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Executive Summary 

 

Between 2000 and 2012, Austin’s water rates have gone up by 100% and its wastewater rates have gone up by 

97%.   This is how Austin compares to itself.  But how do Austin’s current rates compare to other cities? 

 

Austin’s combined water/wastewater costs are the highest of the 10 largest cities in Texas.  Austin is highest 

in all rate classes, including Residential, Multifamily, Commercial, and Large Volume (Industrial).  And 

Austin is highest when these rate classes are totaled for an overall combined water/wastewater cost for each 

utility.   

 

In 2011, Austin’s combined water/wastewater cost per unit (thousand gallons) was 53% higher than the 

weighted average of these 9 other large cities.  Austin’s combined water/wastewater costs also lead its suburbs 

in both Residential and Commercial classes as well.  Austin is 17% higher than the weighted average of the 14 

smaller cities that surround it that were surveyed. 

 

 
 



 
 

This bodes ill for the affordability and competitiveness of the city.  This is especially true since the Austin 

Water Utility (AWU) plans to raise its costs by another 19% per person by the year 2016. 

 

Comparing the weighted average of water/wastewater costs for the other 9 largest Texas cities, the excess cost 

borne by Austin residences and commercial customers amounted to over $141 million in lost discretionary 

income and increased business costs in fiscal year 2011.  Comparing the weighted average costs of its suburbs, 

the excess cost to Austinites was $60 million. 

 

Numerous policies and decisions, both large and small, have made Austin an expensive place to buy water and 

wastewater services, and by extension, made the city a less affordable place to live.  Rate increases in the 

offing will likely continue this trend for the foreseeable future. 

 

The single largest expense for the Austin Water Utility is debt and capital improvements related to debt, which 

represent 52% of the total budget.  It might be possible to lower bills in the short-term by lowering AWU’s 

profit and reducing its energy costs.  It could sell unused land.  There may even be people who will attempt to 

cut programs essential for environmental protection for short-term gain.  However, until the debt is under 

control, AWU will likely continue its dubious leadership role as an expensive water provider, renowned as 

having one of the highest rates in Texas. 
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1.0 Introduction 

 

The City of Austin has run a municipal water/wastewater utility since the end of the 19
th

 Century.  Its ability to 

provide reliable and affordable service has been an important reason for the city’s growth and quality of life.  

However, as the utility has grown in the service area and number of customers, rates have increased to the 

point where they are substantially higher than their historic levels.  Between 2000 and 2012, Austin’s water 

rates have gone up 100% and wastewater rates have gone up by 97%.
i
 During this same time period, inflation 

went up 35%.
ii
 

 

The rates in Austin’s Residential class actually went up more than average rates.  Since 2000, these water rates 

have gone up 101% and wastewater rates have gone up 119%. 

 

The Austin Water Utility (AWU) has tried to justify these high rates by comparing them to other cities.  In an 

April 2011 presentation to City Council, the utility claimed that rates are moderate compared to benchmarked 

utilities around the state and country.   

 

The purpose of this study is to shed light on AWU justifications, which do not view the rates of these other 

cities in full context.  As detailed below in the “Methodology” section, AWU has not compared these other 

utilities in terms of their retail cost per unit of water and wastewater provided.  When these costs are taken into 

account, Austin leads the top 10 Texas cities (defined by population) in combined water/wastewater costs in 

all rate classes.  Austin also ranks high compared to the weighted average of suburban cities that surround it. 

 

This report will detail the method for determining this troubled ranking, show the ranking for each rate class, 

and elaborate on some possible causes. 

 

The report took more than 4 months to produce, and was largely self-funded.  The author gratefully 

acknowledges a grant of $5,000 from the SOS Alliance.  No conditions were placed on the report’s content in 

return for this assistance. 

 

Distribution and Verification of the Report 

 

This report is intended for distribution to people responsible for or concerned about water policy in the AWU 

service area.  These people include members of the Austin City Council, City Boards and Commissions, 

Austin press affiliates, and ratepayers. 

 

Efforts will also be made to alert members of the general public to this report’s availability.  The report is 

available free to the public electronically at www.environmentaldirectory.info/ 

 

This first version of this report may be revised  for accuracy and  inclusion of other ideas based  upon 

the merits of comments or additional data provided .   

 

2.0 Methodology – A New Standard 

 

This report is meant to answer the question: “If you lived in a specific city, what would be the average 

combined water/wastewater cost per thousand gallons if you lived there?” 

 

Two methods have been used by AWU and many other water utilities to benchmark their costs. 

 

A simple method of comparison applies rate structures from various utilities to the average use of a particular 

city or region.  For instance, Austin’s residences use about 8.1 thousand gallons of water per month.  This 

quantity of use is applied to the rates of Austin and other utilities that are chosen to see how they compare.   

 



Sometimes this basic method is advanced to vary the average month for a particular rate class.  Again, using 

Austin residences as an example, the 8.1 thousand gallon per month average varies from 5.2 thousand gallons 

in February to 11.6 thousand gallons in September.  So rate structures of various cities are applied to each 

separate month and the costs for each month are totaled and then averaged.  Since many utilities charge higher 

costs for increased use, which usually occurs during summer months, this method is more accurate. 

 

However, there are 3 problems with these methods. 

 

1. Actual consumption patterns in other utilities differ from Austin, and these profiles have great influence on 

rate design in these other cities. 

 

2. The rate designs themselves are not standard.  For instance, Austin uses a “winter average” of 3 months of 

residential winter water consumption to determine what the wastewater bill will be throughout the entire year.  

However, 2 large cities in Texas, Houston and Laredo, do not use this method.  

 

3. Often rate designs are structured in such a way that real costs are not reflected in average consumption.  

Austin’s residential rates in particular are steeply tiered to encourage conservation.  It has 5 rate blocks.  The 

first block is less than 1/10
th

 the cost per unit of the last block. Contrast this to some utilities that charge the 

same fee for every unit. 

 

AUSTIN WATER UTILITY'S TIERED BILLING SYSTEM 

       

  Cost Per Percent of Percent of 

Percent 

of 

  

1,000 

Gallons Customers Consumption Revenue 

Customer Charges/Month – $11.50      

0-1,999 Gallons/Month $1.17  13% 2% 3% 

2,000-8,999 Gallons/Month $3.08  59% 36% 27% 

9,000-14,999 Gallons/Month $7.92  16% 22% 17% 

15,000-24,999 Gallons/Month $10.95  9% 21% 22% 

25,000 + Gallons/Month $12.19  4% 20% 30% 

       

Consumption is 3 year average between fiscal years 2009-2011    

Revenue is fiscal year 2012 rates applied to consumption average    

Columns may not total 100% due to rounding      

For Percent of Revenue, each tier includes its share of customer charges     



Applying the simple method to Austin’s consumption totally misses the top 3 rate blocks in all months.  

Applying the advanced method totally misses the top 2 rate blocks in all months, and misses the third tier in all 

but 4 summer months.  All told, these methods miss at least 41% of residential consumption and 52% of 

residential revenue in Austin’s residential rate class. 

 

DIFFERENT METHODS FOR DETERMINING AUSTIN'S WATER COSTS 

  OCT NOV DEC JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUNE JUL AUG SEP TOTAL 

                

Simple Method 1,000 Gallons 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 8.1 97.4 

Monthly Bill Has Only 2 Tiers $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $33  $392  

                

Advanced Method 1,000 Gallons 8.1 6.9 6.7 6.3 5.2 5.7 6.9 8.0 9.4 11.0 11.5 11.6 97.3 

Monthly Bill Has 3 Tiers in Summer $33  $29  $28  $27  $24  $25  $29  $32  $39  $51  $55  $56  $428  

                

Monthly Cost With All 5 Tiers $49  $40  $38  $35  $29  $31  $39  $47  $58  $73  $78  $79  $596  

                

Consumption is 3 year average of fiscal years 2009-2011           

Yearly consumption may differ slightly due to rounding                   



To produce a more accurate cost/rate comparison, this report obtained “all-in” costs and consumption from the 

utilities included in this study to see what was charged per unit (thousand gallons) for water and wastewater.  

The averages were then weighted for a combined average cost of water and wastewater per unit.  This was 

done for each rate class to the extent possible, and then as a combined total for all rate classes.  The author is 

not aware of any other studies in Texas that have been conducted in this manner. 

 

2.1 Utilities Surveyed 

 

Municipal utilities in the top 10 Texas cities (by population in the 2010 Census) were surveyed.  These cities 

are: Arlington, Austin, Corpus Christi, Dallas, El Paso, Ft. Worth, Houston, Laredo, Plano, and San Antonio. 

These cities had populations in the 2010 Census ranging from about 236,000 to over 2 million in 2010. 

 

Suburban cities surrounding Austin that were surveyed include cities with populations at least 6,000 per the 

2010 Census, and that were less than 35 miles from Austin as defined by the Rand McNally miles calculator.
iii

  

These include: Bastrop, Buda, Cedar Park, Elgin, Georgetown, Hutto, Kyle, Lago Vista, Lakeway, Leander, 

Lockhart, Pflugerville, Round Rock, and San Marcos.  These cities had populations ranging up to 100,000 in 

2010.   

 

2.2 Structure of Analysis 

 

Ideally, it would be optimal to compare Austin’s rates to other utilities through its own rate classes, 

Residential, Multifamily, Commercial, and Large Volume (Industrial).  However, some utilities have only 2 

basic classes, Residential and Commercial.  Other utilities go in the opposite direction, delineating 

Commercial customers into Schools, Government, Hospitals, etc. 

