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As an architect in training, I have come 
to believe that public spaces have the 
ability to impact a community drastically. 
Good public spaces give a framework for 
the rest of the community from which 
to flourish: they are the foundation for 
infrastructural growth and improvement, 
communal meetings, places to play 
and work. When I first arrived to Austin, 
Texas, I remember being awestruck by 
the state of Guadalupe Street’s very own 
“Drag.” The Drag is a symbolic portion of 
Guadalupe running from Martin Luther 
King Boulevard all the way to 29th Street. 
On the eastern side of the Drag lies a 
pristine part of the University of Texas’ 
campus, while on the western side there 
are numerous rundown commercial and 
residential buildings in a very uninviting, 
albeit spacious area. I wondered, how 
could it be that beside such a prestigious 
university with so much pedestrian 
traffic lies an ugly street and a bare, 
unkempt sidewalk?

This question continued to baffle me 
throughout my time as a student at UT. 
Eight months ago I decided that it was 
time to take on this problem and try to 
address it accordingly. As I talked with 

my classmates it became apparent that 
many people felt the same way, yet 
nothing was being done by us. I soon 
realized that part of the problem was 
how little voice and power the students 
of UT have on local government issues. 
Even though $8.5 billion dollars are 
generated in Texas activity from the 
University of Texas at Austin, with 
students providing an annual boost 
of $823 million dollars into the local 
economy, students have little power, and 
are thus given secondary importance.1 

With the student population changing 
every four years, there is a problem of 
continuity for student-led initiatives. To 
solve this, a few classmates and I created 
Student Voice, an organization made 
up of students that want to improve 
their community. As a first project we 
created “Trees on the Drag,” a campaign 
to address the issues of safety, health, 
and comfort associated with Guadalupe 
Street. We set out to raise awareness 
through presentations and events. We 
also created a university-wide petition 
addressed to the city council demanding 
they fix the situation. In the last twenty 
years, a solution to these problems has 
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been proposed and approved twice with 
little government response.

Austin Sidewalk Master Plan 

“The street is the river of life of the city, 
the place where we come together, the 
pathway to the center.”2

There are countless ways to analyze 
the form and function of urban streets, 
yet two characteristics are always held 
constant: “path” and “place.”3   The idea 
of street as place has increasingly been 
overlooked. In the past seventy years, 
streets have become vehicle oriented, 
and the idea of streets as places to walk, 
ride, and socialize has gradually been 
lost. When the street only functions as 
“path” the idea of the “place” becomes of 
secondary importance. 

UT Austin Professor of Architecture, 
Sinclair Black took on this problem 
with the Great Streets Master Plan, a 
comprehensive and integrated urban 
strategy for remaking 306 blocks of 

public right-of-way in downtown Austin 
in order to make the city friendlier to 
pedestrians.4 Its goal is to provide a 
complete vision and the necessary 
conceptual instruments to civilize the 
streets, reinstate a sense of place and 
reenergize the “river” of the city. 

Alongside this master plan, a Black 
proposed through a collaborative 
process with the campus community 
to improve the pedestrian environment 
in the Drag, one of the oldest 
neighborhoods in the city. According 
to Black, the Drag has been the center 
of cultural life since the University’s 
inception and is one of the most 
pedestrian dominated streets in 
Texas.5  Because the Drag was originally 
developed around a trolley lane, its 
line of storefronts and broad sidewalks 
are friendly to pedestrian users. Time, 
however, has taken away pedestrian 
priority, and Guadalupe St. has been 
refocused on vehicles.  

“The current conditions of the Drag are 

 

wrong. Wrong because I believe in the 
idea of community that comes with 
great public space,” said UT Professor of 
Architecture Larry Speck, an advocate 
for the project. “The Drag can and 
should be a great public space, one that 
has the potential to foster community. 
Thousands of people walk from their 
homes in West Campus. The Drag’s 
improvement is fantastic for the city. 
This is economical. This means they 
don’t have to build more streets and 
build more buses, because people are 
walking from their homes to school and 
work. But, you have to have a little bit of 
infrastructure.” 

