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A COMPARISON OF THE VIEWS OF
FARMERS AND THE NONFARM PUBLIC
REGARDING RESOURCE USE:
THE CASE OF TEXAS GROUNDWATER

By Don E. Albrecht

ABSTRACT

This paper provides a comparison of the views of farmers and the nonfarm
public about the use of a water resource that is critical to both. Specifically,
this paper presents the results of surveys of a farm and a nonfarm sample
about the uses of water from the Edwards Aquifer in South Central Texas.
The paper briefly discusses the Edwards Aquifer and outlining the issues
surrounding this critical resource. Hypotheses are then developed, data are
analyzed, and conclusions drawn.

INTRODUCTION

In a watershed book on agricultural policy, Paarlberg (1980) noted
that demographic and socioeconomic changes in the United States in
recent decades have resulted in an extensive loss of power by the
agricultural industry, and in agriculture increasingly being brought
into the mainstream of American society. Paarlberg maintains that as
a result of a rapidly declining farm population (Albrecht and Murdock,
1900), there has been an associated loss of political clout (Leman and
Paarlberg, 1988). In addition, technological, financial and other
changes in agriculture are combining to make farming more similar to
other businesses, and farm life less unique. This loss of uniqueness
has resulted in farmers being less likely to be given special treatment,
such as exemptions from environmental and labor laws, than in the
past (Vogeler, 1981).

Among the consequences of this loss of power and uniqueness in
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springs that provide natural discharge points. These springs then form
the headwaters of rivers that flow to the Gulf of Mexico. In a typical
year, the Edwards Aquifer receives and discharges about 700,000 acre
feet of water. During years when precipitation is greater than normal,
the amount of water flowing through the Edwards Aquifer will be
greater, while during a drought the amount of water in the aquifer
decreases.

From the time of early settlement, residents in the area have
drilled wells and Edwards Aquifer water has been pumped to the
surface where it has been used for household, industrial, commerciat
and recreational needs. Today, nearly all of the water needs in this
area are met by using Edwards Aquifer water. In addition, the
Edwards Aquifer has been extensively used in irrigated agriculture,
and more than 250,000 acres of crops currently are irrigated in the
region. Further, the springs and rivers formed from Edwards Aquifer
outflow have also been used extensively for agricultural and
recreational purposes.

Obviously, as greater amounts of water are pumped from the
aquifer, the amount of water in the aquifer, as well as the amount
being discharged at the springs, is reduced. Historically, this has not
been a problem because the amount of water flowing through the
Edwards Aquifer has been sufficient to meet all demands. While
droughts have occurred in this region periodically in the past, there
has always been a cushion of water that was not being used. Concem
with the potential consequences of drought have increased immensely
in recent years, primarily because the population in the Edwards
Aquifer region has increased dramatically. Specifically, the city of
San Antonio, located in the heart of the Edwards Aquifer region, has
become one of the 10 largest cities in the nation; during the 1980s the
population of this city grew by about 20 percent.

This large and growing population has greatly increased the
pressure on Edwards Aquifer water. With increasing amounts of
water being drawn from the aquifer, it is now apparent that when the
next serious drought occurs in this region, there will not be enough
water to meet all current uses (Texas Water Development Board,
1990). In addition, downstream users are extremely concemed that
spring flow levels remain adequate to meet their needs. Consequently,
policy makers and residents in the region have been forced to deal
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with a number of critical questions about the use of Edwards Aquifer
water, and at times this debate has become very heated. Among the
questions that have been raised are debates about the degree or extent
of the water-related problems associated with the Edwards Aquifer. As
of yet, no consensus exists among the public about the severity of the
water shortage problems in the Edwards Aquifer arca, Other
questions include which water uses should have the highest priority
and to what extent governmental control will be necessary to preserve
and distribute Edwards Aquifer water. A comparison of the views of
farmers and the nonfarm public on these issues is the focus of this
paper. A more detailed discussion on these issues and the
development of hypotheses is provided in the paragraphs that follow.

Water Issues

Perhaps the most basic issue surrounding the Edwards Aquifer is
the difference in the perceptions of residents regarding the extent or
severity of the water shortage problems in the area. From the
discourse in public meetings on the subject, it iS apparent that some
area residents believe that the potential water shortage problems are
not severe and that current conditions will permit continued
population and economic growth in the area, Others disagree and
believe that the problems emerging with the occurrence of the next
drought will be severe. The views that the water problems are not
serious in some ways reflect a worldview that has been called the
“Dominant Social Paradigm” (Pirages, 1978; Dunlap and Van Liere,
1978). This perspective includes beliefs that resources are abundant,
that extensive conservation is unnecessary, and that technology will
solve any problems that may emerge. Research has found these views
to be more common among farmers than among the public at large
(Van Liere and Dunlap, 1980). Consequently, for this study we
hypothesize that farmers will be more likely than nonfarm respondents
to report that water problems are not severe and are not a constraint to
further development.

When faced with a potential drought-induced water shortage,
questions about which water uses should have the highest priority
become prominent. Of particular concem is the amount of priority
that should be given to agricultural water uses as opposed to other
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