 

For the 10 largest cities, this study segments utility classes into Residential and an Aggregated Commercial 

class.  In cases where utilities have discrete Commercial, Multifamily and Large Volume classes, these are 

broken out for comparative purposes.  When these rate classes do not occur in some utilities, their combined 

Commercial class numbers are used as a surrogate in the spreadsheet charts for comparison.  For the suburban 

cities, relatively few of them had Multifamily or Large Volume rates, so comparisons were made only for their 

Residential and Aggregated Commercial rate classes. 

 

For large Texas cities, the time period for the comparison was fiscal year 2011 and projected fiscal year 2012.  

This second year was not available or available in the same detail in 2 of the utilities in the large cities.  They 

were also not available for most of the suburban cities in this survey, so 2012 was not included in the suburban 

analysis. 

 

Certain rate classes with relatively minor amounts of consumption were ignored in this study, as well as 

certain types of water and wastewater sales.  These include: rates for fire sprinklers and hydrants, certain 

irrigation customers, raw water sales, contract sales to Municipal Utility Districts and outlying suburbs, 

wholesale customers, and pollution control services for industries that fall outside of normal wastewater 

treatment. 

 

2.3 Statistical Adjustments 

 

Wastewater costs for Hutto and Pflugerville for the Residential and Commercial classes and Lago Vista for the 

Residential class were excluded because they were based on flat fees.  However, an alternative scenario which 

attributed 50% of these cities’ water volume to wastewater only changed the overall difference between 

Austin’s cost and its suburban cities by 1%.
iv

 

 

All-in total costs for the El Paso water utility were adjusted to account for its water replacement fee.  This fee 

is charged by meter size, and rate class per meter size could not be defined.  Since 99% of residential meters 



were stated by the utility to be one size (and cost per month), estimates in this report for each rate class is 

considered to be quite accurate.
v
 

 

2.4 Definition of Calculations 

 

Water Cost Per Thousand Gallons: Water Costs ÷ Water Volume 

 

Wastewater Cost Per Thousand Gallons: Wastewater Cost ÷ Wastewater Volume 

 

Combined Water/Wastewater Cost Per Unit (Thousand Gallons): (Water Costs + Wastewater Costs) ÷ (Water 

Volume  + Wastewater Volume) 

 

Weighted Average for Other Utilities: (Sum of Combined Water/Waterwater Costs for Competing Utilities) ÷ 

(Sum of Combined Water/Wastewater Volume for Competing Utilities)  



3.0 Results of Residential Comparison 
 

Austin has the highest Residential class water, wastewater, and combined water/wastewater costs per unit of 

the 10 largest cities in Texas for both FY 2011 and projected FY 2012.  Austin’s combined water/wastewater 

cost of $6.22 is 54% above the weighted average for the 9 other large Texas cities.   

 

Note that Austin’s lead in water cost per unit in 2012 increases, in part due to increased system costs, and in 

part due to the drought cutting into consumption, which drives up the amount of revenue the utility needs to 

collect per unit to meet its budget needs. 

 

For the 14 suburban cities surrounding Austin, 6 of them have a combined water/wastewater cost that was 

higher than Austin in FY 2011.  But Austin’s combined costs are 18% higher than the weighted average for 

these 14 cities. 

 



 

RESIDENTIAL – LARGE CITIES 

WATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $36,592,959  11,421,113 92,710 $3.20   --NA-- 

Austin $106,197,808  20,080,398 189,846 $5.29  $103,722,171  17,782,417 $5.83  

Corpus Christi $36,837,294  7,073,446 79,653 $5.21  $31,282,871  6,794,300 $4.60  

Dallas $118,826,691  29,860,081 245,096 $3.98  $108,275,000  28,280,948 $3.83  

El Paso $58,281,342  19,462,053 168,725 $2.99  $61,369,404  20,465,898 $3.00  

Ft. Worth $85,082,648  20,576,980 200,991 $4.13  $86,385,413  20,488,400 $4.22  

Houston $120,675,732  28,553,893 371,345 $4.23  $119,542,652  26,342,960 $4.54  

Laredo $15,717,459  7,325,100 55,329 $2.15   --NA-- 

Plano $39,396,482  12,653,605 69,083 $3.11  $40,223,809  12,919,331 $3.11  

San Antonio $140,395,052  34,409,649 335,318 $4.08  $127,687,864  30,344,374 $4.21  

          

WASTEWATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $25,672,902  5,584,900 91,970 $4.60   --NA-- 

Austin $76,843,643  9,359,478 182,103 $8.21  $88,280,487  10,402,827 $8.49  

Corpus Christi $36,051,910  5,121,460 77,018 $7.04  $39,616,679  5,478,728 $7.23  

Dallas $81,361,617  15,600,629 231,919 $5.22  $92,141,360  17,006,623 $5.42  

El Paso $30,909,357  11,877,609 167,805 $2.60  $31,761,057  12,306,469 $2.58  

Ft. Worth $52,363,731  11,258,260 199,317 $4.65  $60,416,017  13,119,400 $4.61  

Houston $146,401,488  28,458,631 370,229 $5.14  $145,230,850  26,250,760 $5.53  

Laredo $19,082,206  6,375,200 52,881 $2.99   --NA-- 

Plano $31,898,760  5,938,235 68,900 $5.37  $32,568,634  6,062,938 $5.37  

San Antonio $88,547,090  27,409,572 378,409 $3.23  $99,760,402  26,910,234 $3.71  

          

TOTAL 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons  Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $62,265,861  17,006,013   $3.66   --NA-- 

Austin $183,041,451  29,439,876   $6.22  $192,002,658  28,185,244 $6.81  

Corpus Christi $72,889,204  12,194,906   $5.98  $70,899,550  12,273,028 $5.78  

Dallas $200,188,308  45,460,710   $4.40  $200,416,360  45,287,571 $4.43  

El Paso $89,190,698  31,339,663   $2.85  $93,130,462  32,772,367 $2.84  

Ft. Worth $137,446,379  31,835,240   $4.32  $146,801,430  33,607,800 $4.37  

Houston $267,077,220  57,012,524   $4.68  $264,773,502  52,593,720 $5.03  

Laredo $34,799,665  13,700,300   $2.54   --NA-- 

Plano $71,295,242  18,591,840   $3.83  $72,792,442  18,982,268 $3.83  

San Antonio $228,942,142  61,819,221   $3.70  $227,448,266  57,254,608 $3.97  

 



RESIDENTIAL – AUSTIN SUBURBS 2011 

WATER Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG 

Bastrop $1,104,819  238,029 2,216 $4.64  

Buda $1,031,698  237,511 2,130 $4.34  

Cedar Park $13,077,529  2,603,299 18,217 $5.02  

Elgin $1,656,531  247,817 2,811 $6.68  

Georgetown $12,735,597  3,180,901 18,642 $4.00  

Hutto $3,772,191  491,951 5,565 $7.67  

Kyle $3,384,111  621,956 6,987 $5.44  

Lago Vista $1,847,329  293,939 2,792 $6.28  

Lakeway $3,230,995  696,355 3,873 $4.64  

Leander $8,901,032  1,062,372 8,991 $8.38  

Lockhart $2,059,179  334,447 3,649 $6.16  

Pflugerville $8,688,760  1,524,884 12,154 $5.70  

Round Rock $13,275,728  3,753,006 26,949 $3.54  

San Marcos $4,363,677  657,581 7,979 $6.64  

SUBTOTAL $79,129,176  15,944,048   $4.96  

     

WASTEWATER Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG 

Bastrop $731,507  113,062 2,001 $6.47  

Buda $1,746,405  200,248  --NA-- $8.72  

Cedar Park $7,729,616  1,320,661 17,596 $5.85  

Elgin $1,112,366  158,529 2,573 $7.02  

Georgetown $5,949,859  953,501 17,102 $6.24  

Hutto  --NA-- 

Kyle $1,969,424  437,335 8,166 $4.50  

Lago Vista*  --NA-- 

Lakeway $1,194,675  159,540 2,890 $7.49  

Leander $2,820,327  528,574 8,270 $5.34  

Lockhart $1,351,194  229,293 3,737 $5.89  

Pflugerville*  --NA-- 

Round Rock $9,792,031  1,773,310 26,915 $5.52  

San Marcos $3,209,518  409,976 6,676 $7.83  

SUBTOTAL $37,606,922  6,284,028   $5.98  

     

TOTAL Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons   Cost/TG 

Bastrop $1,836,326  351,092   $5.23  

Buda $2,778,103  437,759   $6.35  

Cedar Park $20,807,145  3,923,960   $5.30  

Elgin $2,768,897  406,346   $6.81  

Georgetown $18,685,457  4,134,402   $4.52  

Hutto $3,772,191  491,951   $7.67  

Kyle $5,353,535  1,059,291   $5.05  

Lago Vista $1,847,329  293,939   $6.28  

Lakeway $4,425,669  855,895   $5.17  

Lockhart $3,410,373  563,740   $6.05  

Leander $11,721,359  1,590,946   $7.37  

Pflugerville $8,688,760  1,524,884   $5.70  

Round Rock $23,067,759  5,526,316   $4.17  

San Marcos $7,573,195  1,067,557   $7.09  

TOTAL $116,736,098  22,228,076   $5.25  

    Austin Benchmark  $6.22  

    18% 

*Hutto, Lago Vista, & Pflugerville residential wastewater billed with a flat fee. 



