Proposal to allow a limited number of additional political subdivisions the ability to access Drinking Water State Revolving Funds.

The Drinking Water State Revolving Fund provides low-cost financial assistance for planning, acquisition, design, and construction of water infrastructure. Currently, eligibility is limited to publicly and privately-owned community water systems, including nonprofit water supply corporations and nonprofit, non-community public water systems. Political subdivisions that supply water to these water systems are not considered to be community water systems and are not eligible.

Water loss from aging and inefficient distribution systems is a serious problem and a high priority has been placed on addressing the issue in state water policy, water planning, and infrastructure funding. The Council’s report to the 89th Legislature expressed support for programs that direct additional resources to water loss mitigation.

Political subdivisions, such as irrigation districts, that supply water to water utilities can experience significant water loss and should be included in the discussion of water loss mitigation. Water losses incurred in delivering raw water to utilities affects the availability and cost of water for those utilities. However, irrigation districts that divert water from a river and deliver it to a utility are not eligible for the same financial assistance programs available to utilities to mitigate water losses through infrastructure upgrades such as replacing earthen canals with lining or pipelines.

The 2026 Region M Water Plan states that irrigation districts carry over 85 percent of the water that is used from the Rio Grande in the region. (Region M Water Plan, ES.4.1.2 page ES-23) Fourteen (update needed) irrigation districts supply raw water to 39 (update needed) municipal water treatment plants.  A major portion (percentage needed) of the distribution systems of irrigation districts are composed of earthen canals and lined canals in need of repair. Districts may experience water losses due to seepage in these canals in the range of 10 to 40 percent of the water that they divert. (Region M Water Plan, page 5-35) 

Irrigation district water losses affect municipal water utilities in two ways. First, the surface water rights of municipal utilities that received a delivery by an irrigation district are reduced by the estimated conveyance loss for that delivery. (Region M Water Plan, page ES-18). Second, the delivery of water to municipal treatment plants often depends upon sufficient agricultural irrigation water in the system to carry along, or push, the municipal water. When irrigation water is reduced or curtailed due to shortages, there is less water in the canal pushing the municipal water resulting in additional delivery losses for municipal entities and additional costs from having to purchase push water. Reducing irrigation district water losses would result in more water in the delivery systems to carry municipal water to treatment plants.

Irrigation districts are an integral and essential part of the municipal water supply system in the Lower Rio Grande Valley. Municipal water users are adversely affected by the water losses that could be prevented with irrigation district infrastructure improvements.

The Rio Grande Valley of Texas is experiencing a critical water supply crisis due to prolonged drought and low water deliveries from Mexico under the international water treaty of 1944 between the United States and Mexico. Thus, it is essential to make the most efficient use possible of every acre-foot of water diverted from the river by reducing water losses in distribution systems.

In addition, water management strategies to reduce irrigation district water losses and increase water use efficiency are more cost effective than most sources of new water. According to the Region M Water Plan, the cost of additional water made available by irrigation district conservation measures would be just $390 per acre-foot per year when spread over 25 years. (Region M Water Plan, Table 5-12).

With 85 percent of all Lower Rio Grande water rights being delivered by irrigation districts, all water user groups would benefit by making more sources of funding available for irrigation district infrastructure improvements to reduce water loss.

Recommendation: The Water Conservation Advisory Council recommends that Section 15.6041 of the State Water Code be amended to include political subdivisions in counties that border the United Mexican States and that supply raw water to another political subdivision for the purposes of treating the water and supplying safe drinking water.


