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RECONNAISSANCE OF THE CHEMICAL OUALITY OF

SURFACE WATERS OF THE COASTAL BASINS OF TEXAS

ABSTRACT

The eight coastal basins in Texas have a combined
drainage area of more than 19,000 square miles and
include all of the 370 miles of the coast except for a few
miles across the mouths of the major rivers. Most of the
coastal region is a smooth, featureless, depositional plain
with altitudes generally less than 200 feet above mean
sea level.

An abundance of water for municipal supply.
industrial use, irrigation, and transportation has resulted
in a diversified and expanding economy in the coastal
basins. In addition to the local ground-water and
surface-water supplies. large volumes of surface water are
imported to the coastal basins from adjacent river basins.
Imported water is moved through a network of canals to
irrigated fields and industrial sites. With oit production
scattered throughout the region, oil-refining and petro­
chemical plants are a major part of the industrial
activities. The major industrial centers and seaports of

the coastal basins include Beaumont, Port Arthur.
Galveston, Texas City, and Corpus Christi.

The activities of man are affecting the chemical
quality of surface waters in the coastal basins. low flows
in many of the streams are being degraded to some
degree by oil field and other industrial wastes and by
irrigation·return flows. However. runoff from the gen­
erally abundant precipitation along the Texas coast
dilutes ()( flushes out these wastes in most of the coastal
streams.

Surface waters of the coastal basins are generally
of good chemical quality, and in streams receiving little
or no man·made wastes, the dissolved·solids concentra·
tions are generally less than 250 milligrams per liter.
Recent regulations of the Railroad Commission of Texas
should reduce the amount of oil-field brines reaching
surface-water courses.
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RECONNAISSANCE OF THE CHEMICAL QUALITY OF

SURFACE WATERS OF THE COASTAL BASINS OF TEXAS

INTRODUCTION

A network of daily chemical.quality stations on
principal streams in Texas is operated by the U.S.
Geological Survey in cooperation with the Texas Water
Development Board and with federal and local agencies.
However, this network has not been adequate to
inventory completely the chemical quality of surface
waters of the State. To supplement the information
being obtained by the network. a cooperative statewide
reconnaissance by the U.S. Geological Survey and the
Texas Water Development Board was begun in
September 1961. Samples for chemical analysis were
collected periodically at numerous sites throughout
Texas so that some water-quality information would be
available for locations where water-development projects
are likely to be built. These data aid in the delineation of
areas having water·quality problems and in the identi­
fication of probable sources of pollution, thus indicating
areas in which more detailed investigations are needed.

The State has been divided into 15 river and 8
coastal basins, with the name of each river basin being
the name of the main river which the basin topograph­
ically encloses and the name of each coastal basin being
the combined names of the two main rivers between
which the coastal basin lies. Coastal basins are defined so
as to include the areas of coastal plains. peninsulas, and
islands that lie adjacent to and between the main river
basins lTexas Board of Water Engineers, 1961, p. 29).
The chemical quality of surface waters in each basin is
being studied, and a series of reports summarizing the
results of the study is being prepared by the U.S.
Geological Survey in cooperation with the Texas Water
Development Board. (See list of references for previous
reports).

The purpose of this report is to present available
data and interpretations on the quality of surface waters
to aid in the proper development, management, and use
of water resources of the Texas coastal basins. In this
study, the following factors were considered: The nature
and concentrations of mineral constituents in solution;
the geologic. hydrologic, and cultural influences that
determine the water quality; and the suitability of the
water for municipal supply, industrial use, and irrigation.

·3·

GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THE
COASTAL BASINS

The eight coastal basins include an area of more
than 19,000 square miles along the Texas Gulf Coast
(Figure 11. Except for a few miles across the mouths of
the major rivers, the 370 miles of Texas coast is within
these basins. The drainage areas of some of the coastal
basins extend inland more than a hundred miles.

All of the coastal basins are in the West Gulf
Coastal Plain physiographic section of the Coastal Plain
province. Topographically, the area is generally a
smooth, featureless, depositional plain. The altitude of
most of the region is less than 200 feet above mean sea
level except along the interior boundary of the Nueces­
Rio Grande coastal basin, where the altitude reaches 900
feet.

The geology of the Gulf Coast region of Texas has
been described by Wood, Gabrysch, and Marvin (1963).
Sedimentary deposits range in age from Miocene to
Holocene (Figure 2). Holocene deposits form the coast·
line and successively older beds crop out toward the
interior. Alluvium, beach sands, and terrace deposits of
Holocene age and the Beaumont Clay and Lissie Forma·
tion of Pleistocene age dominate the surface geology of
the coastal basins. Older formations ranging in age from
Miocene to Pliocene!?) are exposed in small areas in the
headwaters of the Brazos·Colorado and San Antonio·
Nueces coastal basins and in the western part of the
Nueces·Rio Grande coastal basin. Widespread eolian
deposits cover a 2,800·square·mile area in the center of
the Nueces·Rio Grande coastal basin.

