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As it approaches its 200th anniversary, Austin is poised to become a 
beacon of sustainability, social equity and economic opportunity; 
where diversity and creativity are celebrated; where community 
needs and values are recognized; where leadership comes from its 
citizens and where the necessities of life are affordable and 
accessible to all.  
 
Austin’s greatest asset is its people: passionate about our city, committed to its 
improvement, and determined to see this vision become a reality.  


��
��	��	��������	
One of Austin’s foundations is its safe, well-maintained, stable, and attractive 
neighborhoods and places whose character and history are preserved. Economically 
mixed and diverse neighborhoods across all parts of the city have a range of affordable 
housing options. Residents have a variety of urban, suburban, and semi-rural lifestyle 
choices with access to quality schools, libraries, parks and recreation, health and human 
services, and other outstanding public facilities and services.  
• Development occurs in connected and walkable patterns supporting transit and urban 

lifestyles, while reducing sprawl and negative impacts on neighborhoods.  

• Downtown and other urban neighborhoods offer a vibrant, day and night time urban 
lifestyle for residents, workers, and visitors.   

• Austin’s unique character and local businesses are recognized as a vital part of our 
community. 

• Clear guidelines that support quality development that sustains and improves Austin’s 
character provide certainty for residents and the business community. 

• Austin’s diverse population is active and healthy, with access to locally-grown, 
nourishing foods, and affordable healthcare.   


��
��	��	��
����	���	���
��������	
Austin is a green city. We are environmentally aware and ensure the long-term health and 
quality of our community through responsible resource use as citizens at the local, 
regional, and global level. Growth and infrastructure systems are well-managed to respect 
the limitations of our natural resources. 
• We enjoy an accessible, well-maintained network of parks throughout our city.  

• We protect the beauty of the Hill Country and blackland prairie, and value our 
farmland that nurtures local food production. 

• Our open spaces and preserves shape city planning, reduce infrastructure costs, and 
provide us with recreation, clean air and water, local food, cooler temperatures, and 
biodiversity.  

A P P E N D I X  C
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• We conserve water, energy, and other valuable resources. 

• Austin is a leader in reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

• We use and inspire new technologies that create more sustainable communities while 
reducing our dependence on environmentally costly practices.  


��
��	��	������	���	��
��������
���	
Austin is accessible. Our transportation network provides a wide variety of options that 
are efficient, reliable, and cost-effective to serve the diverse needs and capabilities of our 
citizens. Public and private sectors work together to improve our air quality and reduce 
congestion in a collaborative and creative manner. 
• Interconnected development patterns support public transit and a variety of 

transportation choices, while reducing sprawl, congestion, travel times, and negative 
impacts on existing neighborhoods.  

• Our integrated transportation system is well-maintained, minimizes negative impacts 
on natural resources, and remains affordable for all users.  

• Austin promotes safe bicycle and pedestrian access with well-designed routes that 
provide connectivity throughout the greater Austin area. These routes are part of our 
comprehensive regional transportation network.  


��
��	��	�����������	
Austin’s prosperity exists because of the overall health, vitality, and sustainability of the 
city as a whole—including the skills and qualities of our citizens, the stewardship of our 
natural resources, and developing conditions that foster both local businesses and large 
institutions. Development carefully balances the needs of differing land uses with 
improved transportation to ensure that growth is both fiscally sound and environmentally 
sustainable.  
• Our economy is resilient and responsive to global trends thanks to its diverse and 

thriving mix of local entrepreneurs, large and small businesses, educational 
institutions, government, and industry. 

• Innovation and creativity are the engines of Austin’s economy in the arts, research 
and development, and technology. 

• Our ecology is integrated with our economy—the preservation of the environment 
and natural resources contribute to our prosperity. 

• Equitable opportunities are accessible to all through quality education and good jobs. 


��
��	������	���	������
�	�
�	�������		
Austin is its people. Our city is home to engaged, creative, and independent thinking 
people, where diversity is a source of strength and where we have the opportunity to fully 
participate and fulfill our potential. 
• People across all parts of the city live in safe, stable neighborhoods with a variety of 

affordable and accessible homes, healthy food, economic opportunity, healthcare, 
education, and transportation. 
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• We stand together for equal rights for all persons, especially acknowledging those 
who have been denied full participation in the opportunities offered by our 
community in the past. 

• The history of the people of the Austin area is preserved and protected for future 
generations.  


��
��	��	����
����	
Creativity is the engine of Austin’s prosperity. Arts, culture, and creativity are essential 
keys to the city’s unique and distinctive identity and are valued as vital contributors to 
our community’s character, quality of life and economy.  
• As a community that continues to stimulate innovation, Austin is a magnet that draws 

and retains talented and creative individuals. 

• Our creative efforts reflect, engage with and appeal to the ethnic, gender and age 
diversity of Austin and to all socioeconomic levels.  

• Residents and visitors participate fully in arts and cultural activities because the 
opportunities are valued, visible, and accessible. 

• Our buildings and places reflect the inspirational and creative spirit of who we are as 
Austinites, through good design, public art and accessible public spaces. 


��
��	��	�����
���	
Education is the hope for Austin’s future. Austin provides everyone with an equal 
opportunity for the highest quality of education that allows them to fully develop their 
potential. Networks of community partnerships support our schools and ensure that our 
children receive the resources and services they need to thrive and learn. 
• Our school campuses provide safe and stable environments enabling future success.  

• Neighborhood schools and libraries serve as centers for community collaboration, 
recreational, and social events, as well as learning opportunities.  

• In partnership with private entities and the broader community, institutions of higher 
education continue to be incubators for innovation in the cultural arts, medicine, 
industry, business, and technology.   

• Every child in Austin has the chance to engage with other cultures, communities, and 
languages, providing pathways for healthy development, and the critical thinking 
skills students need as future citizens of Austin and the world. 
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A P P E N D I X  D

DOWNTOWN AUSTIN PLAN Phase Two
Historic Preservation Policy Recommendations for Downtown Austin

INTRODUCTION
Downtown Austin is, literally, the original city of Austin.  The shape and form of the city dates
from 1839, when Edwin Waller laid out the simple grid plan with four public squares and the 
Capitol block, located at the head of Congress Avenue to serve as a focal point for the city from
the Colorado River. Buildings in Downtown represent all periods of Austin history and 
development, from Greek Revival homes designed by pioneer architect-builder Abner Cook in 
the 1850s and vernacular masonry commercial buildings of the Victorian era to the Chicago Style 
skyscrapers of the early 20th century and the striking modern-day landmark of Austin City Hall.  
Over time, some of the historic building fabric has been lost, particularly on the east side of 
Downtown, but much remains, concentrated particularly in the Congress Avenue and Sixth Street 
National Register Historic Districts and on the west side of Downtown.  Over a third of the City 
of Austin historic landmarks are found here, as are many Recorded Texas Historic Landmark and 
National Register of Historic Places designated structures and four National Register Historic 
Districts.

As was found in the 2008 Downtown Austin Plan, Phase One: Issues and Opportunities Report,
Downtown is at risk of losing its unique character, which is physically defined by its historic 
streets, buildings and parks. One of the top five priorities of the Phase One report of the 
Downtown Austin Plan (DAP) was to strengthen the sense of place of Downtown.  To accomplish 
this, Phase Two of the DAP recommends the use of form districts and form-based regulations tied 
to neighborhood character. To inform the development of the character districts and form-based 
regulations, the DAP further recommends that the City update its Cultural Resources Survey, 
which was done in 1984, to provide current documentation of historic buildings Downtown and 
to identify potential historic landmarks, districts and landscapes.

This analysis report is a component of the Downtown Austin Plan, Phase Two, and is intended to 
provide information on key historic preservation policies, tools and practices for Downtown.  The 
report reviews and analyzes the current framework for historic preservation in Downtown, offers 
observations on its effectiveness and makes recommendations for future change. The 
recommendations are based on best preservation practices as set forth in historic preservation 
resource and reference literature, as well as those currently practiced in peer cities. The historic 
preservation policies and programs of 19 cities were reviewed, including four cities in Texas.  
The peer cities reviewed have active historic preservation programs, and most have more focused 
program components for their downtown areas.  (Many of the peer cities also have active 
Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) programs in use, which is recommended in the DAP’s 
proposed Density Bonus Program for preservation of Austin’s Warehouse District.)

The report begins with a brief description of the national, state and local context for historic 
preservation, followed by a review of the preservation policy framework in Austin.  Existing 
plans and policies, zoning tools, design review tools, implementation tools and administrative 
tools in Austin are discussed, with comments on analysis and potential changes offered on each of 
these elements. Summary recommendations for change, based on the preceding review and 
analysis, are given in the last section.  The peer cities reviewed, a reference list and notes on TDR
programs in peer cities are given in the appendix.     

The recommendations are put forth in the interest of the preservation of the historic resources and 
the reinforcement of the unique character of Downtown. The historic resources found Downtown 
are not just collections of old buildings.  They are the distinct places and destinations that form 
the heart of our community, and left unprotected, may be lost through demolition or modification.
Preservation-based community development protects our history, creates economic benefits, 
conserves resources, improves quality of life and maintains the unique sense of place that 
distinguishes Downtown from all other places.  



D - 2   D O W N T O W N  A U S T I N  P L A N  -  9 . 2 0 1 0  D R A F T          

                  

DOWNTOWN AUSTIN PLAN Phase Two
Historic Preservation Policy Recommendations for Downtown Austin

The recommendations in this report will be reviewed by Downtown stakeholders and historic 
preservation advocates, in an effort to integrate a broad range of stakeholder input.  McCann 
Adams Studio (formerly ROMA Austin), the prime consultant for the planning effort, will 
integrate the recommendations and the stakeholder input into the overall Downtown Austin Plan 
later this year.

EXISTING FRAMEWORK FOR DOWNTOWN HISTORIC PRESERVATION
NATIONAL AND STATE CONTEXT
With the passage of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the era of sustained historic 
preservation work at all levels of government began. The act established the National Register of 
Historic Places and established state historic preservation offices to administer the program.
States were also required to prepare statewide preservation plans and inventories of historic sites 
and administer federal loan and grant programs in support of historic preservation.  The federal 
and state programs stimulated local governments and preservation advocacy organizations, which 
soon emerged as active participants in the preservation realm.     

The National Register of Historic Places is a federal program administered by the National Park 
Service and the Texas Historical Commission, the state office for historic preservation.  Listing in 
the National Register ensures recognition of a property’s historic significance.  Listings may help 
qualify properties for grant assistance or federal tax credits for rehabilitation projects that adhere 
to the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards. There are over 40 Downtown buildings and sites 
individually listed on the National Register. Downtown is also home to four National Register 
Districts (NRDs), which were certified between 1970 and 1985.  NRDs are group property 
designations bound together by historic contexts of time, place and architecture.  

The Texas Historical Commission also awards Recorded Texas Historic Landmark (RTHL)
designation to buildings and structures that are historically and architecturally significant.  This is 
the highest honor the state can give on a historic building, and those so designated are also 
outfitted with a historical marker.  In Downtown, there are 28 RTHLs, and many other subject 
markers describing events and people of historic significance in the city. (Subject markers 
provide historical information, but otherwise have no regulatory effect.)

CITY OF AUSTIN
The City of Austin enacted a Historic Landmark Preservation Ordinance in 1974, establishing a
mechanism to encourage preservation through property tax exemptions for the owners of historic 
landmarks which complied with City codes for maintenance, modifications and signage.  The 
ordinance provided for the creation of a Historic Landmark Commission (HLC), defined the term 
“historic landmark” and provided for a landmark designation process and regulations on the 
demolition and removal of historic landmarks.  The ordinance also provided for regulating work
done on the exterior of historic landmarks through a design review of proposed rehabilitation, 
new construction or demolition work. Over one-third of the designated City of Austin landmarks 
are located Downtown, approaching 200 buildings, underscoring the urgency for the City to 
prioritize implementing appropriate historic preservations policies and actions for Downtown.

Existing Plans and Policies, and Their Effectiveness:
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN (1979)
Austin adopted the Austin Tomorrow Comprehensive Plan (ATCP), a document intended to 
reflect community priorities and identity in the face of unprecedented population and area growth, 
in 1979.  The ATCP includes several goals, objectives and policies related to historic resources 
and preservation of the architectural heritage of Austin.  Historic preservation is identified as a 
priority for multiple city services and appears in multiple sections, including Urban Design; 
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Government and Utility Services; Housing, Neighborhoods and Community Development; and
Open Space and Recreational Facilities.  

Key among these goals, objectives and policies are those given under the Urban Design section,
which is concerned with the development and management of the physical environment of 
Austin.  The intention is to preserve the historical past of Austin by assuring that development 
and redevelopment proposals consider structures and areas of cultural, historical or architectural 
value.  The goal of preserving elements that reflect the historical, architectural and cultural 
heritage of Austin is to be achieved by assuring the protection of landmarks and districts, and by 
assuring the retention of the character of those districts and landmarks.  The policies outlined to 
accomplish these objectives are to expand the identification and designation of structures and 
districts, review and revise codes and policies that inhibit the preservation of landmarks and 
districts and to provide incentives for property owners to encourage the use of landmarks and 
districts.  Also, the ATCP calls for the use of design guidelines that enhance landmark 
preservation efforts and that promote harmony in the transition between new and old structures.    

The ATCP also sets goals for ensuring that new development is compatible with the existing 
historic buildings and for protecting the desirable image and character of neighborhoods and 
districts by establishing special design districts.  The ATCP further recommends changes to tax 
policies, including property tax incentives for the preservation of historic structures and
investigating the feasibility of tax incentives to promote renovation.  Planning and zoning 
controls to preserve the identity and improve the quality of existing residential neighborhoods are
described, and a goal to preserve historically, geologically and archaeologically significant
features in parks is expressed.  

Many of the policies and strategies in the ATCP have been implemented at some level, such as
the completion of the Cultural Resources Survey of 1984 and the passing of the Capitol View 
Corridor Ordinance.  At three decades old, the ATCP is no longer forward-looking.  In 2008, an 
Interim Update to the Austin Tomorrow Comprehensive Plan was adopted, integrating policies 
adopted subsequent to the original plan completion and incorporating updates to technical 
references and support graphics.  While a useful effort, the Interim Update is limited in scope and 
did not engage the Austin community at large.  In October 2009, work began on a new 
comprehensive plan, “Imagine Austin”, with a projected adoption date before the end of 2011.
Key among the historic preservation goals for the Imagine Austin plan is the goal to recognize 
how Austin’s history has shaped its identity.  The “Community Inventory” data-book being 
compiled about Austin includes a chapter on Historic Austin, which provides data to be used in 
creating the Plan Framework for the new comprehensive plan. 

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes: The preparation of the new citywide comprehensive 
plan is an opportunity to review, affirm and/or adjust the historic preservation goals previously 
stated in the Austin Tomorrow plan.  Following the comprehensive planning effort, a new 
Preservation Plan should be prepared for Austin.           

PRESERVATION PLAN (1981)
The Austin Historic Preservation Plan was prepared in 1981 by Charles Hall Page & Associates,
Inc. The Preservation Plan is a resource manual, with recommendations intended to guide the 
work of the HLC and the preservation community in Austin.  It includes four major sections: an 
introduction providing background and contextual information; a listing and analysis of 
preservation programs, resources and policies; an implementation plan incorporating 
recommendations for revisions and improvements to the Austin historic preservation program; 
and an appendix of reference materials.  Although some of the recommendations made in the 
Preservation Plan were implemented, many were not and are still relevant and applicable to 
Austin’s preservation program today. These include recommendations for the inclusion of 
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historic districts in the preservation program, a more rigorous use of the review standards for 
Certificates of Appropriateness, the expansion of the City Historic Preservation Office (CHPO)
staff (with the addition of an architect, in particular), consideration of amending the tax 
exemption for landmark designation and the maintenance of regular contact with the Texas 
Historical Commission and the Heritage Society of Austin. 

Since 1981 and the publication of the Austin Historic Preservation Plan, the city has roughly 
doubled in population and geographic area, and a host of new issues related to historic 
preservation in Austin have emerged.  In 2006, a draft copy of an updated preservation plan, 
entitled Historic Preservation, A Component of the City of Austin Comprehensive Plan, was 
prepared through a working arrangement between the City of Austin and the Historic 
Preservation Program at the University of Texas at Austin.  The plan is not a complete document:
there are missing sections for major topic areas and the sections that have been drafted were 
prepared by a wide range of authors and have not been completed, edited or coordinated. There 
is currently not a clear mechanism for completing the draft plan.

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes: The current Preservation Plan is almost 30 years old, 
and has lost much of its relevance.  An updated plan should be prepared as soon as possible, to 
analyze practices, set goals and priorities and guide historic preservation in to the future.  Under 
the Land Development Code (LDC) Section 2-1-147, the HLC is charged with proposing 
amendments to the Preservation Plan, so the preparation of an updated plan is consistent with that 
requirement. As was done in 1981, a professional preservation consultant should be 
commissioned to prepare the updated plan.

It is also important to schedule and budget for periodic updates, once Austin’s preservation plan 
is made current. This is an issue for many of the peer cities studied in this analysis, but most have
updated their preservation plan within the last decade.  The model used by Washington, DC is 
particularly good, as it uses a five-year update cycle, to keep information current.  The plan was 
prepared in conjunction with an update to the city’s comprehensive plan, while public 
participation was high and community goals were being reviewed.  The preservation plan 
document is brief and was produced by the staff of the city historic preservation office, with the 
assistance of a stakeholder advisory group.  This may be an effective model for Austin in the 
future, as the shorter update cycle tends to keep the plan update scope at a manageable level, and 
therefore more easily accomplished by staff, the HLC and stakeholders.        

CULTURAL RESOURCES SURVEY (1984)
The primary historic architectural survey in use in Austin today was completed in 1984, and is 
called the City of Austin Comprehensive Cultural Resources Survey.  The entirety of the 
Downtown Plan study area falls within the boundaries of this survey.  The survey was prepared 
by a joint venture of Bell, Klein & Hoffman, Architects and Hardy Heck Moore, Preservation 
Consultants.  It included the entire city limits, as existed in 1935 and as shown in the 1935 
Sanborn maps, and identified all buildings constructed prior to 1935. Select sites included in the 
Cultural Resources Survey were assigned a research priority category of either 1 (high) or 2 
(medium) to buildings that appeared to need additional investigation or research.  However, the 
surveyors stressed that this categorization system was subjective, cursory, based solely on field 
visual evaluations and not intended to dismiss or otherwise devalue those properties not assigned 
a research priority category.  The survey area was divided in to six sections, to facilitate use of the 
findings and later additions or deletions to the survey information, and included brief context 
notes on each section.  The survey data was presented on survey forms, bound in three-ring
binders, with separate location maps and photographic contact sheets and film negatives of the 
images of each survey site.      
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The survey was described as the first phase of a multi-phased effort.  Future phases recommended 
by the surveyors were to survey to the then city limits (the 1984 city limits, beyond the 1935 city 
limits) using 1936 Texas Highway Department maps as a reference base, followed by mapping 
the survey locations with a computer to allow study of the concentration of resource types and
ease of access, followed by additional historical research on significant or potentially significant 
listings, including compilation of historic photos of research sites from archival repositories.  The 
surveyors also recommended that a predictive archeological survey be completed, using listings 
from the State Archeologist, and finally evaluation of all the data for determination of appropriate 
new historic district locations and reevaluation of existing historic districts as might be needed.  

Since 1984, there have been several other cultural resource surveys commissioned for portions of 
the city that were not covered by the 1984 survey, including the Chestnut neighborhood planning 
area and the 11th and 12th Street revitalization corridor, both in East Austin.  Architectural 
inventories have been prepared for other parts of the city, including South Congress Avenue, the 
Saltillo District, the North Burnet/Gateway area and the North University neighborhood area, but 
this information is limited in scope and not cross-referenced to historic map data.  There have 
also been National Register Historic District nominations prepared for parts of the city, including 
Barton Springs, Camp Mabry, Clarksville, Hyde Park, Moore’s Crossing, Old West Austin, 
Shadow Lawn, Swede Hill, West Line, Willow-Spence and Zilker Park National Register 
Historic Districts, and the City’s Historic Preservation Office (CHPO) uses the survey data in 
these nominations as reference data for these areas.  But, to date, there has been no update or 
completion of the 1984 Cultural Resources Survey scope of work, and the data in hand has not 
been digitized and linked to the City’s GIS database.

Conceptual work has begun an a project called the Austin Historical Survey Web Tool, to be 
conducted as a collaborative effort of the University of Texas Schools of Architecture and 
Information, the Heritage Society of Austin and the City of Austin.  The concept is to provide a 
web tool to allow a range of users to provide historical survey data to a collective database, or a 
“wiki-survey”.  The project is in conceptual development, with preliminary database elements 
proposed but not yet tested.  Partial funding has been secured for a beta test of a web survey 
prototype, proposed for use in the preparation of one neighborhood survey.  Although there are 
many details to be addressed, the web survey model offers the potential to allow meaningful 
access for a wide range of users to both input and refer to data, ease of distribution and updating 
of information. Key to the success of this project will be the City’s ability to maintain and update 
the web survey database.    

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes:  The lack of a current, citywide cultural resource survey 
greatly hinders our ability to identify, prioritize and plan for the preservation of historic resources 
in Austin.  Beyond the Downtown area, there are entire neighborhood areas that have never been 
surveyed, and those that have been surveyed have changed substantially since the 1984 survey 
was completed.  The survey data, in multiple volumes with separate hard copy maps and images, 
is cumbersome and difficult to access. 

The comprehensive survey should be updated to include buildings that have reached the 50-year 
designation threshold since the initial survey was completed and to document changes that have 
occurred to the buildings that were surveyed previously.  The survey area should be expanded to 
include the entire city limits, or the extent needed to document buildings 50 years old, at a 
minimum.  (Some peer cities document buildings only 30 years old. National Register surveys 
often include resources 40 years or older, in order to ensure a 10-year period of usability before 
the surveys begin to need updating.) The survey standards should be updated as needed, to reflect 
the current standards of the National Park Service and the Texas Historical Commission.  The 
survey should include context statements and should be maintained as a dynamic document to 
allow for future updates and additions.  The survey data should be incorporated into the City’s
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GIS site, and historical building data provided on the City’s website. Recognizing that the survey 
update will take allocations of funding and time to complete, every effort should be made to map 
the 1984 survey sites and provide the survey data in an electronic, accessible format and linked to 
GIS data, as was originally intended for the 1984 survey effort.  This would be a beneficial, short-
term effort.           

However, the highest priority should be given to completing a current survey of historic and 
cultural resources in Downtown, which is needed to inform the analysis of preservation priorities 
for Downtown at a more specific level.  The 50-year designation threshold for Downtown 
includes buildings constructed prior to 1960.  The interval between 1935, when the previous 
survey stopped, and 1960 was significant to the history of Austin.  Both Interstate 35 and Town 
Lake, now Lady Bird Lake, were created in that interval, and both had a significant impact on 
Downtown and the city at large.  Many Downtown buildings, representing a wide range of history 
and architectural accomplishment, date from that time, including the Moderne 1938 Tribune 
Building at 10th and Colorado, the 1952 Perry-Brooks Office Building at 8th and Brazos, and the
1960 St. Martin’s Lutheran Church at 15th and Rio Grande.  

The last set of Sanborn maps prepared for Austin date from 1961, and these maps could be used 
as the reference base for an updated survey of Downtown to document sites within the fifty-year 
eligibility criteria for historic designation.  Similar to the 1984 survey, architectural attributes 
might be documented initially, with research priority recommendations for additional 
investigation following the survey fieldwork.  In the longer term, the survey should account for 
the current criteria for landmark and district designation, which address both architectural style 
and historical associations.

The need to keep historic resource inventories current is an issue for most cities, and funds are 
often not available to comprehensively update inventories citywide.  For most of the cities 
reviewed as part of this assessment, an update of some portion of the cultural resource survey is 
ongoing.  It is important to schedule and budget for ongoing survey updates. 

Existing Zoning Tools and Their Effectiveness:
LAND DEVELOPMENT CODE
Historic Landmark and Historic District Zoning
Section 25-2-171 of the City’s Land Development Code (LDC) states that the purpose of “H”-
historic landmark and “HD”-historic area combining districts is to protect, enhance and preserve 
individual structures or areas that are of architectural, historical, archaeological or cultural 
significance.  Historic zoning is an overlay zoning classification, which does not modify the base 
zoning classification; an exception to this is outlined in Section 25-2-807, which defines several 
conditional uses for historic landmarks or areas that are owned by a non-profit and meet several 
site area, on-site parking and occupant stipulations.  H and HD zoning may be initiated by the 
property owners, and HD zoning applications require a petition of the owners of at least 51% of 
the land area in the proposed district. The HLC may also initiate historic zoning cases, which are 
sometimes the result of knowledge gained from demolition or relocation permit application 
reviews performed by the CHPO. The Planning Commission and the City Council may also 
initiate historic zoning.

In an effort to provide a better tool to protect historic context, as opposed to relying principally on 
the designation of individual landmarks, the City expanded the scope of protection to locally-
designated historic districts in 2004. The revisions added definitions of a “historic area 
combining district” and a “contributing structure” and stipulated the application requirements and 
implementation procedures for a local historic district (LHD).  The process of designating a LHD
requires the preparation of a cultural resource survey, historical research, a context statement and
design standards for the district.  The proposed boundary of the district and designation of 
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contributing and non-contributing structures within the district boundary must also be determined.  
In addition, the application process requires consensus-building among property owners in the 
district, to ensure that the owners of the majority of the land in the district are in support of the 
LHD designation.          

The criteria and process for designation of historic landmarks and districts is given in LDC 
Section 25-2-351 through 25-2-359.  In brief, the designation criteria for an individual landmark 
state that a property must be at least 50 years old, unless it has exceptional importance as defined 
by National Register Bulletin 22, and must possess sufficient integrity of materials and design to 
convey its historic appearance.  The property must either be listed in the National Register, or 
have other state or federal landmark designation status, or must meet at least two of the local 
designation criteria, which address significance in architecture, historical associations,
archeological significance, value to the community, or significant landscape design or features.  
For historic districts, at least 51% of the principal structures in the district area must contribute to 
the historic character of the district.  The application requirements, and procedures for 
Commission review and public hearing, designation on the zoning map and notice to the tax 
appraisal district are given in these codes sections, as well.

Other Zoning Overlays 
In addition to the combining districts for historic zoning, the LDC includes several zoning 
overlay districts intended to preserve appropriate scale and character Downtown.   

The Capitol Dominance Overlay District, given in Section 25-2-641, is intended to protect the 
visual and symbolic significance of the Capitol building by keeping other buildings in proximity 
from dominating the Capitol.  The district extends to all property within a quarter-mile radius of 
the Capitol dome where new building heights are required to step down as they approach the 
Capitol dome. A related ordinance in Section 25-2-642 for the Capitol View Corridor Overlay 
District is intended to preserve the view of the Capitol from various points around the city by 
limiting the height of buildings in the view corridor to maintain a complete view of the Capitol 
dome.

Section 25-2-643 describes overlay districts for Congress Avenue, East Sixth/Pecan Street, 
Downtown Parks and Downtown Creeks, each with a specific purpose and set of design 
standards, described below.

The Congress Avenue Overlay District is intended to protect the historic character and 
significance of Congress Avenue, and to enhance the pedestrian environment on the Avenue.  The 
overlay district follows the boundaries of the Congress Avenue National Register Historic 
District. The overlay stipulates a building height of 30 to 90 feet within 60 feet of the Congress 
Avenue right-of-way, and requires transparent glass at the street level.  It prohibits surface 
parking lots, curb cuts and unscreened garage openings in new construction in the overlay area.  

The East Sixth/Pecan Street Overlay District is intended to protect the historic character of 
East Sixth Street and to enhance the pedestrian environment on the street.  The overlay district 
roughly follows the boundaries of the Sixth Street National Register Historic District.  The 
overlay stipulates a maximum building height of 45 feet, compliant signage and transparent glass 
at the street level.  It prohibits surface parking lots, curb cuts and unscreened garage openings in 
new construction in the overlay area.    

The Downtown Parks Overlay District is intended to enhance the pedestrian use and vitality of 
the three remaining historic squares, and to establish a unique urban design identity for these 
squares.  The overlay stipulates a building height of 120 feet maximum, an entry on the park and 
requires transparent glass at the street level.
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The Downtown Creeks Overlay District is intended to promote accessibility and pedestrian use 
of the creeks and to protect the scenic character of the creek corridors.  Although the downtown 
creeks are not designated historic landmarks, they are clearly significant historic resources, since 
they strongly influenced Edwin Waller’s layout of the original city.  The overlay stipulates a 
maximum building height of 60 feet, screening of support facilities and transparent glass at the 
street level.

Signage and Newsracks
The LDC includes special sign regulations applicable in historic sign districts, given in Section 
25-10-121 and 25-10-122. The special regulations apply in LHDs (although there are currently no 
LHDs in Downtown), NRDs and for individually designated landmarks.  The sign regulations 
address the configuration, size, color, lighting, materials and number of signs allowed.  Signs that 
rotate and roof-mounted signs are expressly prohibited in the historic sign districts.

