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Abstract 

 

New Life for Downtown Alleys: 

Creating an Open Space Network in Downtown Austin, Texas 

 

 

 

Sara M. Hammerschmidt, MSCRP 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2009 

 

Supervisor:  Dr. Bjørn Sletto 

 

This report looks at the system of alleys that exist in downtown Austin, Texas and 

proposes a way to integrate them into the open space network within the area by creating 

a series of alley connections.  Through analysis of case studies from other cities and 

public space theories, alternative methods of use are suggested for implementation 

throughout the alley system, including “green”, activity based and pedestrian and bicycle 

priority throughways.  The next steps needed to create a Downtown Alley Master Plan 

and begin alley renovations are also discussed.  The renovation of spaces that typically 

contain unsightly uses and activities can help create attractive places for people to 

congregate rather than places that people generally avoid.  
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Introduction 

A difficult choice is facing many cities: use open parcels as park space or develop 

these parcels into office or residential towers.  On the one hand, new office and 

residential uses will generate more revenue for the city.  On the other, increasing 

population density also means greater need for park space.  This report will focus on the 

growing need for parks and open spaces in the City of Austin, Texas, which is 

experiencing rapid population growth due to the construction of several new high rise 

residential buildings downtown. To meet this increasing need for open spaces, this report 

proposes redevelopment of the existing downtown alley system as a way to increase 

pedestrian friendly, green, and open spaces.   

Alleys have historically been used for screening unsightly uses such as dumpsters 

and service deliveries.  But as density increases, many cities around the country are 

looking at alternate uses for these spaces.  In downtown Austin, Texas, the population has 

increased dramatically while the amount of parks and open space has remained the same.  

Chapter 1 discusses the rationales for increasing park space as the downtown population 

increases, describes the steps that the City has taken to address this issue and introduces 

the concept of alleys as open spaces.  Chapter 2 presents planning theories related to 

public spaces and reviews historical uses and perceptions of alleys, and Chapter 3 

reviews plans implemented by other cities to redevelop their alley networks.   Chapter 4 

reviews the historical uses of alleys in Austin drawing on plans and documents.  Chapter 

5 presents a study of the downtown Austin alleys based on field observations and GIS 

analysis and Chapter 6 proposes an alley network and redevelopment typologies.  

Chapters 7 and 8 present recommendations for how the City can use existing alleys to 

meet the increasing need for open space in Downtown Austin. 
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Chapter 1: Finding Open Spaces Among Density 

 

RESIDENTIAL GROWTH IN DOWNTOWN AUSTIN AND THE EFFECT ON OPEN SPACES 

 

Austin, Texas has seen many development changes and a great population 

increase so far in the first decade of the 21st century, especially in the downtown area.  

There has been a tremendous amount of new development in the Central Business 

District (CBD) and the downtown skyline is constantly changing.  Since Austin has 

committed to improving the livability of the downtown area, much of the new 

development is and continues to be residential.  A Downtown Plan was commissioned by 

the city, with the first draft completed in early 2008, to study the downtown area and 

make recommendations on how to improve its residential and economic development.   

The projected population growth between 2000 and 2011 is astonishing.  In 2000, 

the population of downtown Austin, defined as Census Tracts 7 and 11 by the city 

demographer, was 3,855 with 62% (2,386) of the population residing in Tract 11 (2000 

Census Residential Demographic Profile, 2000).  The major residential development 

projects post 2000 have all been occurring in Census Tract 11, which includes the CBD 

and encompasses the land between Shoal Creek and IH-35, and from 12th Street south to 

Lady Bird Lake.  An estimated 22 new residential developments have been completed or 

are currently under construction (Table 1), which will add 5,382 residents to Census 

Tract 11, using the average household size of 1.46 for Tract 11 in the 2000 Census.  This 

equates to a projected growth of 40% within these two census tracts in a little over a 

decade (110% in Tract 11 alone), and more residential projects are currently in the 
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pipeline.  How is the City of Austin prepared to respond to such rapid residential growth, 

specifically in terms of the increasing need for open space? 

Table 1: Census Tract 11 Residential Developments 2000 through 2011 

Project Name Number of 
Stories 

Number of 
Units 

Year 
Built 

Estimated 
Residents 

Gables West Avenue 4 239 2000 349 
Nokonah Condominiums 11 95 2002 139 
Plaza Lofts 12 60 2002 88 
404 Rio Grande 4 140 2003 205 
Austin City Lofts 14 82 2003 120 
AMLI Downtown 5 220 2004 322 
The 5 Fifty Five 31 99 2004 145 
Brown Building 10 90 2004 131 
Milago 13 240 2006 351 
AMLI Block 22 18 231 2006 338 
Red River Flats 4 122 2007 179 
Austin 360 44 432 2008 631 
The Monarch 29 305 2008 446 
The Shore 23 192 2008 281 
Brazos Place 14 72 2008 105 
Sabine on 5th 10 80 2008 116 
Legacy on the Lake 31 187 2009 274 
721 Congress 7 16 2009 24 
The Ashton 36 259 2009 379 
The Austonian 56 188 2010 275 
Four Seasons Residences 30 166 2010 243 
W Hotel and Residences 36 165 2011 241 
Total Tract 11  22 Projects  5,382 New 

Residents 

Source: Downtown Austin Alliance, austintowers.net 
 

The Downtown Austin Plan (DAP) identifies and assesses a number of criteria for 

the success of downtown Austin, including the built environment, sustainability and 

mobility, economic viability, affordability and diversity.  Under the umbrella of 
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sustainability and mobility, the plan addresses the depressed quality of downtown park 

spaces, citing location, condition and design as major issues.  The plan, which defines 

downtown as the area bounded by Lamar Boulevard to the west, IH-35 to the east, Lady 

Bird Lake to the south and MLK Boulevard to the north (Figure 1, essentially Census 

Tracts 7 and 11 plus the land between Shoal Creek and Lamar Boulevard), identifies 90 

acres of parks and open space in the downtown area, which, according to the rule of 

thumb of 5 acres of parkland per 1,000 people used by the City of Austin, is enough to 

support a population of 18,000 residents.   

However, the national standard set by the National Recreation and Park 

Association puts the parkland standard at 10 acres per 1,000 people.  Based on this 

national standard, downtown Austin could only support a population of 9,000 residents 

unless the park acreage is expanded (Neighborhood Parks Council, 2007).  Based on the 

Census 2000 population of Tracts 7 and 11 and the projected growth of recently 

completed projects and projects currently under construction, downtown Austin will have 

9,237 residents by 2011, which slightly exceeds the population supported by existing 

parkland based on the national standard.  Any new developments post 2011 will require 

an increase in parkland downtown, and finding suitable parcels for new parks and open 

spaces will present a huge challenge. 
 

THE PARADOX OF DENSIFICATION 
 

Major cities around the country are looking at denser, more compact development 

as a way to provide for the nearly 50% increase in population that is expected in the first 

half of this century (Regional Plan Association, 2006).  However, this tremendous new 

urban growth, with increasing congestion and pollution, is coupled with a growing need  
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Figure 1: Boundaries of Downtown Austin 
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for environmental protection.  This protection can in part be provided by planting trees 

and green roofs that reduce the urban heat island effect, using pervious pavement that 

reduces stormwater runoff, and preserving and expanding green spaces.  The Urban Land  

Institute (ULI) produced a publication in 2002 that counters many myths regarding 

compatibility of the environment and development.  The ULI found that projects that 

include green features tend to achieve premium pricing and faster selling and leasing of 

units than conventional developments.  Additionally, land use regulations and zoning 

often inhibit rather than promote protection of green spaces.  Regulations that disallow 

dense development must be scrutinized, as density and infill development are essential to 

protecting existing park space and allowing room for growth of parks and open space.  

Smart growth policies that include multiuse developments and conservation subdivisions 

help protect existing open space, and these policies should be incorporated into planning 

processes (O'Neill, 2002).  Comprehensive planning, at the neighborhood, city and 

regional levels, can create a framework to direct future growth, preserve existing open 

space and plan for new open space.  

Downtowns specifically have been analyzed in terms of criteria for livability, and 

the provision of adequate park space is one of those criteria.  As population density 

increases in downtown areas, the number of vacant parcels decreases, making it more 

challenging to develop additional park space (Moulton, 1999). Developing strategies for 

parks and open space in downtown areas is therefore an essential part of developing 

public infrastructure to enhance downtown livability (Leinberger, 2005).  In order to 

counteract the negative effects of necessary densification, new open spaces should be 

created wherever possible. 

Revitalizing downtown areas in the 21st century largely means increasing density 

and converting vacant or underused parcels such as parking lots into residential or office 
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buildings.  However, in some cities such vacant or underused parcels have also been used 

to increase the amount of open space.  A two-acre parcel in the middle of Boston’s 

financial district was successfully converted from a concrete parking garage to a 

downtown park with a lawn, benches, café and sculpture garden.  The park with all of its 

amenities provides a much-needed heart in the financial district that was previously a 

maze of streets and buildings.  People and businesses are now drawn to the district 

because of the park, something a parking garage does not achieve.  Similar turnarounds 

have occurred in spaces such as New York’s Bryant Park and Washington D.C.’s 

Meridian Hill Park, providing models for revitalization of downtown parks and 

underutilized parcels both in Austin and the rest of the country (Lerner & Poole, 1999).  

However, the DAP recognizes these parcels as more of an opportunity for increasing the 

economic development of the city rather than the amount of open space. 

 

THE DOWNTOWN AUSTIN PLAN: A SOLUTION FOR OPEN SPACES? 
 

The DAP does recognize that the quality of currently available park space within 

the downtown area is severely lacking and the available parkland is not necessarily 

located in close proximity to the majority of the new developments (Figure 2).  The DAP 

cites Waterloo Park, located at 403 East 15th Street, whose closest neighbors are primarily 

state owned parking structures.  This park is used primarily for concerts and organized 

events but due to the surrounding land uses is not heavily used on a daily basis.  

