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For years, there have been a great many things extracted from the subsurface recesses 
on the Texas Coastal Plain.  
 
The area has been greatly impacted economically and environmentally as a result. 
Foremost among the materials extracted were oil, natural gas and water. 
 
The large-scale removal of these materials has produced a variety of effects, some 
beneficial, some calamitous and some bizarre.  
 
The most notable of the beneficial effects are the prosperous economic conditions the 
oil and gas industries brought to the area. 
 
The calamitous effects include land subsidence and saltwater intrusion.  
 
The bizarre — combustible water supplies.  
 
The petrochemical industry that developed in the Houston-Galveston area brought great 
prosperity. Industry developed here because of the abundance of oil, gas and water just 
below the surface.  
 
When oil, gas and water were removed — subsidence occurred. According to the 
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Harris-Galveston Subsidence District, the land surface has sunk as much as 10 feet 
since 1906.  
 
When subsurface fluids are removed, sediments become compacted. This causes the 
land to sink, thus making the area more susceptible to flooding.  
 
Another adverse effect this might cause is saltwater intrusion. In coastal areas, when 
freshwater is removed in excess, ocean water moves in. 
 
Data from the U.S. Geological Survey shows groundwater pumping in the Houston area 
has caused water-level declines of about 400 feet. 
 
When freshwater levels decline, saltwater intrudes until it reaches the well. Thereafter, 
the water produced is unfit for drinking or irrigation. By regulating water removed, as the 
subsidence district now does, this problem is averted.  
 
My findings in researching the past and present subsurface conditions in our area show 
they now are generally on the mend. 
 
I also came across “The Case of the Combustible Water Supply,” from the Court of Civil 
Appeals of Texas, First District, Houston, which demonstrates truth can be stranger 
than fiction. 
 
On June 3, 1973, part of the water supply of the city of Galveston was obtained from 14 
water wells located near Alta Loma. A woman “was cleaning corn at her kitchen sink 
when the water stopped coming out of the faucet. She thought there was air in the line.  
 
“She walked over to the table and lit a cigarette while she was waiting for the air to clear 
out of the line. She picked up an ashtray and walked back to the kitchen sink with the 
lighted cigarette in an ashtray and placed it near the sink. The gas being emitted from 
the water faucet caught fire.”  
 
The moral: If anything but water comes out of the faucet at your kitchen sink, don’t light 
up. It could be hazardous to your health. 
 
To set the readers’ minds at ease, those offending wells in Alta Loma now are plugged.  
 
Tom Linton teaches at Texas A&M University at Galveston and is a frequent contributor 
to The Daily News. He’s writing a series on columns about where Galveston County 
residents get their water. 

 


