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Watershed Wise 
Spotlight

On a chilly but beautiful sunny morning this past February, 
the San Antonio River Authority (SARA) Watershed & Park 
Operations (WPO) team started placing small native trees 
and shrubs at an area north of Acequia Park located along 
the Mission Reach section of the San Antonio River Walk. 
Holes were pre-dug and ready for dozens of Watershed Wise 
volunteers to arrive. As the team was making sure everything 
was in place, I remember having a conversation with a few 
of the volunteers over a desired cup of coffee. Many had 
questions about the Mission Reach and the purpose of 
re-establishing the urban flood channel with native woody 
specious. A piece of me was not only excited that we were 
about to plant close to a thousand native trees and shrubs, 
but I now had the opportunity to share some information 
about the ecological impact that they were about to take 
part in. 

Maintaining the 
ecological health 
of our waterways 
and open spaces 
is critical for 
sustaining habitat 
for native birds 
and wildlife. 
Planting young 
native trees also 
limits the impact 
that invasive 
species have on 
the areas that 
SARA is working 
hard to restore. 
By far the most 
interesting part of 

it all is seeing our restoration work building civic involvement 
and a sense of community. Creating the opportunity to work 
side by side with volunteers and seeing how interested they 
are to participate in an important part in the ecosystem 
restoration process is not only a huge help but also very 
rewarding.

You too can take part in helping restore the ecosystem by 
joining us for the next two Mission Reach tree planting 
events on Saturday, January 14 or Saturday, February 11. 
Register online to be a Watershed Wise Warrior at www.sara-
tx.org to receive additional tree planting event details. I look 
forward to meeting new and returning groups this winter to 
help make us improve the sustainability of the Mission Reach! 
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As the Master Electrician for 
the San Antonio River Authority 
(SARA), I supervise two apprentices 
that assist with the needs of our 
Utilities and Watershed and Park 
Operations (WPO) departments, as 
well as the agency. I enjoy teaching 
and taking the apprentices under 
my wing. I take great pride in a 
job well done and strive to teach 

my apprentices and teammates to do so as well. I’m a firm 
believer in taking the time to do things right the first time 
so that any future problems are mitigated. Some may call 
me a perfectionist, and I’m ok with that!

I feel fortunate to work for SARA because they trust in my 
abilities and value my input and judgment. Often times, I 
am called upon by SARA’s maintenance staff to help when 
situations surface. I then make it my mission to help them 
find a solution. 

One of the projects that I work closely with the Watershed 
and Park Operations (WPO) staff on annually is the Museum 
Reach River of Lights. We usually start checking lights, 
electrical outlets and connections in October and are 
ready to flip the switch for the big River of Lights Kick-Off, 
held the first Saturday in December. As one can imagine, 
this takes a significant amount of coordination. I really 
enjoy showing staff that are eager to learn the basics of 
what the projects electrical needs are so they can assist in 
troubleshooting if problems arise. This teaches them basic 
skills that they can utilize in not only their professional lives 
but in their personal lives as well. 

When I am not working, I enjoy helping out in my church 
and community in Kosciusko, Texas, camping, fishing in 
Rockport with my wife and managing my half acre garden 
that has okra, spaghetti squash, cucumber, tomatoes and 
other seasonal fruits and vegetables. 

I hope by aiming high in everything I do, I inspire others to 
do the same!

By Michael Leonard, 
Watershed & Park Operations Foreman

Inspiring Actions 
By Roger Pruski, Master Electrician

Interested in Inspiring Actions? 
Visit www.sara-tx.org for current 
job opportunities available.
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The San Antonio River Authority (SARA) 
has been gathering water quality data 
in the San Antonio River Watershed for 
approximately 40 years. Currently, SARA 
collects water quality data at more than 82 
locations within the basin, with weekly E. 
coli bacteria data collection at eight sites 
along the San Antonio River. The data has 

established that the most widespread water quality concern 
within the San Antonio River Watershed is high levels of 
bacteria after rain events.