Section 14-9-35 states the requirements for newsracks installed in the Congress Avenue and Sixth 
Street National Register Historic Districts.  The racks must be painted Austin Essex Green, and 
must be of a pedestal or freestanding style.  Racks must be installed parallel to the street, with the 
vending side on the pedestrian right-of-way.  Newsracks must be installed in runs of a maximum 
of six racks, side by side.  Each group of racks must be separated by a three-foot wide space, 
which must be left clear and open.

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes: The process of designating a LHD is rigorous and time-
consuming.  Currently, only one LHD has been designated in Austin and while others are in 
progress, none are in the Downtown area.  Absent district-wide protection of historic character, 
there is a risk of erosion of historic context through the demolition of historic resources and the 
addition of incompatible new construction. The LHD is the zoning tool intended to address this 
risk, but to date it has proven difficult to implement, due to the considerable effort required to 
complete the archival research, architectural survey, design standards and achieve the required 
threshold of property owner agreement.

In Downtown, the risk of erosion of historic context is especially great because of the comingling 
of NRDs and locally-designated, individual Historic Landmark buildings.  In NRDs, design 
review is advisory, and only signage and limited building height and bulk controls are addressed 
under the LDC.  However, H-zoned city landmarks are subject to binding design reviews and 
certificate of appropriateness approvals by the CHPO and the HLC.  There are two different 
standards of regulation within the NRDs, which results in different building treatments and 
inconsistent historic and architectural character.  (This also creates considerable confusion for the 
property owners and tenants in the Downtown NRDs, since it is not immediately evident which 
standards apply to individual buildings.)  

To address these risks, the 6th Street and Congress Avenue NRDs should be designated as LHDs
as soon as possible.  The LHD is a more effective tool for ensuring consistent requirements, 
standards and character in a district, and offers the added benefit of rehabilitation incentives.  
Unlike the residential neighborhood LHDs, the Downtown commercial districts are appropriate 
locations for City-initiated designations, with CHPO staff preparing the district application (with 
possible assistance from professional consultants), and building consensus for property owner 
support in these districts. The existing NRDs are the logical areas to begin with, followed by 
other, as yet undesignated, areas of concentrated historic buildings and context.  The DAP has 
indentified such potential NRDs and LHDs that should be considered, as part of the treatment of 
each Downtown district.

The current zoning tools for the Congress Avenue and East Sixth/Pecan Street overlay districts 
need to be expanded to address new infill construction and additions to the historic buildings in 
the NRD areas.  With the current provisions, buildings in the NRD, but not individually-
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landmarked by the City of Austin are subject to only an advisory design/building permit review 
by the CHPO and the HLC.  Under the zoning overlay, it is permissible to construct a rooftop 
addition to an existing, historic building without a stepback between the streetwall1 of the historic 
building and the streetwall of the proposed rooftop addition. Adopting good preservation practice
would require that rooftop additions should be designed with care, with a stepback so that the 
addition is not conspicuous from the street – a minimum of 10’, but preferably 12’-15’ stepped 
back.

As is discussed further under the Design Standards topic, below, “form-based” code is a clear and 
effective method of establishing standards to ensure compatibility with historic character areas, 
and should be implemented for any area of Downtown where compatibility with existing, historic 
character is an issue.  The advantage offered by the City’s adoption of such design standards is 
that it would require compatible infill redevelopment more immediately than might be obtained 
through the more protracted and speculative process of creating a LHD, and the rules are 
immediately clear to all involved. The form-based code design standards currently proposed in 
the DAP are based on an assessment of the existing physical context of the historic character area,
and these are currently being reviewed by stakeholders.

Although a number of City-owned buildings and sites are zoned as historic landmarks, there are 
many structures that are not yet designated, but are both eligible and significant to the history of 
Austin.  For example, many park structures and bridges were built in the 1930s through the 
Works Progress Administration or other relief era design and construction programs, but are not 
zoned historic and therefore not subject to the preservation protection they merit.

In the longer term, Austin should consider the addition of a Conservation District designation
provision in the LDC.  Conservation Districts are similar to LHDs, in that they apply to 
geographic areas of historic character and context.  But, they are typically less rigorous in their 
requirements, and concentrate on issues specific to new construction in the district.  Many cities 
across the country use Conservation District designation for areas that may not require the stricter 
controls of a LHD, including Boston, Cambridge, Dallas, Philadelphia, Portland, San Antonio, 
San Francisco and Seattle.  The Conservation District tool is particularly suited to “emerging” 
historic districts or in a large potential district area, with many property owners who must 
participate in the designation process. 

Existing Design Review Tools and Their Effectiveness:
DESIGN REVIEW
Under LDC Section 25-11-2, any proposed change, restoration, removal, demolition or alteration 
to the exterior of a designated landmark, a contributing structure in a LHD or a structure for 
which a landmark designation is pending must satisfy the requirements of LDC Sections 25-11-
211 through 25-11-218 and Sections 25-11-241 through 25-11-249.  All such proposed changes 
are subject to a certificate of appropriateness review by the HLC, to determine whether the 
proposed change will adversely affect a landmark or a potential landmark.  In evaluating the 
certificate of appropriateness question, the Commission considers the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards.

Under LDC Section 25-11-213, the HLC is required to review all building permits, relocation 
permits and demolition permits applied for in National Register Historic Districts.  A public 
hearing must be held, and adjacent property owners must be notified of the review application 
and the hearing date.  The building permit reviews are advisory to the property owner.  Some 
owners choose to revise the building or site design in response to review comments, and others do 

1 The streetwall is the building wall facing the street, generally on or close to the property line.
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not.  In those cases, the reviews primarily serve to educate and inform those attending and 
viewing the meeting about the character of the district and good preservation practice.

Demolition and relocation permit applications are also reviewed under these LDC provisions.  In 
these cases, the CHPO staff conducts research on the history and development of the building and 
the history of the owners, occupants and events that occurred at the site, and makes a 
recommendation to either release the demolition or relocation permit, initiate historic zoning to 
allow for further research and findings, or make a recommendation for historic zoning.  If the 
HLC finds that the research is incomplete or if information is presented during the public hearing 
that needs further investigation, they may also vote to initiate historic zoning to allow for further 
research and findings.

Signs proposed in the historic sign districts (which are LHDs, NRDs and individually designated 
landmarks) must be reviewed and approved by the CHPO and the HLC.  The special sign review 
considers the size, color, lighting and materials of the proposed signs, the number of signs on a 
building and the orientation of the sign with respect to the structure. In addition to the broad 
characteristics given in the LDC, signs in historic sign districts are also reviewed in the context of 
the Architectural Design Guidelines for the 6th Street National Register District.  The guidelines 
define acceptable sign context within the building form and façade; permitted types of signs, 
including allowable number and size of signs; and sign materials, content and lighting.

Analysis and Potential Changes:  The two different types of design reviews – one for designated 
landmark or LHD structures and the other for permits in NRDs – can cause confusion for the 
public, if they are not familiar with the different requirements.  Also, the limited review in NRDs
can cause character and context incompatibilities in those districts, particularly if there are 
designated Austin landmarks located within the district boundary.  There are effectively two 
different sets of requirements and two different standards used in the district boundary.  This 
issue is especially obvious in the Sixth Street NRD, and causes confusion for property owners and 
tenants.  The LHD is a more effective tool for ensuring consistent requirements, standards and 
character in a district, and offers the added benefit of rehabilitation incentives.  Every effort 
should be made to create a LHD for Sixth Street and for those portions of Congress Avenue with 
remaining concentrations of historic buildings.  Unlike the residential neighborhood historic 
districts, the downtown commercial districts are appropriate locations for City-initiated 
designations, with CHPO staff preparing the district application and assisting in building the 
required level of property owner support in these districts.  

Currently, there is no formal method or mechanism for historic preservation review of 
infrastructure and right-of-way projects in the NRDs, LHDs or other historic character areas.  
There have been several recent City public works projects involving modifications to historic 
sidewalks and bridges that were not brought to the CHPO or the HLC for review until after 
construction documents were prepared or until after construction began.  There is a similar issue 
with historic preservation review of public art and street furnishings in these areas.  The City 
needs to develop a process for timely review of these projects, which should include a review 
during preliminary design and one at the end of the construction document phase, in order to
prevent or mitigate the potential loss of historic fabric in the public realm and any adverse effects
to adjacent historic properties. The Washington, DC Historic Preservation Office has drafted 
rules for the preservation review of DC government projects, which contains useful information 
for developing a review process for Austin. The draft rules are modeled on the review procedures 
under Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, and address early coordination and 
timing of reviews, identification of historic and eligible properties, assessment of effects and 
resolution of adverse effects. The web link for the draft rules is:
http://planning.dc.gov/planning/frames.asp?doc=/planning/lib/planning/preservation/law_and_reg
ulations/dcmr_10a_ch_06_dc_projects.pdf.
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To the extent that reviews of new development and urban design projects include participation by 
both the HLC and the Design Commission, care should be taken to coordinate the 
recommendations of both bodies, in the interest of a well-designed project.  The design review 
comments of each body should be provided each Commission, to maintain good communication 
and address any recommendations in conflict.  The City staff for each Commission should 
maintain close communication on projects that require joint reviews, and the case manager should 
be charged with ensuring that information is conveyed to both bodies.

DESIGN GUIDELINES
Three sets of design guidelines are applicable in the Downtown Plan study area.  Design 
guidelines in historic areas address change to the exterior of existing buildings and provide design 
criteria for new construction. Design guidelines are for use by property owners, architects, 
contractors, design reviewers (City staff, the HLC, the Design Commission, etc.) and the 
community at large.  They do not dictate explicit solutions, but offer appropriate responses to 
preservation and design issues.

The Texas Capitol Preservation and Extension-Master Plan and Historic Structures Report,
prepared in 1989 for the State Preservation Board, includes Capitol Area Urban Design 
Guidelines.  The guidelines address the development of the area north of the Capitol from 15th

Street to Martin Luther King Boulevard, in the interest of preserving and enhancing the view of 
the Capitol from the north.  Congress Avenue is envisioned as a view corridor to the Capitol, with 
broad sidewalks shaded by a double row of trees for pedestrians, and widely spaced curb lines 
and a landscaped esplanade for vehicles. New buildings along North Congress Avenue are to be 
held to 629’ above sea level, which allows for a maximum height of about 80’ or five to six 
stories as the grade falls to the north. The height of new buildings on outlying streets should be 
set by an imaginary plane rising at a shallow angle from the base of the Capitol dome, in accord 
with the City Capitol View Corridor ordinance. New buildings along North Congress should be 
aligned along the wide pedestrian ways to reinforce the axis of the view corridor to the Capitol,
and have varied mass and modulated facades. Service entrances should be on side streets and 
parking should be in underground garages. A unified landscape, lighting and graphics/signage 
plan is suggested for the Capitol Area, with provisions for fountains and monuments in 
appropriate locations.  

The Architectural Design Guidelines for the 6th Street National Register District, prepared in
1994, address all projects in the Sixth Street NRD that require HLC action, including Certificate 
of Appropriateness reviews for designated landmark buildings and permit reviews for non-
landmark buildings within the NRD.  The guidelines include an overview of the history of the 
district (including a discussion of building types and styles found in the district) and design 
guidelines applicable to all projects, historic properties, new construction and signs.  

In 1999, the City of Austin Design Commission developed the Downtown Design Guidelines,
which were adopted for use as recommendations for all downtown development and 
redevelopment projects.  These guidelines were updated in 2009 and renamed the Urban Design 
Guidelines for Austin, to be used in any area of the city where dense development is sought.  The 
guidelines are framed on a series of 11 community values.  Three of these values are related to 
historic preservation: a sense of history and time, unique character and authenticity.   The 
guidelines also list 20 goals, through which an urban design vision may be achieved.  Two of 
these goals are related to historic preservation:  reinforce the sense of time and historical 
continuity, and reinforce the unique character of Austin.  Based on the community values and 
goals, design guidelines in four broad categories – area-wide, public streetscape, plazas and open 
spaces, and buildings – were defined.  A number of these relate to historic preservation, some in 
direct terms and others in broad terms.  Area-wide guidelines related to historic preservation are 
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to protect important public views, avoid historical misrepresentations, respect adjacent buildings, 
avoid the development of theme environments and recycle existing building stock.  The plaza and 
open space guideline related to historic preservation is to treat the four squares (those laid out by 
Edwin Waller in the 1839 city plan) with special consideration.  Building guidelines related to 
historic preservation are to build to the street, accentuate primary entrances, encourage the 
inclusion of local character, create quality construction and create buildings with human scale.    

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes:  In order for design guidelines to be an effective aid to 
property owners, design reviewers and the community, they need to be readily accessible and 
available.  The Architectural Design Guidelines for the 6th Street National Register District are 
available in hard copy format through the CHPO, but are not posted on the city’s website.  The 
guidelines should be provided in electronic format or scanned and posted on the CHPO website.
Although they are not a City publication, the Capitol Area Urban Design Guidelines should also 
be scanned and posted on the Downtown page of the City’s website.

Since the Architectural Design Guidelines for the 6th Street National Register District have been 
in use for over 15 years, it is appropriate to complete a review and update of the guidelines, 
incorporating user input and lessons learned.  Recognizing that City staff and budgets are often 
strained, it may be possible to produce an amendment to the existing guidelines, rather than 
commissioning an entirely new document.  Several of the cities reviewed have used this method 
to update guidelines and standards.  The ability to use this method will, of course, depend upon 
the nature of any revision that might be recommended at the completion of the review.

Currently, there are no design guidelines for the Congress Avenue NRD, and portions of the 
Architectural Design Guidelines for the 6th Street National Register District are some times used 
for design reviews in this district, such as for signage reviews.  This can create confusion, and 
should be clarified, either by preparing guidelines specific to the Congress Avenue district or by 
amending the Sixth Street district guidelines to indicate that they are also used for the Congress 
Avenue district, in whole or in part.  

Similarly, there are no district guidelines for the Bremond Block NRD or the Rainey Street NRD.
Although there does not appear to be confusion associated with this, as there sometimes is in the 
Congress Avenue district, clarification of the standards for design review in these districts should 
be provided, and specific design guidelines should be prepared as CHPO workload permits. In 
the interim, The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties
should be used as the design review standard. 

Many of the cities reviewed in this analysis have design guidelines for use in historic districts and 
character areas, and often these include separate guidelines for downtowns.  Some cities have 
separate design guidelines for general use on landmark structures and districts, for contemporary 
design on landmark structures and districts, and for landmark lighting; others have general design 
guidelines for use on landmark structures and districts in all areas of the city, and area-specific 
guidelines for select districts in the city.  The general design guidelines offer recommendations 
consistent with good preservation practice and overall district character, and the area-specific or 
element-specific guidelines offer more detailed information.  The general/specific model allows 
for broad, best practice recommendations to be provided in a relatively quick efficient way, 
followed by more specific guidelines for special conditions.  Austin should adopt a similar model 
for preparation of design guidelines.              

DESIGN STANDARDS
Historic preservation design standards are a required component of a LHD application.  Unlike 
design guidelines, design standards are enforceable, binding requirements.  Because guidelines 
must be interpreted, and that can be a subjective process, the standards are intended to offer 
clarity, and also to allow for setbacks, building bulk standards and other provisions different from 
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those of the base zoning to preserve district character.  To date, there are no LHD designations in 
Downtown, and only one LHD has been adopted by the City of Austin.  As a result, there has 
been very little experience with historic preservation design standards in Austin.    

However, over the course of the last decade, Austin has adopted form-based code types of design 
standards for special initiatives and areas, including the Transit Oriented Development ordinance, 
the Commercial Design Standards and Mixed-Use ordinance, the Great Streets Program and the 
Station Area Plans for transit-oriented development.  Form-based codes regulate the form and 
mass of buildings and the character of streetscapes, as opposed to traditional zoning codes, which 
regulate land uses and development. Form-based code design standards, intended to ensure 
compatible infill construction in existing historic character areas, have been used with success in 
other cities. 

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes: Of the cities studied in this analysis, many use form-
based code and special purpose district overlay zoning to address the issue of maintaining a 
compatible physical context in historic areas.  These generally require district-specific setback, 
height, building bulk and street interface requirements.  Many cities also create buffer or 
transitional zones at the edges of historic areas or districts, with stepped down height or bulk 
requirements leading in to the district, to further enhance compatibility.  New York City, 
Philadelphia and Portland are particularly good examples of these special purpose district 
ordinances.  Form-based code is a clear and effective method of establishing design standards to 
ensure compatibility with historic character areas, and should be implemented for any area of 
Downtown where compatibility with existing, historic character is an issue. The form-based code 
design standards should be based on an assessment of the existing physical context of the historic 
character area. The DAP is proposing such form-based code to ensure compatible new 
construction in and around existing and potential historic districts.

Specific to LHDs, the application requirements should be clarified to include design standards for 
new and infill construction that is compatible with the character of the district.  Currently, the 
application requirements emphasize analysis of individual buildings and their historic attributes, 
with less attention paid to overall physical context.  In order for the design standards associated 
with LHDs to be most relevant and useful, there should be an Area Character Appraisal 
conducted as part of the application process, to document the physical context of the district.  In 
addition to historic context statements and individual property survey data, an assessment of the 
streetscape and landscape elements – building setback and height, architectural “rhythm” of block 
fronts, site elements, etc. – should be completed, to better inform the development of the design 
standards for the district.    

Existing Implementation Tools and Their Effectiveness:
INCENTIVES
In Austin, individually-designated historic landmarks are eligible for a partial exemption from ad 
valorem taxes levied by the City, Travis County, Austin Community College and the Austin 
Independent School District.  The procedures for the partial exemption process by the City are 
given in LDC Sections 11-1-21 through 11-1-27.  Landmark property owners must apply 
annually for the partial exemption, and the CHPO must inspect each property to determine that it 
is being preserved and maintained as required by the historic landmark regulations.  The County 
appraisal district must determine the portion of the land that is reasonably necessary for access to 
and use of the historic structure. The exemptions are available for an unlimited period of time.

The amount of the partial exemption by the City varies, based on the date on which the property 
was designated, the ownership status and the use of the property.  Owner-occupied historic 
residences or structures owned by a nonprofit corporation that were designated before December 
1, 2004 are eligible for an exemption of 100% of the value of the structure and 50% of the value 
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of the land. The exemption for owner-occupied historic residences or structures owned by a 
nonprofit corporation that were designated or changed ownership after November 30, 2004 are 
calculated at the same percentages, but may not exceed the greater of $2,000 or 50% of the tax 
that would normally be levied. Other properties, including those used for commercial purposes, 
are eligible for an exemption of 50% of the value of the structure and 25% of the value of the 
land.

There is also a tax abatement program for properties located in Historic Districts that are not 
individually-designated landmarks, given in Sections 11-1-51 through 11-1-83.  Under this 
program, eligible restoration projects may receive abatements equal to the taxes assessed on the 
added value of the property over the pre-restoration value of seven years for owner-occupied 
residential structures, or ten years for commercial structures and structures in designated 
revitalization areas.   

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes:  The partial tax exemption for landmarks for an 
indefinite time period has encouraged broad participation in the landmark designation program.  
The incentive is intended to stimulate the preservation of historic buildings and the long-term 
maintenance of those buildings.  While this is certainly a successful tool, at some level it serves to 
limit the preservation program, if the public cost exceeds the perceived benefit.  For this reason, 
the 1981 Austin Historic Preservation Plan suggested considering limiting the tax incentive 
benefit to a maximum term of ten years.  

Many of the cities studied in this assessment do not offer incentives enacted at the local level for 
participation in the landmark designation program.  Often, these cities are located in states with 
rehabilitation tax credit programs available, which effectively encourage the restoration of 
historic structures.  In states without a rehabilitation tax credit program, many cities offer 
rehabilitation incentives, typically a tax abatement to the pre-rehabilitation value for a set period 
of time, funded at the local level and intended to encourage the restoration and rehabilitation of 
historic structures.  In San Antonio, there is a tax exemption available for home-owners in newly 
formed LHDs for a set period of time, enacted at the local level and intended to encourage 
participation in LHD designation.  

Many cities have special incentives to encourage landmark designation and rehabilitation in 
downtown areas. Some cities incentivize a particular function or building type with rehabilitation 
tax abatements, such as historic hotels and housing structures in Fort Worth, large historic 
commercial buildings in Galveston and historic warehouses in Phoenix.  

The great majority of the cities reviewed in this analysis also use a Transfer of Development 
Right (TDR) mechanism to preserve historic resources and encourage development.  TDR has 
been used successfully in hundreds of cities across the country to allow for the preservation of 
open space, historic resources, environmental areas or other community features by shifting 
development from protected areas to designated density areas.  The preservation TDR process 
involves the legal transfer of unused development rights from a historic property – the sending lot 
– to a non-historic property – the receiving lot – where the transferred development rights are 
used to achieve a higher density on the receiving lot.  The public benefit is the long-term
protection of the historic property and increased density/tax base in appropriate areas.  TDR is a 
market-based, flexible tool that can be adapted to fit community goals as needed.  (Notes on the 
preservation TDR programs used in cities in the United States are given in the appendix to this 
report.) 

For Downtown, the DAP recommends implementing a TDR program to preserve areas of 
threatened historic buildings, such as the remaining few blocks of the historic Warehouse District.  
Also recommended is a rehabilitation incentive for historic districts, to encourage the 
preservation of historic, small-scale commercial buildings in these areas. The current LHD 
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ordinance includes a rehabilitation incentive, and this mechanism is recommended for use 
Downtown.

BUILDING CODES
Challenges may arise when applying contemporary building codes to projects involving the 
rehabilitation of existing structures.  In the last decades, building code councils have prepared 
model codes for rehabilitation projects.  The City of Austin has adopted a code specific to 
existing buildings, the 1994 edition of the Uniform Code for Building Conservation.

Rehabilitation codes for existing buildings typically allow for a proportional - or stepped -
approach for the extent and type of conformance with current code requirements for new 
construction, based on the extent and type of rehabilitation work proposed.  If the rehabilitation 
project involves a change of occupancy type, the existing building code prescribes a change of 
hazard evaluation, comparing the old and new occupancy types, to determine the conformance 
requirements.  

Since the adoption of the Uniform Code for Building Conservation, the City has migrated from 
the Uniform model codes, published by the International Council of Building Officials, to the 
International Building Code series of model codes, published by the International Code Council, 
for commercial and residential construction.  The ICC publishes an existing buildings code, 
called the International Existing Building Code.  All ICC codes are updated on a three-year cycle, 
and the most current update is the 2009 edition. The City is in the final stages of reviewing 
recommendations for adoption of updated code versions, including a recommendation to adopt 
the 2009 edition of the International Existing Building Code.

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes:  In general, the adoption of an existing building code is 
recommended to facilitate and encourage the rehabilitation of existing and historic buildings. The 
fact that Austin has already adopted an existing building code is a positive, but any possible 
impact of the change from the ICBO code previously used to the ICC code now proposed for 
adoption cannot yet be predicted. In simple terms, one big difference between the ICBO and ICC 
building code requirements is that the ICC codes require the use of automatic fire-extinguishing 
systems (sprinklers, typically) in more circumstances than the ICBO codes do.  From a brief 
review of the 2009 ICC International Existing Building Code, it appears that an automatic fire-
extinguishing system may be required for historic buildings where the building official 
determines that a fire hazard exists.  While automatic fire-extinguishing systems should further 
the overall goal of the preservation of historic buildings, there is a significant installation cost for 
these systems.  Any potential impact of the new requirements under the ICC existing buildings 
code, once adopted, should be monitored and appropriate adjustments as might be needed made 
in the future.

ENFORCEMENT
LDC Section 25-11-212 states that there is a criminal penalty for a violation of the requirement to 
seek and receive a Certificate of Appropriateness for a designated landmark or contributing 
structure in a historic district.  Under a recent amendment to the LDC, Section 25-11-218 further 
states civil penalties of $1,000 per day for each violation ($10 per day if the property is the 
owner’s lawful homestead), and that the offense is a Class C misdemeanor for which the City 
may also seek injunctive relief, in addition to the penalties.  

LDC Section 25-10-21 describes the enforcement and implementation requirements for the sign 
regulations, including those for the historic sign districts.  The building official is charged with 
the responsibility to conduct inspections, investigate complaints of violations and initiate legal 
proceedings to ensure compliance with the signage regulations.
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LDC Section 25-11-216 states requirements to preserve and repair designated historic landmarks 
and contributing structures in a LHD or a NRD against decay and deterioration.  Section 25-11-
217 describes the procedure for initiating a “Demolition by Neglect” case.  Under certain 
circumstances involving Demolition by Neglect cases, a moratorium on new permit applications 
for the offending property will be in place for a period of three years, in addition to the penalties 
described above.

Policy Analysis and Potential Changes:  While the procedures and penalties described above are 
strengthened over what was previously required, there is still an issue with failure to comply with 
the Certificate of Appropriateness and sign and building permit review requirements.  The recent 
code provisions described above may mitigate some of these issues, but it will likely remain an 
ongoing problem.  

There are many non-compliant signs in the historic sign districts, which have been installed 
without the required review by the CHPO and the HLC.  The proliferation of non-complaint signs 
is detrimental to the character of the historic districts, and also causes confusion and frustration 
for the property owners and tenants in those areas.  Through enforcement and education, a
concerted effort should be made to remove non-compliant signs from the historic sign districts
through enforcement and education.

For both sign and building issues, providing the regulations and procedures in a clear format that 
is readily accessible, as has been started on the new CHPO webpage
(www.ci.austin.tx.us/historic), will serve well to inform and educate property owners and tenants.  
Continued outreach, particularly in areas where there are repeat violations, would also be helpful.  
In locations where there are tenants occupying historic landmark buildings, as in the East Sixth 
Street NRD, there is a special need for education and outreach.  

The City of Austin maintains a code enforcement/code compliance webpage on the city website, 
but there is no specific reference to violations associated with landmarks or districts.  Also, there 
is no discussion of violations or reporting procedures for suspected violations on the CHPO 
webpage.  The City of San Antonio includes a special page on the Office of Historic Preservation 
website with a description of code enforcement requirements specific to historic districts and 
buildings, as well as contact information for inquiries or violation reports to both the Historic 
Preservation Office and the code enforcement staff.  This would be a helpful addition to the 
CHPO webpage, to both educate users and provide contact information for questions or violation 
reports.

Related to enforcement, there is also a need to integrate the special permitting and review 
requirements for historic properties and districts with AMANDA, the City’s permitting system.  
The CHPO staff reports that the historic districts and overlays are included on City GIS layers, 
but are not carried over to AMANDA, which has allowed mistakes in the initial review or permit 
release process required for landmarks and causes inefficiency and duplication of effort.   

Existing Administrative Tools and Their Effectiveness:
CITY OF AUSTIN HISTORIC LANDMARK COMMISSION
The Historic Landmark Commission (HLC) is defined in Section 2-1-147 of the City Code.  
Commission members should have knowledge and experience in the architectural and cultural 
history of the city and a demonstrated interest, competence or knowledge in historic preservation.  
The ordinance does not require that the members have specific expertise, but suggests that the 
Council consider appointing as members, a board member of the Heritage Society of Austin, a 
registered architect, a historian or architectural historian, an attorney, a real estate professional, a 
structural engineer, the owner of a residential landmark and/or the owner of a commercial 
landmark.  The ordinance also states that the representatives of a single business or professional 
interest should not constitute a majority of the membership of the commission.
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The HLC is charged with reviewing requests to establish or remove historic designation and 
making recommendations on the requests to the Planning Commission and Council.  The HLC
may also initiate zoning of a property to establish or remove a historic designation, and may 
recommend acquisition of property if this is the only means by which the property can be 
preserved.  Other duties of the HLC include providing information to owners of historically 
designated structures, advising the Council on historic preservation matters, preparation and 
revision of an inventory of structures and areas that may be eligible for historic designation.

The HLC has several standing committees, including the Operations, Heritage Grants and
Preservation Plan Committees.  Recently, to provide a better process and more thorough review 
of Certificate of Appropriateness and building permit applications, the HLC created a Certificate 
of Appropriateness review committee, which meets monthly to provide preliminary reviews, 
technical recommendations and final reviews of these applications.

Analysis and Potential Changes:  The members of the HLC are called upon to interpret federal,
state and local standards for designation of landmarks and districts, and to do so objectively, 
fairly and consistently.  They are also called upon to review building permit and Certificate of 
Appropriateness applications and determine whether the work proposed is consistent with best 
preservation practices and federal, state and local standards for preservation, rehabilitation and 
restoration.  As such, members with relevant technical expertise, such as preservation architects 
and architectural historians, would best fulfill these duties to provide the most informed and 
effective review of project applications.

CITY OF AUSTIN CITY HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE
The City Historic Preservation Office (CHPO), a part of the Planning and Development Review 
Department, works “to protect and enhance neighborhoods, buildings and sites that reflect 
elements of Austin’s cultural, social, economic, political and architectural history” according to 
the CHPO website. Three employees – two planners and one administrative staff person -
currently staff the CHPO.  

