Guadalupe River Recreation Safety: Post-
Flood Analysis and Risk Assessment

Executive Summary

One year after the catastrophic July 2025 flood, the primary safety concern for the Guadalupe
River has shifted from the original floodwater pathogens to current environmental conditions and
significant physical hazards. While the initial contamination has largely dissipated through
natural processes, recreational users must now contend with a fundamentally reshaped river
landscape.

Key takeaways include:

o Pathogen Transition: Bacteria from the 2025 flood are no longer the primary risk;
current safety depends on recent rainfall, local runoff, and contemporary E. coli levels.

e Regulatory Compliance: Water quality is evaluated against Texas Primary Contact
Recreation 1 (PCR1) standards, which use E. coli as the primary indicator for activities
involving significant water ingestion.

o Physical Hazards: The most persistent threat is geomorphic change. The flood altered
riverbeds, created scour holes, undercut banks, and left submerged debris—such as rebar
and concrete—in popular recreation areas.

o Status of Recovery: Although targeted debris removal projects are underway, experts
estimate it may take up to two years to fully clear high-traffic areas. Users are cautioned
that "clear water" does not equate to a safe environment.

1. Evolution of Water Quality Risks

The immediate pathogen contamination introduced during the July 2025 flood is no longer
considered the main threat to public health. In flowing river systems, fecal indicator bacteria and
pathogens are typically reduced over time via several natural mechanisms:

e Dilution and Flushing: Continuous water flow replaces contaminated volumes.
e Environmental Factors: Sunlight (UV exposure), settling into sediment, and natural die-
off further reduce concentrations.

Recovery Timelines

While the Upper Guadalupe River Authority (UGRA) typically suggests a five-day waiting
period after heavy rainfall to allow E. coli to dissipate, major floods require longer recovery
periods confirmed by site-specific testing. For the 2025 event, UGRA confirmed water quality
returned to normal parameters by August 12, 2025, though physical hazards remained. Current
risks are now driven by contemporary factors such as wastewater inputs, septic leakage,
livestock, and sediment disturbance rather than the historic flood event.



2. Bacterial Indicators and Regulatory Frameworks

E. coli serves as the standard freshwater indicator for fecal contamination and the potential
presence of disease-causing organisms. This is particularly relevant for "Primary Contact
Recreation 1" (PCR1) activities, which include swimming, tubing, and whitewater paddling
(kayaking and canoeing).

Comparative Standards: Texas vs. New Jersey

The following table outlines the criteria used to evaluate recreational water quality, highlighting
the distinction between ambient standards and operational thresholds.

Jurisdiction Metric Type E. coli Threshold (per 100 mL)
Texas (PCR1) |Geometric Mean 126
Texas (PCR1) [Single-Sample Criterion 399
New Jersey Ambient Geometric Mean (90-day) 100
New Jersey Statistical Threshold Value (STV) 320
New Jersey Regulated Bathing Beach (Operational) 320

While New Jersey’s standards are numerically more protective, both states emphasize that
operational safety decisions must consider timely sampling, recent rainfall, turbidity, and
physical hazards.

3. Impact of Flow Conditions

River safety is highly sensitive to current flow levels, which can fluctuate significantly in the
Texas Hill Country.

e Low Flow: Reduced volume leads to less dilution of bacterial inputs, potentially
increasing E. coli concentrations. It also exposes rocks and submerged debris.

o High Flow: Increased runoff can resuspend contaminated sediments, mobilize debris,
and create dangerous currents.

Recreational users are advised to consult USGS streamflow gauges and the UGRA RiverHub for
real-time data rather than relying on historical norms or visual inspections.

4. Geomorphic and Physical Channel Hazards

A major flood is a geomorphic event that can permanently alter the river's physical structure.
This creates a "false sense of safety" for local users who believe they are familiar with the
terrain.



Identified Structural Changes

Channel Reshaping: The flood moved boulders, logs, and sediment bars, changing the
depth and flow patterns of familiar segments.

Submerged Obstructions: New "strainers" (obstructions that trap objects while letting
water pass) and log jams have formed.

Bank Instability: Undercut banks and damaged boat ramps pose risks for entry and exit.
Scour Holes: Familiar swimming holes may now feature sudden drop-offs or new
hydraulic recirculations.

Regional Comparisons

The document notes that similar post-flood geomorphic risks have been observed in other
regions:

Washington State (King and Yakima Counties): Floods shifted riverbeds and created
hidden drowning hazards in previously safe areas.

North Carolina (Post-Hurricane Helene): Waterways remained unsafe due to damaged
infrastructure and changes to the underwater landscape.

S. Debris Removal and Mitigation Efforts

Efforts to restore the Guadalupe River corridor are ongoing but incomplete. In April 2026, a 90-
day pilot project funded by "Kerr Together" utilized nonprofit dive teams to survey and remove
debris from 20 high-contact sites between Hunt and Center Point.

Challenges to Full Restoration

Hazard Complexity: Divers reported difficult, low-visibility conditions and the presence
of heavy debris, including rebar and concrete.

Resource Constraints: Due to limited manpower, experts estimate it could take up to
two years to fully clear the 20 primary high-traffic areas.

Incomplete Scope: Targeted removal at specific sites is not a substitute for a
comprehensive in-channel inspection of the entire river system.

6. Practical Safety Recommendations

Public safety officials emphasize that time alone does not make the river safe. Before engaging
in water-contact recreation, the following factors must be evaluated:

PR

Current E. coli Results: Check the UGRA Summer Swimability Study.

Recent Weather: Avoid the water for at least five days after significant runoff.

Physical Inspection: Look for signs of bank instability and newly deposited debris.
Visibility: Cloudy water can obscure dangerous submerged objects like metal, glass, and
logs.



Key Insight

“After a major flood, the river may look familiar, but it may not behave the same way. At this
point, the original floodwater contamination is probably not the main issue. The more important
questions are what current water-quality testing shows and whether the riverbed, banks, boat
ramps, currents, and submerged debris have changed in ways that create new hazards.”
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