Stormwater is a significant threat to water quality and 
the health of creeks and rivers. Much of our rain falls on 
impervious surfaces such as parking lots, rooftops, streets 
and sidewalks—as well as on farm and ranchland where 
fertilizers, animal feed and animal wastes are sometimes not 
adequately buffered from our rivers, creeks and streams. 
Stormwater runoff from these surfaces carries contaminants 

such as bacteria, metals, waste, trash and fertilizers into 
creeks and rivers. Having the capacity to capture the first 
flush of pollutants allows for an opportunity to control 
stormwater pollution and protect our bodies of water and 
their habitat. Protection of the San Antonio River is an 
important goal for SARA, and identifying and quantifying 
the pollutants in the river is crucial to identifying solutions to 
ensure the quality and safety of our creeks and rivers.

SARA also has 11 permanent automated water quality 
monitoring sites placed throughout the watershed that 
allow real time updates for our scientists and environmental 
investigators to respond to spikes in pollutants or extreme 
declines in dissolved oxygen levels which can cause fish kills. 
Monitoring water quality regularly is crucial for identifying 
long-term water quality trends as well as identifying any 
immediate threats so SARA staff and other concerned 
agencies may prevent or mitigate issues as they occur.

By Hector R. Morales, SARA Board Member, Bexar County At-Large

Importance of Water Quality Monitoring

The San Antonio River Authority 
(SARA) is breaking new ground in the 
development of automated water 
quality monitoring and collection 
within the San Antonio River 
Watershed. As a leader protecting 
our most precious natural resource, 
SARA continues to develop innovative 
ways of monitoring and collecting 
stormwater from streams throughout 
the watershed. In an effort to 
illustrate the effects of non-point 
source pollution impacts on stream 
water quality during storm events, SARA is developing and 
implementing permanent long-term automated water quality 
monitoring and collection protocols. These protocols are 
designed to make water quality data and sample collection 
available as close to real time as possible from urban and rural 
streams throughout the watershed. The automated feature 
makes the collection effort economically feasible, while 
providing safer environments for field personnel by minimizing 
exposure to hazardous weather conditions. 

SARA currently monitors 11 permanent automated water 
quality monitoring sites throughout the watershed. These 

sites are equipped with the latest 
automated in-stream water quality 
monitoring technology which works 
to continuously monitor in-stream 
concentrations of dissolved oxygen, 
temperature, ph and conductivity. 

Water Quality data collected at 10 of 
these sites is transmitted electronically 
to the Geostationary Operational 
Environmental Satellite (GOES) system 
which orbits the earth 35,790 km 
above the earth’s surface. Data from 

the GOES Satellite is then sent to a web hosting service where 
it is made available to SARA and updates hourly as close to real 
time as possible. 

This project helps SARA develop watershed solutions by 
collecting stormwater data that is used by SARA to ensure that 
our watershed master plan models are dynamic and relevant. It 
also helps develop staff expertise in the implementation of the 
latest automated sampling and monitoring technology. Water 
quality data from these automated sites is used to manage and 
protect our most precious natural resource for present and 
future generations to come. 

By Earnest Moran, Stormwater Investigation Supervisor

Breaking New Ground



Sustainable landscape practices simultaneously benefit 
stormwater runoff and stream water quality while providing 
aesthetic and wildlife habitat benefits. So, what is a 
sustainable landscape? Generally, it restores natural processes 
and ecological functions while conserving natural resources 
such as water, soil and native species biodiversity. It results in 
healthy nutrient cycling, wildlife and water quality benefits 
and enhanced resilience to disturbances, such as drought. 
These characteristics positively impact a watershed and are 
not difficult to provide. 

Using native plants is a great way to provide the above 
benefits and is the best way to provide a variety of wildlife 
benefits in your landscape. Many plants attract broad 
categories of wildlife such as pollinators, birds, butterflies 
and bees. These plants also attract specific animals such as 
Monarch butterflies and hummingbirds. The most important 
thing is to match the native plants to the conditions of light 
exposure, moisture and soil type.