4.0 Results of Aggregated Commercial Comparison 

 

Various cities have different rate structures for commercial customers.  Some only have one rate, no matter 

their consumption or purpose.  Others divide these customers into Commercial, Multifamily, Schools, 

Hospitals, Irrigation, Industrial, etc.  To compare them as accurately as possible, this analysis totaled all 

major non-residential classes into one Aggregated Commercial Class. 

 

Austin has the highest Aggregated Commercial water, wastewater, and combined water/wastewater costs per 

unit of the 10 largest cities in Texas for both FY 2011 and projected FY 2012.  Austin’s combined 

water/wastewater cost of $5.64 is 53% above the weighted average for the 9 other large Texas cities.   

 

Again, note that Austin’s lead in water cost per unit in 2012 increases, in part due to increased system costs, 

and in part due to the drought cutting into consumption, which drives up the amount of revenue the utility 

needs to collect per unit to meet its budget needs. 

 

For the 14 suburban cities surrounding Austin, 5 of them have a combined water/wastewater cost that was 

higher than Austin in FY 2011.  But Austin’s combined water /wastewater costs are 23% higher than the 

weighted average for these 14 cities. 

 

 



AGGREGATED COMMERCIAL – LARGE CITIES 

WATER 2011     2012    

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $21,174,775  6,842,026 5,808 $3.09   --NA-- 

Austin $113,538,868  25,023,534 21,928 $4.54  $118,888,211  23,257,615 $5.11  

Corpus Christi $52,948,772  14,723,267 7,884 $3.60  $57,417,090  14,959,700 $3.84  

Dallas $122,775,520  42,808,408 41,218 $2.87  $130,584,000  44,219,052 $2.95  

El Paso $38,674,284  12,200,797 17,542 $3.17  $41,095,219  13,064,293 $3.15  

Ft. Worth $44,770,783  15,156,200 14,991 $2.95  $49,613,732  15,257,500 $3.25  

Houston $186,168,954  50,661,975 49,213 $3.67  $185,633,440  50,785,601 $3.66  

Laredo $12,212,752  3,908,900 7,645 $3.12   --NA-- 

Plano $30,559,988  7,683,765 8,613 $3.98  $31,728,267  7,980,105 $3.98  

San Antonio $102,922,388  24,854,196 31,831 $4.14  $101,543,612  23,080,439 $4.40  

          

WASTEWATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $21,097,838  5,884,513 5,373 $3.59   --NA-- 

Austin $112,900,830  15,144,680 16,865 $7.45  $117,525,789  15,156,013 $7.75  

Corpus Christi $17,155,758  4,520,828 6,858 $3.79  $16,909,681  4,243,296 $3.99  

Dallas $101,374,668  32,888,211 30,930 $3.08  $113,002,000  34,748,213 $3.25  

El Paso $15,100,535  5,844,557 13,066 $2.58  $15,448,679  6,030,766 $2.56  

Ft. Worth $56,680,018  11,984,470 14,346 $4.73  $60,222,338  12,133,600 $4.96  

Houston $252,628,122  47,823,957 48,124 $5.28  $273,290,841  48,817,122 $5.60  

Laredo $7,877,510  2,657,500 6,553 $2.96   --NA-- 

Plano $19,618,025  3,789,178 6,658 $5.18  $20,070,083  3,862,487 $5.20  

San Antonio $56,208,141  20,213,322 25,935 $2.78  $56,366,858  18,952,807 $2.97  

          

TOTAL 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons  Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $42,272,613  12,726,539   $3.32   --NA-- 

Austin $226,439,698  40,168,214   $5.64  $236,414,000  38,413,628 $6.15  

Corpus Christi $70,104,530  19,244,095   $3.64  $74,326,771  19,202,996 $3.87  

Dallas $224,150,188  75,696,619   $2.96  $243,586,000  78,967,265 $3.08  

El Paso $53,774,819  18,045,354   $2.98  $56,543,897  19,095,058 $2.96  

Ft. Worth $101,450,801  27,140,670   $3.74  $109,836,070  27,391,100 $4.01  

Houston $438,797,075  98,485,932   $4.46  $458,924,281  99,602,723 $4.61  

Laredo $20,090,262  6,566,400   $3.06   --NA-- 

Plano $50,178,013  11,472,943   $4.37  $51,798,349  11,842,592 $4.37  

San Antonio $159,130,529  45,067,519   $3.53  $157,910,470  42,033,246 $3.76  

 



COMMERCIAL – AUSTIN SUBURBS 2011 

WATER Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG 

Bastrop $861,282  221,978 586 $3.88  

Buda $479,679  87,680 203 $5.47  

Cedar Park $4,707,026  1,211,865 1,190 $3.88  

Elgin $584,815  107,315 305 $5.45  

Georgetown $3,157,948  989,813 1,535 $3.19  

Hutto $608,544  75,281 161 $8.08  

Kyle $1,053,633  203,467 385 $5.18  

Lago Vista $239,029  36,413 189 $6.56  

Lakeway $284,396  55,827 124 $5.09  

Leander $2,079,831  235,842 437 $8.82  

Lockhart $1,167,318  203,091 473 $5.75  

Pflugerville $1,827,314  346,986 424 $5.27  

Round Rock $7,042,833  2,339,822 2,013 $3.01  

San Marcos $9,376,524  1,593,262 1,800 $5.89  

SUBTOTAL $33,470,173  7,708,644   $4.34  

     

WASTEWATER Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG 

Bastrop $503,813  116,533 498 $4.32  

Buda $455,236  61,648  --NA-- $7.38  

Cedar Park $1,688,821  518,455 651 $3.26  

Elgin $334,857  61,473 260 $5.45  

Georgetown $2,034,499  503,660 1,180 $4.04  

Hutto  --NA-- 

Kyle $350,586  148,989 315 $2.35  

Lago Vista $141,540  15,383 157 $9.20  

Lakeway $129,927  32,347 71 $4.02  

Leander $319,922  61,052 228 $5.24  

Lockhart $690,859  130,821 428 $5.28  

Pflugerville*  --NA-- 

Round Rock $3,988,878  968,527 1,400 $4.12  

San Marcos $9,013,209  1,299,681 1,420 $6.93  

SUBTOTAL $19,652,148  3,918,570   $5.02  

     

TOTAL Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons   Cost/TG 

Bastrop $1,365,096  338,512   $4.03  

Buda $934,915  149,328   $6.26  

Cedar Park $6,395,847  1,730,320   $3.70  

Elgin $919,672  168,788   $5.45  

Georgetown $5,192,447  1,493,473   $3.48  

Hutto $608,544  75,281   $8.08  

Kyle $1,404,219  352,456   $3.98  

Lago Vista $380,570  51,796   $7.35  

Lakeway $414,323  88,174   $4.70  

Leander $2,399,753  296,895   $8.08  

Lockhart $1,858,177  333,912   $5.56  

Pflugerville $1,827,314  346,986   $5.27  

Round Rock $11,031,711  3,308,349   $3.33  

San Marcos $18,389,733  2,892,944   $6.36  

TOTAL $53,122,321  11,627,214   $4.57  

     Austin Benchmark  $5.64  

    23% 

Hutto & Pflugerville commercial wastewater billed with a flat fee. Lakeway commercial wastewater not available. 



5.0 Results of Commercial Comparison 

 

For this analysis, only the Commercial rate class was surveyed for the top 10 cities.  This removes Mutifamily 

and Large Volume classes included in the Aggregated Commercial analysis previously discussed. 

 

Austin has the highest Commercial wastewater and combined water/wastewater cost per unit of the 10 largest 

cities in Texas for both FY 2011 and projected FY 2012.  In water rates, Corpus Christi was slightly higher, 

but the wastewater costs placed Austin well above all other cities in combined water/wastewater cost.  

Austin’s combined water/wastewater cost of $5.74 is 57% above the weighted average for the 9 other large 

Texas cities.   

 

Note that in 2012, Austin’s projected water rates overtake Corpus Christi, even as they both rise markedly. 

 

 



COMMERCIAL – LARGE CITIES 

WATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $11,877,103  3,421,782 4,912 $3.47   --NA-- 

Austin $60,785,265  12,522,682 16,003 $4.85  $63,053,453  11,372,173 $5.54  

Corpus Christi $22,523,697  4,566,691 6,894 $4.93  $33,433,241  6,110,700 $5.47  

Dallas $111,539,787  37,445,684 41,129 $2.98  $118,338,000  38,838,594 $3.05  

El Paso $35,716,590  11,231,983 17,536 $3.18  $37,743,872  11,986,607 $3.15  

Ft. Worth $24,022,159  7,764,300 12,977 $3.09  $39,256,967  11,442,700 $3.43  

Houston $94,709,224  24,988,696 35,831 $3.79   --NA-- 

Laredo $12,212,752  3,908,900 7,645 $3.12   --NA-- 

Plano $30,044,299  7,551,560 8,613 $3.98  $30,675,230  7,710,143 $3.98  

San Antonio $102,922,388  24,854,196 31,831 $4.14  $101,543,612  23,080,439 $4.40  

           

WASTEWATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $10,137,384  2,669,201 4,493 $3.80   --NA-- 

