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1968 Was a Year For Thinking Big About Water
“Next to the air we breathe, water is our most precious resource.”--President 
Lyndon B. Johnson, 30 September 1968 Remarks Upon Signing the Colorado 
River Basin Project Act.

LBJ was talking about the Central Arizona Project, a 336 mile canal system to 
bring 1.6 million acre-feet/year of Colorado River water into the Phoenix metro 
area and central Arizona. The project ultimately required 12 years from 
commencement of construction to delivery of first water to customers.

Texas 1968 Water Plan contemplated a far bigger set of projects that would deliver 
nearly 10X as much water over a transport grid several times longer.

Sources: Johnson, Lyndon B. "Remarks Upon Signing the Colorado River Basin Project Act." September 30, 
1968. https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-upon-signing-the-colorado-river-basin-project-act.; 
Thomas W. McGann, “Arizona’s Water & Power Plan: CAP and Hoover,” Central Arizona Project, 5 April 2013, 
http://2017.powerauthority.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/CAP.pdf

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-upon-signing-the-colorado-river-basin-project-act


Texas Contemplated Big Transfer 
Projects in the 1968 Water Plan

● ‘68 plan intended to move 16 
million acre-feet/year 
combined through the 
Trans-Texas and Coastal 
Systems shown in the 
schematic

● Almost 7 million AF/yr would 
be intended for West Texas, 
primarily for irrigation in the 
South Plains

● Even contemplated diversion 
of flood flows from 
Mississippi River into NE 
Texas

And the current concept looks awfully similar…



Why Are We Even Talking About 
This Water Transfer Idea?

Hint: Because East Texas is much 
wetter than the West!



It is Good That Key Policymakers are 
Thinking Big About Water…The Stakes Are 

Existential For Texas

If recent experience is any guide, major Texas metro areas typically produce about $1 in economic 
activity per gallon of local water supply. At that ratio, every 100,000 AF of incremental water supply 
can potentially underwrite more than $30 billion’ worth of economic activity.*

*Collins, Gabriel. "Prospective Costs and Consequences of Insufficient Water Infrastructure Investment in Texas." Texas 2036, November 19, 2024. 
https://texas2036.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Prospective-Costs-and-Consequences-of-Insufficient-Water-Infrastructure-Investment-in-Texas_11182024_F
inalCover.pdf (52)

https://texas2036.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Prospective-Costs-and-Consequences-of-Insufficient-Water-Infrastructure-Investment-in-Texas_11182024_FinalCover.pdf
https://texas2036.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Prospective-Costs-and-Consequences-of-Insufficient-Water-Infrastructure-Investment-in-Texas_11182024_FinalCover.pdf
https://texas2036.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Prospective-Costs-and-Consequences-of-Insufficient-Water-Infrastructure-Investment-in-Texas_11182024_FinalCover.pdf


Despite Challenges, Reflects Important Attention to Infrastructure

More folks are finally thinking big about 
water infrastructure in Texas–good!

The costs of a prolonged drought could 
existentially threaten our growth, 
prosperity, and security. Infrastructure 
investments are needed to pre-empt 
these risks.



But The Challenges Are Huge and a 
Cross-Texas Water Grid Is Likely Not The 

Best Approach



5 Critical Challenges

1. Distance & Elevation

2. Massive Electricity Demand 

3. Interbasin Transfer rules

4. Incongruent With Locations of Highest Prospective 
Future Demand Growth

5. Cost of the water–who pays and how much?



Challenge #1: Distance & 
Elevation



One Possible Route
● Why this one?

