	Technical review and updates of FEMA flood plain maps 

•	Strategies to address environmental flow requirements 
for rivers and bays

•	Sustainability and Low Impact Development projects

The fiscal year 2011/12 budget is available for review at 
www.sara-tx.org.

Flood Control 
71%

Water Quality 
                2% Park Services 

 1%

Water Resources 
                2% Utilities 

     24%

*Less operating transfers out and depreciation
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	Flood Control

Water Quality

Water 
Resources

Utilities

Park Services

2009/10 
Actual Budget

$	  $35,087,153 

$	 4,116,711 

$	 3,243,051 

 
$	 10,621,379 

$	 2,468,012 

 

$	 55,536,306*

2010/11 
Current Budget

$	 104,108,500 

$	 3,635,410 

$	  3,056,952 

 
$	 28,239,124 

$	 1,509,350 

 

$	 140,549,336*

2011/12 
Adopted Budget

$	 87,892,421 

$	 3,155,186 

$	 2,041,571 

 
$	 29,439,757 

$	 1,067,996

 

$	 123,596,931*



By Laura Waldrum and Brian Mast

During the past year, the Eagle Ford Shale oil and gas 
play has changed the economic landscape of South Texas 
and has brought with it many questions regarding the 
possible environmental impacts of hydraulic fracturing 
(fracking) in the area. On May 20, representatives 
from the San Antonio River Authority (SARA), Texas 
Railroad Commission (RRC), Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality (TCEQ) and other local and 
regional governmental entities involved in regulating 
and monitoring Eagle Ford Shale oil and gas exploration 
gathered at SARA’s administrative offices to familiarize 
the agencies with each other’s roles and jurisdictional 
responsibilities. The Eagle Ford Shale Agency Workshop 
was organized by SARA to foster inter-agency 
communication so each entity can better serve its 
constituents and direct questions and concerns to the 
proper authority should they arise. 

 “SARA is dedicated to maintaining strong lines of 
communication with state agencies, local community 
leaders and industry representatives to promote 
environmental protections for the river’s water quality 
and habitat, while welcoming the economic

opportunities for our basin brought about by the 
Eagle Ford Shale play,” Suzanne Scott, SARA’s General 
Manager, said when describing the impetus for 
organizing the workshop.

The 82nd Texas Legislature, recognizing the importance 
of open communication, passed House Bill (HB) 3328 
this session. This bill requires exploration companies to 
disclose the composition of fracking fluids by publishing 
the names of chemicals and the volume of water used 
in the fracking process for each well. SARA believes 
HB 3328 will provide the state and public a better 
understanding of the amounts and types of natural and 
man-made resources utilized in the process. 

The Eagle Ford Shale oil and gas play offers tremendous 
economic opportunities that can be realized while 
protecting our vital natural resources. One key to 
optimizing the benefits of this opportunity is to ensure 
all interested parties remain well-informed and engaged 
by maintaining open lines of communication. SARA aims 
to encourage all parties involved to reach out to the 
public at every opportunity.

The Eagle Ford Shale oil and 
gas boom is bringing many 
economic benefits to Karnes 
County. As with any other 
type of human activity, it’s 
important to ensure that 
natural resources are protected 
and preserved throughout the 
lifecycle of hydraulic fracturing, 
or “fracking.” The San Antonio 
River Authority (SARA) supports 
activities that bring economic 

development within our four-county jurisdiction. At the 
same time, SARA is staying engaged in the oil and gas play 
within our basin to ensure adequate protection of our 
basin’s natural resources.

One way SARA is engaging in the fracking process is 
through leasing of surface water rights to exploration and 
production companies. By putting SARA’s water rights up 
for temporary use, SARA is able to become involved and 
gain influence in the way fracking activities and associated 
business are conducted in the basin.

This involvement with oil and gas companies is already 
promising to pay off for the basin; companies to which 
SARA has leased water rights have agreed to donate any 
other surface water rights they’ve acquired back to SARA 
once they are no longer needed. This means that those 
additional surface water rights will be available to support 
the instream and environmental flows needed throughout 
the basin and bay system.

