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Houston’s rainfall patterns are natural. 
But what happens to the rain when it hits 
the ground is anything but. In its natural 
state, the coastal prairie flooded read-
ily, holding water in vegetation and the 
undulations of the ground and releasing it 
slowly into lazy bayous. 

The bayous have largely been 
straightened and concrete lined; some 
have been buried in culverts. The land 

itself has changed even more dramati-
cally: pavement and roofs shed water 
quickly, and storm drains hurry it onwards. 
Water now reaches the bayous more 
quickly, compressing the water from a 
single rainstorm into a shorter period and 
thus raising water levels. Braes Bayou, 
designed to carry a 100-year flood when 
West Houston was still farmland, could 
carry only a 10-year flood when Tropical 

Storm Allison hit. It’s now being widened. 
To reduce the load on the bayous, 

current policy puts emphasis on deten-
tion ponds, which hold water and release 
it slowly just as the prairie once did. 
Addicks and Barker reservoirs, in the 
upper reach of Buffalo Bayou, serve the 
same function.

Most of Houston is drained by the  
tributaries of  Buffalo Bayou, includ-

ing Sims Bayou, Braes Bayou, White 
Oak Bayou, and Greens Bayou. The area 
north of Beltway 8, though, is drained by 
the San Jacinto River, whose watershed 
extends as far as Huntsville and Cleve-
land. Thus, Houston sees not only  
its own stormwater but that of its 
upstream neighbors.
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Barker Reservoir

Addicks Reservoir

Buffalo Bayou

San Jacinto River

Galveston Bay

Watershed boundaries

All streams shown 
drain through Houston

Lake Conroe

Lake Houston
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The Rain on the Plain
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by CHRISTOF SPIELER
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