The proposed improvements were 
simple: trees would be planted 
periodically, sidewalks would become 
wider at busy crosswalks and at areas 
where empty unused space exists 
between the sidewalk and the street, 
curbs would be rebuilt where necessary, 
and improved lighting and street 
furniture would be installed. The effects 
however, would be dramatic. 
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Figure 1.  Guadalupe Street:  Proposed Improvements
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Systematic Approach 

The late Rusell Ackoff, Professor of 
Management at the Wharton School 
of the University of Pennsylvania, 
pioneered viewing life as a series of 
systems working together. If we apply 
Ackoff’s teachings on systems thinking 
as we approach Black’s proposal to 
make the Drag pedestrian friendly, the 
network of systems that surround the 
Drag will change.6  Examples across the 
world and even in Austin have shown 
how cities behave in a systematic way, 
and when one part of the system is 
improved, the whole system and its 
individual elements are improved. A 
healthier corridor stimulates vibrant 
and vital inhabitation, transportation, 
surroundings, district, and city.   

Firstly, the corridor will become a 
pedestrian destination rather than 
a transit medium, transforming the 
sidewalk from just “path” to both 
“path” and “place.” This would increase 
pedestrian foot traffic, and as foot 
traffic increases, the Drag as a shopping 
destination grows, and the quantity and 
quality of commercial services accessible 
to Austin residents increases. This creates 
opportunities for the Drag to have both 
nighttime and daytime traffic, which in 
turn causes an increase of inhabitation 
and “more eyes on the street,” improving 
security both during the day and night.7 
The design further establishes a sense 
of place by calling for the incorporation 
of art into the streetscape both as a 
way to tell the story of the Drag and as 
integral, functional elements. It provides 
opportunities for its inhabitants to take 
ownership of their destination and 
contribute to the transformation. 

As the corridor becomes more 
pedestrian friendly, use of public transit 
and other non-automotive modes of 
transportation increases. Bicycles and 

skateboards create a more hospitable 
environment than cars and trucks. 
This helps alleviate pollution as well 
as parking pressures at UT, especially 
around the West Campus area. The 
proposal also seeks to improve 
pedestrian safety by slowing vehicular 
speed, highlighting crosswalks, and 
reducing the distances pedestrians must 
cross. Slower speeds are anticipated by 
narrowing the street as much as possible 
in actual dimensions (one of the few 
elements that was actually implemented 
from the original proposal). Furthermore, 
there is a “perceived imagery” effect 
where trees, benches, people and so 
forth create visual clutter that induces 
drivers to slow down. 

Trees will also help the corridor and its 
surrounding areas. First, having trees 
mitigates greenhouse gases created by 
surrounding vehicular traffic. Second, 
trees help reduce the heat island effect, 
which is created when materials in 
urban areas absorb and release heat 
through radiation. Trees that provide 

shade prevent this absorption from 
occurring and help reduce the cooling 
cost of buildings by providing shade 
from the sun. Additionally, studies 
have shown that streets lined with 
vegetation positively affect local retail 
both through judgments of visual quality 
and consumer responses and behaviors 
towards it.8 

Moreover, improving the Drag 
automatically improves the image of 
the University’s front door. It is what 
many potential students, faculty, and 
visitors first see when they arrive to 
Austin. As such it should be something 
that positively reflects the University’s 
image. A vibrant corridor also adds to 
the quality of life of the neighborhood, 
which in turn creates a greater sense 
of community for its inhabitants, 
shopkeepers, and visitors. 

Finally, in a less immediate scale, the 
city would experience an increased tax 
base through higher property taxes 
from the corridor and surrounding areas. 
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Figure 2.  A View Toward the UT Tower
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Furthermore, investment in a central 
city area that fits the concepts of both 
compact city and small growth provides 
a sustainable alternative to the sprawl 
witnessed all over Texas. Additionally, 
this project adds on to the pedestrian-
oriented commercial nodes around the 
city, helping enhance projects similar 
to the Great Streets Master Plan around 
Austin.

Conclusion

Although it could be a hub for creative 
student life, the Drag is currently 
underused, struggling, and somewhat 
tainted. Work should be done to restore 
and revitalize the area into a dignified, 
important corridor, celebrating all that 
it has to offer. Understating the benefits 
that could come out of this revitalization 
only serves to emphasize the importance 
of this project and the urgency for 
something to be done. On behalf of 
Student Voice, we will continue to raise 
awareness of this issue, to express what 
could be done, and to inform others of 
the benefits that could be achieved from 
these improvements. We will continue to 
empower the students of the University 
of Texas, and to pressure the local 
government to take on this project in an 
effort to ignite the potential the Drag has 
to offer. 
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Figure 3.  Walking, Shopping, and Studying on the Drag
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