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Executive Summary
The desalination of brackish groundwater is one of a number of innovative technologies that is
generating much interest in meeting the ever-increasing water demands in Texas. Desalination is
the process of removing dissolved minerals from water, thus making the water more palatable for
consumption. The term brackish refers to water that is slightly to moderately saltier than fresh
water, typically containing total dissolved solids (TDS) in concentrations ranging from 1,000 to
10,000 milligrams per liter (mg/l).
For desalinated brackish groundwater to be a viable water supply option, two principal
hydrologic components must be met. First, the subsurface water-bearing formation (aquifer)
must be capable of yielding a sufficient volume of water over the desired lifetime of the
desalination facility. And second, the water chemistry (concentration and constituent makeup of
the dissolved mineral content) of the brackish groundwater must be within a range such that
desalination can be economically achieved at a reasonable cost compared to other water supply
alternatives. The intent of a brackish groundwater exploration project is to evaluate these two
components. This manual describes activities that may be expected during the exploration phase
of a desalination project. As part of the exploration project, certain activities such as drilling,
testing, and waste fluid disposal may fall under regulatory guidelines governed by the Texas
Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ), the Texas Department of Licensing and
Regulation (TDLR), and local groundwater conservation districts.
Identifying a brackish groundwater source starts with a review of available information
pertaining to local groundwater resources in the form of reports, maps, water well data, and
geophysical logs. Based on depth, thickness and orientation of the geologic formation that hosts
the aquifer, a preferential exploration corridor can be determined. The actual siting of test wells
within the preferential exploration corridor now becomes a function of landowner cooperation,
accessibility, and physical site conditions.
The next step is to drill a test well, or a series of test wells to provide more detailed hydrologic
characterization of the water-bearing strata. Well yield and chemical quality test results from
these wells will determine if the aquifer is capable of meeting the source supply requirements of
the desalination project. The drilling and completion of a test well basically follows similar
procedures and techniques used in drilling and completing a well that will be used for production
purposes. However, because the aquifer to be explored is brackish, protection of freshwater
supplies is paramount.
Data collection at the well site provides important information about the subsurface rock
formations and the aquifers they contain. The subsurface geology is viewed in the crushed rock
particles (drill cuttings) that are circulated to the surface. Borehole geophysical surveys are
another important means of obtaining information from a test well. Following the completion of
drilling, a pumping test is performed to measure the aquifer’s capacity to produce water.
Important measurements made during a pumping test are discharge rate and water-level decline
versus time. Groundwater samples that accurately represent the chemistry of an aquifer should
be collected according to proper procedures. Accurate water-sample analyses are necessary for
the design phase of the desalination plant. Limited data on brackish aquifers may require
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alternative methods of evaluating long-term supply availability, such as groundwater flow
modeling. Assuming that a test well is not to be converted into a production well or retained as a
water-level or water-quality monitoring well, the well will generally be plugged and the drilling
site restored to an acceptable condition.
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BRACKISH GROUNDWATER
EXPLORATION GUIDANCE MANUAL
Introduction
As the population of Texas continues to grow, an ever-increasing demand is being placed on the
State's limited fresh-water resources. New innovative technologies are thus needed to meet these
growing needs. The desalination of brackish water, including both surface water and
groundwater, is one such technology that is generating much interest. Desalination is the process
of removing dissolved minerals from water. Improvements in membrane technology in recent
years have increased the efficiency and effectiveness of desalination, while significantly
decreasing the cost of the process. In the most recent round of regional water planning (2007),
eight of the 16 regional water planning groups recommended desalination as a water
management strategy
(http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/publications/reports/State_Water_Plan/2007/2007StateWaterPlan/2
007StateWaterPlan.htm).
The Texas Water Development Board (TWDB) reports that there are currently 88 public water
supply desalination plants in Texas, with a combined capacity of approximately 53 million
gallons per day (MGD) of fresh water. In addition, more than 100 other desalination plants with
a combined capacity between 60 to 100 MGD are used for industrial applications. This
information, along with answers to frequently asked questions, is available from the TWDB
website: (http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/iwt/desal/faqbrackish.html).
For desalinated brackish groundwater to be a viable water supply option, two principal
hydrologic components must be met. First, the subsurface water-bearing formation (aquifer)
must be capable of yielding a sufficient volume of water over the desired lifetime of the
desalination facility. And second, the water chemistry (concentration and constituent makeup of
the dissolved mineral content) of the brackish groundwater must be within a range such that
desalination can be economically achieved at a reasonable cost compared to other water supply
alternatives. The intent of an exploration project is to evaluate these two components. This
guidance manual will assist interested parties in developing just such a project.
The development of this manual was coordinated with the Upper Colorado River Authority and
funded by the TWDB. A companion brackish groundwater desalination guidance manual,
currently being developed by NRS Consulting Engineers for the North Cameron Regional Water
Supply Corporation and similarly funded by the TWDB, is expected to also be available in 2008.
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What is Brackish Water?
The term brackish refers to water that is slightly to moderately saltier than fresh water, typically
containing total dissolved solids (TDS) in concentrations ranging from 1,000 to 10,000
milligrams per liter (mg/l). By comparison, seawater has a TDS concentration of approximately
35,000 mg/l. In a reverse-osmosis desalination system, the greater the TDS concentration of the
water, the higher the pressure needed to push water through the membranes, and consequently,
the higher the energy cost. Desalinating seawater is, therefore, usually more costly than
desalinating brackish groundwater. In a report prepared for the TWDB, LBG-Guyton Associates
(2003) estimated that there is approximately 2.7 billion acre-feet of brackish groundwater "in
place" in Texas aquifers (http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/RWPG/rpgm_rpts/2001483395.pdf).
Figure 1 provides a statewide view of the general location of brackish groundwater sources.