The staff of the office is charged with a multitude of tasks associated with implementing the 
City’s historic preservation program.  The staff reviews demolition permit applications
throughout Austin and reviews or prepares applications for historic zoning for landmarks and 
districts.  They also review Certificate of Appropriateness applications for landmarked properties, 
sign permit applications in historic sign districts and building permit review applications for 
properties in NRDs and in LHDs.  Annually, they perform site inspections of landmarked 
properties that apply for the property tax exemption incentive to determine the condition of the 
property, and must notify property owners of violations or items needing repair or maintenance.  

Monthly, the staff prepares zoning and review case reports and back-up materials, assembles the 
agenda packets for HLC meetings and committee meetings, and presents agenda items and 
reference materials to the HLC during the monthly commission meeting.  The Historic 
Preservation Officer presents these monthly zoning cases to the Planning Commission and the 
City Council. 

CHPO planners participate in the neighborhood planning process and assist in the formation of 
neighborhood conservation combining districts and the review of building permits in those 
districts.  They provide public information and outreach by offering technical assistance, 
attending neighborhood association meetings, making informational presentations on the 
preservation program, landmark designation and LHDs.

Analysis and Potential Changes:  The CHPO staff is hard-working, but the workload is daunting 
and only the most essential work items can be completed with the current staffing levels.  As 
more LHDs are added to the program, the challenge will become even greater.  At least one and 
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perhaps two staff people should be added, both to keep up with the current workload and to 
accommodate the added work in administering the districts. (By comparison, San Antonio lists 
nine staff people in their Office of Historic Preservation; Denver and Philadelphia both list seven 
staff people and Los Angeles lists six staff people.)

The 1981 Austin Historic Preservation Plan recommended that more staff, and particularly a staff 
architect, be added to the CHPO.  As of today, there is still a need for a staff architect, and this
need will only grow as districts are added to the program.  The review of Certificate of 
Appropriateness and building permit cases needs the skills of an architect to read and interpret 
construction drawings.  Almost no field review of preservation projects is done, currently, which 
is a serious omission and could be best addressed by a staff architect.

As the districts are created, there will be a need to map them in the City’s GIS system, first to 
verify that the required percentage of property owners in the district consent to the formation of 
the district, and then as a reference for use by the public once the district is formed.  As discussed 
above, there is a need to input data from cultural resource surveys, including over 7,500 structures 
surveyed to date, in the GIS system.  It may be possible to accomplish these tasks by using the 
current city GIS staff, but a manpower schedule commitment needs to be established for this.  If 
the current GIS staff is overloaded and cannot take on these responsibilities, a dedicated staff 
person with these skills should be added to the CHPO.   

One other note related to staffing has to do with the CHPO webpage.  The CHPO has recently 
posted a new webpage for the Historic Preservation Office, with links to information about the 
program, permit and application forms and related reference materials. Prior to the posting of this 
webpage, information about the CHPO and the preservation program was buried in several 
different spots on the Development webpage.  Having information about the CHPO in a clear, 
readily accessible webpage location should benefit both the citizens of Austin and the staff of the 
CHPO.  Appropriate staff should continue to refine and develop the webpage, as it is missing 
some key things, like the application for LHDs and the Architectural Design Guidelines for the 
6th Street National Register District.  The webpage should be completed as soon as possible, and 
checked and kept updated for efficient use.

PUBLIC INFORMATION AND OUTREACH
The CHPO has produced several general information guides on topics of interest to landmark 
property owners and preservation advocates.  Researching Your Historic House explains research 
steps and archival repositories to assist homeowners in learning more about the history of their 
houses.  The guide leads researchers through the process, to assist them in learning more about 
the history of their house for general information, potential landmark designation or potential 
listing on the National Register.  Historic Districts in Austin gives an overview of what a LHD is 
and the things that it will accomplish, and a brief guide on research methods and information 
sources.  

On the new CHPO webpage there is information about the CHPO, the HLC, the preservation 
program in Austin and links to permit and application forms for the program.  There is also 
information about the NRDs in Austin and links to information about the Federal Historic 
Preservation Tax Incentives.  

Analysis and Potential Changes:  The information described above is helpful, and placing it on 
the new CHPO webpage makes the information readily accessible by a wide range of citizens.  
The CHPO should continue to build the webpage, first by putting all of the forms, applications 
and design guidelines of the Austin historic preservation program up on the webpage.  Links to 
other reference sources, such as the Heritage Society of Austin, the Austin History Center, the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation, the National Park Service and other similar resources, 
would provide access to a wide range of relevant information.  



    D - 1 9

DOWNTOWN AUSTIN PLAN Phase Two
Historic Preservation Policy Recommendations for Downtown Austin

From the review of the preservation programs in other cities, there are opportunities to publish 
informational guides on technical preservation topics such as window and door restoration, to 
provide access to cultural resource survey data and general or area-specific design guidelines for 
historic districts in the city.    

PRESERVATION FINANCING AND FUNDING
In addition to the tax exemption and tax abatement incentives described above, the Austin 
Convention and Visitors Bureau, with the assistance of the HLC, operates a Heritage Grants 
funding program.  The program uses a portion of the hotel occupancy taxes collected in Austin to 
fund the Heritage Grants program.  The Heritage Grant funds are provided to promote tourism 
and encourage the preservation of historic structures in locations frequented by tourists.  

Eligible historic properties are those that are designated landmarks at the city, state or federal 
level or are contributing structures to a NRD or LHD.  Historic properties must be owned or 
leased by a governmental or non-profit entity.  Historic properties must be open to the public at 
regular hours for tours or visitation, and the grant monies are for façade or exterior 
restoration/rehabilitation projects.  Grant funds must be matched by at least a 50% match of cash 
or donated services or items provided by the applicants.  Currently, the maximum grant amount is 
$47,000, and grant applications are generally considered semi-annually, funds permitting. (The 
annual allocation for the Heritage Grants program is tied to the bed tax revenue collected, and the 
amount is set out in the Austin Convention and Visitors Bureau annual budget.  The annual 
allocation in recent years has been in the $175,000 to $225,000 range.)  The owners of eligible 
historic properties have enthusiastically supported the program for several decades.

Analysis and Potential Changes:  While the Heritage Grants program is enthusiastically 
supported and successful overall, there is also a desire on the part of the for-profit historic 
property owners or occupants to have access to a similar grant or funding source.  This is 
particularly applicable to historic properties and districts in Downtown, since this is already a 
tourist destination and a part of the city that all the citizens have a collective ownership stake in.
The current Heritage Grants program must remain one for use by governmental or non-profit 
entities, in accord with city requirements for this funding mechanism, but there may be other 
ways to provide funding for Downtown historic resources.

The citizens of Phoenix passed bond funds in 1989, 2001 and 2006 elections for use in preserving 
historic resources in the city. The bond funds are typically in the $13 to $15 million range, and 
are used to fund the preservation of city-owned historic sites and to provide matching funds for 
grant programs in the city. The funds have been used for rehabilitation projects on over 400
properties, including historic warehouses and threatened buildings downtown, demonstration 
project funds for larger-scaled commercial buildings and exterior rehabilitation funds for historic 
residential properties.    

In the last decade, Austin became a Certified Local Government (CLG), as certified by the Texas 
Historical Commission and the National Park Service.  Under the CLG program, grants are 
available for city governments to provide funding for local preservation projects.  Eligible 
projects include historic district or property surveys, preservation plans, educational or outreach 
projects, and National Register nominations. Austin has just been awarded its first CLG grant for 
the Austin Historical Survey Web Tool.  The City should continue to be an active participant in 
the CLG grant program, as the grant funds can assist in the preparation of updates to our cultural 
resources survey, preservation plan, design guidelines and technical preservation materials.    
(CLG grant amounts will vary with the availability of funding, but current allocations are up to a
maximum of $30,000.)
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS
While Austin has long had a historic landmark preservation ordinance, the tools and policies of 
that ordinance emphasize the preservation of individual buildings, with little attention paid to 
overall historic context or historic districts.  As a result, Downtown is in danger of losing its 
remaining historic character through a slow erosion of context.  Recent changes in the 
preservation ordinance to add a tool to preserve historic districts are intended to address this 
concern.  But for Downtown, more policy changes should be made - and made soon - to better 
protect the remaining historic resources. Based on the preceding review and analysis, the 
following summary recommendations are made for Downtown historic preservation policies and 
procedures.

Highest Priority
1. The City should update the Cultural Resources Survey for Downtown, to include

buildings constructed prior to 1961 and to document changes that have occurred to
structures that were surveyed in 1984.

2. The LDC should better address the form of new development in historic districts and 
historic character areas not included in the existing character overlay districts.  Use form-
based code and special purpose district overlay zoning to address the issue of maintaining 
a compatible physical context in historic character areas, and required district-specific 
setback, height, building bulk and street interface requirements.

3. Revise the existing character overlay districts for Congress Avenue and East Sixth Street 
to better address the compatibility of new infill construction and additions to historic 
buildings.

4. In the East Sixth Street NRD and the Congress Avenue NRD, initiate a LHD application 
to provide consistent requirements, standards and character in the districts, and offer the 
added benefit of rehabilitation incentives.

5. The City should implement a Transfer of Development Rights program for areas of 
threatened historic buildings, such as the remaining few blocks of the historic Warehouse 
District. (This has been proposed as part of the DAP Density Bonus Program.)

Plans and Policies
1. City planners and citizens should review, affirm and/or adjust citywide and Downtown 

historic preservation goals as part of the development of the new comprehensive plan.  
2. The City should prepare an updated historic preservation plan, building on the work done 

as part of the comprehensive plan, to analyze practices, set goals and priorities and guide 
historic preservation in to the future.  Also, allow budget resources for five-year cyclical 
updates.

3. The City should update the comprehensive Cultural Resource Survey citywide, to include 
buildings that have reached the 50-year designation threshold since the 1984 survey was 
completed and to document changes that have occurred to buildings that were surveyed 
previously.  The survey standards should be updated as needed, to reflect the current 
standards of the National Park Service and the Texas Historical Commission. The survey 
data should be incorporated into the City’s GIS site and historical building data provided 
on the city website.  Updates of the CRS should be synchronized with and precede that 
for the historic preservation plan.

4. As a short-term effort, the City should map the 1984 Cultural Resource Survey sites, link 
them to the GIS database and provide the 1984 survey data in an electronic, accessible 
format. 

Zoning Tools
1. The City should initiate LHD applications for as yet undesignated areas of concentrated 

historic buildings and context Downtown, such as the proposed LHD areas shown on the 
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DAP Historic Resources Map (www.cityofaustin.org/downtown).  The LHD zoning will
provide for consistent requirements, standards and character, and offer the added benefit 
of rehabilitation incentives in the districts.

2. The City should designate any as-yet undesignated City-owned historic resources 
Downtown as historic landmarks, including park structures, the Warehouse District 
elevated sidewalks, bridges and buildings.   

Design Review Tools
1. The City should develop a procedure for historic preservation review of infrastructure 

and right-of-way, street furniture and public art projects in the public realm Downtown.
2. The City should develop a procedure to coordinate and integrate the review of urban 

design and Downtown development projects, where several commissions are involved.
3. The City should provide all design guidelines for NRDs, LHDs and other historic areas 

on the CHPO webpage.
4. The City should update the Architectural Design Guidelines for the 6th Street National 

Register District as needed, to incorporate user input and lessons learned.
5. The City should prepare guidelines for the other NRDs and any LHDs designated in 

Downtown. In the short-term, any interim guidelines and standards used for review 
should be referenced in the review procedures. 

6. To make maximum use of limited staff resources and budgets, adopt a model for 
guidelines that uses a general, overall set of guidelines for most areas, and focused, area-
specific guidelines for special conditions.

Implementation Tools
1. Emphasize rehabilitation incentives or incentives for participation in Downtown LHDs to 

encourage preservation Downtown.
2. Monitor any adverse impact to preservation through the forthcoming adoption of the ICC 

International Existing Building Code.
3. Strictly enforce penalties for violations to historic preservation requirements, including 

building and sign reviews and permits.
4. Remove non-compliant signs from historic sign districts.
5. Provide the historic building and sign regulations and procedures in a clear, readily 

accessible format on the CHPO webpage. 
6. Add an enforcement/code compliance element to the CHPO webpage.
7. Integrate the special permitting and review requirements for historic properties and 

districts with AMANDA, the City’s permitting system. 

Administrative Tools
1. Increase the requirement for relevant technical expertise for HLC members.
2. Expand the staff of the CHPO to keep up with current workload, and to accommodate the 

added work in administering districts.  Add an architect to the staff.  Add staff or dedicate 
other City staff hours to GIS and webpage development.

3. The City should complete the new CHPO webpage to include posting of all relevant 
historic preservation resources.  Budget and schedule staff to keep the webpage current.

4. Produce technical preservation guides and design guidelines relevant to Austin issues and 
historic character districts.

5. The City should develop a façade rehabilitation or other grant or revolving low-interest 
loan program for commercial historic properties, building on the success of the current 
grant program for non-profits.

6. Dedicate bond funds for preserving historic resources Downtown, prioritizing the 
rehabilitation of City-owned resources, such as the historic squares and Palm Park.
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7. The City should participate in the CLG grants program to provide funding for CHPO 
local preservation projects.
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APPENDIX
As part of this analysis, a comparison of historic preservation policies of 19 peer cities was completed.  
The cities studied are listed below, along with a URL to the preservation website home page.  

Boulder, CO, Planning & Development Services, Historic Preservation.
http://www.bouldercolorado.gov/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1428&Itemid=490

Cambridge, MA, Cambridge Historical Commission. 
http://www.cambridgema.gov/Historic/

Charleston, SC, Urban Design and Preservation Division.
http://www.charlestoncity.info/dept/content.aspx?nid=92

Chicago, IL, Department of Zoning & Land Use Planning, Historic Preservation Division,
Chicago Landmarks. http://egov.cityofchicago.org/Landmarks/GeneralInfo.html

Cincinnati, OH, Planning Department, Historic Conservation Office. 
http://www.cincinnati-oh.gov/cdap/pages/-3662-/

Dallas, TX, Sustainable Development and Construction Department, Historic Preservation.
http://dallascityhall.com/development_services/historic_preservation.html

Denver, CO, Community Planning and Development, Historic Preservation. 
http://www.denvergov.org/Preservation/tabid/429948/Default.aspx

Fort Worth, TX, Planning and Design, Historic Preservation. 
http://www.fortworthgov.org/planninganddevelopment/design.aspx?id=57622

Galveston, TX, Planning Division, Historic Preservation and Neighborhood Planning. 
http://www.cityofgalveston.org/city_services/planning_and_community_dev/plan_hpnp.cfm

Los Angeles, CA, Office of Historic Resources. 
http://www.preservation.lacity.org/

New Orleans, LA, Historic District Landmarks Commission. 
http://www.cityofno.com/pg-99-1-hdlc-home.aspx

New York, NY, Landmarks Preservation Commission. 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/lpc/html/home/home.shtml

Philadelphia, PA, Philadelphia Historical Commission. 
http://www.phila.gov/historical/index.html

Phoenix, AZ, Historic Preservation Office.
http://www.phoenix.gov/HISTORIC/index.html

Portland, OR, Bureau of Planning & Sustainability, Historic Resources.
http://www.portlandonline.com/bps/index.cfm?c=39750

San Antonio, TX, Office of Historic Preservation.
http://www.sanantonio.gov/historic/default.aspx

San Francisco, CA, Planning Department, Historic Preservation.  
http://www.sf-planning.org/index.aspx?page=1825

Seattle, WA, Department of Neighborhoods, Historic Preservation Program.
http://www.seattle.gov/neighborhoods/preservation/

Washington, DC, Office of Planning, Historic Preservation Office.
http://planning.dc.gov/planning/cwp/view,a,1284,q,570741,planningNav,|33515|,.asp
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Notes on Transfer of Development Rights
New York City was the first city in the country to adopt a Transfer of Development Rights 
program for designated historic landmarks.  Since 1961, the city had used a zoning-lot merger 
mechanism to allow the owners of contiguous properties in a single city block to choose single 
zoning-lot status and transfer development rights among the properties in the merged zoning lot.  
In 1968, the historic preservation code was revised to allow the transfer of unused density from 
designated historic landmarks to adjacent zoning lots, including lots across the street.  The code 
also allowed the transfer of development rights to lots further removed, as long as they were part 
of a contiguous chain of properties with the same owner. The transfer must include a program for
the maintenance and preservation of the historic landmark, and if the landmark is publicly-owned 
then pedestrian and/or transportation improvements must be created as part of the transfer. 

The TDR concept was a key aspect of a protracted legal battle between the city and Penn Central, 
related to a proposal to build a 59-story office tower above Grand Central Terminal.  Ultimately, 
the Supreme Court held that the city could regulate alterations of historic properties, and that 
TDR could be used to mitigate the impact of any development restrictions.  The program has 
been used to transfer over 1,000,000 square feet of development rights and has preserved over 16 
historic structures.  

Over time, the program has been customized and applied in special applications for specific 
projects or areas of the city.  As part of the South Street Seaport project, the program was adapted 
to allow for use for redevelopment within a historic district.  In the Grand Central Station 
Subdistrict, the adjacency requirement was waived, and transfers allowed between historic 
landmarks anywhere in the subdistrict and receiving sites on designated streets in the subdistrict.  
In the Special Midtown District, a Theater Subdistrict was created, within which designated 
Broadway theaters may transfer development rights to receiving sites, if the theater is preserved 
and placed under a restrictive covenant for use as a legitimate theater.  In the Special West 
Chelsea District, a goal to preserve the High Line, a historic, elevated rail line that was 
abandoned in the 1960s as a public open space, was set.  To accomplish this, the sites below the 
High Line were designated as a sending area, with receiving areas on nearby streets in the district.  
The High Line was opened earlier this year as an elevated park, with great success.

Since the 1960s, San Francisco has had a TDR program to preserve designated landmark 
buildings downtown by allowing the transfer of unused development rights to other downtown 
sites.  A new downtown plan was adopted in 1985, and the program was changed to include 253 
downtown properties designated as architecturally significant and 183 properties designated as 
contributing as sending sites, in addition to the designated landmark buildings.  The downtown 
plan also lowered allowable density throughout downtown, but the expanded pool of sending sites 
encouraged the use of TDR for density increases above those allowed by the base zoning.  The 
program allows for development rights transfers between any lots in the same zoning district, and 
for floor area increases but not for height, building bulk or setback increases.  Although there are 
other density bonuses available, none allow an increase above base zoning floor areas except the 
preservation TDR program.  The program has had active participation since adoption, with over 
35 historic buildings preserved and over one million square feet of floor area transferred.  The 
San Francisco TDR program is one of the most active and successful in the country.   

Also part of a downtown planning effort, the City of Seattle created a TDR program in 1985 to 
achieve several community planning goals, including historic preservation and provision of 
affordable housing.  As in San Francisco, the allowable density limits in downtown were lowered 
at the same time, with the density bonuses available to projects that embraced the community 
planning goals.  Under the Landmark TDR, locally-designated landmark building owners may 
transfer unused development rights to development sites in select office, mixed commercial and 
retail districts downtown.  The landmark building must be rehabilitated and a plan for ongoing 
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maintenance put in to effect as a condition of transfer.  The funds for the rehabilitation project 
must be placed in escrow before the receiving site project permit may be issued, and the 
certificate of occupancy for the receiving site project may not be issued before the rehabilitation 
of the sending site project is completed.  The program also gives priority to TDR transfers from 
landmark theatres, and as of 2003 the program has been used to preserve the 1928 Paramount 
Theatre and the 1924 Eagles Auditorium Building, now known as Kreielsheimer Place.  Both 
landmark buildings have historic apartment and office suites above the performance spaces, and 
the TDR did double duty, since SRO and low-income housing units were also rehabilitated in 
these projects.  As of 2003, the overall TDR program has been successful due to high demand for 
office space downtown, but the Landmark TDR is viewed as overly complex in its procedures 
and has been little used.  (The theatre preservation projects were completed through the TDR 
bank operated by the city, and not by direct owner/developer transfers.)  However, an expansion 
to the Landmark TDR program has recently been proposed for South Downtown, to provide 
incentives for the preservation of designated landmarks and historic-contributing structures in the 
Pioneer Square and Chinatown NRDs.

The City of Denver has used a density bonus/transfer of development rights program since 1982, 
to offer an incentive to encourage voluntary landmark designation and preservation in the Lower 
Downtown area.  Since inception, the program has been expanded to include a larger area of 
downtown Denver, and to allow for on-site density bonuses associated with other public benefits.  
The bonus for landmark preservation must be transferred to another site in the downtown area, 
and unlike some cities, the receiving site is not restricted to an adjacent lot.  As of 2004, the 1889 
Navarre Building, the 1884 Denver Athletic Club, the 1889 Odd Fellows Hall and the 1889 
Masonic Temple Building have been preserved under the TDR program and over 120,000 square 
feet of development rights have been transferred to downtown development sites.

Since 1975, the City of Los Angeles has allowed the use of TDR for density transfers to 
development projects in some downtown areas.  In 1985, a special Designated Building Site 
ordinance was adopted as a mechanism for the preservation of downtown buildings.  The 
ordinance allows for both added density and density transfers on a designated building site that 
includes landmark property to be preserved and new development sites.  The ordinance was used 
in 1986 to preserve the 1926 Los Angeles Central Library, designed by Bertram Goodhue, and 
the 1930 Southern California Edison Building, which were included in a designated site with two 
new office towers of 2.5 million square feet and a new library plaza and underground garage.  
The city received an estimated $65 million of public benefits, in exchange for the increased 
density allowed on the receiving sites.  The city continues to use the TDR process, including in a 
recent plan for the Alameda District east of downtown, the site of a regional transportation center.

Washington, DC also has a TDR program that supports the preservation of historic buildings, 
among other things.  The current program was adopted in 1991 as part of the Downtown 
Development Overlay District, intended to create a mixed-use downtown with housing, retail, arts 
and entertainment and hotel uses, in addition to the predominant office use.  Preserving historic 
sites, developing preferred uses or developing housing in the residential and mixed use districts
are project types eligible for TDR.  Because downtown Washington is subject to strict height 
limits under the 1910 Height Limit Act, and the capacity to absorb density increases is limited 
there, receiving areas include five districts at the edge of downtown.  Under the TDR program the 
1924 Warner Theatre was restored in 1992, and 200,000 square feet of floor area was transferred 
to a new development project at 19th and K streets.  As of 2003, four historic buildings had been 
preserved under the program, transferring over 300,000 square feet of floor area to receiving 
sites.  Also, one moderately scaled new infill project in the Downtown Historic District 
transferred 53,000 square feet of development rights.  The city reviews on average a dozen TDR 
covenants a year, although there were spikes in some years if the office or housing sector was 
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particularly healthy.  The development rights may be used on a development project, or banked 
and sold at a later date.

Portland has an active TDR program for historic landmarks, applicable to three different project 
types – multi-family residential, commercial or employment/industrial zone.  For multi-family, 
density or FAR may be transferred from a landmark to a site within the same neighborhood, or 
within two miles of the landmark site.  Transfers of unused FAR may be made from landmarks in 
commercial zones to receiving sites in the same neighborhood or within two miles of the 
landmark site; the transfer is limited to a maximum 3 to 1 FAR.  As of 2004, the TDR had been 
used to preserve three landmark buildings.  In the Brewery Blocks, the historic 1908 Brewhouse 
and 1891 Portland Armory sites, both listed on the National Register, sent development rights to 
adjacent properties within the five-block area, allowing the construction of new buildings and the 
preservation of the historic buildings as retail, office and performing arts spaces.  At the 
Roosevelt Hotel, development rights were transferred to an adjacent site to allow for the 
construction of a new hotel tower and the preservation of the historic hotel.  The Athens Hotel 
was also preserved for use as SRO units, and 50,000 square feet of development rights were 
transferred to an adjacent receiving site for use as an office building.

The City of Phoenix has a height bonus program associated with the downtown historic 
warehouse district.  There are 70 historic warehouses, commercial buildings and residential 
structures in the Phoenix downtown core, and part of one residential historic district, called the 
Roosevelt Residential Historic District. The preservation of the historic warehouses is a 
particular concern in the city, and was the motivation for the creation of a special financial 
incentive for downtown warehouses.  The Phoenix Zoning Ordinance has had a Warehouse 
Overlay District since 1993, and this provision was substantially revised in 2005 to add use and 
building bulk regulations, as well as preservation design guidelines for the area.  A height bonus 
program was also added, where an additional 60 feet of allowable height (increasing from the 80
feet standard to 140 feet) is given, in exchange for a 30-year conservation easement for 
designated historic warehouses in the overlay district.  

In Texas, there are TDR programs for preservation of open space, environmental resources and 
watersheds in several cities, including San Antonio, San Marcos and Austin.  The TDR program 
in Austin allows for the transfer of impervious cover in exchange for the dedication of land in 
critical water quality zones to the city, and as of 2005, staff reported that many transfers had 
occurred.  San Marcos has allowed several density transfers to multi-family receiving sites, in 
exchange for preservation of open space along the San Marcos River.    

Moderately successful programs:
Atlanta has used a TDR program since 1980, designed to provide incentives for the preservation 
of designated landmarks and buildings of historic and cultural significance.  In 1991, AT&T 
transferred 80,000 square feet of excess development rights to the Promenade office tower, in 
exchange for preserving the landmark 1910 Fort Peace, the residence of businessman Ferdinand 
McMillan, later known as “The Castle”.  As of 2003, this was the only transfer completed in 
Atlanta, likely due to the fact that high densities are generally permitted in the CBD.  The Castle 
and the AT&T project are located in the Midtown area, where the permitted density is a bit lower 
than other parts of downtown.

Dallas has had a TDR ordinance for urban historic districts since 1982.  Sending sites are historic 
landmarks in urban historic districts or contributing structures in the West End National Register 
Historic District.  Receiving sites are located in two, large downtown zoning districts, and may 
receive up to a 4 to 1 increase.  The sending landmark building must be restored as part of the 
transfer, and the restoration must have taken place less than five years prior to the transfer and 
exceeded 50% of the value of the property prior to the restoration.  Although the process is simple 
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and handled administratively, by city staff, as of 2004 the program has never been used.  Other 
incentives to encourage preservation have been adopted since 1982, and have encouraged 
designation of landmark buildings.  The base zoning allowed in downtown Dallas is generous, 
and there has apparently been no need to seek additional density for new development.  To 
remedy this, the city has considered the possibility of extending the receiving area to areas with 
lower allowable density on the edges of downtown, but has not yet made any change to the 
ordinance.

New Orleans has also had a TDR ordinance, adopted as a companion to the 1976 historic 
preservation ordinance.  The TDR program allows the transfer of excess development rights from 
historic landmarks in the CBD to receiving sites in several subdistricts of the CBD.  The sending 
site must be renovated and maintained and the expanded project at the receiving site must have no 
adverse effects on the character or buildings of the surrounding area.  The process requires review 
and findings by the CBD Historic Districts Landmarks Commission, and public hearings at the 
Planning Commission and City Council.  The TDR program has not been used, however, as of 
2004.  Again, this is largely due to the generous allowable density permitted in the CBD.  There 
are no other incentives offered by the city for historic landmarks, but preservation easements have 
often been used to protect and incentivize historic buildings in the city.  Since Hurricane Katrina, 
planners have proposed the use of TDRs to mitigate the loss of property in areas of the city that 
were inundated by the storm, but no change to the program has been made.           
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A P P E N D I X  E

PROPOSED CHANGES TO LIST OF PERMITTED AND CONDITIONAL 
USES FROM CURRENT CITY CODE DMU ZONING DISTRICT

For the proposed DMU districts (DMU-120, DMU-60, DMU-40), modify the existing 
DMU list of uses to:

Permit Retirement Housing (both large and small site).  • 

Allow Cocktail Lounge as a Conditional Use (except in the Northwest District as • 
described below).

Allow Exterminating Services as a Conditional Use.• 

Allow Pawn Shop as a Conditional Use (except in the Northwest District as • 
described below).

Allow Limited Warehousing and Distribution as a Conditional Use (except in • 
the Northwest District as described below).

Permit Urban Farming as a Conditional Use.• 

Permit Administrative Services (Civic Use).   • 

For the proposed DMU-40 and DMU-60 districts within the Northwest District, 
further restrict DMU uses as follows:

Prohibit Automotive Rentals, Automotive Repair Services, Automotive Sales, • 
Automotive Washing, Bail Bond Services, Pawn Shop Services, Service Station, 
Vehicle Storage, Limited Warehousing and Distribution and Maintenance and 
Service Facilities.

Prohibit Cocktail Lounge use, except along 12th Street (west of West Avenue), • 
15th Street and MLK Boulevard, where it shall be a Conditional Use.  

