
 
Save Barton Creek Association 

PO Box 5923, Austin, TX 78763 

 

Replies to: Angela Richter at angela@savebartoncreek.org 

 

March 6, 2017 

 

RE: Concerns Regarding Settlement Negotiations on Dripping Springs Wastewater Permit  

 

 

Mayor Adler, Mayor Pro Tem Tovo, and Councilmembers, 

 

We, the undersigned organizations, urge you to maintain Austin’s commitment to zero 

direct discharge into the Barton Springs/Edwards Aquifer contributing zone by directing City of 

Austin (CoA) staff to continue its negotiations with the City of Dripping Springs (DS) with the 

goal of no direct discharge of wastewater into Onion Creek. We maintain the position described 

in our letter of October 1, 2016, as guided by the CoA’s own resolutions opposing any direct 

discharge of wastewater into the contributing zone.1  

 

CoA staff has released a draft settlement outline under which DS would obtain a permit 

from TCEQ for 995,000 gallons of wastewater discharge per day into Onion Creek with no 

objection from CoA; provided Dripping Springs provides minimum amounts of acreage for 

beneficial reuse irrigation and minimum amounts of storage.2 As outlined in the proposal, Dripping 

Springs could discharge when irrigation and storage are not available. The discharge events are 

predicted to be infrequent based on water quality modeling, but there are no limits on discharge in 

the settlement proposal. While we appreciate the COA staff’s continued efforts toward lessening 

the water quality impact of the proposed discharge, the current proposal does not provide sufficient 

water quality protection to Onion Creek and Barton Springs.  

 

The proposal is not protective of Barton Springs because the standard for protection of the 

Barton Springs/ Edwards Aquifer Contributing Zone is to prohibit direct discharge in favor of land 

application processes. Additionally, if implemented, the proposal would significantly backslide 

from the Belterra settlement and currently available, off the shelf treatment technology.  

 

According to a December 22, 2016 letter from US Fish and Wildlife Service to the 

Environmental Protection Agency about this permit, “[t]he recommended means of treating 

wastewater in the contributing zone is disposal by carefully planned land application rather than 

discharging.”3 Note that USFWS does not recommend limited discharge, it recommends carefully 

                                                      
1 http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=101467. (“The City Council opposes any other proposal for 

direct discharge of wastewater into the Contributing Zone of the Barton Springs segment of the Edwards Aquifer.”).  
2 Under the settlement outline Dripping Springs would utilize some beneficial reuse on its own properties but much 

of the irrigation acreage and storage would be provided by and managed by third parties. 
3 Letter from USFWS to EPA regarding EPA review of Dripping Springs draft permit, December 22, 2016, 

available at http://www.protectourwaternow.org/blog/us-fish-and-wildlife-service. (“…land application is 

preferable because of (a) the likely influence of Onion Creek water on the quality of water at Barton Springs; (b) the 

http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=101467
http://www.protectourwaternow.org/blog/us-fish-and-wildlife-service


 
planned land application. An all land application, zero discharge program would avoid the creation 

of a new point source discharge into Onion Creek, including the potential for discharge of untreated 

wastewater in the event of plant upsets.4 

 

Especially when the most protective land application processes are not used but a limited 

discharge is contemplated, the treatment processes must be guaranteed to treat wastewater effluent 

to the appropriate standards. The treatment process proposed by Dripping Springs and allowed 

under the outlined settlement significantly depart from the standards the City of Austin required 

of Belterra, the only wastewater discharge permitted in the Barton Springs Contributing Zone. 

Although CoA staff determined that “[t]he process proposed by Dripping Springs is insufficient to 

meet the total phosphorous limit … in the draft permit,”5 the settlement outline does not require 

Dripping Springs to upgrade their treatment process to commonly available technologies that 

would achieve the draft permit limits, as was required of Belterra. There are a host of other issues 

that present significant water quality threats even in a reduced discharge scenario but are not 

addressed by the settlement outline.  

 

There is time and opportunity to continue working towards a no-discharge option that 

encourages decentralized beneficial reuse. The draft permit is currently on hold at TCEQ because 

the Environmental Protection Agency issued an interim objection to the draft permit on December 

1, 2016.6 The TCEQ cannot continue processing the draft permit until it responds to EPA’s letter 

and EPA approves the draft permit. TCEQ has not yet responded to EPA. EPA approval must also 

address impacts to endangered species outlined by Fish and Wildlife Service’s December 22 letter.  

 

Austin voters have consistently prioritized protection of Barton Springs and its contributing 

watersheds through ordinances and bonds for water quality protection lands. While we recognize 

there are political forces pressuring for a quick resolution of this matter, especially from the Texas 

Legislature, the TCEQ timeline and an opportunity for an eventual contested case hearing means 

that there is no reason to rush into a bad settlement that would jeopardize the aquifer and Barton 

Springs.  

 

Allowing wastewater discharge into Onion Creek lowers the current standards for 

protection and will set a catastrophic precedent as additional parties seek to directly discharge in 

the contributing zone. The undersigned organizations urge you to direct staff to withdraw the 

settlement proposal and continue negotiations with a goal of no direct discharge. Finally, please 

be sure any proposed settlement is considered in full by the Environmental Commission, and has 

a public hearing prior to any action.  

                                                      
relatively brief travel time from the point of recharge to detection at Barton Springs; and (3) the vulnerability to 

contamination inherent in karst aquifers.”) 
4 Because of the risk of upsets under a discharge permit, USFWS recommended EPA “consider the risk of untreated 

effluent discharged from the proposed facility into receiving water bodies [in its review of impacts to endangered 

species] …in addition to consideration of potential effects of discharged treated effluent as proposed in the draft 

permit.” USFWS letter to EPA, December 22, 2016. 
5 City of Austin comments to TCEQ on draft permit filed November 10, 2016, available at 

http://www.protectourwaternow.org/resolutions-in-opposition.  
6 Letter available at: http://www.protectourwaternow.org/blog/epa-objects-to-dripping-springs-draft-permit. 



 
 

Thank you for your consideration.  

 
Angela Richter 

Executive Director 

Save Barton Creek Association  

 

 

David Foster 

State Director 

Clean Water Action 

 

 

Roy Waley  

Conservation Chair  

Sierra Club, Austin Regional Group 

 

 

Bill Bunch 

Executive Director 

Save Our Springs Alliance 

 

 

Annalisa Peace 

Executive Director 

Greater Edwards Aquifer Alliance 

 

 

Joanne Cicala Inscore, Richard Beggs, Wesley Pitts, Jeff Shaw 

Board of Directors 

Protect Our Water (Hays County) 

  


