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Executive Summary 

About the Headwaters Coalition and Headwaters Sanctuary 

The Headwaters Coalition is a sponsored ministry of the Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word, San 
Antonio, Texas. The Headwaters Coalition and the Headwaters Sanctuary were created at the urging of 
sisters and faculty and staff of the University of the Incarnate Word. The Headwaters Sanctuary sits on 
the last 53 acres of the Sisters’ original 283-acre parcel, purchased from Colonel George Brackenridge in 
1897.  This last undeveloped land holds great cultural, historical, and ecological value, both for the Sisters 
of Charity, and for the larger community.  

In 2002, the Sisters of Charity formally committed to integrating an ecological ethic in all their work. 
They made the additional commitment in 2006 to establish the Headwaters Coalition to protect the 
Headwaters Sanctuary and inspire an ecological ethic in others. Using the Headwaters Sanctuary as a 
venue, the Coalition works to educate and reconnect people to the earth through education and personal, 
transformational experiences. The Coalition is operationally supported by the Sisters of Charity and 
funds stewardship and education through grants and private donations. 

The Headwaters Sanctuary is so named because it protects the headwaters, or source, of the San Antonio 
River: the famous Blue Hole Spring, 1/3 mile of Olmos Creek, and a spring-filled forest that buffers the 
river from urban runoff.  By saving the headwaters of the river, we protect the source of freshwater for 
ecosystems all the way to San Antonio Bay, including nurseries for Texas’ shrimp, oysters and fish.   

Preserving the earth’s resources is crucial to safeguarding our long-term future.  San Antonians 
desperately need more wild spaces to foster the understanding and experiences that compel us to care for 
our water, air, and land.  San Antonio has fewer than 12 acres of publicly accessible parkland per 1000 
citizens; the recommended minimum is 16 per 1000 people.  Of this land, only about 2.4 acres per 1000 
are natural areas. Not only does the Headwaters Sanctuary preserve critical ecosystems, it is a place where 
people gain the experience and understanding that compel them to care for their water, air, and land. The 
Headwaters Sanctuary also serves as a 
spiritual refuge, a respite from the 
harried urban routine where people 
can rediscover creation. No other spot 
like this exists in the heart of San 
Antonio.  About 400,000 people are 
within a 30-minute bike, bus or car 
ride of this urban sanctuary, and 1.2 
million are less than an hour’s drive 
away.    

About the Master Plan 

This master plan focuses on physical 
aspects of sanctuary stewardship 
(ecological restoration and visitor 
infrastructure). As such, it represents 
the beginning of strategic planning for 
the Headwaters project and will be 
followed with collaborations that 
target the equally important areas of 
education and scholarship, spiritual exploration, and cultural heritage (see Goals, below). While the 

 



  
 

iv 

 

Headwaters Coalition views its mission holistically, we recognize the need to divide a large planning 
project into stages; this sanctuary master plan is the first piece of a larger whole. Within this document we 
attempt to outline the process by which we will restore and maintain the ecological integrity of the 
sanctuary land and facilitate public access.  

The master plan guides project development within an adaptive management framework. Adaptive 
management is a term most used in natural resource management and describes a process of 1) setting 
goals, 2) implementing strategies to meet those goals, 3) measuring effectiveness of strategies, and 4) 
adjusting management based on monitoring results. Adaptive management recognizes the value of 
following through on initial priorities, while adjusting to changing conditions or unexpected results. This 
same process is also increasingly stressed in business, and will be equally applied to the programmatic 
facets of this project, such as educational programming and public outreach. Thus, this master plan 
incorporates a high degree of flexibility, as well as a system of monitoring progress. 

This plan is a first iteration, and as such maps the project’s direction for about three to five years. After 
this time, we will evaluate progress and lessons learned and use these results to help shape long-term 
strategies.  Any data or new work that affects this plan will also be incorporated as it becomes available. 

