Legislative Recommendation for the 90th Texas Legislature
Recommendation: Clarify and highlight that agricultural water conservation measures are eligible for financial assistance from the Texas Agricultural Finance Authority 
Agricultural irrigation is the largest use of potable water in Texas, and in many regions, groundwater is the only reliable source for agricultural production. While proven water-saving technologies, such as drip irrigation and advanced irrigation controls, can significantly increase water use efficiency, the upfront costs are often prohibitive for individual farmers and ranchers.
The USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service provides federal cost sharing and technical assistance to Texas agricultural producers to implement water conservation plans. However, existing state funding mechanisms for agricultural water conservation, including the TWDB Agricultural Water Conservation programs, are limited to political subdivisions and are not directly accessible to individual producers to help finance on-farm improvements to increase irrigation efficiency.
The 89th Texas Legislature adopted House Bill 43 to expand the financial assistance programs provided by the Texas Agricultural Finance Authority as well as expanding eligibility for those programs. TAFA provides low interest loans, interest rate reduction and grants for the development and expansion of agricultural production in Texas. Section 58.021 of the Texas Agriculture Code describes in very general terms the kind of costs that are eligible for financial assistance. Costs related to water conservation measures, such irrigation efficiency improvements, and drought-resilience projects, are not specifically included in the statute but likely would fall under the general provision for “costs incurred in connection with the development, increase, improvement, or expansion of production, processing, marketing, or export of Texas agricultural products” in Sec. 58.021(b).
Texas is dealing with serious challenges with providing water to meet current and projected needs. While it may not be necessary to include language specifically identifying water conservation costs in the TAFA statute, the Council believes highlighting the availability of this potential financing source for agricultural water conservation costs is warranted due to the high priority the Legislature has placed on addressing the state’s water issues and due to the lack of other state programs for direct financial assistance to agricultural producers for on-farm water conservation measures.
This does not place a higher priority on water conservation costs over other eligible costs; it simply draws attention to the availability of this funding source.
Recommendation: The Water Conservation Advisory Council recommends that Chapter 58 of the Texas Agriculture Code be amended to clarify that the Texas Agricultural Finance Authority is authorized to provide grants and low-interest loans for the purpose of implementing water conservation measures.