Wooldridge Square and Brush Square, two of the original public squares dedicated by the 

Waller Plan of 1839, are examples of current park designs that inhibit public activity.  

Wooldridge has a steeply sloped bowl shape that restricts access and visibility and Brush  
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Figure 2: Downtown Residences and Parks 
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has lost a majority of its original area to other uses (ROMA Design Group and HR&A 

Advisors, Inc., 2008).  Funding has been an issue in the past for improving the existing 

parks, but in 2007 the City of Austin Parks and Recreation Department started imposing a  

parkland dedication impact fee of approximately $650 per unit on new downtown 

developments with the goal of improving open space (Austin American-Statesman, 

2007).  The DAP suggests that the impact fees can be used for capital improvements to 

existing parks, though the fees may not be enough for ongoing maintenance (ROMA 

Design Group and HR&A Advisors, Inc., 2008).  

In terms of adding any new park space to the downtown area, the DAPs only 

recommendation is the redevelopment of the Waller Creek corridor, running from 

Waterloo Park to Lady Bird Lake.  Waller Creek already exists as defined parkland but 

the project would improve the quality and safety of the corridor and potentially include 

new open spaces along the edges.  This project is very significant as it would also help 

connect several of the downtown parks that run along IH-35 and has the potential to 

create linkages to East Austin as well (ROMA Design Group and HR&A Advisors, Inc., 

2008).  However there are several other parks on the western portion of the downtown 

area that remain unlinked and isolated. What opportunities exist to create new 

connections between these parks and potentially create new spaces?   

Creating active connections between parks, residences and businesses downtown 

will serve to further increase pedestrian activity and create a more vibrant downtown.  

Streetscape improvements, including wider sidewalks and new trees, can serve to 

improve existing connections, but existing sidewalks may not be wide enough and 

sidewalk improvements adjacent to new developments are typically done at the discretion 

of the developer and can only be recommended, not enforced, by the city.   
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THE USE OF ALLEYS FOR OPEN SPACE & CONNECTIVITY: IMPOSSIBLE OR INGENIOUS? 
 

An alternative to sidewalk improvements may be possible in downtown Austin.  

There is an existing alley system, considered to be property of the city, which cuts 

through many of the blocks in the CBD and beyond.  According to the original city plan, 

these alleys existed on every block in the downtown area.  However, over the years the 

city has given up the rights to these alleys and allowed development to occur, creating 

dead-ends in the alley system.  The alleys are primarily used as a repository for 

dumpsters and to provide access for service vehicles, and are typically viewed as unclean 

and unsafe by visitors and residents.  The alleys on the blocks adjacent to Congress 

Avenue run north to south, while the alleys on the other blocks in the downtown area run 

east to west, providing connectivity (in cases where the alleys still remain) through the 

city blocks.   The widths and character of these alleys vary, but since these spaces are 

public right-of-way, the same as streets, they all provide an opportunity for the city to 

step in and create a master plan to decide their fate.   

Several cities around the country, such as Chicago, Los Angeles and Fort Collins, 

Colorado, are investigating ways to improve their underused alleys, turning them into 

usable and lively public spaces.  Alleys in Austin outside of the CBD have been the focus 

of Austin’s Alley Flats Initiative, a collaboration between The University of Texas Center 

for Sustainable Design, the Guadalupe Neighborhood Development Corporation and the 

Austin Community Design and Development Center, which encourages new, sustainable 

alley housing as a way to mitigate sprawl and expand the inventory of affordable housing 

options.  This initiative identified lots that would be acceptable for alley development 

based on characteristics such as lot size, zoning and existing building footprints, but in 
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the downtown area, with primarily business uses abutting the alleys and no open space to 

build on, this type of development does not appear to be an option.   

However there are other options.  The alleys present an opportunity for 

connectivity off of the main streets for pedestrians and bicyclists, potential intimate retail 

zones, greener corridors to prevent water runoff and improve drainage, and areas to 

expand the music and art that has helped put Austin on the cultural map.  The city has 

expressed interest in a master plan for the downtown alleys but has not had the 

opportunity to initiate such a process.  The City of Austin recommends that the remaining 

alleys stay intact and recommends that any future development removes service access 

from the alleys, but these proposals are a ways from implementation (Knox, 2009).  

Looking to examples in other cities, the alley system in downtown Austin has great 

potential to become more of an attraction than a physical or psychological barrier.     

This report will discuss public space theories as they relate to alleys and look at 

successful alley redevelopments in other cities in order to recommend improvements to 

the current system in downtown Austin.  Various public space theories reviewed in this 

report can provide models for creating activity in spaces that are previously underutilized.  

Looking at case studies can provide good lessons for the most effective ways to 

redevelop the alley structure that exists in downtown Austin. The alleys in Austin will 

also be analyzed in terms of comprehensive planning, redevelopment potential and 

connectivity between existing parks.  The hypothesis of this report is that the alleys in 

downtown Austin, already defined as public right of way, provide an excellent 

opportunity to create connections and new open spaces in the downtown area.  While the 

Downtown Austin Plan promotes future growth, it does not discuss specific plans to 

significantly increase the amount of park and open space in the downtown area.  

Research has shown that these types of spaces improve both quality of life and property 
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values when located in proximity to residential developments.  Utilizing existing alleys to 

increase the amount of accessible open spaces could be a unique, feasible and appropriate 

solution to some of the challenges posed by rapid densification in downtown Austin. 
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Chapter 2: Planning Theories and Historical Perceptions of Alleys 

 

PLANNING THEORIES ON PUBLIC PLACES AND ALLEYS 
 

Many academics and practitioners have studied public spaces and the elements 

that make them successful and lively.  William Whyte conducted perhaps the most well 

known studies of what makes public places successful.  Whyte, an American journalist 

and sociologist, began the Street Life Project in 1969 in order to understand why some 

public spaces in New York City were used frequently throughout the day while others 

remained largely unused.  Whyte identified a number of elements that lead to successful 

spaces, including spaces to sit, water, trees, food, shade, things to look at, and 

relationship to the street (Whyte, 1980).  Along these lines, I would argue that another 

important element in defining successful spaces, especially true in the case of alley space, 

is visibility: both the visibility of the alley from the street and the visibility of the street 

from the alley.  Creating spaces that do not feel enclosed helps eliminate the issues of 

safety that arise in confined spaces.  The ability to see life and people inside of the alley 

will draw more people to the alley: in other words, people attract other people (Whyte, 

1980).   

Danish architect Jan Gehl conducted a similar study on the relationship between 

public spaces and the social life of cities in the 1960s and documented the findings in his 

book Life Between Buildings (Gehl, 1987).  Gehl studied the types of activities 

(necessary, social and optional) that occur in public spaces in order to show that the 

quality and conditions of the spaces heavily influence the types of activities that can 

occur within them.  In degraded spaces, only necessary activities (such as going to work 
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or waiting for a bus) will occur, but as the quality improves so too does the social and 

optional activities that will occur in these spaces.  This theory translates exceptionally 

well for the alleys in downtown Austin, quintessentially representing the life between 

buildings, which are currently used primarily for necessary activities such as trash 

collection and servicing.  By increasing the quality of the alleys, it would logically follow 

that the level of activity within them would also increase.  Gehl discusses elements 

necessary for creating quality spaces, such as places to sit and stand, protection from 

traffic, sun and wind, and adequate lighting.  However he focuses mainly on the 

interactions of people and the feelings invoked when in public spaces, arguing that 

forcing pedestrian actions by controlling placement of parking can make streets livelier 

(Gehl, 1987).  Additionally, many of Gehl’s recommendations on physical placement of 

elements are based on his extensive studies of how the senses play into perceptions of 

space.  Looking again to alleys, this becomes very important as perception, especially of 

safety, plays a large role in the public use of alleys.   

While there have been extensive studies on elements necessary to create 

successful parks, plazas and streetscapes, there is still not a lot of academic research 

specifically on the history of alleys and their potential to become vibrant public spaces.  

This may be because there are not many examples of existing alleys that possess these 

characteristics.  The successful elements of public spaces can be utilized when looking at 

redevelopment of alleys, but an alley system in itself has different challenges than a park 

or sidewalks.  The general perception of alleys, specifically alleys in downtown areas, 

seems to be associated with filth and fear.   
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FEAR AND PERCEPTIONS OF DANGER IN ALLEYS 
 

The perceptions of fear in public places vary depending on a person’s gender, age 

or ethnicity and these social differences also create varied ways of managing the risks 

associated with being in urban places.  Researchers have found that attachment to certain 

public areas is greatest among groups of young men and unescorted women will avoid 

these areas in order to avoid the attraction that they will likely receive by passing through 

them.  Fear, insecurity and vulnerability are so strong that these women will give up their 

rights to public places in order to evade perceived harassment (Pile, Brook, & Mooney, 

1999).  These feelings are also dependent on the amount of activity in public places, 

including alleys.  Looking at how alleys have been used and their deterioration over time 

shows why they have become largely associated with fear and danger. 

In the late 19th through the mid 20th century, when cities were more racially 

segregated, alleys were the site of community life and activity (Wang & Taylor, 2006).  

While designed originally as service corridors, alleys also functioned as social linkages, 

where children played in a more protected space than the street and use was primarily 

constrained to alley-adjacent residents (Martin, 2002). During this period, urban 

immigrant communities used the alleys in a similar way to the alleys in their home 

countries: to form the heart of each community.  Alleys throughout China and parts of 

Europe act as the arteries of a community, with residential and small business access 

directly off of the alley.  In Europe, alleys are remnants of ancient footpaths through the 

cities, and in China an alley was at the front door of nearly every citizen for hundreds of 

centuries.  With this much historical significance, it is no wonder that immigrants from 

these countries tended to use the alleys to strengthen their community network.  
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However, as alleys began to be thought of as “undesirable”, neighborhoods on the outer 

fringes of cities were built without them (Encyclopedia of Chicago, 2005). 

