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While Pan Am and Carbide were creating the Industrial Water Co., three major canals 
systems already existed to serve King Rice.  
 
These canal companies were here early on and, therefore, had priority rights to water 
they obtained from the Brazos River — something we come to appreciate more each 
day or during each drought. 
 
Water in the western states is governed by the prior appropriation doctrine, also known 
as first in time, first in right. Simply stated: If six units (a generic measuring term) flow 
down a river, a permit holder who is “first in time” is allocated three of those units, and 
the permit holder “second in time” gets two units, and a third permit holder gets the final 
unit. It all balances out, and everybody is happy.  
 
But when the flow in the river is reduced to five units, there could be no water for the 
third permit holder if the first two use their entire allocation. And with a further reduced 
flow, there might not be enough water for permit holder No. 2.  
 
And if the river dries up completely, well, what then? 
 
The three privately owned canal companies created to provide water primarily for rice 
farming were American Canal Co., South Texas Water Co. and Briscoe Irrigation Co.  
 
The American Canal Co. right to water dates back to July 15, 1926. The other two, 
although not as old, are significant. 
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The three canal companies combined have the most senior rights of all major water 
users in the lower reaches of the Brazos River. It is stated in their permit documents the 
water was not only for irrigation but for municipal and industrial uses.  
 
Although these stated uses might have been included out of an abundance of caution, I 
like to think they were visionaries. 
 
Collectively, though having independent priority dates, these three canal systems have 
water rights to a about 370,000 acre feet of run of the river water from the Brazos River, 
thus giving them water rights that are first in time, first in rights. 
 
As long as the river runs, everybody is happy. But if not... 
 
Many groups are attempting to anticipate what the state’s future water needs will be 
and, more importantly, how to meet them statewide and locally. 
 
A presentation of “Water for Life, How the Drought of 2011 May Impact Us” was 
featured at the January meeting of the Galveston County Mayors and Councilmember’s 
Association. It was a fact-filled presentation by D.A. Paulissen, general manager of the 
Galveston County Water Control and Improvement District No. 1. In addition, there were 
summary remarks made by Ken Clark, Galveston County Commissioner Precinct 4, an 
advocate of prudent water management (The Daily News, Nov. 13 and 22). 
 
It got the attention of that assembled group of elected officials. The take-away message 
was, “As elected officials, it is our responsibility to find ways to meet the future water 
needs of our area.” 
 
Tom Linton teaches at Texas A&M University at Galveston and is a frequent contributor 
to The Daily News. He’s writing a series of columns about where Galveston County 
residents get their water.  

 