Getting Started
Now that the decision has been made that brackish groundwater desalination might be a viable
water-supply alternative and worthy of further evaluation, how do you get started? At the start
of any project of this magnitude, there will be more questions than answers. However, these
questions are important in that they set the framework for what is to be accomplished in the
exploration project. Here are a few questions that might be generated:
• How do I determine if there is a potential brackish groundwater source within a
reasonable distance from my community?
• How do I design a drilling and testing program to evaluate the groundwater
source potential?
• How do I determine if the brackish groundwater source will be sustainable over
time?
• What regulatory issues might I face?
• How much will the exploration project cost?
The first step in answering these questions is to get some free information and advice. The best
starting point is with the TWDB. A wealth of information and resources are available from the
following TWDB link: http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/iwt/desal.asp. Also visit directly with
TWDB staff to learn more about desalination activities within the state.
Another source of information may lie within the Regional Water Plan for your area
(http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/rwpg/main-docs/2006RWPindex.asp). These plans contain not only
projections of future water needs, but also numerous strategies for meeting these needs;
including, in some areas, potential brackish groundwater desalination alternatives. Figure 2
shows the location of the 16 water-planning regions in the state.
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The next step is to inquire about existing groundwater desalination projects both in Texas and
elsewhere. These communities are generally eager to discuss the pros and cons that they have
experienced and may have project reports that they would be willing to share. Visit their
facilities and ask specific questions pertaining to the route they took to get to where they are
today.
However, the specific answers to your initial set of questions are relatively detailed, are site
specific to your community, and will generally require a level of expertise that is not readily
available from existing city staff. Thus, it is often wise at this point to consider hiring an
engineering consultant that can assist your community in developing the scope and carrying out
the individual elements of the project. A competent consultant, or team of consultants, should be
able to demonstrate the following:
• Successful experience with similar brackish groundwater desalination projects
• Geohydrologic and engineering knowledge pertaining to every aspect of the
project
• Knowledge of federal, state, and local regulations
• Be a licensed engineer and/or geoscientist
• Ability to work with subcontractors to successfully complete the project
• Ability to communicate with the client (your city staff) as well as the general
public
The consulting engineering company usually provides construction, observation and inspection
services during the drilling, construction and testing of the wells. A greater field effort will be
required while the wells are being drilled and constructed as decisions are occurring regarding
the casing and screen settings, cementing operation, well development, and pumping test of the
test well. Some of the components that an engineering company may be involved with include
the following:
a.
Provide construction management services during the contractor mobilization,
well location staking and clearing of land for construction access.
b.
Review and process contractor’s submittals including monthly pay estimate
requests, requests for information and change requests during construction.
Preparation of progress meeting minutes with contractor and checking of project
completion items.
c.
Provide construction management services including observation of significant
phases of the drilling, water sampling and testing operations.
d.
Obtain services and coordinate work of survey firm to stake test and monitoring
well locations including establishment of temporary benchmarks and construction
staking for roads and well sites for use by contractor.
e.
Review manufacturer’s warranties or bonds on materials and equipment
incorporated in the project.
f.
Conduct project status meetings and keep the client and the other project
participants informed as drilling and construction proceed.
g.
Evaluate contractor change and cost proposals and substitutions and recommend
to the client to either approve or disapprove the contractor’s proposal or
substitution.
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The following sections of this manual describe the activities that may be expected by your staff
or by your chosen consultant during the exploration phase of a desalination project. Although
most of these activities parallel those that occur when exploring for fresh groundwater, greater
care must be taken when encountering brackish to saline groundwater so that fresh-water zones
are not contaminated.

Regulatory Considerations
As a part of the exploration project, certain activities such as drilling, testing, and waste fluid
disposal may fall under regulatory guidelines. State of Texas statute declares that groundwater,
regardless whether it is fresh, brackish or saline, belongs to the landowner under which it lies.
However, throughout much of the state, the legislature has given authority to local groundwater
conservation districts (Figure 3) to manage the development, use and protection of groundwater
within their respective boundaries. Of primary concern to the district and local landowners in the
vicinity of your project is that the drilling and testing procedures will not contaminate fresh
groundwater aquifers.
Each district has its own set of rules that were locally developed to best protect groundwater
resources. Although most district rules are intended specifically to protect fresh groundwater,
some districts are being confronted with the need to develop rules pertaining to brackish sources.
You can expect that district rules may cover such exploration activities as well drilling permits,
use of a state licensed drilling contractor, well location, spacing of wells, well construction, well
plugging, disposal of water, and data requirements. If your exploration project occurs within a
county that has a groundwater conservation district, it would be prudent to visit with the district
manager as early in the planning phase of the project as possible and keep him/her informed
throughout the project. Links to the various groundwater conservation districts around the state
can be seen at http://www.texasgroundwater.org/Links.htm.
The State of Texas requires that water well drillers operating within the borders of Texas be
licensed by the Texas Department of Licensing and Regulation (TDLR). The licensed driller is
required to follow specified guidelines intended to "… ensure the quality of the State's ground
water for the safety and welfare of the public …"
(http://www.tsbbe.state.tx.us/wwd/wwdrules.pdf). At the conclusion of the drilling operations,
the driller is required to file a "Driller’s Report" within 60 days with the TDLR (and possibly
with the local groundwater conservation district) that contains information pertaining to location,
depth, well construction, estimated yield, and description of rock layers penetrated
(http://www.tsbbe.state.tx.us/wwd/wwd001.pdf) (Figure 4). Likewise, if the test well is
eventually abandoned, an additional report is to be filed with the TDLR (see Test Well
Abandonment and Site Remediation section - page 28 in this manual). Local groundwater
conservation districts may also require copies of these reports.
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GROUNDWATER
CONSERVATION DISTRICTS*,
(Confirmed and Pending Confirmation)