Austin $44,932,377  5,904,601 11,551 $7.61  $48,386,341  6,052,347 $7.99  

Corpus Christi $10,196,922  2,535,711 5,769 $4.02  $16,909,681  4,243,296 $3.99  

Dallas $97,952,220  31,658,780 30,868 $3.09  $106,288,000  32,499,808 $3.27  

El Paso $14,838,298  5,686,892 13,062 $2.61  $15,176,760  5,868,559 $2.59  

Ft. Worth $45,645,205  9,574,570 14,007 $4.77  $48,478,982  9,769,200 $4.96  

Houston $114,962,963  20,989,875 34,655 $5.48   --NA-- 

Laredo $7,877,510  2,657,500 6,604 $2.96   --NA-- 

Plano $19,086,965  3,700,601 5,284 $5.16  $19,010,617  3,685,799 $5.16  

San Antonio $56,208,141  20,213,322 25,935 $2.78  $56,366,858  18,952,807 $2.97  

          

TOTAL 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons  Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $22,014,487  6,090,983   $3.61   --NA-- 

Austin $105,717,643  18,427,283   $5.74  $111,439,794  17,424,520 $6.40  

Corpus Christi $32,720,619  7,102,402   $4.61  $50,342,922  10,353,996 $4.86  

Dallas $209,492,007  69,104,464   $3.03  $224,626,000  71,338,402 $3.15  

El Paso $50,554,888  16,918,875   $2.99  $52,920,632  17,855,165 $2.96  

Ft. Worth $69,667,364  17,338,870   $4.02  $87,735,949  21,211,900 $4.14  

Houston $209,672,187  45,978,571   $4.56   --NA-- 

Laredo $20,090,262  6,566,400   $3.06   --NA-- 

Plano $49,131,264  11,252,162   $4.37  $49,685,847  11,395,942 $4.36  

San Antonio $159,130,529  45,067,519   $3.53  $157,910,470  42,033,246 $3.76  

Ft. Worth 2012 wastewater estimated by percent volume for this class applied to total commercial revenue.  Commercial revenue is not broken out. 

Multifamily included in Corpus Christi 2012 water costs because projected cost have only two classes, Commercial and Industrial. 



6.0 Results of Multifamily Comparison 

 

Only 5 of the 10 largest cities have a discrete Multifamily Class that can be compared.  (El Paso also has one, 

but lack of detail made comparison difficult.)
vi

  For the sake of comparison, the Commercial class costs are 

used for comparative purposes when Multifamily rates are not in place. 

 

Similar to the Commercial class, Austin has the highest Multifamily wastewater and combined 

water/wastewater costs per unit of the 10 largest cities in Texas for both FY 2011 and projected FY 2012.  In 

water rates, Corpus Christi was higher, and San Antonio is tied with Austin.  However, the wastewater prices 

placed Austin well above all other cities in combined water/wastewater costs.  Austin’s combined 

water/wastewater cost of $5.61 is 33% above the weighted average for the 4 other large Texas cities that have 

this rate class.   

 

 



 

MULTIFAMILY – LARGE CITIES 

WATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $8,133,562  2,962,151 886 $2.75   --NA-- 

Austin $39,267,814  9,478,012 5,905 $4.14  $42,849,557  9,166,597 $4.67  

Corpus Christi $8,498,007  1,609,722 972 $5.28   --NA-- $5.47  

Dallas  --NA-- $2.87   --NA-- $3.05  

El Paso  --NA-- $3.17   --NA-- $3.15  

Ft. Worth $12,101,563  3,884,500 1,683 $3.12   --NA-- $3.43  

Houston $89,264,632  25,069,764 13,236 $3.56  $90,087,187  24,786,728 $3.63  

Laredo  --NA-- $3.12   --NA-- 

Plano $416,440  103,724 1,368 $4.01  $425,185  105,902 $4.01  

San Antonio  --NA-- $4.14   --NA-- $4.40  

        

WASTEWATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $9,919,296  2,899,267 873 $3.42   --NA-- 

Austin $53,813,562  7,127,292 5,293 $7.55  $55,090,264  7,093,666 $7.77  

Corpus Christi $6,083,583  1,750,394 1,082 $3.48   --NA-- $3.99  

Dallas  --NA-- $3.09   --NA-- $3.27  

El Paso  --NA-- $2.58   --NA-- $2.56  

Ft. Worth  --NA-- $4.77   --NA-- $4.96  

Houston $128,159,709  25,002,109 13,212 $5.13  $129,217,678  24,695,017 $5.23  

Laredo  --NA-- $2.96   --NA-- 

Plano $467,272  78,842 1,366 $5.93  $465,403  78,527 $5.93  

San Antonio  --NA-- $3.53   --NA-- $2.97  

        

TOTAL 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons  Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $18,052,858  5,861,418   $3.08   --NA-- 

Austin $93,081,375  16,605,304   $5.61  $97,939,821  16,260,263 $6.02  

Corpus Christi $14,581,590  3,360,116   $4.34   --NA-- $4.86  

Dallas  --NA--   $3.03   --NA-- $3.15  

El Paso  --NA--   $2.98   --NA-- $2.96  

Ft. Worth  --NA--   ≈$4.02  --NA-- $4.01  

Houston $217,424,342  50,071,873   $4.34  $219,304,865  49,481,746 $4.43  

Laredo  --NA--   $3.06   --NA-- 

Plano $883,712  182,566   $4.84  $890,588  184,429 $4.83  

San Antonio  --NA--   $3.53   --NA-- $3.76  



7.0 Results of Industrial Comparison 

 

The Large Volume or Industrial rate class occurs in 8 of the 10 largest cities. Austin has the highest Industrial 

water, wastewater and combined water/wastewater costs per unit for these cities in FY 2011.  Austin’s 

Industrial combined water/wastewater cost is more than double that of utilities in Dallas and Corpus Christi. 

 

In this comparison, Houston is an anomaly in respect to its wastewater volume.  It treats 3 times the 

wastewater as the water it supplies in this rate class.  This is virtually impossible under normal circumstances.  

These Houston industries are obtaining most of their water from other sources and then having the utility 

process the wastewater.  These sources include groundwater, and water supplied by the Houston utility in the 

Commercial (not Industrial) rate class. 

 

Houston’s costs are analyzed 2 ways.  The first scenario is called Houston – Normal.  It looks at the cost of 

providing wastewater treatment for the water supplied directly by the same utility.  Under normal conditions, 

Austin’s combined water/wastewater cost of $5.38 is 22% above Houston, and 93% above the weighted 

average for the 7 other large Texas cities (including Houston).   

 

The second scenario is called Houston – Merchant.  (In some ways, the pattern is similar to a merchant power 

plant in the electric deregulated market, which provides service outside a designated service area for profit.)  

In this case, even though Austin’s combined water/wastewater cost is 12% higher than Houston, and 86% 

higher than the weighted average for 7 other large Texas cities (again, including Houston). 

 

The author stresses that the Normal scenario is the appropriate comparison to other Texas utilities. 

Nonetheless, the Merchant scenario is discussed here in the interest of transparency. 

 

 



INDUSTRIAL – LARGE CITIES 

WATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $1,164,111  458,093 10 $2.54  $1,267,203  533,139 $2.38  

Austin $13,485,789  3,022,839 20 $4.46  $12,985,201  2,718,845 $4.78  

Corpus Christi $21,927,068  8,546,854 19 $2.57  $23,983,849  8,849,000 $2.71  

Dallas $11,235,733  5,362,724 89 $2.10  $12,246,000  5,380,458 $2.28  

El Paso $2,957,694  968,814 6 $3.05  $3,351,347  1,077,686 $3.11  

Ft. Worth $8,647,061  3,507,400 331 $2.47  $10,356,765  3,814,800 $2.71  

Houston $2,195,098  603,515 146 $3.64   --NA-- 

Laredo  --NA-- $3.12   --NA-- 

Plano $99,249  28,480 14 $3.48  $101,333  29,079 $3.48  

San Antonio  --NA-- $4.14   --NA-- 

        

WASTEWATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $1,041,158  316,045 7 $3.29   --NA-- 

Austin $14,154,892  2,112,787 21 $6.70  $14,049,184  2,010,000 $6.99  

Corpus Christi $875,253  234,723 7 $3.73   --NA-- 

Dallas $3,422,448  1,229,431 62 $2.78  $6,714,000  2,248,405 $2.99  

El Paso $262,238  157,665 4 $1.66  $271,919  162,207 $1.68  

Ft. Worth $11,034,813  2,409,900 339 $4.58  $11,743,356  2,364,400 $4.97  

Houston Normal $3,131,422  603,515 146 $5.19   --NA-- 

Houston Merchant $9,505,449  1,831,973 257 $5.19   --NA-- 

Laredo  --NA-- $2.96   --NA-- 

Plano $63,788  9,734 8 $6.55  $65,127  9,939 $6.55  

San Antonio  --NA-- $2.78   --NA-- 

        

TOTAL 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons  Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $2,205,269  774,138   $2.85   --NA-- 

Austin $27,640,680  5,135,627   $5.38  $27,034,385  4,728,845 $5.72  

Corpus Christi $22,802,321  8,781,577   $2.60   --NA-- 

Dallas $14,658,181  6,592,155   $2.22  $18,960,000  7,628,863 $2.49  

El Paso $3,219,931  1,126,479   $2.86  $3,623,266  1,239,893 $2.92  

Ft. Worth $19,681,874  5,917,300   $3.33  $22,100,121  6,179,200 $3.58  

Houston Normal $5,326,520  1,207,030   $4.41   --NA-- 

Houston Merchant $11,700,547  2,435,488   $4.80   --NA-- 

Laredo  --NA--   $3.06   --NA-- 

Plano $163,037  38,215   $4.27  $166,461  39,017 $4.27  

San Antonio  --NA--   $3.53   --NA-- 

Ft. Worth 2012 wastewater is estimated by percent volume for this class applied to total commercial revenue.  Industrial revenue is not broken out. 