The climate along the Texas Gulf Coast varies
greatly from east to west. The average annual precipita­
tion decreases from about 56 inches near the Texas·
Louisiana line to less than 20 inches in the southwestern
part of the Nueces-Rio Grande coastal basin (Figure 31.
AC1:ording to Thornthwaite's classification 11952. p. 32).
the coastal area is divided into regions of moisture·
surplus and moisture·deficiency by a line through
the Lavaca-Guadalupe coastal basin. The climatic type
and moisture deficiencv'surplus index for the coastal
basins are shown on Figure 3.
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Figure 1.-0rainage Basins in Texas

The Texas Gulf Coast generally has mild winters
and hot summers. Daily.minimum temperatures are
seldom less than 32°F (O°C) during the winter; and
during the summer. daily·maximum temperatures greater
than gO°F 132°C) are common. Carr (1967, p. 19)
reports average annual mean air temperatures (1931·601
from 69°F 120.SoCI along the Texas-louisiana line to
74°F 123.3°CI in south Texas near the Rio Grande.

The general availability of water along the Texas
Gulf Coast is the principal factor in the economic
development of the coastal basins. Water lor municipal
supplv. industrial use, irrigation. and transportation has
resulted in a diversified and expanding economy.
Sources of water supplies, quantity and quality of water,
and principal products are discussed for each coastal
basin in later sections of this report.

·4·

RELATION OF WATER QUALITY
TO USE

The quality of water, as well as quantity of water,
should be considered for any water use. All natural
waters contain mineral constituents dissolved from rocks
and minerals of the earth's crust. The commonly
determined coostituents and properties and their source
and significance are given in Table 1.

To aid in determining the extent to which
chemical quality limits the suitability of water for
irrigatioo, the U.S. Salinity laboratory Staff 11954, p.
69) has prepared a system for classifying irrigation
waters in terms of salinity and sodium hazards. A
diagram was formulated which uses sodium-adsorption
ratio (SARI and specific conductance in classifying

•
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irrigation waters. SAR expresses the relative activity of
sodium ions in exchange reactions with the soil. This
ratio is expressed by the equation:

where concentrations of the ions are in milliequivalents
per liter. The U.S. Salinity Laboratory Staff stated that
this classification should be used only for general
guidance, because other factors such as soil type,
climate, types of crops, and toxic elements in water also
affect the suitability of water for irrigation.

The diagram is reproduced in modified form as
Figure 4. The observed ranges in SAR and specific
conductance for six sites in the coastal basins are plotted
on the diagram. The chemical quality of surface waters
at these sites is affected to some degree by irrigation·
return flows and other activities of man, but sites on
streams highly degraded by industrial wastes were not
included because these waters could not be used for
irrigation.

FACTORS AFFECTING CHEMICAL
QUALITY OF WATER

All waters from natural sources contain dissolved
mmet"als, but the chemical character and concentrations
of dissolved constituents in surface waters may fluctuate
widely in response to differences in environment. The
most impOl"tant factors that affect the chemical quality
of surface waters are geology, patterns and character·
istics of streamflow, and the activities of man.

In streams unaffected by man's activities, the
geologic environment determines to a large extent the
kinds and amounts of dissolved constituents. All rocks
and soils contain soluble materials, but the amount of
minerals available for solution is decreased by leaching.
Therefore, rocks and soils in areas of high rainfall usually
are well leached and yield water of low mineralization;
whereas rocks and soils in arid regions are poorly leached
and often yield large quantities of minerals to circulating
waters.

The mean annual precipitation exceeds 25 inches
along the Texas Gulf Coast, except in the western half of
the Nueces-Rio Grande coastal basin; consequently,
many of the more soluble minerals have been leached
from the surface rocks and soils. The western half of the
Nueces·Rio Grande coastal basin has a poorly defined
drainage network that has little or no sustained dry·
weather flows. Runoff during periods of heavy precipita·
tion is rapidly lost by infiltration and evaporation.
Because of the short time in contact with surface rocks

. 10·

and soils, the surface water in this area is generally low
in dissolved solids, but the limited and undependable
quantities are of little significance as a water supply.

The patterns and characteristics of streamflow
usually affect the chemical character of water in streams.
In most streams where the flow is not regulated by
upstream impoundments the concef1tration of dissolved
constituents varies inversely with the water discharge.
The concentration usually is minimum during floods
when most of the water is surface runoff that has been
in contact with the rocks and soils for a short time.
Conversely, the concentration is maximum during low­
flow periods when the flow is sustained by ground·water
effluent that has been in contact with the rocks and soils
for a sufficient time to dissolve more of their soluble
minerals. This general relationship is true for coastal
streams.

Activities of man have generally degraded the
chemical quality of surface water in the coastal basins.
Depletion of flow by diversion and consumptive use,
irrigation.return flows that include ground water and
water that has been imported from other surface-water
sources, and municipal and industrial wastes contribute
to the degradation of chemical quality of coastal
streams. As shown on Figure 5, there are heavily
irrigated areas in all the coastal basins. Irrigation supplies
include ground water and both local and imported
surface water. Surface-water supplies are moved across
the basins in numerous canals. Thus, irrigation.return
flows reaching a stream may be derived from three
different sources.

Oil is produced in all the coastal basins (Figure 6),
and many of the coastal streams are affected to some
degree by oil·field brines. The Railroad Commission of
Texas, Oil and Gas Division, Order Number 20-56,841
states, in part, that effective January 1, 1969, use of
salt·water disposal pits for storage and evaporation of
oil·field brines and discharge of oil·field brines into
surface·drainage water courses is prohibited. Before
January 1, 1969, some coastal streams were used for
conveyance of oil·field brines to the bays. For example,
in the San Antonio·Nueces coastal basin, the dissolved·
solids concentration of the Mission River at Refugio has
exceeded 70,000 mg/l (milligrams per liter).

