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August 11, 2016 

 

Ms. Bridget C. Bohac        Via Electronic Filing 

Office of the Chief Clerk (MC-105) 

Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) 

 

RE:  Supplemental Comments on Application for Proposed Permit No. WQ0014488003 

 

Dear Ms. Bohac: 

 

I write to provide the City of Austin’s
1
 supplemental comments on the City of Dripping Springs 

application for a Texas Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Permit (No. WQ0014488003) 

that would authorize the discharge of treated wastewater at a volume not to exceed 995,000 

gallons per day to the Onion Creek Watershed.
2
  The City of Austin (“City”) hopes TCEQ staff 

will consider and utilize these comments during the technical review of the proposed permit 

application.   

 

Groundwater Concerns 

In addition to the concerns about adverse impacts to surface water quality, the City is concerned 

about adverse impacts to groundwater supplies from a discharge of treated effluent into Onion 

Creek. The Edwards Aquifer is designated by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency as a 

Sole Source Aquifer as authorized by section 1424(e) of the Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974.  

The Trinity Aquifer is an important regional drinking water supply source. Onion Creek provides 

recharge to the Edwards Aquifer, is a major source of recharge to Barton Springs, which is the 

habitat of the Barton Springs salamander (Eurycea sosorum) and Austin Blind salamander 

(Eurycea waterlooensis), and a critical recreational and economic resource of the City. 

Additionally, based on a July 1, 2016, technical memorandum from the Barton Springs Edwards 

Aquifer Conservation District and City monitoring, a portion of Onion Creek downstream of the 

proposed discharge is a losing reach likely providing recharge to the Trinity Aquifer. (See 

http://bseacd.org/uploads/Surface-groundwater-interactions-memo-2016-web.pdf.)    

 

                                                 
1
 The City maintains its position that it is an affected and interested party.  

2
 The City reserves its right to amend and supplement these comments.  

City of Austin 

Law Department 

City Hall, 301 West 2nd Street, P.O. Box 1546 

Austin, Texas  78767-1546 

(512) 974-2268 

http://bseacd.org/uploads/Surface-groundwater-interactions-memo-2016-web.pdf
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Supplemental Water Quality Impact Analysis 

After submitting its initial comments to this Commission, the City staff conducted supplemental 

water quality impact analysis using the final phase discharge volume requested in the City of 

Dripping Springs’ application with the following effluent set: 1.2 mg/L NH3-N, total phosphorus 

0.15 mg/L, no limit on total nitrogen). This effluent set is based on proposed limits in TCEQ 

Interoffice Memoranda.
3
 Consistent with its prior modeling, City staff’s used its calibrated Water 

Quality Analysis Simulation Program (WASP).   

 

Results of the Supplemental Analysis 

The supplemental model predicts that the annual mean benthic algae chlorophyll a in 

Onion Creek at the confluence with the Walnut Springs Tributary will exceed the 36 

mg/m
2
 mesotrophic threshold (Dodds 2006) in every year between 2001 and 2015. As the 

Commission knows, Onion Creek’s benthic algae are currently in an oligotrophic 

condition.  Increasing benthic chlorophyll a in this manner will result in more than a de 

minimus lowering of water quality. Such a lowering of water quality violates the anti-

degradation protections found in 30 Texas Administrative Code 307.5.  

 

The supplemental model also predicts that the discharge would lead to excess nitrogen, in 

the form of nitrate, in Onion Creek. More specifically, the model predicts that in each 

simulated year there will be periods of the year where nitrate as nitrogen concentrations 

exceed 10 mg/L in the portion of Onion Creek at the confluence with the Walnut Springs 

Tributary downstream to western Edwards Aquifer recharge zone boundary. 

