g green

Welcome to Austin…
Pick a Side
To Grow or Not to Grow? That is the Question.

A

ustin has been described politically as the blue
dot in a sea of red. A little closer observation
will reveal that the two party system is alive and
well in Austin, but the division is not Democrat and Republican. The divisions in Austin can be classified
as those for growth and those against growth. The division between Austin and the rest of the state became evident when
Sam Houston, the President of The Republic of Texas, demanded the archives be moved to Houston over the protests
of the ‘seditious’ citizens of Austin. This led to the Texas
Archives War of 1842, and is remembered today by a statue
on Congress Avenue of citizen Angelina Eberly and the howitzer she used to send the troops from Houston back home.
Another example of Austin being different is evidenced by
Travis County being one of only a handful of counties that
voted against succession from the Union in 1861.
Austin is located along the Colorado River and the Balcones Fault. From the 1930s, dams along the Colorado River produced hydroelectric power to the city. Today,
the citizens of Austin and the surrounding municipalities tap into the Colorado River for their
drinking water. The Balcones Fault, beneath Interstate Highway 35 (I-35), divides the city into two distinct
geological zones. The area
east of I-35 is flat and the soil
is primarily highly expansive
clays. The area west of I-35
is hilly and the soil is rocky
with layers of limestone,
shale and chalk. The latter
geological composition allows
for the free flow of water through
sedimentary rocks into aquifers.
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The natural act of the water flowing through limestone
provides a natural filtration system and results in natural
springs that can be used for drinking with little or no additional treatment. One of the larger aquifers is the Edwards
Aquifer - the source of drinkable water for the City of San
Antonio and other municipalities south of Austin.

SUSTAINABILITY
Webster’s Dictionary defines sustainability as “the ability
to keep in existence or maintain.” The term has been recently
redefined with respect to development as ‘development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.’
Concepts of what we call sustainable development have
been around long before the 20th century. Before modern heating and air conditioning systems, builders used mature trees to
block the hot sun and windows faced north away from the sun.
Before the national highway system evolved, there was no other
choice but to procure materials from a nearby supplier. And it
wasn’t that long ago when building material costs outweighed
labor costs so every piece of
scrap metal or lumber was
used and reused until it had
no more usefulness.

THE BEGINNING OF
ENVIRONMENTAL
REGULATIONS
In 1969, far from Austin,
the Cuyahoga River (near
Cleveland, Ohio) caught fire.
Time Magazine’s cover story
was a picture from an earlier Cuyahoga River fire – the one
in 1952. The coverage of this event spurred the creation of the
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Clean Water Act and the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA). Today the EPA monitors air quality around the state and
the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality monitors
surface water and commercial wells.
Save the whales. Collect the whole set.

IS THAT A BABY RUTH IN THE POOL
Barton Springs, also known as “The Soul of the City,” is a
revered swimming hole with crystal clear and very cold water fed by natural springs. In the early eighties, a single-family subdivision, Circle C Ranch, was proposed just southwest of the City of Austin and Barton Springs in the Barton
Creek watershed. Shortly
thereafter, the City of Austin
adopted the Comprehensive
Watershed Ordinance. The
ordinance was the first of its
kind to require water quality protection for all watersheds and designate critical
environmental features and
provisions for their protection. Circle C Ranch was
“grandfathered” (and not required to adhere to these new
regulations) because of state legislation that prohibited cities
from altering water quality rules once a development project
has begun.
By 1990, another project prompted 800 citizens to speak
against it at the public hearing for the development. Less
than a year later, Barton Springs was closed dozens of times
and had high levels of fecal coli form. A citizen petition was
quickly filed that led to a one-sided vote for the Save Our
Springs Ordinance. This ordinance severely limited development within the Barton Springs Zone to 15% impervious
cover in the Barton Springs recharge zone.
The environmental ordinances in Austin are not exclusive to storm water quality treatment and critical environmental features. In fact, the city’s ordinances resemble the
first version of LEED. Similar items include: Stormwater
Quality and Quantity Control; Heat Island Effect; Bicycle
Parking and Light Pollution Reduction. The site development aspects of the first version of LEED was in fact modeled after the city’s ordinances for site development. The
City has, in turn, adopted LEED Silver standards for all public facilities and has sustainable construction requirements
for environmentally sensitive projects.

INTO THE FUTURE
In some areas, the Austin City Code exceeded current sustainability guidance. The City’s tree ordinance requires mitigation for trees as small as eight-inches in diameter and includes a provision that requires a public meeting to determine
the mitigation requirements for trees over 30-inches in diameter. The Austin Climate Protection Plan required that all new
single-family homes be net-zero energy and 75% more energy
efficient, and that all buildings and homes sold would undergo energy efficient updates. The development community
successfully tabled certain aspects of the plan citing affordability, but other aspects re-emerged as the Austin Resource
Recovery Master Plan, with a goal for Austin to produce zero
waste by 2040, starting with a plastic bag ban in March.

DUDE, WHERE’S YOUR CAR
Affordability, nearby natural resources, a median age of 29.6 years, low unemployment rates,
world class entertainment and premier educational facilities are causing an influx of younger
people to Austin. These young Americans have
experienced one of the most severe recessions
this country has ever seen. They have had to
cut back and tighten their belts, trade in their
cars for bicycles and would rather live in an efficiency downtown or south of the river than
an estate in the suburbs. The city recognizes
this and is incorporating infrastructure for
bicycles with all new roadway and many restriping projects. The city is drafting an ordinance to require showers and changing
facilities for new buildings over 5,000 sq.ft.
and eliminating minimum requirements
for automobile parking for buildings in the
Central Business District.
In the 1970s, the citizens of Austin opposed growth because they thought multifamily apartment complexes were eyesores. In 2012, multi-family units comprised 38% of all housing units in Austin. Austin’s
growth is currently limited by the amount of available land within an acceptable distance of downtown, the University of Texas
and the entertainment district. Several high-rise structures are
being planned or are under construction in the area and all but
one will be residential housing. Whether you are for growth or
against it, your best option may be smart growth. n
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