Starting around the 1930s and continuing up to the present, residential 

developments in the United States, typical of what is being constructed today, began 

eliminating alleys altogether, creating instead backyards separated by privacy fences, 

giving residents an abundance of private outdoor space and moving the service functions 

to the front of the house. Urban renewal in the 1970s and the flight to the suburbs led to 

the depopulation of alleys in urban areas.  By the 1990s, alleys had become the ideal 

locations for the burgeoning drug market, leading to their reputation as havens for 

criminal activity and drug use.  Much of the research on perceptions of urban public 

spaces suggests that people now typically associate alleys with fear, risk and danger 

(Seymour, Bradbury, Wolch, & Reynolds, 2008).  A Temple University study went so far 

as to conclude that alleys “represent the prototypical dangerous urban location” (Wang & 

Taylor, 2006). 

Removing the fear in these spaces in the least exclusive way is the best way to 

encourage a just environment, but many cities in England have turned to gating their 

alleys to remove undesirable activities.  A study of Liverpool’s alley gating scheme 

showed that perceptions and experiences of crime and negative behavior remained 

improved in the four years since the inception of the gating program.  According to this 

study “Alley-gating has the potential to do more than reduce crime; it can increase 

community confidence, improve the aesthetic appearance of an area, re-invigorate 

schemes such as Residents Associations and Neighbourhood Watch and reduce levels of 

worry and fear about crime and anti-social behaviour” (Armitage & Smithson, 2007). 

Although the Liverpool study suggests that alley gating is a preferable method for 

reducing the perception of crime by residents, alley gating also reduces the flow of 
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residents around the area.  Alternatives to gating, such as widening the alley entrances 

and increasing the amount of lighting, can also reduce fear and crime in the spaces.  

Gating, while proven effective, also serves to exclude non-residents from accessing the 

spaces as an alternative pedestrian pathway to the street.  Creating spaces with elements 

that attract people and are generally cleaner, more open and well lit are ideal ways to 

create truly usable public spaces within the alleys and reduce the perceptions of fear. 

The Temple University study discussed physical factors that generally affect fear 

of crime: signs of deterioration such as abandoned houses, vacant lots, graffiti and 

garbage; the lack of signs of upkeep and community involvement; and concealment, 

deteriorated line of sight and the absence of escape routes that can trigger emotional 

responses to spaces (Wang & Taylor, 2006).  These factors embody the characteristics of 

alleys that invoke a sense of danger in people, and it is these factors that can and should 

be addressed through alley revitalization projects, which are not only beneficial in 

cleaning up the physical environment but also to reversing the emotional response of fear 

of being in the alleys.  However, improving elements such as lighting and path width may 

not it itself yield desired results, as there may be underlying issues: in other words, it may 

not be possible for fear to be “designed out” (Koskela & Pain, 2000). 

As will be discussed in the following chapter, there are many alternatives to alley 

gating that can improve the experiences in alleys without requiring keys to enter them.  

Several cities around the United States have undertaken extensive projects to revitalize 

their alleys and make them into vibrant and functional parts of the community.  Drawing 

on principles of public space theory, alleys can be turned into usable pedestrian spaces 

and increased use of these spaces will in effect reduce the perceptions of fear and crime 

without resorting to exclusionary alternatives. Urban alleys may be forgotten spaces in 
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the United States, but we are fortunate that they exist because if developed correctly they 

can shed their bad reputation and be transformed and integrated back into the city.   
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Chapter 3: Using Alleys to Increase Open Space and Improve 
Connectivity  

 

CASE STUDIES FROM OTHER CITIES 

 

Fort Collins, Colorado 

In late 2008, Fort Collins finished a Downtown Alleys Master Plan in order to 

identify a network of alleys that could be reinvented as safe and vibrant connections 

between downtown neighborhoods.  Fort Collins began an alley enhancement program in 

2004 in order to connect prominent downtown destinations through a pedestrian-only 

infrastructure system.  This program resulted in two alley improvement projects that 

improved the pedestrian experience, improved safety and cleanliness and worked with 

businesses to open storefronts that faced the alleys.  With this program as a framework, 

the City of Fort Collins wanted to create even more enhanced connections, from 

Colorado State University through downtown to the Cache La Poudre River, this time 

making considerations for shared use with vehicles.  The resulting Downtown Alleys 

Master Plan, created after an eight month analysis and public participation process, 

identified concepts and recommendations for ten alleys selected for the initial phase of 

improvements (Fort Collins Downtown Alleys Master Plan Report, 2008). 

The goals of the Master Plan were threefold: establish a pedestrian network of 

alleys that linked the university, downtown and the river district; create design concepts 

for vibrant alleys and walkways that are active and help stimulate business activity; and 

develop strategies that help integrate the operational needs of alleys, including servicing, 

trash disposal and vehicular access.  The project mapped the existing alleys within the 
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defined study area in order to identify the alleys that could be included as part of a 

comprehensive system.  The alleys were also categorized as pedestrian and bike only or 

shared access, depending on what the width would allow.  Additionally, an existing 

conditions study was conducted to determine the vehicular use and trash storage, and land 

uses adjacent to the alleys were also studied and recorded in order to understand how 

these uses might work with redeveloped alleys (Figure 3) (Fort Collins Downtown Alleys 

Master Plan Report, 2008). 

Figure 3: Fort Collins Existing Alley Network 

 
Source: Fort Collins Downtown Development Authority Downtown Alleys Master Plan 
 

An extensive analysis was undertaken to determine a preferred alley network and 

the opportunities and constraints of each alley.  The analysis identified major roadways, 
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key public destinations and future transit stops as a first step in determining potential 

linkages using the existing alleys.  The project next layered in a preferred alley network 

based on the major roads and destinations that were identified, and determined potential 

redevelopment areas where alley connections had been lost due to entire block 

developments.  Future development will be encouraged to recreate the alleys in order to 

connect into the primary alley network, but an interim solution of streetscape 

improvements on the major roads was included in the plan.  As the alleys primarily run 

north-south, streets that run east-west that could aid in improved connectivity between 

the alley system and destinations were also identified.  In a similar manner, a secondary 

alley system was identified to enhance linkages to destinations.  Armed with this 

comprehensive map, the City of Fort Collins was next able to identify opportunities and 

challenges with an on-the-ground study of the alleys (Fort Collins Downtown Alleys 

Master Plan Report, 2008). 

Fort Collins utilized public participation in order to rate the current conditions of 

alleys within the preferred and secondary networks.  The alleys in the preferred network 

were organized into clusters, and any interested stakeholders, primarily business owners 

and city staff, were invited to participate in a field study, which generated scores for 

“opportunities” and “challenges”.  The “opportunity” qualities that the stakeholders were 

asked to judge included the opportunity of the alley to contribute to retail and commercial 

business, the alley’s potential for redevelopment or infill, the connection to east-west 

attractions and the alley’s potential to be a shared street.  Additionally, the stakeholders 

rated the uniqueness of each alley in terms of the current character.  The stakeholders 

were also asked to assess the redevelopment challenges of each alley, based on the alley’s 

need for alternative waste disposal post redevelopment and any qualities that would cause 

problematic vehicular access.  In addition to a numeric rating, each alley cluster 
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generated comments regarding assets, opportunities and challenges, which were compiled 

into a master list and presented at a public meeting which was held to discuss, among 

other things, the proposed direction of the project, receive feedback from stakeholders on 

proposed aesthetics and discuss the issue of trash and recycling alternatives (Fort Collins 

Downtown Alleys Master Plan Report, 2008).   

As dumpsters are prominent features in most alleys, this is a subject that needs a 

creative solution if the alley is to become more pedestrian friendly.  This will likely 

necessitate strong partnerships with the city public works department and owners of 

businesses that utilize the current dumpsters.  In the case of Fort Collins, there was 

concern about the lack of recycling options available to the businesses surrounding the 

alleys.  The city determined that in many cases there was one dumpster provided per 

building, sometimes one for each business housed in a building, and three different 

collection companies picking up trash, allowing room for improvement and 

consolidation.  Fort Collins’ primary strategy in this arena was to reduce the number of 

trash and recycling receptacles, and after discussions with trash collection companies and 

stakeholders, the recommendation made in the Downtown Alleys Master Plan was to 

create consolidated trash locations in each alley with daily pickups.  The locations would 

be enclosed through investment by the Downtown Development Authority in order to 

present a more aesthetic face to future alley users and reduce the odor (Fort Collins 

Downtown Alleys Master Plan Report, 2008).   

The most extensive section of the plan, not surprisingly, is regarding design 

guidelines for the alley redevelopment.  There are extensive recommendations for 

entrances, paving materials, lighting, plantings, public art, plazas, seating, building 

entrances off the alleys, vehicular access and parking, and (where appropriate) alternative 

energy generation.  These recommendations were illustrated by creating detailed 
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proposals for ten of the preferred alleys.  Example illustrations for one of these alleys are 

shown in Figures 4 and 5 (Fort Collins Downtown Alleys Master Plan Report, 2008; Fort 

Collins Downtown Alleys Master Plan Report, 2008). 

Many lessons can be learned from the alley analysis performed by the City of Fort 

Collins and applied to the alley network within the City of Austin.  The issues addressed 

are similar to issues that Austin may face, including trash location, enhancing pedestrian 

connections downtown and challenges when certain blocks have eliminated the alleys 

through obtaining variances for the developments.  Enhancements undertaken in other 

cities discuss sustainable features and creating greener spaces within the back alley 

system, including an extensive Green Alley Program developed in Chicago, Illinois.     

