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An Intractable Environmental Conflict?

The authors of “Making Sense of Intractable 
Environmental Conflicts” explore issues related to 
that category of problems that seem to defy 
resolution:

Why can some problems be resolved in one locale 
but remain mired in controversy in another?

What characteristics cause some conflicts to drag 
on for decades or to seem unsolvable?

The authors explore several case studies in depth, 
and include an entire chapter devoted to the 
challenge of managing the Edwards Aquifer in 
Central Texas...
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Hint:  This is a success story!

This is the story of how partnerships and collaboration solved what 
many, including the authors of the textbook, believed was just such an 
intractable environmental problem.

To understand the depths of the challenge, its is helpful to understand a 
bit of the history of the conflict:

Texas suffered a seven-year “Drought of Record” from 1949-1956.

That event caused Comal and San Marcos Springs to slow to a trickle or 
stop flowing for almost six months, devastating wildlife and the local 
communities that relied on the region’s spring-fed rivers.

For more than half a century seemingly endless legal battles pitted 
farmers and ranchers against municipalities, citizens against 
corporations, and private landowners against state lawmakers.

And the threat of drought is ever-present in arid Central Texas...
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With a bunch of straws in it…



The Edwards Aquifer Recovery 
Implementation Program (EARIP)

In 2006 the 

US Fish and Wildlife Service 

initiated a  stakeholder-based effort 

seeking to balance 

human needs 

with the recovery of 

threatened and endangered species 

dependant on the 

springs and river ecosystems 

associated with the Edwards Aquifer 

in south central Texas





More than 40 Stakeholders…
Industry
Alamo Cement Company

Dow Chemical

Utilities
Bexar Metropolitan Water District

CPS Energy

East Medina Special Utility District

New Braunfels Utilities

San Antonio Water System

Commercial Entities
Gilleland Farms

Non-Profit Organizations
Aquifer Guardians in Urban Areas (AGUA)

Greater Edwards Aquifer Alliance (GEAA)

Greater San Antonio Chamber of Commerce

Guadalupe Basin Coalition

Guadalupe County Farm Bureau

Preserve Lake Dunlap Association

Regional Clean Air and Water Association

San Marcos River Foundation (SMRF)

South Texas Farm and Ranch Club

Texas Bass Federation

Texas Living Waters Project (NWF, Sierra Club, Galveston Bay 
Foundation)

Texas Wildlife Association

Local Governmental Entities
Bexar County

City of Garden Ridge

City of New Braunfels

City of San Marcos

City of Victoria

Comal County

Private Individuals
John M. Donahue, Ph.D

Larry Hoffman

Mary Q. Kelly

River Authorities
Guadalupe-Blanco River Authority

Nueces River Authority

San Antonio River Authority

State Governmental Entities
Texas Commission on Environmental Quality

Texas Department of Agriculture

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department

Texas Water Development Board

Other State Entities
Edwards Aquifer Authority

South Central Texas Water Advisory Committee

Texas State University



Agreed to Participate in a Consensus-
Based Effort to Seek a Solution































Covered Activities
The regulation and production of 

groundwater in accordance with state 

law for irrigation, industrial, municipal, 

domestic, and livestock purposes

The use of the Comal River and San 

Marcos River for recreational uses

Operational and maintenance activities 

that could affect Comal Springs, San 

Marcos Springs, and the associated 

river systems

Activities necessary to manage potential 

habitat for the covered species within 

the permit area



Conservation Measures

Commitments include:

• Restoration and enhancement of instream and riparian habitats for threatened and endangered species

• Minimization of impacts from recreational uses of the rivers and springs

• Implementation of region-wide  pumping restrictions tied to aquifer levels and spring flows (“Critical Period Management”)

• Reduce or eliminate some pumping during droughts by providing alternate water supplies (“Aquifer Storage and Recovery”)

• Reduce water demand through voluntary incentive program that pays participating agricultural users to forego pumping 

during droughts (“Voluntary Irrigation Suspension Program”)

• Reduce demand by retrofitting leaking municipal water systems, installing high efficiency plumbing fixtures, converting 

landscape irrigation to treated wastewater use, incentivizing retrofit of inefficient industrial and manufacturing water use 

systems, establishing rain water harvesting programs (“Regional Water Conservation Program”)

• Water quality protection programs including septic system registration and permitting, prohibition of hazardous material 

transport within sensitive watersheds, household hazardous waste management programs, impervious cover and storm 

water mitigation programs

• Implement monitoring and adaptive management programs focused on long-term biological goals and recovery targets

• Ongoing research and refugia efforts in partnership with USFWS Fisheries and Ecological Services

Years of meetings, research, decision analysis, and negotiation eventually 

resulted in a consensus-based plan supported by all of the stakeholders



In their own words…

After watching the EARIP video:

What stood out to you as you listened to the stakeholders describe the 

Edwards Aquifer Recovery Implementation Program?

How would you describe their language?

What feeling do they convey about the process and the results?



Conservation requires People

Conservation of natural resources does not happen without people.

People will partner with those they trust.

Take the time to establish relationships and build the foundation of trust that 

make your conservation work possible.
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How do you build trust?

What did EARIP Program Manager Dr. Gulley do to begin to 

build relationships and trust among the stakeholders?

What was the effect of this simple action?

Created shared expectations

Established a common purpose

Everyone participated together in the experience
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Why was this critical to the process?

Us vs. Them

Once everyone began to see each other as members of the same 

community with legitimate interests in the shared resource,

Stakeholders began to envision a shared future

In which everyone contributed to solutions, and 

shoulders the burdens together, but also

shares in the rewards



Decide how to Decide

The EARIP Stakeholders established ground rules

Everyone participated in creating the framework that 

they agreed to abide by throughout the process

Stakeholders held themselves (and each other) to 

the procedures they had developed
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Consensus
The EARIP Stakeholders defined consensus as

“decisions everyone could live with”

Why was this key decision important?

