
 / MARCH 26, 2026

Water Infrastructure in Texas is
Failing. A Surge of New Funding Can
Fix It.

Construction personnel work with large sections of pipe for a Texas water sewer project. (Kirk Sides / Houston Chronicle via Getty
Images)

STUDENTNATION

As the state promotes industrial expansion and costly seawater desalination projects, advocates want to
prioritize fixing aging pipes and supporting public health.
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How does Houston, Texas lose more than 30 billion gallons of water a year? With the entire state facing
scarcity, the cause isn’t drought alone. “It’s really because the infrastructure is so old,” said Usman
Mahmood, a policy analyst at Bayou City Waterkeeper, a Houston nonprofit that works on water policy
and enforcement tied to water quality. “You’re dealing with leaking pipes and maintenance issues.”

After persistent infrastructure problems in and around her home made daily life feel unmanageable, Sade
Hogue, who lives in northeast Houston, joined the group. “I found out that a lot of people, not just in my
neighborhood but all over Houston, are dealing with exploding toilets, overflowing sewage coming back
into our homes, really bad water pressure, and homes flooding, because the drainage is so bad,” she said.
According to the , there were more than 4,400 private sewer leaks from April 2021 to
June 2023, primarily in areas where the median household income tended to be lower. “There is real
trauma attached to living like that,” said Hogue.

Last year, the organization joined a community-led coalition that helped shape deliberations over
Proposition 4, a constitutional amendment that would authorize up to $20 billion over two decades for
water infrastructure and creates a recurring funding stream for the Texas Water Fund. “We had to band
together as residents and say something to the city,” Hogue said. “Once people learned more about it and
educated themselves, we moved into going to City Hall on a regular basis.” In November, 2025, voters
approved the proposition by 70 percent. 

“The vote exposed a gap between Texas’s political branding and what voters will support when asked
directly about basic public need,” said David Griscom, the author of “The Myth of Red Texas,” an
upcoming book on Texas political history. Ballot measures, Griscom said, can bypass the “cultural or
partisan lens” that often structure debate in the state. On an issue like water, he argued, voters are
responding to an immediate material concern, which can reveal the “latent, progressive and solidaristic
aspects” of Texas society. 

“What I think this shows is that there is a kind of political common sense that exists in Texas that is very
rarely given an avenue,” Griscom said, adding that the vote points to the promise of “a more solidaristic
and community-focused politics in the state.” 

Community pressure, showing up to hearings, and staying in steady contact with legislative staff shaped
the final version of the amendment and assured this enormous victory. When Proposition 4 was first
introduced, lawmakers planned to steer most of the funding toward new water supply projects, leaving a
smaller share for fixing existing systems. Environmental groups and community advocates pushed back,
and lawmakers ultimately shifted the split to half and half for new supply and existing infrastructure.
“When the bill was first filed, 80 percent of the funding was going to go toward new water supply,” said
Tom Entsminger, policy director of the National Wildlife Federation’s Texas coastal water program.“That
shift mattered because fixing leaky infrastructure is foundational.” 
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But the proposition is just a down payment on a much larger bill. For advocates, that makes oversight the
next phase. “The real work begins now,” Entsminger said. “It’s important to stay engaged and make sure
the money gets spent wisely.” Texas water infrastructure needs are estimated at roughly $154 billion over
the next fifty years. Mahmood put the gap in practical terms: the State Revolving Fund, which allocates
funding to water infrastructure projects, is already oversubscribed, with demand many times larger than
what is available. 

The state is promoting  and water intensive industrial expansion, including 
, while also pushing large scale supply projects such as . “Seawater

desalination is extremely expensive,” Mahmood said. And these types of projects offer limited near term
relief to communities dealing with broken pipes and unsafe drainage. “It takes a very long time to build,
and even if a project were approved today, you probably would not see it operating until the early 2030s.” 

Mahmood said the next year will be central for groups pushing the state to prioritize repairs. “This
coming year is going to be really pivotal for organizations like ours to make the case for how that money
should be distributed,” he said. “We’re going to continue emphasizing that existing infrastructure has to
take priority so that clean water and public health gaps don’t keep expanding.”

Long term pressures remain, including climate stress and demand growth. “We’re starting to see
communities say that even if they build every project in the state water plan, they still won’t have enough
water,” Entsminger said. “Conservation stops being a best practice and starts becoming necessary.”

For advocates, the immediate priority is the condition of existing systems. “Cities should be leveraging this
funding strategically to fix leaky pipes, reclaim water, and treat that reclaimed water as a new supply
instead of rushing into expensive new projects,” Mahmood said.

With Proposition 4, Texas now has institutional tools that most states lack, including a long-standing state
water planning framework and multiple funding programs targeted to different infrastructure needs.
Entsminger said that depth is unusual nationally. “A lot of states don’t have much in terms of state funding
for infrastructure, and Texas has this relatively long list of programs that are targeted for different
purposes,” he said. He added that Texas’s fifty-year state water plan gives it a longer planning horizon than
most states. 
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Proposition 4 builds on that foundation at a scale Entsminger described as nationally exceptional. “It’s the
biggest state-initiated recurring investment of its kind in the United States,” he said.

For Hogue, the real work starts now. “Now that it has passed,” she said, “accountability is the main thing.

Even before February 28, the reasons for Donald Trump’s imploding approval rating were abundantly
clear: untrammeled corruption and personal enrichment to the tune of billions of dollars during an
affordability crisis, a foreign policy guided only by his own derelict sense of morality, and the
deployment of a murderous campaign of occupation, detention, and deportation on American streets. 

Now an undeclared, unauthorized, unpopular, and unconstitutional war of aggression against Iran has
spread like wildfire through the region and into Europe. A new “forever war”—with an ever-
increasing likelihood of American troops on the ground—may very well be upon us.  

As we’ve seen over and over, this administration uses lies, misdirection, and attempts to flood the
zone to justify its abuses of power at home and abroad. Just as Trump, Marco Rubio, and Pete
Hegseth offer erratic and contradictory rationales for the attacks on Iran, the administration is also
spreading the lie that the upcoming midterm elections are under threat from noncitizens on voter
rolls. When these lies go unchecked, they become the basis for further authoritarian encroachment
and war. 

In these dark times, independent journalism is uniquely able to uncover the falsehoods that
threaten our republic—and civilians around the world—and shine a bright light on the truth. 

The Nation’s experienced team of writers, editors, and fact-checkers understands the scale of what
we’re up against and the urgency with which we have to act. That’s why we’re publishing critical
reporting and analysis of the war on Iran, ICE violence at home, new forms of voter suppression
emerging in the courts, and much more. 

But this journalism is possible only with your support.
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This March, The Nation needs to raise $50,000 to ensure that we have the resources for
reporting and analysis that sets the record straight and empowers people of conscience to
organize. 

Lajward Zahra is a sophomore at Rice University. Her work can be found in Teen Vogue, The Nation,
Business Insider, and The American Prospect, among others.

Will you donate today?

Lajward Zahra
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