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Abstract	

A	Study	of	Regulation	and	Placemaking	in	Austin,	Texas:	

Analysis	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	Proposal	

by	

Colton	Wayne	Sanders,	M.S.C.R.P.	

The	University	of	Texas	at	Austin,	2016	

SUPERVISOR:	Robert	Paterson	

Land	 use	 planning	 requires	 patience,	 organization	 and	 fortitude.	 This	 especially	 true	 in	

Austin,	Texas	and	specific	to	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	that	is	determined	to	create	a	mixed‐use	

development	that	will	be	a	model	for	future	urban	infill	projects	in	Central	Austin.	The	City	of	Austin	

is	currently	rewriting	its	Land	Development	Code	embracing	form‐based	code	to	better	facilitate	the	

complete	communities	objectives	of	the	Imagine	Austin	comprehensive	plan	adopted	in	June	2012.	

This	report	explores	the	strengths	and	hindrances	of	the	current	land	development	code’s	planned	

unit	development	(“PUD”)	regulations	to	address	the	goals	of	complete	communities	through	a	case	

study	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	proposal.	The	proposed	development	has	been	touted	as	a	

leading	example	of	how	PUD	zoning	can	be	used	to	accomplish	these	objectives,	and	this	report	will	

critically	analyze	both	the	regulatory	processes	and	content	of	the	developer’s	proposal	against	the	

desired	objectives	of	the	Imagine	Austin	Plan.	CodeNEXT	is	a	three‐year	undertaking	by	city	staff	to	

rewrite	Austin’s	land	development	code	(“LDC”)	that	began	in	September	2013.	CodeNEXT	embodies	

the	 re‐visioning	 of	 the	 LDC	 incorporating	 form‐based	 code	 districts	 to	 providing	 an	 illustrative,	

hybridized	 land	 development	 code	 guided	 by	 participatory	 planning	 activities	 (Community	

Character	Manual,	2015).			

The	concepts	of	form‐based	code	are	introduced	to	discuss	current	trends	surrounding	the	

re‐visioning	of	conventional	(Euclidean)	land	development	code	to	one	that	primarily	focuses	on	the	

form	of	the	public	spaces	and	then	the	uses	within	the	buildings	as	a	secondary	concern.	There	is	also	
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an	emerging	trend	of	hybridized	code	which	combine	convention	and	 form‐based	codes,	and	 it	 is	

expected	that	CodeNEXT	will	follow	this	process	to	guide	future	development	in	Austin,	Texas	with	a	

new	 regulatory	 framework.	 Hybridized	 land	 development	 codes	 seek	 to	 retain	 and	 clarify	 the	

objectives	 of	 conventional	 code	while	 formulating	districts	 along	 activity	 corridors	 incorporating	

form‐based	code	to	create	predictable	development.			

	 This	report	seeks	to	determine,	as	a	case	study,	how	form‐based	code	will	facilitate	or	hinder	

future	urban	infill	developments	similar	to	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek.	The	developers	of	The	Grove	

have	submitted	proprietary	Project	Design	Guidelines	to	administer	development	within	the	site.	The	

design	guidelines	are	analyzed	and	compared	 to	 form‐based	code	districts	 from	other	 towns	and	

cities	in	Texas	and	across	the	United	States	within	this	report.	Also,	the	Envision	Tomorrow	suite	of	

planning	tools	are	used	 in	connection	with	ArcGIS	mapping	analysis	 to	compare	and	contrast	 the	

developer’s	 proposal	with	 that	 of	 the	 stakeholders	 and	 a	 single	 family	 low	 density	 development	

scenario.	 The	 conceptual	 land	 use	 plans	 are	 evaluated	 against	 the	 requested	 entitlements	 of	 the	

zoning	 application	 to	 determine	 whether	 or	 not	 the	 illustrative	 concepts	 may	 become	 the	 final	

product.	My	report	uses	predictability	as	the	ultimate	indicator	of	a	successful	planning	process	while	

given	consideration	to	flexibility	required	during	the	planning	process	and	after	approval	of	zoning	

to	allow	for	changing	market	conditions.	Furthermore,	I	find	that	form‐based	code	and	the	phased	

planning	approach	prescribed	by	the	Form‐Based	Code	Institute	 facilitate	predictable	 form	of	 the	

built	environment	and	flexibility	with	the	uses	within	those	building.	The	principles	of	form‐based	

code	seek	to	create	a	memorable	relationship	between	the	structures	and	the	public	spaces	that	is	

attractive	 to	 people	 allowing	 a	 place	 to	 stand	 the	 test	 of	 time	 by	 promoting	 compatibility	 and	

adaptability	with	its	surroundings.			

	 My	discussions	with	neighbors,	city	staff,	developers	and	investors	have	afforded	me	a	wide	

perspective	on	how	land	development	code	is	understood	as	well	as	the	perception	of	the	regulatory	

environment	 in	Austin.	The	regulatory	delays	 inherent	of	 real	estate	development	 in	Austin	have	

been	observed	for	decades	and	widely	discussed.	This	report	seeks	to	address	these	short‐comings	

by	 envisioning	 emerging	methods	 of	 placemaking	 through	 form‐based	 code.	My	 hope	 is	 that	 the	

lessons	learned	from	this	analysis	of	The	Grove	PUD	application	process,	and	prescriptions	formed	

by	 the	 creation	 of	 CodeNEXT	 will	 address	 recommendations	 from	 the	 Zucker	 Report	 through	 a	

hybridized	 land	 development	 code	 to	 effectuate	 placemaking	 in	 Austin	 preserving	 its	 eclectic	

character	while	guiding	development	to	serve	the	needs	Austin,	Texas	for	the	next	thirty	years.								
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Chapter	1:	Introduction	

The	City	of	Austin,	Texas	is	currently	rewriting	its	Land	Development	Code	embracing	form‐

based	 code	 to	 better	 facilitate	 the	 complete	 communities	 objectives	 of	 the	 Imagine	 Austin	

comprehensive	plan	adopted	in	June	2012.	This	report	explores	the	strengths	and	hindrances	of	the	

current	land	development	code’s	planned	unit	development	(“PUD”)	regulations	to	address	the	goals	

of	 complete	 communities	 through	 a	 case	 study	 of	 The	 Grove	 at	 Shoal	 Creek	 PUD	 proposal.	 The	

proposed	development	has	been	 touted	as	 a	 leading	 example	of	how	PUD	zoning	 can	be	used	 to	

accomplish	 these	objectives,	and	 this	report	critically	analyzes	both	 the	regulatory	processes	and	

content	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	proposal	against	the	desired	objectives	of	the	Imagine	Austin	

Plan.		CodeNEXT	is	an	ongoing	project	by	city	staff	to	rewrite	Austin’s	land	development	code	(“LDC”)	

that	began	in	September	2013	in	an	effort	to	release	a	final	draft	in	early	2017.	

CodeNEXT	 embodies	 the	 re‐visioning	 of	 the	 LDC	 incorporating	 form‐based	 code	 districts	

along	 transit	 corridors	 and	 within	 activity	 centers	 identified	 by	 Imagine	 Austin	 to	 provide	 an	

illustrative,	 hybridized	 land	 development	 code	 guided	 by	 participatory	 planning	 activities	

(Community	 Character	 Manual,	 2015).	 Zucker	 Systems	 was	 engaged	 in	 2015	 by	 Austin’s	 City	

Manager	 to	 conduct	an	organizational	and	operational	 analysis	of	 the	Planning	and	Development	

Review	Department	(“PDRD”)	to	increase	process	efficiency,	customer	satisfaction,	and	delivery	of	

accurate	 and	 timely	 services	 (Zucker,	 2015).	 The	 Zucker	 Report	 identifies	 areas	 where	

administrative	 processes	 should	 be	 improved,	 staff	 can	 be	 reorganized,	 and	 cites	 over	 400	

recommendations	for	improving	PDRD	review	procedures.			

