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Who is TAGD?



What does TAGD do?

• Conducts educational and technical training
• Tracks legislation, agency rulemaking, & policy 

discussions
• Serves as a resource for districts, the public, 

lawmakers, and state agencies
• Facilitates communication among GCDs
• Collects data on GCDs



TAGD’s GCD Index

www.texasgroundwater.org





Historical Perspective on 
Groundwater Management



Houston & TX Central RR v. East (1904)



The Rule of Capture
a/k/a law of the biggest pump

Landowners have the right to capture an unlimited 
amount of groundwater beneath their property



Why did Texas adopt the rule of 
capture? 

“The existence , origin, movement, and course of such 
waters … are so secret, occult, and concealed that an 
attempt to administer any set of legal rules in respect 

to them would involve hopeless uncertainty and 
would be practically impossible”



Limits on Rule of Capture
• Trespass

• Malicious or wanton 
conduct

• Waste

• Subsidence due to negligent 
over-pumping 



Rule of Capture             
GCDs



1917 Conservation Amendment 
Article 16, Section 59 
Texas Constitution:

“The conservation and development of all of the 
natural resources of this State… and the 
preservation and conservation of all such 
natural resources of the State are each and all 
hereby declared public rights and duties; and 
the Legislature shall pass all such laws as may be 
appropriate thereto”



1949 

Statutory framework for GCDs

“I favor no control, but if we 
must have it, let it be local”



Senate Bill 1
1997

• Establishes GCDs as the “State’s preferred 
method of groundwater management”

• Source of much of current Chapter 36 of the 
Texas Water Code



GCD Formation & Demographics



What is a GCD?

• Political subdivision of the State
• Creature of the Legislature with powers 

expressly granted
• Specific authority to manage groundwater
• Created to protect and balance private 

property interests in groundwater



How are GCDs created? 

The 
Legislature

Enabling 
legislation

Typically will 
require 

confirmation 
election

TCEQ 
Initiation 

IF within a 
PGMA

Requires 
confirmation 

election

Landowner 
Petition

TCEQ findings 
on boundaries 

and funding

Requires 
confirmation 

election



98 Groundwater Conservation Districts



GCD Funding

Tax-based 
66%

Fee-based 
25%

Both 9%



GCD Governance

Elected 70%

Appointed 
23%

Both 7%

LOCAL BOARD OF DIRECTORS



GCD Composition

Single 
County 

Multiple 
Counties 

38

60



Groundwater Conservation Districts

GCDs Cover 
174 of 254
Counties



Major Aquifers
GCDs overlie 
72% of major 
and minor 
aquifers



GCD Powers and Duties



The GCD Balancing Act

Conservation, preservation, protection, 
recharging and prevention of waste of 

groundwater

Rights of Landowners and 
the highest practicable 
level of groundwater 

production



How GCDs Manage Groundwater

Well 
Permitting 

and 
Enforcement

Regional 
Planning

Research & 
Science

Public 
Education

Water 
Quality

Well 
Monitoring



GCD Regulation of Wells

• Registration requirements

• Metering & Reporting requirements

• Construction standards

• Production limitations

• Spacing requirements



Well Regulation - GCDs MUST

GCDs 
Must

Register exempt wells 
Require permits for the drilling, equipping, and 

completing of wells 
Require filing of well driller logs



Well Regulation - GCDs MAY
Require records and reporting on drilling, 

equipping, completing, and production of GW 
Regulate well spacing (exempt and non-

exempt)
Limit well production (non-exempt wells)



Well Spacing
• From property 

lines
• From other 

wells
• Minimum tract 

size
• Capacity and 

size-based
• Combination of 

the above



Production Limitations – GCDs May
Set volumetric/rate limits on wells
Be based on acreage, tract size, or 

assigned acres 
Implement limits to achieve managed 

depletion



Production Limitations, GCDs May

Preserve historic use
Consider the service area of a retail water 

utility in imposing limitations based on tract 
size
Adopt different rules for different aquifers or 

geographic areas within the GCD



Compliance and Enforcement

• Illegal wells, plugging abandoned wells 
• Reporting and metering requirements
• Over-pumping
• Waste
• Non-payment of Fees



Regional Planning 



GCD

GMA

DFC

TWDB

MAG

Joint & Regional Planning

Joint 
Planning

RWPG

State Water 
Plan

SWIFT
Regional 
Planning



GMA



Desired Future Conditions (DFCs)

38

An expression of local groundwater management 



Science & Policy

Groundwater Science Groundwater Policy

Physical Expression of 
Aquifer Capacity

Policy Decision of 
Aquifer Conditions

MAG DFC

Hydrological 
Conditions

Private 
Property 

Rights

Impacts on 
Subsidence

Socioeconomic 
Impacts

Environmental 
Impacts

Feasibility of 
achieving DFC

Any other 
relevant 

information

Aquifer Uses 
or Conditions

State Water 
Plan



The MAG
Modeled Available Groundwater

• The amount of water that may be produced on an average 
annual basis to achieve a DFC

• GCDs, to the extent possible, shall issue permits up to the point 
that the total volume of groundwater production will achieve the 
DFC 

• Expressed as a rate, generally acre-feet per year



Meet and review 
groundwater 

conditions

Vote to propose 
desired future 

conditions

Comment period 
and public hearings

Vote to adopt 
desired future 

conditions

Adopt desired 
future conditions

Receives desired 
future conditions 
and explanatory 

report

DFC Adoption Process

District representatives 
in groundwater 

management area

Individual districts

Texas Water 
Development Board

Not later than 
May 1, 2021

Not later than 
January 5, 2022



Oversight of GCDs



What Else to GCDs Do?



Counties and Groundwater 
Management

• Water Availability Requirements 
– If in a “Priority Groundwater Management 

Area”
– Under Model Subdivision Rules, require 

certification of groundwater availability 



GCD/County Coordination

• Financial support (establishment, programs)
• Scientific studies 
• Unified voice at Capitol
• Participate Joint planning if no GCD 
• Engage in platting process/certification of 

groundwater availability



Get to know your local GCD



Questions?

Leah Martinsson leah@texasgroundwater.org

twitter.com/TXTAGD

facebook.com/texasgroundwater

mailto:sarah@texasgroundwater.org
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