
The Water-Cedar Connection:  It’s More Complicated Than You Think 

I recently attended a conference on the future of water in the Hill Country, one of many 

sponsored by the Hill Country Alliance, Schreiner University, Texas Tech University and 

Texas Public Radio.  During a question and comment period there were two individuals 

who made comments regarding the role cedar may play in our water supply. 

One person commented that it was obvious that cedar uses or captures an inordinate 

amount of water and getting rid of it will give us more water.  The other person 

responded that that was a myth, that there are good reasons to manage cedar, but 

eliminating it won’t give us significantly more water. 

It turns out that both of these two views are common, and both have some truth to them.  

But, like a lot of things when you get right down to it, the real truth is somewhat 

unsettled and probably a lot more complicated than most folks like to think. 

It is true that there are instances where people have cleared cedar from their land and 

have subsequently found springs flowing that were not flowing before the clearing. It is 

also true that some folks have done exactly the same thing and seen no such result. 

It is true that some early studies indicated that cedar trees catch rainwater on their 

leaves and keep it from reaching the ground and that the water then evaporates back 

into the air after the rain.  There is one early study that was widely interpreted (probably 

erroneously) as finding that 80% of the rainfall over cedar never reaches the ground.  

But several subsequent studies have indicated that the amount of rainwater interception 

by cedar is probably more like 40%.   

It is also true that all vegetation (including oak trees and grass) intercepts rainfall that 

never reaches the ground, and the amount of such rainfall captured on the surface of 

the leaves depends on the size of the plant, the texture of the leaves, and the amount of 

rainfall.  In very light showers, most of the rain is intercepted by vegetation; in heavy 

rains, only a very small percentage is caught by the vegetation. 

There is also historical data that shows that the flow rate of the Pedernales River over 

the past 100 years or so is about constant, in spite of the fact that the amount of cedar 

cover in the watershed in that time period has greatly increased as well as the human 

population. 

It seems logical to assume, based on those instances where people have removed 

cedar and found new spring flow, that if everyone were to remove cedar we would have 

more water in the aquifers and greater river flow. But what works on a small landowner 

scale may not be duplicated on a watershed scale.  There are, however, government 

programs that subsidize landowners to remove cedar based on that assumption.  



We want water to soak into the ground, where some of it nourishes vegetation, some of 

it flows downhill underground to replenish local watertables and springs to feed the base 

flow of creeks and rivers and some may infiltrate deep underground to recharge 

aquifers.  We want there to be enough vegetation to slow down the overland flow of 

water so that it has time to soak into the ground. We don’t want water to run off the land, 

except in very hard rainfall events where it flows down rivers to help fill lakes as has 

happened around here recently. 

Rainwater falling on bare ground dislodges soil particles and as it runs off it carries 

away the soil, permanently reducing the amount of water the soil can hold and the 

amount of vegetation it can sustain.  Clearing cedar without replacing it with something 

else like grass will result in more erosion and more runoff and the silting of lakes. 

Too much cedar is not good habitat for wildlife and is wasted grazable land for livestock.  

Less cedar and more native shrubs, grass and wildflowers is preferable from the 

standpoint of the rancher as well as the habitat for wildlife.  So there are certainly 

reasons to manage the amount of cedar in the Hill Country.  Small amounts of cedar are 

good for diversity and small cedar brakes are good shelter for wildlife, but too much of 

any one species is undesirable. 

So my advice to landowners is to work to manage the amount of cedar, reducing or 

preventing large monocultures of cedar, work to maintain good stands of native grasses 

by not overgrazing the land and work to develop a diverse native habitat. Doing so may 

or may not result in more springs. 

Until next time… 
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