8.0 Results of All Classes Comparison 

 

Combining all major rate classes, Austin has the highest water, wastewater, and combined water/wastewater 

costs per unit of the 10 largest cities in Texas for both FY 2011 and projected FY 2012.  Austin’s combined 

water/wastewater cost of $5.88 per thousand gallons is 53% above the weighted average for the 9 other large 

Texas cities.   

 

For the 14 suburban cities surrounding Austin, 6 of them have an average water/wastewater cost that was 

higher than Austin in FY 2011.  But Austin’s combined water/wastewater cost is 17% higher than the 

combined weighted average for these 14 cities. 

 

Comparing the weighted average of the other 9 largest Texas cities, the excess cost borne by Austin 

residences and commercial customers, when applied to Austin’s total consumption, amounted to over $141 

million in lost discretionary income and increased business costs in FY 2011.  Comparing the weighted 

average cost of its suburbs, the excess cost to Austinites was $60 million in FY 2011. 
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TOTAL – LARGE CITIES 

WATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons  Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $57,767,735  18,263,139 98,518 $3.16   --NA-- 

Austin $219,736,676  45,103,932 211,774 $4.87  $222,610,382  41,040,032 $5.42  

Corpus Christi $89,786,065  21,796,713 87,537 $4.12  $88,699,961  21,754,000 $4.08  

Dallas $241,602,211  72,668,489 286,314 $3.32  $238,859,000  72,500,000 $3.29  

El Paso $96,955,625  31,662,850 186,267 $3.06  $102,464,623  33,530,191 $3.06  

Ft. Worth $129,853,431  35,733,180 215,982 $3.63  $135,999,145  35,745,900 $3.80  

Houston $306,844,685  79,215,868 420,557 $3.87  $305,176,092  77,128,561 $3.96  

Laredo $27,930,211  11,234,000 62,973 $2.49   --NA-- 

Plano $69,956,471  20,337,370 77,696 $3.44  $71,952,075  20,899,435 $3.44  

San Antonio $243,317,440  59,263,845 367,149 $4.11  $229,231,476  53,424,813 $4.29  

         

WASTEWATER 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $46,770,739  11,469,413 97,343 $4.08   --NA-- 

Austin $189,744,473  24,504,158 198,968 $7.74  $205,806,276  25,558,840 $8.05  

Corpus Christi $53,207,668  9,642,288 83,876 $5.52  $56,526,360  9,722,024 $5.81  

Dallas $182,736,285  48,488,840 262,849 $3.77  $205,143,360  51,754,836 $3.96  

El Paso $46,009,892  17,722,167 180,872 $2.60  $47,209,736  18,337,235 $2.57  

Ft. Worth $109,043,749  23,242,730 213,663 $4.69  $120,638,355  25,253,000 $4.78  

Houston $399,029,610  76,282,588 418,353 $5.23  $418,521,692  75,067,882 $5.58  

Laredo $26,959,716  9,032,700 59,433 $2.98   --NA-- 

Plano $51,516,785  9,727,413 75,558 $5.30  $52,638,717  9,925,425 $5.30  

San Antonio $144,755,231  47,622,894 404,344 $3.04  $156,127,260  45,863,041 $3.40  

        

TOTAL 2011       2012     

  Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons  Cost/TG Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Cost/TG 

Arlington $104,538,474  29,732,552   $3.52   --NA-- 

Austin $409,481,149  69,608,090   $5.88  $428,416,658  66,598,872 $6.43  

Corpus Christi $142,993,734  31,439,001   $4.55  $145,226,321  31,476,024 $4.61  

Dallas $424,338,496  121,157,329   $3.50  $444,002,360  124,254,836 $3.57  

El Paso $142,965,517  49,385,017   $2.89  $149,674,359  51,867,426 $2.89  

Ft. Worth $238,897,180  58,975,910   $4.05  $256,637,500  60,998,900 $4.21  

Houston $705,874,295  155,498,456   $4.54  $723,697,783  152,196,442 $4.76  

Laredo $54,889,927  20,266,700   $2.71   --NA-- 

Plano $121,473,255  30,064,783   $4.04  $124,590,792  30,824,860 $4.04  

San Antonio $388,072,671  106,886,740   $3.63  $385,358,736  99,287,854 $3.88  



TOTAL – AUSTIN SUBURBS 2011 

WATER Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG 

Bastrop $1,966,101  460,008 2,802 $4.27  

Buda $1,511,377  325,191 2,334 $4.65  

Cedar Park $17,784,555  3,815,164 19,407 $4.66  

Elgin $2,241,346  355,132 3,116 $6.31  

Georgetown $15,893,545  4,170,714 20,177 $3.81  

Hutto $4,380,735  567,231 5,726 $7.72  

Kyle $4,437,744  825,423 7,372 $5.38  

Lago Vista $2,086,358  330,352 2,981 $6.32  

Lakeway $3,563,797  752,182 3,997 $4.74  

Leander $10,980,863  1,298,214 9,428 $8.46  

Lockhart $3,226,497  537,538 4,121 $6.00  

Pflugerville $10,516,074  1,871,871 12,578 $5.62  

Round Rock $20,318,561  6,092,829 28,962 $3.33  

San Marcos $13,740,201  2,250,843 9,779 $6.10  

SUBTOTAL $112,647,755  23,652,692   $4.76  

     

WASTEWATER Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons Customers Cost/TG 

Bastrop $1,235,320  229,596 2,498 $5.38  

Buda $2,201,641  261,896  --NA-- $8.41  

Cedar Park $9,418,437  1,839,116 18,247 $5.12  

Elgin $1,447,223  220,002 2,833 $6.58  

Georgetown $7,984,359  1,457,161 18,282 $5.48  

Hutto  --NA-- 

Kyle $2,320,010  586,324 8,482 $3.96  

Lago Vista $141,540  15,383 157 $9.20  

Lakeway $1,324,602  191,887 2,961 $6.90  

Leander $3,140,249  589,626 8,498 $5.33  

Lockhart $2,042,053  360,114 4,165 $5.67  

Pflugerville  --NA-- 

Round Rock $13,780,909  2,741,837 28,315 $5.03  

San Marcos $12,222,727  1,709,657 8,096 $7.15  

SUBTOTAL $57,259,070  10,202,598   $5.61  

     

TOTAL Gross Revenue Thousand Gallons   Cost/TG 

Bastrop $3,201,422  689,603   $4.64  

Buda $3,713,018  587,087   $6.32  

Cedar Park $27,202,992  5,654,280   $4.81  

Elgin $3,688,570  575,134   $6.41  

Georgetown $23,877,904  5,627,875   $4.24  

Hutto $4,380,735  567,231   $7.72  

Kyle $6,757,754  1,411,747   $4.79  

Lago Vista $2,227,899  345,735   $6.44  

Lakeway $4,888,399  944,069   $5.18  

Leander $14,121,111  1,887,841   $7.48  

Lockhart $5,268,550  897,652   $5.87  

Pflugerville $10,516,074  1,871,871   $5.62  

Round Rock $34,099,470  8,834,665   $3.86  

San Marcos $25,962,928  3,960,500   $6.56  

TOTAL $169,906,825  33,855,290   $5.02  

    Austin Benchmark  $5.88  

    17% 



9.0 Reasons for High Costs in Austin 

 

Between 2012 and 2016, the overall revenue requirement per person is expected to go up 19%. Given this, the 

possibility that the other 9 large Texas cities discussed in this report will overtake Austin as the highest cost 

water utility are slim. 

 

The alarming news of Austin’s high costs immediately prompts questions of why this has occurred.  It is 

beyond the scope of this report to compare 23 other cities and suburbs in all facets of their management.  

However, key issues can be scrutinized comparing Austin to itself in past years. 

 

 
 

9.1. Debt 

 

Debt service (principal and interest) made up 41% of combined water/wastewater bills in 2012, and increases 

in these payments have been the largest observable driver of rate increases in this study. Between 2000 and 

2012, overall debt service payments by the water utility increased by 109%, from $90.3 million to $189.1 

million.  During the same time period, per capita debt service payments increased by 69%, from $122 to $206.  

There was virtually no increase in total water volume consumed in Austin between 2000 and 2011.   

 

In part due to the construction of Water Treatment Plant #4, overall debt service is expected to go up to $233.4 

million by 2016, a 158% increase from 2000.  Annual per capita debt service payments are expected to 

increase to $238 by 2016, a 95% increase from 2000.  

 



 
 

 
 

Also related to debt is the amount of money overcollected above principle and interest required by bond raters.  

These financial judges base part of a utility’s credit worthiness and interest rates on how much equity is 

invested in the system.  The percentage of money that is overcollected is sometimes referred to as “times 

coverage.”  The Austin Water Utility attempts to maintain a times coverage ratio of 1.5.  Not all of this 

overcollection goes for equity.  Some of it goes for utility profit.  (More about profit is discussed below in the 

discussion on General Fund Transfer.) 

 



When equity is added to debt service, it represents 52% of the budget in FY 2012.
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While times coverage can vary from year to year, it follows debt, which is increasing.  Between 2012 and 

2016, equity from times coverage will add another $22 million to revenue requirements.  In FY 2016, debt and 

equity will still represent 52% of the budget, and the budget amount is expected to increase from $461 million 

to $584 million. 