Much of the industrial and municipal wastes enters
the coastal streams in the lower reaches along the
coast-principal areas include Beaumont-Port Arthur,
Baytown, Galveston-Texas City, and Corpus Christi.
However, numerous small towns and industrial opera·
tions are scattered throughout the coastal basins and
their wastes are altering the quality of water in many
streams and reaches of streams.

Data on the chemical quality of surface water and
related data on hydrology are presented and discussed
for each coastal basin in the following sections of this
report.

•
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SPECIFIC CONDUCTANCE, IN MICROMHOS AT 25· C
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NECHES-TRINITY COASTAL BASIN

The Neches-Trinity coastal basin, which has a
drainage area of 769 square miles is in the southeast
corner of Texas (Figure 1). This nearly flat area
(maximum altitude is about 50 feet above mean sea
level) receives, from east to west, 55 to 44 inches of
precipitation per year on the average and is frequently
flooded. As shown by the average monthly precipitation
at Beaumont (Figure 3), the precipitation in the basin is
fairly well distributed throughout the year, with March
and October generally having the minimum monthly
accumulations. The maximum annual precipitation at
Beaumont (1931·68) was 87 inches in 1949.

The principal streams in the basin are Taylor
Bayou, East Bay Bayou, Oyster Bayou, and East Fork
and West Fork Double Bayous (Figure 7). Numerous
small tributaries, many of them unnamed, feed the
principal streams. The Neches·Trinity coastal basin has
no major water-supply reservoirs. J. D. Murphree Area
Impoundments, a 32,000 acre-foot group of shallow
impoundments on Big Hill Bayou, is owned and
operated by the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
for wildlife management purposes.

The natural drainage network has been altered by
a maze of canals used to distribute irrigation waters
imported from the Neches and Trinity River basins. In
1964, about 260,000 acre-feet of surface water was
imported to irrigate 104,000 acres of rice (Gillett and
Janca, 1965, p. 36). In addition to rice production,
cattle ranching, dairying, poultry, and truck crops
contribute to the agricultural economy_

Oil is produced in many areas of the basin (Figure
61, and the eastern part of the basin in the Beaumont­
Port Arthur area is a highly developed industrial com­
plex that includes several large refineries and petro­
chemical plants. Most of the water for municipal and
industrial uses is imported from the Neches River.
However, ground water is used by the petroleum
industry as a source of supply for secondary oil-recovery
operations in the western part of the basin.

Chemical·quality data collected in the Neches­
Trinity coastal basin are given in Table 2, and the seven
data-collection sites are shown on Figure 7. Dissolved­
solids concentrations were generally low in all streams at
the times of sampling. Taylor Bayou near LaBelle (site
2) and Hillebrandt Bayou near Lovell Lake (site 3) were
sampled during a period of high runoff, and the
dissolved-solids concentrations were 113 and 94 mg/l,
respectively. Concentrations of dissolved constituents in
these streams probably increase during low-flow periods.

East Bay Bayou at Farm Road 1941 near Stowell
(site 4), sampled during periods of low to medium flows,
had a range in dissolved-solids concentrations from 115
to 841 mgJI. The variation in dissolved-solids, chloride,
and nitrate concentrations indicates that agricultural and
industrial wastes are sometimes reaching the stream.

- 12 -

Samples collected from Oyster Bayou near
Anahuac (site 5). East Fork Double Bayou near Anahuac
(site 6), and West Fork Double Bayou near Anahuac
(site 7) show less variation in dissolved constituents than
samples from East Bay Bayou, but all these streams are
probably being degraded to some degree by man's
activities.

limited sampling at the seven sites indicates that
the surface waters of the Neches-Trinity coastal basin are
generally low in dissolved solids and are of good to
excellent chemical quality. However, streams and
reaches of streams are being affected by man's activities,
and by occasional sea-water flooding of coastal areas at
high tides. The greatest degradation of water quality is
probably occurring in the industrialized eastern part of
of the basin. The abundant precipitation in this humid
area has leached out most of the naturally occurring
soluble minerals from the rocks and soils, and to a
considerable degree, has diluted and flushed out the
wastes from man's activities.

TRINITY-SAN JACINTO COASTAL BASIN

The Trinity-San Jacinto coastal basin, which has a
drainage area of 247 square miles, is the smallest of the
eight coastal basins (Figure 1). The maximum altitude is
about 100 feet above mean sea level; some areas are
frequently flooded. Average annual precipitation
exceeds 48 inches. The annual and average monthly
precipitation data (1931-68) for the city of Houston,
adjacent to the Trinity-San Jacinto coastal basin on the
east, are representative of the precipitation patterns of
the basin (Figure 3)_ Precipitation is distributed fairly
well throughout the year, with the monthly maximum
usually occurring in July and the minimum in March.
The maximum annual precipitation (1931-68) for
Houston was 69 inches in 1946.

The Cedar Bayou watershed includes 204 of the
247 square miles in the Trinity-San Jacinto coastal basin
(Figure 8). As in the Neches-Trinity coastal basin,
numerous canals are used to distribute water imported
from the adjacent major streams. Highlands Reservoir, a
5,580 acre-foot impoundment, is the only major
surface-water development in the basin. This off-channel
reservoir is maintained by importing water from the San
Jacinto River. Water stored temporarily in the reservoir
is released into the canal system for irrigation, municipal
supply, and industrial use.