1. Anderson County UWCD
DALLAM
SHERMAN
HANSFORD OCHILTREE
LIPSCOMB
2. Bandera County River Authority & Ground Water District
3. Barton Springs/Edwards Aquifer CD
59
4. Bee GCD
5. Blanco-Pedernales GCD
HARTLEY
HUTCHINSON ROBERTS
MOORE
HEMPHILL
6. Bluebonnet GCD
33
7. Brazoria County GCD
8. Brazos Valley GCD
9. Brewster County GCD
OLDHAM
POTTER
CARSON
GRAY
WHEELER
10. Central Texas GCD
11. Clear Fork GCD
61
12. Clearwater UWCD
COLLINGSDEAF SMITH
ARMSTRONG
RANDALL
13. Coastal Bend GCD
DONLEY
WORTH
14. Coastal Plains GCD
54
15. Coke County UWCD
16. Colorado County GCD
PARMER
CASTRO
SWISHER
BRISCOE
HALL
CHILDRESS
17. Corpus Christi ASRCD
18. Cow Creek GCD
HARDEMAN
19. Crockett County GCD
35
20. Culberson County GCD
BAILEY
26 WILBARGER
LAMB
HALE
FLOYD
MOTLEY
COTTLE
21. Edwards Aquifer Authority
WICHITA
FOARD
22. Evergreen UWCD
23. Fayette County GCD
CLAY
LAMAR
RED RIVER
MONTAGUE
24. Fox Crossing Water District
COOKE
GRAYSON
FANNIN
COCHRAN
HOCKLEY
LUBBOCK
CROSBY
DICKENS
BAYLOR
ARCHER
KING
KNOX
25. Garza County Underground and FWCD
BOWIE
DELTA
26. Gateway GCD
73
27. Glasscock GCD
TITUS
JACK
THROCKWISE
DENTON
COLLIN
HOPKINS
28. Goliad County GCD
YOAKUM
CASS
TERRY
LYNN
GARZA
KENT
STONEWALL
YOUNG
HUNT
HASKELL
MORTON
29. Gonzales County UWCD
CAMP
77
80
25
87
75
ROCK30. Guadalupe County GCD
RAINS
MARION
WALL
WOOD
31. Hays Trinity GCD
UPSHUR
DALLAS
TARRANT
PARKER
SHACKELGAINES
DAWSON
BORDEN
SCURRY
32. Headwaters GCD
FISHER
JONES
STEPHENS PALO PINTO
FORD
KAUFMAN
HARRISON
60
VAN ZANDT
33. Hemphill County UWCD
53
45
GRE GG
11
34. Hickory UWCD No.1
SMITH
HOOD
JOHNSON
35. High Plains UWCD No.1
ELLIS
ANDREWS
EASTLAND
MARTIN
HOWARD
MITCHELL
NOLAN
TAYLOR
CALLAHAN
PANOLA
HENDERSON
36. Hill Country UWCD
SOMERERATH
RUSK
VELL
64
37. Hudspeth County UWCD No.1
47
62
90
NAVARRO
74
58
EL PASO
38. Irion County WCD
57
HILL
1
SHELBY
39. Jeff Davis County UWCD
BOSQUE
NA
COMANCHE
LOVING
ECTOR
COKE
WINKLER
MIDLAND
ANDERSON
GLASSCOCK
CO
STERLING
RUNNELS
37
GD
40. Kenedy County GCD
BROWN
COLEMAN
FREESTONE
OC
15
27
HAMILTON
H
41. Kimble County GCD
83
ES
LIMESTONE
McLENNAN
WARD
42. Kinney County GCD
HUDSPETH
CULBERSON
MILLS
55
95
65
SABINE
CRANE
43. Lipan-Kickapoo WCD
94
CORYELL
TOM
GREEN
HOUSTON
24
UPTON
REAGAN
ANGELINA
LEON
REEVES
44. Live Oak UWCD
CONCHO
IRION
FALLS
79
43
45. Llano Estacado UWCD
78
LAMPASAS
McCULLOCH
TRINITY
20
SAN SABA
38
46. Lone Star GCD
ROBERTSON
BELL
MADISON
47. Lone Wolf GCD
12
TYLER
SCHLEICHER
POLK
MENARD
48. Lost Pines GCD
34
MILAM
8
WALKER
PECOS
BURNET
JEFF DAVIS
66
52
49. Lower Trinity GCD
49
CROCKETT
81
MASON
LLANO
BRAZOS
WILLIAMSON
SAN
39
50. McMullen GCD
68
10
GRIMES
JACINTO
KIMBLE
56
BURLESON
51. Medina County GCD
SUTTON
19
HARDIN
46
52. Menard County UWD
41
TRAVIS
84
LEE
MONTGOMERY
GILLESPIE
WASHING53. Mesa UWCD
BLANCO
ORANGE
LIBERTY
TERRELL
48
6
TON
36
54. Mesquite GCD
31
3
BASTROP
5
JEFFERSON
PRESIDIO
HAYS
KERR
55. Mid-East Texas GCD
9
EDWARDS
32 KENDALL
AUSTIN
HARRIS
56. Middle Pecos GCD
FAYETTE
VAL VERDE
CALDWELL
CHAMBERS
BREWSTER
57. Middle Trinity GCD
69
70 REAL
18 COMAL
23
BANDERA
67
58. Neches & Trinity Valleys GCD
2 86
COLORADO
GUADALUPE
29
FORT BEND
59. North Plains GCD
GALVESTON
60. Northern Trinity GCD
30 GONZALES LAVACA 16
BEXAR
7
MEDINA
UVALDE
KINNEY
61. Panhandle GCD
WHARTON
21
93
BRAZORIA
62. Panola County GCD
51
88
WILSON
42
13
DE WITT
63. Pecan Valley GCD
JACKSON
64. Permian Basin UWCD
63
14
ATASCOSA 22 KARNES
65. Pineywoods GCD
FRIO
ZAVALA
85 MATAGORDA
VICTORIA
MAVERICK
66. Plateau UWC and Supply District
GOLIAD
89
Pending Groundwater
67. Plum Creek CD
91
28
68. Post Oak Savannah GCD
Conservation Districts
BEE
CALHOUN
DEV E LO
DIMMIT
PM
69. Presidio County UWCD
R
McMULLEN LIVE OAK
REFUGIO
92. Duval County GCD + &
LA SALLE
E
4
70. Real-Edwards C and R District
93.
Lavaca
County
GCD
+
#
72ARANSAS
44
71. Red Sands GCD
50
94. McLennan County GCD + #
76 SAN
72. Refugio GCD
PATRICIO
95. Tablerock GCD + #
73. Rolling Plains GCD
JIM
92 WELLS
74. Rusk County GCD
+ Pending Election Results
WEBB
17
NUECES
75. Salt Fork UWCD
DUVAL
& Created by the 79th Legislature
76. San Patricio County GCD
#
Created
by
the
80th
Legislature
77. Sandy Land UWCD
KLEBERG
( NOTE: The GCD boundaries are provisional,
pending TCEQ's completion of the official boundaries.)
78. Santa Rita UWCD
79. Saratoga UWCD
40
80. South Plains UWCD
JIM HOGG
BROOKS
0
25
50
75
100
ZAPATA
81. Southeast Texas GCD
KENEDY
Miles
82. Starr County GCD
83. Sterling County UWCD
71
84. Sutton County UWCD
82
Map updated by Mark Hayes, GISP
Subsidence Districts
STARR
85. Texana GCD
WILLACY
TWDB - GIS Mapping Coordinator
DISCLAIMER
86. Trinity Glen Rose GCD
HIDALGO
Harris-Galveston Subsidence District
March 2008
This map was generated by the Texas Water Development Board.
87. Upper Trinity GCD
No claims are made to the accuracy or completeness of the
Fort Bend Subsidence District
*
Districts
that
have,
in
whole
or part, authority as assigned
CAMERON
88. Uvalde County UWCD
information shown herein nor to its suitability for a particular use.
by Chapter 36 of the Texas Water Code.
NOTE: These subsidence districts are not Groundwater Conservation Districts
89. Victoria County GCD
The scale and location of all mapped data are approximate.
as defined under Chapter 36 of the Texas Water Code, but have the ability to
Please refer questions pertaining to individual districts to
90. Wes-Tex GCD
Boundaries
for
groundwater
conservation
districts
are
regulate groundwater production to prevent land subsidence.
the district themselves.
91. Wintergarden GCD
approximate and may not accurately depict legal descriptions.
(Refer to Senate Bill 1537 from the 79th Legislative Session)

Confirmed Groundwater
Conservation Districts
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E
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Figure 3 State Map of Groundwater Conservation Districts
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Should your exploration project move forward toward the actual construction of a desalination
facility, other regulatory requirements will come into play. Public water supply well design and
operation, and disposal of the concentrate generated by the plant are just two components that
will require regulatory permitting through the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality
(TCEQ). A brackish groundwater desalination guidance manual currently being developed by
NRS Consulting Engineers for the North Cameron Regional Water Supply Corporation and
funded by the TWDB contains a wealth of information on regulatory requirements for permitting
desalination plants in Texas.