When choosing plants to benefit wildlife, it is important to 
consider more than plant selection. Maintenance methods 
are just as important to avoid accidentally harming the 
wildlife that you attract. A common example is choosing a 
larval host plant for a butterfly such as the Monarch, then 
applying systemic pesticides to prevent insect pests from 
eating the leaves. This will most likely kill Monarch caterpillars 
feeding on the plant along with other beneficial insects.

Consider installing a native plant rain garden to provide 
the benefits as described. A rain garden is a Low Impact 
Development (LID) practice that provides on-site stormwater 
management and works well in residential landscapes. It 
slows down runoff and lets it sink into the ground to be 
cleaned by the soil and plants. The water should infiltrate 
into the ground within 24 hours to prevent mosquito 
reproduction. How-to basics for building a rain garden and 
other tips for sustainable landscapes are on SARA’s website 
under the LID & Sustainability tab at www.sara-tx.org. 

By Lee Marlowe, Sustainable Landscape Ecologist

Sustainable Landscape 
Practices to the Rescue
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Monarch feeding on Blue Mistflower, a fall migration nectar plant, at SARA’s Environmental Center.



A young girl eagerly raises her hand, attempting to 
stretch it higher than any other student in her 5th grade 
classroom. With a sea of hands attempting to do the same, 
the anticipation of which enthusiastic student Minna Paul, 
Education Coordinator for the San Antonio River Authority 
(SARA), is going to call on is an exciting moment. 

In fact, the little-but-mighty team of environmental educators 
at SARA served approximately 13,000 students across the 
San Antonio River Watershed last school year. An astounding 
number only achieved by the positive relationships built 
between SARA and classroom educators. Kent Page, 
a Science Teacher with Carnahan Elementary School 
expresses, “SARA’s forward thinking decisions have made 
the education of students into a long-range investment.” 
Mr. Page recognizes that young citizens are stakeholders 
in the sustainable health of the river as much as the SARA 
educators do. 

The SARA education team travels extensively throughout the 
watershed, from the very northern edge of Bexar County to 
the river-side town of Goliad to effectively bring a river field 
trip, with water quality topics, into classrooms. “SARA has 

provided valuable classroom instruction directly to my 

high school Aquatic Science students,” comments Hugh 

Herzog, a Science Teacher with O’Connor High School. 
Indeed, Verma Villegas, Education Coordinator for SARA, sees 
the positive influence she is having on these older students. 
As part of the lesson, she asks them to role-play as watershed 
engineers and predict the flow of stormwater across their 
own school campus.  

Teachers often work closely with SARA to bring students 
to the banks of the San Antonio River for hands-on field 
experiences. These educational field trips offer water quality 
lessons using scientific observation and data collection.
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By Carrie Merson, Education Specialist

We Cannot Inspire Action Alone 

“The students are so eager to safeguard 
their San Antonio River at the end of a Be 
Watershed Wise lesson. We want all of them 
to have a voice in the matter with innovative 
actions that they themselves create, but we 
can’t even start this important conversation 
without our great partnerships with their 
teachers. ”  - Minna Paul “When students see the accumulation of 

litter and sediment around a small campus 
storm drain, I see light bulbs go off. They 
look at land use and impacts on water 
quality in a completely new and relevant 
way.”  - Verma Villegas



Science Teacher Mari Brown with Burbank High School 
adds, “SARA gives students the opportunity to get out in 
nature and be a part of their community – which also helps 
build ownership.” Ms. Brown knows when her students see 
a great blue heron for the first time, and understand that the 
food web which supports that bird is based on water quality, 
they feel more empowered to take care of the river.

One secret to success for SARA’s education programs is 
that their educational practices are not a secret at all. SARA 
educators share their best practices with formal educators 
every summer in a series of professional development classes. 
Teachers can earn several State Board of Education approved 
continuing professional education credits by attending these 
innovative courses. The workshops discuss the real-world 
applications of Science, Technology, Engineering, Art and 
Math (STEAM) topics and careers at SARA. Upon showing 
her students a photo of her wearing protective clothing in 
SARA’s state-of-the-art laboratory, Linda Phillips, a Special 
Education Teacher with Stahl Elementary, shared, “The 
students were able to place their teacher in a real lab 
working as a scientist,” which she explains added further 
relevancy to their education. Community educator, Wendy 
Drezek, feels that SARA’s trainings changed her life stating, 
“I have always followed water issues and taught the usual 
things—but I never realized how much more I could teach.”