In 1964, about 31,DOO acre·feet of water was used
to irrigate about 13,000 acres of rice and pas­
ture-18,ODO acre-feet was imported from the Trinity
and San Jacinto River basins and 13,000 acre-feet was
from local ground,water supplies (Gillett and Janca,
1965, p. 37)_ Irrigated areas are shown on Figure 5. In
addition to rice production, beef cattle, dairying,
poultry, and truck crops contribute to the agricultural
economy.

•

•
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Oil is produced in many areas in the basin (Figure
6). and oil and related petroleum products represent a
major part of the industrial activities. The Baytown area,
located on the Houston Ship Channel and Galveston
Bay, is the urban and industrial center of the basin.

Chemical analyses of samples from Cedar Bayou
near Mont Belvieu (site 1) show water of good quality at
this station (Table 3). However, during lowflow periods,
irrigation-return flows and industrial wastes are probably
degrading the quality of surface waters in some areas.
Municipal and industrial discharges from the Baytown
area enter the Galveston Bay system. The natural
dissolved·solids concentration of runoff in the basin is
probably less than 250 mg/l.

SAN JACINTO·BRAZOS COASTAL BASIN

The San Jacinto·Brazos coastal basin, which drains
an area of 1,440 square miles, is bounded on the east by
Galveston Bay, on the west by the Brazos River basin,
and on the north by the San Jacinto River basin (Figure
1). Some areas are frequently flooded because the
maximum altitude in the basin is about 100 feet and
much of the basin is less than 50 feet above mean sea
level. In addition to flooding throughout the basin from
local storm runoff, lowlands along the coast and in the
Galveston Bay area are inundated by high tides. The
INE!stern side of the basin is subjected to flooding by
overflow waters from the Brazos River. Precipitation in
the basin averages 44·48 inches per year-monthly,
seasonal, and yearly precipitation patterns are shown by
records for the city of Houston (Figure 3).

The principal streams in the basin are Clear Creek,
Oyster Creek, and Dickinson, Halls, Mustang, Chocolate,
and Bastrop Bayous (Figure 9). Clear Creek drains much
of the northern part of the basin and discharges into
Galveston Bay near Seabrook. The watersheds of the five
major bayous inetude most of the central and south­
eastern drainage areas of the basin. Dickinson Bayou
flows into Galveston Bay north of Texas City, and the
other four bayous flow into the West Bay system. Oyster
Creek drains a 247-square·mile strip that parallels the
Brazos River along the western edge of the basin. Oyster
Creek discharges into Oyster Bay.

William Harris Reservoir, a 12,000 acre·foot
impoundment, is located immediately adjacent to the
basin, between the Brazos River and Oyster Creek. This
off·channel reservoir serves for temproary storage of
water diverted from the Brazos River. Water from the
reservoir is released to Oyster Creek and then to a canal
system for distribution to various industrial plants.

More than 150,000 acre-feet of surface water,
mostly imported from the Brazos River, and about
14,000 acre·feet of ground water was used to irrigate
70,000 acres of rice and pasture in 1964 (Gillett and
Janca, 1965, p. 37). Irrigated areas are shown on
Figure 5.

·19·

Oil is produced in many areas of the basin (Figure
6), and oil and related petroleum products represent a
large part of the industrial economy. The eastern part of
the basin along Galveston Bay is a populous, highly
industrialized area and shipping center.

Chemical analyses of streams in the San Jacinto.
Brazos coastal basin are shown on Table 4. Water·quality
data collected at nine sites in the basin (Figure 9) in
1967·68 show waters of generally good to excellent
chemical quality. The dissolved·solids concentration did
not exceed 1.000 mg/I in any of the samples collected.
However, irrigation· return flows and municipal and
industrial wastes probably have some effect on the water
quality in all streams. Nitrate concentrations exceeded
10 mg/I at five sites during low flow. The maximum
concentration of 77 mg/I was observed in Flores Bayou
near Danbury (site 8).

All sampling sites are far enough upstream to be
above normal tide effects. The ranges in water discharge
at the time of sampling provide water·quality data that
are generally representative of the range in concentra·
tions of dissolved constituents at these sites. The lower
reaches of the principal drainage systems are affected by
tides, and tidal action compounds the effects of munic·
ipal and industrial wastes and irrigation·return flows on
waler quality, particularly in the urban areas along
Galveston Bay.

BRAZOS·COLORAOO COASTAL BASIN

The Brazos·Colorado coastal basin, which has a
drainage area of 1,850 square miles, lies between the
Brazos and Colorado River basins as a long narrow band
extending about 100 miles inland from the coast (Figure
1). Although the maximum altitude exceeds 400 feet
above mean sea level in the headwaters of the basin,
altitudes in much of the lower part of the basin are less
than 50 feel. The lower basin is subjected to overflows
from the Brazos River on lhe east and the Colorado
River on the west. and the coastal areas are occasionally
inundated by high tides.

Precipitation in the basin averages 40-44 inches per
year. Monthly, seasonal, and yearly precipitation
patterns are approximated by records for the city of
Houston (Figure 3).

The San Bernard River (Figure 101. which has a
drainage area of about 1,000 square miles, is the only
large stream in the basin. The Brazos·Colorado coastill
basin has no major reservoirs. Some off·channel storage
has been developed together with a canal system for
distribution of water imported from the Colorado River.

