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Texas—even with our wild-west history 
and agrarian roots, is primarily an urban 
state. Over eighty percent of Texans 
live in cities such as Houston, San 
Antonio, and Dallas, three of the top 
ten most populous cities in the United 
States. Austin is eleventh. Urban Texans 
believe that cities should provide a 
high level of service – including regular 
trash pickup, immediate emergency 
response, and safe drinking water - 
but many are ignorant of the costs of 
infrastructure and public safety for 
their municipality. Population growth 
does not automatically correlate with 
more revenue for a city to provide the 
service. In Texas, where we do not have 
a state income tax, many services must 
be funded and delivered at the local 
level. These same struggles are playing 
out in every city. As we watch Detroit 
struggle with bankruptcy and viability, 
or Mexico City unable to provide what 
we in America consider basic necessities, 
it is apparent that the city in and of 
itself is not an inherently sustainable 
structure. Even Austin, currently a model 
city on a global scale where commerce 

and culture are thriving, struggles to 
provide an attractive quality of life while 
maintaining a relatively low tax rate. 

Cities require a social contract between 
residents and local government, yet few 
cities have a citizenry willing to raise 
taxes, meaning that public resources 
to maintain the demands of any city, 
whether in boom times or lean, are 
limited. Expanding outward to capture a 
larger tax base can prove risky where the 
cost of service far exceeds the revenue 
received. Spending enough resources 
to provide for what we believe are core 
city services has started to strain even 
the most affluent urban centers and has 
segregated cities based on household 
income. A city is fundamentally more 
than a collection of people, streets, and 
buildings. It is a community that rallies 
around a geographic place. It is this 
sense of place that often defines a city 
and its citizens. For Detroit, this sense 
of place may be found in the Frederick 
Law Olmsted designed Belle Isle Park, or 
the Detroit Institute of Arts, threatened 
by the city’s recent bankruptcy filings. 

Ligth at the End of the Tunnel:  Sustainable Stew
ardship

 for Austin’s W
aller Creek

For Austin’s Waller Creek, sustainability has had to become synonymous with a conser-
vancy type of stewardship: an ethic that shifts the responsibility for the long term care of 

public parks to private citizens for the benefit of the entire city.
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Sustainability for a city is more than 
a recycling program or an ordinance 
banning plastic bags. It requires a 
thoughtful policy discussion on how to 
provide service and how to promote the 
assets that keep an urban area attractive 
for investment.  For instance, how does 
a community invest in and maintain the 
very things that give it a competitive 
edge like excellent parks, when that 
type of investment will always lose 
dollars when competing directly against 
police, roads, or utilities for general fund 
dollars? 

Broad-based civic leadership willing to 
raise the funds separate from a tax bill 
has become the model for stewardship 
in our parks and open spaces. It allows 
all citizens to invest in their green spaces 
even at nominal levels and outside the 
realm of municipal politics. Although 
limited to those who self-select to 
contribute, a conservancy engages 
people in a more direct way.  By enabling 
residents to financially support the 
places that reflect a community’s values 
and spirit, these assets are ensured a 

more stable future. Elizabeth Barlow 
Rogers, who created the New York City 
Central Park Conservancy in the 1970s, 
established a model that attracted not 
just city fathers for the park’s potential 
as an economic engine, but mothers of 
small children who just wanted a safe 
place for their families. The Central Park 
Conservancy started with a small project 
to restore the Sheep Meadow and is 
now responsible for over eighty percent 
of the operations and maintenance of 
the entire 840-acre park. In establishing 
the Central Park Conservancy, the 
Parks Commissioner stated he wanted 
something “permanent and nonpolitical.” 
It is this type of stewardship that makes 
the Central Park Conservancy and 
the New York City Parks Department 
sustainable and a model for conservation 
of urban open space for all cities.

The conservancy model is now being 
used successfully across America. The 
Pittsburgh Cultural Trust resuscitated 
the Alleghany River Front following 
the collapse of the steel industry. In 

Chicago, a public-private partnership 
created Millennium Park on an industrial 
wasteland. The City of San Diego relies 
on the Balboa Park Conservancy for 
the preservation of iconic Balboa Park. 
For Austin’s Waller Creek, sustainability 
has had to become synonymous with 
a conservancy type of stewardship: an 
ethic that shifts the responsibility for the 
long term care of public parks to private 
citizens for the benefit of the entire city. 