Additionally, the model predicts that in some years, 80% of the year will have nitrate as 

nitrogen concentrations that are higher than 10 mg/L at the western Edwards Aquifer 

recharge zone boundary. Nitrate in this quantity will degrade Onion Creek and the Trinity 

and Edwards aquifers. This degradation of the Edwards Aquifer is inconsistent with the 

stated goals of 30 Texas Administrative Code Chapter 213. To say it another way, failing 

to limit total nitrogen in the permit will not protect public health, aquatic life, or the 

environment because excessive nitrogen will interfere with existing quality of 

groundwater in the Edwards and Trinity aquifers.  Thus, a total nitrogen limit in a draft 

permit is critical to ensure no adverse water quality impacts to human health occur as a 

result of the proposed permit action.     

 

Impact to the City’s Interests 

The supplemental analysis predicts that in some years Onion Creek benthic algae will be 

in a degraded mesotrophic condition up to 3.78 miles downstream of the confluence with 

the Walnut Springs Tributary. This degradation will occur in the portion of Onion Creek 

that flows through a City of Austin conservation easement and will adversely impact the 

City’s property interests. 

 

Increasing Sulfate 

Onion Creek from FM 967 to the upper end of the segment is impaired because of elevated 

                                                 
3
 The Interoffice Memoranda include: James E. Michalk’s memorandum to the Municipal Permits Team (dated May 

6, 2016) and Lili Murphy’s memorandum to the Municipal Permits Team (dated April 19, 2016).  
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sulfate concentrations.
4
 Additionally, City analysis of the water quality data generated as part of 

the Clean Rivers Program indicates the concentration of sulfate in Barton Springs is increasing 

over time. Because of the connection between the impaired segment of Onion Creek, the 

Edwards Aquifer, and Barton Springs, the City believes that the addition of sulfate from a 

discharge of treated effluent will exacerbate the sulfate impairment in Onion Creek and 

contribute to increased sulfate levels in Barton Springs.   

 

Insufficient Tier 2 Anti-degradation Analysis 

Based on our review of Mr. Michalk’s May 6, 2016, Technical Memorandum, TCEQ’s analysis 

was based on an uncalibrated QUAL-TX model. This preliminary Tier 2 anti-degradation 

analysis is insufficient to ensure compliance with water quality standards in 30 Texas 

Administrative Code Chapter 307 for high quality water bodies like Onion Creek.  

 

Conducting an analysis of water quality impact with the QUAL-TX model is deficient because it 

only models in a steady state, which is inconsistent with the actual conditions in Onion Creek.   

Riverine systems, like Onion Creek, vary on diurnal and annual cycles in response to changing 

climatic conditions and natural processes.  A steady state model cannot analyze the different 

flow and climate scenarios, which is necessary to quantify the response of the stream under 

different conditions over time. Additionally, using an uncalibrated version of the QUAL-TX 

model, the precision of QUAL-TX model predictions is not justified, especially with the degree 

of variation in model input parameters and boundary conditions. 

 

Proposed Method to Treat City of Dripping Springs Wastewater 

Assuming the permit includes a total phosphorus limit of 0.15 mg/L (or a lower limit), the City 

of Dripping Springs’ proposed treatment method is insufficient to meet that standard. 

Specifically, the method lacks the necessary chemical addition and tertiary filtration or 

membrane filtration.  

 

Conclusion 

Because of the concerns raised above, the City requests that TCEQ staff re-examine the Tier 2 

anti-degradation analysis and TexTox screening of nitrate degradation in the Trinity and 

Edwards aquifers to ensure that existing uses can be maintained and protected. Thank you for 

your consideration of these comments.  If you have questions, please contact me or Chris 

Herrington at 512-974-2840 or at chris.herrington@austintexas.gov.    

 

Sincerely, 

Patricia (Trish) L. Link, Assistant City Attorney 

City of Austin Law Department 

P.O. Box 1546; Austin, Texas 78767-1546 

Telephone: 512-974-2173; Fax: 512-974-6490 Email: patricia.link@austintexas.gov 

 

 

CC: Chris Herrington, P.E., City of Austin Watershed Protection Department 

                                                 
4
 Onion Creek (segment 1427) is listed on the State of Texas inventory of impaired waters (2014 Texas 303(d) List). 
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