Identifying a Brackish Groundwater Source
The current depth of knowledge pertaining to brackish groundwater resources in the state is
significantly less than our understanding of fresh groundwater resources. This is principally
because there has historically been very little interest in developing anything other than fresh
water supplies. The search for a desirable brackish groundwater source may be comparable to
the oil field concept of "wildcatting"; however, searching for brackish groundwater should not be
considered a "shot in the dark".
Although information may be relatively limited, there are beneficial resources available for use
in developing rational exploration decisions. Reports, maps, water well data, remotely sensed
imagery, aerial photos, and geophysical logs are accessible to the public from the following
agencies:
Texas Water Development Board
• Groundwater availability reports
• Water well database
Texas Commission on Environmental Quality
• Water quality data
• Geophysical logs
Texas Railroad Commission
• Oil and gas well data
United States Geological Survey
• Groundwater availability reports
• Water well database
• Topographic maps
• Remotely sensed imagery
University of Texas at Austin, Bureau of Economic Geology
• Geologic and hydrologic reports
• Geophysical logs
• Surface geology maps
Other Sources
• Groundwater conservation districts
• Local water well drillers
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WELL DRILLER'S WELL COMPLETION REPORT FORM
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FIGURE 4

A "Brackish Groundwater Manual ---" prepared for the TWDB provides a description of many
brackish aquifers throughout the state and can be viewed at:
(http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/RWPG/rpgm_rpts/2001483395.pdf). The water well database
maintained by the TWDB (http://www.twdb.state.tx.us/GwRD/waterwell/well_info.asp) is
particularly useful in that it contains information pertaining to location, aquifer, depth, well
construction, water level, water chemistry, and yield for thousands of water wells throughout the
state. The TWDB also has a very useful interactive site for rapidly viewing individual well data
in desired locations (http://wiid.twdb.state.tx.us/).
Another important tool in evaluating brackish aquifers in areas with limited water well data are
oil field geophysical logs. Geophysical surveys are almost always performed on oil and gas
wells that often penetrate through the potential brackish target zones. With these logs as a
starting point, a three-dimensional framework (thickness and angle of dip) of the brackish aquifer
can be determined. The use of geophysical logs is also discussed in following sections
pertaining to "Data Collection Procedures ---" (page 18) and "Water Quality Sampling ---" (page
26).
The process starts by using geologic and hydrologic data obtained from the above sources to
determine which geologic formations offer the best potential for the production of brackish
groundwater in terms of well yield, well depth, water level elevation, water chemistry, and
transport distance.
Well Yield - The potential well yield of an individual formation is a function of the rock’s
porosity, permeability, and thickness. Rock formations composed of sandstone or
fractured limestone are generally more water bearing than formations consisting mostly
of silt and clay. Note that when reviewing existing well data that small and shallow
domestic and stock wells may not penetrate the full thickness of the water-bearing zone
and thus their reported yield is often less than the optimal yield that might be obtained
from a properly designed well. The average yield that can be obtained from the aquifer
will determine the number of wells that will be required to provide the total supply of
water that is desired from the project.
Well Depth - Brackish groundwater is often (but not always) encountered at greater
depths than fresher groundwater. Well depth is important in terms of both drilling and
construction costs.
Well Level Elevation - Although artesian water levels may rise significantly above the
top of the water-producing formation, deeper pumping levels will require greater energy
to lift the water to the land surface.
Water Chemistry - As expressed earlier, the concentration of dissolved minerals in the
brackish source-water supply plays a critical role in the economic viability of the
desalination process. A more detailed discussion pertaining to this critical component is
provided later in this manual.
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Transport Distance – Because of the significant cost of pipelines, it is of fiscal
importance to consider the distance from a brackish groundwater source to the potential
location of the desalination facility, as well as to the desalinated water’s final distribution
destination.
After a thorough review of existing hydrogeologic data, more than one brackish aquifer may be
identified. If this is the case, it may be helpful to organize the data for each source into a matrix
(such as the one shown below) so that the range of data values can be compared, and the
potential brackish sources thus prioritized.

Brackish
Water
Source
A
B
C

Well Yield
(gpm)

Depth of Wells
(feet)

20- 60
100 – 250
40 - 80

1200 – 1500
600 – 800
1800 - 2200

Depth to
Water
(feet)
600 –800
200 – 300
1200 - 1500

Water Quality
(TDS)
4000 - 5000
1500 - 2000
15000 - 18000

Transport
Distance
(miles)
8 - 12
4-5
18 - 20

Source
Priority
Order
2
1
3

In this example scenario, brackish water source B is the obvious choice. However, in a real case
scenario a single source may not be the best choice under every category. In such a case, it may
be necessary to do a preliminary cost analysis to reassess the proper priority order.

Selecting an Exploration Site
Now that a brackish aquifer source has been identified, the next step is to drill a test well, or a
series of test wells to provide more detailed hydrologic characterization of the water-bearing
strata. Well yield and chemical quality test results from these wells will determine if the aquifer
is capable of meeting the source supply requirements of the desalination project. The question
now is where to position the test wells to best achieve this aquifer characterization evaluation.
Based on depth, thickness and orientation (dip direction) of the geologic formation that hosts the
aquifer, along with any available well data, a preferential exploration corridor can be drawn on a
surface map. The length, width, orientation and position of the preferential exploration corridor
represents an area that an investigator feels has the best potential for wells to encounter desirable
brackish groundwater supplies. In time, the results from the test wells will further refine this
preferential corridor.
Once the general area or corridor of exploration has been determined and prior to actually
designing the test wells, there is an important question to be considered; assuming a set budget
for the drilling and testing program, how many and what size test wells are to be drilled. The
geographical size of the area of interest and the variability of the aquifer will determine the
number of wells needed to characterize the potential production area. If the aquifer
characteristics are similar over the entire potential production area, then fewer test wells may be
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required. The options can be grouped into three basic scenarios: (1) multiple small-diameter
wells; (2) fewer large-diameter wells; and (3) a combination of the first two.
Option one calls for the drilling of small-diameter test wells with minimal or no casing.
Pros: Because of lower cost, more wells can be drilled, thus exposing aquifer information over a
larger area. Data derived from these wells are limited mostly to determining the depth and
thickness of the brackish aquifer, a general yield estimate based on jetting of the wells, and a
general estimate of water quality averaged over the entire exposed borehole.
Cons: The small diameter does not allow for the detailed examination of potential yield and
water quality of individual water-bearing zones within the aquifer.
Option two provides for fewer test wells than option one but larger-diameter cased test wells.
Pros: Casing insures the integrity of the well and seals off undesirable water-bearing zones
above and below the targeted brackish aquifer. The larger diameter also allows for the insertion
of a pump for the withdrawal of water from the well, thus providing more accurate
measurements of yield and water quality. If desired, these large-diameter cased test wells can
potentially be converted into production wells.
Cons: The significantly greater cost of drilling and completing large-diameter test wells might be
considered a gamble. There is always the possibility that the chosen drill site might be located in
a less than desirable part of the aquifer and subsequently the well may be abandoned for more
productive locations.
If the budget allows, the third and probably most prudent option is a combination of the previous
two options. The multiple small-diameter test wells provide the spatial information needed to
select the best locations for larger-diameter wells, thus taking much of the gamble out of their
positioning.
The actual siting of test wells within the preferential exploration corridor now becomes a
function of landowner cooperation, accessibility, and physical site conditions. Many obstacles
might be avoided if the municipality or other entity conducting the project owns the land within
the exploration corridor. However, in most cases, the land will probably be privately owned. In
such case, landowner cooperation is essential. It would be prudent to work out considerations
pertaining to leases, water rights acquisitions, or direct water sales in advance of the test wells.
Liability and access issues pertaining to working on private land should also be coordinated in
advance. The landowner will likely have a say in where he will allow access on his property, and
will be highly sensitive to any damages that might occur to roads, fences, creeks and ponds,
livestock, and other personal property.
A desirable test well drilling site should be easily accessible from a public road (preferably in all
weather conditions) by the drilling contractor's equipment, which will include the drilling rig and
pipe trailer, a large water truck, and various other personal and service vehicles. The site itself
should be large enough to allow for maneuvering of the drill rig and other vehicles, and if
practical at a slightly higher elevation to avoid swampy conditions. It may be prudent to fence
off the drilling site or at least the mud circulating pits to prevent livestock or wildlife from
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wandering into the site. An aerial photo of the general location may be useful in selecting
specific well locations that meet the above specifications.
The drilling process requires a varying amount of water and, therefore, access to a water supply
is mandatory. A local water supply source would be most desirable but is not generally available
within close proximity to the site and, thus, water must often be delivered to the site. The
landowner may allow water to be siphoned from a pond, tank, or creek, or possibly pumped from
an existing water well on his property. If water is withdrawn from a creek or river, a temporary
water right permit may be required from the TCEQ. To avoid delays, access to a water supply
should be established prior to moving equipment to the site.