In 1964, about 50,000 acres of rice and pasture
was irrigated in the basin with 130,000 acre·feet of
surface water, mostly from the Colorado River, and
32,000 acre·feet of ground water (Gillett and Janca,
1965, p. 38). Irrigated areas are shown on Figure 5.
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Although oil is produced in many parts of the
basin, the major oil fields are in the lower half of the
basin (Figure 6). The production of oil and retated
products, rice processing, and meat packing are the
principal industries. Bay City is the major industrial and
commercial center, but various small industries are
scattered throughout the basin.

Chemical analyses of streams indicate that runoff
throughout the basin is generally of good to excellent
quality (Table 5). Limited data from five sites (Figure
10) on the San Bernard River indicate that high to
moderate flows usually contain less than 250 mg/l
dissolved solids, and that high flows in the upper part of
the river often contain less than 100 mgtl dissolved
solids. However, irrigation-return flows and oil-field
brines are probably degrading the chemical quality of
the river throughout its reach.

Samples collected over a wide range in water
discharge at San Bemard River near Boling (site 4)
ranged in dissolved·solidsconcentrations from 51 to 552
mg/l. Concentrations of dissolved constituents,
especially sodium and chloride, increase between Boling
and the next downstream site near Newgulf (site 51.
Samples collected near Boling on November 29 and near
Newgulf on November 30, 1967, show dissolved·solids
concentrations of 429 and 1,170 mg/l, respectively.

Small streams in the lower part of the basin
contain water low in dissolved solids during high flows,
but low ftows in some of the streams show the effects of
oil·field brines. A sample collected during low flow in
Cedar Lake Creek near Cedar Lane (site 7) contained
3,170 mg/l dissolved solids. Cottonwood Creek near Bay
City (site 10) receives municipat and industrial wastes
from Bay City and probably has high organic and
nutrient concentrations at low flow. A sample collected
on November 29, 1967, had a nitrate concentration of
66 mg/I. Other small streams and reaches of streams in
the basin are probably being affected locally by
irrigation-return flows and municipal and industrial
wastes. Nondegraded surface waters in the basin
probably contain less than 250 mg/I dissolved solids.

COLORADO·LAVACA COASTAL BASIN

The Colorado· Lavaca coastal basin, which has a
drainage area of about 940 square miles, is located near
the center of the Texas Gulf Coast (Figure 1). The
maximum altitude is about 100 feet above mean sea
level. Annual precipitation varies from about 41 inches
in the east to about 38 inches in the west (Figure 3).
Precipitation in the basin is fairly well distributed
throughout the year, with May and September generally
having the maxilTMJm monthly accumulations (Figure 3).
The maximum annual precipitation at Edna for the
period 1931·68 was 59.95 inches in 1941.

- 25-

The principat streams in the basin are Tres Palacios
and Carancahua Creeks (Figure 11). There are no major
reservoirs in the basin. Drainage is poor, and flooding
occurs during periods of heavy rainfall. Lowlands near
the coast are frequently inundated by high tides.

Much of the industrial economy is based on
petroleum and related products. Oil fields are located in
many parts of the basin (Figure 61.

In 1964, about 176,000 acre·feet of water was
used to irrigate about 47,000 acres of rice and pasture
(Gillett and Janca, 1965, p. 39). More than half of this
water was surface water, most of which was imported
from the Colorado River basin. Principal irrigated areas
are shown on Figure 5.

Chemical·quality data collected in the Colorado­
Lavaca coostal basin are given in Table 6, and the
data-eolleetion sites are shown on Figure 11. The
dissolved·solids concentrations were less than 500 mgtl
in all streams at the times of sampling, indicating that
surface waters of the Colorado·Lavaca coastal basin are
generally of good to excellent quality. However, some
streams or reaches of streams in the basin may be
aHected locally by industrial and municipal wastes and
irrigation·return flows.

LAVACA-GUADALUPE COASTAL BASIN

The Lavaca·Guadalupe coastal basin is located in
the central part of the Texas coastal area (Figure 1). The
basin, which heads about 60 miles inland at an altitude
of about 200 feet, contains an area of about 998 square
miles. Precipitation, which averages from 36 to 38 inches
per year, decreases from east to west (Figure 3).
Precipitation is fairly welt distributed throughout the
year with May and September generally having the
maximum monthly accumulations (Figure 31. The
minimum monthly precipitation at Edna was 0.00 inches
during several months, and the maximum was 14.38
inches in June 1960.

The principal streams in the basin are Arenosa,
Garcitas, and Placedo Creeks (Figure 12). There are no
major reservoirs in the basin; however, Garcitas
Reservoir has been proposed (Figure 12).

The economy in the Lavaca·Guadalupe coastat
basin is supported by agriculture, oil production, recrea­
tion, and seafood processing. In 1964, about 18,000
acres (Figure 5) was irrigated with about 53,000
acre-feet of surface and ground water (Gillett and Janca,
1965, p.391. Most of the surface water is imported from
the Guadalupe River basin. Smaller amounts are supplied
by Garcitas Creek or imported from the Lavaca River
basin.
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Chemical-quality data collected in the Lavaca·
Guadalupe coastal basin are given in Table 7, and the
data·collection sites are shown on Figure 12. Dissolved·
solids concentrations in Garcitas Creek near Inez (site 1)
ranged from 37 to 342 mgtl, and concentrations in
Arenosa Creek near Inez (site 2) ranged from 26 to 553
mgtl. If the flows of Garcitas and Arenosa Creeks are
impounded in the proposed Garcitas Reservoir, the
water should be of excellent quality, with dissolved·
solids concentrations less than 250 mgt!.

