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Dove Springs: Neighborhood Form and Health
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Dove Springs: Neighborhood Form and Health

Introduction

In this report, we give a brief overview of the community as it exists and the problems that it faces. We find
that the triggering issue of childhood obesity relates directly to all of the conditions of an aging suburban
neighborhood that suffers from lack of connectivity, lack of community, and lack of services.

We provide a high level overview of the issues and propose potential interventions that are worth
investigating in greater detail.

Executive Summary
Description and Problem Statement

Dove Springs is an existing neighborhood in Southeast Austin, defined roughly by I35 to the east, Stassney
Lane to the north, and bisected by William Cannon. It is laid out as a typical suburban neighborhood,
fragmented by high speed vehicular corridors, with few connecting streets and a great number of cul de
sacs.

William Cannon Drive, eastbound

Automobile Focused

The neighborhood is almost entirely single family housing (SF-3), with some multi-family and very few
services such as retail businesses, healthy food, or health care. There are a few retail businesses along
Stassney Lane and William Cannon, however these are only comfortably accessible by car.

The nearest grocery stores are an HEB and a Fiesta. The HEB is located at the southeast corner of 135 and
William Cannon (6607 S 1-35), and the Fiesta is located west of 135 at Stassney Lane (5510 South | H 35).
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Dove Springs: Neighborhood Form and Health

Both are adjacent to the 135 access road and are easily accessible only by car. Parents participating in a
focus group noted:

“We need less greasy places to eat. Reduce the number of fast food restaurants. | would like to see
more healthy organic and vegetarian places to eat, like the one on Chicon (Mr. Natural). They know

Ill

how to make healthy food taste good

“We need delis, but we have to cross 135 to get to them. So most people just walk to Sonic which is
mostly grease and bread. HEB isn’t close enough.”

In addition, there are several civic uses in the neighborhood: Widen Elementary School, Mendez Middle
School, and Fire Station #24 at 5811 Nuckols Crossing. Dove Springs Recreational Center is located at the
far eastern edge of the neighborhood.

The Rec Center is also designed to be accessible primarily by car. There are no bus stops at the Rec Center:
the nearest are several blocks away, one at the corner of Nuckols Crossing and Palo Blanco, and one
adjacent to Mendez Middle School. The Center is physically and visually separated from the neighborhood
by its remote location, its topographic location in a depression and by large grass berms around the
entrance. The lack of visibility and remote location keep the Center out of the flow of neighborhood traffic
and therefore out of mind. The lack of visibility and poor sight lines when approaching the Center on foot
or on a bicycleleads to a perceived lack of safety, thereby discouraging a pedestrian or bicycle approach.

As noted above, the neighborhood’s design presupposes easy access to and constant use of automobiles in
order to be comfortably livable, and it is not comfortably livable without easy access to an automobile.

Conversations and focus groups with neighborhood leaders and residents indicate that a significant number
of neighborhood residents do not own an automobile, and are entirely dependent on transit for access to
services. As noted above, most services are external to the neighborhood and accessible only by car. In
addition, many residents work two jobs in order to survive economically — leaving for their first job at 5 am.
2 The time and energy demands of working two jobs and commuting to them via transit leave little left over
for a bus trip to the grocery store, thereby making processed food purchased from convenience stores and
fast food restaurants more attractive.

The combination of lack of access to automobiles in a neighborhood designed for automobile dependence
and lack of services within the neighborhood therefore exacerbate the lack of access to healthy food.

Safety:

The neighborhood contains abundant parkland, however, the residents’ strong perception that the parks
are highly unsafe has led to a reluctance to use them. Crime, transients, and drug use were all cited as
issues in the parks:

“I never go to Franklin park. At any hour it is unsafe.”

! Focus group with neighborhood residents conducted by University of Texas Planning students , Friday, November 19,
2010.

? Conversation with neighborhood leader , Saturday, October 30, 2010.
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“Yes, there is a big park just behind us, but | don’t take my kids around that place, there are bad things
there, homeless, drugs and stuff.”

