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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The South by Southwest Festival (SXSW) is a boon to the Austin economy, bringing in hundreds of
millions of dollars annually. The City of Austin and its organizers have worked cooperatively to ensure
the safety of the thousands of attendees at its sponsored events from pre-planning to working side-by-
side during the festival to address issues as they occur.

SXSW, first established as a music-only festival in 1987 with 700 registrants, now encompasses separate
music, film and interactive conferences that have grown to approximately 80,000 registrants this year.
SXSW remains the pre-eminent special event in Austin each March and has become the catalyst for a
Spring Music Festival that brings tens of thousands more into the city without SXSW credentials.

City staff works to maintain responsiveness as it balances event characteristics with community
concerns. City and SXSW staff continue to meet with crowd specialists to get versed on best-managed
practices for large-scale events. Recently, SXSW contracted with Populous, a firm that has experience
in coordinating large events including the World Cup, the Olympics and the Super Bowl, to conduct a
workshop for SXSW staff and the City’s Austin Center for Events (ACE) Division Managers.

The City has improved its management of the SXSW and the Spring Music Festival from lessons learned
in previous years. Those improvements include:

e Staggering cut-off times of temporary events so all do not end at the same time, thus avoiding the
massive influx of people into the streets trying to get to another location.

« Evaluation of all permit applications, including sound, temporary change of use and temporary use, by
the Austin Center for Events to allow for a more cohesive response. This one-stop shop alleviates the
previous scenario where an applicant went to a City department, got a permit and thought that was ali
that was needed.

« Establishing earlier deadlines for outdoor permit applications to more effectively manage the
cumulative impact of all events.

o Assigning more Public Assembly Code Enforcement (PACE) personnel throughout the SXSW period to
ensure the safety for those attending various events.

« Creating a Unified Command Center for quicker response when issues arise.

Despite these efforts, the City finds itself at a critical point where public safety could be compromised if
policies are not put in place for the 2015 SXSW festival and the non-sanctioned events surrounding it.

This report, in response to a City Council resolution, addresses crowd management issues, including
traffic congestion, that have evolved as Austin has become a Spring Break destination. The report looks
not only at SXSW, but activities that have sprung up in large part because of its success, as well as
special events beyond the March Spring Music Festival.

Over the past several months, City staff has gathered community input to improve the experience for
both attendees and Austin residents who do not attend yet nevertheless are still impacted.

From that input and a review of the impact of this year’s events, the Austin Center for Events staff has
concluded that the two major issues that must be addressed are (1) alcohol consumption and (2) over-
programming for the capacity of a venue whether an indoor or outdoor temporary location or established
entertainment “brick-and-mortar” facilities.

This report outlines administrative, City ordinance and inter-agency improvements that will help mitigate
those problems and other related issues.
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