 

Figure 4: Alley Concept Diagram 

 
Source: Fort Collins Downtown Development Authority Downtown Alleys Master Plan 
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Figure 5: Illustrative Alley Proposal Including Detailed Design Concepts 

 
Source: Fort Collins Downtown Development Authority Downtown Alleys Master Plan 

 

Chicago, Illinois 

With 1,900 miles of alleyways, more than any other city in the world, the Chicago 

Green Alley Program, started as a pilot in 2006, has found a way to turn these spaces into 

a more sustainable infrastructure system.  The primary principles of this program with 

regards to improving the alleys involve stormwater management, heat reduction, utilizing 

recycled materials and energy conservation (City of Chicago, 2006).  While the City of 

Chicago focuses primarily on alleys with adjacent residential uses and provides 

recommendations for homeowners to assist in alley upgrades, many of the principles can 

be applied to the downtown Austin alley system. 
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Chicago has committed to using the following five techniques when designing 

green alleys throughout the city.  First, proper pitching and grading of the alleys to allow 

water to collect in the center and drain to the street will prevent flooding on the adjacent 

properties and prevents the need for additional infrastructure within the alley.  Any runoff 

will be captured in existing street sewer systems.  Second, the use of permeable pavement 

wherever possible will serve to reduce the amount of water and the rate of flow that 

enters the sewer system, and also allows for groundwater recharge.  The third technique 

is the use of high albedo paving material, a light colored pavement that reflects sunlight 

away from the surface and reduces the heat island effect.  This type of pavement can also 

reduce energy costs by keeping the surface of the alleys cooler.  Fourth, the use of 

recycled construction materials, such as tire rubber in porous asphalt or recycled concrete 

aggregate, can reduce the amount of waste taken to landfills.  Lastly, using dark sky 

compliant and energy efficient lighting helps to reduce light pollution and provides better 

light uniformity by focusing the light downward into the alley (City of Chicago, 2006).   

The City of Chicago completed more than 80 green alleys through 2008 and 

encourages additional support from adjacent property owners, such as tree planting, 

additional recycling and composting, and rainwater collection (City of Chicago - Green 

Alleys, 2009).  With the commitment from the city and the Chicago Department of 

Transportation, the Green Alley Program identifies several techniques that can be used to 

improve the sustainability of an often-overlooked infrastructure system.  Several of these 

techniques can be considered within the downtown Austin alley network as well.   
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Los Angeles, California 

Similar to Chicago, the City of Los Angeles has thousands of existing alleys in 

that are an underutilized and damaged resource, costing the city a lot of money in terms 

of public safety and sanitation.  Due to the prevalence of these alleys and the opportunity 

that they represent, the Back Alley LA project was founded in order to research the 

possibility of converting these alleys into greatly needed open spaces and parkland at the 

same time reducing crime and blight (Center for Sustainable Cities Alleys Project, 2008).  

The project was an interdisciplinary partnership between public agencies, 

community organizations, and the University of Southern California, with goals of 

studying the social and behavioral aspects of the alleys, identifying crime rates and 

perceptions of danger, and assessing neighborhood property values.  The research also 

resulted in a set of best practices for transforming nuisance alleys into a greener network 

of public spaces.  This project has produced two publications to date, one regarding focus 

group research on uses and perceptions of alleys and one providing concrete 

recommendations for transforming alleys into green infrastructure.   

The Back Alley LA project, much like the Fort Collins Downtown Alleys Master 

Plan, sees redevelopment of alleys as a way of creating safe and environmentally friendly 

connections through existing neighborhoods (Gold, 2008).  In 2006, USC’s Center for 

Sustainable Cities (CSC) began research on the current state of the Los Angeles alley 

system.  The CSC conducted physical audits of the alleys in addition to conducting 

behavioral observations in a subset of the alleys.  The CSC, through collaboration with its 

interdisciplinary partners, conducted focus groups to solicit community feedback on alley 

perceptions and improvement options, interviewed key stakeholders in Los Angeles 

including the Public Works and Public Safety departments, and did extensive research on 

best practices and lessons learned from other cities that have undertaken similar projects.  
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In 2007, after presenting the initial results of the study to the City of Los Angeles, the 

Department of Public Works formed a Green Alley subcommittee, and a “Green Alley” 

initiative was introduced to city council in January 2008 that proposed a program similar 

to Chicago’s Green Alley Program (Cassidy, Newell, & Wolch, 2008).  

The project identified several benefits to creating a network of green alleys in Los 

Angeles that would also correlate to improvements to the alley system in downtown 

Austin.  As the City of Los Angeles is one of the most park poor cities in the country, 

transforming alleys into spaces for recreation will serve to mitigate this deficit.  Active 

and green alleys also serve to encourage walkability and connectivity by providing 

improved routes for people to walk between parks, stores and other destinations.  Using 

sustainable elements such as permeable pavement and bioswales will reduce stormwater 

runoff, help recharge groundwater and improve water quality in stream and rivers.  Using 

native plantings in the landscape of the alleys will create shade and reduce the urban heat 

island effect.  Another benefit is the changes that will increase the perceived safety of the 

alleys, such as improved lighting and aesthetics that will work to generate more activity 

in the spaces (Cassidy, Newell, & Wolch, 2008). 

 

LEARNING FROM OTHER CITIES 
 

The lessons learned from the plans and research from other cities can easily be 

applied to the City of Austin’s downtown alley system.  The benefits to alley 

improvements have already been described but, as pointed out by the Back Alley LA 

project, several policy reforms would be necessary in order to implement an 

improvement program, including establishing goals and criteria that establish the city’s 
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stance on alley preservation and redevelopment, involving all city departments and 

necessary stakeholders in the alley redevelopment effort, and creating educational 

materials and a guidebook that can inform city decision makers and stakeholders on the 

potential of alley networks (Cassidy, Newell, & Wolch, 2008). 

As shown in the three case studies, there are different ways to approach urban 

alley renewal, depending on the geographic context of the specific alley.  Generating 

activity by taking advantage of surrounding land uses, greening the spaces through both 

plantings and sustainable elements and improving lighting can all improve the physical 

characteristic of these seemingly undesirable spaces, but utilizing the rear facades of 

surrounding buildings for community art projects can help bring a more emotional 

characteristic into these spaces as well.  For instance, community mural projects in 

Clarion Alley and Balmy Alley in San Francisco changed the reputation of these alleys, 

and while the art did lead to increased property values (not necessarily desirable in these 

neighborhoods) it also helped make the alleys more interesting, a destination of sorts 

(Allen, 1999).  Community art in residential alleys can give homeowners pride in their 

communities but organizing such projects in commercial alleys can also create a sense of 

pride for those who participated, hopefully leading to greater traffic flow through these 

alleys to admire the work of the community.   

In addition to the three cities analyzed above, the City of Seattle implemented a 

program to improve downtown alleys in early 2009.  Nearly 700 dumpsters will be 

removed from downtown alleys as part of the city’s Clear Alleys Program (CAP), with 

garbage collection increased to multiple times a day to compensate (Heffter, 2009).  The 

goals of the CAP are fourfold: create cleaner, safer business districts; reduce the 

occurrence of illegal activities at night; increase the attractiveness of the alleys for 

pedestrian use; and allow better access for service deliveries and the opportunity for 
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commercial expansion (Seattle Public Utilities, 2009).  This project is very new and 

results have not been tested but the vision behind the program is something that other 

cities could consider for their downtown alleys.  The improvements learned through the 

case studies and theories of public spaces will be addressed when looking at the specific 

case of downtown Austin alleys. 
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Chapter 4: Austin, Texas: The Role of Alleys Throughout the City 

 

HOUSING ON THE ALLEYS: A SOLUTION IN RESIDENTIAL AREAS 

 

In the large cities in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, alley houses themselves 

were seen as a huge issue.  Primarily home to poor immigrants, the structures were 

shacks at best and severely overcrowded, posing threats to the quality of life in the alleys.  

However, in smaller cities the perception of alley housing was much different.  Instead of 

a nuisance, alley housing was the ideal solution to housing shortages for laborers, 

providing not only shelter, but shelter close to the center of the city (Mosher & 

Holdsworth, 1992).  Housing on the alleys in the older residential neighborhoods of 

Austin, Texas is viewed in that same light today.  In a push for more affordable dwelling 

units located close to the city, Austin’s Alley Flats Initiative (AFI), a collaboration 

between The University of Texas Center for Sustainable Design, the Guadalupe 

Neighborhood Development Corporation and the Austin Community Design and 

Development Center, is encouraging new, sustainable alley housing as a way to mitigate 

sprawl and expand the inventory of affordable housing options.  In addition to simply 

increasing the housing inventory, the AFI is also looking at ways to employ rainwater 

harvesting, bioswales, porous pavement and other sustainable elements along the alleys 

(Alley Flat Initiative, 2008).  This ongoing project focused primarily on the east side of 

Austin, but the recommendations provided are relevant to any appropriate alley, and, 

along with helping to provide more affordable housing units close to downtown, the AFI 

is helping focus more attention and activity onto these alleys.   
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ALLEYS IN THE PLANNING PROCESS 

 

While the alley infrastructure network in Austin is fairly extensive and the Alley 

Flats Initiative has undertaken significant research to make better use of residential 

alleys, any discussion of the alley system in city documents is fairly difficult to find.  The 

Austin Tomorrow Comprehensive Plan, first adopted in 1978 with the latest interim 

update adopted in November 2008, has two policies that are directly related to alley 

systems that, for the downtown area, seem to be conflicting.  The first is under Objective 

713.0 (develop a safe, effective network of bicycle and pedestrian facilities).  The policy 

under this objective is as follows: 

 

Policy 713.1: develop a comprehensive, all weather pedestrian network alongside 
vehicular routes and in space reserved exclusively for pedestrian movements, 
including, but not limited to, alleys. 

 

This policy is encouraging from the perspective of creating an alley master plan.  While 

this pedestrian network has not been developed, the city was considering the use of alleys 

for this purpose when creating the Austin Tomorrow Plan.  This policy seems to support 

the creation of a Master Plan for Alleys.  However, the second policy, under Objective 

752.0 (encourage efficiency in the use of roads for goods movement and the 

transportation system, as a whole) states the following: 

 

Policy 752.3: Where alleys are available in commercial areas, restrict their use to 
deliveries, only. 
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As downtown is likely considered a commercial area, is it expected that this policy 

applies to this area.  However, the City of Austin is currently in the process of creating a 

new comprehensive plan with new goals, objectives, policies and strategies, and due to 

the changing character of downtown with an influx of residential development, this 

policy needs to be changed in order to allow new development and uses of the alleys.  