 

9.1.1 Major Contributors to Debt 

 

AWU has about $2.2 billion in borrowed principal. Due to numerous bond and commercial paper sales 

(including refinancing) at different times and interest rates, it is difficult to tell the exact amount paid in 

principal and interest in different years for various purposes.  However, the principal itself can be used as a 

benchmark to estimate the effect of debt on overall bills.   

 

Some of the purposes of this money, and the percent of principal these purposes represent, are described 

below. 

 

 
 

Current Water Treatment Plants – Contrary to some of AWU’s public statements, most of Austin’s water 

plants are relatively new.  About 58% of treatment capacity was completed on or after 1987.  The outstanding 

principal for this purpose amounts to $297 million, about 14% of total. 

 

Water Treatment Plant #4 – Against strong community protest, AWU requested and retained authorization 

from the City Council to build a new water treatment plant (WTP#4) that will draw water from Lake Travis.  

The Utility’s estimated cost is $508 million, including engineering, construction, and land.   

 

The plant had been previously planned at another location.  The site was abandoned because it was determined 

to be too environmentally sensitive.  However, before this happened, the costs for land and site preparation 

cost ratepayers $7.2 million in cash and $48.1 million in bonds.  The bonds represent over 2% of total 

principal and almost 1% of the total AWU budget, exclusive of times coverage.   



 

At the end of FY 2011, the principal for acquisition of the new site and construction was estimated at about 

$120 million, 5.5% of total principal.  There are several hundred million dollars still left to be spent before the 

plant comes online in 2014.
viii

   

 

Wastewater Treatment Plants – About 45% of wastewater treatment capacity was completed after 1986. 

The outstanding principal for this purpose amounts to $260 million, 12% of total principal. 

 

Wastewater Repairs – The Austin Clean Water Program was a response to a federal mandate to replace old, 

chronically leaking sewage pipes.  Between 1998 and 2009, about $382 million of borrowed principal accrued 

to this project, amounting to 17% of total. 

 

Prepurchase of Water – In 1999, AWU paid the Lower Colorado River Authority $100 million in order to 

guarantee water for growth.  About $73 million of this was funded with bonds, representing 3% of Austin’s 

total principal. 

 

Reclaimed Water System – In an effort to save future water purchases, AWU has started building a system to 

distribute highly treated wastewater for non-potable uses such as irrigation and cooling towers instead of 

sending it back to the Colorado River. About $54 million of this was funded with bonds, representing 2.5% of 

Austin’s total principal. 

 

Other Uses – About 44% of AWU’s $2.2 billion principal has been borrowed for other purposes.  The vast 

majority of this is assumed to be used for water distribution and wastewater collection infrastructure, and 

includes annexations, long-term repairs, and service extensions.
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  Additional purposes for this principal 

include reservoirs, lift and pump stations, and buildings.  

 

9.1.2 Debt for “New” Vs. “Old” Cities – Relevant to the discussion of debt is how recently it occurred.  New 

infrastructure generally costs more than older infrastructure.   

 

Austin’s service area population grew by 20% between 2000 and 2010.
x
  While this report did not look at 

service area populations of the other cities, it did observe growth from Census reports.  According to these, the 

average population growth for the other 9 largest Texas cities in this study was an average 12%, with several 

coming close to or exceeding Austin.  These included El Paso (15% increase); San Antonio (16% increase); 

Plano (17% increase); Laredo (34% increase); and Ft. Worth (39% increase). 

 

Large Cities Population Increase 

  

2010 

Census 

2000 

Census Increase 

Austin 790,390 656,562 20% 

Corpus Christi 305,215 277,454 10% 

Houston 2,099,451 1,953,631 7% 

Dallas 1,197,816 1,188,580 1% 

Ft. Worth 741,206 534,694 39% 

Arlington 365,438 332,969 10% 

El Paso 649,121 563,662 15% 

San Antonio 1,327,407 1,144,646 16% 

Plano 259,841 222,030 17% 

Laredo 236,091 176,576 34% 

TOTAL 7,971,976 7,050,804 13% 

 



Population growth in Austin’s suburbs was much more dramatic.  Their collective population almost doubled 

in the last decade (88% increase), yet the combined weighted water/wastewater cost for these 14 cities was 

noticeably less than Austin.   

 

Suburban Population Increase 

  2010 Census 2000 Census Increase 

Bastrop 7,218 5,340 35% 

Buda 7,295 2,404 203% 

Hutto 14,698 1,250 1076% 

Cedar Park 48,937 26,049 88% 

Elgin 8,135 5,700 43% 

Georgetown 47,400 28,339 67% 

Kyle 28,016 5,314 427% 

Lago Vista 6,041 4,507 34% 

Lakeway 11,391 8,002 42% 

Leander 26,521 7,596 249% 

Lockhart 12,698 11,615 9% 

Pflugerville 46,936 16,335 187% 

Round Rock 99,887 61,136 63% 

San Marcos 44,894 34,733 29% 

TOTAL 410,067 218,320 88% 

 

Given these statistics, growth by itself is not the only reason for Austin’s high debt. 

 

9.2 General Fund Transfer 

 

The City of Austin transfers money considered “profit” from its electric and water utilities to its General Fund 

instead of raising property taxes and service fees.  In 2012, the water utility Transfer is estimated to be $31.9 

million. 

 

In addition, a similar transfer goes to the City’s “Sustainability Fund.”  This special revenue source is 

dedicated to programs formerly funded by the City’s General Fund as long ago as FY 2001 that promote social 

welfare.  In FY 2012, this funded 4 programs, amounting to an additional $4.6 million.
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To get the full measure of the Transfer impact, both the General Fund transfer and the Sustainability Fund 

must be added together for a total impact of $36.5 million in FY 2012.  This is about 7.8% of gross revenue, 

and leads to the question of whether the Transfer is excessive.  This can be viewed in at least 3 ways. 

 

1. The first is that there is nothing that requires Austin to make a profit from its utility.  Some water utilities 

operate as non-profits. 

 

2. The second way to view the situation is to assume that profit is acceptable, but compare it to past years.  In 

the year 2000, the Transfer was only $17.2 million.  Adjusting for inflation and service-area population 

increases, the amount in that year would rise to $28.5 million in 2012.  In this case, $8 million more is being 

transferred than this adjusted amount. 

 

3. The third way is to link the Transfer to water volume sales.  In the year 2000, the utility sold 52.2 billion 

gallons of water.  In 2011, it sold 52.8 billion gallons, a 1% increase.  Further adjusting for inflation, the 

Transfer would rise to $23.2 million, meaning $12.2 million more is being paid than this adjusted amount. 

 

The Transfer is expected to increase by another $12.5 million by FY 2016. 

 



The City’s financial policy is to cap the Transfer amount at 8.2% of gross revenues (averaged over a three-

year period).  Since these revenues keep rising due to abnormally high debt increases, the City continues to 

justify these higher Transfer amounts.  There is nothing illegal about this.  But it is expensive. 

 

9.3 Capital Recovery Fees 

 

Since 2000, Austin service-area population has increased by 22%.  Some of the increased cost to provide 

infrastructure for this growing population is paid for by builders (and ultimately the people buying the 

buildings) through Capital Recovery Fees.  The fees charged by AWU are remarkably low compared to the 

suburban cities and utilities that surround it.   

 

Austin’s average collection is $1,965 per residence.  The next lowest fee, in Brushy Creek MUD, is $3,899, 

essentially twice as much.
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  Capital Recovery Fees for Austin’s suburbs range as high as $9,370 per home 

charged by the LCRA in Bee Caves.   

 

Obviously collecting higher fees will lessen the cost of serving new development for the existing population.  

However, this can be a slow process in terms of lowering rate impacts.  In 2012, AWU predicts it will collect 

$4.3 million from these fees, less than 2% of its debt and debt-related times coverage, and only about 1% of its 

overall budget. 

 

9.4 Electricity 

 

Huge amounts of electricity are used to transport and process water and wastewater in utility systems.  AWU 

is no exception. 

 

In 2011, electric use was over 210 million kilowatt hours, 1.6% of the entire consumption of Austin’s 

municipal electric utility.  The cost was about $18.1 million, comprising about 4% of the water utility’s overall 

budget.   

 

The water utility has historically shown little progress in reducing electric consumption.  While specific 

projects have been successful in lowering use, overall electric consumption has virtually stayed the same.  An 

analysis of a key indicator of energy use, kilowatt hours per 1,000 gallons of processed water and wastewater, 

showed no decrease in consumption between 2002 and 2011.
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In January 2011, the water utility proposed an aggressive energy conservation initiative that will lower energy 

used in water/wastewater processing by 30% and building energy use by 50% over a 10-year period.  

However, there is no plan for how this ambitious goal will be achieved.   

 

In 2012, the cost of electricity will be even higher because of the City of Austin’s switch to renewable energy 

for electric supply.  (See discussion of Environmental Programs below.)  The conservation initiative just 

referenced can mitigate and even reduce the overall cost of power.  However, it will likely take years to have a 

large effect. 

 

9.5 Land 

 

The Austin Water Utility owns 436 separate parcels of land in the region.  Many are important facility sites 

and easements.  Some are wilderness tracts purchased to protect water quality.  However, some are non-

essential, yet the utility has not tried to claim value for them.  The land involved with several of the utility’s 

treatment plants serve as examples. 