Because the Headwaters Sanctuary will be used by many, we sought to involve diverse stakeholder 
groups in its development. The Coalition conducted three stakeholder workshops in 2008; about 80 
people joined one or more workshops. We also held planning and information gathering sessions with 
Headwaters Core Committee members and others who have intimate knowledge of the land and its 
history. Some of these individuals are topical experts, and their knowledge was especially helpful in 
identifying stewardship concerns and priorities. We thank each of you for helping to shape this plan. 

Master Plan Goals 

The aim of the Headwaters Coalition is to protect the sanctuary as an ecological and cultural treasure in 
its own right and to use it as a platform for inspiring an ecological ethic in others. We intend to use a 
holistic approach that weaves together respect for the ecological integrity of the land in the past, present 
and for the future, with respect for the deep human connections with the land throughout its history. The 
four goals here serve the mission of the Coalition. Each goal is equally important, and all four are 
integrated with one another. The following chapters detail objectives and strategies related to each goal; 
summary tables are included below. 

1. Ecological Restoration: Restore and maintain the ecological integrity of the sanctuary to the 
degree possible, and allow for natural variation over time. 

2. Cultural Heritage Preservation and Spiritual Exploration: Protect and celebrate the cultural 
heritage associated with the Headwaters, through education and through the continuance of 
cultural uses. Support spiritual exploration through understanding historical spiritual use, 
engaging in spiritual experiences, and bringing forth the sacred nature of the land. 

3. Education and Scholarship: Use the sanctuary as a platform for educational programs covering 
such topics as ecology, environmental sustainability, human history with the land, nature and 
spirituality.  

4. Sanctuary Visitation. Provide a restorative, broadening and safe environment for humans, while 
always respecting and protecting the natural community. 
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Goal 1: Objectives and Priority Strategies for Ecol ogical Restoration 
                   

Objectives  
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Strategies 
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Goal 2: Objectives and Priority Strategies for Cult ural Heritage Preservation and 
Spiritual Exploration 

                   
Objectives  

Priority 
Strategies �

������� ��*���
���
�	���������	��	�
������������	��
����
���������

	���
�����
����	�
������
��	����
��
�����

�
���

������� ��+	���
�
�
���	����
����
�
�	�������������

"��
��
��
�����������

������	 ��������,��
��
���	����������
-�������	�������# �
�������������
��
���
�		������

������
 ��
.
����
���

��
�
�������������������

"�
��
	�
���
�
/
�����
����

���
����
��� ��
+"���
�
�����������
������	����
�
	��
������
���	������
���	��	��
�
�����	����������
	����
��

+����������
�
�����
��
	����	����������
����	���
������
����	�
�������
������������
��

X X  X X 

-�
��
���/
�����
���
���������0
�����

X   X X 

1������� ���������� �	���
�
/
�����
�'��
���

X X  X  

* ���	
�������������������
�	������������


	����

X  X X X 

.���������2���
������
-������������
��
�
�������������������
�
���
�����	����
�

  X X  

 

 



  
 

vi 

 

Goal 3: Tasks for Development of an Education and S cholarship Action Plan*  
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* Objectives and strategies for Goal 3 are in the seminal stage. Following completion of this master plan, a selected 
group will fully develop objectives and strategies. Tasks which related to strategy development are shown here.   

 

Goal 4. Objectives and Priority Strategies Related to Sanctuary Visitation 
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Sanctuary Infrastructure 

In order to facilitate our goals of education and spiritual exploration, people must have reasonable access 
to the sanctuary. Also, in recognition of our individual human connections to all the earth the Coalition  
seeks to share this land, so that it will be a place for people to experience nature, learn about it, and  
explore their relationship to it. Sanctuary infrastructure and public access must of course be balanced with 
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the ecological restoration; maintaining the ecological integrity of the sanctuary is non-negotiable.  
Following are two graphics showing the planned short-term and long-term sanctuary trails. Further detail 
is in Chapter 4 and Appendix C.  

The Coalition is currently seeking grants, private donations and in-kind gifts to support short-term 
(“Phase I”) infrastructure. Total cost for Phase I is $224,500, which will be funded over two calendar 
years (2009-2011). 

For more information, contact Headwaters Coalition at info@headwaterscoalition.org, or 210-828-2224 
ext 232. 
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