Selecting a Drilling Contractor - The Bid Process
Water well drilling and construction projects for public entities generally require an open bidding
process. In order to retain a drilling contractor to perform the drilling and construction of water
wells, a "bid package" should be compiled. A "bid package" for a public water supply entity is
required to be prepared or at least supervised by a professional engineer licensed in the State of
Texas. The package generally includes design specifications for the well(s), bidding
requirements, summary of work to be performed, standards for completion of work, any special
bond or insurance requirements, and a bid proposal with tabulated cost for completing work
(Figure 5).
An advertisement for interested bidders is prepared and published. Specific contractors with
known expertise also may individually be notified of the opportunity to bid on the work. Once
potential contractors have responded, each contractor is supplied with a “bid package” with an
invitation to bid, and a pre-bid meeting is scheduled to discuss and outline the work to be bid
upon. A bid submittal date is given and the contractors are allowed to bid on the proposed work
using the supplied tabulated bid sheet. For public entities, a public opening of the bids is often
scheduled.
After the bid opening, an evaluation of the bid and qualifications of the contractors is performed.
At this time, any bid modifications or requested variances from the specifications can be noted
and evaluated. In evaluating the contractor, some of the important considerations are:
1) Is the drilling contractor licensed by the Texas Department of Licensing and Regulation?
2) Does the contractor have experience with similar drilling projects with similar subsurface
characteristics such as depth and types of strata (sand or limestone)?
3) Does the contractor have adequate equipment (size and type of drill rig, mud pump or air
compressor, and support vehicles) available to complete all phases of well construction
and testing within the desired time-frame?
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Item
Est.
Unit
Extended
No.
Description
Qty. Unit Price
Amount
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Part 1: Project Mobilization
1. Mobilization/Demobilization and setup (see note)

1 EA

$_________ $_________

Unit Price in Words _________________________________________________________________

Part 2: Phase 1 - Option B Mud Rotary Test Hole
1. Furnish and install 16-inch nominal diameter surface
casing in 20-inch hole at a base depth of 200 feet and
pressure cement

600 LF

$_________ $_________

Unit Price in Words________________________________________________________________

2. Drill one 8- to 10-inch diameter test hole from a base
depth of 200 feet to a base depth of 650 feet with
direct circulation mud rotary method, with driller's
formation log, and formation samples all as specified
in Phase I – Option B

1350 LF

$_________ $_________

Unit Price in Words _______________________________________________________________

3. Standard geophysical logging suite for test hole

3 EA

$_________ $_________

Unit Price in Words _______________________________________________________________

4. Ream test hole to 12 inches from a base depth of 200
feet to a base depth of 650 feet with direct
circulation mud rotary method

1350 LF

$_________ $_________

Unit Price in Words _______________________________________________________________

Figure 5 Typical Bid Proposal
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Design and Installation of Test Wells
The drilling and completion of a test well basically follows similar procedures and techniques
used in drilling and completing a well that will be used for production purposes (Bloetscher and
others, 2007). The principal difference is that a test well may be abandoned and plugged after
testing has been completed. TAC 76.1000 provides the technical guidelines for drilling and
completion of water wells (http://www.tsbbe.state.tx.us/wwd/wwdrules.pdf).
Cost considerations play a key role in the design process, with the costs incurred by the drilling
contractor consuming the largest part of the test well project budget. The contractor's cost per
well is dependent on the diameter and depth of the well, type of completion (open hole, gravelpacked screened casing, etc.), and other appurtenances. Many drilling contractors can estimate
drilling and construction costs based on the number of feet to be drilled at a particular diameter,
and then add on cost of materials (casing and screen) and cementing installation. Table 1 lists
typical unit costs from recent bid tabulations for test wells of common size. Unit costs can vary
widely depending on drilling contractor availability, and on current material cost, availability,
and transport distance. Costs for engineering geotechnical services, geophysical logging
services, and water quality analyses are dependent on the range of services desired, but represent
a relatively small proportion of the overall budget.

Table 1 Major Test Well Bid Items with Estimated Unit Cost Ranges
Item
Mobilization/Demobilization (per site)
Pilot hole (10 inches or less)
Standard geophysical logging suite
Reaming pilot hole (12- to 20-inch final diameter)
Conduct temporary well water sampling operation
Plugging and abandonment (10- to 14-inch hole)
Well Casing (8-inch)
Well Casing (12-inch)
Well Screen (8-inch, stainless steel)
Filter pack installation
Cementing Casing
Install test pump, conduct pumping test
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Unit

2008 Unit Price Estimated Range

each
linear feet
each
linear feet
each
linear feet
linear feet
linear feet
linear feet
linear feet
linear feet
each

