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Background:  San Antonio

• San Antonio is America’s 7th largest city and growing fast
• SAWS is largest local provider of water and wastewater services 

provided for over 1.3 million people
• Primary supply is an aquifer which also feeds springs and rivers key 

to sustaining endangered species, aquatic habitats and estuaries
• All new supply options are expensive and politically controversial
• Region is drought prone with extreme precipitation fluctuations
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Catalyst for Change; Federal Law

Leaders feared San Antonio could not thrive with pumping 
restrictions.
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Managing Water Demand 

67% More 
Customers 

0% More 
Water

*Savings based on water use in the early 1980s



San Antonio GPCD



What Is the Good News?

• It is possible to grow and thrive 
economically while meeting water 
management challenges

• Drastic lifestyle changes are not required 
to make dramatic changes in gallons per 
capita

• Water rates will go up less if existing water 
supplies are maximized
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What Are Key Choices ?

• Conservation is critical to the Water Management Plan

• New supplies are being planned, but are less expensive 
due to conservation

• Peak demand is particularly critical due to restrictions on 
available water in summer months

• The permanent water plans for San Antonio include

• Continue strong community ethic to conserve water

• Set aggressive conservation goals & investment

• Continue reasonable rules of use

• Utilize drought management when needed

Management of demand manages cost
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What Are Program Components?
1. Financial Incentives

• Rebates & other incentives to 
encourage new equipment at 
homes and businesses

• Rate structures to discourage 
high discretionary usage

2. Education & Outreach

• Many events, e-newsletter, & 
Home Consultations

3. Reasonable Regulations

• Far reaching ordinances that 
cover a wide range of activities 
involving water



11

Kick the Can
FREE Toilets

Watersaver Landscape
Rebates

Wash Right
Washing Machine Rebate

Hot Water
On Demand Rebate

E-Newsletter with 
Irrigation Advice

San Antonio
Landscape Care Guide

Reporting Water Waste

Home Water
Conservation Audits

Drought Restriction
Enforcement

Large-Scale Retrofit
Rebate Program

Toilet
Retrofit Program

Commercial Cooling
Tower Audits

Restaurant Certified
WaterSaver Program

On-Site Cooling
Water Reclamation

Program Goal: 1 billion gallons/year
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Customer Education Efforts

• EPA WaterSense program 
promotes checking for leaks 
each spring

• Non-profit groups received 
payment for households that 
completed water audits

• Homeowners received 
rebates

• Generated community wide 
response

Fix A Leak
Community Based Marketing Programs

Model also drives retrofits 
where needed.



Top 1% Residential Water Users
Outreach Targeted to Top Water Users



Reasonable Regulations
• Water Waste Against the Law
• Time of Day Irrigation
• Drought Rules
• San Antonio Irrigation Standards; above state
• Rain Sensor Requirement
• Cooling Tower Efficiencies
• Power Washing Rules of Use
• Irrigation Check-Ups for Large Properties/Large Users
• Making Condensate Water Accessible on Commercial Construction
• Turfgrass Selection & Soil Under Turfgrass
• High Efficiency Toilets, Urinals, Faucets & Showerheads During 

Construction; to EPA WaterSense standards
• Limited total irrigation size for residential
• Water on request only in restaurants
• Charity car washes only at car wash operations
• Soon: pool construction standards

www.saws.org/conservation/
ordinance/
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How Does It Work 
Financially?
Conservation is fully supported by financial analysis.

• San Antonio expects to continue growth in population 
during the next 50 years

• Access to our primary supply will not become easier; it 
may become more restricted

• There are no cheap or non-controversial supply options 
available surrounding San Antonio

• Every analysis done by our Finance Department 
supports tremendous long-term savings as a result of 
conservation success

• YES…rates go up to cover expenses, but LESS than 
they would without conservation working.