Limited data show that dissolved-solids concentra·
tions have ranged from 457 to 1,570 mg/I in Placedo
Creek near Placedo (site 3). and low flows in East
Coloma Creek near Port Lavaca (site 5) and West
Coloma Creek near Seadrift (site 6) contained dissolved·
solids concentrations of 4,700 mg/! and 3,920 mg/l,
respectively. High concentration of dissolved solids and
chloride indicate that these three streams are being
degraded by oil·field wastes. Two low-flow samples from
Chocolate Bayou near Port Lavaca (site 4) had
dissolved'solids concentrations of 200 and 117 mg/l,
showing that water in this stream is of excellent quality.

Available data for streams in the Lavaca·
Guadalupe coastal basin indicate that streams in the
upper part of the basin contain water of very good
quality. Some streams and reaches of streams in the
lower part are being degraded by man's activities.

SAN ANTONIO-NUECES COASTAL BASIN

The San Antonio·Nueces coastal basin, which has a
drainage area of 2,650 square miles, lies between the San
Antonio and Nueces River basins (Figure 1). The
maximum altitude of the basin is about 500 feet above
mean sea level, but much of the area is at altitudes less
than 100 feet. Annual precipitation ranges from about
36 inches in the east to 2B inches in the west (Figure 3).
The precipitation is fairly well distributed throughout
the year, with May and September generally having the
maximum monthly accumulations (Figure 3). Precipita·
tion at Beeville has ranged from a low of 0.00 inches
during several months to a high of 22.62 inches in
September 1967.

The principal streams in the San Antonio·Nueces
coastal basin are the Mission River and its tributaries,
Blanco and Media Creeks, the Aransas River, and
Chiltipin Creek (Figure 13). There are no major
reservoirs in the basin. Natural drainage is poor, and
occasional heavy rains flood large areas near the coast.

Agriculture, oil production, commercial fishing,
and recreation support the local economy. Fewer acres
are irrigated in this basin than in any of the other coastal
basins. In 1964, 16,000 acres was irrigated with about
7,600 acre-feet of ground water (Gillett and Janca,
1965, p. 40). Irrigated areas are shown on Figure 5. Oil
is produced in many areas, but the large oil fields are in
the lower part of the basin (Figure 6).

·31

Chemical-quality data collected in the San
Antonio·Nueces coastal basin are given in Tables Band
9, and the data·collection sites are shown on Figure 13.
Dissolved-solids concentrations were less than 200 mgll
in Salt Creek near Refugio (site 2), in Copano Creek near
Refugio (site 3), and in Melon Creek near Refugio (site
9) at all times of sampling. Artesian Creek near Tivoli
(site 1) had dissolved·solids concentrations ranging from
131 to 261 mg/I. Water·quality data collected over a
wide range in discharge show that the water in these
streams is of excellent quality.

Blanco Creek near Refugio (site 41. Medio Creek
near Beeville (site 5), and Medio Creek near Refugio (site
6) contained water varying from excellent to marginal in
chemical quality. However, even during periods of very
low !low, the water of these streams usually has
dissolved·solids concentrations less than 500 mg/!.

The quality of water in the Aransas River water·
shed is being degraded by drainage from oil fields, and
low flows frequently contain dissolved solids in excess of
1,000 mg/l. However, moderate to high flows in the
Aransas River near Skidmore (site 10) usually contain
less than 500 mg/I dissolved solids. Dissolved·solids
concentrations in Chiltipin Creek, which is highly
degraded by oil· field brines, have exceeded 60,000 mg/I.

Dissolved·solids concentrations in the Mission
River at Refugio for the period 1962·68 have ranged
from a minimum of 80 mg/I during May 5·7, 1966, to a
maximum of 70,100 mg/l during August 1·10, 13·30,
1963 (Table 8). Weighted·average dissolved·solids con·
centration for this 7-year period was 984 mg/I. The
Mission River and Chiltipin Creek have been used for the
conveyance of oil· field brines to Copano Bay. Although
the Railroad Commission prohibited this practice
beginning January 1, 1969, the effects of residual brines
may appear for many years.

The chemical quality of water in the San Antonio·
Nueces coastal basin varies from excellent to extremely
poor. Tributary streams to the Mission and Aransas
Rivers contain water of excellent chemical quality.
However, man's activities have frequently degraded the
Mission and Aransas Rivers and Chiltipin Creek to the
extent that the quality of water in these streams ranges
from good to extremely poor, depending on the amount
and source of streamflow.

NUECES-RIO GRANDE COASTAL BASIN

The Nueces·Rio Grande coastal basin, the largest
of the coastal basins, has an area of more than 10,400
square miles in the southernmost section of the Texas
coastal region (Figure 11. Annual precipitation in this
semiarid basin ranges from about 30 inches in the
northeast to about 20 inches in the southwest (Figure
3). Rainfall is fairly well distributed throughout the
year, with May and September generally having the
maximum monthly accumulations (see average monthly
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precipitation data for Falfurrias, Figure 31. During the
1931·68 period, precipitation at Falfurrias ranged from a
low of 0.00 inches during several months to a hi!il of
32.78 inches in September 1967, when Hurricane Beulah
caused abnormally hi!il rainfall.