$30,000 - $80,000
$30 - $60
$4,000 - $10,000
$30 - $100
$25,000 - $50,000
$12 - $30
$30 - $60
$75 - $150
$150 - $300
$30 - $75
$50 - $90
$40,000 - $60,000
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Prior to mobilizing equipment to the project location, some site preparation may be required. A
temporary or permanent all-weather road constructed of caliche or gravel may be necessary for
equipment to move to and from the site (Figure 6a). A raised pad is often constructed such that
the drilling site will be well drained (Figure 6b). And shallow pits may be dug adjacent to the
drilling rig for circulating drilling fluids during drilling operations (Figure 6c).
The type of strata (consolidated or unconsolidated) to be encountered will dictate types of
drilling, whether that is mud rotary, air, water or air-assisted reverse circulation. Each site
should start with a slim, smaller diameter pilot hole drilled past the total desired depth to
characterize the brackish aquifer. A geophysical log is then run in the slim hole to compare to
the cuttings and samples retrieved during drilling. If the formation is principally composed of
sand, then sieve analyses should be performed to measure grain size and sorting to help
determine possible gravel pack and screen size for the well.
Upon assessment of the cuttings and geophysical log, the range in potential yields might be
estimated. From this information, ranges in well size and diameter can be made depending on
the potential yield of the well and the depth of the pumping water level. Smaller diameter wells
can only accommodate smaller pumps, which result in a lower flow rate.
Additional monitoring wells located near the test well are optional on exploratory projects.
These are usually smaller in diameter and less costly to complete. TAC 76.1000(b) 3-4 provides
guidance on the required construction methods for monitoring wells. Water levels measured in
monitoring wells during a pumping test provide the needed data to calculate the storage
coefficient of the aquifer. Monitoring wells can also show nearby variability of the geology
through its drill cuttings and geophysical logging.
Because the aquifer to be explored is brackish, protection of freshwater supplies is paramount.
All precautions must be taken to protect the freshwater supply and prevent mixing between
aquifers. Holding tanks are usually needed to control drilling fluids from entering surface water
sources.
Surface casing may have to be installed and cemented prior to drilling the brackish aquifer to
prevent contamination to freshwater aquifers. This is especially true in locations where a
freshwater aquifer overlies the brackish aquifer. The casing is generally composed of steel and
either the joints are welded or threaded and coupled. All installed casing should be centralized in
the borehole to ensure that cement can be injected in a manner that completely surrounds the
casing string.
After setting the well casing, the contractor will pressure cement the casing, which usually
involves pumping cement from the interior base of the casing and circulating upward through the
annulus to ground surface. Because of the expected water chemistry, special care should be
taken in how the cement is prepared in terms of content and weight.
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a. ROAD PREPARATION

b. DRILL-SITE PAD
CONSTRUCTION

c. DRILLING MUD CIRCULATION PITS

PRE-DRILLING SITE PREPARATION
LBG-GUYTON ASSOCIATES
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FIGURE 6

Data Collection Procedures at the Well Site
Data collection begins immediately as the drill bit first pierces the land surface. As the drill bit
penetrates deeper into the earth, crushed rock particles (drill cuttings) are brought to the surface.
These rock particles provide the first opportunity to observe and describe the rock formation
being penetrated. If requested, the drilling contractor will collect these cuttings at desired
intervals (usually 5-foot or 10-foot) and place them where they can be examined in more detail
(Figure 7a). A geoscientist (rig geologist) is often employed to examine and describe these
cuttings on site (Figure 7b); and from this information, make critical drilling-procedure
decisions. Examination of drill cuttings provides information pertaining to what type of rock is
being encountered and when changes occur from one geologic formation to the next. This is
important when targeting a specific formation as the primary water-bearing zone. The rig
geologist may also be on hand later to conduct pumping tests and collect water quality samples.
The drilling contractor is also responsible for reporting specific information encountered at the
drill site. At the conclusion of the drilling operations, the driller is required to file a "Driller’s
Report" with the Texas Department of Licensing and Regulation that contains information
pertaining to location, depth, well construction details, estimated yield, and a description of rock
layers penetrated.
Borehole geophysical surveys are another important means of obtaining information from a test
well. Upon reaching total depth of a test well, a geophysical logging contractor is called in to
perform this service. Sensing devices are lowered into the test well and then slowly retrieved
back to the surface (Figure 8). On their way up the borehole, the various sensors record physical
parameters that may be interpreted in terms of rock characteristics such as lithology, geometry,
and fluid hydraulics (Keys and MacCary, 1971) (Figure 9). Some of the more useful logging
sensors for groundwater exploration are:
• Spontaneous-potential (SP) – Measures the natural potential developed between
the borehole fluid and the surrounding rock materials. Used for geologic
correlation, bed thickness, and distinguishing between porous and non-porous
rocks in shale-sandstone and shale-carbonate sequences.
• Resistivity – Measures the electrical resistivity of the formation under the direct
application of an induced electrical current. Used for estimating formation
porosity, water saturation and salinity.
• Gamma – Measures the natural radiation that is emitted by the surrounding
formation and usually reflects clay and shale content in sedimentary rocks.
• Neutron – Measures induced formation radiation. Used to measure moisture
content above the water table and total porosity below the water table.
• Acoustic – Measures the transit time of an acoustic pulse between transmitters and
receivers in the probe. Used to measure porosity and identify fractures in the
rock.
• Caliper – Measures the diameter of the borehole and casing.
• Temperature – Measures the in-situ formation fluid temperature.
• Fluid Conductivity – Measures the conductivity of the inhole liquid between
electrodes in the probe. Used to estimate the chemical quality of the borehole
fluid.
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a. DRILL CUTTING SAMPLE PILES

b. GEOLOGIC EVALUATION OF DRILL CUTTINGS

DRILL CUTTINGS
LBG-GUYTON ASSOCIATES
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FIGURE 7

GEOPHYSICAL WELL LOGGING SERVICE
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FIGURE 8
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Geophysical logs run on the test well can also be compared to similar logs run on other wells in
the area. Log correlation between wells allows the interpreter to estimate formation dip
direction, change in thickness, and possible change in lithologic character (Figure 10). Using
previously run geophysical logs with resistivity curves can be an important tool for determining
the anticipated salinity and extent of the brackish groundwater.

Figure 10 Example Geologic Cross Section Correlation with Geophysical Logs

Design, Performance and Evaluation of Pumping Tests
When a well is pumped and water is withdrawn from an aquifer, the water level surface in the
vicinity is drawn down to form an inverted cone with its apex located at the pumping well. This
is referred to as a “cone of depression”. Groundwater flows from higher water levels to lower
water levels and, therefore, in the case of a pumping well, toward the well or the center of the
cone of depression. The shape and size of the cone is directly related to the aquifer’s hydraulic
parameters. Pumping tests are the accepted standard for evaluating this cone of depression, and
thus determining an aquifer’s capacity to produce water.
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Prior to beginning a pumping test, the test well should be properly developed, meaning that the
well is pumped sufficiently long to insure that all drilling fluid, well cuttings, and other debris
are removed and the well is flowing water directly from the aquifer. The pump is then shut off
and the water level in the well is allowed to recover to static condition. At this point, a simple
specific capacity test can be conducted to establish the approximate range in flow and waterlevel drawdown that might be expected. For the test, the pump is restarted and allowed to run at
a specified flow rate for generally less than an hour.
Just before turning the pump off a final water-level measurement is made. The specific capacity
of the well is then calculated in terms of gallons per minute of flow per foot of water level
drawdown.
Similar to a specific capacity test, a slug test can be performed on the well to provide preliminary
estimates of well capacities. In a slug test a given quantity of water is introduced into the well
and the change in water level is recorded. Generally, the water level rises as the water is placed
in the well and then declines back to a static level over a measured period of time.
The actual pumping test is similar to the specific capacity test but is conducted for a longer
period of time and possibly at varying pumping rates. The duration of testing can range from a
few hours to many days of pumping. Generally, longer duration of testing allows for a larger
area of the aquifer to be evaluated. However, when discharging brackish water, limitations on
total volume of saline water being discharged may shorten the length of the pumping test. If the
level of total dissolved solids is too high for surface discharge of the produced water, then other
capture and disposal options will need to be sought.
Important measurements made during a pumping test are well discharge rate and water-level
decline versus time. The water level is measured prior to pumping for a short duration to
determine the non-pumping (static) level. Then after the pump is started, the water level is
measured at specific intervals.
During pumping tests, transducers and data loggers can be used to electronically measure and
record water level changes. The transducer is installed in the well below the water surface, no
deeper than the maximum rating for the transducer, but deeper than the drawdown level in the
pumping well. The data logger records water pressure on the transducer that is converted to feet
of water above the probe. These data are then converted to depth of water from the surface or
measuring point by comparing to measurements made with a calibrated electrical tape (Figure
11a). These tapes are lowered into the well and register when the probe comes in contact with
the water surface.
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FIGURE 11