This	report	uses	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	application	to	analyze	the	application	of	form‐

based	 code	 (“FBC”)	 concepts	 to	 an	 urban	 infill	 development	 and	 discusses	 current	 trends	

surrounding	 the	 reform	 of	 conventional	 (Euclidean)	 land	 development	 code	 to	 FBCs	 as	 well	 as	

discussing	the	emerging	trend	of	hybridized	code	to	explore	the	facilitation	of	placemaking	within	a	

new	regulatory	framework	of	CodeNEXT.	Form‐based	coding	places	a	primary	focus	on	the	public	

realm,	building	design	and	compatibility	while	allowing	for	land	use	regulations	to	be	a	derivative	

promoting	 flexibility,	 predictable	 development,	 and	 adaptability	 of	 a	 place	 over	 time	 while	

continuing	the	character	of	the	neighborhood	(Parolek,	2008).			

I	am	a	native	Austinite,	neighbor	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek,	and	my	home	is	located	in	the	

Oakmont	Heights	neighborhood	about	one	block	west	of	The	Grove	PUD	on	West	41st	Street	between	

Bull	Creek	Road	and	 Jackson	Avenue.	Figure	1	 shows	 the	 location	of	 the	 site	 in	 relation	 to	north	
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central	Austin,	my	home	is	shown	(house	graphic)	relative	to	the	site	between	MoPac	Freeway	(Loop	

1)	and	Bull	Creek	Road,	which	is	the	western	property	boundary	of	the	site.	The	current	view	of	the	

site	 from	 Google	 Earth	 represents	 its	 current	 state	 with	 minimal	 development	 and	 the	 natural	

features.	The	latest	master	land	use	plan	shows	the	conceptual	transformation	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	

Creek.			

	

Figure 1: Location of The Grove PUD
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The	Grove	 at	 Shoal	Creek	PUD	 is	 not	 zoned	and	has	no	entitlements	 as	 it	was	previously	

owned	 by	 the	 State	 of	 Texas.	 Austin	 has	 over	 2,000	 acres	 of	 State	 owned	 lands	 with	 no	 zoning	

designation	depicted	in	Figure	2	(City	of	Austin,	2014;	Buchholz,	2015).	The	University	of	Texas	is	

one	example.	 	The	Triangle	development	located	between	West	45th	Street	and	the	intersection	of	

Lamar	 Boulevard	 and	 Guadalupe	 Street	 was	 previously	 owned	 by	 the	 State	 and	 after	 a	 lengthy	

process	 its	 developer	 was	 able	 to	 obtain	 PUD	 zoning	 and	 created	 an	 urban	 infill	 mixed	 use	

development.	The	developer	is	seeking	PUD	zoning	to	construct	a	“legacy‐quality	neighborhood	and	

model	for	innovative	urban	infill	development”	(ARG	Project	Design	Guidelines,	2016).	The	76	acre	

site	is	located	five	miles	north	of	downtown	Austin.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Figure 2: Shaded areas indicate unzoned parcels in Austin, Texas
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This	report	provides	a	 first‐hand	account	of	my	observations	of	and	 interactions	with	 the	

participatory	planning	process	and	determines	that	form‐based	code	(“FBC”)	principles	can	have	a	

beneficial	 impact	on	 these	activities	encouraging	compact,	 connected,	 and	complete	 communities	

aligned	with	Imagine	Austin.	I	do	not	claim	that	FBC	is	an	antidote	to	all	problems	stemming	from	

public‐private	engagements.	Nor	do	I	claim	that	FBC	is	a	remedy	to	the	unintended	consequences	of	

conventional	land	development	codes	that	perpetuate	vehicular	dependence	and	separation	of	land	

uses.	The	purpose	of	this	report	is	the	application	of	FBC	principles	to	The	Grove	PUD	in	an	effort	to	

codify	 the	 conceptual	 master	 land	 use	 plan	 allowing	 it	 to	 become	 a	 reality	 rather	 than	 merely	

entitlements	for	development	rights.			

The	Form‐Based	Code	Institute	promotes	the	use	of	FBC	in	urban	infill	development	and	is	

therefore	applicable	to	The	Grove	PUD	(Parolek,	2008;	Walters,	2014).	The	Grove	PUD	is	proposed	

to	 provide	 approximately	 2.5	million	 square	 feet	 of	 new	 construction	with	 a	 variety	 of	 products	

including:	150,000	square	feet	of	retail,	225,000	square	feet	of	office,	about	700	apartments	and	a	

mix	of	condominiums	and	townhomes	totaling	425	units,	20	live‐work	units,	and	about	60	units	of	

medium	to	large	lot	single‐family	homes	incorporating	approximately	20	accessory	dwelling	units	

(“ADUs”).	The	developer	has	also	committed	to	providing	180	units	of	affordable	housing	with	20	

units	 reserved	 for	 purchase	 by	 teachers	 employed	 by	 the	 Austin	 Independent	 School	 District.	

Approximately	13	acres	of	the	site	is	dedicated	in	perpetuity	as	a	public	park	and	an	additional	five	

acres	will	 be	provided	 as	public	 open	 spaces	 including	 a	pocket	park,	hike	 and	bike	 trails,	 and	 a	

greenbelt.	 The	 site	 incorporates	 design	 principles	 from	 Austin’s	 Complete	 Streets	 program	 to	

invigorate	the	streetscape	and	promote	walkability	(The	Grove	PUD	Application,	2015).			

Participatory	 planning	 methods	 are	 especially	 important	 for	 the	 negotiated	 processes	

inherent	to	PUD	cases	(David,	2015).	This	report	introduces	these	methods	through	a	stakeholder	

analysis	based	upon	my	interactions	with	the	Oakmont	Heights	Neighborhood	Association,	the	Bull	

Creek	Road	Coalition,	Friends	of	The	Grove,	city	staffers,	and	development	team	members.	 I	have	

shared	my	knowledge	of	this	process	with	my	neighbors	and	members	of	various	stakeholder	groups	

hoping	 to	 facilitate	 participation	 in	 the	 planning	 process	 to	 create	 a	 compatible,	 connected	 and	

vibrant	mixed‐use	development	aligned	with	the	complete	communities	objectives	of	Imagine	Austin.			

Community	 character	 should	 be	 preserved,	 as	 it	 is	 what	 makes	 a	 place	 memorable	 and	

special.	Form‐based	code	is	a	proactive	coding	process	where	the	community	is	engaged	through	a	

series	 of	 participatory	 planning	 activities	 on	 the	 front	 end	 of	 project	 or	 district	 design	 (Parolek,	
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2008).	 In	 contrast,	 conventional	 zoning	practices	are	generally	 reactive	 to	problems	arising	 from	

incompatible	land	uses	and	typically	respond	with	increased	regulation	to	address	these	undesired	

development	outcomes	 resulting	 from	poorly	defined,	 often	 outdated	 code	 (Madden	and	Russell,	

2014).	 Most	 PUDs	 generally	 rely	 on	 conventional	 zoning	 with	 overlays	 to	 allow	 for	 mixed‐use	

development	(Madden	and	Russell,	2014;	Code	Diagnosis,	2015).	Also,	PUDs	may	claim	to	be	based	

on	 a	 community	 vision,	 but	 seldom	 produce	 new	 development	 that	 is	 compatible	 with	 the	

surrounding	neighborhoods	(Madden	and	Russell,	2014).			