The minor mention of the alleys in the current comprehensive plan for Austin does show 

that there is an opportunity to modify and elaborate on the use of alleys in the new 

comprehensive plan.   

 

EARLIER AUSTIN PLANS AND THE INCLUSION OF ALLEYS 

 

The Waller Plan of 1839 gave downtown Austin the grid system that it has today.  

Included within this grid was a comprehensive alley system, one alley per block with the 

exception of the four blocks set aside for public squares (Figure 6).  The alleys were still 

evident in city surveys throughout the mid-20th century.  Urban renewal in the 1960s and 

1970s spurred a number of redevelopment plans for the downtown area, plans that 

directly affected the alleys. 

In 1961, a recommendation for a new downtown mixed-use retail center plaza 

was proposed in order to bring more economic development to the Central Business 

District (Figure 7).  The plan for “Texas Center”, a redevelopment of the blocks along 

Congress Avenue between Cesar Chavez and 5th Street shows the north-south alleys have 

been eliminated in order to realize the vision (APT Inc., 1961).  While this plan was 

never implemented, it shows that the focus of the time was to create larger super blocks 

rather than breaking down blocks to accommodate pedestrians.  In fact, the 1979 Urban    
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Figure 6: Waller Plan of 1839 

 
Source: Austin History Center 
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Figure 7: Texas Center, 1961 

 
Source: Austin History Center 

 

Renewal Plan endorsed the creation of super blocks “to accommodate larger scale and 

better integrated developments.  This will result in the closing of several streets which, 

particularly in the case of Second Street, will necessitate the rerouting of traffic” (City of 

Austin, 1979).  This plan also specifically mentions the vacation of alleys and easements 

in order to implement this plan (Figure 8).   
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In 1985, the Land Development Guide for Austin reiterated the policies set forth 

in the Austin Tomorrow plan that specifically affected the alleys, stating that off-street 

loading was to be made accessible from alleys and that the alleys themselves should be  

 

Figure 8: Downtown Superblocks, 1979 

 
Source: Austin History Center 
 

used only for maneuvering, rather than accessed by pedestrians (page 225).  However, 

this guide also calls for creating “a network of pleasant pubic spaces and pedestrian 

amenities, and recognizes and enhances existing urban features (structures, circulation 
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grid, historic features)” (page 90) (City of Austin, 1985).   This statement seems to set the 

stage for the justification of alleys as a pedestrian network using existing urban features, 

and should be further developed and integrated within the new City of Austin 

comprehensive plan.  Throughout the later 20th century, some alleys were vacated and 

built over, resulting in a loss of connectivity between some of the remaining alleys, 

causing “dead ends” within the alley network. The lack of consideration of the alleys in 

past comprehensive and development plans should help inform future planning.  

Removing the policies restricting pedestrian movement and developing an alley specific 

master plan (in order to encourage a pedestrian and bicycle system through an existing 

urban network) are critical starting points for creating a successful alley network.      

   

DOWNTOWN AUSTIN ALLEY TREATMENT POST 2000 
 

As the alleys are considered public right of way, the city is required to service and 

maintain them.  But a search of the City of Austin website yields only one document that 

discusses any improvements.  In early 2007, likely in conjunction with the development 

of the Downtown Austin Plan, a set of recommendations to improve city services was 

presented to the city.  This report cites alley cleaning, reconstruction, and lighting as 

current city services, and also recommended a plan to reconstruct nine downtown alleys 

in 2007 and 2008.  This report also addresses alley cleanliness, specifically around grease 

trap and waste collection points, but only recommends addressing these issues in the 

future(City of Austin, 2007).  Despite this report, the Downtown Austin Plan makes no 

mention of the downtown alley system.  Clearly, the City of Austin has not fully 
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recognized the potential of the downtown alley system, both in terms of enhanced 

connectivity and the addition of green elements into the downtown area.  

 

INTENT OF PROFESSIONAL RESEARCH 
 

My goal in this Professional Report was to identify the existing alley structure in 

the downtown Austin Central Business District and then propose a network of alleys that 

together will create safe pedestrian and bicycle friendly connections between existing 

parks, public spaces and other downtown destinations.  As the remaining vacant land 

downtown is quickly being developed into residential and office towers, transforming the 

alley system into a greener, more sustainable infrastructure system creates a unique 

opportunity to utilize certain alleys to potentially expand the amount of downtown 

parkland, which is critical as the population of downtown continues to grow.   

By assessing the current state of the downtown alley system, I will be able to 

provide a comprehensive recommendation of the changes needed in order to create this 

sustainable, connected infrastructure system.  My intention is for this analysis and set of 

recommendations to be a starting point for the City of Austin to develop a master plan for 

the downtown alley network, similar to the plan created by the City of Fort Collins, 

focusing on the addition of green elements like those used in Chicago and Los Angeles.  

Through looking at case studies and academic research, it is obvious that alleys around 

the country that have long been neglected are finding new life through incorporating the 

same elements used in successful public spaces.  With the current state of Austin city 

planning, this is the perfect time to introduce a plan for an enhanced alley system, along 

with the Downtown Austin Plan and the anticipated citywide comprehensive plan.  An 
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improved alley system that creates more pedestrian-friendly connections and public 

spaces while improving the perceived safety of the alleys can also help in addressing the 

core values of the Downtown Plan: livability, sustainability, diversity, inclusivity, beauty 

and respect of history (ROMA Design Group and HR&A Advisors, Inc., 2008). 
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Chapter 5: Study of Downtown Austin Alleys 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

When starting this study, I first needed to determine an appropriate study area 

within downtown.  I looked to the Downtown Austin Plan (DAP) for guidance and to 

ensure cohesion between the alley study and defined districts within the DAP.  I focused 

the alley study on the districts designated as the Core District and the four Square 

Districts (Figure 9).  The boundaries of this area are 11th Street to the north, Nueces Street 

to the west, Red River Street to the east and 3rd Street to the south.  The majority of the 

new residential development lies just south and west of this area and the existing original 

public squares serve as the anchors.  The study area is comprised of 80 blocks that 

theoretically would also be 80 alleys.  

As the intent of this report is to analyze and define a redeveloped alley system for 

downtown Austin, a series of questions must be asked and researched.  First, which 

blocks within my study area still contain an alley?  Second, how can the downtown land 

uses contribute to the activity and vibrancy of the redeveloped alley system?  And finally, 

can a system be defined based on the placement of the existing alleys that is connected to 

both public spaces and residences and also takes into account the adjacent land uses?  

The following methods and maps were used in order to respond to these queries and 

analyze the current state and the potential of downtown Austin alleys. 
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Figure 9: Downtown Austin Plan Districts as of 2009 

 
Source: Austin Chronicle 
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RESEARCH METHODS 
 

To begin my research on the state of Austin alleys, I first conducted research at 

the Austin History Museum and reviewed the City of Austin website to determine if the 

different alleys had any recorded historical uses.  By reviewing maps and comprehensive 

plans, I was able to determine that alleys have been typically used in the 20th century for 

service deliveries, and through the first decade of the 21st century over one third of the 

alleys had been developed, potentially destroying any connectivity that existed using the 

alleys.  

However, the alleys that remain do still present an opportunity for connectivity, 

specifically one designated north-south connection and one designated east-west 

connection.  My next step was to map the alleys that still exist, using GIS data and 

performing field studies.  I analyzed the existing City of Austin GIS layers and found that 

the alleys themselves were not included as part of any dataset.  I used several existing 

layers to make a base map of the downtown Austin area, and used Google Street View 

and performed a field study in order to determine which blocks had alleys remaining and 

which blocks had developed over the alleys.  Figure 10 below is a result of that analysis 

and research.  Through this field study, I classified the blocks into four types: Public 

Alley, Covered Public Alley (vacated air rights allowed buildings to span the alleys while 

maintaining the throughway through the block), Private Alley (gated and typical of 

government blocks) and Potential Alley (current land use is likely to change allowing an 

opportunity to create or maintain space for an alley).  Out of 76 blocks which all 
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originally contained alleys (four of the 80 blocks were designated as public squares in the 

original Austin plan), only 49 blocks have some type of public alley today.  

Additional data that I collected through the field study and through using the 

Travis County Appraisal District (TCAD) website was a land use analysis of the 

downtown area.  The City of Austin has not updated their land use layer since 2003, and 

with the constant change that is occurring downtown, I needed an updated land use map.  

The land uses are important to defining a system of alleys, as described below. 
 

LIMITATIONS 
 

After mapping the alleys, I noticed that the orientation of the alleys along specific 

blocks may pose a challenge to east-west connectivity.  The alleys within the blocks 

along Congress Avenue run north-south, while all other alleys within the study area, and 

also adjacent to the study area, run east-west.  The benefit of the north-south alleys is that 

a connection can possibly be made between Lady Bird Lake and the Capitol Building, but 

alley routes east and west of Congress Avenue may need enhanced streetscapes or way-

finding to hook into a north-south route.  Additionally, as in the case of Fort Collins and 

Seattle, dumpsters have a huge presence along the downtown Austin alleys.  Especially 

where restaurants and bars back up to the alleys, several dumpsters can be found that will 

need to be dealt with when redesigning the alleys.    

In order to implement an Alley Master Plan in downtown Austin, which does 

seem to fit within the goals and values of the Downtown Austin Plan, the comprehensive 

plan must be updated.  Policy 752.3, described in Chapter 4, clearly advises against using 

the alleys for pedestrian and bicycle activity.  In order to create a pedestrian-friendly 
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throughway using the alleys, this policy must be modified.  As of 2009, the City of 

Austin was in the process of creating a new comprehensive plan, which provides the 

optimal opportunity for not only modifying this specific policy but also for 

recommending that a Downtown Alley Master Plan be commissioned.   

However, the aspect of fear that typically exists when thinking about alleys is still 

a subject that needs close attention paid to it.  Through an alley master plan fear and 

safety issues can be addressed, and if the alley system is defined using blocks whose front 

door activity can be extended to the back, safety perceptions can be alleviated. 
 