Streamflow in the natural waterways is almost
entirely dependent on the quantity and intensity of local
rainfall. Therefore, flow in these streams is erratic and
intermittent. The drainage network is generally poorly
defined. The principal streams are Petroni la, San
Fernando, Santa Gertrudis, and Los Olmos Creeks in the
northern part of the basin, which drains to Baffin Bay;
and the Arroyo Colorado in the southern part of the
basin (Figure 14).

Surface·storage reservoirs in the basin include Lake
Alice, Delta lake, and Tranquitas, Valley Acres, and
lorna Alta Reservoirs. lake Alice, on Chiltipin Creek,
provides storage for municipal water supply for the city
of Alice. Natural inftow to the reservoir is supplemented
by water imported from Lake Corpus Christi in the
adjacent Nueces River basin. Tranquitas Reservoir on
Tranquitas Creek provides water supplies for the King
Ranch. Valley Acres and Lorna Alta Reservoirs and
Delta Lake are off-channel reservoirs used for temporary
storage of the irrigation water pumped from the Rio
Grande.

The natural drainage network in the southern part
of the basin has been altered by canals that distribute
irrigation water imported from the Rio Grande. Some
ground water is used to supplement the surface supply.
In 1964, about 873,000 acre·feet of surface and ground
water was used to irrigate 753,000 acres of cotton,
vegetables, citrus, flax, and grain sorghums (Gillett and
Janca, 1965, p. 37). Irrigated areas are shown on
Figure 5.

The economy of the area is based on petroleum,
agriculture, and food processing. Oil fields, oil refineries,
and petrochemical plants are scattered throughout the
basin, but the heaviest concentration is in the Corpus
Christi area.

Chemical·quality data collected in the Nueces-Rio
Grande coastal basin are given in Table 10, and the
data-collection sites are shown on Figure 14.

Dissolved·solids concentrations were low in
Petronila Creek near Driscoll (site 11. San Diego Creek at
Alice (site 2), Lake Alice at Alice (site 3), and Los
Olmos Creek near Falfurrias (site 8). at all times of
sampling. However, data on Petronila and Los Olmos
Creeks are very limited. San Diego Creek at Alice was
sampled over a wide range of discharge, and dissolved
solids ranged from a low of 84 mg/I to a high of 174
mg/I.

Dissolved·solids concentrations in San Fernando
Creek at Alice (site 41 ranged from 100 to , ,600 mg/I.

·40·

The higher concentrations occurred when the flow
consisted principaHy of sewage effluent from the city of
Alice; flood runoff contained less than 250 mg/I
dissolved solids. Downstream at Kingsville (site 5) the
salinity of low flows increased, but the quality of flood
runoff remained excellent. The range of dissolved-solids
concentrations was from 146 to 2,730 mg/1.

Santa Gertrudis Creek near Kingsville (site 61 was
sampled only during low-flow periods, and dissolved­
solids concentrations ranged from 1,740 to 28,400 mgtl.
This salinity may be partly due to oil-field activities.
However, shallow ground water in the area is reported to
be very saline (Oral communication. E. T. Baker, 19701,
and the salinity of the stream may be the result of the
conditions which produce the saline ground water.

One analysis of water from the Arroyo Colorado
near Mercedes (site 10) shows a dissolved-solids concen·
tration of 3.800 mgt!. Four analyses of water from the
Arroyo Colorado at Harlingen (site 11) show dissolved·
solids concentrations less than 300 mgtl. However,
samples for the latter were collected from the flood
flows caused by Hurricane Beulah, and the analyses are
not considered to be representative of the quality of
water in the Arroyo Colorado during normal flow.
Except for occasional flood flows, the flow of the
Arroyo Colorado is due largely to municipal and
industrial waste effluents and irrigation-return flows of
water originally imported from the Rio Grande.

Available data indicate that the surface waters of
the northern part of the basin are generally of good
chemical quality. However, reaches of some streams are
being degraded by man's activities. The flow regimen in
the southern part of the basin is virtually man·made, and
natural conditions do not exist.

SUMMARY OF CHEMICAL
CHARACTERISTICS OF WATERS

OF THE COASTAL BASINS

The chemical quality of surface waters of the
coastal basins is generally good. Moderate to high rainfall
and well-leached soils along much of the Gulf Coast
provide runoff that is low in dissolved constituents. The
variations in water quality of the coastal basins are
shown in Figure 15. The minimums observed for
dissolved solids, hardness, and chloride in each coastal
basin show that runoff can be of ex~lIent Quality. The
mal(imums observed for these three parameters in each
coastal basin are an indication of the effects of man's
activities on water quality.