Placemaking	 is	 the	 intended	 purpose	 of	 land	 development	 practices	 driving	 public	 and	

private	 investment	 in	 communities	 creating	 an	attractive	 and	memorable	public	 realm1	(Parolek,	

2008).	The	illustrative	aesthetic	design	principles	found	in	most	form‐based	codes	are	essential	to	

understanding	 the	 community’s	 desired	 character	 providing	 direction	 for	 development	 of	 good,	

special,	 and	 memorable	 places	 for	 years	 to	 come	 (Parolek,	 2008).	 The	 relatively	 strict	 control	

imposed	by	FBC	regarding	the	design	and	scale	of	structures	defines	the	character	of	the	district	to	

promote	 predictable	 development.	 The	 proactive	 negotiation	 of	 these	 regulations	 between	

stakeholders	ultimately	allows	developers	to	customize	the	size	of	the	project,	allowable	land	uses,	

and	mix	of	building	types	in	exchange	for	the	imposition	of	regulatory	controls	in	regards	to	how	

these	buildings	interact	with	the	public	realm	(Walters,	2014).			

Can	the	principles	of	form‐based	code	be	used	to	assess	the	impacts	of	regulation	and	

the	predictability	of	placemaking	activities	enabling	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	to	achieve	the	

complete	communities’	objectives	 identified	by	 Imagine	Austin?	My	hypothesis	 is	 that	 form‐

based	 code	 would	 encourage	 appropriate	 levels	 of	 community	 engagement,	 promote	 complete	

community	initiatives	aligned	with	the	Imagine	Austin	plan	while	providing	compatibility	with	the	

existing	 neighborhoods.	 By	 following	 this	 prescription	 The	 Grove	 PUD	 will	 align	 with	 the	

development	team’s	objective	to	create	the	“legacy‐quality	neighborhood	and	model	for	innovative	

mixed‐use	urban	infill	development”,	ensure	that	the	conceptual	master	land	use	plans	illustrating	

the	final	product	will	become	a	reality,	and	allow	some	degree	of	flexibility	for	the	developer	should	

market	forces	require	alternatives	to	the	proposed	product	mix.			

                                                 
1	The	public	realm	is	an	important	component	of	urban	form,	and	more	than	parks,	plazas	and	other	forms	of	
public	open	space.		The	public	realm	is	usually	described	as	the	space	between	one	building	façade	and	
another	across	the	street.		It	includes	streets,	sidewalks,	and	on‐street	parking	–	the	streetscape.		(Madden	
and	Russell,	2014)	
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Methods	

This	report	is	separated	into	seven	sections.	After	the	introduction,	Chapter	2	discusses	the	

current	 regulatory	 environment,	 introduces	 Imagine	 Austin	 and	 CodeNEXT	 as	 context	 for	

placemaking	activities	given	the	strong	sense	of	civic	engagement	held	by	Austinites	and	the	efficacy	

of	the	City	Council	and	staff	to	address	the	often	opposing	views	for	new	urban	infill	development.	

Imagine	Austin,	CodeNEXT	and	other	reports	related	to	the	process	for	the	LDC	rewrite	are	used	to	

analyze	 the	 potential	 impact	 of	 form‐based	 code	 to	 predict	 the	 possible	 outcomes	 of	 urban	 infill	

projects	in	Austin.			

Chapter	3	details	a	stakeholder	analysis	including	the	community	members,	neighborhood	

coalition,	 a	 new	 urbanism	 advocacy	 group,	 and	 the	 development	 team.	 My	 interactions	 and	

observations	with	these	groups	sets	the	stage	for	the	participatory	action	research	and	my	opinions	

of	the	efficacy	of	the	planning	activities	that	I	am	involved	with	as	an	interested	observer	and	author	

of	this	report.			

Chapter	4	relates	the	history	of	the	site	to	the	character	of	the	surrounding	neighborhoods	

and	current	mix	of	 land	uses.	The	participatory	planning	activities	are	detailed	by	a	 timeline	that	

introduces	three	iterations	of	the	conceptual	land	use	plans	and	how	they	came	to	be	as	well	as	my	

anecdotal	narrative	regarding	these	events.	Several	iterations	of	the	developer’s	conceptual	land	use	

plans	are	presented	in	Chapter	5.	These	plans	were	first	presented	to	the	community	in	January	2015,	

and	 have	 been	 refined	 by	 the	 developer’s	 commitments	 to	 the	 stakeholders,	 creation	 of	 project	

design	 guidelines,	 and	 the	PUD	application	over	 the	 last	 twenty	months.	On	March	30,	2016,	 the	

developer	unveiled	the	latest	iteration	of	the	conceptual	master	land	use	plan,	and	it	is	that	concept	

that	will	 be	 used	 to	 garner	 support	 from	 the	 stakeholders	 as	 the	PUD	application	 seeks	 the	City	

Council’s	approval	in	August	2016.				

Envision	 Tomorrow’s2	Prototype	 Builder	 (ROI	Model)3	and	 Scenario	 Builder4	are	 used	 to	

assist	 the	 quantitative	 analysis	 of	 several	 land	use	 plans:	 low‐density	 single‐family	 development,	

                                                 
2	Envision	Tomorrow	is	a	suite	of	planning	tools	that	can	be	used	to	model	development	feasibility	on	a	site‐
by‐site	basis	as	well	as	create	and	evaluate	multiple	land	use	scenarios	based	on	small‐area	concept	plans	and	
complex	regional	plans	(envisiontomorrow.org).	It	is	also	an	ArcGIS	extension	tool	that	allows	users	to	
conduct	scenario	analysis.			
3	Envision	Tomorrow’s	Prototype	Builder	is	a	planner‐friendly	Return	on	Investment	(ROI)	model	similar	to	
the	models	used	by	developers	to	evaluate	the	financial	feasibility	of	potential	projects	
(envisiontomorrow.org).		 
4	Envision	Tomorrow	is	an	ArcGIS	extension	tool	and	the	Scenario	Builder	allows	the	User	spatial	analysis	
capabilities	to	realize	the	impact	of	different	land	use	plans.			
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medium‐density	mixed‐use	development	proposed	by	the	developer,	and	finally	an	analysis	of	the	

proposed	amendments	to	the	PUD	application	by	the	Bull	Creek	Road	Coalition	in	Chapter	6.	

Chapter	 7	 applies	 FBC	 principles	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 conceptual	 land	 use	 plans	 become	 a	

reality	in	form	while	allowing	for	flexibility	in	use	and	adaptability	over	time.	The	essence	of	PUD	

zoning	is	to	allow	customizable	and	flexible	development;	however,	these	entitlements	often	have	

unpredictable	 results.	 FBC	 is	 touted	 as	 a	 new	 planning	 method	 that	 is	 negotiated	 between	

stakeholders	on	the	front‐end	to	determine	the	relationship	of	structures	to	the	public	realm	in	an	

effort	to	create	great	placemaking.	I	have	created	a	conceptual	regulating	plan	from	the	developer’s	

vision	 statement	 that	 is	 guided	 by	 transect	 base	 zoning	 to	 encourage	 predictability	 of	 future	

development.		

At	 the	end	of	 this	chapter	a	rendering	of	a	southwest	view	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	 is	

presented	as	a	reminder	that	the	purpose	of	this	report	is	to	evaluate	the	requested	entitlements	of	

the	PUD	application	against	the	conceptual	design	of	the	development.	This	report	uses	qualitative	

analysis	 to	 evaluate	 the	 land	 use	 plan	 and	 form‐based	 code	 to	 stimulate	 a	 final	 product	 that	 is	

representative	of	the	design	concepts	used	by	the	development	team	to	gain	community	support	for	

the	project	and	ultimately	obtain	entitlements	 to	develop	the	site.	An	 intrinsic	problem	is	how	to	

impose	regulations	dictating	the	relationship	of	the	structure	and	public	realm	while	allowing	the	

developer	some	level	of	flexibility	should	market	forces	change	the	final	product	mix.	The	results	of	

the	Envision	Tomorrow	analysis	aid	in	balancing	the	regulations	imposed	by	a	form‐based	code	and	

the	flexibility	desired	by	the	developer	and	its	financiers.					