As a SARA education team member myself, partnering with 
formal educators to develop young environmental leaders 
motivates me to help cast SARA’s education net even wider. 
Just like that young 5th grader, my raised hand is part of a sea 
of educator hands that eagerly want to create the sustainable 
future for the San Antonio River and its community through 
young minds. We, together, help to perpetuate the future 
partnerships that our students will create to inspire action for 
healthy creeks and rivers for all generations to come.
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One secret to success 
for SARA’s education 
programs is that their 
educational practices 
are not a secret at all. 
SARA educators share 
their best practices 
with formal educators 
every summer in a 
series of professional 
development classes.

“As a SARA education team member 
myself, partnering with formal educators 
to develop young environmental leaders 
motivates me to help cast SARA’s education 
net even wider. ”  - Carrie Merson
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In September, the Kenedy Chamber 
of Commerce and the 4B Community 
Development Corporation announced a 
$1.2 million dollar investment to support 
the Escondido Creek Parkway Project. The 
donated funds will be utilized towards the 
design and development of the Escondido 

Creek Parkway Project, which is being managed by the San 
Antonio River Authority (SARA). 

The Kenedy Chamber plans to invest $100,000 in the 
project through their 2017 Fiscal Year and plans to provide 
an additional $200,000 in the future. The 4B Community 
Development Corporation plans to invest $300,000 in the 
project in their 2017 Fiscal Year and have formally agreed 
to provide an additional $600,000 over their 2018 and 2019 
Fiscal Years. The Hailey Family Partnership and Wells Fargo 
have made additional land donations for this project. 

Escondido Creek runs through the City of Kenedy and is 
a significant tributary in the southern basin of the San 
Antonio River Watershed. The Escondido Creek Parkway 
Project, under State Highway (Hwy) 181, will provide safe 
passage and recreational enjoyment for children and adults 
traveling between 5th Street, near the center of Kenedy, 
and connecting to Joe Gulley Park, on the west of Kenedy. 
The Escondido Creek Parkway Project is a vision to create an 
attractive linear park with features that allow the community 
new opportunities to sit, stroll, run, play and enjoy the 
outdoors along a waterway full of benefits. (To learn more 
about the amenities of the Escondido Creek Parkway Project, 
please read the article on page 9.) 

The Escondido Creek Parkway Project is projected to cost 
just over $3.5 million. The San Antonio River Foundation is 
currently accepting donations for this project. To donate to 
this project, please visit www.sariverfoundation.org

By Gaylon Oehlke, SARA Board Member, Karnes County 

Escondido Creek Parkway

Who can resist a splash of red and orange painted by 

nature’s paintbrush in their garden, or the thrilling sight of a 

hummingbird taking a sip of sweet nectar from a flower that 

provides nutrition for birds, butterflies, moths and bees? 

The Flame Acanthus is a hardy native shrub that blooms in the 

hottest part of the summer, even in partial shade withstanding 

the Texas heat. With just some supplemental water in dry 

summer months, it encourages flowering. A true Texas beauty, 

this hummingbird magnet grows in the Edwards Plateau banks 

and floodplains and is sure to steal your heart and warm your 

soul.

Apart from being beautiful, Flame Acanthus plants are fairly 

easy to propagate as they are deer, disease and insect resistant. 

Commonly known as the hummingbird bush, this plant is sure 

to become your new favorite, since you hardly ever have to 

water it and it provides the ecosystem service you have been 

looking for in your garden- supplying larval food and nectar 

for several butterfly species! If all these elements are what your 

backyard craves, the Flame Acanthus is the plant for you!

By planting a Flame Acanthus, you can create a welcome 
respite for essential pollinators to flourish in your very own 
backyard. 

