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CITIZEN’S ADVISORY COUNCIL TO LA PORTE INDUSTRY

Gulf Coast Authority & How They Improve Water Quality in Galveston
Bay

This meeting featured a presentation from Gulf Coast Authority (GCA), highlighting who they
are and the important role they play in environmental protection. The discussion focused on
GCA’s work in wastewater treatment and the management of both industrial and municipal
discharges, with specific attention to the Bayport facility and the local cities and plants it serves.
Members also learned about how GCA treats wastewater, including customized solutions for
hazardous or toxic chemicals, before safely discharging it into local water bodies, as well as the
environmental monitoring GCA conducts to assess and protect water quality. Scott Harris, GCA
Chief Operating Officer, and Rene Ibarra, GCA Bayport Facility Plant Manager, were introduced
to the meeting attendees.

Harris explained that the Gulf Coast Authority is a political subdivision dedicated to protecting
waters of the State of Texas through regional waste management practices. GCA was
established by the Texas Legislature in 1969 to support industrial wastewater treatment in the
Houston, Galveston, and Chambers counties known as the Tri-County area. Its purpose was to
enable industries to focus on their core business by providing regional wastewater treatment
services. Over time, GCA expanded its jurisdiction statewide and now operates additional
facilities across the State of Texas. GCA is governed by a nine-member board: three appointed
by the Governor’s Office, three by the Consortium of Mayors, and three by the Commissioners
Courts of the Tri-County area. As a political subdivision of the State of Texas, GCA operates
under the authority of an EPA-approved pretreatment program, which enables it to issue
permits and manage industrial discharges.

Gulf Coast Authority (GCA) protects Texas waters through a rigorous pretreatment program that
regulates the wastewater discharged by its customers. Each customer must obtain a permit to
discharge, which requires a detailed application outlining the composition of their wastewater.
GCA evaluates these applications to ensure that the wastewater can be safely treated through
their processes, considering air and wastewater permit requirements as well as treatability. The



pretreatment program, approved by the EPA, gives GCA the authority to control and manage
industrial discharges, ensuring that all wastewater is properly treated before being safely
returned to local water bodies.

The organization’s name was changed from “Gulf Coast Waste Disposal Authority” to “Gulf
Coast Authority” to better reflect its mission and avoid confusion with municipal waste services.
However, confusion occasionally still arises with the Gulf Coast Water Authority, which handles
potable and raw water in Galveston County.

GCA’s wastewater treatment model is unique and cost-effective, offering shared infrastructure
for multiple industrial users. This model not only reduces costs for customers but also provides
strong environmental protection. Delegations from countries such as Brazil, Denmark, and China
have visited GCA to learn from this model.

GCA operates several treatment facilities, each designed and adapted to meet the needs of its
local industrial base. The Galveston County facility is a 40-acre facility in Texas City. The
Washburn Tunnel facility primarily treats refinery wastewater from Chevron and Lyondell and
was converted from a former Champion Paper Mill wastewater treatment plant. The Blackhawk
facility in Friendswood is GCA’s only municipal wastewater treatment plant, serving areas
including Baybrook Mall and various Houston subdivisions. In Odessa, GCA stepped in to
support the city’s industrial wastewater needs and now owns and operates that facility, which
includes water reuse capabilities which reclaims approximately two million gallons per day for
industrial purposes in the water-scarce region.

At the Bayport facility, GCA receives wastewater from a wide industrial area bounded by Red
Bluff Road on the West side, Fairmont Parkway on the North side, and Highway 146 on the East
side, with some customers as far as the Houston Ship Channel. The facility has a
two-and-a-half-mile-long pipeline that runs out from the industrial complex. This pipeline,
called the header, is where all customers connect their pipelines to the system. From the
header, wastewater is conveyed to the treatment plant for processing. The plant accepts two
streams of wastewater: the BioSan stream which is an enclosed pipeline and the “Clean stream”
which is an open channel.

The BioSan stream contains organic and sanitary waste, including contributions from cities like
La Porte and Shoreacres. The "Clean stream" contains non-organic wastewater from processes
like cooling towers or boiler blowdowns. The BioSan stream enters a fully enclosed system and
undergoes a multi-step activated sludge treatment process involving microorganisms that
naturally break down organic compounds. After treatment, solids are separated in clarifiers, and
the water is disinfected using sodium hypochlorite, followed by neutralization with sodium
bisulfite. Treated effluent is then discharged via an underground pipeline that goes all the way



out to pipeline easement, across and out into the turning basin. We do not discharge into Taylor
Lake.

Throughout the treatment process, GCA’s team continuously monitors water quality and can
divert poorly treated water into holding ponds for retreatment if needed. Clean stream
wastewater follows a simpler process through sedimentation ponds and does not require
biological treatment. Solids are removed by dredging and disposed of properly.

To ensure compliance with environmental standards, GCA performs biomonitoring as required
by TCEQ permits. This involves exposing aquatic life like shrimp and minnows to treated effluent
to confirm it does not negatively impact local ecosystems.

Another important feature at the Bayport facility is air emission control. Since 2007, domes
have covered the primary treatment tanks to capture volatile organic compounds (VOCs), which
are routed through regenerative thermal oxidizers (RTOs) for destruction, reducing air pollution.
GCA also operates a central laboratory at Bayport, which handles sampling and analysis for all
its Houston-area facilities.

GCA’s roots in the Bayport Industrial Complex trace back to a small facility developed by the
Friendswood Development Company to attract industry. That original building was the
foundation for what is now a large-scale operation with extensive treatment capacity, advanced
monitoring, emergency storage ponds for stormwater, and critical infrastructure supporting
both industry and environmental protection across the region.

The CAC is a forum for candid and constructive dialogue between those who live or work in La
Porte, Morgan’s Point, and Shoreacres and the managers of 41 chemical plants in La Porte. The
CAC welcomes visitors. It meets again on Tuesday, September 2nd at 6:00 p.m. to hear about
the Air Quality and How it is Measured. Contact info@laportecac.org if you wish to attend. The
CAC shares information about its meetings and presentations at www.laportecac.org.



