Why Not Pre-Release?

By: Bret Raley, SJRA Lake Conroe Division Manager

The San Jacinto River Authority
(SJRA) receives inquiries from the public
on a wide variety of issues. Regardless
of whether the questions are received
via email, webmail, social media, or tele-
phene, there is one particular guestion
 that continues to be asked time and time
again, “Why don'’t you let water out of the
reserveir in advance of a storm?” Or put
another way, “Why doesn’t SIRA pre-re-
lease?” There are a number of reasons
why officials from across the state, includ-
ing SJRA, make it a policy not to pre-re-
lease from a reservoir in advance of a
Storm.

- It would take several weeks to safely

~ let water out of Lake Conroe at a rate that
does not cause or exacerbate flooding
 downstream. Unfortunately, weather fore-

casts are not accurate enough, especially

several weeks in advance, to accomplish

a meaningful decrease in lake elevation. A
pre-release of water would prematurely fill

 the river leaving less storage capagcity 1o
accept natural rainfall and runoff. If rains

subsequently fell primarily downstream of
the dam, we could potentially make down-
stream conditions worse having pre-filled
the river.

Preserving the structural integrity of

the earthen embankment also contributes

_Top f Dam j

to the decision. The dam at Lake Con-
roe consists of an engineered earthen
embankment that is approximately two

Continued on page 46 =>

Cross Section of the Lake Conroe Dam
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miles long and includes five tainter gates
where water is released during storm
events. The earthen embankment pertion
of the dam was never intended to be over-
topped, and the taipter gates are also not
designed for water to flow over the top of
the gates. That's why the gates are grad-

ually raised during storms to allew waterto

pass underneath. The engineered earth-
en material that makes up the dam is sat-
urated below: the surface of the water.  If
the lake were to be lowered too quickly,
the reduction of water pressure against
the dam could cause instability of those
saturated soils. This is a concept known
as rapid drawdown, and it is a serous
concern of dam safety engineers. Fur-
thermore, if water is pre-released from the
reservoir and the area does nof receive
the predicted rainfall, precious supplies of
water will have been unnecessarily deplet-
ed. Dam safety officials from the Texas
Commission on Environmental Quality do.
not recommend pre-release for these rea-
sons and more.

People also ask, “Why does Lake
Houston Pre-Release?” There are sev-

eral differences between pre-release from

Lake Houston and pre-release from Lake:

Contoe: aa
1. Proximity to the coast with limit-

ed downstream urban development com-

pared to Lake Conroe. : i

2.  Water released frem Lake Hous-
ton has a much shorter distance in river
miles to the coast compared to Lake Con-
foe. This short reach to the coast affords
them the opportunity to pre-fill the river
downstream of the Lake Houston spillway
with minimal potential for causing flopding
issues. Thewater has a much shorter dis-
tance to get to Galveston Bay,
in size than Lake Conroe, so Houston
has the ability to reduce the level of LLake
Houston a couple of feet at a safe re-
lease rate because the reservoir is much
smaller.

4.  lLake Houston is much smaller
in size compared to Lake Conroe, but the

contributing watershed for Lake Houston
is much larger than the contributing wa-

tershed for Lake Conroe. So if the water

level in Lake Conroe were to be lowered
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and the rainfall predicted over our water-

- shed did not materialize, it is very difficult

to replenish the water in L.ake Conroe ~ a
water supply reservoir, Alternatively; if the
City of Houston lowers Lake Housten pri-
or to a storm event, and the rainfall event
does not materialize, it only takes a small
amount of rainfall over Lake Houston’s
3,000 sg mile watershed to replenish the
water in this smaller resenvoir.

One of the major river authorities in
Texas, SIRA's mission is to develop, con-
serve, and protect the water resources of

the San Jacinto River. Covering all or part
of seven counties, the organization’s ju-

risdiction includes the entire San Jaginto
River watershed, excluding Harris Coun-
ty. For additional information on SJRA vis-
it our website at www.sjra.net, like SJRA
on Facebook @SanJacintoRiverAuthority,
and follow us on Twitter @SJRA 1937. ¢
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April 24, 2017
Mr. Bret Raley
San Jacinto River Authori
Division Manager, Lake énrne Division
P. O. Box 329

Conroe, Texas 77305
Re: Pre-Release from Reservoirs

Dear Mr. Raley:

During our telephone conversation on April 19, 2017, you requested our comments on
pre-release from reservoirs before a predicted large rain event. Here are our comments.

We would not recommend pre-release based on weather forecasts. Meteorologists cannot
precisely predict how much it is going to rain or exactly where it is going to rain. If pre-
release from a reservoir was started based on a prediction of rain upstream of a dam and
the rain actually fell downstream of the dam on top of the water that was released, the
dam owner could be liable for causing any flooding and water supply would have been
wasted.

The general rule in this country is that the operator of a dam may permit floodwaters to
pass through the dam in an amount equal to the inflow, but will be liable if any excess

amount is discharged. This is the reason the gate operation Elmcedures as prepared by
our engineer must be followed every time the gates are operated.

In the case of large rainfalls, it would be difficult to release enough water in advance of

the storm, without causing flooding, to allow storage without release during the event.

If you have questions, please feel free to call (512/239-5195).

Sincerely,

J’ﬁg/é'}ffﬁ'.r. / /éé‘?-:.:.-:u.gé;,\

Warren D. Samuelson, P. E.
Manager, Dam Safety Section
Critical Infrastructure Division, MC-177

P.O. Box 1oy »  Austin, Texas 78711-3087 =  512-230-1000  *  teeqtexas.gov
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