My sincere hope is that every gardener in our watershed will 
consider planting this South Texas native. Seedlings are sure to 
pop up everywhere in the yard and soon you will have a haven 
for native pollinators, giving you the immense satisfaction of 
knowing that you created a prime habitat for them.

By Minna Paul, Education Coordinator 

South Texas Natives 
Flame Acanthus (Anisacanthus quadrifidus var. wrightii)



9

The San Antonio River Authority 
(SARA) began working with the 
community of Kenedy to design 
the first schematic renderings for 
Escondido Creek Parkway Project at 
a public meeting held on January 26, 
2016 at the Kenedy City Auditorium. 
Those present at the meeting 
included SARA Board members 
Gaylon Oehlke and H.B. “Trip” 
Ruckman III, SARA staff, Mask Landscape Architectures and 
residents from the community. 

Based off feedback from the first meeting, SARA and Mask 
Landscape Architectures were able to create a list of all 
the amenities discussed. Amenities that residents seemed 
most drawn towards included a hike and bike trail, native 
landscape, benches along the trail, educational signage and 
a water feature that drivers can overlook as they cross over 
State Highway (Hwy) 181. 

On April 6, 2016, SARA and Mask 
Landscape Architects returned to 
the City of Kenedy for a second 
public meeting, this time to unveil 
the completed schematic designs for 
Escondido Creek Parkway Project. 
For the first time, residents were 
given a glimpse into what Escondido 
Creek Parkway could look like when 
completed. The colorful renderings 
included foliage, green landscape, a 

water feature and images of people enjoying a pavilion.

Although still in the initial stages of development, the 
Escondido Creek Parkway Project is gaining traction. Local 
funding was identified in September and in October, an 
official Escondido Creek Parkway logo was created. An 
oversight committee is expected to be formed by the end of 
2016 and fundraising events for the project will be ramping 
up in the new year. Residents can expect to see continuing 
action for the project over the next few years. 

By Yliana Flores, Intergovernmental Relations Coordinator 

Karnes County: A Park Envisioned

For more information about donating to support the Escondido Creek Parkway Project, please visit www.sariverfoundation.org.



Pouring and washing fats, oils and grease down the drain 
causes grease build-up in pipes leading to major damage 
and restricts the flow of wastewater from homes and 
businesses. Clogged pipes overflow in homes, businesses 
and along wastewater lines resulting in increased costs to 
residents and business owners and contamination to area 
creeks and rivers.

For a clog-free holiday season, avoid pouring these fats, 
oils and greases down the drain.

1. Scrape Your Plate  
Before washing dishes, scrape or wipe all 
pots, pans, dishes and cooking utensils with 
a paper towel to absorb the grease.

2. Catch the Scraps  
Eliminate using the garbage disposal. Catch 
food scraps in your sink with a basket 
or strainer to keep it from going down 
the drain and toss them into the trash or 
compost bin.

3. Can it, Freeze it & Trash it  
Once cool, pour grease and oils in an 
empty, heat safe container, such as a 
soup can and store it in the freezer. Once 
solidified, toss the can into the garbage.

Proper disposal of fats, oils and grease protects the 
wastewater infrastructure and keeps our creeks and rivers 
free of contaminants. For more Watershed Wise strategies, 
visit www.sara-tx.org. 



The San Antonio River Authority (SARA) was awarded a 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) grant for the 
purpose of working with local governments and communities 
within the watershed to assess flood risk and improve 
communication to assist with strengthening informed 
decisions about reducing risk. 

Risk Mapping, Assessment and Planning (Risk MAP) is a FEMA 
program that provides communities with flood information 
and tools that can enhance mitigation plans. Risk MAP offers 
both tools and necessary community engagement. The 
first phase in the Risk MAP process is called the Discovery 
Phase. During this phase, SARA staff worked with local 
community leaders, elected officials and key stakeholders 
to gather information about local flood risk, flood hazards, 
mitigation activities, flooding history and more. Having 
current information on local flooding is important because 
over time flood hazards change, creating new risks within 
communities. Participating in the Risk MAP process increases 
the awareness of flood risk and helps to identify proactive 
steps to protect communities. When complete, Risk MAP can 
help homebuyers understand their flood risk throughout the 
lifetime of a 30-year mortgage. 