Regulatory	Placemaking	

PUD	zoning	applications	require	a	lengthy	process	in	most	cities	and	typically	begin	with	pre‐

application	meetings	between	the	applicant	and	city	planning	staff.	This	stage	of	the	planning	process	

allows	applicants	to	begin	understanding	the	political	and	regulatory	environment	surrounding	their	

site	and	potential	development	plans.	The	pre‐application	meetings	are	very	important,	as	they	begin	

to	introduce	negotiations	related	to	the	existing	code	offering	insight	to	the	level	of	flexibility	that	

decision‐makers	might	allow.	This	initial	insight	is	extremely	valuable	to	the	applicant,	although	city	

planners	 typically	 do	 not	 possess	 the	 authority	 to	 determine	 final	 approval	 of	 zoning	 decisions	

(David,	2015)	the	conversations	aide	the	developer	in	determining	the	direction	of	the	development	

proposal.				
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Upon	submission	of	a	formal	application	for	a	zoning	determination,	city	staff	is	required	to	

review	and	provide	written	commentary	to	the	applicant	within	20	days.	According	to	the	Zucker	

Report,	this	initial	review	and	feedback	loop	requires	a	longer	turnaround	time	averaging	35‐days.	

The	 applicant	 is	 required	 to	 provide	 updates	 to	 the	 PUD	 application	 and	 submit	 supporting	

documentation	 until	 all	 city	 planning	 departments	 are	 satisfied.	 City	 planners	 primarily	 serve	 as	

technical	experts	and	facilitators	during	the	review	stages.	Upon	approval	by	individual	departments	

a	report	is	issued	to	the	local	commissions	and	boards,	which	in	turn	make	recommendations	to	City	

Council.	 According	 to	 state	 law	 and	 local	 ordinances	 in	 Austin	 the	 City	 Council	 ultimately	 has	

legislative	 authority	 to	 approve	 a	 PUD	 application.	 The	 Zucker	 Report	 found	 that	 a	 typical	 PUD	

application	might	take	over	250	days	to	receive	approval.	The	Grove	PUD	application	was	submitted	

in	June	2015	and	is	still	under	review	as	of	July	2016.	The	developer	is	hopeful	that	approval	will	be	

granted	around	August	2016,	and	site	plan	approval	by	the	end	of	2016	allowing	for	commencement	

of	construction	activities	in	2017.			

Academic	case	studies	on	adoption	of	FBCs	by	towns	and	cities	have	shown	that	the	efforts	

placed	 on	 the	 front‐end	 of	 the	 code	 development	 process	 remove	 much	 of	 the	 back	 and	 forth	

negotiation	and	the	“us	versus	them”	mentality	of	the	stakeholders	resulting	from	today’s	regulatory	

processes	(Parolek,	2008).	Delays	caused	by	the	current	regulatory	environment	generally	increase	

costs	reducing	affordability	and	decrease	the	ability	of	conceptual	land	use	plans	to	become	a	reality	

resulting	from	market	forces	that	may	outpace	the	regulatory	process.	A	common	criticism	of	form‐

based	codes	is	that	in	theory	they	promote	by‐right	development,	although	in	practice	they	continue	

to	restrict	permitted	land	uses	while	prescribing	building	scale	and	design	(Walters,	2014).	In	today’s	

modern	cities	current	planning	practices	embolden	compact,	connected,	and	complete	communities	

to	inspire	multimodal	transportation	alternatives	to	reduce	vehicular	reliance;	and	form‐based	codes	

might	be	the	prescription	necessary	for	the	revitalization	of	urban	cores	 in	today’s	growing	cities	

(Talen,	2013).			

Imagine	Austin	has	defined	transit	corridors	and	activity	centers,	and	it	 is	anticipated	that	

these	areas	will	align	with	the	form‐based	code	districts	defined	by	CodeNEXT.	The	Grove	PUD	was	

not	contemplated	within	 Imagine	Austin,	and	 in	 fact,	 the	Future	Land	Use	Plan	shows	 the	area	as	

single‐family	residential.	However,	the	site	consists	of	nearly	76	acres	of	moderately	developed	land	

located	about	five	miles	north	of	downtown	Austin.		PUD	zoning	on	an	urban	infill	project	like	The	

Grove	makes	an	excellent	case	study	for	this	report	and	the	application	of	form‐based	code	within	a	

PUD	zoning	context.		
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My	interactions	with	city	staff	revealed	mixed	feelings	about	the	combination	of	PUD	zoning	

and	 form‐based	 code.	 Staff	 appears	 to	 believe	 that	 FBC	will	 only	 be	 accepted	 along	 commercial	

corridors	and	that	neighborhoods	should	be	regulated	by	conventional	code.	This	misalignment	of	

creation	 and	 implementation	 goes	 against	 the	 forward	 thinking	 objectives	 of	 Imagine	 Austin	 to	

promote	affordability	and	mobility	through	compact,	connected	and	complete	communities.	The	City	

of	Austin	declined	to	purchase	this	property	from	the	State	of	Texas	in	late	2014	and	my	research	

revealed	 that	 local	 officials	 were	 reluctant	 to	 purchase	 the	 site	 due	 to	 the	 constraints	 of	 the	

surrounding	 roadways	 and	 potential	 backlash	 from	 the	 surrounding	 neighborhoods	 over	 new	

development.	 	 This	 pushed	 the	 city	 staff	 and	 council	 into	 a	 different	 position	 that	 entangled	 all	

stakeholder	groups	into	several	difficult	tasks	including:	land	use	negotiations,	a	law	suit	regarding	

valid	petition	rights,	and	the	subjective	task	of	determining	whether	or	not	the	PUD	proposal	achieves	

superiority	criteria	over	conventional	code	regulations.			

The	purpose	of	this	paper	is	to	evaluate	the	feasibility	of	form‐based	code	to	revise	the	

participatory	 planning	 process	 and	 encourage	 a	 flexible,	 yet	 predictable,	 PUD	 ordinance	

aligning	 the	conceptual	plans	presented	 to	 the	stakeholders	with	 the	PUD	application	 that	

must	receive	approval	from	City	Council	to	obtain	entitlements	for	development	rights.			

Figure 3 Rendering of The Grove at Shoal Creek (southwest view)
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Chapter	2:	City	of	Austin	Regulatory	Environment	

The	methods	used	to	evaluate	the	use	of	FBC	to	effectuate	predictable	placemaking	activities	

at	The	Grove	PUD	were	introduced	in	the	first	chapter.	This	chapter	provides	a	brief	history	of	four	

major	 zoning	 methods,	 introduces	 planned	 unit	 development	 (PUD)	 regulations	 and	 the	 local	

regulatory	environment	to	provide	context	for	the	subsequent	chapters	that	detail	the	stakeholders,	

history	of	the	project	site	and	conceptual	land	use	plans	ultimately	leading	to	the	Envision	Tomorrow	

analysis	and	application	of	regulating	plan	using	form‐based	code	principles.			

Brief	history	of	Zoning		

Over	the	past	100	years	four	major	forms	of	zoning	have	been	introduced	by	planners	in	the	

United	States:	Euclidean	or	conventional	zoning,	Conditional,	Form‐Based	Code,	and	Performance.		