The discharge rate or yield from a well can be measured using a number of techniques. Often, a
well discharge rate is measured with a flow meter. A totalizing water meter installed in the
discharge line to observe flow rate and total number of gallons discharged during testing is
usually best. When using a flow meter, the meter should have been recently calibrated to verify
its accuracy. Another method that is used for measuring flow from a well is an orifice weir,
which is attached in the discharge line causing a slight pressure build-up that is measured in a
sight tube (Figure 12). Depending on the size of the discharge pipe and weir, conversion tables
are available that list different flow rates with height of water in the sight tube. If the volume
being discharged from the test well is small, the discharge rate can be measured by timing the
rate that a bucket or barrel of known value is filled.

Figure 12 Pumping Test in Operation
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Various hydrologic parameters ascertained from data obtained during the pumping test are
required to make a quantitative evaluation of an aquifer. The primary aquifer characteristics of
concern are transmissivity (T), which is an index of the aquifer's ability to transmit water, and its
storage coefficient, which is an index of the amount of water released from or taken into storage
as water levels change. Hydraulic conductivity can be estimated by dividing the calculated T by
the aquifer thickness. Data from the pumping test can be analyzed using several methods,
mostly derived from the Theis equation. In general, these methods graphically portray the water
level response to pumping of the well (Figure 12b).
Often, the best hydrologic data is derived from measurements taken in a non-pumping
observation well that is located a known distance from the pumping well. Using an observation
well, the shape of the cone at some distance can be measured. In fact, the accepted method for
deriving the storage coefficient for an aquifer is only made through data obtained in an
observation well.
One of the basic assumptions in determining aquifer parameters from pumping-test data is that
flow takes place through a homogeneous medium having the same properties in all directions. In
properly applying the results, however, one must be mindful of their limitations and take into
consideration the physical characteristics of the aquifer, which are usually not the same in all
directions.

Water Quality Sampling, Analysis and Evaluation
Brackish water was previously defined as having a TDS ranging from 1,000 mg/l to 10,000 mg/l.
TDS refers to the sum of all the chemicals that are dissolved in the water. This includes the
major dissolved anions and cations that are typically found in a groundwater; but in brackish
groundwater, they may occur at higher concentrations. As water flows through an aquifer it
dissolves some of the minerals in the rock. How much is dissolved depends on the solubility of
different minerals. The more soluble the mineral (e.g. salt, which is called halite, is very soluble),
the easier it is to dissolve and the higher the concentration will be in the water. Typically,
brackish water is composed primarily of sodium and chloride, because salt is very soluble. There
may also be high concentrations of some of the other dissolved chemicals in brackish
groundwater. Brackish groundwater in sandstone may have high concentrations of silica because
minerals such as quartz will partly dissolve as groundwater flows through the aquifer. Brackish
groundwater in limestone will have high concentrations of calcium and bicarbonate from the
dissolution of the mineral calcite. And groundwater in aquifers with beds of gypsum will have
high concentrations of calcium and sulfate.
Desalination (e.g. reverse osmosis) causes the concentration of the dissolved chemicals in the
“rejected” water to increase as the water is “filtered” through a membrane. The increase in
concentrations of these dissolved chemicals may be great enough to cause the same minerals as
mentioned above (calcite, amorphous silica, and gypsum), to re-precipitate and “plug” the
membrane. To prevent this precipitation (scaling) on the membranes, chemicals, called inhibitors
or anti-scalents, are added to prevent or slow down the precipitation of these plugging minerals.
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The engineering design to prevent membrane scaling depends on the detailed chemistry of the
source water. Therefore, during the exploration phase for a brackish groundwater desalination
project, it is important to measure the specific chemistry of the brackish water as well as the total
dissolved concentrations (TDS). The chemicals that should be analyzed for include: sodium
(Na), calcium (Ca), magnesium (Mg) and potassium (K), chloride (Cl), bicarbonate (HCO3),
sulfate (SO4), dissolved silica (SiO2), some minor constituents, such as barium (Ba) and arsenic
(As) and radioactive constituents such as uranium, radium, gross alpha, beta and gamma. Some
of the chemicals, such as arsenic and radium, may not cause problems with plant design, but
their presence could become potential issues associated with disposal of the reject concentrate.
Obtaining groundwater samples that accurately represent the water chemistry of an aquifer can
be a complex task. The simple acts of separating the groundwater from the rock matrix, changing
the pressure under which it has existed, allowing the water to come in contact with the casing,
and agitating the water as it is pumped to the surface can result in chemical changes. A
contractor trained in the proper procedure for collecting water samples can greatly enhance the
accuracy of the resulting water-quality analysis. Regardless of who collects the samples, certain
procedures should always be followed.
Prior to the collection of a water sample, water should to be removed (pumped) from the newly
drilled well until it is visibly clear and devoid of drill-cuttings and mud. This process may take
several hours (and sometimes days). Monitoring the specific conductivity of the water as the well
is being pumped is one way of determining when the water chemistry has stabilized.
After stabilization, water samples should be collected in such a way that no potential
contamination to the sample occurs. The sampling point should be as close to the wellhead as
possible to avoid unnecessary contact with foreign objects, including the atmosphere.
Temperature, specific conductance, and pH are measured directly at the well since these values
will likely change by the time samples reach a laboratory. Water samples are collected in clean
sample bottles of appropriate size for the type of analysis to be performed. These bottles are
often available from the water-quality laboratory that will be analyzing the samples.
Preparation of the samples for shipment to the lab is the next critical step. Sample bottles should
be labeled with an identification number, date, and any other important information necessary to
insure that the samples are matched to the appropriate analysis. Samples should be properly
preserved and chilled, then delivered to a certified laboratory as soon as possible.
Water-quality analysis fees will vary between laboratories and with the type of analyses being
performed. However, general chemical analyses can be expected to range between $300 and
$500. More complicated full suites of inorganic and organic analyses could range up to $3,000.
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Test Well Abandonment and Site Remediation
Assuming that a test well is not to be converted into a production well or retained as a waterlevel or water-quality monitoring well, the well will generally be plugged and the drilling site
restored to an acceptable condition. By TDLR rule, a well not used for six consecutive months
may be declared "abandoned" and must be properly plugged. TAC 76.1004 provides the
technical requirements for capping and plugging wells
(http://www.tsbbe.state.tx.us/wwd/wwdrules.pdf). The recommended procedure for plugging a
well is to remove all casing and pressure fill the entire well via a tremie pipe with cement from
bottom up to the land surface (TAC 76.1004.a.1-3). In lieu of this procedure, alternative
plugging procedures are available (TAC 76.1004.a.4-5).
If the test well is to be retained as a water-level or water-quality monitoring well, then the
surface completion should follow well construction guidelines and a locking cap should be
placed over the well (TAC 76.1000b3-4) (Figure 13). Within 30 days following the plugging of
a well a "Plugging Report" (http://www.tsbbe.state.tx.us/wwd/wwd004.pdf) (Figure 14) must be
filed with the TDLR (and possibly with the local groundwater conservation district).

