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TPWD Hears about proposed permit to remove sand/gravel from Llano River

On May 12th, about three-dozen Llano County neighbors and their attorneys and consultants made the trip to Texas Parks and Wildlife Headquarters to discuss a proposed permit to remove sand and gravel from the Llano River. Joining them in Austin were several interested persons who offered insight into how a decision on this permit could shape state policy towards the management of rivers.

Kingsland businessmen Joe Long and Mark Stephenson have petitioned the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) to remove material from an island in the Llano River, approximately three miles above the Kingsland Slab. TPWD manages, controls, and protects sand and gravel extraction in navigable rivers of the state through the issuance of sand and gravel permits.

According to Rollin MacRae, Program Leader for Watershed Conservation at TPWD, there are only about seven of these permits across the state, mostly on the Brazos River below I-10.

The public information meeting allowed TPWD to gather written and oral comments regarding the proposed permit. MacRae noted that TPWD is considering the application and will make a decision based on the project’s affects on fish and wildlife, navigation, and recreation.

Joe Long, one of the permit applicants, said, “The project is an avenue to generate a positive income for our ranch and prevent the land from being sold and subdivided by local realtors.” Long said that he and his mother own 8,000 feet of Llano River frontage and noted that the land could be divided into 2-acre tracts with 150 foot of frontage.

Dave Hill, a registered professional engineer and geologist with PSI, the consulting firm that prepared the permit application, explained that the sediments to be excavated are dry sand from an existing sand bar and their extraction will produce little or no turbidity downstream. The removal of these sediments will also reduce sedimentation rates into Lake LJB downstream.

Brad Shaw, with Highland Lakes Engineering, said that in the late 50s or early 60s, his family could boat to within 200 yards of the Slab Road on Lake LBJ. Now you can only get to within about 2 miles of the Slab due to sedimentation deposited by the river during floods.  The next major flood will deposit more sand in the river and reduce the capacity of the lake. Shaw predicted that because the Llano is a granite bottom, once the sand is removed, channel flow characteristics would improve and the 100-year floodplain would be reduced.

However, in written comments from LCRA, Lisa Hatzenbeuhler, Manager of the Water Resource Protection Department noted, “Any in-stream sand and gravel mining operation in the Llano River would be flooded and the sediment within the operation mobilized by stream flow on a very frequent basis…The entrained fine-grained material would enter and be suspended in Lake LBJ, thus affecting turbidity of the lake water.”

The effects of sedimentation from the project were not the only issue disputed at the meeting. There were several different opinions regarding what impacts the project could have on wildlife habitat.

Hill, in his report, noted that the only species he saw during his visit to the island were killdeer and carp. But Christine Westerman, with SWCA, an environmental consulting firm hired by landowners protesting the permit, said their preliminary assessment of the site indicated that there could be potential impacts to species such as Bald Eagles and Peregrine Falcon, along with species considered rare by TPWD such as Guadalupe Bass, Llano Pocket Gopher, and Cave Myotis Bat.

Twelve-year old Lyle Schmidt told meeting attendees that all throughout his education, science teachers have stressed the importance of rivers and ecosystems. “During the summer, when I swim, I have explored this island. Every time I set foot on the sand, I see many things such as snakes, lizards, frogs, fish, birds, and many other animals, all of them living in one big ecosystem. Most people say it is only a lizard or a snake, but an ecosystem does exist.”

The bigger issue, or “elephant in the room” as Robert Howard, a property owner near Castell called it, “is what kind of precedent are we setting for our Texas rivers? If we permit one operator to come into the river to mine the state’s resources, what will prevent future operators from requesting the same privilege?”  

Myron Hess with the National Wildlife Federation asked, “What is the future that we want for these kinds of rivers?” Hess noted that TPWD is embarking on an attempt right now to create more river trails and get more people to appreciate them. He wondered how an operation like this would interfere with that appreciation and whether it would reduce the economic potential that such appreciation brings to the local economy.

On Friday, Brad Rockwell, an attorney representing six landowners along the River, filed a contested case hearing request with TPWD. Rockwell cited twelve concerns as the basis of this request, including the past performance of the applicant, the impact the project would have to wildlife, and the interference the project would have on full and free use of navigable waters. Rockwell also requested that the permit be dismissed due to the lack of a quantitative sedimentation analysis.

If TPWD grants a request for a contested case hearing, the matter will be handed over to the State Office of Administrative Hearings within 45 days for an adjudicative hearing. At the hearing, presentations of evidence related to the permit application will be presented before an Administrative Hearings Judge.

If TPWD does not grant the request for hearing, the matter will be sent to the nine-member Texas Parks and Wildlife Commission for review.