The natural quality of streamflow is difficult to
define in the coastal basins. Large volumes of water
imported from adjacent river basins are moved across
most of the coastal basins throu!il a maze of canals to
irrigated fields and industrial sites. Oil·field and other
industrial wastes and irrigation-return flows have altered
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•
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Table 10. __ Chemical analy••• of .trea.. In the N~.ce.-Rlo Granda coo.tol ~o.in._continuod

Indical ..d)'"Hil"(. . - '"
- - -. - _.- ___ r- -

D1MOI..ed -.olldll Hud/le.. Speclll
n,· (,'alr"lu"d) .. CaCa. So- ,~..... C~_

M... ,.- Car_ Cu-
F1~ H'- no· ~"m otuet-

'" Ducb.arp U" "~ d= M· "',= ~. """. """. SIIUate Chloride

"" ".~ .1Ii Ill· T~
C~-

H~_ ..- pHSIQ,) (Fe)
,~

To" clum, ~-... ~.

collKUoll (da) (C. ,,= (Na) ah.m
.~

.~ (SO,) (CI) (F) (HOJ (H' IIU•• p" ,u_ micro·
(Me) (K) (HCOal (COol '" acre- p" .... """- ....

~C)Ilt .. r
,~, "" PO- .~ ......

(_II l) ,,=
a LOS 0l.*lS CRED: StAR f"l.vuaRIAS

S"pt 21, 1961. 6030 .. " ... '.' " .. • •• , , .. , ... " " • .. " ,.,
S"pt " .. ... IJ·8 " " ,., " .. '" • " " ., .., ,,,

"
, ,.

'" ,..
,. SOIlTII rLOOOWAY SEAR S£8A5TI"'"

Sepl. 26. 1967. !l9100 " .. ,. " " '" • " " " .. ", '" " .. , ,., ,.,... ARROYO COLORADO NEAR WERCEDES

Nov. 2~, IU61 ... "
,,, ", on ", • ", 13S0 " 3100 1340 1100 .. !lHO ..,

r"b. 14, IU6lI. 1120 1!l20 6!110

" AKIl()Y(l COI,()KAllO AT f1ARL1SCI\S

Supt ". 1961. !I!I200 ,., .,
" " " m • " " .., ,.. m '" " '" 0114 ",

Sept. 21 ....... !l4800 ,.' " .. " " ". • .. " ., .., ", ,,,
" .. , ·111 ",

S"pl " !lOOOO ,., " " " " '" ,
" " ., ••• ,,,

'" " .. , '" "S.'pt. 29 ... 31000 .. " " " '" ", ,
" " ., ,., ,,,

'" " ... ....8 "• hll.ated .• •, R"aldue on <,vaporatlon at lao·c.
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Fi~re 15.-Range Between Maximum and Minimum Values for
Dissolved Solids, Hardness, and Chloride Observed in

Surface Waters of the Coastal Basins

the natural quality of water of most of the streams.
Municipal wastes are also degrading the quality of water
of some streams. Therefore, the quality of low to
moderate streamflows is probably more the result of
man's activities than natural streamflow characteristics
or geology.

of rapid urban and industrial development, especially
along the coast where the tides act as a natural barrier to
the movement and dilution of wastes. Because of the
widespread use of agricultural chemicals, additional
studies are needed to learn their effects on the quality of
the water of the coastal streams.

Except for streams in the urban and industrial
areas and streams receil/ing large amounts of oil-field
wastes, the quality of runoff should meet requirements
for municipal supply. irrigation, and most industrial uses
most of the time. The minimum dissolved-solids and
chloride concentrations in all the coastal basins are well
below the recommended limits (500 mg/l dissolved
solids and 250 mg/l chloride) of the U.S. Public Health
Service 0962, p. 71 for municipal supply IFigure 15).

CONCLUSIONS

Water for municipal supply, industrial use, irriga­
tion, and transportation has resulted in a diversified and
expanding economy in the coastal basins. Water poilu·
tion will be a problem of increasing importance in areas

Compliance with Order Number 20-56,841 of the
Railroad Commission of Texas, which prohibiu the U!>E!

of salt-water disposal piu and the discharge of oil·field
brines to surface-water drainage courses, as of January 1,
1969, should improve the quality of water in coastal
streams that have been receiving oil·field wastes; but the
effecU of residual brines from past brine-disposal
practices may remain for years.

Runoff from the generally abundant precipitation
along the Gulf Coast will continue to flush out and
dilute the wastes resulting from man's activities. Addi·
tional studies are needed, particularly in the drainage
areas of the urban and industrial centers and in tidal
reaches of the streams, to determine types and concen­
trations of wastes and their effects on Texas coastal
waters.
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Quality·of-water records for the coastal basins are published in the following Texas Water Development Board reports
(including reports formerly published by the Texas Water Commission and Texas Board of Water Engineers) and U.S.
Geological Survey Water-Supply Papers:

U.$.G.$. U.S.G.S.
WATER· WATER-

WATER SUPPLY T,W.D.B. WATER SUPPLY T.W.D.B.
YEAR PAPER NO. REPORT NO. YEAR PAPER NO. REPORT NO.

1942-45 • 1938-45 1955 1402 • 1955

...., ,... 1946 1956 1452 Bun. 5905

...., 1102 ...., 1957 1522 6ulI. 5915

194B 1133 1948 ",. 1573 8ull 6104

1949 1163 ...., 1959 .". 8ull.6205

"'" 1188 1950 "'" 1744 Bull. 6215

1951 1199 1951 1961 ".. Bull. 6304

1952 1252 1952 1962 ,.... Sull. 6501

1953 .m 1953 1963 1950 Rept. ,
'95' 1352 1954

• "Cheml~1 CompOillion ol Tn" Surface WeI"." w" d ..lllneled only by wale. year hom 1938 thrOl>llh 1955.
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