CRITERIA FOR USABLE ALLEYS 
 

After identifying the obstacles that will need to be addressed, I wanted to design a 

system of alleys that would run north-south and a second system that would run east-

west.  Ideally, these alleys would connect through the existing public spaces and also be 

easily accessible from downtown residences.  Through using Google Maps and an on-

the-ground field study, I determined the land use of the parcels in my study area (Figure 

11 below).  Understanding the land uses surrounding each alley will help determine 

where the connections can be made and also the best way to redevelop each alley in the 

connection system.   

Suitable land uses for creating a system of alleys are defined as commercial uses 

(such as bars, restaurants and retail establishments) and residential uses.  The commercial 

uses will be the most suitable for opening up to the alleys: allowing customers to inhabit 

the alleys through patio space or alley entrances will create more activity in the alleys and 

draw in more passers-by to these spaces.  Residential uses, similarly, generate a 24 hour 
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population that could use redeveloped alley spaces for dog walking or leisure activities, 

again producing activity that may be noticeable to passers-by.  By creating activity in 

these alley spaces, pedestrians and bicyclists will come to view the spaces as logical 

connections, in many cases safer and more interesting than sidewalks.  Figure 12 below 

shows these two land uses in conjunction with the four types of alleys in order to identify 

alley corridors that can utilize their adjacent land uses to create activity.  
 

FINDINGS 
 

All of the figures in this chapter represent the initial findings of my research 

questions and will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.
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Figure 10: Classification of Downtown Alleys 
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Figure 11: Land Use within Study Area 
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Figure 12: Suitable Land Uses and Downtown Alleys 
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Figure 13: Downtown Residences in Relation to the Alleys 
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Figure 14: Proposed North-South Alley Connection 

11th St

W
e
s
t A

v
e

Cesar Chavez St

C
o
n
g
re

s
s 

A
v
e

!"#35
Lady Bird Lake

Proposed North-South Alley Corridor
Connecting Town Lake to the Capitol Building
Austin, Texas

0 0.250.125
Miles

Produced by: Sara Hammerschmidt
March 25, 2009

Data Sources: CAPCOG, City of Austin

°

Land Use Along Corridor

Civic

Office

Commercial

Parking

Vacant

Residences Outside Study Area

Capitol Building

Open Space

Study Area

North-South Alley Corridor



 50 

Figure 15: Proposed East-West Alley Connections 
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Chapter 6: Defining a System for Downtown Austin Alleys 

 

NORTH-SOUTH CONNECTION 
 

A majority of the new residential developments within the downtown area are 

located along the southern edge, as shown in Figure 2.  Additionally, the Lady Bird Lake 

Trail, a vital amenity to not only downtown but the entire city, is located near these 

developments.  A north-south alley connection will allow office workers and tourists near 

the Capitol building a unique way to safely access both the trail and businesses along the 

connection, and will also allow downtown residents to access Congress Avenue shops 

and restaurants.  As the alleys in the blocks along Congress Avenue run north and south, 

these blocks are the obvious choice for defining such a connection.  After analyzing the 

condition of the alleys along both the east and west sides of Congress Avenue, I found 

that there was a significant break in the connection on the block bounded by 3rd Street and 

4th Street along the east side of Congress, which creates an obvious barrier to accessing 

Lady Bird Lake.  Fortunately, the alleys remain intact on the west side of Congress, 

including in the two blocks between the southern border of the study area and the Lady 

Bird Lake Trail (Figure 14). 

Of the ten alleys that exist between the Capitol building and the Lady Bird Lake 

Trail, only two are covered alleys, as the city vacated the air rights to allow large block 

development.  In order to create and maintain connectivity over the entire extent of the 

ten block throughway special attention will need to be paid to these two alleys, located 

between 6th Street and 7th Street, and 8th Street and 9th Street.  (see Figure 16).  The fact 

that these alleys are covered, while they are still public, makes them seem more exclusive  
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Figure 16: Detail of North-South Alley Connection 
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reinforce the connection to the Capitol building.  The land uses along these alleys are also 

conducive to creating a public throughway.  A mixture of office and commercial uses, 

including small restaurants and shops, form the majority of the uses around these alleys.  

There are also several parking lots that have the potential to be turned into compatible 

uses.  When redeveloped, the businesses backing to the alleys can utilize the spaces for 

relaxing and outdoor dining or shopping.  Two new residential developments also flank 

these alleys and three other new whole-block residential developments will be within 

three blocks of this alley system; creating a network to draw residents from these 

complexes to the blocks to the north can generate more activity for those businesses.     

 

EAST-WEST CONNECTIONS 
 

Creating a true east-west connection through downtown proved to be more 

difficult, as the east-west alleys dead end in the Congress Avenue blocks, where alleys 

are oriented north-south.  The criteria that I looked at for defining east-west connections 

included connections to parks, adjacency to residences and bars and restaurants 

(commercial land use) and minimization of dead ends along the corridor.  As shown in 

Figure 15, three distinct east-west connections can be made, connecting Congress 

Avenue with parks to the east and west of downtown.  As the east-west alleys dead end 

into the blocks that flank Congress Avenue, way-finding techniques and streetscape 

improvements, suggested in the below detail maps, should be employed to strengthen the 

relationship to both Congress Avenue itself and the north-south alley system. 
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Connection 1: Congress to Waller Creek  

The first east-west connection, as shown in Figure 17 below, helps link Congress 

Avenue to the to-be-redeveloped Waller Creek corridor, by way of the 6th Street 

Entertainment District.  When analyzing alleys and land uses to implement an east-west 

alley corridor, both the north and south adjacent blocks to 6th Street within the study area 

fit the appropriate criteria, with continuous alleys and mainly bars and restaurants 

surrounding them.  However, when attempting to extend this connection to Waller Creek 

to the east, the alley connection on the south side of 6th Street dead ends into a building.  

Therefore the alleys along the north side of 6th Street, which maintain an uninterrupted 

connection to Waller Creek, were found to be the appropriate alleys for an east-west 

system.   

The four alleys to the east of the Congress Avenue block, plus the alley that 

creates the connection to Waller Creek, are all open alleys that are currently used for 

service deliveries to the surrounding bars and restaurants.  The primary land uses along 

the southern portion of these blocks are the bars and restaurants that could take advantage 

of a redeveloped alley system to create outdoor spaces for their customers.  The northern 

portion of these blocks is primarily office and underutilized uses.  Bars, restaurants and 

other compatible land uses would fit with the character that an alley network within this 

portion of downtown would create.  The redevelopment of the parking, undeveloped and 

vacant uses along this corridor into establishments such as retail and restaurants that are 

open during daytime hours can help this corridor become one of nearly constant activity.  

One potential obstacle for this connection is Caritas of Austin, located at the southeast 

corner of 7th Street and Neches Street.  There is a large homeless population that 

congregates in this area, due to the location of Caritas, the Austin Resource Center for the 
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Figure 17: Detail of Congress-Waller East-West Alley Connection 
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Homeless and the Salvation Army, which may instill a perception of fear in people 

traversing the alleys, and they may not want to continue eastward along this corridor 

depending on what is presented along Neches Street.  However, with improved lighting 

and increased activity due to the adoption of the alleys by the surrounding bars and 

restaurants, this perceived fear can be mitigated. 

The goal of the Waller Creek redevelopment project is to create more activity and 

allow development along the creek, which is currently an undevelopable floodplain.  

Being able to link this new district to other parts of downtown through a redeveloped 

alley system can help ensure the success of the district.  Additionally, there are residences 

and hotels located along Waller Creek that can take advantage of the alley system 

connection to the creek to traverse the downtown area.   

As the Congress-Waller connection dead ends into Brazos Street between 6th 

Street and 7th Street, streetscape improvements or other way-finding measures will be 

necessary to continue this system to the north-south corridor.  The blocks designated for 

these techniques are shown in Figure 17.  The historic Driskill Hotel, located on the 

southeastern corner of the block adjacent to Congress Avenue, and a mixed-use building 

located across 6th Street from the Driskill, are the principle reasons for selecting this route 

as a more interesting connection to the north-south corridor.    

 

Connection 2: Congress to Republic Square and Shoal Creek  

This east-west connection, as shown in Figure 18 below, helps link Congress 

Avenue through Republic Square to the Shoal Creek corridor and the numerous newly 

constructed residences in this area.  Republic Square, which is currently undergoing  
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Figure 18: Detail of Congress-Republic-Shoal East-West Alley Connection 
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renovations to increase the usability of the park, is the center point for this east-west 

network.  In this area, there are several dead ends that needed to be addressed in order to 

determine a network, and there are several blocks that have redevelopment potential 

where alleys can be reconstructed or preserved.   

Again, when analyzing an appropriate network, land uses compatible to a vibrant 

alley system, including restaurants, bars and residences, were examined in the area 

surrounding Republic Square to find the best link between this park, Shoal Creek to the 

west and the Congress Avenue north-south alley corridor to the east.  The alleys directly 

to the east of Republic Square should certainly be part of this network, as the primary 

land uses surrounding these two alleys are residential and entertainment oriented (bars 

and restaurants).  The next block east, adjacent to Congress Avenue, has surface parking 

as the sole land use on the southern half of this block.  As future development is sure to 

occur on these parcels, a portion of this lot can be purchased by the city and integrated 

into this east-west corridor, providing a direct connection to the north-south corridor.  

Alternately, streetscape improvements can also guide users north along Colorado Street 

and one half block east along 6th Street to connect with the north-south corridor.   

Finding an alley pathway to the west of Republic Square proves more 

challenging.  The block directly west of Republic Square, currently a vacant lot, is the 

site of a new Federal Courthouse, which will preclude development of public alley and 

also create an unappealing streetscape on the edges of the block.  Fortunately, the blocks 

to the north and the south of Republic Square have redevelopment opportunities that 

could allow for creative connectivity. 
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The block to the south of Republic Square is currently used as a surface lot.  