Euclidean	zoning	is	the	most	predominant	form	of	local	land	development	code	regulations.	Since	the	

early	1900s	cities	and	towns	had	predominantly	relied	on	Euclidean‐style	land	development	codes	

established	 to	organize	and	separate	 industrial	 and	 residential	uses.	Over	 the	years	 these	zoning	

procedures	 produced	 land	 development	 codes	 that	 have	 grown	 into	 mathematically	 organized	

volumes	of	do’s	and	don’ts	attempting	 to	guide	development	within	a	municipality	 (David,	2015;	

Kendig,	2014).			

Conditional	 zoning	 arose	 in	 the	 1950s	 from	 the	 need	 for	 stakeholders	 to	 negotiate	

development	of	lands	within	a	municipality.	Conditional	zoning	is	tied	to	permitted	uses	or	exactions	

to	mitigate	a	development’s	impact	on	a	community.	The	Planned	Unit	Development	(PUD)	zoning	

designation	grew	out	of	conditional	zoning	practices	encouraging	creative	designs,	master	planned	

communities,	 and	 the	 integration	 of	 mixed‐use	 development.	 During	 the	 1970s	 planners	 were	

interested	 in	 code	 that	 addressed	 community	 character,	 resource	 protection	 and	 development	

impacts	which	PUD	zoning	sought	to	address.			

Performance	 zoning	was	 initially	 developed	 for	 suburban	 communities	 and	 attempted	 to	

achieve	 these	 principles	 by	 using	 graphical	 representations	 to	 support	 the	 codified	 narrative.	

Performance	zoning	has	been	refined	and	is	widely	used	today	defining	impact	standards	for	streets	

and	 phased	 developments.	 This	 system	 is	 sometimes	 criticized	 for	 its	 complexity	 and	 focus	 on	

mathematical	ratios	creating	stringent	building	design	standards.			

In	 the	 1990s	 Planners	 sought	 to	 address	 the	 shortcomings	 of	 the	 aforementioned	 zoning	

methods	through	the	development	of	Form‐Based	Code	promoting	the	public	realm	within	urban	
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environments	creating	a	mix	of	uses	reminiscent	of	early	American	cities.	Form‐based	codes	create	

a	predictable	public	realm	primarily	by	controlling	physical	 form,	with	a	lesser	focus	on	land	use,	

encouraging	quality	construction	thereby	extending	the	useful	life	of	a	building	to	allow	for	changes	

in	use	over	time	while	preserving	the	character	of	a	place	(Parolek,	2008).	The	SmartCode	is	a	model	

form‐based	 code	 using	 the	 transect‐based	 zoning	 concept	 to	 define	 building	 types	 and	 design	

standards	calibrated	to	the	community	character	of	a	planning	area	(SmartCode	Version	9.2;	Kendig,	

2014).	 I	 introduce	 a	 hypothetical	 regulating	 plan	 based	 on	 form‐based	 code	 concepts	 from	

SmartCode	in	Chapter	7	for	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD.			

Planned	Unit	Development		

What	is	a	PUD?		A	PUD,	or	planned	unit	development,	is	a	tool	for	planners	and	developers	

allowing	customized	site	design	increasing	flexibility	by	reducing	the	often	complicated	language	

found	in	conventional	land	development	code.	The	PUD	process	effectuates	a	proprietary	set	of	

zoning	criteria	for	a	specific	site	that	is	both	a	blessing	and	a	curse.	A	blessing	in	the	way	it	allows	

for	creativity	outside	of	conventional	zoning.	However,	the	administrative	burden	placed	upon	

municipalities’	increases	with	each	PUD	approval	thereby	creating	a	library	of	PUDs	along	with	the	

governing	land	development	code	representing	the	curse	imposed	by	abandonment	of	strict	

standards.		

As	previously	mentioned	PUD	zoning	emerged	as	a	framework	to	allow	flexibility,	promote	

creative	land	planning	while	still	adhering	to	the	principle	of	conventional	coding	to	separate	uses	

throughout	 a	 planning	 district.	 In	 Austin,	 PUD	 districts	 generally	 organize	 residential	 and	

neighborhood	supporting	commercial	components	across	larger	tracts	of	land,	typically	10	acres	or	

greater,	 allowing	 for	 increased	 residential	density	 to	provide	access	 to	public	open	 spaces	 (Code	

Diagnosis,	Opticos	Design,	2015).	For	a	highly	touted	example	of	PUD	planning	and	design	in	Austin	

one	must	look	no	further	than	the	Mueller	development	as	an	urban	infill	project	and	redevelopment	

of	 the	municipal	airport.	The	700‐acre	Muller	upon	completion	will	provide	approximately	5,700	

homes	for	13,000	residents,	4	million	square	feet	of	office	and	retail	space,	and	140	acres	of	public	

open	 space	 (Mueller).	 	 Other	 notable	mixed‐use	 urban	 infill	 developments	 in	 Austin	 that	 can	 be	

compared	 to	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	proposal	are	Crestview	Station,	a	73‐acre	 transit‐oriented	

mixed‐use	development;	and	The	Triangle,	a	22‐acre	mixed‐used	development	promoting	density	

and	open	spaces	along	a	major	transit	corridor.		
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The	City	of	Austin	adopted	an	amended	PUD	ordinance	in	June	2008,	requiring	a	higher	level	

of	 negotiation	 between	 staff,	 developers,	 and	 stakeholders.	 The	 major	 change	 within	 the	 2008	

amendment	revolves	around	the	“superiority”	requirements	that	are	stated	as	such	within	Section	

1.1.	General	Intent:	

	 This	division	provides	the	procedures	and	minimum	requirements	for	a	planned	
unit	development	(PUD)	zoning	district	to	implement	the	goals	of	preserving	the	natural	
environment,	 encouraging	 high	 quality	 development	 and	 innovative	 design,	 and	
ensuring	adequate	public	facilities	and	services.	The	Council	intends	PUD	district	zoning	
to	produce	development	that	achieves	these	goals	to	a	greater	degree	than	and	
that	 is	 therefore	 superior	 to	 development	 under	 conventional	 zoning	 and	
subdivision	regulations.	(Emphasis	added.)	

The	majority	of	negotiations	between	staff,	developers	and	stakeholders	involve	a	discussion	

about	 the	 interpretation	 of	 the	 proposal	 that	 qualifies	 as	 superior	 development	 as	 compared	 to	

current	standards	within	the	existing	LDC.	Making	this	determination	for	The	Grove	PUD	is	difficult	

for	 the	 commissions,	 boards	 and	 City	 Council,	 as	 the	 land	 has	 never	 been	 zoned;	 therefore	 no	

benchmark	exists	to	determine	superiority	against	an	existing	zoning	designation	(Buchholz,	2016).	

In	Austin,	the	City	Council	ultimately	retains	legislative	authority	to	determine	whether	PUD	zoning	

is	appropriate	regardless	of	whether	the	proposed	development	meets	the	standards	prescribed	by	

the	land	development	code	(“LDC”)	and	recommendations	from	the	commissions	and	boards	(PUD	

Ordinance,	2008).		

