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BILL HURLEY on 3 July, 2013 at 05:00

Editor’s Note: The following story is part of a periodic series exploring regional issues of interest or importance outside San

Antonio. 

From March through October, the Bracken Cave is home to a nursery colony of nearly 20 million Mexican

free-tailed bats – the largest colony and concentration of mammals on Earth. Right here on the far

northeastern edge of San Antonio.

The emerging bats darken the sky at sunset as they swarm out of the cave’s mouth to feed on insects, and

then again when they return at sunrise. In the course of a single night swarming the skies of South Texas

they consume more than 100 tons of crop-damaging insects. And they significantly reduce the number of

mosquitos in the region.

The 697 acres encompassing the Bracken Cave preserve is owned and protected by Bat Conservation International (BCI). In

2002 SAWS and the Edwards Aquifer Authority (EAA) partnered on 621 acres of this to create easements.
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Millions of bats emerge from the mouth of Bracken Cave, a mere 20 minutes north of

downtown San Antonio. Photo courtesy of EdwardsAquifer.net.

Area map courtesy of Bat Conservation International. The proposed Crescent Hills subdivision places homes

approximately one mile south of the Bracken Bat Cave opening – directly under the bat’s twice-daily migration

route.

For 10,000 summers or more, scientists believe, the cave has played host to bats, protected by the wild surroundings of the

Texas Hill Country. The closest urban areas are Garden Ridge, a small municipality four miles from the cave and New Braunfels,

12 miles away.

Now that may change.

Galo Properties is planning to build Crescent Hills, a 2,778 acre residential and mixed use project that will include nearly 4,000

homes, a little more than one mile south of Bracken Cave.

The proposed development has ignited a heated debate among citizens and various stakeholders. Those opposed to

development of this land take issue with its potential threat not only to the bat cave, but to water quality within the Edwards
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Aquifer Recharge Zone (EARZ), public health, numerous endangered species in the area, and the tourism value of the caves and

Hill County as a natural attraction.

On the other side of the argument are the inexorable forces of a growing metropolis and decades of policies that have allowed

the city to sprawl out over the aquifer recharge zone. The debate brings into sharp focus the growing challenges of balancing

urban growth while protecting extraordinary natural resources that once damaged or lost can never be recovered.

WATER CONCERNS

The cost to SAWS ratepayers to provide water to the Comal County development is yet another central argument the

development in its present form, and the site’s location on an “approximate recharge area” (see map below) of the Edwards

Aquifer is another.

At a SAWS board meeting Tuesday, representatives from the Greater Edwards Aquifer Alliance (GEAA) spoke during the

meeting’s citizens to be heard session, calling for SAWS to rescind its agreement of service to the area – required through the

certificate of convenience and necessity (CCN) applied for by SAWS and approved by the board several years ago.

“We’ve been coming down to protest development over the (Edwards Aquifer) recharge zone for years … Crescent Hills is the

latest threat to the recharge zone,” said Executive Director Annalisa Peace after the meeting on behalf of the GEAA. “We’re

hoping that SAWS will reconsider (providing service to Crescent Hills) and deny any more developments like this on a case-by-

case-basis.”

This development puts the progress of millions of public dollars invested to protect the Edwards Aquifer

at risk, according to Peace. “The fewer people producing sewage on the recharge zone, the better off

everybody’s going to be.”

According to the Texas Water Code, once developments are within the boundaries of its CCN, SAWS must

serve every rule-abiding customer or face a possible $5,000-per-day fine. The Texas Commission on

Environmental Quality (TCEQ) could also issue orders compelling service and/or stop granting future

CCN requests.

“All (SAWS) has to do is apply to decertify the CCN,” Peace said, adding that the development is in Comal
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