However, because of the many new residences on the blocks between 2nd Street and 3rd 

Street, creating an alley that runs north-south along this block would help create 

connectivity between the new residences just south of the study area and Republic 

Square.  The block to the north of Republic Square is currently the site of a United States 

Post Office and there has been discussion as to whether this is the highest and best use of 

this property.  This block is very likely to be redeveloped, with the post office locating to 

a site on Red River Street.  This redevelopment also presents an opportunity to reclaim 

the east-west alley that once existed, and also create a half-block north-south alley that 

would link this east-west alley to Republic Square.   

In order to create a link to Shoal Creek from the Post Office block, as many other 

blocks in this area have been lost through development, redefining the alley on the 

primarily surface parking lot block to the west of the Post Office is necessary.  This 

block, the current site of Miller Blueprint, is integral in creating an east-west corridor that 

runs to Shoal Creek, through two existing alleys to the west and a potential pathway 

through the parking lot just north of the Austin City Lofts residential development.   

As the east-west corridor that runs from Shoal Creek to Congress Avenue is not a 

direct connection, other streetscape improvements as shown in Figure 18, linking the 

blocks north and south of Republic Square to the block east of Republic Square, may be 

necessarily to help enforce a connection.  This alley network, while not a direct 

connection, does help to better engage Republic Square with Congress Avenue, Shoal 

Creek and the many residences to the south and the west of the park.
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Connection 3: Congress to Wooldridge Square and Shoal Creek 

Wooldridge Square and the alleys at the northwestern corner of the study area 

pose the greatest challenge for creating an alley network between Shoal Creek and 

Congress Avenue.  While a direct east-west connection is possible, the land uses in this 

area are not optimal.  As shown in Figure 19 below, the uses that surround the proposed 

east-west corridor are primarily parking lots, civic uses (Travis County offices) and 

commercial uses (drive through banks).  Referring back to Figure 15, the uses 

surrounding these specific blocks are also primarily Travis County offices and other 

offices, mostly law firms.  If land uses that generate pedestrian activity, such as 

restaurants and retail, can be brought to this area through redevelopment of the 

underutilized parking lots and drive through bank parcels, this east-west corridor, 

connecting Shoal Creek and Congress Avenue through Wooldridge Square, has better 

potential.  There are several residences in this area, including 904 West Avenue 

Apartments, The Nokonah, 706 West Avenue Condominiums and The Regency 

Apartments, that can benefit from an alley system providing connectivity to the eastern 

half of downtown.   

Wooldridge Square itself could also benefit from new activity generated from 

such a corridor, as it would bring residents from both the west and the east.  Of the three 

downtown squares, Wooldridge may be the most challenging to revitalize, largely due to 

the surrounding land uses.  In addition to the park improvements that will likely be a part 

of the Downtown Austin Plan Phase Two Parks and Open Space Master Plan, creating an 

interesting linkage from Wooldridge Square to the surrounding area using the alleys 

could encourage more people, especially from surrounding residences, to use this space. 
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Figure 19: Detail of Congress-Wooldridge-Shoal East-West Alley Connection 
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connections between the alleys, including sprucing up the entrance points and possibly 

striping the pavement on the roads that intersect the alley system, can help reinforce the 

corridor as a deliberate pathway for bikes and pedestrians.  As in the case of the two other 

east-west corridors, streetscape improvements or signage will be necessary to guide this 

corridor to the north-south corridor and Congress Avenue.  This is recommended to occur 

along Colorado Street traveling north and 10th Street traveling west.  Since the Governors 

Mansion is located at the northwestern corner of Colorado and 10th the existing 

streetscape in this area may also help draw people directly north along Colorado to the 

Capitol.   

 

REINVENTING THE ALLEYS: RECOMMENDED TYPOLOGIES 
 

No standard design scheme will fit all the alleys in downtown Austin due to the 

diversity in land uses that surround the alleys within the study area.  Therefore, when 

determining the best redevelopment plan for each alley, different techniques should be 

applied.  Based on the field study and case study research I created four typologies to be 

applied to each alley, depending on the location and the surrounding land uses.   

Out of the 80 blocks that exist in the study area, three are public squares and 22 

have lost their alleys due to development.  In another 20 blocks, the alleys are suitable for 

the connectivity proposed here, and I have recommended they form part of either north-

south or east-west corridors.  This leaves 35 alleys that are either disconnected from other 

alleys or are generally not suited (due to location or adjacent land use) to be part of a 

corridor.  However, alley improvement projects, reminiscent of the work being conducted 

in Chicago and Los Angeles discussed in Chapter 3, can help improve the sustainability, 
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safety and appearance of these other alleys for adjacent businesses and residences.  The 

redevelopment of alleys that are already part of a corridor should be the first priority but 

once this work is completed the remaining alleys should be analyzed to determine which 

of the typologies below would be most appropriate.   

 

Activity Throughway 

This alley type is primarily located adjacent to bars, restaurants and retail shops 

and can be developed to become a node of activity.  Depending on the width, small patio 

spaces can be set up and alternate business entrances can be provided.  Trash collection in 

these alleys would need to be consolidated, preferably to the point where large dumpsters 

could be shared between at least two alleys with daily trash pickup in order to limit the 

smell and unsightliness that is created.  Following the lead of the City of Seattle, 

dumpster removal and increased trash pickup could also be considered.  These alleys 

should be pedestrian only in order to allow for outdoor patio spaces; service deliveries 

requiring vehicles will need to be made at the front entrances of the buildings or during 

hours where there are few pedestrians and café tables are not set up.   

Aesthetics and safety are critical components to the success of these alleys.  

Community art projects, such as murals on the rear facades of the surrounding buildings, 

can bring life to the alleys and create a sense of pride among community members 

participating in the project.  Where appropriate, based on the amount of sunlight in the 

alley, small gardens and trees can be planted to create a more park-like feel and also help 

mitigate the negative effects that urban settings have on the environment.  Lighting in 

these alleys is important and using energy efficient lighting also promotes sustainability 

along with pervious paving materials.  Redevelopment of structures along these alleys 
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should be required to modify the interiors so that alley entrances allow access to the 

establishment.  Figures 20 and 21 show examples of this type of alley. 

 

Figure 20: Café Alley in Estonia 

 
Source: CoolTown Studios 
 

Figure 21: Café Alley in Washington, D.C. 

 
Source: CoolTown Studios
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Pedestrian and Bicycle Priority Throughway 

The alleys that are part of the north-south and east-west corridors but are 

surrounded by uses such as offices, hotels and parking garages (that would not be 

conducive to generating much outdoor alley activity but may still have entrances onto the 

alley) should be developed as shared access alleys, but with priority given to pedestrian 

activity.  Signage at the entrances of these alleys would alert drivers to these restrictions.  

 

Figure 22: Couch Place, an urban sustainable alley in Chicago 

 
Source: Time Out Chicago 
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Sustainability elements utilized with the Activity Throughways, with the 

exception of the patio areas, would also be implemented in the Pedestrian and Bicycle 

Priority Throughways.  These alleys would serve mainly as improved movement 

pathways rather than places where pedestrians would linger, but they are important to 

redevelop as they connect other spaces: parks, the shopping along Congress Avenue and 

Activity Alleys.   To successfully serve in this capacity as throughways, the alleys must 

feel clean, safe and welcoming to pedestrians and bicyclists.  Figure 22 shows an 

example design for this type of alley. 

 

Green Throughway 

This type of alley would allow the amount of park space in the downtown area to 

be expanded through greening the space using grasses and other plantings.  This type of 

alley would be best suited for residential blocks that would not require alley access for 

deliveries, as these alleys most likely would be closed to automobile traffic.  

Alternatively, provisions could be made for half of the alley to be greened and the other 

half to be still open to vehicles.  Another alternative to closing the alley to traffic is 

shown in Figure 23, where grass is still a prominent feature but paving strips allows light 

car traffic.  Large service vehicles should still be prohibited, which means that dumpsters 

would need to be consolidated or removed in these alleys as well.  Creating smaller scale 

neighborhood parks in the alleys behind residences would give the residents a place for 

dog walking and the feeling of a backyard in an urban setting. 

Several alleys downtown could fit this profile: they could either be fully green 

and closed to traffic, or follow a hybrid model that is half green and half paved or with 

asphalt strips that still allow cars through.  Figure 24 shows an example of each of these 
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versions and their location within downtown.  Key to the success of such green alleys, 

however, is the height of adjacent buildings, especially on the east, south and west sides. 

 

Figure 23: Hybrid alley with structural grass and gravel, Vancouver, BC 

 
Source: Country Lanes Vancouver 
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 Figure 24: Proposed downtown Austin locations for green alleys 
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Automobile Priority Throughway 

This alley typology should not be used for parts of the corridor system but is an 

option for the alleys outside of the system.  This would be similar to the alley schemes 

currently used in Chicago’s Green Alley Project, where sustainability is the main 

objective.  It would remain primarily automobile oriented and the current uses (parking, 

service deliveries, garbage collection) could still occur but be made more efficient and 

more sustainable.  When repaving the alley, porous materials should be used and energy 

efficient lighting should be installed, and dumpsters should be consolidated within each 

block to improve the collection process.  If the alley is exposed to enough sunlight, trees 

and small rain gardens can be planted to improve the environmental effectiveness and the 

aesthetics of the alley.  These alleys would not get as much pedestrian usage as the other 

alleys, due to the surrounding land uses being primarily commercial or parking lots, but 

the spaces should still be made more sustainable in order to help reduce the urban heat 

island effect and reduce stormwater runoff.  Figure 25 shows an alley with these 

principles implemented. 