Coming to consensus in this way did not imply endorsement or commit 

Stakeholders to support any concept in the future

It allowed participants to consider multiple options

Fostered exploration of ideas and concepts that otherwise 

would have been off the table

Everyone understood that all participants would be part of the 

final decision making process
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Once the Stakeholders recognized that they were a single community and 

began envisioning a common future, 

their attitudes, 

their language, and 

their commitment 

to seeking equitable solutions 

changed.



“We’ve come too far to fail”

Once the Stakeholders recognized that they were a single community and 

began envisioning a common future, 

their attitudes, 

their language, and 

their commitment 

to seeking equitable solutions 

changed.

“Most people wouldn’t hesitate to run to help a neighbor 

If their house was on fire…

But no one ever runs to the scene of 

A drought.”



Exercise your strengths!

Consider the particular strengths of your partners

One of the Stakeholders in the EARIP process was

San Antonio Water Systems

The publicly-owned utility in one of the most populous cities in the nation

It was the tremendous purchasing power and water conservation expertise this 

partner brought to the table to address some relatively simple but incredibly 

important water savings to the entire region… 



Exercise your strengths!

By helping smaller communities throughout the region purchase and install low-
flow toilets, San Antonio Water Systems conserved hundreds of thousands of 

water…

Every single day!



Celebrate Success!

Take the time to recognize the hard work and dedication that it takes to forge 

durable solutions.

Foster the efforts of your Stakeholders to reach out to their communities and 

help them tell the story of your partnership.

It is amazing what seemingly small investments of time or energy can return in 

additional support for community-based solutions.

What can you do to celebrate success?



2013 Partnership in Conservation 
Awards Ceremony



Sharing the story of success...

There has been a great deal of 

interest in the EARIP success and in 

the program’s consensus-based 

decision-making approach.

The Water Report, the Texas Water 

Journal, and the University of Texas 

McCombs School of Business have 

all recently published reviews or 

case studies, and Dr. Gulley just 

published his account of the 

program and its history. 



Keys to Success

Build and maintain relationships:  Conservation requires people, and people 
are willing to partner with those they trust.

Establish ground rules:  Take the time to decide how to decide. We agreed to 
come to decisions by consensus, which we defined as solutions that everyone 
could live with. 

Get past positions and focus on interests:  Stakeholders have to agree upon 
common goals, and must “own” their reasons for participating.

Celebrate Success!  Take the time to recognize the hard work and dedication 
that it takes to forge durable solutions.  Foster the efforts of your Stakeholders 
to reach out to their communities and help them tell the story of your 
partnership.



For more information about the EARIP:

Kevin Connally, Regional HCP Coordinator

USFWS Northeast Region

300 Westgate Center Drive

Hadley, MA  01035

413-253-8795

Visit the USFWS Austin Ecological Services website:

www.fws.gov/southwest/es/AustinTexas/index.html

And visit:

www.eahcp.org

http://www.fws.gov/


Key events in the EARIP story 

1949-1956 Texas suffers the “Drought of Record”

The spring-fed Comal River ceases flowing for the first time in recorded history

1960-1990 Texas develops first “Statewide Water Plan”, though few proposals are implemented

State’s population doubles

1991 Environmental groups initiate legal action over management of the Edwards Aquifer, the “rule of capture”, and 

resulting “take” of threatened and endangered species

1993 Federal District Judge agrees with Plaintiffs, directs State to develop an aquifer management plan that ensures 

continual springflow supporting the system’s listed species even through a repeat of “Drought of Record” conditions

1993-2006  Multiple legal challenges and failed attempts to resolve management of the aquifer and protect the listed species

2006 USFWS Proposes voluntary “Recovery Implementation Plan” approach and invites stakeholders from throughout 

the region to participate

2007 Texas Legislature directs 5 state agencies to participate in the emerging process

MOA formalizing commitment to consensus-based solution signed by more than 40 stakeholders

Group establishes “ground rules”, defines consensus as “solutions everyone can live with”

Stakeholders set ambitious schedule, establish issue teams to focus on specific concerns and recommend 

solutions to the stakeholders

Digital, print, TV, and radio news media regularly attend and report on the well-attended monthly public meetings



Key events in the EARIP story 

2009 Professional facilitation team engaged to help stakeholders address most difficult issues

Stakeholders agree that a USFWS Habitat Conservation Plan and Endangered Species Act permit will be 

needed to secure assurances and legal protections for participating stakeholders and government agencies

Multiple proposed solutions begin to emerge, group agrees to fund multiple research and modeling efforts to vet 

a variety of concepts and identify the most promising options

2010 Modeling results demonstrate that no single solution can maintain springflows during severe droughts without 

devastating region-wide economic impacts

A “multiple solutions” approach begins to emerge, and researchers and modelers are tasked with 

optimizing scale, spatial and temporal factors under various drought conditions

2011 The Stakeholders agree to a series of linked minimization and mitigation measures that will ensure 

continual springflows and begin drafting an HCP that formalizes commitments to implement these actions

Texas experiences the most severe one-year drought ever recorded

2012 A Draft Environmental Impact Statement is completed and announced in the Federal Register 

A 90-day comment period and 7 public hearings are conducted throughout the region to solicit additional input

Public comments are incorporated into final documents and recommendations are submitted with an application for 

the federal Permit

2013 USFWS issues the Federal Fish and Wildlife Permit and the EARIP Partnership begins implementing the HCP 

on March 18th, 2013