The	2008	PUD	Ordinance	sets	forth	a	set	of	tiered	requirements	for	the	application	in	an	effort	

to	stimulate	superior	development	through	green	building	initiatives,	open	space	calculations,	multi‐

modal	transportation	studies,	preservation	of	natural	environments,	and	other	applications	of	the	

conventional	zoning	standards.	Additionally,	and	as	is	the	case	with	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD,	a	

PUD	zoning	application	containing	commercial,	retail,	and	mixed‐use	development	components	must	

comply	with	Chapter	25‐2,	Subchapter	E	‐	Design	Standards	and	Mixed‐Use.	The	ordinance	allows	

applicants	to	request	a	waiver	to	this	subchapter	and	propose	an	“equivalent	alternative”	allowing	

the	Applicant	to	present	a	customized	site	plan	while	documenting	capacity	of	superior	development	

features.	These	development	standards	are	generally	mathematically	derived	calculations	based	on	

floor‐to‐area	 ratios	 (“FAR”),	 percentages	 of	 impervious	 cover,	 and	 maximum	 height	 limitations	

complicated	by	combinations	of	base	zoning	and	combining	districts	(Code	Diagnosis,	2015).		
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Administration	of	PUD	zoning	requires	city	staff	to	interpret	and	apply	conventional	code	and	

a	 growing	 library	 of	 customized	 PUD	 ordinances	 to	 specific	 tracts	 to	 interpret	 the	 regulations	

approved	by	City	Council.		These	additional	combinations	further	exacerbate	turnaround	times	and	

stretch	 staff	 resources	 (Zucker,	 2015).	 Moreover,	 when	 an	 amendment	 to	 the	 PUD	 ordinance	 is	

proposed	an	additional	hearing	must	be	 scheduled	 to	 approve	or	deny	 the	amendment	 and	 then	

adopt	an	amended	ordinance	to	codify	the	changes	also	on	a	case	by	case	basis.					

While	PUD	zoning	 allows	 for	 flexibility,	 customization	 and	a	 slight	divergence	 from	 these	

mathematical	 calculations	 of	 conventional	 zoning	 standards,	 it	 is	 essentially	 the	 same	 as	

conventional	zoning	but	with	exceptions	and	development	bonuses	given	for	meeting	performance	

based	zoning	criterion	(Kendig,	2014).	Austin’s	current	code	does	not	clearly	define	how	superiority	

is	to	be	determined	which	leads	to	lengthy	negotiations	between	city	staff,	planning	commissioners,	

developers	 and	 stakeholders	 ultimately	 placing	 the	 burden	 of	 PUD	 zoning	 approval	 on	 the	 City	

Council	(Code	Diagnosis,	Opticos	Design,	2015).	The	PUD	application	process	often	takes	over	a	year	

to	obtain	approval	(Zucker).		As	of	July	2016,	the	Environmental	Commission	and	Parks	Department	

determined	that	The	Grove	PUD	was	not	superior	and	the	Zoning	and	Planning	Commission	voted	6	

to	4	in	favor	of	a	superior	designation.		As	of	this	report	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	application	is	

scheduled	for	presentation,	discussion	and	possible	approval	by	City	Council	on	August	11,	2016.		

Imagine	Austin	Comprehensive	Plan	

The	 Imagine	Austin	 comprehensive	 plan,	 adopted	 in	 June	 2012,	 seeks	 to	mitigate	 sprawl	

through	 coordinated	 growth	 strategies	 identifying	 activity	 centers	 along	 transit	 corridors	 to	

incorporate	multi‐modal	transportation	options.	The	Imagine	Austin	vision	statement	envisions	the	

next	thirty	years:			

A	Vision	for	Austin’s	Future	

“As	 it	 approaches	 its	 200th	 anniversary,	Austin	 is	 a	 beacon	 of	 sustainability,	 social	
equity,	and	economic	opportunity;	where	diversity	and	creativity	are	celebrated;	where	
community	needs	and	values	are	recognized;	where	leadership	comes	from	its	citizens,	
and	where	the	necessities	of	life	are	affordable	and	accessible	to	all.	

Austin’s	 greatest	 asset	 is	 its	 people;	 passionate	 about	 our	 city,	 committed	 to	 its	
improvement,	and	determined	to	see	this	vision	become	a	reality”			

Imagine	 Austin’s	 prioritization	 of	 sustainability	 has	 been	 characterized,	 in	 part,	 by	 the	

complete	communities	initiatives	to	create	places	where	residents’	daily	needs	can	be	met	with	short	
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pedestrian,	 bicycle,	 transit	 or	 car	 trips	 (Zucker,	 2015).	 The	 objectives	 and	 boundaries	 of	 these	

complete	communities	are	contemplated	within	the	plan’s	Growth	Concept	Map	directing	Austin	to	

develop	compact	urban	centers	through	a	network	of	connected	activity	corridors.	Imagine	Austin	

identifies	 activity	 centers	 along	 transit	 corridors	 that	 should	 be	 characterized	 by	 a	 variety	 of	

activities	and	building	types	promoting	walkability	and	complete	communities	in	an	effort	to	reduce	

automotive	dependence.		

Future	Code	Regulations:	CodeNEXT	

After	 the	 adoption	 of	 Imagine	 Austin	 in	 June	 of	 2012,	 the	 City	 began	 rewriting	 the	 land	

development	code.	This	process	was	initiated	in	September	2013	by	a	Listening	and	Understanding	

Phase,	which	concluded	in	April	2014.		From	May	2014	to	November	2014,	the	Diagnosis	and	Outline	

Phase	 began.	 The	 CodeNEXT	 team	 piloted	 an	 event	 called	 “Sound	 Check”	 to	 foster	 community	

participation	 in	 November	 2015.	 Currently	 the	 draft	 of	 CodeNEXT	 is	 being	 prepared	 for	 public	

comment	by	the	end	of	2016	allowing	time	to	create	a	final	draft	for	consideration	by	City	Council	in	

2017.			

The	CodeNEXT	Sound	Check	was	an	open	planning	charrette	held	in	November	2015.	Because	

Austin	is	known	as	the	“Live	Music	Capital	of	the	World”	it	was	fitting	to	analogize	the	LDC	rewrite	to	

the	dials	on	a	sound	board	when	explaining	FBC	to	the	public.	The	Sound	Check	charrette	sought	to	

explain	how	the	preparation	of	CodeNEXT	utilizes	FBC	to	determine	the	form	of	a	district	and	testing	

model	 land	 development	 code	 by	 “turning	 up	 and	 down”	 entitlements	 to	 visualize	 the	 potential	

outcomes	of	the	new	code.	During	the	charrette	the	community	stakeholders	said	that	the	biggest	

challenges	 facing	 Austin	 are	 affordability	 and	 traffic.	 Upon	 the	 conclusion	 of	 the	 Sound	 Check	

charrette	 is	 the	 main	 topics	 related	 to	 the	 code’s	 ability	 to	 play	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 household	

affordability	because	it	determines	what	can	be	built,	how	much…	and	where.	Sound	Check	tested	

several	tools	used	within	this	report	to	determine	if	form‐based	code	principles	can	be	applied	to	a	

PUD	 zoning	 case	 similar	 to	 The	 Grove	 at	 Shoal	 Creek	 and	 include	 the	 analysis	 of	 enhanced	

entitlements,	process	and	procedural	improvements,	and	“missing	middle”	housing5.	The	charrette	

also	focused	on	how	places	and	spaces	are	directed	by	CodeNEXT	for	the	creation	of	the	public	realm	

                                                 
5 Missing	Middle	Housing	is	a	term	created	by	Opticos	Design	based	on	New	Urbanism	concepts.		These	housing	
types	provide	a	product	mix	to	promote	affordability	and	mixed	use	development.		Discussed	further	in	Chapter	
5.			
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in	determining	how	various	building	types	will	 relate	 to	 the	streetscape	(Sound	Check	Workshop	

Recap,	2015).			