“We wish we could have a safer park system, during the day it is ok, but once it starts to get darker we
get scared. So it limits us the use of this places. More bike lanes for our kids. They all have bikes but they

don’t use them.”?

Neighborhood Form and Health:

Three main issues, all related to the neighborhood form, contribute to the high child obesity rates in Dove
Springs

1. lack of access to healthy food
2. lack of physical activity
3. lack of community / connectivity.

All of these issues are interrelated and mutually reinforcing. For example, since the majority of the area is
purely single family residential, with a few civic uses, there are no services central to the community, and as
noted above, all sources of healthy food are external to the neighborhood and easily accessible only by car.

Lack of activity and lack of community relate to one another and to the form of the neighborhood.
Residents have stated that there is little use of the extensive parks because there is a perception of lack of
safety in the parks. Lack of safety is a direct result of the physical and cultural fragmentation of the
community. The community has no center, no identity, and no clear desirable location for residents to
come together and interact with one another. These factors, combined with the low density, result in a
lack of eyes on the street and in the parks, which increases both the perception and the reality of lack of
safety and allows crime and undesirable activities to flourish.

Successful communities have civic uses at heart of community. They have short distances to activities,
shaded walkways, diversity of housing types, density greater than two units per acre, and, due to all of
these other factors, have activity throughout the day and often into the evening.

Toolkit of Proposed Interventions

We propose a three point foundation for restoring community health, in both the physical and cultural
sense, to Dove Springs. This foundation addresses all of the interrelated issues of Food, Community, and
Activity.

In addition to providing access to healthy food, it will therefore be necessary to build up the community in
order to create a perception of safety, to build a culture of activity, and to provide a physical and cultural
infrastructure that encourages activity.

We present a high level overview of a few of issues and interventions that are worth investigating in greater
detail. For each point, we list proposed strategies and a list of possible partners in addition to the City of
Austin.

* Focus group with neighborhood residents conducted by University of Texas students , Friday, November 19, 2010.
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Foundation Point 1: Access to Food

1.1 Create a community garden strategy that addresses land use, education, and security: Work with
custodians of underutilized public lands and groups such as the Sustainable Food Center and Urban
Roots to create a network of community gardens throughout the neighborhood.

1.2 Food market strategy: Explore options for getting fresh food into the community such as
subscription services, deliveries, etc. What are the management and distribution possibilities?

Potential Partners:

Sustainable Food Center Austin Independent School District

Urban Roots Grocery chains

Churches Local businesses

Community Leaders

Foundation Point 2: Community

The community suffers from fragmentation due to its form and the way in which traffic has been

designed. The lack of services and destinations to bring the community together create additional

obstacles to daily life and exacerbate the lack of access to food and activity.

2.1

2.2

2.3

Create a Community Center:  Create a catalyst project that serves as a destination, builds
community pride, and provides important services within the community. The center should be
located in an area which can create a high level of pedestrian activity at a newly defined core of
the neighborhood and be designed to be both an outdoor and indoor venue.

The neighborhood has requested a multipurpose health center which would include a clinic,
various other health and social services, recreational activities, etc. We propose that such a
clinic would be an ideal anchor tenant for a multipurpose center that could include a mixture of
uses including a playground, garden plots, a food resource center offering nutritional counseling
and cooking classes, and a vendor and market area for retail services.

Foster Safety and Services within the Community: The community suffers both from a lack of
services and from insufficient eyes on the street. Increase density in appropriate locations in
order to create safe parks, safe streets, and make successful retail businesses viable.

In order to be successful, retail businesses require a minimum density of 16 to 18 units per acre
within a 20 minute radius. Increasing density in the area will yield a market for retail. The
existing gross average is significantly less.

° Create well designed multi-family housing with a row house character around the edges
of parks and underutilized public lands. This will provide an ‘edge’ for the parks,
increasing oversight, increasing use, and increasing safety.

Reduce Fragmentation and Foster Connectivity: Since streets are key players in the success of a
community, redefine the nature of some of the streets to increase connectedness and create
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2.3a

2.3b

2.3c

2.4

2.5

shaded pedestrian corridors. William Cannon, Stassney, Pleasant Valley, and Nuckols Crossing
can become the great streets of the neighborhood.