Allow Liquor Sales (limited to a 2,500 gross square foot sales area) as a • 
Conditional Use along the above-mentioned street frontages only.
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APPENDIX:  APPROVED CITY OF AUSTIN GO BOND PROJECTS 
 

Project Name # of Units Affordability 
Level(s)        

Affordability 
Period         
(years) 

Housing Type  

Children's HOME Initiative & VLI 
Unit Expansion @ Crossroads 
Apartments 

14 30% MFI  99 Rental 

Sweeney Circle Acquisitions 16 50% MFI 99 Rental 

Crisis Respite Center 37 50% MFI 99 Transitional 

Blackshear Infill Rental Project 3 50% MFI 99 Rental 

Tillery 4-acre Acquisition 21 80% MFI 10 Homeowner 

Sendero Hills, Phase IV Subdivision 65 80% MFI 10 Homeowner 

Skyline Terrace 100 50% MFI 99 Rental 

GNDC-Lydia Alley Flat 1 50% MFI 99 Rental 

Stoneridge Apts. Redevelopment  30 50% MFI 40 Rental 

The Willows 64 28@30%      
32@50%     

99 Rental 

Expansion of proposed Goodwin 
Ave. Development 

3 65% MFI-
owner 

50% MFI-
rental 

99 Homeowner or Rental 

St. Louise House Transitional 
Housing & Supportive Services 

24 30% MFI 99 Rental/ Transitional 
Supportive 

Carol's House 1 30% MFI 99 Rental 

Blackshear Infill Rental Project 6 1@30%       
3@50%       

99 Rental 

Austin Children's Shelter 28 0% (homeless) 99 Rental/ Transitional 
Supportive 

Sunnymeade Apartments 
Redevelopment 

22 50% MFI 40 Rental 

TOTAL APPROVED 435 units    

Source:  City of Austin NHCD, February 2009. 
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appendix I

PROPOSED BUILDING DESIGN STANDARDS

The following development standards are intended to guide the form of new 
construction within the Downtown.  The intent is to promote a compact, engaging 
and livable urban environment, while allowing for further growth and intensification.   
The intent is also to develop a predictable set of regulations which developers 
can use to achieve approvals without excessive discretionary review, or, pursue 
Alternative Compliance through an administrative process.   Upon adoption of the 
Downtown Austin Plan, these standards should be refined with specific quantifiable 
measures, as part of the ordinance preparation process in conjunction with key 
stakeholders.

I.  MID AND HIGH-RISE BUILDINGS GREATER THAN 60 FEET IN HEIGHT

Purpose:  The following standards are intended to govern the form and treatment of 
mid-rise and high-rise buildings on properties with DMU-120 (Downtown Mixed Use 
120 feet) or CBD (Central Business District) zoning designations or on any properties 
where buildings are allowed to exceed 60 feet in height.   They are intended to 
promote buildings that: 

Contribute to an active and engaging streetfront environment;•	

Minimize disruption to public sidewalks;•	

Provide spatial definition along public streets and rights-of-way;•	

Respect historic buildings;•	

Allow light to the street;  •	

Create attractive skyline expression; and•	

Promote livability and intensification by ensuring appropriate spacing between •	
buildings. 

a.  Streetwalls and Setbacks:  Like walls in a room, private buildings provide critical 
spatial definition to a city’s public streets and open spaces, giving them a sense 
of enclosure, and in many cases a distinctive scale and character.  As such, it is 
important that there be a level of coordination between buildings, so that strong 
spatial expression of the public realm can be achieved.   Exceptions and variations 
can also be encouraged to create diversity and to give meaning to particular places 
and buildings, but these exceptions should be dealt with in specific cases where such 
variation is deemed to be warranted.  

For mid and high-rise buildings, a streetwall is defined as that portion of •	
the building up to 90 feet in height and constructed within 5 feet of the 
street front property line. 
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Limit the maximum tower length
 to a percentage of the block face.

Streetwall = 90’ 
maximum/25’ minimum 
built within 5’ of the
property line for at least
75% of parcel frontage

High-Rise Building
Half-Block and Greater

Figure 7

Set tower back from 
alley.* 

Set tower back above 
streetwall for a portion of 
the parcel frontage.*

A portion of the tower should 
be permitted along a street front 
property line.

Ground level pedestrian-oriented
 uses as per District Plans
 

Limit the tower floor plate
above 120’ height to a percentage
of site area.*

PARKING AND SERVICING

- Parking and service access from alley
- Driveways along “Pedestrian Activity Streets” not 
  permitted, unless approved by the responsible Director
- Two driveway curb-cuts permitted from street, up to 25’ wide each
- Above-grade parking may not be visible from the street

*   Properties substantially impacted by Capitol View Corridors (CVCs) should be given special consideration and relief from stepback
    regulations.

Figure A:
High-Rise Building Proposed Regulations
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Streetwall = 90’ maximum/25’ minimum 
should be built within 5’ of the property 
line for at least 75% of parcel frontage

High-Rise Building
Quarter-Block and Greater

Figure 6

Set tower back from alley 
to provide appropriate 
separation.* 

Set tower back above 
streetwall for a portion of 
the parcel frontage.*

Ground level pedestrian-oriented 
uses as per District Plans 
 

Limit the maximum tower floor plate 
above 120’ height to a percentage of 
site area and/or to a percentage of 
the block face.*

PARKING AND SERVICING
- Parking and service access from alley
- Driveway curb-cuts along “Pedestrian Activity Streets” not
   permitted, unless approved by the responsible Director
- One driveway curb-cut permitted from street up to 25 feet wide
- Above grade parking may not be visible from the street

Create a streetwall transition
in scale between new
construction and buildings 
deemed significant by the 
City of Austin Cultural 
Resource Survey.
 

Set towers back from
interior property lines to 
create appropriate separation.*

A portion of the tower 
should be permitted along 
a street front property line.

*  Properties substantially impacted by Capitol View Corridors (CVCs) should be given special consideration 
    and relief from stepback regulations.

Figure B:
High-Rise Building Proposed Regulations
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Streetwall = 90’ maximum/25’ minimum 
height built to within 5’ of the property 
line for at least 75% of parcel frontage

Mid-Rise Building
Half-Block and Greater

Figure 8

Set tower back
from alley.* 

A portion of the tower should be 
permitted to be built along a street
front property line.

Ground level pedestrian-oriented
uses as per district plans 
 

Set tower
back above 90’
for a portion 
of the parcel 
frontage.*

 

PARKING AND SERVICING
- Parking and service access from alley
- Driveways along a “Pedestrian Activity Street” are not 
  permitted, unless approved by the responsible Director
- Two driveway curb-cuts permitted from street, up to 25’ 
  wide each
- Above grade parking may not be visible from the street

* Properties substantially impacted by Capitol View Corridors (CVCs) should be given consideration and relief from stepback
   regulations.

Figure C:
Mid-Rise Building Proposed Regulations
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A streetwall up to a maximum height of 90 feet but no less than 25 feet •	
should be built along 75% of the parcel frontage within five feet of the 
street front property line.  If the building is adjacent to a structure deemed 
significant by the City of Austin’s Cultural Resource Survey, the height of 
the streetwall should step down so that there is a compatible relationship 
(e.g., within 10 feet) between the new construction and the parapet of 
that building for a horizontal dimension of at least 25 feet. 

Building setbacks of up to 10 feet from the property line should be allowed •	
on the remainder of the streetfront perimeter.

Greater setbacks should be permitted only if such setbacks comply with •	
the following publicly accessible open space criteria:
	

The setback has a minimum area of 600 square feet, and a minimum •	
dimension of 15 feet;

The area is accessible to the public,  visible from the public sidewalk, •	
and does not require an admission fee or the purchase of goods or 
services;

The area is useable by the general public throughout daylight hours.•	

The area provides public seating and/or serves as a public pedestrian •	
passageway connecting one public sidewalk with another. 

The open space has at least 75% of its area is open to the sky.  •	

The area has interior ground level space adjoining, overlooking and •	
accessible to it.  

b.  Ground Level Pedestrian-Oriented Uses and Treatments:  In addition to spatial 
definition, private buildings provide life and activity along a street.  This can include 
restaurants with outdoor cafes, shops with generous storefront displays, office uses 
with activities that are visible from the street, or residential buildings that provide 
entry stoops and common spaces along the sidewalk.   Such uses not only provide 
interest and activity, but also a sense of security and safety with “eyes on the street”.  
Conversely, buildings with long expanses of blank or inactive walls can create “dead” 
spots in an urban district and discourage pedestrian activity; they can also result 
in areas that are unsafe or that engender anti-social and even criminal behavior.   
Within the Downtown’s various districts there are many different conditions that 
demand a particular approach.  Certain streets (e.g., Congress Avenue, East Sixth 
Street, Second Street) warrant a high proportion of intensive retail and restaurant 
uses, critical to their success as regional destinations, while other streets can be 
successful with a more eclectic range of ground level uses.

Active ground level pedestrian-oriented uses should be provided along •	
street-facing frontages, in compliance with specific requirements for street 
frontages established in the Downtown District Plans. 
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Slender towers are 
encouraged to create 
a pleasing skyline and 
provide light and air to the 
street.  Below are typical 
floor-plate areas for four 
Downtown towers.

The Spring              
8,000sf

Carr America              
29,500sf

Frost Tower              
33,000sf

Such space should meet specific ground level treatment requirements set •	
forth in the Downtown District Plans. 

c.  Tower Massing and Bulk:  As multiple high-rise buildings begin to be constructed 
within a single block, consideration needs to be given to the spacing and massing 
of towers.  This is particularly important in achieving both the density potential of 
the Downtown, preserving the value of adjacent sites, and in promoting a livable 
environment, where sunlight can reach the street.   To the extent practicable, tall 
slender towers are preferred over short and massive ones.  

For the purposes of these standards, a tower is defined as any portion of a •	
building above 90 feet in height. 

Towers should be set back from an alley property line•	  and from an interior 
property line to provide optimal separation and privacy, while allowing 
for a reasonable floorplate within the standard Downtown block.  The 
precise stepback dimensions should be finalized as part of the ordinance 
preparation process.  Subject to the responsible Director’s approval, 
such setbacks should be reduced where hardship is demonstrated (e.g., 
for properties beneath a Capital View Corridor where the height limit is 
less than 200 feet), or if the proposed development secures an air-rights 
easement over the adjacent property that assures the prescribed spacing 
between towers or if conditions (e.g., natural features, historic zoning, or 
Capitol View Corridors) on the adjacent property ensure that the spacing 
will be permanently achieved.

The maximum floorplate of a tower above a height of 120 feet should •	
be limited to a percentage of the site area to avoid bulky buildings and 
to promote a visually attractive skyline with slender vertical towers.  
The precise percentage should be considered as part of the ordinance 
preparation process. 

The Austonian              
12,700sf
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The new W Hotel (right) is 
an example of a tower that 
occupies approximately 
80% of the block.  The 
AMLI building (left) is built 
along the entire block 
length.

Along a public street, towers (i.e., the portion •	
of a building above 90’ high) should be set 
back from the property line for a portion of the 
parcel frontage to allow for a clear streetwall 
definition.  In order to promote vertical 
expression, a portion of the tower should be 
built along a streetfront property line.  The 
precise proportion should be developed as part 
of the ordinance preparation process. 

In order to achieve light to the street and to •	
avoid a continuous “canyon” effect, towers 
above 120 feet in height should occupy no 
more than 80% of the length of a block.

Properties substantially impacted by Capitol •	
View Corridors (CVCs) should be given special 
consideration and relief from stepback 
requirements. 

d.  Parking Access and Driveways

Driveways and curb cuts should be restricted on “Pedestrian Activity •	
Streets” as described in the District Plans (e.g., Congress Avenue, East Sixth 
Street, Second Street, and the Warehouse District frontages in the Core 
and Waterfront District) unless the responsible Director finds that such a 
curb cut is the only reasonable way of achieving access to the property.  

The maximum width of a driveway curb cut should not exceed 25 feet.•	

Properties that are one-half block in size or greater should be permitted •	
two driveway curb cuts from perimeter public streets, provided that the 
curb cuts are not located within 50 feet of one another, and no closer than 
50 feet from an intersection.

Properties less than one-half block in size should be permitted one •	
driveway curb cut; any additional driveways should be provided from 
the alley.   Subject to approval from the responsible Director, up to two 
driveway curb-cuts from a public street should be allowed on a parcel less 
than one-half block in size, only if it is found that access from the alley is 
not feasible or desirable from a public safety standpoint.  

e.  Service and Loading

Service and loading and maneuvering should be from the alley; service and •	
loading maneuvering on public streets should be permitted only where the 
responsible Director determines that there is no practicable alternative”.  
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f.  Porte-Cocheres and On-Site Drop-Off Areas

Porte-cocheres and on-site drop-off areas should be permitted on a case •	
by case basis (as determined by the responsible Director), subject to the 
following findings:

Because of the volume of drop-offs, the operation of the particular •	
use requires a porte-cochere or drop-off area on site.  (Note: Special 
priority should be given to hotel uses; office and residential uses 
should use designated curbside drop-off lanes within the public right-
of-way.)

The design and configuration of the drop-off area minimizes disruption •	
to the continuity of the sidewalk along the street.

The design and configuration of the drop-off area minimizes disruption •	
to the continuity of ground level pedestrian-oriented uses.  The 
maximum curb cut across a public sidewalk should not exceed 25 feet.

g.  On-Site Parking
 

Above-grade parking should be architecturally integrated within the •	
building.  The façade treatment of the garage should be an integral 
extension of the primary façade, with the same materials and treatments 
as the remainder of the building.  There should be no views from public 
streets to cars and garage lighting should be screened to the maximum 
extent practicable. 

If parking is the predominant use, the façade should employ high quality •	
materials and treatments that reduce the visual impression of the 
building as a parking garage.  Review of the design should be part of the 
Conditional Use Permit process, required for commercial parking garages. 

h.  Floor Area Ratio

In addition to the proposed Downtown Density Bonus Program, Floor Area •	
Ratio (FAR) incentives may be applied on a district-by-district basis within 
the Downtown to achieve desired outcomes (e.g., below-grade parking, 
ground level uses, etc.).   These should outlined in the District plans

II.  LOW-RISE MIXED-USE BUILDINGS 0F 60 FEET OR LESS

Purpose:  The following standards govern the form and treatment of low-rise 
buildings on properties with DMU-60 (Downtown Mixed Use 60 feet) zoning 
designations except for the portions of the Northwest District, where the regulations 
for low-rise neighborhood infill buildings apply.  The regulations are intended to 
promote buildings that: 
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Figure D:
Low-Rise Mixed-Use Building Proposed Regulations

PARKING AND SERVICING

- Parking and service access from alley
- One driveway curb-cut permitted on street if access cannot be
   achieved from alley
- Driveway width 25’ maximum
- Above-grade parking shall be architecturally integrated and/or
   encapsulated

Side/rear
setback as per
zoning

Exposed parking should be 
architecturally integrated 
with remainder of facade

Front yard setback as per 
Downtown Austin Plan street 
frontage requirements (5’-10’)

Ground level subject to 
District Plans

60’ maximum streetwall with 
24” minimum plane change at 
intervals no greater than 60’

Maximum building 
height of 40’ (3 stories) 
within 15’ of a Historic 
Landmark Property

Low-Rise Mixed Use Building
Quarter Block and Greater
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Contribute to an engaging streetfront environment;•	

Minimize disruption to public sidewalks; and•	

Provide spatial definition along public streets and rights-of-way;•	

a.  Streetwalls and Setbacks: Like walls in a room, private buildings provide critical 
spatial definition to a city’s public streets and open spaces, giving them a sense 
of enclosure, and in many cases a distinctive scale and character.  As such, it is 
important that there be a level of coordination between buildings, so that strong 
spatial expression of the public realm can be achieved.   Exceptions and variations 
should also be permitted to create diversity and to give meaning to particular places 
and buildings, but these exceptions should be dealt with in specific cases where such 
variation is deemed by the responsible Director to be warranted.

For this building type, a streetwall is defined as that portion of the building •	
up to 60 feet in height and constructed along the required front yard 
setback line of the property.  While no stepbacks are required for this 
building type, variation of the building roof line or parapet is encouraged. 

On sites adjacent to a property with a designated historic landmark, •	
buildings should be stepped back so that no portion of the building within 
15 feet of the adjoining property line is greater than 40 feet or three floors 
in height.  If the historic property is greater than 40 feet in height, this 
stepback should not apply.

 
The streetwall should be designed and articulated with changes in plane •	
and materials to reduce its scale and to promote a compatible relationship 
with existing adjacent structures.  A change in plane of at least 24 inches 
should occur at intervals no greater than 60 feet. 

Building setbacks should comply with the Street Frontage Requirements •	
set forth in the Downtown Austin Plan.

Side and rear yard setbacks should be consistent with the underlying •	
zoning designation.

b.  Ground Level Uses and Treatments: Ground level uses should comply with the 
regulations set forth in the District Plans of the Downtown Austin Plan.

c.  Parking Access and Driveways: Efforts should be made to limit the frequency and 
width of driveways which interrupt the continuity of sidewalks.  More specifically:

On properties less than one-half block in area, one driveway curb cut •	
should be permitted by the responsible Director only if it is found that 
access to on-site parking can not be achieved from a rear alley. 
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Subject to approval of the responsible Director, up to two driveway curb-•	
cuts from a public street should be allowed on a parcel less than one-
half block in size, only if it is found that one driveway is not feasible or 
desirable from a public safety standpoint.  

The maximum width of a driveway curb cut should not exceed 25 feet.•	

d.  Service and Loading

Service and loading and maneuvering should be from the alley; where the •	
responsible Director finds that this is not practicable, service and loading 
maneuvering on public streets may be permitted.

e.  Porte-Cocheres and On-Site Drop-Off Areas:   Porte-cocheres and on-site drop off 
areas should be permitted on a case by case basis (as determined by the responsible 
Director), subject to the following findings:

Because of the volume of drop-offs, the operation of the particular use •	
requires a porte-cochere or drop-off area on site.  (Note: Special priority 
should be given to hotel uses; office and residential uses should use 
designated curbside drop-off lanes within the public right-of-way.)

The design and configuration of the drop-off area minimizes disruption to •	
the continuity of the sidewalk along the street and to existing trees.

f.   On-Site Parking

All above-grade parking should be architecturally integrated and/or •	
encapsulated within the building. No stand-alone parking garages should 
be permitted.  The façade treatment of the garage should be an integral 
extension of the primary façade, with the same materials and treatments 
as the remainder of the building.  There should be no views from public 
streets to cars and garage lighting should be screened to the maximum 
extent practicable. 

g.  Floor Area Ratio

In addition to the proposed Downtown Density Bonus Program, Floor Area •	
Ratio (FAR) incentives may be applied on a district-by-district basis within 
the Downtown to achieve desired outcomes (e.g., below-grade parking, 
ground level uses, etc.).   These are outlined in the District plans.
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III.  LOW-RISE NEIGHBORHOOD INFILL AND COURTYARD BUILDINGS 0F 60 FEET OR 
LESS

Purpose:  The following standards govern the form and treatment of low-rise 
buildings up to 60 feet in height on properties with DMU-60 or DMU-40 zoning 
designations, located in the Northwest District.  They are intended to promote 
buildings that: 

Compliment the residential character and scale of the area;•	

Contribute to an engaging streetfront environment;•	

Minimize disruption to public sidewalks and to the existing tree canopy; and •	

Promote infill residential development with a high degree of livability. •	

a.  Streetwalls and Setbacks:  Within the Northwest District, street walls in
conjunction with the mature street tree canopies, provide a more relaxed and 
informal street definition than the taller and denser buildings within other 
districts of the Downtown. 

For this building type, a streetwall is defined as that portion of the building •	
up to 40 feet in height and constructed along the required front yard 
setback line of the property.  

Any portion of the building that is more than 40 feet in height above the •	
street wall or side yard walls should be stepped back in order to promote a 
compatible relationship with existing structures.   Alley and rear yard edges 
are not required to step back.  

On sites adjacent to a property with a designated historic landmark, •	
buildings should be stepped back so that no portion of the building within 
15 feet of the adjoining property line is greater than 30 feet or two floors 
in height.  If the historic property is greater than 30 feet in height, this 
stepback should not apply. 

The streetwall should be designed and articulated with changes in plane •	
and materials to reduce its scale and to promote a compatible relationship 
with existing adjacent structures.  A change in plane of at least 24 inches 
should occur at intervals no greater than 50 feet. 

Building setbacks should comply with the Street Frontage Requirements •	
set forth in the Downtown Austin Plan.

Side and rear yard setbacks should be consistent with the underlying •	
zoning designation.

b.  Ground Level Uses and Treatments: Within the heart of the Northwest District, 
ground level uses could be a mixture of residential, commercial or cultural uses.  
It is the intent to preserve and extend the predominant development pattern of 
buildings set back with landscaped front yards.  More specifically:
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Low-Rise Neighborhood Infill Buildings
within Northwest District*

PARKING AND SERVICING
- Parking and Service Access From Alley
- One Driveway Curb-Cut Permitted if Alley 
  Access not Possible
- Above-Grade Parking May Not be Visible 
  from the Street

Provide plane breaks at
intervals of approximately 50’.

Side/Rear setback
as per zoning

- Primary entries oriented to street
- Porches and stoops may encroach
  into front yard setback.
- Ground level habitable space
  should be no greater than
  60” above adjacent sidewalk level.

Side/rear setback
as per zoning

Provide building
stepback above 40’.

Front yard setback as per 
Downtown street frontage 
requirements (10’ - 25’)

Provide building 
stepback above 40’.

Step building down in height when adjacent 
to a designated historic landmark property.

*   Except for frontages in the Northwest District along Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard, San Antonio, Nueces, and Rio Grande Streets
     north of 18th Street, 12th Street west of West Avenue, and 15th Street east of Rio Grande Street

Figure E:
Low-Rise Infill Building Proposed Regulations
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Figure F:
Low-Rise Courtyard/Walk-up Building Proposed Regulations

PARKING AND SERVICING

- Parking and Service Access From Alley
- One Driveway Curb-Cut Permitted if Alley 
  Access not Possbile
- Above-Grade Parking May Not be Visible 
  from the Street

Side/rear
setback as per
zoning

Front yard setback as per 
Downtown Austin Plan street 
frontage requirements (10’-25’)

- Primary entries and courtyard
   oriented toward street
- Porches and stoops may
   encroach into front yard setback
- Ground level habitable space
   required to be no greater than
   60” above adjacent sidewalk level

40’ maximum streetwall with 
24” minimum plane change at 
intervals no greater than 50’

Side/rear setback as per 
zoning

Low-Rise Courtyard/Walk-up Building
Quarter Block and Greater
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All buildings should have their principal entries oriented to the street front.•	

Ground level floor area adjacent to public streets should be habitable •	
and located no more than 60 inches above the elevation of the sidewalk; 
service areas and parking garages above a height of 60 inches should not 
be permitted within 20 feet of the street front property line. 

c.  Parking Access and Driveways

On properties less than one-half block in area, one driveway curb cut •	
should be permitted by the responsible Director only if it is found that 
access to on-site parking can not be achieved from a rear alley. 

Subject to approval of the responsible Director, up to two driveway curb-•	
cuts from a public street should be allowed on a parcel less than one-
half block in size, only if it is found that one driveway is not feasible or 
desirable from a public safety standpoint.  

The maximum width of a driveway curb cut should not exceed 25 feet.•	

d.  Service and Loading

Service and loading and maneuvering should be from the alley; where the •	
responsible Director finds that this is not practicable, service and loading 
maneuvering on public streets should be permitted.

e.  Porte-Cocheres and On-Site Drop-Off Areas

Porte-cocheres and on-site drop-off areas should be permitted on a case •	
by case basis (as determined by the responsible Director), subject to the 
following findings:

Because of the volume of drop-offs, the operation of the particular •	
use requires a porte-cochere or drop-off area on site.  (Note: Special 
priority is given to hotel uses; office and residential uses should use 
designated curbside drop-off lanes within the public right-of-way.)

The design and configuration of the drop-off area minimizes disruption •	
to the continuity of the sidewalk along the street and to existing trees.

f.   On-Site Parking

All above-grade parking should be architecturally integrated within the •	
building.   No stand-alone parking garages should be permitted.  The 
façade treatment of the garage should be an integral extension of the 
primary façade, with the same materials and treatments as the remainder 
of the building.  There should be no views from public streets to cars and 
garage lighting should be screened to the maximum extent practicable. 
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g.  Floor Area Ratio

In addition to the proposed Downtown Density Bonus Program, Floor Area •	
Ratio (FAR) incentives may be applied on a district-by-district basis within 
the Downtown to achieve desired outcomes (e.g., below-grade parking, 
ground level uses, etc.).   These are outlined in the District plans.

Residential projects with an underlying zoning of •	 DMU-60 (formerly GO, 
CS or MF-4) should be allowed to a maximum FAR of 2:1, provided that 
they meet the form standards described above.  Residential projects 
with an underlying zoning of DMU-40 (formerly LO) should be allowed 
to a maximum FAR of 1.5:1, provided that they meet the form standards 
described above.  
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1. INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

Background  and  Purpose  o f  S tudy  

The cultural and entertainment offerings of Austin are vast and unique, and there is no doubt in 
anyone’s mind that the creative community contributes significantly to the vitality, livability and 
distinct character of the City.  It is essential to the life of Austin to sustain and enhance the 
vibrancy of culture, arts and music.  Members of Austin’s creative community as well as other 
stakeholders have been engaged in this important endeavor, recognizing not only its significant 
contribution to the City’s culture, but also the substantial economic benefits it generates for the 
City.   

The Downtown Austin Plan 

ROMA has been retained by the City to prepare both the Downtown Austin Plan (DAP) and the 
Waller Creek District Master Plan (WCDMP—an area completely within the study boundaries of 
the DAP), which will provide a framework for future land use and urban design policies for 
Downtown Austin and the Waller Creek Corridor within it.  Economic & Planning Systems, Inc. 
(EPS) is a subconsultant on both plans, charged with formulating policy recommendations 
intended to preserve and enhance Downtown Austin’s creative community and culture.  These 
policies will focus on land use, economic development, funding and implementation strategies 
that are appropriate within the context of these two master plans.  These policies and strategies 
are intended to link and complement others being developed by ROMA.  It is worth noting that 
although the strategies and policy recommendations contained herein are focused on the 
Downtown area per the boundaries of the DAP, the creative community is not constrained by 
these boundaries and many of the concepts explored could be feasible or applicable elsewhere in 
Austin.  Thus, there are many aspects related to the long-term health and wellbeing of arts and 
music in Austin that are beyond the purview of the policies that may be established through the 
DAP and the Waller Creek Plan that are, therefore, out of the range of policy considerations 
addressed in this report.   

The DAP—which will relate the creative community policies and strategies within its overall 
framework—will be a master plan to guide the future of Downtown in terms of broad policies and 
their physical planning implications.  A diagnostic, first phase of work for the DAP was completed 
in February 2008; this is compiled in a highly-illustrated report called “Issues and Opportunities” 
(see www.cityofaustin.org/downtown).  The report established the four foundations for the 
Downtown, identified key risks and floated broad strategies for addressing these in Phase Two, 
which is currently underway.  The key foundations are: 

1. Physical Form and Place: to ensure that the public and private realms of Downtown 
combine to create a vibrant and livable mixed-use environment that builds on the unique 
culture of the place.

2. Sustainability and Mobility: to ensure that Downtown contributes to a healthy and livable 
region and is a model for sustainable development throughout the country.
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3. Economic Viability: to ensure that Downtown supports and expresses the creative and 
innovative energy of Austin – its human capital – in a way that leverages the powerful 
economic drivers that exist, including technology, culture, education and government.

4. Affordability and Diversity: to ensure that Downtown is a place that attracts and 
welcomes all members of the community, and that it maintains its unique character and 
personality.

Clearly, consideration for the creative community should be addressed through all four of these 
foundations.

During Phase One, three key efforts emerged beyond that of the Issues and Opportunities 
Report.  An affordable housing strategy and a density bonus program were developed, and a 
framework for transportation defined that addressed the Downtown network through 
understanding the role and function of each street.  In addition a proposal for a first phase of 
streetcar or light rail transit service was developed that would serve Downtown and link it to 
other major Austin destinations:  the Long Center, the airport and the Mueller Community, while 
serving central city residents and employees. 

During Phase Two of the DAP, new policies will emerge that will address district- and possibly 
even street-specific density bonuses, affordable housing, historic preservation, urban design 
(parking, building design, streetscapes, allowed uses, etc.) and live music and cultural arts (what 
is being referred to as the “creative culture” or the “creative community”).  The plan will also 
develop an overall plan that treats Downtown as a series of unique districts with great streets 
and public places.  The plan will create district plans for the “Core/Waterfront District” and the 
“Northwest District,” as illustrated on Figure 1 below.  These district plans will provide a level of 
detail at the sub-district, and even on a street-by-street level.  For example, it will consider the 
role and desired character of Congress Avenue, what uses should be encouraged or discouraged 
there, what the streetscape should look like, what building design regulations should apply, etc.  
Likewise the Waller Creek District Master Plan is being developed in parallel with the DAP with a 
similar level of detail.   

