
 

 
 

 
 
July 18, 2016 
 
 
Office of the Chief Clerk 
Texas Commission on Environmental Quality 
P.O. Box 13087 
Austin, Texas 78711-3087 
 
VIA ELECTRONIC FILING 
 
RE:  Comments on the City of Dripping Springs Application for Proposed  

TPDES Permit No. WQ0014488003 
      
Dear Chief Clerk: 
 
Save Our Springs Alliance (SOS) files these comments in response to the application by the City of 
Dripping Springs (City) for a proposed Texas Pollution Discharge Elimination System Permit No. 
WQ0014488003 (Permit Application).  
 
SOS is a non-profit organization that works to protect the Edwards Aquifer, its springs and 
contributing streams, and the natural and cultural heritage of the Hill Country region and its 
watersheds, with special emphasis on Barton Springs.  SOS has members who live and play in the 
area, as well as downstream on Onion Creek and would be adversely affected by the Permit 
Application.  
 
In 2011, SOS completed a study of current wastewater irrigation practices in the Edwards Aquifer 
watershed. 1  We undertook this study after research by the U.S. Geological Survey and the City of 
Austin showed elevated levels of nitrogen in Barton Creek and Barton Springs.  Together, these 
studies pointed to wastewater facilities as a likely source of the nitrogen increases.  Elevated 
nitrogen in Hill Country streams and springs leads to excessive algae growth, depleted dissolved 
oxygen, and other water quality problems.  
 
The Permit Application seeks to discharge up to 995,000 gallons of treated wastewater per day via 
a pipe to Walnut Springs, thence to Onion Creek, in Segment No. 1427 of the Colorado River Basin.  
This discharge location would be in the Contributing Zone of the Barton Springs segment of the 
Edwards Aquifer.  Onion Creek is one of ten major streams or rivers that originate in the Edwards 
Aquifer Contributing or Recharge Zones and carry water across the recharging limestone to sustain 
flow in the Edwards Aquifer.  The Barton Springs segment of the Edwards Aquifer is the only 
known habitat for the endangered Barton Springs salamander and the Austin blind salamander. 
 

                                                 
1 D. Lauren Ross, Land-Applied Wastewater Effluent Impacts on the Edwards Aquifer, (2011), available at: 
http://www.aquiferalliance.net/Library/GEAAPublications/GlenroseEdwardsWastewaterReport20111103.pdf.  

http://www.aquiferalliance.net/Library/GEAAPublications/GlenroseEdwardsWastewaterReport20111103.pdf
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As proposed, the Permit Application amounts to an increase in effluent disposal volume by over six 
times that of the City’s current wastewater permit (WQ0014488001)(Current Permit) – a 162,500 
gallons per day Texas land application permit which prohibits discharge.  It is our understanding 
that the City is not operating the current plant at full capacity, and the City has already applied for 
an amendment to its Current Permit to increase capacity to 348,500 gallons per day.  Yet, now it has 
applied to increase its effluent volume astronomically and hastily and without showing a real need.   
 
Furthermore, the City’s own application records under its Current Permit indicate that the City has 
repeatedly applied effluent to saturated irrigation fields in violation of current permit terms.  Such a 
violation is one example of the City’s inability to manage the current plant responsibly at its limited 
capacity.  Surely, the ability of the operator and records demonstrating a pattern of violations are 
pertinent in determining whether to approve a massive increase in authorized effluent volume.  
 
Although the City has expressed an interest in using effluent from the proposed plant for beneficial 
reuse under Chapter 210, this Permit Application only seeks authorization to directly discharge the 
full volume of effluent with no limitations.  A direct discharge of this volume in this location should 
not be permitted.  
 
SOS is alarmed by but not surprised that a Water Quality Analysis Simulation Program (WASP) 
model, run by the City of Austin, predicts that the effluent from the proposed plant will change the 
trophic state of Onion Creek from oligotrophic to mesotrophic for approximately 9 to 12 miles.2  
This will have the impact of degrading the water quality in Onion Creek beyond de minimis levels, 
which is in violation of the TCEQ’s Anti-degradation Policy.  
 
Not only would the proposed discharge threaten the sensitive ecosystem and endangered species 
habitat directly, but the sheer size of this plant and the nature of this permit would induce 
additional development.  The cumulative increase in pollutant loading from enabled and induced 
development would increase the impacts.  Furthermore, this plant would set a dangerous precedent 
for other wastewater facilities in the Hill Country that could lead to an additional level of threats on 
the region’s water resources.     
 
The elevated nitrogen in Hill Country streams and springs is evidence that wastewater facilities are 
causing pollution.  We urge the TCEQ to protect Onion Creek from degradation by denying this 
Permit Application.  SOS files these comments specifically in opposition to the Permit Application.  
SOS reserves its right to submit additional comments and request a public hearing and a contested 
case hearing in the case that a draft permit and Preliminary Decision is released.  
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Lauren C. Ice 
Staff Attorney 

                                                 
2 Aaron Richter, WASP Model Analysis of a City of Dripping Springs Proposed Wastewater Treatment Plan Discharge to 

Onion Creek, (2016), available at: http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=254063.    

http://www.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=254063