Improve Existing Streets:

e Add trees to create shaded sidewalks

® C(Create a buffer space between street edges and sidewalks

® Remove medians to slow traffic

e Utilize vegetated stormwater swales to improve water quality
® Add shelters and shade at bus stops

* Provide more frequent opportunities for safe crossings so that pedestrians may cross every
600 feet maximum.

® Provide traffic calming around schools

Extend existing dead-end streets to improve connectivity around the park areas. This will
improve safety by increasing oversight of the park lands.

Create more pedestrian connections: add a greenway collector between Stassney and Pleasant
Valley

Create Quality Public Spaces: Encouraging shared parking and shared open space between
different community facilities would lead to a more connected community, and would also
decrease costs of maintenance

School site planning: While we acknowledge that school districts are independent from
municipalities, we recommend that further dialogue be opened with the school district in order
to encourage site planning that incorporates tried, successful, and recognized urban planning
principles in order to better integrate schools into the community, including:

® Addressing the context of the school within the existing community fabric
e Relating the school design to the street edges around them
e Creating public places by

e Sharing often redundant open spaces
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Edge of Mendez Middle School Campus

Potential Partners:

Private developers Community Leaders

Banks Austin Independent School District
Churches Local businesses

Foundation Point 3: Activity

Activity comes from community, safety, and culture. Safety comes from connectivity, community, and eyes
on the streets and parks. Parks with no edges, and with no variety of land use around them create a safety
problem, therefore, the goal is to connect people to the parks to increase safety.

3.1 Increase recreational destinations in the neighborhood, both to provide activity options for people
in the neighborhood, and to bring people in from outside, thereby increasing the eyes on the street
and in the parks. These destinations could include:

® Frisbee golf
®  mountain biking trails
® a major skate park

® etc.
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3.2

Dove Springs Recreational Center: improve physical access to the Recreational Center
® Asnoted above: extend dead end streets near the Rec Center to improve access.
* Improve transit connections to the Rec Center: provide a bus stop at the Rec Center.

e Develop design to open up the front approach to the Rec Center and make it attractive to
pedestrians — Redesign landscape, improve topography, etc.

Improve lighting and paths connecting the Rec Center from the rear.

3.3

Dove Springs Recreational Center: improve programs at Rec Center and make them more
affordable to residents. Residents noted during focus groups that they cannot afford the programs
at the Rec Center and therefore do not use them:

“The kids use to play baseball in the Rec. Center. Because they started to charge for these activities,
now our kids don’t play anymore.”

“My sons want to participate in karate and others activities, but there is no money. Keeping them
enrolled in those classes is impossible. One of my sons used to play soccer, some teams wanted to
take him, but we couldn’t afford the membership it was of 5200 plus the cost of the equipment, and
thus he is not playing now.”

“The problem with the Rec. Center is that they used to have more free activities, but now they cost
between 35 to 50 bucks, it is too high for us. We have 4 kids and we can’t afford that, it’s too much.
My sons go to the karate because it is free”

“There is lack of information from the Rec. Center about the programs they offer and now the
classes are expensive”

“The Rec center should have leagues for 12 and up. Right now they stop at 12.”
“I stopped playing football at 12 because | couldn’t do it any more at the rec Center.”*
® Increase Rec Center operating hours in order to improve both accessibility and safety.

® |mprove affordability of Rec Center programs.

Potential Partners:

Park and trail advocates

Private developers

Churches

Community Leaders

Austin Independent School District

Local businesses

* Focus group with neighborhood residents conducted by University of Texas students , Friday, November 19, 2010.
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Conclusion

Childhood obesity in Dove Springs does not exist in isolation, and will not be corrected solely by a greater
emphasis on nutrition in schools, or by increased exercise programs at the Rec Center. Childhood obesity is
a symptom of the greater issue of an aging suburban neighborhood that suffers from lack of community,
lack of connectivity, and lack of a center.

Increasing connectivity, increasing eyes on the street, increasing density in appropriate areas, and
developing a community center will increase safety and make possible a culture of activity and health.
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