Phase Two will also produce a Parks and Open Space Master Plan, which will promote the use of 
these spaces for cultural uses and activities, as well as places for public art and design 
excellence.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the DAP will provide guidance on how to 
implement the master plan.  With the community’s input, it will assign priorities and phasing to 
the many recommendations, as well as suggest a very focused type of implementing agent or 
organization that could work with the City in moving the DAP forward. 

The Opportunity 

The opportunity inherent in the DAP is to advance the causes of the creative community in a 
holistic way, integrating and leveraging these with key Downtown initiatives and 
recommendations that will become part of the DAP’s implementation plan.  As stated in the DAP 
“Issues and Opportunities” report (ROMA, Phase One, February 2008), it is essential to the life 
and unique identity of Austin to sustain and enhance the vibrancy of culture, arts and music.  As 
Downtown is—and should be—the premier physical or geographic space where much of  
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the artistic expression is present and unfolds, it is appropriate that the DAP speak loudly to 
bolster the creative community which gives the region heart and soul, making it different from 

any other place in the country.  After all, “Austin would not be Austin without its creatives!”1

S tudy  Approa ch  

EPS’s recommendations herein are intended to complement and provide a Downtown focus for 
the extensive work that has been done already by key stakeholders in the creative community, 
including the participants of CreateAustin, the Live Music Task Force and City staff.  In reviewing 
the recommendations in the CreateAustin and Live Music Task Force documents, it is clear that 
there are shared issues and concerns critical to both the cultural arts and live music communities 
that may be best addressed through a joint effort.   

As part of a work session in mid-May 2009, EPS presented materials that were intended to 
facilitate a brainstorming session on issues critical to Austin’s creative arts community.  The 
discussion was organized around four key common points of discussion that affect the entire 
creative community: 1) Place Making: Districts, Exhibition Space and Performance Venues; 
2) Affordable Housing and Support Space; 3) Funding; and 4) Services and Support.  While other 
categorizations were possible to address the many dimensions of Austin’s creative scene, these 
were selected because they cover shared issues and recommendations from both CreateAustin
and the Live Music Task Force. 

For each of the four points of discussion listed above, key objectives identified by these prior 
studies were highlighted.  EPS interviewed a number of community arts leaders, live music 
venue owners and operators, City staff, and involved residents by phone or e-mail, to better 

understand the perspectives of affected groups.2  EPS also reviewed research compiled by City 
staff in the Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services office that reviewed best practices in 
cities across the country, and conducted supplementary research to extend the case study 

information.3  This work identified ideas that merit consideration in Austin and provided several 
“lessons learned” that could help Austin avoid mistakes others have made.   

EPS then identified what appear to be common concerns for both the arts/cultural sector and the 
live music sector, as well as concerns that are unique to their particular media and support 
“industries.”  These initial observations were then reviewed with a panel of creative community 
stakeholders and additional analysis and research was done in response to the feedback received 
in this initial work session.   

                                           

1 Cliff Redd, Executive Director, The Long Center. 

2 Jim Butler and Janet Seibert, City of Austin, Economic Growth & Redevelopment Services Office 
(EGRSO); Molly Alexander, Downtown Austin Alliance (DAA); Don Pitts, James Moody and Paul Oveisi, 
Live Music Task Force; Cliff Redd, Executive Director, The Long Center; Cookie Ruiz, Executive 
Director, Ballet Austin; Josh Allen, Executive Director, East Sixth Street PID.  

3 Jocelyn Kane, San Francisco; Ernest Collins, New Orleans; on-line research, Seattle, Minneapolis, 
Memphis, Dallas and San Diego. 
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A first draft of this document was presented to the stakeholder panel on August 18, 2009.  
Stakeholders suggested that a better balance between addressing the arts and live music 
concerns was necessary and they cautioned the team against recommending strategies that are 
overly place-specific.  This final draft addresses issues raised in August and more clearly 
integrates the recommendations with those of the DAP.  The policy recommendations presented 
in this report reflect all the work done to date.  Recommendations will be further refined and 
finalized before incorporation in the Downtown Austin Plan and the Waller Creek Plan. 

Overv iew o f  Aus t in ’ s  C rea t i ve  Communi ty  

Richard Florida, the “creative class” guru, has generated a ranking of the country’s large, 
medium and small cities in terms of their creativity.  Among large cities (population of over 1 
million) Austin is ranked second, behind San Francisco, with 36.4 percent of its workers 

employed in a creative industry.4  Florida’s ranking is based on a creativity index he devised, 
which takes a number of criteria into account, including the percentage of creative workers, and 
the City’s relative ranking along creative, high-tech, innovative and diversity lines. 

A recent economic benefit study estimates that Austin’s creative industry generates $2.2 billion 

of economic activity annually, a finding that supports Florida’s analysis.5  There is a wide variety 
of players who contribute to Austin’s creative economy—a group that is composed of seemingly 
disparate factions who, in fact, have much more in common than not.  Among the members of 
the “creative community” are dancers, performers, sculptors, photographers, filmmakers, 
musicians, painters, writers, poets, printmakers, fashion designers, industrial designers, web 
designers, sound engineers, multi-media and interactive artists, videographers, graphic 
designers—the list is enormous, as is their contribution to the unique character of Austin.  

But many in Austin’s creative class do not feel supported by the City government structure.  A 
perception articulated often among Austin’s creative community is that there is a lack of creative 
culture leadership at the City level and as a result, a lack of support for artists.  Some even feel 
that the City bureaucracy creates barriers and added expense for creatives.  Though there are 
individuals earnestly working within City government on behalf of the creative community, there 
is no entity within the City’s government structure that advocates for the creative community 
and that is truly on the side of artists.  There are not enough of the right kind of resources being 
directed at helping artists, musicians and other creative individuals to develop their talents and 
grow their careers in Austin.  Rather, many artists find their careers stalling once they achieve a 
certain threshold of success and feel compelled to move to Nashville, Los Angeles or New York to 
continue their career trajectory.  This represents an economic development opportunity to 
expand Austin’s creative economy and help the City’s struggling creative class stay in Austin—
where many would like to stay. 

                                           

4 http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/features/2001/0205.florida.html 

5 Almost half of the $2.2 billion is attributable directly to music. 
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/redevelopment/downloads/txp_2005.pdf 
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A failure to invest in Austin’s creative culture and adopt policies to support it could pose a real 
risk to Austin’s economy and future identity.  Today, there is a lively debate occurring among 
artists, policymakers, and residents about what needs to be done and by whom—not only to 
preserve, but to grow and improve, the vital cultural scene that is so central to Austin’s identity 
and to its future.  There is much that is already being done, and there is more that can be done 
to marshal the required financial and creative resources.  It clearly is in the City of Austin’s best 
interest to support its creative community given that a healthy creative culture with broad appeal 
benefits the City and its residents both culturally and economically.  

The creative community will be better positioned to partner with the City to sustain a flourishing 
creative culture in Austin if it develops an integrated vision for the arts, music, and related 
interactive technologies.  While there is no single cohesive vision for what the creative 
community should be, there are common aspirations, and there is agreement that a future that 
unfolds organically is bound to be more authentic and more “Austin” than one that is overly 
planned and programmed.  Put differently, the creative community needs to be supported 
through systems, programs and technical assistance but the City should not try to “hardwire” the 
future and dictate the where and when of the creative community. 

The issue of how to bring together the various elements of the arts community is especially 
timely as planned flood control improvements to Waller Creek could displace some live music 
venues located along Red River Street.  This has generated a community-wide discussion about 
the future viability of Downtown Austin’s music scene, specifically, and Austin’s larger creative 
culture, generally.   
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2. CURRENT EFFORTS TO SUSTAIN AND ENHANCE THE ARTS AND 

LIVE MUSIC IN AUSTIN

The number of task forces, studies, and recommendations that have been produced over the last 
several years is a testimonial to both the scale and importance of the arts and music community 
in Austin.  There is a clear sense of urgency shared by all the stakeholders to address these 
issues that are central to the vitality and sustainability of this character-defining aspect of 
Austin’s culture.  Building on this substantial base, the task at hand now is to develop an 
integrated approach that pulls Austin’s creative community together to further its success.  Some 
of the key initiatives are summarized below.  Also noted are select programs and entities that, 
with appropriate resources and direction, could be valuable allies in the effort to sustain and 
enhance the arts and music in Austin.   

� CreateAustin, Austin’s Cultural Master Plan, was completed in April 2008, after a two-
year public/private cultural planning process.  Six task forces focused on strategic areas: (1) 
support for individual creativity, (2) the built environment, (3) communications and 
collaborative ventures, (4) creativity and learning, (5) financial resources, and (6) cultural 
infrastructure.  The result is a document that highlights the importance of Austin’s “culture of 
creativity” and recommends strategies for supporting Austin’s creative culture going forward.  
As of yet, this “master plan” has not been adopted by City Council. 

� The Community Cultural Profile and Cultural Assessment Report describes Austin’s 
cultural ecosystem as being composed of (1) presenters, producers and creators, (2) cultural 
habitat, (3) cultural transaction and transformation, (4) the support system, and (5) the 
audience and cultural consumers.  As noted in the summary of the report,  

“As a system, there are close and dynamic interconnections among the various 
components that make up the cultural ecosystem.  In an arts ecology the cultural levers 
of investment, leadership, education, and policies help to generate the cultural assets, 
cultural works and cultural venues that provide a basis for public participation in the arts, 
and culture as audience and consumers.  The result of this participation is the outcome of 
the cultural experience.  These contribute toward the community’s creative and 
innovative milieu; they are the source of community pride, they promote understanding 
of other people and different lifestyles, help preserve and share cultural heritage, provide 
opportunities to socialize, contribute to lifelong learning in adults, and contribute to the 
education and development of children.” 

The report describes the reach and impact of music, film, theater, dance, visual arts, written 
and spoken word and technology to Austin’s cultural assets. 

� A Downtown Arts Development Study called Austin Alive: Mapping Place through Art 
and Culture was produced in 2007 with support from the City’s Cultural Arts Division.  More 
than 40 recommendations for public art and cultural vitality are described in the study.  Each 
recommendation is organized around one of four categories of systems: the natural 
environment system, the built environment system, the connectivity system and the cultural 
system.  To gather input to the Study, the City assembled a “Downtown Arts Development 
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Study Advisory Group” made up of City staff, representatives from City of Austin Council-
appointed Boards and Commissions, Downtown stakeholders and individuals representing 
artists and design professionals and various other constituents. Many of the 
recommendations contained in this study are mentioned again in CreateAustin and
highlighted in Chapter 4 of this report. 

� The Responsible Hospitality Institute issued a report in August 2009 that recommends 
strategies and an action plan for managing the nighttime economy of the Sixth Street 
Historic and Entertainment District.  Four roundtables were held to gather the community’s 
perspective and discussions resulted in five action items: (1) clean, repair and invest in 
infrastructure, (2) create visible systems of order on the street, (3) improve perceptions of 
safety, (4) assist businesses to succeed, and (5) improve communication/collaboration.  One 
overarching theme that emerged was the desire to achieve a broader mix of daytime 
businesses and clientele on the street.   

� The Live Music Task Force was created in early 2008 to address four key issues: 
(1) entertainment districts; (2) redevelopment, incentives, affordability and financing for 
music venues; (3) sound control, ordinances, and issues; and (4) program assistance for 
local musicians.  The Task Force generated recommendations to strengthen and grow the 
various segments of Austin’s music industry, particularly musicians.  The Task Force has 
since disbanded, but implementation of the recommendations is being carried on in part by 
Austin’s Music Commission.  Like CreateAustin, these recommendations have been heard, but 
not yet adopted by City Council. 

� The Austin Music Commission is appointed by the City Council to advise the City Council 
on music-related development issues.  Duties are advisory and include studying the 
development of the music industry, assisting in the implementation of programs to meet the 
needs created by the development of the industry, and reviewing matters that may affect the 
music industry in Austin. 

� The Austin Music Office is an office within the Austin Convention and Visitors Bureau 
(ACVB) and is responsible for promoting music to Austin’s visitors.  The Austin Music Office is 
also available to help match events such as conventions, keynote luncheons and off-site 
receptions with the appropriate musical performance or venue.  The ACVB is charged with 
marketing Austin nationally and internationally as a business and leisure destination.   

� The City of Austin Music Position staff position, approved as part of the City’s 2009/2010 
fiscal budget, will be housed in the Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services Office and 
will consist of one full time employee, who reports to the Director of Economic Growth and 
Redevelopment Services.  This position will be effective October 1, 2009, will be responsible 
for overseeing programs and services that support Austin’s music industry, and will work with 
neighborhoods and with City permitting departments on issues related to live music.  The 
details of the position have not been firmly established.  

� Austin’s Cultural Arts Division (CAD) is housed within the Economic Growth and 
Redevelopment Services Office (EGRSO) and provides leadership, management, planning and 
research for the City’s cultural arts programs and for the development of arts and cultural 
industries as an economic development strategy on behalf of the City.  CAD administers the 
Cultural Funding Program, utilizing a portion of the Hotel Occupancy Tax and allocating up to 
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$5 million to nonprofit arts and culture organizations for services related to “public benefit.”  
CAD administers the Austin Art in Public Places program, which, by ordinance, allocates 
2 percent of budgets to commission or purchase art for public sites such as the airport, 
convention center, libraries, parks, police stations, recreation centers and streetscapes.  CAD 
also manages the City’s film and visual media-related programs and music-related programs 
and sponsors the Take it to the Next Level professional development workshops, designed to 
enhance the management capacity of nonprofit creative organizations and for profit creative 
industries and to grow jobs, wealth, and the economic impact of the creative economy.  
These workshops are offered free of charge.   

� The Downtown Austin Public Improvement District (PID) was created in 1993 by the 
City Council (the result of a private-sector signature gathering initiative) to generate a 
reliable source of funding to implement downtown initiatives, including quality of life 
improvements and Downtown Austin planning and marketing efforts.  The City contracts with 
the Downtown Austin Alliance (DAA) in five-year periods to manage the activities and 
initiatives of the Downtown Austin PID.  While DAA’s mission is broad and extends beyond 
directly serving Downtown Austin’s creative community, the quality of life initiatives DAA 
supports benefit all.  The DAA is funded through a special assessment on privately-owned 
properties.  The City of Austin and Travis County also contribute funds to the DAA. 

The DAA has produced the Destination Downtown Map for Austin Arts and Entertainment.  
The map highlights the many artistic, cultural and recreational places of interest in the 
Downtown area, while promoting Downtown's vital arts industry.  To further their 
involvement in supporting the City’s creative culture, DAA has recently hired an arts and 
parks coordinator, an individual who could be well-suited to furthering the development of 
arts and live music projects and initiatives, including assisting in the re-envisioning of the 
Waller Creek Corridor.  

� The East Sixth Street PID was formed in 2004 and is an organization of property owners 
formed in an effort to bring property owners together and to make them more accountable to 
one another and the community.  Business owners are increasingly involved and active.  The 
East Sixth Street PID seeks to (1) create a vibrant mixed-use district, where diverse offerings 
are a strong asset appreciated by both locals and visitors alike; (2) make Sixth Street an 
important economic and cultural asset to the community for present and future generations; 
and (3) advocate for the preservation and enhancement of the district’s unique historic 
character.  Properties in the District are assessed an additional $.10 per $100 in assessed 
value, up to a maximum value of $500,000, to pay for the District's programs.   

� The Business Retention and Enhancement (BRE) Program is a City of Austin economic 
development program to support re-establishing Congress Avenue and East Sixth Street as 
retail and urban entertainment district destinations.  The BRE Program provides low-interest 
loans for eligible costs to (1) existing businesses located within the Eligible Area that are 
being displaced because of development and (2) attract new businesses to the Eligible Area.  
One of the express goals of the Program is to enhance East Sixth Street’s live music and 
entertainment district.  This Program has only provided two loans to date but could be a key 
resource for displaced live music venues that wish to relocate to East Sixth Street. 



          J - 1 3

Arts, Music and the Creative Community in Austin 
Work Session 09/29/09 

Economic & Planning Systems, Inc. 10 P:\17000s\17177wallercrk\17177Austin_092909.doc

� The City’s Draft Downtown Density Bonus Program (currently being reviewed by City 
Council) is designed to allow greater density in exchange for community benefits, such as 
affordable housing, historic preservation, green building and open space.  Live music venues 
and other cultural venues are specifically mentioned as a community benefit that would be 
awarded increased density through the proposed program. 

� Health Alliance for Austin Musicians (HAAM) provides access to affordable health care 
for Austin's low-income, uninsured musicians, focusing on prevention and wellness.  Available 
services include primary medical care, basic dental services and mental health counseling.  
Sliding scale fees and minimal co-pays and charges are applicable to all HAAM services.  
Initially, HAAM was funded by grants, community donations and an annual fundraiser.  More 
recently, HAAM introduced a Sustaining Sponsors campaign with the goal of securing and 
expanding musicians’ access to caring and affordable healthcare in future years.  In its first 
three years, HAAM served more than 1,000 musicians.   

� And finally, the concept of an expansive Entertainment District (Cultural/Creative 
District) has been proposed to the City Council by the Live Music Task Force.  The proposed 
District includes much of the core Downtown area, but also extends into South Austin and 
East Austin.  Today there are two City-designated entertainment districts:  Sixth Street and 
the Warehouse District, where permitted outdoor music venues can use sound equipment 
that produces sound not greater than 85 decibels within certain hours as measured at any 
point along the property line (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2.  City of Austin Entertainment District Map
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3. IDEAS AND LESSONS LEARNED FROM OTHER CITIES

EPS reviewed strategies and policies that are related to preserving, enhancing and growing the 
arts, live music and creative cultures in other cities in an effort to uncover good strategies for 
Austin to consider, as well as ineffective strategies for Austin to avoid.  The case studies below 
are based on phone interviews and internet research.  Very few cities are using land use-based 
incentives (or disincentives) as a means of encouraging the creative arts, and it is worth noting 
that many of the individuals contacted view Austin as a model city that is already directing 
resources and focusing its efforts on growing the City’s cultural resources.  While there is more 
that Austin can and should be doing to encourage the arts and other creative initiatives, Austin is 
already doing more than most cities that are also known for their live music scenes.  

Se lec ted  Cas e  S tud ies  

New Orleans 

In New Orleans, the zoning ordinance allows for the creation of Arts and Cultural Overlay 
Districts where the purpose is to sustain and promote arts and cultural uses, including small live 
entertainment venues.  Frenchman Street, between Royal Street and Esplanade Avenue, has 
adopted this overlay, and is home to approximately 12 to 15 music clubs (representing a 50 to 
75 percent increase over the previous number of venues offering live music).  Before the 
adoption of this overlay, live music was a prohibited use along Frenchman Street.  Venues 
nevertheless operated illegally without the required live entertainment licensing, and the City did 
not allocate resources to enforcing the law.  The overlay concept was suggested by the area’s 
business association, and the City saw an opportunity to preserve the authenticity of the 
Frenchman Street experience while preventing the emergence of an imitation Bourbon Street.  

The two-block long Frenchman Street Arts and Cultural Corridor offers music every night of the 
week, including normally quiet Mondays.  It is adjacent to the French Quarter but a world apart 
from the frenetic atmosphere of Bourbon Street.  There are no neon lights to attract visitors—
plain wood signs and the sounds of live music are enough.  Admission to most of the clubs is free 
although generously tipping the musicians is actively encouraged.  Among the clubs are 
numerous late-night eateries that are open as long as the clubs and taxicabs are available to 
transport patrons safely.  There is a 1:00 a.m. music curfew on weekends and an 11:00 p.m. 
music curfew during the week, and there is a growing emphasis on daytime uses such as art 
galleries. 

The overlay can be applied to any commercially-zoned area (minimum of two contiguous blocks) 
when initiated by a City Council motion, and when the area proposed for application is 
designated as an Arts and Cultural Corridor in the Arts & Culture Element of the City’s Master 
Plan.  Other infrastructure, including police protection and sanitation services, is also required.  
Live entertainment is specifically allowed as an accessory use to cocktail lounges, standard 
restaurants and theaters.  Disk jockeys and karaoke clubs are banned.  The ordinance 
specifically excludes T-shirt shops and other novelty/souvenir shops.  Frenchman Street caters 
directly to locals, and leaves Bourbon Street for the tourists. 
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Relevance to Austin: As Austin continues to evaluate how to define what an Entertainment 
District is—and what it is not—the New Orleans example provides some guidance.  New Orleans 
revised its zoning ordinance to permit Arts and Cultural Overlay Districts where the purpose is to 
sustain and promote arts and cultural uses, including small live entertainment venues.   

Louisiana 

Based in New Orleans, Louisiana ArtWorks is a nonprofit organization whose mission is to 
“inspire artistic growth, enhance technical skills, and provide marketing and economic 
development for Louisiana artists in a unique arts environment, while offering the public 
opportunities to see, enjoy, and explore the processes involved in the creation of the visual and 
applied arts.”  ArtWorks is funded through support of individuals, organizations and foundations. 

The organization’s 93,000-square foot facility creates an infrastructure for the growth of the 
creative industry by providing needed workspace for artists, including printmakers, 
metalworkers, ceramicists and glass workers.  Equipment for artists is also provided and/or 
available for rent.   

ArtWorks involves the larger community by offering regular exhibitions, panels and lectures, 
artist residency programs, young apprentice programs and event space rental.  ArtWorks is 
marketed as a premier cultural destination in the City. 

Relevance to Austin: Austin needs to engage the community and encourage community 
participation in the arts; developing an incubator facility that anchors the downtown and 
stimulates new creative works by providing a venue for making and experiencing art could be 
considered.   

Berkeley

The Downtown Berkeley Arts District is managed by the Downtown Berkeley Association (DBA) 
which promotes art and commerce in the heart of Downtown Berkeley.  Live theater, live music, 
visual arts, film and family activities are located throughout the City but there is an important 
concentration of arts and culture in the downtown core, easily accessible by public 
transportation.   

The District’s arts activities and venues are concentrated along a single street.  The Berkeley 
Repertory Theater was the anchor use whose success offering first-rate, award winning 
productions generated attention and catalyzed the Aurora Theater to open its doors.  Freight and 
Salvage, a coffee house and venue for traditional music, relocated to be a part of the District.  
Three movie houses in the area show community films, independent films and blockbusters, 
thereby appealing to the entire community.  The Jazzschool offers instrumentalists and vocalists 
of all ages and levels a broad spectrum of performance and lecture classes and short-term 
workshops.  A few blocks away, an old movie theater is proposed to be renovated and adapted 
into a 1,200-person capacity concert venue that will showcase top rock, bluegrass, jazz, reggae, 
and alternative performers.   
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Downtown Berkeley became a Business Improvement District (BID) in 1996.  The DBA is funded 
by an assessment paid by all businesses in the district including business and property owners, 
nonprofits, and financial institutions.  The DBA has a full-time staff and a downtown office.  A 
Board of Directors representing various community interests governs the association.  Projects 
are executed by volunteers and staff.  The DBA works closely with the Berkeley Cultural Trust, 
an entity representing area arts organizations. 

The DBA’s activities are prioritized to ensure that the members’ investment is returned in direct 
services that promote, market, and support the downtown and individual businesses.  The DBA 
advocates for the implementation of policies aimed at the continued revitalization of the 
downtown: beautification and preservation, improved retail mix, clean and safe streets, and 
improved transportation and parking.   

Clean and safe streets are a key priority, and the DBA partners with the Berkeley Host 
Ambassador Program, an addiction-recovery program, by hiring graduates of the program to 
patrol the District, report problems, walk visitors to the District to their cars after late-night 
shows, etc. 

Relevance to Austin: Austin lacks a cohesive vision for how and by whom the City’s many 
cultural arts and live music initiatives should be managed and implemented.  In Berkeley, the 
Downtown Berkeley Arts District is managed by the DBA which promotes art and commerce in 
the heart of Downtown Berkeley.  The DBA is funded by an assessment paid by all businesses in 
the district including business and property owners, nonprofits, and financial institutions.  The 
Downtown Austin Alliance could play a similar arts-advocacy role in Austin. 

Minneapolis 

Artspace is a nonprofit real estate developer for the arts whose mission is to create, foster and 
preserve affordable space for artists and arts organizations.  The creation of Artspace in 
Minneapolis was precipitated by gentrification in Minneapolis’ historic Warehouse District in the 
1970s.  Artspace had been serving as an advocate for artists’ space needs and worked in that 
capacity for approximately ten years before getting involved in the development of artists’ 
spaces.   

Artspace’s development projects typically involve the adaptive reuse of older buildings but can 
also involve new construction. Project managers finance and coordinate the construction of 
projects throughout the country.  In communities across the nation, Artspace develops a mix of 
affordable live/work units, retail space, and administrative and performance space for arts 
organizations. 

One of Artspace’s 32 properties is Grain Belt Studios in Minneapolis.  It provides 67,000 square 
feet of leasable space for artists and arts-friendly businesses that might otherwise have been 
converted into offices or condominiums (used only for retail, work-only studios, and office 
space).  It was previously a brewery that closed in 1975 and stood vacant until artists and other 
creative businesses began to occupy the space.  When the neighborhood started to gentrify, the 
City wanted to sell the buildings.  The artists asked Artspace to buy and operate the buildings as 
affordable, nonresidential facilities.  Artspace Projects' work is made possible through the 
contributions of various organizations, foundations and individual donations.   
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Relevance to Austin: Austin’s creative class is struggling to afford decent housing in or near 
Downtown where they practice their art and where it is critical that cross-pollination occur across 
the different creative disciplines.  Artspace is a Minneapolis-based, nonprofit real estate 
developer for the arts whose mission is to create, foster and preserve affordable space for artists 
and arts organizations.   

Ventura 

In Ventura, California’s Downtown Cultural District, a community called Working Artists Ventura 
(WAV), designed for artists and creative businesses, is currently under construction.  It offers 
affordable living and working space for all kinds of artists (painters, sculptors, dancers, poets, 
musicians, filmmakers, etc.).  Thirteen market-rate, for-sale spaces will offer ocean views.  The 
net proceeds from the sale of these units will provide nearly $3 million in cross-subsidy to the 69 
affordable units—54 for artists and 15 for recently homeless families.  The project is a 
partnership between PLACE, a 501(C)3 nonprofit organization with offices in Minneapolis and 
Ventura and the John Stewart Company, a California housing management and development 
company.  Several fundraising partners are also involved.  The site is owned by the Ventura 
Redevelopment Agency and is controlled by PLACE through a Disposition and Development 
Agreement (DDA).      

Relevance to Austin: The lack of affordable housing is a perennial problem for Austin creatives.  
A partnership between PLACE, a 501(C)3 nonprofit organization and the John Stewart Company, 
a California housing management and development company, is currently developing a 
community in Ventura called Working Artists Ventura (WAV), designed for artists and creative 
businesses.  Though the real estate market may not be ready to support this kind of 
development, it is a model to consider later when the market has recovered sufficiently to make 
this type of project feasible.  

Seattle

Seattle is actively working to promote live music venues in the City and recently implemented an 
admissions tax exemption for live music venues.  The admissions tax exemption waives the five-
percent tax assessed on the price of ticket.  The exemption included in the Mayor’s 2009-2010 
proposed budget would benefit venues that have live music regularly by allowing venues to keep 
more of the money they collect at the door.  

The City estimates that up to 65 live music venues will take advantage of the admissions tax 
exemption.  To be eligible, a live music venue must: 

1. Have an established certificate of occupancy for less than 1,000 persons;  

2. Host or present live music on average at least three times per week on a regular 
schedule;  

3. Hire on average at least 16 musicians per week; and  

4. Have committed no more than three violations of any one or more civil or criminal laws 
concerning public health, noise, licensing, taxing or permitting in the calendar year 
preceding or during the date the admission tax is due. 



          J - 1 9

Arts, Music and the Creative Community in Austin 
Work Session 09/29/09 

Economic & Planning Systems, Inc. 16 P:\17000s\17177wallercrk\17177Austin_092909.doc

Seattle also offers significant technical assistance to potential live music venue owners and 
operators.  The City introduced a music venue assistance program in autumn 2008 housed in the 
Office of Film and Music, which gives business owners technical assistance and a single point of 
entry to the city. 

A comprehensive nightlife establishment guidebook has been developed through this program, 
detailing all the expectations of what it takes to operate a successful venue in Seattle and the 
resources available to succeed.  The guidebook is available online at 
www.seattle.gov/music/nightlife.

Relevance to Austin: If the City of Austin finds that it needs to offer incentives of various kinds 
to encourage the retention or relocation of live music venues, the City of Seattle’s admission tax 
exemption is an idea to consider.  The City of Austin taxes ticket sales and cover charges.  
Although only 2 percent of the 8.25 percent tax goes to the City of Austin, waiving the tax would 
return some revenue to the City’s live music venues.   

The City of Austin lacks a clear singular point of entry for potential live music venue operators 
who need assistance navigating the City’s zoning, building and operations requirements.  Seattle 
offers significant technical assistance through a program administered in the Office of Film and 
Music, and a comprehensive nightlife establishment guidebook has been developed through this 
program.   