A	memo	from	Greg	Guernsey,	Director	of	Planning	and	Zoning	Department,	dated	March	16,	

2016,	describes	a	four	part	series	of	Code	Prescriptions	in	advance	of	releasing	the	public	draft	of	

CodeNEXT	for	commentary.	The	Code	Advisory	Group	(“CAG”)	released	the	first	Code	Prescription	

entitled	“The	Next	Austin:	Manage	our	growth,	keep	our	character.”	Topics	covered	within	the	release	

correlate	 directly	 to	 The	 Grove	 PUD	 including:	 flood	 mitigation,	 water	 quality,	 tree	 protection,	

mobility	 design,	 infill	 development,	 new	 development,	 and	 parks	 (CAG,	 2016).	 	 The	 second	

prescription	is	titled	“Developing	Complete	Communities	for	all	Austinites”	addressing	mobility	and	

household	affordability.	These	first	two	code	prescription	installments	are	in	direct	correlation	with	

the	stakeholder	concerns	surrounding	The	Grove	PUD	proposal.	The	site	is	mobility	challenged	being	

only	accessible	via	Bull	Creek	Road,	a	two	lane	neighborhood	collector,	and	the	undecided	residential	

density	and	composition	of	residential	unit	types	will	determine	the	potential	affordability	for	future	

residents	(CAG,	2016).			

CodeNEXT	embodies	the	modification	of	the	current	land	development	code	and	incorporates	

form‐based	 coding	 districts	 to	 provide	 an	 illustrative,	 hybridized	 land	 development	 code.	 The	

districts	are	aligned	with	transit	corridors	identified	in	Imagine	Austin.	With	the	CodeNEXT	project	

currently	 eighteen	 months	 into	 a	 three‐year	 development	 cycle,	 City	 staff	 are	 still	 conducting	

outreach	activities	within	various	communities,	testing	form‐based	code	along	the	activity	corridors,	

and	preparing	draft	documents	for	comments	and	concerns	to	be	discussed	by	citizens.	CodeNEXT	is	

proposed	 to	 develop	 a	 revised	 land	 development	 code	where	 a	 form‐based	 code	 governs	 future	

development	within	the	activity	centers	along	transit	corridors	while	conventional	and	subdivision	

zoning	are	updated	as	a	hybridized	code	to	regulate	development	outside	of	the	activity	centers	and	

corridors.	 The	 combination	 of	 these	 two	 coding	 formats	 attempts	 to	 achieve	 the	 objectives	 of	

complete	 communities	 through	 clearly	 directed	 regulation	 of	 placemaking	 activities	 preserving	

community	 character	 and	 promoting	 continued	 investment	 into	 our	 growing	 city.	 Chapter	 IV	

analyzes	the	efficacy	of	these	coding	measures	through	case	studies	and	discusses	varying	opinions	

of	industry	experts.		

In	connection	with	the	CodeNEXT	re‐visioning	process,	Opticos	Design,	a	Berkeley,	California	

based	architecture	and	urban	planning	firm,	was	engaged	by	the	City	Council	to	analyze	and	report	

on	the	current	land	development	code	and	meet	with	community	members	to	create	a	Community	
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Character	 Manual.	 The	 character	 manual	 and	 code	 diagnosis	 reports	 are	 referenced	 within	 this	

report.	The	code	diagnosis	report	identifies	over	400	combinations	of	zoning	designations	resulting	

in	 competing	 layers	 of	 base	 zoning	 regulations	 exacerbating	 the	 decision‐making	 process	 with	

overlays	and	regulatory	restrictions	which	impede	development	approval	in	a	timely	manner	(Code	

Diagnosis,	 2015).	 The	 Code	 Diagnosis	 report	 also	 identifies	 areas	 of	 concern	 that	 result	 in	 a	

misalignment	of	the	current	LDC	and	Imagine	Austin.		

The	Community	Character	Manual	(“CCM”)	is	intended	to	be	a	“living”	document	cataloguing	

and	identifying	elements	of	great	places	in	Austin.	The	stated	goal	of	the	CCM	is	to	document	the	form,	

patterns	and	character	of	each	neighborhood	enabling	a	foundation	to	formulate	good	policymaking	

and	 planning	 decisions.	 The	 CCM	 used	 103	 Neighborhood	 Reporting	 Areas	 (“NRAs”)	 to	 gather	

photographic	representations	of	form	and	character	and	analysis	mapping.	This	information	is	used	

to	extract	elemental	characteristics	of	different	neighborhoods	and	identify	components	that	make	

up	these	places	to	enable	a	dialogue	between	city	staff	and	community	members.			

10‐1	City	Council	System	

In	November	of	2014,	Austin	shifted	from	an	at‐large	system	of	City	Council	elections	to	a	

new	configuration	of	geographic	representation.	In	the	new	system,	ten	City	Council	members	each	

represent	a	newly	drawn	geographic	district,	with	the	Mayor	elected	citywide.	The	new	configuration	

is	known	as	the	“10‐1	City	Council	System”.	Community	leaders	and	groups	supported	this	transition	

in	an	effort	to	open	opportunities	for	diversity	within	city	council	candidates,	improve	voter	turnout,	

and	 increase	 the	 sense	 of	 connection	 between	 city	 council	 members	 and	 their	 constituents.	 An	

independent	study	by	the	University	of	Texas	at	Austin	determined	that	overall	the	goals	of	the	10‐1	

system	have	been	achieved	and	that	citizens	are	continuing	to	approach	the	new	city	council	with	

“cautious	optimism”	(Lawrence,	2015).	

The	 Grove	 PUD	 is	 within	 District	 10	 represented	 by	 Council	 Member	 Sheri	 Gallo,	 and	 is	

bordered	on	the	north	side	of	45th	Street	by	District	7	represented	by	Council	Member	Leslie	Pool,	

who	is	also	a	founding	member	of	the	Bull	Creek	Road	Coalition	(Figure	4).	Recently	Councilmember	

Pool	stated	that	“The	Grove	is	[sic]	really	unprecedented	in	its	size	and	complexity,	and	so	it	deserves	

an	 unprecedented	 level	 of	 review”	 (Hasan,	 2016).	 District	 9	 Council	 Member	 Kathie	 Tovo,	

representing	 an	 area	 that	 begins	 one‐half	 mile	 to	 the	 east	 of	 The	 Grove,	 has	 been	 highly	 active	

regarding	PUD	regulations	and	championing	petition	rights.	She	has	directed	city	staff	to	provide	the	
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Council	 with	 a	 concise	 understanding	 of	 the	 PUD	 application	 process,	 especially	 as	 it	 relates	 to	

bonuses,	baseline	zoning,	and	affordable	housing	requirements.			

	

	 	

	Figure 4: Austin City Council Districts and The Grove PUD location 
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Chapter	3:	Stakeholder	Analysis	

The	 table	 below	 summarizes	 the	 stakeholder	 groups	 and	 their	 positions,	 contributions,	

strategies	 and	 power	 within	 the	 planning	 process.	 This	 chapter	 introduces	 the	 neighborhood	

associations	that	makeup	the	Bull	Creek	Road	Coalition	and	a	newly	formed	neighborhood	advocacy	

group,	Friends	of	The	Grove.	The	development	team	is	introduced	to	understand	the	culmination	of	

interdisciplinary	professionals	 that	guide	the	participatory	planning	methods	and	make	decisions	

related	to	the	regulatory	processes	and	potential	outcome	of	the	development	via	conceptual	land	

use	plans	presented	to	the	public.	Finally,	I	provide	details	regarding	my	involvement,	interactions,	

and	observations	of	each	group	to	explain	the	opposing	views	held	within	the	community	for	The	

Grove.	

Table 1 

Stakeholder Analysis 

Stakeholder 
Name 

How much does 
the project impact 
them? (Low, 
Medium, High) 

What is important 
to the stakeholder? 

How has the 
stakeholder 
contributed to 
the project? 

