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GLOSSARY
AQUIFER
Porous rock layers that store rainwater underground like 
a sponge. The Edwards Aquifer in Austin is formed from 
limestone and is highly susceptible to pollution.

CAPITAL PROJECTS
Large-scale, long-term projects aimed at improving 
infrastructure, such as upgrading storm drains, restoring 
eroding creek banks, or building water quality ponds. 

CLIMATE CHANGE
The long-term, human-caused warming of the earth 
driven by greenhouse gas emissions from burning fossil 
fuels. Locally, this can lead to increasing temperatures as 
well as more frequent droughts and flooding. 

CREEK FLOODING
Overflow of water from major creeks and their tributaries 
onto nearby land, roads, or structures during heavy rain, 
creating hazardous conditions and property damage.

DRAINAGE INFRASTRUCTURE 
Systems of natural and built features—such as creeks, 
channels, pipes, tunnels, and stormwater ponds—that 
manage stormwater to reduce flooding, erosion, and 
water pollution.

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
Movement to address systemic inequities that place 
low-income communities and communities of color 
at greater risk from pollution, climate impacts, and 
hazardous facilities.

EQUITY
The condition when race no longer predicts a person’s 
quality of life outcomes in our community. In Austin’s 
watersheds, this means repairing historic harms like lack 
of infrastructure and ensuring fair access to safe and 
healthy waterways.

EROSION
The process by which soil and rock are worn away by 
flowing water, which can destabilize creek banks and 
threaten homes, roads, and other infrastructure.

EROSION MITIGATION 
Efforts to prevent or reduce creek bank erosion and 
protect property through stream restoration, bank 
stabilization, and regulations that limit future erosion 
risks.

FLOODPLAIN
The area adjacent to a creek or river that is subject to 
flooding. The 100-year floodplain is the area that is 
predicted to flood during a 100-year storm, which has 
a 1% chance of occurring in any given year. This area 
may change based on an improved understanding of risk 
factors or changing conditions.

FLOOD RISK REDUCTION 
Efforts to protect people and property from flooding 
through drainage improvements, safety measures, and 
community preparedness.

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE
Networks of natural and landscaped areas—such as 
parks, wildlands, forests, and waterways—that provide 
environmental benefits and improve quality of life.

GREEN STORMWATER INFRASTRUCTURE
Features designed to use vegetation and soils to mimic 
natural processes and manage rain where it falls, 
soaking water into the ground and filtering pollutants. 
Examples include rain gardens, porous pavement, and 
rainwater harvesting.

IMPERVIOUS COVER
Surfaces that do not allow water to soak into the ground, 
including asphalt, concrete, and buildings. Impervious 
cover increases stormwater runoff and contributes to 
flooding, erosion, and water pollution. 

INFILTRATION
The process by which water soaks into the ground, 
replenishing groundwater and providing baseflow for our 
creeks.

LAKES / RESERVOIRS
In Austin, the waterbodies commonly referred to as 
lakes are actually man‑made reservoirs. Lake Travis, 
Lake Austin, and Lady Bird Lake were created by dams 
on the Colorado River to provide flood control, drinking 
water, power generation, and recreation. Lake Walter 
E. Long was created by a dam on Decker Creek to cool 
the adjacent power plant and is primarily kept full with 
water pumped from the Colorado River.

LIVED EXPERIENCE
Knowledge gained from being directly affected by an 
issue such as flooding, based on personal history and 
perspective. It provides firsthand understanding that can 
inform policies, programs, or projects.

LOCAL FLOODING 
Flooding that occurs outside of floodplains when 
undersized storm drains and channels are overwhelmed 
by heavy rain, causing water to flow into nearby streets, 
yards, and buildings.

LOW-WATER CROSSING 
A road or bridge designed to allow water to flow over 
the driving surface during rain events, making them 
dangerous or impassable during a flood.

NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS
Actions that protect, restore, or manage natural systems 
to address challenges like flooding, water quality, and 
climate impacts while providing benefits for people, 
ecosystems, and biodiversity.

RESILIENCE 
Resilience is the capacity of communities, local 
governments, and businesses to coordinate and prepare 
for, respond to, and recover from both sudden shocks—
such as extreme heat or flooding—and ongoing stressors 
like aging infrastructure, public health inequities, or rising 
housing costs, to ensure Austinites can adapt and thrive.

STORMWATER RUNOFF
Rainfall that does not soak into the ground and instead 
flows over land surfaces into storm drains and creeks. 
It carries pollutants and contributes to downstream 
erosion and flooding. 

WATER QUALITY PROTECTION 
Efforts to keep Austin’s creeks, rivers, lakes, and springs 
clean and healthy by reducing pollution, restoring 
natural areas, enforcing regulations, and monitoring 
conditions.

WATERSHED 
An area of land where all rainfall and stormwater runoff 
drain to a common creek, lake, or river. Watersheds 
are defined by natural high points and ridgelines in 
the landscape that separate one drainage area from 
another.



The rugged beauty and wonder of 
McKinney Falls

Together, we can shape a city that is safer, 
more equitable, and more connected to the 
natural rhythms that define it. From the smallest 
raindrop to the vast flow of the Colorado River, 
Austin’s story is one of water. Rain to River is our 
commitment to steward that story wisely for this 
generation and the ones to come.