Dayton 

DaytonCREATE is a community empowerment initiative catalyzing economic development in the 
Dayton-Springfield region.  Individuals involved in the initiative are referred to as “catalysts.”  
The Dayton Creative Incubator Initiative is one of DaytonCREATE’s five core initiatives.  The 
mission of the Creative Incubator team is to catalyze a renaissance of urban, creative culture in 
the Dayton region by cultivating and promoting street level art, music and independent business 
in downtown Dayton. 

The incubator initiative is conceived as a project to bring life back to one or several vacant 
downtown spaces by working with building owners to allow local artists to use the spaces for 
creating and displaying art as well as providing community spaces where artists, musicians and 
other creatives can hang out, network and simply exchange creative ideas. 

Initiative volunteers arranged for the use of a 5,000-square foot former bank on the eastern 
edge of downtown Dayton which is being called “c{space.”  c{space is a center for creative 
community collaboration and has already held successful events.  The space, which was vacant 
for many years, is being provided to DaytonCREATE for the cost of some utility payments. 

Relevance to Austin: The City of Austin could consider reaching out to private property owners 
whose properties are temporarily underutilized and who may be willing to provide the space on a 
temporary basis.  In Dayton, Ohio creative entrepreneurs arranged for the use of a 5,000-square 
foot former bank on the eastern edge of the downtown which is being called “c{space” to be 
used as a center for creative community collaboration.  The space, which was vacant for many 
years, is being provided to DaytonCREATE for the cost of some utility payments.   
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San Francisco 

Eastern Neighborhoods Rezoning 

In San Francisco’s Eastern Neighborhoods area, light industrial, service and entertainment uses 
were being pushed out by loft conversions and new residential buildings.  New zoning specifically 
does not permit residential uses and specifically permits nighttime entertainment, adult 
entertainment, theater and movie theater (limited to three screens) in certain areas south of 
Market Street (SOMA).  One interviewee believes that protected zoning is probably enough for 
most live music venue operators and that financial incentives are not necessary to encourage 
new live music venues because operators of music venues are entrepreneurs who operate at the 
fringe and tend to be skeptical of money with “strings” attached.   

The lessons learned from the Eastern Neighborhoods example is that arts and entertainment 
uses need to be specifically referenced and protected in the zoning ordinance.  Early consultation 
with planners and licensing officials is key.  Additionally, residential uses and entertainment uses 
do not make good neighbors, regardless of who was there first as evidenced by the 
transformation of the City’s South of Market (SOMA) neighborhood.  SOMA had been a hot-bed 
of music venues and clubs until the dot-com boom when the area began to be redeveloped with 
high-end condominiums.  Among the many clubs and uses that could not compete against the 
nuisance complaints arising from the area’s new residents were Paradise Lounge, Oasis and 
Downtown Studios. 

Relevance to Austin: New condo development in Downtown Austin is bringing residents to the 
Downtown area and may introduce conflicts between residents and existing uses.  San Francisco 
learned, at the expense of SOMA’s music scene, that residential uses and entertainment uses do 
not make good neighbors.  Where live music is permitted, it needs to be expressly allowed in the 
zoning ordinance, and residential buyers and renters need to be made aware of these areas and 
what is permitted. 

Fillmore District6

Over the years, San Francisco’s Fillmore District has transitioned from a primarily Jewish 
neighborhood in the 1800s to a primarily Japanese neighborhood in the 1910s through the 
1930s.  When many of the Japanese residents were interned under President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s order during World War II, the vacant homes attracted many African-Americans who 
came to work in San Francisco’s shipyards.  As they settled in the neighborhood, creating their 
own culture and economy, artists and musicians also settled there, and the local music clubs 
attracted big names.   

Economic blight in the late 1940s triggered the City to designate the Fillmore District as an urban 
renewal area, and most of the neighborhood’s homes and businesses were demolished.  Large, 
low-rise, multifamily residential structures were developed, many of which included affordable 
units for low-income residents.  The redevelopment period was lengthy, persisting through the 
end of the century.  Many, if not most, of the originally displaced residents and businesses opted 
not to return to the area, and the neighborhood is still troubled with crime.   

                                           

6 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fillmore_District 
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A more recent redevelopment/revitalization effort to create a jazz district has generated minimal 
success.  The high-end music venues, such as Yoshi’s, are mismatched and incompatible with the 
economic-means of the area’s existing residents.  The Fillmore District case study emphasizes 
that it is far more difficult to recreate a music district than it is to preserve music/arts districts 
that already exist. 

Relevance to Austin: Austin’s Sixth Street is already branded in the minds of music lovers as a 
premier destination for live music, and it would be a waste to squander the existing brand 
recognition.  The example of San Francisco’s Fillmore District is an important reminder that it is 
far more difficult to recreate a music district than it is to preserve music/arts districts that 
already exist. 

Entertainment Commission 

San Francisco’s Entertainment Commission, a seven-member Commission established in 2003, 
has the powers and duties to accept, review, gather information regarding and conduct hearings 
for entertainment-related permit applications.  

The Commission’s key responsibilities include the following: 

� Assist the organizers and operators of cultural, entertainment, athletic and similar events and 
establishments to apply for and obtain all necessary permits from the City. 

� Promote the responsible conduct and operation of such events and establishments. 

� Promote the development of a vibrant entertainment and late-night entertainment industry 
within the City. 

� Foster harm-reduction policies, including but not limited to reduction of risks from substance 
use, hearing protection, heat exhaustion, and relevant health and safety measures. 

� Develop and recommend to the Mayor and Board of Supervisors "good neighbor policies" that 
appropriately balance the cultural, economic, employment and other benefits of a vibrant 
entertainment and late-night entertainment industry with the needs of residents and 
businesses in the vicinity of entertainment venues. 

� Mediate disputes between persons affected by cultural, entertainment, athletic and similar 
events and establishments, and the organizers of such events and operators of such 
establishments. 

� Assume responsibility from the Police Department for issuing entertainment-related permits. 

� Plan and coordinate City services for major events or which there is no recognized or 
adequate organizer or promoter. 

The Entertainment Commission may suspend, revoke or withdraw entertainment-related permits 
in accordance with the law and regulations governing such permits.  The Commission’s 
responsibilities are to simultaneously support and regulate entertainment venues and operators.   
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Relevance to Austin: San Francisco’s Entertainment Commission has the powers and duties to 
accept, review, streamline, gather information regarding and conduct hearings for 
entertainment-related permit applications.  Although these responsibilities sound as though they 
are in conflict with one another, the technical and strategic support venue owners and operators 
receive early on diminish the need for regulation later.  The marriage of these two roles is a 
model that the Austin Music Office could replicate.  

Nashville 

Nashville is widely considered to be the home of the country music industry, but the City is just 
now beginning to take the critical steps needed to ensure the ongoing viability of the City’s music 
economy.  In May 2009, the Mayor’s Office partnered with the Nashville Area Chamber of 
Commerce to create a 46-member Music Business Council.  The Council is composed of 
musicians and industry professionals who will be responsible for advising the Mayor regarding 
trends in the music industry, advocating for the industry and promoting economic development 
efforts that build upon Nashville’s identity as Music City.  Specifically, the Council is tasked with 
increasing live music venues, increasing music business relocations, improving Nashville’s public 
school music education program, expanding the Country Music Association (CMA) Music Festival, 
and developing a new multi-genre music festival.   

Relevance to Austin: Austin is ahead of the game in the sense that the City and the creative 
community recognize the significant economic impact of the creative industry to Austin.  
Nashville’s Mayor’s Office recently partnered with the Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce to 
create a 46-member Music Business Council.  Improved cooperation between the City of Austin 
and private business organizations could be worth exploring. 

Dallas  

The Dallas Arts District is a 68-acre, 19-block area in downtown Dallas that was established to 
bring state-of-the art cultural facilities to the City.  The architecturally-distinctive district is 
partially funded through membership dues, a concept that could be applied in Austin, but 
private-sector philanthropy is the primary funding source for the district.  Funds generated at the 
inaugural gala helped form the Arts District Foundation.  The Arts District Friends was founded as 
a nonprofit organization in 1984 at the same time as the Foundation.  The District is anchored by 
the Dallas Museum of Art, the Morton H. Meyerson Symphony Center, the Nasher Sculpture 
Center, and the Booker T. Washington High School for the Performing and Visual Arts.  Free Arts 
District Strolls are held on the first Saturday of every month. 

Deep Ellum is an arts and entertainment district located just east of Downtown Dallas.  In the 
late 1800s, Deep Ellum was an industrial neighborhood with a cotton machine company;  by 
1913, it was home to a Ford assembly plant.  It then transitioned to a haven of blues and jazz in 
the 1920s and 1930s.  Well-known clubs like The Harlem and The Palace hosted seminal artists 
such as Blind Lemon Jefferson, Robert Johnson, Huddie “Leadbelly” Ledbetter and Bessie Smith.   

In the 1960s and 1970s, Deep Ellum’s warehouse spaces, which offered cheap rents and unusual 
loft-like spaces, began to attract artists and other creative individuals, and the area became 
home to a thriving punk rock scene that persisted well into the 1980s.  A wave of crime,  
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including several high-profile incidents, and a real-estate downturn generated increased 
attention and focused City-led revitalization efforts to the area that involved lighting the streets 
and upgrading the roads and parking.   

The music scene has diminished somewhat as a result of rising rents and restrictive zoning 
regulations as well as a concern over street crime, but Deep Ellum remains a vital, mixed-use 
district that is home to an eclectic and creative population.  The Deep Ellum Film Festival and the 

Deep Ellum Arts Festival are popular events, accessible to all.7  Dallas Area Rapid Transit (DART) 
built a new line and is opening a station in Deep Ellum this year.  Many expect access via public 
transportation to be the beginning of an even greater resurgence that will bring more pedestrian 
traffic to Deep Ellum’s streets. 

Deep Ellum became an entertainment district in the 1990s, home to music clubs and art 
galleries.  The Deep Ellum Foundation, a nonprofit 501(c)(3) corporation, exists to serve, 
develop, protect, preserve, and enhance the community of Deep Ellum while nurturing the 
ongoing developments, art, music, culture, and commercial interests of the community. The 
Foundation raises and distributes funds within the community to enhance the interests of the 
neighborhood as a whole. At present the Deep Ellum Foundation manages the Deep Ellum Public 
Improvement District, funds the Deep Ellum Dog Park, contributes to the Deep Ellum Arts 
Festival and Mural Competition and maintains an office which acts as a center of government 
affairs for the neighborhood.  In addition, the Deep Ellum Foundation, in coordination with the 
Deep Ellum Association and other community groups, strives to provide a unified neighborhood 
voice to the city. 

Relevance to Austin: Portions of Austin’s Sixth Street are in states of disrepair.  Sidewalks are 
failing in places and the streetscape needs refreshing.  City attention to these problems at this 
stage could diminish undesirable behavior by those who interpret the declining state of the street 
as City indifference.  In Dallas’ Deep Ellum district, a wave of crime, including several high-
profile incidents, generated increased attention and focused City-led renewal efforts that 
involved lighting the streets and upgrading the roads and parking.   

Memphis

Beale Street in Memphis, Tennessee, is a two-mile long entertainment district that runs from the 
Mississippi River to East Street.  Since the early 1900s when Beale Street was a prominent 
African-American enclave of clubs, restaurants, and shops, it has played a significant role in the 
history of the blues.   

In 1905, the Mayor at the time recruited W.C. Handy, a talented trumpet player and seminal 
blues musician, to relocate from Mississippi and serve as a music teacher for the Mayor’s band.  
Handy established himself on Beale Street, and he was soon commissioned to write a campaign 
song for E.H. Crump that was called “Mr. Crump,” a well-known hit at the time later renamed 
“The Memphis Blues.”  Handy later went on to write classics such as "The St. Louis Blues" and 
"The Beale Street Blues" and became known as “The Father of the Blues.” 

                                           

7 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deep_Ellum 
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Throughout the next 50 years, Beale Street remained a hub for Black culture and music.  In 
1948, a Memphis radio station began broadcasting programming directed solely at the African-
American community.  As a consequence, Beale Street’s influence on the culture and music of 
the area increased dramatically. 

However, in the late 1960s, Beale Street became run down and many businesses closed.  Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated at the Lorraine Motel, not far from Beale Street, on April 
4, 1968.  This tragedy and subsequent unrest preceded the near-total decline of Beale Street.  
Nevertheless, in 1966 a section of Beale Street was declared a National Historic Landmark and 
an act of Congress in 1977 established Beale Street as Home of the Blues.   

In the late 1970s, the City acquired a significant portion of the properties along Beale Street in 
an effort to revitalize the area.  The City formed the Beale Street Management Corporation, 
which, in turn, hired Performa Entertainment Real Estate to handle the marketing, leasing, and 
property management of the Street.  Performa is a privately-owned real estate development and 
consulting firm, located in Memphis, specializing in the development of urban 
retail/entertainment districts.   

The blues clubs and restaurants are now major tourist attractions in Memphis.  Festivals and 
outdoor concerts attract large crowds to the street and its surrounding areas.  During the first 
weekend in May, the Beale Street Music Festival brings major music to Tom Lee Park at the end 
of Beale Street on the Mississippi River.  However, the scene along Beale Street has lost its 
original authenticity.  It is a commercial rather than musical experience, avoided by locals.  
However, while Beale Street may not be where locals choose to go hear live music, it is worth 
noting that the clubs do provide gig opportunities for working musicians who are then able to 
pursue making the music that interests them. 

Relevance to Austin: The lessons learned from Beale Street are two-fold: 1) An entertainment 
district that targets tourists may not appeal to locals but it can draw large crowds and it can 
provide employment opportunities for working musicians; 2) Having just a single property owner 
has created a unified feel and experience along Beale Street, but at the cost of too much 
“sameness.”  Sixth Street consists of 116 parcels and 80 different property owners; these 
multiple owners can contribute to a diversity that should be fostered.  

Kansas City8

The Eighteenth and Vine Street District in Kansas City is internationally recognized as one of the 
cradles of jazz.  The historic district was much more than an entertainment center.  Between 
1920 and 1956, 18th and Vine was the heart of the African-American community—a bustling 
business district at the center of a self-contained community. 

The decline of the historic district began in 1940.  When reformers cleaned up the town, they 
closed many of the clubs that provided work for musicians.  The draft during World War II 
devastated the ranks of the bands and shortages of materials (especially gasoline and rubber for  

                                           

8 http://web2.umkc.edu/orgs/kcjazz/jazztext/18thvine.htm 
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tires) made touring difficult.  Ironically, the final two blows to the area, urban renewal and 
government-owned public housing, were intended to improve the lives of the people in the 
community.

In 1954, the Land Clearance for Urban Renewal authority began the first urban renewal project 
in Kansas City by clearing a 19-block area in the historic district.  The area sat fallow and barren 
for many years because of poor financial planning.  Remaining businesses closed and years of 
neglect led to a physical deterioration of the district.  

Efforts have been made to restore the 18th and Vine Historic District.  In 1989, the City Council 
led by Councilman Emmanuel Cleaver allocated $20 million to revitalize the 18th and Vine 
historic area as part of his "Cleaver Plan."  Jazz and Negro Leagues Baseball museums have been 
established, combination tickets permitting admission to both museums are available.  In 
addition, new housing is being constructed.   

Relevance to Austin: It is much more difficult to recreate a sense of place that has been lost 
than it is to preserve it.  Despite efforts to restore the Historic District, the level of activity in the 
area is minimal.  Austin needs to be careful not to lose the brand recognition already established 
for Sixth Street and the Downtown area. 

Denver 

Housed within Denver’s Office of Cultural Affairs, Create Denver is both an initiative and a 
strategy intended to strengthen the overall health and vitality of Denver by supporting the 
growth and development of the creative sector, including creative enterprises such as film, 

music, art galleries, art districts, fashion and graphic design and individual artists.9  Create 
Denver offers policy recommendations, programmatic initiatives, technical assistance and 
advocacy.  It seeks to leverage opportunities for impact through other City agencies such as the 
Office of Economic Development and Community Planning and Development.  

A few of the programs promoted by Create Denver include the following: 

� Create Denver Revolving Loan Fund offers creative enterprises in the City and County of 
Denver access to affordable and flexible business capital at reasonable rates. 

� Creative Space Agent Web Site is a Web portal that helps creatives find and advertise 
space for creative pursuits in the City and County of Denver (www.CreativeSpaceAgent.org). 

� Create Denver Expo is a day-long event that provides creative individuals and business 
owners a “one-stop” opportunity to learn of various small business services and programs 
that can help stabilize their creative enterprises and plan for the future.  

� Creative Enterprise Maps assist in cultural policymaking, featuring Denver's non- and for-
profit establishments whose core business is the creation, production, distribution and 
commercialization of creative goods and services.  

                                           

9 http://www.denvergov.org/Portals/220/documents/Create%20Denver%20Fact%20Sheet%20-
%20arial%20font_2009.doc 
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� Create Denver Friday eBulletin is a weekly bulletin that alerts the creative community of 
business development, networking and learning opportunities that support the economic 
growth of Denver's creative enterprises.  

� Creative Vitality Index is a weighted measure of a basket of creative sector economic 
activities. The economic vitality of Denver’s creative sector, or Creative Vitality Index (CVI), 
is almost three times greater than the national average.

Relevance to Austin: To facilitate the temporary use of underutilized facilities, Austin could 
model the Denver effort.  Denver has established a Creative Space Agent Web Site that helps 
creatives find and advertise space for creative pursuits in the City and County of Denver 
(www.CreativeSpaceAgent.org).

Britain10

Acknowledging the role of live music to the UK economy, the British government is investing in 
converting underutilized properties into fully-equipped rehearsal spaces to support emerging 
youth-bands.  The rehearsal spaces are located in economically-depressed areas that have few 
youth-targeted resources; ten are expected to open by the end of the year.  The effort is being 
spearheaded by former Undertones singer Feargal Sharkey.  The intention is to provide an outlet 
for young people in need of practice space to pursue their musical ambitions.  According to 
Sharkey, "The benefits stack up socially, economically and culturally—and hopefully some of 
those young people will pick up valuable skills and go on to work in one of our fantastic creative 
industries."  The rehearsal space is free to bands with members under age 18.  Older bands pay 
minimal rehearsal fees. 

The pilot scheme opened in North Wales last year.  Wrexham Council donated the rehearsal 
rooms and instruments; mixing desks and PA equipment were provided by the Music Industries 
Association.  Additionally, instrument-makers are supporting the effort and several musicians 
have offered to donate equipment they no longer use. 

Relevance to Austin: The City of Austin owns several properties in the Downtown Area that 
could be adapted to support various needs of the creative industry.  The British government is 
investing in converting underutilized properties into fully-equipped rehearsal spaces to support 
emerging youth-bands in distressed areas of Britain. 

East Berlin 

With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, what had been East Berlin exploded into the European 
and World art scene.  Former industrial warehouses, deserted despite their central location, have 
been adapted into museums, galleries and sculpture yards.  Every autumn, contemporary art 
fans attend Art Forum, an art fair made up of contemporary works from around the world.  The 
popularity of Art Forum has created more demand for exhibition space, and Berlin has a new art 
district with more than 20 galleries located along a stretch of the Heidestrasse, which used to be 
the site of a freight-train yard.   

                                           

10 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/8043697.stm 
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Street art, meaning everything from graffiti to sticker art, cut-outs, stencils, installations, and 
paste-ups, is also popular in Berlin, and the City’s streets are an open gallery for those who 
appreciate urban art.  A digital application called “Urban Art Guide” can be used online and on 
iPhones.  The application documents and curates the interesting and unique examples of the 
City’s street art.  It offers a Berlin map which outlines the pieces of urban art in the vicinity, 
information about them, the artist and how to get there.  It also offers selected tours, mapped 
out in Berlin's hippest neighborhoods and highlights the best of the City's street art.  Users of the 
guide are encouraged to contribute to the content. 

Relevance to Austin: Austin lacks affordable performance, practice, studio and exhibition 
space, the availability of which is a necessary prerequisite to establishing a vibrant cultural 
scene.  In the years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, there was a surplus of large, centrally 
located industrial buildings in what had been East Berlin.  Many of these spaces were adapted 
into galleries and museums, which catalyzed the formation of arts districts across the City and 
spawned an annual contemporary art fair that brings dedicated visitors to the City. 
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4. ARTS AND LIVE MUSIC IN AUSTIN: SHARED OBJECTIVES AND 

UNIQUE CONCERNS

EPS reviewed the various documents described above and interviewed stakeholders in both the 
arts and music communities in order to identify key objectives, including those that were shared 
by the two groups, and those that were unique to each.  In reviewing the existing arts and 
culture related reports, it is clear that many of the goals and recommendations of the various 
arts groups overlap.  Some of the shared objectives between the groups as well as some of the 
unique concerns are summarized below as they provide input critical to the policies 
recommended in this document. 

P lace -Mak ing  Ob jec t i ves  

With respect to place-making, CreateAustin makes the following recommendations: 

� Explore and support “ground up” development of cultural and heritage 
community/neighborhood districts and promote these as part of the mix of cultural amenities 
and destinations.  

� Encourage development of affordable and accessible cultural space of all types.  Create 
policies and incentives for private developers to create affordable cultural spaces. 

� Inventory available public and private spaces for cultural uses. 

� Improve transportation access (including parking) to cultural activities. 

The Live Music Task Force makes the following recommendations: 

� City should consider expanding "entertainment districts" throughout the City where live 
music venues are encouraged to locate. 

� City should also consider and establish a process for the creation of entertainment district 
nodes, or satellite districts, that encourage live music but do not contain all of the benefits of 
the Downtown Entertainment District. 

Common Ground 

From reviewing the documents and speaking with stakeholders, it is clear that both the arts and 
music communities need incubator space, practice/studio space, and performance/exhibition 
space.  Both groups would benefit from “creative clustering” that would result from being a part 
of an Arts and Entertainment District, since clustering creates a draw for the consumer and 
decreases the costs associated with managing potential nuisances. 

Both would benefit from having a district where arts and entertainment are protected uses and, 
in the case of East Sixth Street, for example, where historic preservation requirements restrict 
future intensification of uses resulting in land values and rents that are relatively more 
affordable.  Both would benefit from being in a district that is accessible by public transportation. 
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That being said, both groups are already represented in areas throughout the Downtown and 
across the City.  For example, many of the gallery spaces in Downtown Austin are scattered in 
different parts of Downtown, including the Uptown, Northwest, 2nd Street and the Market 
districts.  Though both could benefit from being a part of a creative district, the designation of an 
arts and entertainment district should not disadvantage existing galleries or venues. 

Unique Attributes and Issues 

Arts and Culture 

� Art/cultural uses are generally more compatible with a greater variety of uses than live music 
venues.  (However, there are exceptions--Ballet Austin’s orchestra, for example, can be 
loud.) 

� Art/cultural work spaces often have specific physical requirements (i.e., specialized facilities, 
natural light, high ceilings, storage). 

Live Music 

� Live music venues can generate external nuisance, particularly noise late at night  Even if 
properly soundproofed, people arriving and/or leaving can cause disturbances for nearby 
residents. 

� Music venues can degrade into purely drinking establishments, or other non-music uses, if no 
financial or regulatory incentives exist to preserve the presentation of live music. 

� A variety of commercial spaces can be adapted to accommodate live music, so there is less 
need for specialized facilities. 

Af fo rdab le  Hous ing  Ob jec t i ves  

With respect to affordable housing, CreateAustin suggests encouraging development of more 
affordable housing and live/work space. 

The Live Music Task Force makes the following recommendations: 

� Develop ordinances to promote more affordable housing in duplexes, cottages, co-housing 
projects, and cooperatives. 

� Offer incentives to builders to preserve or replace existing musician housing stock whenever 
possible as redevelopment occurs. 

� Offer density bonuses to developers to create musician housing stock. 

Common Ground 

The entire community benefits if Austin can retain its creative residents, and artists of all 
persuasions tend not to be able to afford the market-rate housing that is available near the 
downtown where they work/perform.  Both groups would benefit from the availability of 
affordable co-op-style live/work opportunities in or near the downtown.   
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Unique Attributes and Issues 

Arts and Culture 

� Live/work spaces are more compatible with studio arts than performance arts. 

� Existing performance locations are more dispersed than live music venues—locating housing 
close to performance spaces is more of a challenge.   

Live Music 

� Live/work space for musicians may generate noise incompatible with other artists or even 
other musicians.  

� Musicians may need practice/recording spaces separate from living spaces. 

� Downtown housing targeted to musicians would complement the music scene Downtown, but 
the extent of the affordable housing need is much broader than for this particular group 
alone.

Fund ing  Ob jec t i ves  

With respect to funding, CreateAustin makes the following recommendations: 

� Increase private sector support for culture and creativity through four strategies:  1) engage 
and galvanize business leaders; 2) create materials that showcase economic and community 
benefits; 3) explore other mechanisms for giving; and 4) develop campaign for workplace 
giving. 

� Increase fundraising training for arts and cultural organizations and creative industries 
businesses. 

� Create educational tools and networking mechanisms to build a culture of giving. 

� Increase and diversify public funding for culture and creativity. 

The Live Music Task Force makes the following recommendations with regard to funding: 

� Qualify live music venues for consideration of reduced tax burdens.   

� The City should consider utilizing existing Tax Increment Financing (TIF) zones or BIDs and 
allocating portions of the increment to enhance live music or relocate live music venues being 
displaced by development. 

� Recommend that City Council budget and appropriate adequate monies for public 
improvements that will improve soundproofing and sound attenuation at outdoor venues that 
experience higher than normal complaints and violations. 

� Minimize City fees imposed on live music venues for issues and permits related to general 
operations, sound dampening, venue renovations, parking, safety upgrades and 
sound/lighting/weather structures. 
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� Lobby the State Legislature for enhanced incentives and/or tax reductions (specifically liquor 
tax reductions). 

Common Ground 

Both groups need funding to subsidize artist performances/exhibits, housing, and support 
facilities and services.  In turn, a robust arts/cultural/music scene with broad appeal benefits the 
City, culturally and economically. 

Unique Attributes and Issues 

Arts and Culture 

� Many art/cultural organizations are classified as nonprofits, because admission charges fall 
far short of the cost of producing performances and exhibitions.   

� Arts requiring specialized facilities, such as spaces with stages and audience seating, require 
costly upfront investments.   

� The Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services Office (EGRSO) administers and manages 
contracts for services with some nonprofit arts organizations.  The contracts are funded with 
revenue from the City’s Hotel Occupancy Tax (9 percent). 

Live Music 

� In some cases, sound attenuation in commercial buildings is an inexpensive fix to adapting 
existing spaces (relative to designing and building specialized facilities including stages, 
audience seating, stage lighting, etc.).  However, the sound attenuation issue can be more 
complicated.  For example, if a building is mixed-use residential, isolating vibration is very 
expensive, both for existing and new construction.      

� Music businesses tend to be for-profit.  Clubs make money primarily through liquor sales. 

� In many clubs, musicians make little to no money from performing. 

� Density bonuses, TDRs, or in-lieu fees may be used to help retain existing venues along Red 
River Street or relocate some music venues elsewhere.  However, live music compatibility 
issues may affect where these tools may be applied.   

Orga n iza t iona l  a nd  Techn i ca l  Suppor t  Ob jec t i ves  

Recommendations from CreateAustin include the following: 

� Establish a CreateAustin Leadership Taskforce. 

� Create a Creative Alliance to provide essential services to individuals and organizations. 

� Create a City Department of Arts, Culture and Creativity.   

� Increase technical assistance and business development services. 
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Recommendations from the Live Music Task Force: 

� Establish a central Music Department within the City of Austin government structure.  The 
new Music Department should report directly to an appropriate Assistant City Manager.  The 
Music Department should be independent of the existing Cultural Arts Division.   

� The City should promote the Health Alliance for Austin Musicians (HAAM) to local musicians 
with insurance needs. 

� The City should provide business services including job training, centralized information, 
booking/management/professional services, loans for business/education, etc. 

Common Ground 

� Both live music and the cultural arts need to be viewed as part of Austin's larger economic 
growth strategy since both are economic drivers in need of coordinated public/private 
support.  Both groups need to be advocated for within the City’s government structure, and 
both need government/technical assistance with goal/policy implementation.  

� Both need to address the maturation cycle of their creative individuals and provide the 
support and services artists need to grow their careers in Austin, beyond the debut, starving-
artist phase.   

Unique Attributes and Issues 

Arts and Culture 

� Austin already has the Cultural Arts Division (CAD), which is housed within the Economic 
Growth and Redevelopment Services Office and provides leadership and management for the 
City’s cultural arts programs and for the development of arts and cultural industries as an 
economic development strategy on behalf of the City. 

� The Cultural Affairs Division under the City’s Parks and Recreation Department manages the 
City’s cultural facilities. 

Live Music 

� Music already has a voice within the Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services Office, 
separate from CAD. 