 

DEFINING THE SYSTEM 
 

Although there are a number of other factors to consider, the recommendations 

above can serve as the basis for a downtown alley master plan for the City of Austin.  By 

learning from plans created by other cities but tailoring them to meet the needs of our 

city, Austin can take advantage of a grossly underutilized resource that exists within the 

downtown core.  Through extensive land use and connectivity analysis, the above  
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Figure 25: Before and after of a sustainable auto-oriented Chicago alley 

 
Source: The Chicago Green Alley Handbook 
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corridor recommendations will allow for optimal pedestrian and bicycle accessibility in 

the downtown area.  Assigning a typology to each alley will help streamline the 

redevelopment process and be a clear informational guide to use when meeting with 

stakeholders.  If the city can create a well-formulated proposal to engage business owners 

and other stakeholders, buy-in from these parties would be a feasible and a critical step 

towards implementation. 
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Chapter 7: Recommendations and Next Steps 

 

The following steps are recommended to ensure the success of a Downtown Alley 

Master Plan: assigning typologies to the alleys to prepare for stakeholder meetings, 

identifying stakeholders, creating a plan for services and utilities, identifying financing 

options and developing an enforcement mechanism.  Several of these steps were taken by 

the City of Fort Collins when identifying their alley network and creating their 

Downtown Alleys Master Plan. 
 

Assigning Typologies to the Alleys 

The four typologies recommended in Chapter 6 should be assigned to each alley 

in the study area before meeting with any property or business owners.  These typologies 

can be reassigned after discussions with the stakeholders but a preliminary assessment 

should be done and incorporated into the first draft of a master plan.   

The preliminary assessment should essentially document the current conditions of 

the alleys, taking the adjacent land uses into consideration and using the four 

classifications of alleys defined in Chapter 5 (Public, Covered Public, Private and 

Potential) in order to assign a typology.  Some typologies will not fit certain 

classifications (for example, a Covered Public alley will not be successful as a Green 

Alley and a Private Alley will not be able to support the Activity typology), but for other 

classifications (such as Public and Potential alleys), analysis on the current conditions 

will help determine the best alley typology for that block.  Once a preliminary assessment 

has been done, meetings with stakeholders can help gain support for an alley 

redevelopment plan. 
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Stakeholder Identification 

While there are many downtown properties that are owned by the City of Austin 

and Travis County, the majority of the properties (and particularly the properties 

recommended for inclusion in one of the corridors) are owned by private individuals and 

investment groups.  It is critical that these parties are informed of the plans to redevelop 

specific alleyways.  Preliminary information on the project should be distributed to the 

stakeholders and meetings should be held to understand the concerns of both the business 

owners and the property owners.   

The stakeholders for the alleys used in the corridor systems should be included in 

a separate meeting to discuss how the redevelopment of these alleys could affect their 

properties and businesses.  This redevelopment may be more intrusive as vehicular traffic 

in these alley may be limited or prohibited, so the benefits of improving the alleys, along 

with mitigation plans for dumpsters and service deliveries should be made clear in these 

meetings.   

Additional stakeholders include groups with a vested interest in the downtown 

area, including the Downtown Austin Alliance (DAA) and the Downtown Austin 

Neighborhood Association (DANA).  These groups should play a big role in discussing 

and implementing a redevelopment plan and should be able to help take a lead in the 

process.   

In the case of the Potential Alleys, which are mostly located in parking parcels, 

the city needs to assert the importance of maintaining or redeveloping the alley right-of-

way once a development proposal for each parcel has been submitted.  Many alleys have 

been lost to entire block developments, which created deterioration of a once completely 

functioning system.  In order for the alleys to be used as a low-traffic pedestrian 
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environment, whether as part of a corridor system or as a stand alone gathering space, no 

more of the alleys can be lost to development.   
 

Creating a Plan for Services and Utilities 

An obvious challenge to redevelopment is alley maintenance: who will be 

responsible for ensuring that the alleys stay clean?  Should the business owners help 

maintain them or is it the responsibility of the city or a downtown organization?  This is 

an important issue to address and resolve, as deterioration of a redeveloped alley will 

likely lead to the underutilization of the spaces.  An issue that goes along with 

maintenance, as discussed in Chapters 3 and 6, is assessing the way trash collection is 

currently handled, and designing a new process to make it more efficient and less of a 

nuisance.  Based on my own observation of several downtown alleys, in many cases there 

is one dumpster per building, which leads to very crowded and odorous spaces when 

there are numerous buildings on one block.  An evaluation of the current trash collection 

could help eliminate the number of dumpsters needed; for example if one dumpster could 

be shared among one or two alleys, and trash could be collected daily at a smaller number 

of locations, that would help reduce the odor and improve the aesthetics of the alleys.  

This may not be a feasible solution for every alley, but at least the alleys within the 

corridor systems require a creative solution for dealing with the dumpsters. 

As the alleys are public easements, in most cases there are above ground 

electricity and telephone poles lining the alleys.  Redeveloping the alleys, which in all 

cases should require installing pervious paving, provides a good opportunity to relocate 

these utilities underground.  This will help the aesthetics of the alley by removing the 

large poles in the spaces that may also be a hindrance to redevelopment.     
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Financing for Alley Improvements 

In 1993, the Austin City Council created a Public Improvement District (PID) to 

“provide constant and permanent funding to implement downtown initiatives” (City of 

Austin - Downtown Redevelopment, 2007).  Creating and implementing a Downtown 

Alley Master Plan directly relates to the goals of this PID.  An active, pedestrian alley 

system will be a unique, attractive feature that will encourage more people to visit 

downtown to eat lunch in an alley café or view or participate in alley art projects.  The 

idea of the PID is to provide funds for quality of life improvement and planning 

downtown Austin, which is essentially the primary goal of redeveloping the alleys and 

creating a pedestrian friendly corridor system.   

In 2004, an additional PID was created in downtown Austin, the East Sixth Street 

Public Improvement District.  This PID encompasses the same blocks as the 

recommended Congress Avenue to Waller Creek east-west alley corridor (Figure 26), and 

could potentially be used as an additional funding source for this alley corridor.  The 

goals of this PID are very similar to those of the overall downtown PID, and alley 

redevelopment plans should be a strong candidate for funding. 

 

Enforcing the Connections 
 

A critical step in ensuring the success of a Downtown Alley Master Plan is 

reinforcing the new connections that are being creating through the north-south and east- 
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Figure 26. East Sixth Street Public Improvement District 

 
Source: City of Austin 

 

west corridor systems.  These new connections must be made very clear, both visually 

through signage and also through public information, in order for the alleys to function as 

a system.  A logo should be created and used on signs that point pedestrians and 

bicyclists to the next alley in the system.  These signs can also point out directions and 

distances to the downtown parks and landmarks, such as the Capitol and the Convention 

Center.  If the alley leads to a dead end, the signage should help direct the pedestrians and 

bicyclists to their destinations using the street until they can connect with another 

corridor, if possible.   

As the alleys are all at the mid-points of the downtown blocks, ensuring the safety 

of the pedestrians and bicyclists when crossing the street to the next alley is a significant 

issue that must be addressed.  Mid-block crosswalks, with pedestrian traffic lights and 

striping on the street, should be installed at the crossings of the alleys within the north-

south and east-west corridor systems.  However, as these pedestrian traffic lighting 
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schemes may not stop traffic as effectively as the conventional traffic lights, appropriate 

signs should inform pedestrians and bicyclists that vehicles may not stop and that they 

should be cautious when crossing mid-block.   
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 

Recognizing the social and economic importance of their historic alley systems, 

several cities around the country have begun implementing extensive alley 

redevelopment plans and projects in order to maintain these spaces and make them more 

usable and sustainable.  Alleys are essentially forgotten public spaces that can easily be 

beautified and made into usable and active spaces, often simply through consolidating 

dumpsters and improving the lighting conditions.   

The perception of fear is one of the challenges that must be addressed when 

planning for alley redevelopment in any city.  As the alleys are spaces typically 

associated with drug dealing, violence and crime, efforts must be made to make them 

more open and well lit.  Generating activity in the alleys and making them spaces that are 

synonymous with places for gathering and traversing will also help remove this sense of 

fear.  Developing an alley system that utilizes sustainability principles, similar to the 

efforts taking place in Chicago, Los Angeles and Fort Collins, can help transform 

Austin’s alleys from unclean places that are mainly used for trash collection to 

comfortable, attractive spaces that are safer for pedestrians than sidewalks are today.   

This space transformation can occur in a variety of ways.  Chicago is focusing on 

strategies for sustainability; Los Angeles is focusing on using alleys to create additional 

park space; and Fort Collins is interested in creating activity and connectivity in its 

downtown alleyways.  Chicago and Los Angeles are focusing on alleys all over the city 

through major initiatives, while Fort Collins is focusing on a smaller area of the Central 

Business District through the creation of a Downtown Alleys Master Plan.  Austin can 
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use examples from each of these cities in order to plan for alley redevelopment in the 

downtown area. 

Focusing specifically on downtown alleys lends itself to following the model 

created by Fort Collins, while also utilizing strategies implemented in Chicago and Los 

Angeles.  Creating four classifications of alleys, along with four typologies to apply to 

these alleys, is the first step in creating an alley strategy that is appropriate for downtown 

Austin.  Every alley in the downtown study area defined in this report should be analyzed 

in terms of the current conditions and potential for redevelopment. The alleys identified 

to be part of a north-south or east-west corridor will also serve to funnel pedestrians 

through downtown and between existing public spaces.  In other alleys, where 

appropriate, greening should occur to increase the amount of available park space needed 

due to the drastic residential development that has occurred since 2000.  Using alleys to 

create small pocket parks, preferably on blocks that have residential uses, allows the city 

to take advantage of existing public property and turn it into a space that is more 

beneficial to the community than the current use.   

Alleys in other parts of Austin are being utilized for affordable housing units, but 

the alleys downtown are prevented from redevelopment due to certain policies in the 

current comprehensive plan.  These are spaces that have the potential to be used for more 

than just service deliveries and trash collection.  They can be pedestrian corridors that 

lead to other parks and downtown landmarks, intimate café zones tucked away off the 

street or grassy oases for downtown residents. Alleys in commercial areas present a 

challenge to redevelopment.  But with appropriate planning, they can be turned into 

beautiful, usable spaces where people want to congregate, rather than unsafe spaces they 

want to avoid.     
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