 

The former Green Water Treatment Plant site sits at the northern edge of Lady Bird Lake.  In 2008, the plant 

was decommissioned so 4.4 contiguous acres of the land could be sold to a private company to create a 

planned mixed-use high-rise development.  The City of Austin expects to receive at least $41 million from the 

sale.
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  After decommissioning and infrastructure costs, the City will net a minimum of approximately $20 

million.
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  However, due to the slow economy, the development company has never exercised its option to 

purchase the land.  As of the beginning of 2012, it sat vacant, a de facto land bank for a developer waiting for 

better times. 

 

Even if the developer purchases the land, the proceeds will not go to the utility.  In defiance of the City 

Charter and a written opinion from one of the City’s own attorneys, the profit will go to onsite parking 

facilities, onsite affordable housing, and other infrastructure and cultural amenities that benefit the 

redevelopment project.
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In the case of Water Treatment Plant #4, AWU purchased a 240-acre tract for the new plant in 1984 for $14.7 

million.  In 2007, the land was determined to be too environmentally sensitive to build an industrial-scale 

facility on.  Another site of 93 acres was purchased late that year for $32.2 million for this purpose.  The 

original tract has not been resold, and no value has been sought as a mitigation site for development elsewhere 

in the area.   

 

In 2007, another tract of 50 acres was also purchased on Hergotz Lane next to the Colorado River for an 

alternative water treatment site at a cost of about $3 million.  Again, even though AWU has started 

construction of WTP#4, it still retains ownership of the Hergotz tract. 

 

Just across the Colorado River from the Hergotz tract is the original site of the now-retired Govalle 

wastewater treatment plant, originally completed in 1937.  The 40-acre site is now used as a training facility, 

with no plans for sale. 

 

In all these cases, the cost of new construction projects could have been mitigated by land sales.  It is quite 

possible that there are other tracts with noticeable value that are being overlooked.   

 

9.6 Environmental Programs 

 

There are 3 environmental programs or initiatives administered by Austin Water Utility that are not always 

found in other water suppliers, or are pursued at advanced levels compared to most of these other agencies.  

These include: 1) water conservation; 2) ownership and management of environmentally-sensitive land 

contributing to water quality (Wildlands); and 3) the purchase of renewable energy for electric power. 

 

Other Texas utilities have had or continue to have programs for water conservation (Arlington, Dallas, Ft. 

Worth, Plano, Round Rock, San Antonio); land management (San Antonio); and renewable energy purchases 

(Houston, Dallas).  And there are economic advantages to them.   

 

Water conservation in Austin has been partially justified by saving money needed for expensive new water 

supplies and water treatment facilities.  Expenditures on water conservation are also needed in light of 

recurring droughts.  Unlike new water plants, which can only treat water that is available, water efficiency 

gains can protect our economy from droughts and climate change.   

 

In Austin, the costs of renewable energy purchases are locked into a fixed price for 10 years to allow price 

hedging.  And renewable energy costs and cost premiums are expected to fall next year when new, lower-cost 

wind contracts come on-line, and electric fuel charges rise. 

 

Despite these advantages, the programs carry up-front costs.  In 2012, the costs are: 

 

Water Conservation $6.6 million 

Wildlands (w/debt)
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 $7.4 million 

Renewable Energy $4.2 million 

TOTAL $18.2 million 

   

This amounts to 4% of AWU’s total 2012 budget. 

 

The author is an environmentalist and a strong supporter of the concept of these programs.  However, the 

largest justification for water conservation, the delay of new treatment capacity, has been taken away by the 

premature construction of WTP#4.  In any case, there is a strong possibility that one or more of these 

programs will be under assault by fiscal conservatives as the City comes under financial pressure to cut water 

costs by any means necessary. 

 



9.7 Employees 

 

At the beginning of calendar year 2012, AWU had 984 employees, including those with temporary status, 

actually at work.  This does not include vacant positions.  This amounts to $64.3 million in salaries and 

benefits.  Removing the 37 employees already accounted for in Environmental Programs (discussed above) 

reduces this amount to $62 million in salaries and benefits.   

 

Of these, about 33 are executives who earn more than $100,000 a year.  Their collective salaries and benefits 

amount to $4.1 million, about 1% of the total budget.  The balance of employees account for 13% of the total 

budget.   

 

Since 2000, the number of budgeted employees have increased only 2%.
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  In this same time period, the 

service area population has increased 22%, though the actual amount of water supplied by the system has 

stayed roughly the same.   

 

9.8 Fluoridation 

 

Due to a flurry of activists in Austin questioning the safety of adding fluoride to drinking water to inhibit tooth 

decay, an issue largely unnoticed even 2 years ago is being publicly discussed.  However, apart from the 

medical debate is the issue of cost.  In 2011, the cost of hydrofluorosilicic acid was about $364,000.  Dental 

products containing fluoride (toothpaste, mouthwash) can be purchased at any grocery store at low cost, and 

only a fraction of a percent of Austin’s treated water is consumed as drinking water.  Given these facts, the 

expense of fluoridated water can be considered non-essential to the utility.  

 

10.0 Closing Thoughts 

 

Since the early 1980s, this author has written numerous reports and policy papers discussing solutions and 

remedies to chronic problems plaguing consumers and the environment. This report is one of the few I have 

written when I can recommend few salient alternatives, at least in the short term.  However, in an effort to be 

positive, a few suggestions are discussed below.  Upon further study, some will be deemed more feasible than 

others. 

 

1. Debt Management: Austin’s water utility is the highest in all rate classes for the benchmark of combined 

water/wastewater cost per thousand gallons in large Texas cities.  The largest reason is debt.  Per capita debt 

service will virtually double between 2000 and 2016.  From a policy analysis standpoint, the first thing that 

needs to be done is define what this debt is being spent on.  This would be essential in determining if there are 

possible cuts that can be made without affecting service.   

 

Some data is available that suggests that large amounts of money are being spent for infrastructure related to 

annexations and service extensions.  This needs to be analyzed in more specificity to determine if future 

expenditures for these purposes need to be reprioritized and curtailed. 

 

The author acknowledges that there are necessary reasons for debt and capital spending.  One essential utility 

need that has been ignored until recently is ramping up the replacement of leaking water mains. AWU also 

needs to accelerate the build-out of a new infrastructure for reclaimed water, and upgrade its fleet of outdated 

meters with more accurate electronic meters that save water and staff time.  However, prior commitments have 

limited these options because they would require greater rate increases than are already predicted to occur. 

 

2. Capital Recovery Fees: Increasing builder prices to offset service extension costs would have an immediate, 

though probably small, reduction in overall rates.  These fees have been kept low in much of the AWU service 

area, in part to encourage development in Austin as opposed to its suburbs.  While it can be argued that raising 

fees will be a disincentive to in-city development, it can also be argued that raising fees will cause market 



pressure to reduce the cost of developable land.  Upon further study, it might be determined that one reason 

for lower overall water/wastewater rates in Austin’s suburbs is higher hook-up fees for new buildings. 

 

3. General Fund Transfer: The amount of the General Fund Transfer from AWU should also be reassessed.  

There is currently a proposal to the Austin City Council to cap the General Fund Transfer from Austin Energy, 

the City’s municipal electric utility, at a fixed dollar amount for an indefinite time period.  The same thing 

should be considered for the water utility as a cost containment measure.  This will, however, have an effect 

on property taxes. 

 

4. Energy Efficiency Plan: AWU is the largest user of electricity in City government, and one of the single 

largest customers of Austin’s electric utility.  While it has sometimes undertaken cost-effective efficiency 

retrofits, its progress has been inconsistent.  Its aggressive energy conservation goals will never occur without 

funding and dedicated staff.  Possible funding sources can include its own budget, a lending program 

sponsored by Austin Energy, or even third-party funding by energy service companies.  

 

5. Excess Land Sales: AWU’s considerable land portfolio needs to be sorted to determine tracts that are non-

essential and obtain value for them.  Sometimes this will need to be done despite the conflicting social values 

of this land.  For instance, the profit from the sale of land going to affordable housing and cultural amenities at 

the Green Water Plant redevelopment site would be redirected back to the utility.  Low-and moderate-income 

people need affordable housing, but they pay water bills too.   

 

6. Water Rights Monetization: Another possible strategy, which I recommended in a 2011 report on water 

conservation, might be to monetize Austin’s historic “free” water rights.
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  If Austin chose to conserve water 

at an aggressive rate, it could conceivably sell these rights for a given period of time to the Lower Colorado 

River Authority. The Authority could in turn delay the building of expensive reservoirs it is now considering.  

However, this strategy could only happen if the LCRA was engaged as a partner. 

 

7. Benchmark Report: A more thorough benchmark report should be researched that compares AWU to other 

Texas cities for a number of parameters.  Though it is likely that AWU staff have frequent contact with their 

in-state peers, a formal effort might yield valuable information about best practices and budget saving 

measures that can be transferred to Austin. 

 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

  

All these strategies might slow the economic hemorrhaging that is taking place.  However, if the City does not 

determine how to mitigate its debt, these solutions may in fact harm the utility by allowing it to ignore the 

problem for another period of time. 

 

In closing, I want to state again that I strongly support the environmental programs that some policy makers 

will be tempted to cut funding from.  It would be shortsighted to ignore their long-term benefits for very short-

term gains.  However, even if these programs were completely eliminated, this would not have a major impact 

on the financial problems discussed here. 

 

A1. Addendum  

 

Information About Author 

 

I have been an environmental activist and consumer advocate since 1977.  I was one of the original founders 

of Austin’s energy conservation programs in the early 1980s, and worked as a consultant or employee for the 

City of Austin’s energy conservation programs for 6 years during that decade.   