� Music has operational permitting and nuisance abatement issues that do not necessarily 
apply to other performing arts and visual arts.    
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5. FOSTERING THE ARTS AND LIVE MUSIC THROUGH THE 

DOWNTOWN AUSTIN PLAN AND THE WALLER CREEK PLAN:
STRATEGIES AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the preceding research and input, EPS developed the policy recommendations 
described in this section to help foster the creative culture in Downtown Austin.  The strategies 
and policy recommendations are categorized into Downtown-wide strategies, district-specific 
strategies and implementation strategies.  These recommendations are limited to the Downtown 
area to be consistent with the scope of work of this study, but the creative community, of 
course, is not limited by these geographical boundaries.  The strategies and policies explored 
below could be feasible beyond the boundaries of the Downtown, as defined in the DAP project. 
Each recommendation is intended to retain and attract Downtown Austin’s creative community.  
There is, however, a critical tension between the organic culture of the creative community and 
regulation inherent in policy setting that is important to keep in mind.  The ideas herein that are 
deemed by stakeholders to be the most viable will become part of both the DAP and the Waller 
Creek Master Plan to address issues critical to the growth and vitality of the creative community 
in Austin.   

1 .  Downtown-wide  S t ra teg ies  

Encourage creative businesses and cultural facilities including galleries, museums, 
performing arts centers and live music venues to locate in Downtown Austin 
thereby contributing to the creative energy that defines Austin.     

Downtown Austin is the City’s premiere destination for culture, but the City needs to take active 
measures to ensure that it remains the premiere destination.  The City and the creative 
community can enliven the creative energy of Austin in the Downtown/Central City by 
interconnecting the creative community with each other, with the public, and with the 
government within the physical space of Downtown and the Central City.  See Figure 3 for 
boundaries of a potential Downtown Entertainment District, as proposed by the Live Music Task 
Force.

� Develop way-finding systems, both physical and technological.  Physical way-finding includes 
signs and information.  Extended sidewalks and small plazas could be created in front of 
cultural facilities to signify “place” and to allow for activities of the cultural institutions to spill 
out onto the street.  Technological way-finding includes social networking, event-finding and 
interactive cultural mapping available through smart phones applications.   

� Austin’s creative culture should be marketed and promoted at every opportunity by all of the 
various entities responsible for Austin marketing (ACVB, Chamber, DAA, COA, etc.)   

� The City could consider developing a “creative ramble” through Downtown via an art shuttle, 
or sidewalk markers oriented for pedestrians.  An event similar to the East Austin Studio Tour 
could focus attention on the many creative initiatives occurring in Downtown Austin. 
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�  Austin’s Downtown parks could be more intensively programmed as outdoor venues for 
programs like Ballet in the Park, Symphony in the Park, Movies in the Park, Theater in the 
Park, etc.  Parks are excellent venues for art fairs and can serve as flexible/temporary spaces 
for a variety of creative endeavors.  See Figure 4 for an overview of Downtown’s many 
parks and open space, including those that may be private, but are publicly-accessible. 

� In addition, Downtown streets can play a much more active role in the cultural life of 
Downtown, creating the opportunity for performance spaces, busking, public art, small plazas 
associated with cultural venues, etc.  

� Capitalize on the success of the “Live Music Capital of the World” brand and incentivize the 
location of live music venues throughout Downtown Austin. 

The City of Austin has staked its claim on being the Live Music Capital of the World.  With 
hundreds of live music venues, a multitude of successful artists, and popular and successful 
music festivals, the title is well deserved.  But cultural communities are dynamic and always in a 
state of change, so Austin cannot afford to sit back and coast on its reputation.   

Often, creative spaces concentrate around one another, creating informal districts.  In Downtown 
Austin, real estate market conditions make it difficult for the existing districts to be sustained 
organically.  Musicians and artists and the venues that showcase their work are already looking 
beyond Central Austin for affordable work/live/performance space.  But the City can help refocus 
the creative community’s attention to Downtown Austin by designating districts where creative 
uses are not only permitted, but incentivized.  Establishing a live music district provides creative 
individuals with opportunities to be near one another in environments that are conducive to idea-
sharing.  Designating a concentrated Live Music Entertainment District across Downtown Austin 
where live music is an expressly protected use serves several purposes.  It brings live music 
venues to an appropriate location in the City, which can reduce land use conflicts with residential 
neighbors elsewhere.  It allows for a healthy concentration of venues that benefits live music 
consumers by creating ample choice, while consolidating the areas of the City that may require 
increased public safety monitoring.  And most importantly, it fosters a sense of place and 
contributes to Austin’s self-proclaimed identity as the “Live Music Capital of the World.”   

Relocation and reestablishment of displaced clubs, in particular, will be challenging and may 
require assistance.  The zoning code should be explicit that live music venues are permitted uses 
within the Downtown Entertainment District.   It is unlikely that simply designating Downtown 
Austin as a Live Music Entertainment District where live music is a protected use is enough to 
encourage new venue operators to set up a club as well as existing venue operators to relocate, 
such as those whose leases on Red River Street may not be renewed.  Therefore, it may be 
appropriate for the City to offer incentives to actively attract live music venues to the Downtown 
in order to facilitate the concentration of quality live music venues and provide momentum to 
improving the quality and character of Downtown’s live music experience. 
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If incentives for live music venues are offered it will be important to set a threshold definition to 
determine which businesses are eligible for incentives.  The goal in crafting this language is not 
to define what a live music venue is, but rather to establish the minimum criteria required for a 
live music venue to be eligible for incentives.  For example, zoning code language could specify 
the following: 

� present live music a minimum number of nights per week;  

� charge a cover at the door, at least some of which (a percentage perhaps) goes to the 
musician(s) performing;   

� staff professional sound engineers to ensure quality sound and compliance with the City’s 
sound ordinance; and 

� designate an individual to represent the venues’ interests in a live music venue operator 
subcommittee of the Downtown Austin Alliance PID. 

Tax and fee policies can reduce costs and improve the business economics of exhibition space 
and performance venues.  More specifically, the City could consider offering the following 
incentives to encourage live music venue operators to locate in Downtown Austin: 

� low interest financing or grants for sound-proofing and audio systems; 

� reduced building permit inspection fees; 

� free parking for musicians in City-owned garages (e.g., Convention Center Garages); 

� live music venue technical support offered through the Downtown Austin Alliance PID (may 
require an expansion of what the PID is authorized to do); 

� new residential/hotel projects located within Downtown Austin required to sign a covenant 
acknowledging that Downtown is a Live Music Entertainment District and that live music is a 
permitted use; 

� waived admissions tax;11

� free publicity on the City’s website and in published City materials, where appropriate; and 

� City-owned property could be rented to high-caliber venue operators as a way of establishing 
a key anchor to the district.  (A long-term lease would encourage investment in the property.  
The City has already entered into a similar arrangement with the Austin Film Society within 
the Mueller development.) 

                                           

11 Sales tax applies to the sale of a ticket for a live music performance (as well as cover charges).  
The sales tax is considered an amusement tax.  The tax collected is split with 6.25 percent going to 
the State of Texas and 2 percent going to the City of Austin.  The local 2 percent is split with 1 percent 
going to the City’s General Fund and 1 percent going to the local transit authority. 
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2 .  D i s t r i c t - spec i f i c  S t ra teg ies  

Invest in capital improvements along Sixth Street (from Congress to IH 35) to halt 
the deterioration of the street and to catalyze its transformation into a vibrant, 
economically-diverse, mixed-use day and nighttime arts and entertainment scene.   

Sixth Street is centrally located in Downtown Austin and has reinvented itself several times 
through the years.  Over the decades, Sixth Street has transformed from a seedy, red-light 
district to a hip haven for edgy live music venues to a stretch filled primarily with shot bars and 
venues offering cover bands that locals avoid and leave to the tourists and college students.  But 
still, despite failing infrastructure and deteriorating street life, Sixth Street remains synonymous 
with “live music” in the minds of many.   

As a result, Sixth Street is one location within the Downtown area where it makes sense to focus 
live music venues.  Furthermore, the current historic district designation and the many 
landmarked buildings on East Sixth Street will preclude their more intensive redevelopment and 
will limit residential development, resulting in fewer potential conflicts with live music.  The focus 
of East Sixth Street as an appropriate place for live music should not be viewed as an effort to 
impede live music venues from opening and operating elsewhere in the City.  Rather, existing 
entertainment and cultural districts and other areas of Downtown should also be nurtured 
including the Warehouse District, West Sixth Street and Congress Avenue.  However, East Sixth 
Street is where the City’s efforts at retaining and preserving Austin’s identity and “brand” as the 
Live Music Capital of the World can be most powerfully focused. 

Before this brand is lost, the City should invest in capital improvements along Sixth Street, from 
Congress Avenue to IH 35.  From a visual perspective, façade improvements, sign guidelines, 
wider sidewalks and street trees will result in a more pleasing environment.  See Figure 5 for a 
view of the potential cross section of an improved Sixth Street.  From a use perspective, a 
greater variety of uses, and uses that generate day-time activity, will reinvigorate the Sixth 
Street experience.  The Alamo Drafthouse brings film to Sixth Street and is a good example of a 
Sixth Street business that contributes to Downtown Austin’s creative community.  Bars that do 
not serve food and do not offer live music (i.e., cocktail lounge use) could be conditionally-
permitted uses with provisions that would limit them to a maximum percentage of the total store 
fronts or parcels along the street.  The City should strive for a percentage or an absolute number 
of locally-owned and/or operated venues/businesses to ensure that Sixth Street continues to feel 
like Austin and becomes increasingly attractive to locals.  Retail uses should be encouraged to 
extend their hours into the evening.  See Figure 6 for an overview of Sixth Street’s current 
distribution of uses. 

The East Sixth Street PID could assist with the effort.  The PID’s programs are funded in part by 
an assessment on properties in the District, which are assessed an additional $0.10 per $100 in 
assessed value, up to a maximum value of $500,000.  Because of this cap, the East Sixth Street 
PID is underfunded and limited in what it can accomplish.  Given adequate resources, its mission 
could be expanded and it could be a very effective organization to oversee East Sixth Street 
improvements, administer live music venue programs and provide technical assistance to start-
up businesses in the District.   
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Figure 6.  Sixth Street:  Current Distribution of Uses
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Designate the Waller Creek Corridor as a creative and cultural arts district that 
encourages public art and creek-side cultural events and supports the business 
side of the creative community. 

With the Waller Creek improvements, flood plain development constraints will be lifted from the 
properties along Red River Street and elsewhere in the Waller Creek Corridor.  The underlying 
zoning generally permits high-density residential and commercial uses, except where Capitol 
View Corridors restrict heights.  Given the dramatic differential between the value of the existing 
uses and the value of the potential uses, land owners will have financial incentives to redevelop 
their land into higher value uses.  Limited demand for the densities that are zoned along Waller 
Creek and the continued tightness of the credit markets may impede redevelopment in the near 
term, but some of the existing live music venues that lease their space along Red River Street 
could be displaced in the next business cycle.   

As noted in the Downtown Austin Alliance 2008 Annual Report, “Downtown Austin is not only the 
epicenter of the Live Music Capital of the World, but also the heart of a burgeoning downtown 
cultural district flanked by new neighbors such as the Long Center for the Performing Arts and 
Ballet Austin.”  Designating the Waller Creek Corridor as a creative and cultural arts district that 
supports development of the business side of the creative community is a pro-active response to 
the potential transformation of Red River Street while it simultaneously provides the economic 
development benefit of encouraging the maturation of creative industries in Austin. 

The changes envisioned along Red River Street create a challenge to replace or reabsorb 
displaced music venues, and at the same time, an opportunity to re-envision the Waller Creek 
Corridor as the future center of Austin’s creative and cultural identity, to include a flourishing 
mixed-media, cultural, residential and business district.  Uses that support live music will 
contribute to the vitality of the Corridor, but live music venues are likely to be more welcome 
along East Sixth Street than they will be along Waller Creek, whose north-south orientation will 
amplify sound up the creek to residential areas.  (Of course, established owner-occupied clubs, 
such as Stubb’s, that have invested significantly in their properties and sound attenuation are 
likely to stay put on Red River Street.) 

Transforming the Corridor into a creative and cultural arts district could be a viable way to bring 
together a wide variety of Austin’s creative enterprises and the services that support them while 
simultaneously growing the industry and allowing the industry to explore new directions.  For 
example, the music industry is in the midst of paradigm-changing transformations resulting from 
technological innovations that are turning existing business models upside down.  The future of 
music needs to acknowledge and promote the synergies between music and technology, and the 
Waller Creek Corridor could become a hub for this industry.  If Austin can plan for the future 
today, creative individuals are going to see that they will have access to the support and 
assistance they need to grow their careers in Austin without having to take their talent 
elsewhere.     

Examples of the types of business support services that could locate in the Creative Services 
District include game developers, interactive media technology companies, film and television 
companies, entertainment companies, traditional and digital record labels, booking agents, 
publicists, recording studios, sound engineers and other technicians, rehearsal space, storage, 
artist management, entertainment attorneys, digital distributors, licensing/copywrite companies, 
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and other new technologies that broadly help the creative arts.  While all of the above uses 
(among others) would contribute to Austin’s creative industry, the City may want to focus its 
business attraction efforts on those uses that will also enliven the corridor and bring a sense of 
vitality to the district.  See Figure 7 for an overview of the Draft Waller Creek District Master 
Plan, currently being prepared for the City of Austin. 

Attracting these types of businesses will require an economic development effort on behalf of the 
City.  Some feasibility analysis will need to be conducted to verify that businesses in this industry 
prefer to locate in Downtown settings and that they can afford Downtown rents.  The following 
strategies are designed to assist in the establishment of the Waller Creek creative and cultural 
arts district: 

� Promote the business side of the creative arts community through the City’s Economic 
Growth and Redevelopment Services Department.  Tools could include business tax relief or 
low interest rate loans for build-out.  Other components of this effort could include: active 
outreach to the business sector, branding of the Waller Creek Corridor as a Creative District 
and cooperation with property owners, developers and brokers to target this market. 

� Work to attract and establish an iconic anchor for the Waller Creek Corridor, perhaps at Palm 
Park.  Identify creative institutions looking for space, such as the Savannah College of Art 
and Design, a noted art school with a growing curriculum in digital arts and interactive media 
that has been seeking new campus opportunities (e.g., in Dallas).   

� The City owns a significant amount of land along Waller Creek that could be leveraged and 
developed to encourage the creative district concept.  Work with a nonprofit developer like 
Artspace (see description in Chapter 3), to explore development of artist and creative 
community housing in the Waller Creek Corridor. 

� Encourage galleries and other visual arts studios to locate along Sabine Street between 3rd

and 7th streets; Sabine Street is proposed as a pedestrian-oriented promenade as part of the 
Waller Creek District Master Plan.  Encourage uses that can take advantage of proximity to 
the creek, including cafes.   

� Establish a public art program for the Waller Creek Corridor that could be extended along the 
trail between Lady Bird Lake and The University of Texas.   

� Encourage performance, events, exhibitions, films and music in parks, streets and public 
spaces along the Corridor.  See Figure 8 which illustrates potential performance and/or 
exhibition space along the Creek. 

� Explore with the Austin Museum of Art (AMOA) the feasibility of a new, permanent location 
along Waller Creek near Palm Park (ideally where Capitol View Corridors limit height) to act 
as an anchor to the Waller Creek creative arts district.  Development could be funded in part 
by the sale of AMOA’s existing land adjacent to Republic Square.   

� Increase development feasibility by reducing the requirement for on-site parking throughout 
the Waller Creek Corridor.  There are two convention center garages in the vicinity.  If 
shared-use agreements can be negotiated, development of smaller sites with mid-rise 
buildings along Waller Creek could become financially feasible. 
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� Facilitate a buyer-assistance program that would allow interested parties to leverage their 
assets to buy-out existing owners of Waller Creek District and Red River Street properties 
who might not be interested in redeveloping their parcel. 

� Encourage the location of nonprofit organizations within the Waller Creek Corridor through 
business tax incentives.  Nonprofits are a key element to funding of the arts.  Therefore, 
public policies that support nonprofits can indirectly assist with funding. 

Reinforce Congress Avenue as a linear promenade featuring cultural institutions 
that focus on the visual arts. 

Congress Avenue has emerged as one of the City’s principal destinations for the visual arts, with 
the AMOA, ArtHouse, Mexic-Arte, the Paramount Theater and State Theater all located within a 
few blocks of one another.  As the City’s and State’s principal ceremonial boulevard, the role of 
the visual arts should be retained and given higher prominence along the street, specifically:  

� Parallel with the DAA’s efforts to revitalize the retail role of the street, efforts should also be 
made to attract cultural institutions that promote a more intensive concentration of visual 
arts activities. 

� Existing office lobbies should be programmed in collaboration with building managers to 
include art installations and/or rotating exhibits that contribute to the cultural identity of the 
street.  Office lobbies can be treated as impromptu galleries where art is for viewing and for 
sale. 

� Any reconstruction of Congress Avenue to accommodate streetcar or light rail transit service 
should include public art as an integral and significant part of the design approach. 

� As visual arts activities intensify along the street, promotional campaigns should be 
established to heighten the identity of Congress Avenue and the Downtown as a destination 
for the visual arts.   

3 .  Imp lementa t ion  S t ra teg ies  

Authorize one or more Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services staff 
members to advocate for the creative community and serve as a single point of 
entry to the City. 

Members of the creative community do not feel supported by the City government structure.  As 
noted previously, a perception articulated often among Austin’s creative community is that there 
is a lack of creative culture leadership at the City level and as a result, a lack of support for 
artists.  Some even feel that the City bureaucracy creates barriers and added expense for 
creatives.  The creative community needs a single point of entry into the City—one or more 
individuals whose job it is to help creative individuals navigate the City’s maze of rules and 
programs.  This individual can help streamline the permitting process, assist with program/grant 
applications, broker temporary real estate deals (i.e., match individuals who need 
performance/exhibition/practice/studio space with temporarily available space), and pursue 
opportunities for the creative community with an entrepreneurial spirit.  This individual should be 
an advocate for Austin’s creative class.   
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Explore the feasibility of creating a Downtown Economic Development 
Corporation. 

Implementation and administration of the above incentives could be handled by a strengthened 
Downtown Austin Alliance in partnership with the City.  Alternatively, the City could authorize a 
downtown economic development corporation to work on creative industry issues and other 
economic development efforts across the Downtown area.  If such a development corporation is 
established, it could be engaged to augment and supplement the operational and technical 
support resources already provided by the City that creative individuals and organizations 
require.  It could focus on specific districts in the Downtown without losing sight of how each of 
the parts complements the whole. 

A downtown economic development corporation would be responsible for attracting museums, 
galleries, live music venues and performance spaces to Downtown Austin.  The current 
distribution of first floor uses in Austin’s Downtown is illustrated on Figure 9. The responsibilities 
of a downtown Economic Development Corporation (or one of the existing PIDs) could include 
working with the City to achieve the following: 

� Facilitate a subcommittee within the Downtown Austin Alliance to represent the interests of 
cultural facility operators in addition to landowners. 

� Assist with identifying underutilized spaces that could be used as support/incubator spaces in 
the Downtown and issue temporary permits for temporary places. 

� Advocate for the creative industry. 

� Work with transportation planners to develop strategies to improve public transportation 
options in and out of the Downtown area to help artists who work primarily Downtown but 
who are unable to afford to live Downtown. 

� Permit, suspend, and revoke permits, as with San Francisco Entertainment Commission.   

� Assist with technical support, as with Seattle’s music venue assistance program.   

� Assist with live music venue security training. 

Develop sustainable funding mechanisms. 

Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone 

In support of an overall implementation strategy for the Downtown area (including but not 
limited to East Sixth Street and the Waller Creek Corridor), the City could explore the legal and 
administrative feasibility of establishing a Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ) for the 
Downtown Creative Community to fund the downtown-wide strategies and Waller Creek Corridor 
creative arts initiatives/districts.   

Through a Downtown economic development corporation or perhaps through the Downtown 
Austin Alliance if an economic development corporation is not viable, the City could establish a 
TIRZ to fund Downtown Austin’s arts and creative initiatives along Sixth Street and the Waller 
Creek Corridor.   
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TIRZs are special districts created by City Council to attract new investment to an area.  TIRZs 
help finance the cost of redeveloping or encouraging infill development in an area that would 
otherwise not attract sufficient market development in a timely manner.  Taxes attributable to 
new improvements (tax increment) are set-aside in a fund to finance public improvements in the 
zone.  Property owners pay a normally increasing tax bill.  The cost to the City is that the 
increment that is captured is preempted for use within the zone rather than for the City’s general 
fund.

The existing TIF Program was established to fund the Waller Creek flood improvements.  The 
recommended TIRZ would be exclusive of the existing TIF project area and would have the broad 
mission of remediating blight through a variety of strategies, including creating and funding an 
arts and creative district.  The geography of the zone will be important.  It will need to be 
expansive enough to capture enough new development to generate sufficient revenue for the 
program.  The City may wish to include a portion of East Austin, such as the Saltillo and MLK 
TOD Districts, as these areas are also in need of major reinvestment and contain a large 
concentration of artists’ studios and performance spaces. 

The DAP may be proposing the development of a downtown economic development corporation, 
whose responsibility would be to implement the DAP.  This entity, or its sub-entity, could be 
charged with the redevelopment of the Waller Creek Corridor, but it could also provide additional 
funding for East Sixth Street revitalization efforts.  Additional areas of effort could include 
affordable housing, site acquisition assistance for museum and exhibition space, provision of 
incubator space and economic development strategy and outreach to attract creative-oriented 
businesses to the Downtown.  This idea will be further developed as part of the overall DAP in 
the months to come. 

Business Retention and Enhancement Fund 

The City could strengthen and increase funding for the existing Business Retention and 
Enhancement Fund through raising the fee and/or expanding the area subject to the fee.  The 
existing fund is valued at approximately $750,000 and offers low-interest loans in amounts as 
much as $250,000 to tenants or owners for improvements such as tenant finish-out 
improvements, acquisition of machinery and equipment and building façade improvements.  The 
source of the funds is a development fee along 6th Street and Congress Avenue.  As established, 
this fund could be a helpful resource for any live music venues displaced from Red River Street.  
The area eligible to receive the fee is currently limited to Congress Avenue (bounded by 11th

Street on the north and Town Lake on the south) and East Sixth Street (bounded by Congress 
Avenue to the west and the southbound frontage road of IH-35 on the east).  The eligible area 
could be expanded to include the Waller Creek Corridor including Red River Street. 

Cultural Mitigation Fee 

Additional funds could be raised through a live music mitigation fee, tied perhaps to the square 
footage of the redevelopment.  The fee would be collected from developers who redevelop any 
parcel of land along the Waller Creek Corridor.  If the parcel that is redeveloped is currently 
occupied by live music venues, the collected fees could be designated to assist with live music 
venue relocation efforts.  If a parcel is redeveloped that is not currently occupied by a live music 
venue, the funds could be designated to support other creative uses.  The statutory basis for 
such a fee will need to be reviewed by the City’s attorneys. 
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DOWNTOWN AUSTIN PLAN:  PHASE TWO 
DOWNTOWN INFRASTRUCTURE STRATEGY 

August 6, 2010 Prepared by Urban Design Group 

 Introduction

The goal of the infrastructure analysis is to support the development of the Downtown Austin 
Plan by analyzing near and long term infrastructure needs and costs based on the priorities 
established through the district specific and overall Downtown planning.  The report seeks to 
provide recommendations for upgrades to utility and drainage infrastructure and for policy, 
organizational and departmental process procedures that will support the implementation of the 
plan.  The scope of the project did not allow for the preparation of utility master plans but rather a 
gathering and assimilation of exiting data from City staff and extensive interviews with staff to 
determine what strengths and weakness might be within the system as it pertains to development 
incentives or obstacles Downtown.  

The report includes recommendations for Water Quality measures for the Downtown and a 
discussion of Stormwater Conveyance concerns, the obstacles to developing a conceptual 
approach to drainage across Downtown and the need and steps toward a Downtown Drainage 
Master Plan. 

Development of cost estimates for required improvements was challenged by the fact that most of 
the Downtown area has aged undersized systems yet these systems function rather well to serve 
existing and redeveloping areas by incorporating location specific improvements funded by the 
private and public sector.  In a world not compromised by financial constraints, one would want 
to upgrade a large percentage of the utilities and roadways in Downtown yet when considering 
the best use of funds, then a more dynamic process that responds to where redevelopment occurs 
will best serve our community.  The 20-year Implementation Program does include some line 
item costs for infrastructure related items but the focus of funding future improvements should be 
through designating Downtown CIP funds to upgrade infrastructure in a location- responsive 
manner as deficiencies are identified or proposed projects come to the City. 

Why Invest in Downtown?

The Downtown Austin Plan (DAP) serves to support the community’s vision of a vibrant 
downtown.  The ultimate strategies must include targeted infrastructure planning that will mature 
along with the build-out of the plan.  Sustainable infrastructure lays the groundwork for planning 
visions by providing safe reliable water, wastewater, storm drainage and other utility systems 
which are central to health and safety issues, quality of life and prosperity.  Strong infrastructure 
attracts economic growth, new businesses and residences. 

Due to the compact, high-density nature of Downtown, there is more return for dollars invested in 
infrastructure within the core.  Downtown buildings can be anywhere from 10 to 100 times as 
dense as those outside it. The cost to install water and wastewater improvements per fee unit can 
be less in regard to number of units served and in general the revenue per linear foot of line will 
be higher for high rise residential, restaurants and other intense uses which occur in the 
Downtown.    The Downtown is physically at a lower elevation, which results in significantly less 
electricity needed to pump water to serve as compared to pumping to the higher elevations of the 
suburbs.

A P P E N D I X  K
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Postponement of capital improvements to upgrade aging systems should not be delayed, if the 
goal is to encourage redevelopment within the inner city.  The City should prioritize investment 
in the downtown area within each of its department’s rehabilitation dollars.  By adopting a policy 
to allocate an appropriate amount of the capital improvements budget to Downtown 
infrastructure, the City will then be able to exercise the discipline to spend those funds in the 
downtown area, avoiding the temptation to spend the funds on pressing projects elsewhere in the 
city.  

Infrastructure Improvement Strategy 

The infrastructure systems within the Downtown are for the most part outdated, and in many 
cases, are undersized.  The water, wastewater and storm sewer systems were installed when the 
original street system was constructed, starting in the early 1900s.  Since that time, upgrades have 
been installed for water and wastewater as system deficiencies have been identified or 
improvements were required to serve new development.  The general approach over the last 20 
years that has driven improvements has been a single-department approach, where each has its 
own system of prioritizing projects across the city.  This approach has not resulted in the 
coordination and prioritization between departments that would allow a more comprehensive 
strategy to the upgrading of streets and utilities.  For example, Austin Water Utility (AWU) may 
have funds to upgrade the water and wastewater within a street, yet Watershed Protection and 
Public Work’s Street and Bridge Division do not have the funds to replace the storm sewer 
system and street section.  This leads to situations where the utilities may be upgraded one year, 
with another construction project a few years later when street or drainage reconstruction 
becomes a priority.   

In general, the overall infrastructure systems in the downtown are handicapped by their age and 
size, but those systems have been fortified by major “spinal” upgrades.  The systems do serve the 
existing development fairly well, and departments respond to required upgrades either by general 
maintenance, developer-funded improvements and in some cases CIP projects.  This has been a 
rather “piecemeal” approach, that in some cases is inefficient, time-consuming and not cost-
effective for the developer or the City.  In order to facilitate a Downtown that encourages new 
development, there will need to be a more predictable, dynamic and coordinated infrastructure 
approach to respond to the projects as they occur. 
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Key infrastructure issues and opportunities in Downtown 

Water & Wastewater – The Austin Water Utility (AWU) has completed two major water and 
wastewater improvements that feed the downtown area.  These projects, a 72-inch water 
transmission line and the Downtown Wastewater Tunnel, which have substantially increased the 
capacity of the downtown area to support future growth.  In addition, according to AWU staff, 
from an overall perspective, water and wastewater service in the downtown area exceeds most 
other areas in the City and most other urban cores in the country.  By its geographic location, 
between both of the City’s large water treatment plants and their related major transmission 
systems, the water transmission grid downtown provides abundant supply for even the most 
pressing fire-flow needs.  While there are stretches of older, undersized distribution mains that 
connect to the strong transmission grid, many of them are being replaced/rehabilitated as part of 
other improvement projects (street, sidewalk, bicycle, development, etc.) as well as AWU-
initiated projects.  With the addition of the downtown tunnel to the wastewater system, the 
wastewater capacity issues are related strictly to the aging collection system grid.   

In summary, the water transmission capacity to the downtown area is adequate, but many of the 
distribution mains within the area are for the most part old and undersized to provide code-
required fire flow for redevelopment.  Likewise, the main wastewater collection lines that serve 
the downtown are adequate with an older collection system within the downtown area. 

