January 16, 2014
Dear CodeNext team,
Neighborhood associations along Burnet Rd in North Central Austin last year defined a community of interest that is age-balanced.  Many residents support a vision of Burnet as “A Place for All Ages.”  An appropriate target might be the US average of 24% children in the population.

We recognize the challenges to achieving that vision, at a time when development in Austin’s urban core is pursuing the dominant young professionals demographic.  But we think that long-term, Burnet is a smart place for an age-balanced urban niche.  

We need help from staff and consultants to achieve that vision.  I submitted the following questions to Paul DiGuiseppe on January 10 for distribution to Imagine Austin priority teams, and am hoping you will account for these in your neighborhood character analysis.

Compact and Connected, CodeNext

1. To what degree does demographic impact (i.e. age balance) come into staff’s interpretation of ‘community character’? 

2. To what degree will a local community’s special prioritization of age balance (or other Comp Plan goals) affect land use decisions during local area planning?  
3. Does staff have any studies correlating the ratio of multi-bedroom units (and especially 3-bedroom units) to the percentage of children? We have ACS census data on this for eight US cities, and it looks like 70% multi-bedroom units corresponds to 20% children in the population.  Is there a way for staff to validate that metric and use it as a target for planning of urban areas that want to be age-balanced? 

4. Is information available on the age demographics of different housing types? How child-friendly are missing middle categories?  
5. Are there code requirements for missing middle or other housing types that can make them more appealing to households with children? 

6. People have concerns about ‘missing middle’ housing categories (listed below).  CodeNext’s response is that these concerns are out of scope for the LDC rewrite process.  How are they being addressed and publicly communicated? 

a. Construction quality 

b. Maintenance 

c. Upzoning pressure on taxes for existing residents 

d. Risk of zoning scope creep into SF neighborhoods away from transit 

e. Pressure on average duration of residence
7. The CodeNext team is using a software system, Envision Tomorrow, which doesn’t appear to model age impacts from development.  Is that true, and if so, how will age impacts be evaluated? 

8. See questions below on open space, some of which apply to zoning.
Green Infrastructure, Healthy Austin

1. North Austin from 45th to Walnut Creek is a public space desert, especially in areas targeted for development. Yet safe open space is a critical amenity for children. It’s also crucial to achieve walkability and support transit. There’s a perception (reinforced by statements from staff) that the City is prioritizing open space acquisition on the city’s outskirts for water quality, and not acquiring new open space in the urban core.  Is that the case? What policies will ensure that North Austin gets adequate open space in support of pedestrian- and transit-oriented areas? 

2. PARD has stated repeatedly that it can’t maintain its existing parks.  It is therefore loath to acquire more urban parks (just $4 million allocated for urban park acquisition in the 2012 bond package).  But urban park acquisition opportunities in development zones are disappearing.  The need for urban parks will continue to grow; the future cost to acquire them will be exorbitant.  Will PARD consider a land-banking program, so that future parks can be built when they are justified by higher density, without putting strain on today’s maintenance resources? 

3. Will PARD prioritize activity corridor transit areas for onsite parkland dedication, if that fills a gap in the ¼ mile park service area?  How would such a policy be communicated to the development community? 

4. The new Open Space ordinance raises minimum private common open space requirements for most sites over 2 acres to 5%.  It appears that North Burnet Gateway, and possibly other TODs, were excluded and the requirement there is still 2%.  Are these open space policies being reviewed? 

5. Stronger set-back requirements for development along creeks is key to the goal of integrating nature into the city.  Many creeks in North Austin are small.  Will new set-back requirements apply to small creeks, especially those connecting through development areas? 

6. The CDS/VMU ordinance was amended last year to require transit plazas for some development adjacent to BRT stations.  But the open space required was minimal, reflecting today’s low pedestrian usage.  Yet today’s open space must support higher future pedestrian use as well.  Will CodeNext beef up public space requirements for rapid transit areas?
Affordability

1. Efficiency and 1-BR apartments are the most affordable housing, but they exclude households with children.  Will affordability policies distinguish between general affordability and affordability for units suitable to households with children?  
2. Can such policies be tailored locally to reflect a given community’s priorities?  
I really appreciate this opportunity to pose these questions.  Both housing type and public space are issues that, once in place, will be with us for decades.  Getting them right is critical.  The more we can get traction on these, the greater trust there will be from my community and probably others as well in Imagine Austin.

Thank you!

Steven

Steven Zettner

President

Sustainable Neighborhoods of North Central Austin