Waller Creek could be the place that 
embodies Austin’s values. Situated 
on the eastern edge of the central 
business district, it is prone to flooding. 
In a growing city, it is unsustainable 
to keep eleven percent of the central 
business district subject to episodic, but 
debilitating flooding when there is an 
engineering solution. The City of Austin 
and Travis County invested over $145 
million for a floodwater management 
system that relies on increased tax 
revenue from the redevelopment 
adjacent to the creek to repay the 
costs.  This funding mechanism, 
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however, had no financing for surface 
level improvements to make the area 
attractive to redevelopment. The 
redevelopment of this area provides 
a unique opportunity to ensure that a 
vibrant park system is established along 
the creek. Currently, Waller Creek and 
its adjacent parks are underutilized 
and not a destination for residents. This 
is not surprising given that the City 
of Austin has no separate financing 
vehicle to fund parks and currently 
spends roughly $6,000 an acre to 
maintain Waller Creek and its environs 
where other cities around the nation 
spend an average of $27,000 an acre to 
maintain their parks (signature urban 
parks range from $229,000-$884,000 
an acre).1  This funding shortfall made 
evident that a new funding model was 
needed to improve Waller Creek and the 
surrounding parkland. 

The Waller Creek Conservancy brings 
broad-based community leadership that 
provides the necessary stewardship to 
create a permanent and nonpolitical 
partnership. It also entrusts public land 

to a group of private citizens and will 
require a significant amount of public 
accountability and a local government 
corporation. Done correctly, a public-
private partnership gives both parties 
the transparency and, most importantly, 
the flexibility to make the partnership 
work through more nimble procurement 
processes and more focused leadership. 
This partnership is beneficial not only to 
the citizens who gain well-designed and 
maintained parks, but also to the tax rolls 
that will increase with redevelopment 
surrounding these attractive and vibrant 
parks. The local government corporation 
establishes the future of the partnership 
and decreases the reliance on city tax 
dollars to improve and maintain these 
parks. 

This is not to say that the park space is 
purely an economic asset for the city. 
There is also an essential role for the 
parks and their ecological function in a 
sustainable city. Kaid Benfield2  writes 
that we need to conserve and create 
internal greenscapes and protect green 
space—especially for water quality 
and conservation. Communities need 
these green spaces not just for healthy 
recreation, but also for the improved 
air quality from the urban forest and 
the improved water quality gained with 
proper storm water management. The 
Waller Creek Conservancy, who manages 
the design of Waller Creek, prominently 
focused on the sustainability and 
performance of a landscape from the 
start—before a single contract was 
signed.  The relationship with the 
private partner allowed the space to 
be designed through an international 
design competition, a procurement 
process not permitted through the 
City of Austin. The design competition 
established from the outset that the 
status quo in managing landscape 
around the built environment would 
not be tolerated. Landscape would be 
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the foundation and the landscape’s 
enduring performance the primary 
evaluation criteria. In the final phase of 
Design Waller Creek: A Competition, all 
of the teams were asked to self evaluate 
their schemes on the Sustainable Sites 
Initiative scorecard, and this evaluation, 
plus the work of a comprehensive 
technical advisory group were used 
by the independent jury to determine 
the selected team. The jury understood 
that beauty and exceptional landscape 
performance create the sustainability 
that will make Waller Creek an enduring 
place of beauty and also support a 
densifying downtown with better storm 
water treatment and quality parks.

As a city we must look at our landscape 
differently. Even in our most urban 
settings, we must consider the 
performance of landscape and treat 
ecology as an either/or choice between 
nature and built environments. Waller 
Creek embraces the idea of hybrid 
ecology by taking an artificially 
controlled space and creating the 
new natural. By incentivizing the 
redevelopment of our central business 
district through an investment of five 
stunning parks, we are adding value 
not just to the tax rolls, but also to 
the quality of life and health of our 
city. The hybrid ecology of the creek 
allows the design team, led by Michael 
Van Valkenburgh, to take the existing 
condition and create a landscape where 
the stream bank supports a more robust 
riparian habitat, the corridor is devoid 
of invasive species, and the parks have 
managed soil conditions that support 
the right turf for heavy recreational use. 

Allowing the Conservancy to lead and 
care for the improved space should be 
the new normal for our ever-stressed 
local government as it creates a 
sustainable future for these improved 
areas. When he was platting Austin, 

Edwin Waller recognized the importance 
of what we know as Waller Creek as 
it provides water necessary for a city. 
Sustainability is at the heart of our 
city, but this raises questions of what 
values we wish to prioritize through 
sustainability. It is obvious that cities and 
places have life cycles, and as we evolve, 
we want to imprint what is essential to 
Austin to each of its iterations. In ever-
changing ways, Waller Creek is the city’s 
connective tissue—a water source and 
soon a chain of parks. As we redefine 
what this means to Austin, Waller Creek 
and the Waller Creek Conservancy are 
testing the waters.
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