 



I have worked on policy reports and analyses related to resource management issues such as clean energy, 

solid waste and recycling, and air quality.  Clients included: the Consumer Advocate in the 1994 Austin 

electric rate case; and environmental groups such as Public Citizen and the Texas SEED Coalition.  Since 

1995, I have been editor of the Austin Environmental Directory, a comprehensive sourcebook of 

environmental issues, products, services, and organizations. 

 

This report was motivated by alarm for the increased cost of living in Austin, and by frustration about 

information by the Austin Water Utility that, intentionally or not, has masked the fiscal impact of its policies. 

 

A2. Information Contacts/Resources for Water Utilities Surveyed  

 

Major Texas Cities 

 

Arlington: Medria Browhow , Financial Administrator , Arlington Water Utilities 

TaNicia Wydermyre, Administrative Aide 1, Arlington Water Utilities 

Austin: Suzanne Gilchrist, Public Information Specialist Senior, Austin Water Utility 

Annual Budget Archives: https://www.ci.austin.tx.us/financeonline/finance/financial_docs.cfm?ws=1&pg=1 

Corpus Christi: Ronnie Bounds, Assistant City Attorney, City of Corpus Christi 

M.P.Sudhakaran, Finance & Resource Superintendent, City of Corpus Christi 

Laurie Ledesma-Garcia, Legal Assistant To City Attorney, City of Corpus Christi 

Noemi Z. Perez, Legal Assistant To City Attorney, City of Corpus Christi 

Dallas: Terry S. Lowery, Assistant Director, Business Operations, City of Dallas Water Utilities 

El Paso: Christina Montoya, Vice President, Communications and Marketing, El Paso Water Utilities 

Ft. Worth: La'Kina Brooks, Administrative Assistant, Fort Worth Water Department - Fiscal Services 

Maenica Berry, Accounting Services Supervisor, Fort Worth Water Department - Business Services 

Houston: Alvin Wright, Senior Staff Analyst, Public Information Officer, City of Houston Public Works & 

Engineering Department, Office of the Director 

Roberto Medina, MBA, Senior Staff Analyst, City of Houston, Public Works & Engineering Department, 

Office of the Director 

Laredo: Juanita Dovalina, Administrative Assistant to the City Attorney, City of Laredo 

Plano: Gerald Cosgrove, Director of Public Works , City of Plano Public Works Department 

San Antonio: Dan Crowley, Director Financial Planning, San Antonio Water System 

 

Suburban Cities 

 

Bastrop: Teresa Valdez, City Secretary, City of Bastrop 

Buda: Toni Milam, City Secretary, City of Buda 

Cedar Park: LeAnn M. Quinn, City Secretary, City of Cedar Park 

Elgin: Shirley Garvel, City Secretary, City of Elgin 

Georgetown: Leticia Zavala, Utility Office Manager, City of Georgetown 

Hutto: (This city is served by three utilities: the City of Hutto (water and wastewater); Jonah Special Utility 

District (water); and Manville Water Supply Corporation (water). 

Monica Burke, Utility Billing Supervisor, City of Hutto  

LaVerne Rohlack, Assistant Manager/Director of Business Services, Manville Water Supply Corporation 

Teresa Stockton, Jonah Special Utility District 

Kyle: Perwez A. Moheet, Director of Finance, City of Kyle 

Lago Vista: Christina Buckner, City Secretary, City of Lago Vista 

Lakeway: Earl L. Foster, General Manager, Lakeway Municipal Utility District 

Margaret A. Cathey, Finance/Administration Manager, Lakeway Municipal Utility District 

Leander: Debbie Haile, City Secretary, City of Leander 

Lockhart: Connie Rodriguez, City Secretary, City of Lockhart 

Pflugerville: Tracy Hibbs, Utility Business Operations Manager, City of Pflugerville 



Round Rock: Sara L. White, City Clerk, City of Round Rock 

San Marcos: Elizabeth Trevino, Records Management Program Administrator, City of San Marcos 

 

 

 

                                                 
i
 Fiscal years beginning October 1 and ending September 30. 

ii From U.S. Department Of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Consumer Price Index, All Urban Consumers 

- (CPI-U), U.S. city average.”  Online at ftp://ftp.bls.gov/pub/special.requests/cpi/cpiai.txt, accessed February 

4, 2012.   
iii

 www.randmcnally.com/mileage-calculator.do 
iv

 For the 11 suburban water utilities that charged for wastewater on a volume basis, their wastewater volume 

was 50% of water volume on a weighted average.  Inferring this ratio for Hutto, Pflugerville, and Lago Vista 

wastewater use would change the combined weighted cost of water/wasterwater for these 14 suburban cities 

from $5.02 to $5.09, compared to Austin’s benchmark cost of $5.88. 
v
 Meters for 99% of the Residential class was stated by the utility to be 3/4-inches in size.  The balance was 

estimated by this report to be a 1-inch meter size.  The small number of Industrial customers were estimated at 

the largest meter size and water replacement fee cost.  The balance of meters and attendant water replacement 

fee costs were apportioned to the Commercial class.  No estimate for the Multifamily class was made. 
vi

 El Paso has a water replacement fee per meter, which is not broken out by rate class. 
vii

 This percentage excludes $4.9 million for the Wildlands program that is discussed elsewhere, 
viii

 Estimate by author based on AWU data.   
ix

 About 80% of the “Other Uses” category in borrowed principal between 1997-2011 is infrastructure.  As of 

this report’s release, these numbers could not be completely reconciled with the numbers in this report, which 

go back to about 1981.  However, in relative terms, the vast majority of this category is believed to be 

infrastructure. 
x
 According to the Census, Austin’s population defined by its borders also increased 20% 

xi
 Workforce Development and Child Care Initiatives, administered by the Health and Human Services 

Department, the Community Technology Initiative, administered by Economic Growth and Redevelopment 

Services, and a transfer to support the operating budget of Neighborhood Housing and Community 

Development. 

From “Response to Request for Information,” to Request #23 from Councilmember Randi Shade, to City of 

Austin Budget Office, May 25 2011. 
xii

 Survey of Central Texas water utility jurisdictions by Brian Rodgers in 2010.  These include Bee Cave 

(LCRA), Brushy Creek MUD, Cedar Park, Georgetown, Hutto, Leander, Pflugerville, Round Rock, San 

Marcos, and Water District 17. 
xiii

 Key Indicators from Jane Burazer, Assistant Director of Austin Water Utility. 
xiv

 Correspondence from Fred Evins, Redevelopment Project Manager Economic Growth and Redevelopment 

Services, City of Austin, December 15, 2011. 
xv

 The exact amount is subject to negotiations and is not public.  The minimum the City will receive is on 

record at $41 million. 
xvi

 “Green Water Treatment Plant Decommissioning and Site Redevelopment Update,” City Council 

presentation on May 24, 2007. Online at http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/seaholm/green.htm 
xvii

 City Council Resolution NO. 20080214-054. 
xviii

 The City Charter states in Article 2, Section 5 that sale of utility assets cannot be executed without voter 

approval if the asset is “substantial.”  One can cogently argue that the largest contiguous tract of vacant land in 

the Central business district, large enough to place a new treatment plant on, is substantial. 

 

A March 7, 1989 opinion from Austin Assistant City Attorney Diana Granger stated that the City parks 

department must compensate utilities if the utilitys’ land is used for parks-related purposes. 



                                                                                                                                                                                   
xix

 The debt of $4.9 million for the Wildlands program is specifically included in this discussion on 

environmental programs and is not double-counted in the chart above detailing debt. 
xx

 The actual number of budgeted positions (ignoring vacancies) was 1,040 in 2000 and 1,069 in 2012. 
xxi

 Robbins, Paul, Read It and Leak, Version 2.1, A Report on Austin’s Water Conservation and Related 

Environmental Programs, Their Progress, and Lack of Progress, September 2011.  Online at 

environmentaldirectory.info/ 

 

As a convenience to interested readers, the relevant passage of the report is reprinted below. 

 

8.2.2 Attempt to Monetize Water Supply 

 

Austin is in the relatively unique and  fortunate position of having a guaranteed  base supply of 

water.  Run of the River rights provide Austin with the majority of its use (150,000 acre feet per 

year) at no charge, and  Austin has prepaid  to use water above this volume (up to 325,000 acre feet).  

No volume charge for use above 150,000 acre feet will occur until Austin hits a contractual “trigger” 

of using 201,000 acre feet for two consecutive years.  As such, Austin will not have a market signal 

for incremental consumption growth for one to two more decades at current rates of use and  

growth. 

 

However, Austin’s “free” water supply may be worth a lot of money.  The LCRA will need  to 

provide new water supply sources (such as reservoirs) in th e near future, and  these new marginal 

costs will be much higher than the agency’s average cost of water today.  Austin should  evaluate 

“leasing” some of its “free” water to LCRA to allow the agency to postpone these costly projects.  

Depending on the volume leased , this could  trigger higher-cost water purchases for AWU.  But if 

the “free” water can be sold  above the cost of water purchases, both Austin and  LCRA could  come 

out ahead . 

 

This suggestion may be heretical to some.  Few cities in this region are b lessed  with the supplies that 

Austin possesses.  And  any such water lease to postpone new water projects would  need  

enthusiastic participation from LCRA.  However, if “free” water were assigned  a monetary value, it 

would  be both a financial motivator as well as a source of funding for future water conservation 

efforts in Austin. 

 


