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Javier J. Bonafont
3600 Tyrone Drive  •  Austin •  Texas  •  78759

512 490 6616  •  bonafont@sbcglobal.net

September 1, 2008

Molly Scarbrough and
Austin City Council Members

RE: North Burnett / Gateway
File # c14-2008-0182

Dear Sirs:

As president of the Walnut Crossing Neighborhood Association, I write in regards to the
upcoming discussions about the North Burnet/Gateway zoning and development.  I wish
to propose that the city council investigate and implement measures and zoning
restrictions that discourage the de-Austinization of the outer areas of the city.

When visitors and residents alike refer to “Austin”,  the image and the place that comes
to mind is an area of a few square miles in the city center where one can find music
venues, restaurants, eclectic shops, pedestrian scaled development, etc.  However,
increasingly more and more residents of Austin live outside this vibrant, interesting core
and in neighborhoods that can be generally characterized as “sprawl.”

The area of Austin where I live, in the north mopac corridor, is virtually indistinguishable
from suburbs in Houston, Dallas, Los Angeles, or anywhere else in the country.  We have
Home Depots, Bed Bath and Beyonds, Borders, Toys R Us, McDonalds, etc. all in giant
strip malls that face freeways.  Someone visiting our part of Austin would never guess
that this city had ANY character whatsoever.

Recently, we have been witness to the spectacle of The Domain development occurring
in our backyards.  A casual look at the merchants reveals virtually nothing that is based in
Austin.   Not the clothing shops, not the restaurants, not the bookstore.  Nada.  All
national chains.  Do we not have local booksellers, local restauranteurs, local merchants?
Of course we do, by the score.  But the nature of these mega-developments is such that
the developers are more comfortable and have pre-existing relationships with national
chains that have leased with them in Costa Mesa, and Tucson, and Chicago, and they can
easily just reproduce what they built in some other city with little effort and little risk.

What, however, becomes of our city?  It becomes a pale imitation of other cities, a Xerox
of other suburbs, a place where nobody has any stake or interest.  People like me have to
drive downtown to even remember where we live.  If Guero’s were to suddenly close, or
if ToyJoy were shuttered, or VulcanVideo,  people would feel like they had lost a
relative,  but who would possibly weep for the loss of a Lowes supercenter or the
corporate dining experience of a Kona Grill ?   Nobody, of course, because we have no
connection to it at all, it’s a faceless corporate clone of a hundred others just like it.
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Granted that there is a certain need for some national chains.   Its great that we have a
Macys and an Apple Store at the Domain,  but a balance must exist.  An opportunity for
local business to exist side-by-side with the Walgreens and Starbucks.   If market forces
alone will not accomplish that, and they cannot since a Starbucks can afford to sign a
multiyear lease while a new Spiderhouse would not have that sort of deep pocket, then
citywide planning policies must step in to help create the city that we all claim to want.

Toward that end, I would like to propose that the council implement Local Retail Set-
Asides and Formula Business Restrictions to encourage the establishing of locally owned
and operated retail within the sprawl part of the city before it is too late.  The North
Burnet/Gateway area would be a great place to start, but it should be citywide.

Local Retail Set-Asides would mandate at least 20% of either floorspace or marquee
space of any development beyond a certain threshold be locally owned, non-franchise
businesses.  This sort of contract between developers and cities has been used with
success in several municipalities, especially when developers require other kinds of
waivers or zoning changes.  The subsidies given to the Domain would have caused less
ruckus if perhaps there were retailers involved that the local community was vested in.
Perhaps a Bookpeople branch instead of another Borders.  An Austin Java instead of
another Starbucks.

Formula Business Restrictions would further limit the encroachment of franchise
businesses at the expense of local versions.  Variations of these restrictions, which focus
on the design, size, trademarks, etc.  rather than the ownership of business are generally
more sweeping and general than set-asides.  They have been used in communities from
California to Maine to even Fredricksburg just up the road.  In most cases, these
restrictions are meant to curb chain restaurants, but there is no reason that they cannot be
used to enforce more general uses.   Fredricksburg, in an attempt to maintain the kitschy
historic quality of its downtown, requires any chain restaurant to apply for a conditional
use permit.  In Austin, there are already so many chains that it would be potentially
possible to require all new Formula retailers to comply with certain restrictions or abide
by set-aside regulations negotiated in development contracts.

Formula restaurant restrictions have withstood court challenges, and so have Local Retail
Set-Aside agreements, so they are not pie in the sky options, but real tools available.

Slowly but certainly, all of the available retail space in the greater Austin sprawl is being
consumed by franchises and chains.  All the small local businesses are being re-
developed out of existence and what we are witness to is the creation of future blight and
a complete loss of the dynamic quality that this city has been able to offer and foster in
the past.  Whenever possible, I prefer to drive a half hour to Vulcan Video or I Luv Video
rather than dump my money at the various Blockbusters that litter our area, but it
shouldn’t have to be that choice, and we should encourage the creation of a place we
want to live in, not just accept what comes as the inevitable outcome of market forces.



Please lets work towards that end and consider studying some of the options we have.
Austin does not stop at Anderson Lane, and Austin businesses should not either.  Thank
you for your time and consideration.  I hope we can pursue this further in the near future.

Sincerely,

Javier Bonafont
President, WXNA

Among the interesting websites with more information and background on all these issues
and solutions is an excellent site called www.newrules.org, under the tab marked
“retail”.




