Lake Livingston is 
Houston’s largest water 
rights pool

Can roughly follow the 
contours of Texas Hwy 36 
and IH-20

Optimized for municipal 
and industrial supply: 
Terminus at Big Spring 
would allow 
interconnection with the 
600 route mile CRMWD 
pipeline system that 
already extends to 
Midland, Odessa, and San 
Angelo



Pumping Water Uphill–Example #1

Water must climb 
roughly 2,400 vertical 
feet between source 
and terminus

Lake Livingston

Big Spring



Pumping Water Uphill–Example #2
Water sourced from AR or LA

Water must climb 
roughly 3,000 vertical 
feet between source 
and terminus

Texarkana

Lubbock



A More 
Desirable 
Elevation 
Profile For a 
Long 
Distance 
Water 
Transfer 
Project

Roughly 200 miles from source into far end of Phoenix area, minimal 
net elevation change for highest volume portions of the system

Source: 
http://2017.powerautho
rity.org/wp-content/uplo
ads/2013/03/CAP.pdf



Challenge #2: Electricity 
Demand



Central 
Arizona 

Project is 
Likely the 

State’s Single 
Largest Power 

User

2.8 million MWh/yr to deliver 1.6 
million acre-feet. Assuming it 
operates at flat load 70% of the 
hours in a year, would imply a load 
of about 285 MW per million AF/y

A Cross-Texas 
Water Grid 
Would Likely Be 
the Largest 
Single Power 
User in Texas



Potential Electricity Needs

1968 Plan Estimates A Contemporary Cross-Texas Water Grid

I do not conclusively know but suspect they would be 
at least as large. Adding 7 GW of firm power to the 
Texas grid would be a major undertaking.  

It’s enough electricity to power 70 steel mills (worth 
thinking about in a state where manufacturing is 
expected to grow) or a similar number of 
high-performance computing data centers (worth 
thinking about in a state that is also a digital economy 
champion).

The power generation CAPEX would be at least $5.3 
billion if natural gas power plants filled the need, based 
on latest available EIA data of $764/kW  construction 
cost for gas combined cycle plants 
(https://www.eia.gov/electricity/generatorcosts/) 

6.9 Gigawatts

https://www.eia.gov/electricity/generatorcosts/


Challenge #3: Interbasin 
Transfer Rules



Surface Water Sent East-to-West Would Instantly Make 
Its Rights Holders the Most Junior in That River Basin

Sec. 11.085.  INTERBASIN TRANSFERS.  (a)  No 
person may take or divert any state water from a river 
basin in this state and transfer such water to any other 
river basin without first applying for and receiving a 
water right or an amendment to a permit, certified filing, 
or certificate of adjudication from the commission 
authorizing the transfer

…

(s)  Any proposed transfer of all or a portion of a water 
right under this section is junior in priority to water rights 
granted before the time application for transfer is 
accepted for filing.

Key poison pill to discourage 
such transfers because the 
senior rights holders are often 
the ones with large enough and 
sufficiently dependable rights 
positions to actually supply a 
long-distance transfer project

Is the Legislature ready to revisit 
interbasin transfer rules for 
surface water?  This could get 
very interesting…



Challenge #4: Emphasis Not 
On Core Demand Growth Areas



And The Triangle is Becoming the Core Demand Zone
Cross-Texas Water Grid more 
focused on this part of the 
state, where water demand in 
coming years is likely to 
decline



But Texas Water Situation is Different Now–Demand is 
Becoming City-Centric



Challenge #5: Cost



Water From a 600 mile pipe moving 400,000 Acre-Feet Year 
Could Cost Approximately $4,000/AF Delivered to 
Customers–Likely The Most Expensive Bulk Water in Texas

Payback 
Amount

Water Volume 
Delivered, AF

Capital 
Cost/AF

Transfer System 
Capital Cost

Interest 
Rate

Term 
(Yrs)

Year-1 -$1,453,489,383 0 #DIV/0! Miles 600 6.50% 30

Year-2 -$1,453,489,383 0 #DIV/0! $/mile $22,235,817

Year-3 -$1,453,489,383 0 #DIV/0! Total est project cost $13,341,490,206

Year-4 -$1,453,489,383 0 #DIV/0!