Figure 13 Monitoring Well Adjacent to Test Well
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WELL DRILLER'S PLUGGING REPORT FORM
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FIGURE 14

Restoration of the drill site is accomplished after the drilling rig and all other support equipment
has been removed. The project manager and the landowner should agree upon the extent to
which the site is to be restored in advance and the necessary instructions included in the drilling
contractor’s contract.
Drilling mud circulating pits are the most common surface alteration that requires restoration.
These pits are often several feet in depth and measure several feet in length and width, and may
have retained drilling fluid. After the fluid has been vacuumed from the pit and the accumulated
drill cuttings removed by a backhoe, the pit can be backfilled with dried drill cuttings and capped
with the earth material that was originally excavated from the pit. The fill material should be
mounded over the pit to accommodate for compaction and surface depression that will occur
over time. Other restoration activities may include debris removal, fence and road repairs, and
surface drainage modifications.

Use of Limited Data to Predict Long-term Supply Availability
In some areas, aquifers containing brackish groundwater are well understood and in other cases
they are not. In areas where a brackish aquifer has been used for irrigation or other uses, there
may be a good understanding of groundwater availability and aquifer characteristics so that the
production capacity and long-term availability from the aquifer can be estimated with relative
certainty. However, in other areas, information on the aquifer characteristics may need to be
determined through test well drilling and testing before long-term availability can be estimated.
In some areas, information and geophysical logs from oil and gas exploration are available to
help characterize the brackish aquifer prior to test well drilling and well completion. While these
data may be helpful in characterizing the aquifer, they do not provide complete information for
long-term groundwater availability assessment.
Ideally, to make a good estimate of long-term availability, the hydrogeologic system should be
understood relatively well and there should be a cohesive conceptual model for the entire system.
The conceptual model should include a description of aquifer properties such as transmissivity
and storativity, recharge from lateral inflow and precipitation, hydrogeologic boundaries such as
fractures and faults, discharge from wells and natural springs, spatial variations in water quality,
and hydrologic connection to other units. All of these factors provide insight into the long-term
availability of brackish groundwater. To better understand these factors, a thorough
hydrogeologic assessment should be performed in order to develop the confidence required to
invest in a desalination facility.
Having limited data does not preclude evaluating the long-term availability of brackish
groundwater from an aquifer. Regardless of the amount of hydrogeologic information available,
a conceptual model should be developed and aquifer parameters from similar aquifers should be
used to estimate availability and production capacity. If the initial evaluation indicates sufficient
groundwater reserves with a relatively high factor of safety, it may be appropriate to move
forward with the project. If the evaluation does not indicate sufficient groundwater reserves,
then it is advisable to perform more site-specific hydrogeologic investigation prior to moving
forward.
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One way to quantify long-term groundwater availability is to build a groundwater model that
incorporates the relevant components of the conceptual model. The degree of sophistication
required for this model depends on many things including the amount of data available and the
complexity of the hydrologic system. In some cases, a simple analytical groundwater model
might be sufficient to determine the impact of proposed production. However, if the conceptual
model or the hydrogeology is more complex, it may be appropriate to develop a numerical model
using a groundwater flow model such as MODFLOW. Numerical models are capable of
incorporating aquifer heterogeneity, variable recharge, complex hydrogeology,
evapotranspiration, stream-aquifer interaction, and many other hydrologic components. In some
cases, it may be appropriate or necessary to model water quality or water quality changes over
time, and numerical models are appropriate for this task as well.
The type of scenarios that should be assessed with a numerical model includes quantification of
production of brackish water for the life of the project, and well-field configuration similar to
that envisioned for the project. The model should be used to assess impact of production on
nearby wells, other aquifers, and potentially to look at impact to water quality and surface water
resources. The model can be used to estimate the water level decline in the well field, the lift
required for pumps, the spread of the cone of depression over time, and other site-specific
factors.

What’s Next
Hopefully at this point you have completed the exploration phase and have concluded that an
adequate (volume and quality) brackish groundwater supply exists. The process forward is
beyond the scope of this guidance manual; however, you can expect to encounter the following
basic elements.
Pilot plant operations
A small desalination pilot plant is often located adjacent to a test well and allowed to operate for
several weeks or months. The pilot plant provides the opportunity to test the effectiveness of
various filtration systems with the native water chemistry in the brackish aquifer.
Engineering feasibility studies
An engineering feasibility analysis will provide a preliminary assessment of the infrastructural
and financial requirements that will likely be encountered during the project, including source
water development, desalination plant construction, and concentrate disposal.
Financial funding opportunities
The construction and operation of a desalination facility represents a significant outlay of dollars.
Opportunities for funding assistance may be available for all aspects of the project from the
preliminary source-water exploration and construction feasibility assessment phases to the final
ribbon-cutting ceremony. Consider beginning your search for funding by discussing options
with the TWDB.
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Brackish source-water supply construction
This phase of the project includes the siting, drilling, construction and permitting of the sourcewater production wells. The location and design of these wells are based on the hydrologic data
gained from the exploration project. These wells will be drilled and completed to TCEQ –
Public Drinking Water standards.
Design and construction of desalination facility
The desalination plant houses the membrane filtration system and is the most visible building in
the project. Consider incorporating meeting and educational facilities as part of the overall
design.
Concentrate disposal options
The disposal of the concentrate fluid generated after the fresh water has been separated from the
brackish source water can be relatively expensive; and therefore may be a critical factor in
whether or not the desalination option is financially feasible. Disposal of this fluid may be
accomplished in a number of ways including evaporation, discharge to a waste treatment plant,
or deep-well injection. It is often good planning to research the various disposal options at the
same time that the brackish groundwater exploration is being conducted. Expect regulatory
permitting issues to be a significant component of the disposal operation. Securing the proper
permits may be a lengthy process, in some cases taking several years.
Distribution system integration
Moving the fresh water generated from the desalination process into the drinking water
distribution system is the final step. A common option is to blend the desalinated fresh water
with existing water sources of less quality to produce a greater volume of available supply.

Further guidance on these elements is provided in a brackish desalination guidance manual
currently being developed by NRS Consulting Engineers for the North Cameron Regional Water
Supply Corporation and funded by the TWDB. This manual is expected to be available in 2008.
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