
2016 ASBPA Texas Chapter Coastal Symposium – Texas Shorelines - Bays to Beaches 

TEXAS ENVIRONMENTAL SENSITIVITY INDEX ATLAS REVISION 
David Buzan1, Brian King2, Steve Buschang3 

Abstract 

Large oil spills from the 1970’s through the early 1990’s across the state and nation heightened 

public awareness of the need to improve preparedness to spills. The Texas General Land Office 

(GLO) leads the state response to oil spills along the Texas coast. Twenty years ago, the General 

Land Office started developing an environmental sensitivity index atlas to guide oil spill response. 

The GLO and its contractor, the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, utilized paper USGS 

topographic maps and expert workshops to gather information about shoreline features, important 

habitats, and coastal fish and wildlife. This information has been used since then to prioritize 

shorelines, habitats and species which are vulnerable to both spilled oil as well as spill response 

activities.  

Recognizing changes in coastal ecosystems since the original development of the atlas, the 

GLO decided to update the information in the atlas. Freese and Nichols, Inc. was hired to gather 

current information about the biology of coastal ecosystems from the Colorado River tidal south 

to the Rio Grande. It was also tasked with prioritizing areas for protection along the entire Texas 

coast. Coastal experts from universities, non-governmental organizations, local, state and federal 

agencies contributed information about habitats, species, and the importance of protecting them 

from oil spills at seven expert workshops held from Brownsville to Port Arthur during 2015. 

Biological information for approximately 300 species was compiled into a database and nearly 

850 polygons outlining priority protection areas were digitized in a geographic information 

system. Significant changes occurring since the early 1990’s include sea turtles nesting along more 

of the Gulf beach and a better understanding of diamondback terrapins utilizing bay shorelines. 
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