Year-5 -$1,453,489,383 200,000 -$7,267
Houston Gulf Desal 

Capital Cost

Year-6 -$1,453,489,383 400,000 -$3,634

Year-7 -$1,453,489,383 400,000 -$3,634
De-salination offset 

capital cost Corpus Christi Inner Harbor

Year-8 -$1,453,489,383 400,000 -$3,634 33,604 AF/Y

Year-9 -$1,453,489,383 400,000 -$3,634 $758,000,000 capital cost

Year-10 -$1,453,489,383 400,000 -$3,634 $22,557 $/AFY

Year-11 -$1,453,489,383 400,000 -$3,634 $5,639,156,575
cost for 250 KAFY offset 
capacity





1968 Water Plan Was 
Shelved, Yet Texas Became 
an Economic Superpower



The 1968 Water Plan Was Shelved and Yet Texas Succeeded. Why?

● We used water better

● Texas industrialized

● Farmers switched crops 
and improved water 
efficiency

● The 1970s energy price 
spikes made groundwater 
pumping more expensive

● The Edwards Aquifer and 
Lower Rio Grande Valley 
marketized their water 
allocation systems

Annual Water Use, Acre-Feet



Water Security Alternatives 
to a Cross-Texas Grid



Water Recycling and Reuse

Water recycling or re-use represents another low-cost option. The 
San Antonio Water System proactively pursued water recycling 
beginning in the mid-1990s now runs one of the largest direct water 
recycling systems in the United States, capable of supplying 25,000 
AF/year.*

As treatment technologies improve, oilfield produced water may also 
become an additional unconventional supply source. The 
Legislature could accelerate this process by encouraging more 
comprehensive analysis of oilfield waters–perhaps by a consortium 
of Texas universities–and making data available to the public. These 
are the first steps to building public support and voter buy-in for 
potentially incorporating treated oilfield waters for at-scale use 
beyond the oilfield.

*San Antonio Water System. “Recycled Water 
Program.” San Antonio Water System. 
Accessed July 28, 2024. 
https://www.saws.org/your-water/management
-sources/recycled-water-program/

https://collinsresearchportal.com/2024/11/23/prospective-costs-and-consequences-of-insufficient-water-infrastructure-investment-in-texas/#_bookmark78
https://www.saws.org/your-water/management-sources/recycled-water-program/
https://www.saws.org/your-water/management-sources/recycled-water-program/


Possible 
Alternative: 
Regionalized 
Water Grids

This approach 
would especially 
make sense in the 
Triangle and also 
the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley



Combine Regional Water Infrastructure Densification With Greater 
Development of Drought-Resistant Supplies Like Desalination

Leverage the fantastic 
examples El Paso Water and 
San Antonio Water System 
offer through years of live 
and ongoing operational 
desalination experience

An amount of electricity only 
1/10th of that needed to power 
a Cross Texas Water Grid 
could likely desalinate enough 
water to supply more than ¼ of 
total Texas water needs



Marketization can drive innovation, incentivize greater water use 
efficiency, and catalyze infrastructure buildouts as parties pursue 
arbitrage opportunities…we have a Texas water markets report coming in 
June/July 2025, so stay tuned!



Thank You!



Disclaimer and Disclosure

This analysis reflects personal opinions and assessments only. It is designed solely to be illustrative and 
stimulate broader thought, with the objective of elevating the conversation in the energy and water space. 
It IS NOT an investment analysis or investment advice. It is also NOT offering any legal opinions or advice 
and does not create an attorney-client relationship with any reader or consumer of the information 
presented herein. Readers rely on the information in this analysis at their own risk. Neither the author nor 
any entity he is affiliated with can be liable for any loss or damage caused by a reader’s reliance on 
information contained in any of the charts, data series, opinions, or other information presented herein. 
Some content may have been generated with the assistance of AI tools. The information and opinions 
contained in, and expressed by this analysis, are based on sources deemed reliable. However, there is no 
warranty, assurance, or guarantee, express or implied, about the completeness, reliability, or accuracy of 
this content. The views expressed herein are my interpretations as of the date the report is published and 
are subject to change without notice.
Note: Critics are likely to offer feedback. As they do, estimates and assessments may be revised 
and refined.


