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Ending wetland rules
will worsen floods

By Jordan Macha
and Kristen Schlemmer

By removing protections to bocal wet-
lands under the Clean Water Act, the
Trump administraton's new Waters of the
United States rule exposes our region Lo
new [ood risks.

Throughout the Houston metro area and
out to the coast, wetlands play a key role in
protecting against floods, while also provid-
ing wildlife habitat and filtering surface
water thal makes its way into the city’s
drinking water supplics. With Texas made
up of mastly privately-oemed land, rles to
protect these natural landscapes, and the
benefits they offer to the public, matter.

Houston famously was founded in 1836,
nearly 150 years before the passage of the
Clean Water Act, by the Allen brothers: two
real estate developers intent on manipulat-
ing a wet landscape into a place people
would be willing to call home. Since then,
Houston has been developed and redevel-
oped, and developed once more 1o accom-
modate a growing population - aided in
part by technologies that make life here
miare comifortable, like air-conditioning.

The result: Almost no wetlands remain in
the oddest and most developed parts of our
city around Bulfalo Bayou, White Oak Bay-
oul and Brays Bayou. Had wetlands fringing
our bavous been left in place, some of the
worst flooding ower the last decade could
have been avolded.

The Clean Water Act’s rules governing
development over wetlands, only recently
modified under the Obama administration
to expand protections for local wetlands,
are intended to avoid these impacts. Before
beginning construction, developers must
plan thelr projects to avold Impacts 1o wet-
lands with a connection to federal waters
like the bayous found across our city.
Where that isn't feasible, they must en-
hance existing wetlands and flood deten-
ton or create new wetlands.

Whille this process has been far from
perfect in the greater Houston area, these
basic protections provide a saleguard Lo
overdevelopment in these natural areas and
accoumtahility to residents already living
within these watersheds. By gumting these
baslc watershed protections, the Trump
adminkstration will potentially cause signil-
jcant harm to communities across the great-
er Houston area.

The change poses the greatest threat to
the eastern parts of our reglon, where rela-
tvely pristine expanses of wetlands remain
intact ~ including around Trinity Bay, the
San Jacinto River's East and West forks and
Cedar Rayou. As the Grand Parkway contin-
ues to be built out to the east of Houston
int Liberty County, these wetland-dense
areas will be especially vulnerable to rapld
development, particularly under the admin-

istration’s new rube, which amounts to a
rollback. Without any other rubes o place
common-sense limits on this development,
these remaining wetlands may be lost,

We already know what happens when
development regulations aren't consistently
applied or enforced: New developments are
built in Dood zones, removing natural Bood
and creating new hazards. Ompoing devel-
opment in the western porton of the Grand
Parkway has filled in and paved over the
moesaic of wetlands that connects o the
Kaly Prairie, increasing long-term food
risks while physically raising homes out of
the flood plain.

In the new Woodridge Village devel-
opment In Kingwood, residents have ralsed
concerns that a developer bypassed the
Clean Water Act's previous profections to
clear-cut 268 acres that included well-docu-
mented wetlands. Already, local residents
contend, this new development has flooded
existing nelghborhoods twice,

In the southeast, the residents of Bayou
Brae, a small middle-class subdivision built
in League City in the early 1960s, are
concerned that a neighboring development
bullt over several acres of wetlands will
fleod thelr previously safe community in
the mesit big storm.

It may be that the Trump administra-
tion's new rule falls flat under the weight of
legal challenges, which are already
underway. If not, due to an absence of
protectlons (and, presumably, antagonism)
al the state level, it will be up to local mu-
nicipalitics and counties to Gl the gap.
Development regulations restricting devel-
opment within the flood plain, such as
those passed In the clty of Houston and
some local counties post-Harvey, offer a
good, but imperfect stant for our urban
core, These protections do not explicitly
require wetlands to be preserved and could
result in them being filled in to raise new
property above the flood plain, creating
new risks for nelghboring commumities.
Further, they won'L mean anything il devel-
opers do nol consistently comply with
them.

Meaningful resilience requires all of us —
resldents, our local povernments, and, yves,
developers as well — to take steps to Hmit
the worst effects of looding and storm
surges. Stripping protections for wetlands
undermines that goal — and sets the stage
for disaster when the next Harvey, Imelda,
or other unnamed heavy rainstorm comes
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