Deferred alternative supplies would have cost 
up to $2.7 billion

Additional Edwards
$0.7 billion saved

Groundwater Desalination
$1.3 billion saved

Surface Water 
$2.7 billion saved

1980s 2008121,000 ac-ft saved

Water Management - Conservation
Water Supply Savings

OR OR



Additional treatment capacity would have cost 
up to $1.1 billion

$3.90 Per Gallon
$348 million saved

$7 Per Gallon
$625 million saved

$12 per gallon 
$1,071 million saved

1980s 200889.3 MGD Treatment 
Capacity Savings

Water Management - Conservation
Wastewater Treatment Savings

OROR



Conservation vs. Efficiency
• True sustainability requires both a 

conservation and an efficiency mindset
• Efficiency alone will not lead us to the 

gains required to reduce water or energy 
demands needed to continue to thrive
– Highly “efficient” irrigation can use up to 

100,000 gallons/month on large single family 
lots.

– A “conservation” mind-set in the community is 
open in communicating to citizens that this is 
inappropriate and unsustainable
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Contact Information

Karen Guz
Conservation Director
San Antonio Water System
Karen.guz@saws.org
210 233-3671

www.saws.org/conservation
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History of Conservation

May
1992

San Antonio City Council creates the San Antonio 
Water System through consolidation of the City 
Water Board, the City Wastewater Department, and 
the Alamo Water Conservation and Reuse District.

Conservation department strategically located in the 
Planning and Water Resources department to 
emphasize water conservation as a viable method 
of addressing water resource challenges.

1991

Sierra Club files a lawsuit against the 
Department of Interior alleging violations of 
the Endangered Species Act at San Marcos 
and Comal Springs. 

Nov
1993

Jun
1994

SAWS adopts its first 
Conservation and Reuse Plan.

Nov
1994

City Council approves a residential water 
rate structure that encourages conservation 
and establishes dedicated funding for water 
conservation programs.

SAWS institutes its first direct program: 
Plumbers to People.  This program 
provides leak repair services to low-
income households.

1996

SAWS Community Conservation 
Committee (CCC) is established.  This 
advisory group provides staff and the 
Board of Trustees with citizen feedback 
on conservation policies and programs.

1997

SAWS holds the first WaterSaver 
Awards, recognizing local companies 
who have taken a leadership role in 
water conservation efforts.



Page 

History of Conservation

Mar
1998

Jan
1998

Oct
1998

Texas Water Development Board (TWDB) appoints 
SAWS representative to the South Central Texas 
Regional Water Planning Group (Region L).  Region L 
is one of 16 regional planning groups in Texas, tasked 
with the development of a 50-year water plan for 
inclusion in the state water plan.  

Jan
2001

Dec
2001

San Antonio City Council approves a 
fee on all commercial water accounts 
in support of commercial conservation 
programs.

SAWS Board of Trustees approves 
the first Water Resource Plan, titled 
“Securing our Water Future 
Together.” This plan identified 
methods for meeting future water 
needs through diversification of our 
water resources.

Water use reduction goals established in the 
1993 Conservation and Reuse Plan for 2008 
are achieved a full 7 years in advance.

With input from Region L and regional 
planning groups throughout the state, TWDB 
adopts the first state water plan.  In this plan, 
the San Antonio region is the only area in the 
state that adopts “advanced conservation” as 
a significant resource option.

Jan
2002

SAWS per capita consumption drops to 143 
gallons per person per day.



Page 

History of Conservation

August
20052005 2006

SAWS Board of Trustees approves an updated Water 
Resource Plan that establishes even more aggressive 
water use reduction goals: SAWS will reduce normal-
year per capita consumption to 116 gallons per person 
per day by 2016.

Jan
2007

San Antonio City Council approves a 
comprehensive water conservation 
ordinance with the full support of all 
stakeholders affected by the 
provisions, including homeowners, the 
irrigation industry, and developers.

SAWS celebrates the 10th anniversary 
of the Community Conservation 
Committee.

San Antonio City Council approves updates to 
the drought management provisions of the 
water conservation ordinance.

2008 2009

Mission Verde – City ordinance requirement 
for WaterSaver fixtures in new construction.  
This will require HET toilets, efficient faucets, 
showerheads and urinals in all new 
construction starting 2010.  Also limits total 
size of irrigation for residential and requires 
annual irrigation maintenance checks on large 
properties or those that use over one million 
gallons of water for irrigation.
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