With Council adoption of the DAP’s policy and procedures changes, there is an opportunity for 
new proposed developments to meet early in the process with AWU, in order to establish the 
capacity/constraints within the area of the proposed development.  While it is probable that much 
of the distribution system could provide domestic water needs, the current code-required fire 
flows will likely dictate that the developer upgrade the water line to service the project.   The 
required fire flow is affected by the building size as determined by locations of fire separation 
elements and building materials and the water flow availability as determined by the size and 
existing pressures within adjacent water lines. There is an opportunity, if this process is started 
earlier than is typically the case, to explore building design changes and utility modeling 
scenarios, in order to minimize fire-flow utility upgrades.  

Wastewater upgrades tend to be less of an impact on new development, yet can be unpredictable 
due to the age and sometimes unknown condition of the wastewater lines, therefore, some 
upgrades may be required.   

The process to determine the extent of required utility improvements for a new project is the 
Service Extension Request (SER).  Historically, projects wait until they are in the Site Plan 
Process to submit this application.  The application process costs only $66 and can be submitted 
at any time.  If the applicant does not submit until the site plan is in process, there can be an 
element of surprise about off-site utility improvement needs, and the project may be at a point in 
the schedule where delays and added costs are more problematic.  In the Downtown area, projects 
should submit an SER request as early in the planning stages as possible, since this is the trigger 
for AWU to model the system in respect to the development proposal.  The SER process creates a 
Conceptual Plan for service to a development based on the utility demands of the project and the 
existing infrastructure near the proposed development.  There can be a considerable amount of 
complexity in finding the best solution and multiple divisions of the Utility often give input.  
Larger Downtown projects can create further complexity by proposing alley closures and service 
relocations, while smaller projects may prefer that alleys remain, which provides the location for 
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their utility service.  SER program staff is available to meet with developers and their engineers 
to discuss future projects and explore options early in the planning process.  

The current AWU policy is that a project must bear the cost to upgrade the water and wastewater 
system to serve the demands generated by that project.  According to AWU staff, State Law 
dictates that their reimbursement policy must be consistent across the city.  The SER ordinance is 
their mechanism for defining the improvements and a cost-sharing or reimbursement formula. 
Cost participation may only occur if the developer is increasing the size of the utility above what 
is required by the new development, that is, for “over-sizing”.

The SER ordinance was recently updated in 2009 and methods are in place to cost-participate in 
the developer’s cost to oversize improvements.  Over-sizing a water or wastewater line means 
that the line is being requested to be a larger diameter than what would be required for suitable 
and sufficient service for the project (e.g., the project needs a 12-inch line for domestic demands 
and fire flow and the City wants a 16-inch line based on system planning needs). 

If a developer chooses to agree to the line upsize requested by AWU and qualify for cost-
participation, then the City of Austin public bidding procedures must be followed, since public 
funds are involved.  Typically, from the private sector’s point of view, this requirement is 
unacceptable, because it results in increased cost and time as compared to their ability to 
negotiate with a contractor of their choice.  

In the Downtown area, there will be limited opportunities for SER cost-participation from the 
City in water line upgrades since most of the upgrades will be to an eight-inch or 12-inch line.  
Some water lines in the downtown area are as small as two-inch so an upgrade to an eight-inch 
would not qualify since reimbursement starts with an upgrade to a 12 inches.  The SER ordinance 
does provide for participation (33%), if AWU requests an upgrade to 12 inches, but due to the 
more onerous City bidding requirements, it is doubtful that there is any cost incentive for many 
developers to choose this option.  

In order to establish the extent of possible utility off-site extensions,  AWU provided the data on 
all the SER’s approved for the Downtown area over the last 10 years.  Analysis of that data show 
that of 37 approved Service Extension Requests (SER’s) in the downtown area dated from 
November 1999 to September 2009.  City Staff issued letters for three of these SER’s stating they 
had suitable and sufficient existing service.  The applicants of the other 34 SER’s were required 
to construct varying size and length of water and/or wastewater infrastructure.  On average 
applicants were required to upgrade approximately 450 linear feet of water line (varying from 8-
inch diameter to 16-inch diameter) and 280 linear feet of wastewater line (varying from 8-inch 
diameter to 30-inch diameter).  Typically applicants were asked to upgrade the existing utilities 
the full length of their project frontage and connect to the nearest upgraded line.   

If the law prevents AWU from treating Downtown differently from other areas of the city, then 
the most flexibility to respond to water and wastewater infrastructure upgrades will be through 
the use of AWU’s CIP and maintenance funds to continue to monitor Downtown needs from an 
overall supply and collection perspective.  This will help to ensure that a project’s utility upgrades 
are minimized by the ability to connect to a larger line within an average of two city blocks. 
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The following graphic is a portion of an exhibit (see Exhibit E, Appendix) prepared by the AWU 
and shows the existing and proposed major upgrades to the water system that supports their effort 
to reinforce the basic spines of the system.  The AWU should continue to complete design on the 
proposed projects.  These projects should be points of discussion within the current CIP 
Coordinating Committee (facilitated by Mike Trimble) such that other departments have the 
opportunity to schedule and fund their utility upgrades within the project area.   

Stormwater Conveyance Analysis  - Watershed Protection Department staff reported that the 
majority of the downtown system is outdated (most installed in the 1930s) has exceeded its life 
cycle and in many cases is undersized.  See Exhibit G, Storm Sewer System.  It should be noted 
that approximately 60% of the whole city system is over 60 years old, so this is not a unique 
situation.  With approximately 25 miles of storm sewer lines in the downtown area, the upgrades 
to the system will have to occur over time with the adoption of a Downtown priority upgrade 
program.   Upgrade priority across the City is currently driven by flooding complaints and 
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problems.  Flooding or drainage complaints in the Downtown area tend to be minor so the current 
prioritization tool will not be appropriate in channeling funds to the Downtown.   

In 2007, the Watershed Protection Department authorized the preparation of a Little Shoal Creek 
and Congress Avenue Hydrology and Hydraulics Report by Dannenbaum Engineering in 
response to flooding conditions in the areas west of the University Texas and west of the State 
Capitol grounds.  The report analyzed the Little Shoal Creek/Nueces Street and Congress Ave 
storm drain trunk lines systems and resulted in recommendations regarding a Little Shoal Creek 
Tunnel and lateral line upgrades within parts of the Downtown.  Many of the recommendations 
address improvements north of the Downtown Plan area.  This report is the basis of the 
recommendation within the Implementation Plan for funding of the Shoal Creek Flood Control 
and Public Improvements Project. 

The creation of a Downtown drainage priority program must begin with the creation of a 
Downtown Drainage Master Plan.  Although there has been some drainage analysis in the 
Downtown area such as the Dannenbaum study, the Watershed Protection Department does not 
have the existing system mapped and documented in GIS.  This process has been started but 
won’t be complete for the whole city until 2012.  The staff has started on the CBD first, and it is 
estimated to take another eight months to complete.  Staff hopes to televise the Downtown system 
so that it can be cataloged as to age and condition.  Once this work is complete, it will be in a 
format where the staff or a consultant can model the drainage system which can lead to the 
creation of a Downtown Master Drainage Plan.  The results of this plan will define the system 
required to bring the drainage up to current code.  This master plan can then be used by the 
Drainage Utility to respond to new development as it occurs and to prioritize drainage system 
upgrades.

This future Downtown Drainage Master Plan will facilitate in the design of new Great Streets 
sections.  The Great Streets Program streetscapes that have been constructed since 1999, with 
their widened sidewalk areas and reduced roadway section, has reduced the surface conveyance 
capacity of streets.  This effect, coupled with an undersized storm sewer system   most likely will 
require additional subsurface storm sewers to accommodate runoff.  Currently, if a private 
development proposes Great Streets sidewalk improvements as a part of their project, the 
drainage issues have been addressed on a case-by-case basis.  The burden is on the developer to 
analyze the current conditions and design a solution through working with the City drainage 
review staff.  This has been difficult due to the absence of adequate information regarding the 
condition of the existing system and an overall drainage master plan.  As the DAP is encouraging 
development and proposes to require the construction of Great Streets streetscapes, then there is a 
compelling need for a Downtown Drainage Master Plan and an implementation strategy and 
funding. 

Water Quality – Well-protected and managed waterways are an asset to a community and bring 
ecological and recreational benefits to its citizens.  All the waterways downtown are enjoyed by 
the entire city and visitors to the city.  In Downtown, which has a high percentage of impervious 
cover, all the landforms, buildings and pavements, creeks, soil and vegetation serve as catchments 
and filters of rain and stormwater runoff.  The green infrastructure within the downtown is its 
parks and creek corridors which support plants, trees and wildlife.  There are limited 
opportunities for increased vegetation but what vegetation that does exist helps to reduce air 
pollution by filtering dust particles and reduction of heat island effects. 

The primary focus for water quality improvement and control in Downtown should focus on 
infrastructure and maintenance solutions which address odor control, trash and floatable materials 
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and the color and condition of the creek and lake water, as well as maintaining and increasing the 
adjacent native vegetation, wherever possible. 

Austin Energy - The Downtown electric service area is called the Network, because it is an 
underground system.  It is supplied by transmission mains feeding the network from outside of 
the system.  Bringing new transmission feeds to serve the downtown would be a difficult 
challenge.  Current projections by AE do not indicate the need for new feeds, but the uncertainty 
of long term density increases leaves this open as a distant possibility.  The Downtown is 
currently served by two substations, Seaholm and Brackenridge.  There is a new substation 
planned in the Rainey Street District, where a site has been obtained by AE.  This future 
substation will provide for new development and contingency if problems with the two other 
existing stations. 

Upon presenting the projected development map from the Downtown Master Plan, AE staff 
stated that an additional new substation may be needed in the northwest quadrant of downtown to 
serve future development.  Approximately 1.5 acres is required for a substation.  See Exhibit K, 
Austin Energy System Downtown Network Substation Locations and Exhibit L, Austin Energy 
Project System Map.

Regarding site development, the location of the electric vault poses the biggest problem on 
Downtown projects.  It must be at ground level, located within the customer’s property and be 
accessible by AE service equipment.  Also transformers are getting larger due to energy 
efficiency design.  It can be a challenge for a project to locate the required vault within their 
proposed building design. 

In the development of Great Streets sidewalks, the expansion of the sidewalk can sometimes 
result in the utilities being located under the new sidewalk instead of the street.  This can occur 
due to the large amount of utilities within the ROW rendering it impossible to relocate.  The new 
street trees can create a barrier to get repair equipment in and some of the heavy equipment is 
more damaging to the sidewalk than the street pavement.   

Street and Alley Issues – City of Austin Street & Bridge Department (S&B) manages the 
Pavement Management Information System (PMIS) data which is available for all streets within 
the city.  New pavement condition data is collected every two years in the normal PMIS data 
cycle.  New data will be available for the downtown streets at the end of 2010.  The summary of 
the PMIS for downtown streets is provided in Exhibit C, Condition of All City Maintained Streets 
in Downtown.  Streets are graded from A to F with D and F being “less than desirable and 
unsatisfactory”.  From the current PMIS data, there are 165 lane miles in the downtown area of 
which 81% of the lane miles are rated D or F.  

Downtown streets are generally pretty old.  The department indicates that the best course of 
action will be to rehabilitate or reconstruct most of them over the next 25 years.  However, if this 
is not fiscally possible, overlays and spot maintenance will continue as necessary as stop gap 
measures to defer extensive capital expenses.  Coupled with the need to upgrade the streets, the 
tolerance from the public for traffic control congestion, noise, dust, and disruption of normal 
business activities is very low.  Street & Bridge Department staff has recommended the following 
items which could help reduce frustrations over street construction projects. 

� Reconsider limitations on night and extended hours work especially the noise ordinance 
to allow for shorter construction periods and better service to the public at large. 

� Better communication plan to engage public in execution of planned projects. 
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� Better education on benefits of street maintenance and all construction activities.�
Maintenance street overlay projects occur in approximately a 10-yr cycle. This cycle can be 
affected by changes in vehicular loading and bus routes.  In Downtown the biggest issue affecting 
street condition is bus traffic since they are the hardest on the streets due to the heavy single rear 
axle load.  In some instances, some downtown streets are being constructed with concrete paving 
which has an average life of 30 years. Depending on economic conditions and budget constraints, 
reconstruction solutions may be either concrete or asphalt.  

According to staff, many of the alleys Downtown are in poor condition, but overall most of them 
are functional.  S&B has a good inventory of the current alleys and their general condition. The 
Public Works Department (PWD) has been letting the Downtown Austin Alliance (DAA) drive 
the priorities for alley reconstruction by request.  PWD has committed to reconstruct the DAA’s 
two highest priority alleys (one block each) per year.  The 6th Street area was highlighted in a 
cross departmental effort beginning in 2008 and that focus continued through the last two alleys 
selected for reconstruction in 2009.  Exhibit D, Downtown Alley Reference Grid Map and 
summary list shows the alley detail and schedule. 

Funding Challenges – Each city department faces major funding challenges.  The AWU, Street 
and Bridge and Watershed Protection use fees generated by the utility customers to fund their 
non-CIP projects.  The funds generated by these fees tend to remain fairly constant from year to 
year.    This leaves CIP projects, Taxing Districts, Private and Private/Public funding scenarios as 
the sources to increase funding to the Downtown area. 

Department Fee Revenue Summary: 

STREET & BRIDGE, Street Preventive Maintenance Program (SPMP) – This fund is for 
all routine maintenance (primarily overlays and surface treatments; occasionally re-
striping for bike lanes) and is funded from the transportation user fee in customer utility 
bills.  This fund is approximately $28 million/year and is designated for the whole city 
and not broken into areas or neighborhoods. 

AUSTIN WATER UTILITY, General Utility Relocation Projects - $16 million/year funded 
by utility customers’ fees.  This fund is for city wide projects.  The current policy is to 
allocate approximately $2 million per year to Downtown projects. 

WATERSHED PROTECTION, Drainage Utility Fund - $18 million/year generated from 
customers’ utility bills.  Amount applied to CBD comes from this fund starting in 2007 
and the amount varies each year.  The amount is determined by balancing city wide 
project priorities.  In 2009 the CBD amount was $700,000.  2010 will likely have the 
same amount available.  Operations and Maintenance Budget - $10 million city wide 
which includes employee salaries 

WATERSHED PROTECTION/AWU SITE PLAN FEES - Site Development Permit review 
fees for the Downtown qualify for the Desired Development Zone reduction which is as 
much as 50% for some elements of the fee total.  Water and Wastewater Tap fees are 
determined by meter size and are the same cost across the City.  Due to State law 
requirements on the impact fee calculation, the AWU must treat the entire service area 
equally on fee requirements.   



  K - 9

Prioritization Challenges – Each department uses a different methodology to determine where 
to spend their funds and how to prioritize projects.  Each department is charged with providing 
service and upgrade to the entire city.  The issue is how to assign and prioritize funds to the 
Downtown.

Prioritization Methods: 

Drainage Utility

� The current Drainage Master Plan for the City of Austin as adopted by the City Council 
states that the first priority is to address flooding problem areas. 

� The repair and upgrade priorities are complaint-driven.  
� Direction from City Council route priorities, such as upgrades to the TODs. 
� Funding opportunities/savings occur when upgrades are done as a part of or in tandem 

with another department’s project. 

Street & Bridge (S & B) Division of Public Works

� Condition of the street as determined by the PMIS Street Condition scores.   
� S & B representative on the Utility Coordination Committee is made aware of a project 

when it comes to the committee and S&B moves a street project up the priority list to 
coordinate.

� City’s Project Management Division (Public Works) identifies a project. 
� A S & B project is reviewed by other departments and they communicate a need, e. g., 

bicycle coordinator may prioritize a bike project if S & B is going to resurface a 
designated bikeway road.  

Austin Water Utility 

� Capacity and condition of lines drives everything. 
� In Downtown, some funds are directed towards alley work, as driven by DAA priorities. 
� Responds to wastewater overflows. 
� Lines that have had multiple breaks receive priority. 
� Failing fire flow levels to existing buildings. 

CIP Coordination Efforts - The Public Works Department has just begun a coordination process 
for the current CIP cycle which will use a GIS-based system to integrate and coordinate all the 
City departments’ CIP projects.  Each city department will have to prepare their 2010 CIP list 
using GIS.  This data will be input into the new Envista, a GIS-based project coordination 
software which has the capacity to determine conflicts and opportunities.  This program should be 
a tremendous improvement to the system as it pertains to Downtown and the rest of the city.  A 
working group, which is referred to as the CIP Coordinating Committee, is facilitated by Mike 
Trimble and is composed of representatives of each department. It has been meeting in order to 
institute changes that will facilitate the use of this Envista coordination tool.  The end result will 
provide a mechanism to identify common projects between departments that can lead to greater 
efficiencies and potentials for complete upgrade of streets, utilities, drainage, bike and pedestrian 
within one CIP project.  

Lesson Learned from Brazos Street Improvements – Currently, there is a CIP project under 
construction for Brazos Street from Cesar Chavez to 11th Street.  This project includes sidewalk, 
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landscape, utility and roadway reconstruction.  The project scope developed over a number of 
years as it grew from a street-only reconstruction project to include additional upgrades as 
allowed by specific department budgets.  Analysis of the design process for Brazos is useful in 
identifying certain challenges and opportunities that may occur in future Downtown CIP projects.   

Project design did include a drainage analysis of the project area.  Since this project includes 
Great Streets sidewalk sections, there was a need at a minimum to replace storm sewer inlets and 
a desire, if possible, to upgrade the entire drainage system to current standards.  A challenge to 
the drainage analysis was lack of information concerning the existing drainage system size, 
location and condition.  Extensive field verification was required in order to determine an existing 
system basis.  The final drainage report defined the need to replace the entire drainage system 
within the street as well as some parts of the system that fell outside of the street area.  Lack of 
funding sources to accomplish the entire replacement resulted in a reduced upgrade scope.  
Another large impediment to replacing storm sewers was the existence of a very shallow 
concrete-encased utility conduit within the street right-of-way.  This shallow conduit restricted 
the ability to revise the grade of the street or run new storm sewer.   

Cost Estimating – The Brazos Street project serves as an applicable model for determining the 
cost to construct Great Streets with utility upgrades.  The project, which was bid in 2009, resulted 
in an average cost of $1.1 million per block. Of the $10.5 million total cost of the project, the 
following percentages apply:  Street/Landscape - 56%, Drainage – 30%, Water – 12%, and 
Wastewater – 2%.  Since every street within the Downtown is unique with varying conditions for 
new and relocation of utilities, the Brazos Street cost information is the most current and useful 
tool for general application. For planning purposes, a cost estimate of $1.5 million per block can 
be used for future Great Streets segments. 

Private Utilities - The issue of private utilities (telecommunications) creates a number of 
challenges in the Downtown area.  The permitting process and installation of these utilities in the 
past was not heavily regulated as to alignment and installation procedures.  Additionally, current 
location of these utilities and conduits is limited by inaccurate or few as-built records.  
Installation methods have included inconsistent assignments in vertical and horizontal location 
and construction of concrete encased conduits that can have as little as a couple of inches of cover 
within the street right-of-way.  This shallow installation severely restricts utility upgrades in street 
reconstruction since new sanitary and storm sewer assignments would most likely occur in the top 
five to six feet of the street section.  State franchise legislation appears to complicate the City’s 
ability to require private utilities to relocate lines in a timely manner and at their cost.  This has 
resulted in most City roadway reconstruction projects either absorbing the cost to relocate these 
lines or, due to budgetary constraints, abandoning complete upgrades to the infrastructure system 
or new landscaping installation.

The following exhibit demonstrates the required vertical locations for various utilities.  If 
possible, future installations of private utilities would best allow public infrastructure upgrades if 
they were installed at a five to six foot depth.  
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Currently, there are several policy and procedural changes underway within the ROW 
Management Division of the City to improve the permitting, coordination and construction of 
private utilities.  Within the Downtown area, a new utility construction of 25+ feet requires a 
permit that must be submitted to the supervisor of the Austin Utility Location Coordinating 
Committee (AULCC) and the City’s General Permit process.  A new process has been initiated 
within the AULCC office that uses the existing AMANDA and new Envista tracking systems to 
input all new utility permit applications in order to identify existing and proposed projects within 
the utility permit location.  The goal of this tracking system is to better assist in identifying 
proposed projects that might influence the location of new utilities.   

Another coordinating effort that was recently started is the Streetscape Conflict Task Force 
facilitated by George Adams, Assistant Director within the Planning and Review Department. 
This task force is composed of representatives from each Department which regulates 
infrastructure that can be affected by Great Streets design and construction.  This task force will 
explore conflict resolution and methodologies such as joint trenching that will support a more 
systematic approach to Great Streets construction.   

Design Issues - It is recommended that early in the design of new streets and infrastructure a 
request for pot-holing the exact location of all utilities should be made.  This will facilitate the 
most effective and efficient design.  Although there may be conflicting opinions as to whether the 
City or the private utility should pay for this location effort, this should not result in abandoning 
the decision to perform this action.  The existing locations of these utilities most likely will result 
in increased construction cost either in the need to relocate the private utilities or to develop an 
alternative design.  This discussion must occur early in the design effort such that there is 
adequate time to weigh the cost benefit of various solutions.   



K - 1 2   D O W N T O W N  A U S T I N  P L A N  -  9 . 2 0 1 0  D R A F T          

                  

Identifying Specific Infrastructure Projects to support the Downtown Plan – Infrastructure
improvements will occur in one of two ways to support Downtown development:  either 
improvements will occur as a result of private development initiatives, or the city will undertake 
public improvements as part of a major CIP project, similar to the Second Street streetscape 
improvements. 

In the first case, infrastructure improvements will be required to respond to development projects.  
For small projects of a quarter-block or less, the improvements may consist of waterline upgrades 
to satisfy fire flow or other small scale improvements that arise in the development review 
process.  Larger projects may result in more extensive improvements, including Great Streets and 
the associated utility and drainage improvements.  The city should be prepared to respond to these 
development proposals with flexibility and appropriate participation to incrementally rebuild the 
Downtown infrastructure. 

In the second case, the City may undertake a complete street reconstruction project similar to the 
current Brazos Street project incorporating Great Streets improvements and the rehabilitation of 
all or a portion of the utilities and drainage within the street reconstruction.  This type of project 
should resolve the local infrastructure issues such that development has an incentive to locate 
along this street. 

Site Development Permit Process – The Site Development Permit process for Downtown 
projects is the same as for any project in Austin.  The major requirement difference is that 
projects within the Downtown are exempt from storm water detention requirements due to the 
proximity to Lady Bird Lake.  Water quality is addressed on a case-by-case basis and addressed 
either by a payment of a fee for water quality, or if the site is large enough, by incorporation of 
innovative controls such as sediment traps, oil-water separators, subsurface filtration basins, 
rainwater harvesting, porous pavement or rain gardens. 

Water and wastewater infrastructure issues are addressed by the Service Extension Request 
(SER).  If a new project is proposed Downtown and adjacent utility service is inadequate, the 
applicant submits a SER to AWU to determine service extension upgrades requirements.  In 
many cases, projects are required to improve the water system in order to meet fire flow needs.  
The extent of these improvements will be made on a case-by-case basis.  For larger projects that 
cover a whole block or increase demands substantially, there may be more significant upgrades or 
extensions required of the developer.  The SER process allows AWU to look at the system and 
determine the best solution to service.  It is also a process that allows the system planning staff 
within AWU to update their models and identify system upgrades that may be required, beyond 
those triggered by a new development.  Drainage infrastructure issues are more difficult to 
determine due to the lack of information on the existing system.  If the project proposes to 
reconstruct the street section, the burden is on the developer to determine what the existing 
system is and what upgrades will be required by the project. 

If landscape or cafe improvements are proposed within the public right-of-way (ROW), then a 
License Agreement is required.  This process is separate from the Site Development Permit 
process and plan and does not have a predictable review time, due in part to the Law 
Department’s processing time.  It should be incorporated into the Site Development Permit 
application process and should have required response times from City staff. 

Summary of Issues and Policy Recommendations 
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1)   Continue to improve overall coordination and interaction among City of Austin departments 
that affect Downtown infrastructure development.  This is imperative to accomplish 
infrastructure upgrades in a consolidated and cost-effective manner.  The current Public 
Works process to integrate and coordinate all CIP projects with Envista should be continued 
and developed into an on-going project monitoring/coordination system. 

� Create a Downtown “coordination team” with representatives from all the departments 
charged with continued infrastructure upgrade coordination for Downtown. 

2)   With the adoption of the Downtown Master Plan, City Council should include policy 
directives for each department that controls development review and/or infrastructure 
planning and construction. 

� Upon adoption of the Downtown Plan, each department should incorporate the near-term 
and long-term development projections of the plan into their programming, planning, and 
design processes.  It should inform their decisions on maintenance, CIP and private sector 
development service requirements. 

� Since the near and long-term projections are broad across the downtown area, specific 
modeling methodology as employed by AWU will be enhanced by the creation of the 
recommended Downtown Review Team and encouragement of early stage Service 
Extension Requests, which are the vehicle to model specific demands into the existing 
system.  

� Develop a methodology regarding allocations and priorities out of the city-wide budgets 
for Downtown infrastructure upgrades.  This methodology should be adopted by the City 
Council and/or the City Manager as a part of the DAP.  

3)   The age and condition of the majority of Downtown water, wastewater, storm sewer and 
street surfaces dictate considerable upgrade and replacement at some time in the future.  The 
basic “bones” of the system are functioning, and upgrades will be driven by development 
location and other municipal priorities.  Funding for the replacement of these improvements 
will always be a challenge, therefore it is imperative that a recurring annual fund be 
developed, as well as a dynamic development response process to address projects as they 
come through the permit process. 

� Develop a priority process for Downtown and annual Capital Improvement funds within 
AWU to address utility upgrades needed for new Downtown projects.  

� Develop a similar CIP fund for the Drainage Utility to fund a Downtown Drainage 
Master Plan and strategic stormwater system upgrades. 

� The Watershed Protection Department should prepare a Downtown Drainage Master Plan 
that will define systems requirements.  This will allow for a systematic approach to storm 
water improvements in response to development and preparation of CIP priorities. 

� Define major improvements as CIP projects for area-specific investments such as the 
Waller Creek District, East 6th Street and the Shoal Creek area.

� AWU should inspect the Downtown wastewater system and use these findings and data, 
along with DAP Downtown development projections, to prioritize replacement projects. 

4)  Take a proactive approach to planning by anticipating future energy needs and requirements. 

� Develop design criteria options to address Austin Energy requirements for underground 
vaults.  Address maintenance equipment options for current and future designs. 
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� Austin Energy should begin the planning for a future substation site within the 
Downtown service area. 

5)  Create a Water Quality Program for Downtown.   

� Encourage the development of public/private programs for maintenance of downtown 
creeks and Lady Bird Lake similar to the Keep Austin Beautiful programs. 

� Increase number of dedicated City staff for trash control and maintenance along creeks 
and the river.   

� Much of the trash that lands in the downtown sections of Shoal and Waller Creek comes 
from the upstream drainage area.  Address trash control in these areas with public 
education and creek clean up programs for the entire creek area. 

� Create education programs to inform the public, property owners and tenants about 
“source control” water quality methods. 

� Expand street sweeping schedules as more areas of Downtown redevelop. 
� Expand use of trash and sediment control storm water inlets, as appropriate.  (City staff is 

currently pursuing a downtown inlet replacement program.) 
� When the site area allows, encourage innovative water quality controls and landscaping 

with adoption of Integrated Pest Management Plan. 
� When the Green Roof Stakeholder Group completes their work, incorporate 

recommendations into the Downtown Master Plan, as appropriate.  

6) The City of Austin should create a Site Development Permit process that facilitates the 
permitting and construction of projects within the DAP area.  There is a need to address 
Downtown projects on a case-by-case basis. 

� Create a position for an overall Downtown Project Manager whose charge is to assist in 
an efficient and positive permitting process for Downtown projects.  This person would 
assist in resolving permitting and infrastructure issues which typically cause project 
delays.   

� Create a Downtown Review Team within the Planning and Development Review 
Department that is assigned with the task of facilitating, reviewing and permitting 
Downtown projects.  It could be similar to the former Smart Housing Review Team, 
which acted as advocate for projects that qualified for the Smart Housing Program. 

� Encourage/require developers to meet early on with this Downtown Review Team, to 
bring the City into the project planning process, allowing the various infrastructure 
departments to have input on the existing systems and possible opportunities or conflicts 
in the area.  The SER process should be started at this early planning stage to allow AWU 
to model the proposed development and assist in determining water and wastewater 
needs.

� Incorporate the License Agreement process into the Site Development Permit review 
process.

7)   Continue to prioritize maintenance improvements to Downtown street and alleys as necessary 
and work with other departments to facilitate and fund complete street reconstruction which 
provides for all utilities and utility conduits for future needs. 
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1.   Capitol Square
2.   Capitol Dominance Overlay District
3.   Congress Avenue National Register Historic District & Overlay District
4.   East Sixth Street National Register Historic District & East 6th/Pecan 
      Street Overlay District
5.   Rainey Street National Register Historic District
6.   Bremond Block National Register Historic District
7.   Downtown Creeks Overlay District
8.   Downtown Parks Overlay District
9.   Waterfront Overlay District 
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