Another way SARA is ensuring responsible management 
of resources is through coordination of state, regional 
and local agencies to ensure effective communication 
and effective regulation of fracking. SARA hosted an 
inter-agency workshop earlier this year to help facilitate 
communication and cooperation among regulatory agencies 
(see article below).

The Eagle Ford Shale oil and gas play will bring significant 
economic development to Karnes County. SARA supports 
the responsible development of oil and gas resources, and 
is working to ensure that the basin, its communities and 
natural resources are protected and enriched throughout 
the process.

Responsible Resource Management
By H.B Ruckman, III, SARA Board Member, Karnes County

coMmuNiCatIOn:
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By Maura Dudley

The diamondback watersnake is a common, non-
venomous inhabitant of riparian areas along the San 
Antonio River and its tributaries, from Bexar County to 
Goliad County. This species is 
active during the day, except 
during the warmest summer 
months. It is often observed 
swimming just under the surface 
of the water with its head 
exposed or warming itself at the 
water’s edge on sun-exposed 
brush or logs. The diamondback 
watersnake hunts for fish and 
frogs that are found in its 
natural habitat. 

Unfamiliar observers of this 
species often confuse it with 
other venomous snakes, such as the water moccasin, 
because of its color pattern and aquatic habitat. But 
unlike the water moccasin, the diamondback watersnake 
lacks venom and heat-sensing facial pits, and it has 
round pupils rather than the elliptical pupils that water 
moccasins possess.

The diamondback watersnake can also be identified 
by noting a combination of color pattern and scale 
characteristics. The background color of the back is 

a variable shade of brown, 
overlain by a darker net-like 
pattern forming the diamond 
shapes that give this snake its 
name. This snake generally 
has a yellow belly with dark, 
crescent-shaped spots on the 
margins. Also characteristic 
of this species is an additional 
row of scales that separates the 
scales around the eyes from the 
lip scales. The scales are ridged 
or “keeled.” 

While its bite is not venomous, please do not try to 
pick up the diamondback watersnake; it can be very 
aggressive and bite readily if handled. Diamondback 
watersnakes are an important component of the 
ecosystem of the San Antonio River, but they should be 
appreciated from a safe distance. 
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Diamondback Watersnake ∙ Nerodia rhombifera
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By Suzanne Scott, General Manager

The 82nd Texas Legislature faced tall obstacles this 
session. The Legislature was tasked with creating a 
balanced budget for the next biennium while facing a 
$27 billion funding shortfall. It also had to redraw the 
political district maps, always a sensitive 
issue, and focus on sunset review of key 
agencies. This led to 1,451 fewer bills filed 
compared to the 81st legislative session 
last year. 

Two bills on which the San Antonio River 
Authority (SARA) focused this session 
were the Texas Water Development 
Board (TWDB) and Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality (TCEQ) Sunset Bills 
extending each agency through 2023. 
Staff worked with legislators on an exemption of 
small private dams in rural areas from TCEQ’s dam 
safety regulatory authority. SARA is committed to 
maintaining its 40 dams in the river basin to ensure 
they continue to meet state and federal safety 
standards. 

SARA staff also monitored legislation relating to illegal 
dumping, the Clean Rivers Program and

other governance issues. Staff provided testimony 
to help legislators pass a “Don’t Mess with Texas 
Water” program to prevent illegal dumping in Texas 
waterways, as well as worked to sustain important 

water quality monitoring activity and data 
collection in the Clean Rivers Program 
to target threats to water quality in our 
rivers and creeks. Although the Clean 
Rivers Program did receive a funding cut 
of $500,000, TCEQ is seeking to absorb the 
cuts through administrative costs so that 
the monitoring program can continue at its 
present level. 

SARA will continue to work with 
legislators as they reexamine dam safety 

issues and seek to identify a funding source for the 
implementation of the State Water Plan. We would 
like to thank our delegation for their commitment, 
responsiveness, cooperation and leadership on 
important water and environmental issues during this 
difficult session and special session. The decisions 
facing this state are tough, no doubt, but we are 
fortunate to have a delegation that strives to protect 
our natural resources. 

82nd Legislature from SARA’s Perspective 
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