One of SARA’s goals is to generate lasting and recognized 
improvements to the health and safety of our creeks, rivers, 
estuaries and bays. These efforts through FEMA and Risk 
MAP are valuable to SARA’s watershed and fall in line with 
the mission of SARA to protect and enhance creeks and 
rivers through service, leadership and expertise. Risk MAP is 
anticipated to be available for public use on SARA’s website 
in 2017.

What is the criteria to participate in the RCPP?

 Sites must have a defined channel bed and bank along 
most of the reach of land.

 A minimum of 1,500 feet of contiguous stream. *This can 
be reached with multiple landowners as long at the channel 
is contiguous. 

 The landowners must own both sides of the stream.

 If there are multiple land owners next to the stream, all 
landowners must participate.

 Property must have obvious bank erosion issues.

What assistance does RCPP provide?

Projects like the RCPP are important because they offer 
landowners and agricultural producers an opportunity 
to implement specific conservation practices that might 
otherwise have gone undone. Awarded landowners will be 
provided with funds to assist with technical services such as, 
planning and design and construction. 

By John Refolo, GIS Administrator

By Yliana Flores, Intergovernmental Relations Coordinator 

SARA’s Risk MAP Effort

SARA Seeks Active Landowners 
for Stream Restoration Project

In 2014, San Antonio River Authority (SARA) and the Resource Institute (RI) were awarded a Regional Conservation Partnership 
Program (RCPP) grant under the US Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). The awarded 
grant, called the Texas Gulf Coast Initiative (TGCI), provides an incentive to landowners that implement stream restoration 
practices on their property as a way of improving river and stream stability thereby improving water quality and preserving land. 
SARA has committed to the 5-year grant program, which has a maximum potential investment of $1,000,000. For Fiscal Year 
16/17, SARA has allocated $200,000 to be used towards the RCPP.

If you think your land meets the above criteria, please contact your local NRCS agent to 
arrange a site visit. 11
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The San Antonio River Authority (SARA) 
was recently recognized as one of the 
Top Workplaces in San Antonio among 
mid-sized companies through an annual 
competition hosted by the San Antonio 
Express-News and administered by 
an independent research company, 
WorkplaceDynamics LLP. Through this 

competition, SARA also received special recognition for our 
exceptional staff training and development programs.  

Although awards and recognition are always nice to receive, 
the Top Workplace designation is especially valued because 
it is compiled directly from feedback received from our 
employees. Each employee is sent an anonymous survey 
and asked specific questions regarding organizational 
direction, management, satisfaction, development, benefits 
and compensation. We had 84 percent of our employees 
participate in the survey, so the results truly reflect the 
thoughts and concerns of our employees. The survey also 

benchmarks SARA’s results against the compiled results of 
other similarly sized governmental entities throughout the 
nation to show how we line up against our peers. 

Overall, the survey highlighted SARA’s effectiveness as 
our greatest strength. Employees believe that SARA does 
things efficiently, we encourage different points of view 
and that new ideas are encouraged. Employees also state 
they genuinely feel appreciated and they see their jobs as 
meaningful in the community. 

SARA is much like all employers, we compete to attract and 
retain the most talented people. Employees of different 
age groups look for different features. Some are motivated 
by compensation and benefits. To a greater degree, we 
are seeing that employees seek opportunities to develop 
personally and professionally through challenging work 
and training to gain skills and knowledge. Where SARA, as a 
governmental entity, cannot compete with the private sector 
in compensation, we do invest in training, skill development 
and offer very challenging work. 

As General Manager, I am proud that SARA was named 
among some top-notch organizations locally. As the top 
executive of a governmental entity, I also embrace the 
responsibility to utilize tax dollars responsibly and efficiently. 
This recognition serves as an indicator that as an employer 
we are striking the right balance to attract and retain quality 
employees while effectively managing limited resources. 

By Suzanne Scott, General Manager

SARA Recognized as a Top Workplace