Strategy for 
engaging the 
stakeholder 

Power held by 
the stakeholder 

 

Bull Creek 
Road 
Coalition 

High Maintaining 
community 
character, minimizing 
traffic 

Informed 
residents about 
plans, lobby City 
officials, negotiate 
with developer 

Public meetings, 
email listserv, 
social media, 
news outlets 

Block level 
grassroots 
campaign to hold 
public officials 
responsible for the 
future of Austin 

Friends of 
The Grove 

Medium Compact, connected, 
mixed-use 
development aligned 
with Imagine Austin 

Organized 
planning charrette 
meetings with the 
developer, social 
media outreach 

Public planning 
meetings, online 
forums, social 
media, news 
outlets 

City-wide 
campaign for 
compact, 
connected, 
walkable 
communities 

ARG Bull 
Creek 

High Reputation, profits, 
proven ability to build 
a legacy-quality 
community 

50 meetings with 
stakeholder 
groups, multiple 
revisions of 
conceptual land 
use plans  

Direct email, 
social media, 
professional 
mediator, news 
outlets 

Development plan 
serves the interest 
of City’s 
comprehensive 
plans 

Austin City 
Council 

High Regulatory capacity, 
public opinion  

Public hearings 
with Commissions 
and City Council  

Direct email, 
public hearings 

Legislative 
authority to 
approve project.  
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Austinites	have	a	longstanding	history	of	civic	engagement	relating	to	development	patterns	

and	organized	neighborhood	groups	to	participate	in	planning	activities	and	lobby	local	officials	to	

obtain	support	of	the	vision	held	by	the	residents	for	future	development	within	their	neighborhoods.	

As	mentioned	in	the	previous	chapter,	Austin	has	recently	adopted	the	10‐1	City	Council	System	and	

representatives	 are	 elected	 by	 district	 rather	 than	 serving	 as	 at‐large	 representatives	 without	

specific	constituents.			

The	Bull	Creek	Road	Coalition	

The	Bull	Creek	Road	Coalition	(“BCRC”)	was	formed	in	2012	after	it	became	public	knowledge	

that	the	State	was	pursuing	the	sale	of	the	TxDOT	property.	The	BCRC	represents	an	area	including	

approximately	 7,500	 residents	 from	 the	 seven	 neighborhoods	 surrounding	 The	 Grove	 PUD	 site	

(bcrcatx.org,	 2016).	 The	 coalition	 was	 formed	 with	 the	 intent	 to	 work	 constructively	 with	 the	

residents	 within	 the	 seven	 neighborhoods,	 City,	 State,	 and	 the	 Developer	 to	 ensure	 that	 new	

development	is	compatible	with	and	complementary	to	the	adjacent	neighborhoods.	The	BCRC	is	a	

vertically	 integrated	 group	 in	 which	 constituents	 are	 represented	 by	 their	 Neighborhood	

Associations	(“NA”)	and	the	NA	Presidents	are	Board	Members	of	the	BCRC.	Residents	of	each	NA	

have	the	ability	to	express	concerns	and	provide	 input	through	their	NA	leadership	and	at	public	

meetings	held	by	the	BCRC.		

The	Vice	President	of	the	BCRC,	Grayson	Cox,	is	a	new	addition	to	the	coalition	as	of	2015	and	

is	a	homeowner	along	West	45th	Street	sharing	the	northern	property	line	with	The	Grove.	He	is	a	

professional	traffic	engineer	and	has	been	a	valuable	asset	to	the	coalition	as	a	result	of	his	expert	

knowledge	 regarding	 traffic	 impact	 studies.	 His	 ability	 to	 identify	 and	 communicate	 realistic	

expectations	for	the	surrounding	community	has	proven	him	as	a	fast	study	able	to	greatly	increase	

his	 understanding	 of	 the	 regulatory	 environment.	 Sara	 Speights,	 the	BCRC	President,	 is	 a	 former	

Texas	 lobbyist	 who	 has	 spent	 the	 last	 four	 years	 engaged	 with	 the	 City	 Council,	 the	 State,	 and	

surrounding	 neighborhood	 associations	 to	 gather	 and	 disseminate	 information	 over	 the	 future	

development	of	the	76	acre	tract.	She	actively	organizes	volunteers	to	engage	in	the	planning	process	

with	city	staff	to	better	understand	the	proposed	development	and	disseminate	information	through	

the	neighborhood	association	communication	networks.					

The	neighborhoods	represented	by	the	BCRC	include	Ridgelea,	Rosedale,	Oakmont	Heights,	

Allandale,	Bryker	Woods,	Highland	Park	West	/	Balcones	Area,	and	Westminster	Manor	as	shown	in	

Figure	5.	In	2011,	City	leaders	met	with	BCRC	members	to	determine	preferred	characteristics	for	
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the	76	acre	 tract	once	 it	 became	publicly	known	 that	 the	 site	would	be	 sold	 for	development.	 In	

January	2013	the	BCRC	published	Design	Principles	that	are	well	purposed,	achievable,	and	generally	

aligned	 with	 the	 complete	 communities	 objectives	 of	 Imagine	 Austin.	 The	 coalition	 and	 its	

constituents	have	spent	the	greater	part	of	three	years	setting	forth	goals	for	prospective	developers	

and	notifying	public	officials	in	an	effort	to	inform	decision	makers	of	the	type	of	development	that	

would	garner	community	support.			

Figure 5: BCRC represented Neighborhood Association
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Over	the	past	two	years	the	BCRC	has	published	design	principles,	an	alternative	land	use	

plan,	 and	 lobbied	 the	 City	 Council	 to	 increase	 community	 engagement,	 allow	 for	 less	 intensive	

commercial	 development,	 include	 a	 variety	 of	 residential	 housing	 types,	 provide	 rent	 restricted	

affordable	 units,	 ensure	 compatibility	 and	 connectivity	with	 surrounding	 character,	 and	 provide	

solutions	to	mitigating	the	traffic	impact	of	new	development.	The	BCRC	has	argued	that	the	scale	of	

The	Grove	 creates	 a	 regional	 draw	 further	 stressing	 the	 capacity	 of	Bull	 Creek	Road.	 The	Traffic	

Impact	Analysis	(“TIA”)	prepared	in	2015	by	R‐K	Traffic	Engineering,	LLC	describes	Bull	Creek	Road	

as	a	two‐lane	undivided	roadway	servicing	approximately	7,000	vehicles	daily	and	development	of	

The	Grove	PUD	is	projected	to	 increase	vehicular	traffic	to	24,000	daily	according	to	the	analysis.	

Austin’s	 land	 development	 code	 §25‐6‐116	 states	 that	 desirable	 levels	 on	 “residential	 local”	 or	

“collector	street”	classifications	40	feet	or	wider,	such	as	that	of	Bull	Creek	Road,	to	be	4,000	vehicles	

per	day.	The	severity	of	the	traffic	impact	on	the	adjacent	neighborhoods	is	detailed	within	the	400+	

page	traffic	impact	analysis	and	has	resulted	in	significant	debate	between	all	stakeholders.			

In	the	spring	of	2014,	the	BCRC	conducted	a	neighborhood	survey	with	participation	from	

740	people,	about	10%	of	the	population	of	the	surrounding	neighborhoods.	The	BCRC	provided	the	

raw	data	 collected	 from	 the	neighborhood	survey,	but	did	not	provide	a	written	 summary	of	 the	

preferences	indicated	by	the	survey.	Based	on	my	review	of	the	raw	data	it	appears	that	the	residents	

of	the	surrounding	neighborhoods	differ	in	their	preferred	density	and	intensity	of	the	site.	Although	

the	results	clearly	indicate	that	the	respondents	find	medium‐density	mixed‐use	development	as	an	

acceptable	form	of	new	development	in	exchange	for	roughly	30	acres	of	open	space	dedicated	in	

perpetuity	 to	 preserve	 the	 site’s	 natural	 features.	 Multimodal	 connectivity	 to	 surrounding	

neighborhoods	via	walkable	and	bikeable	transit	corridors	is	preferred	over	automotive	traffic.	The	

survey	results	acknowledge	that	any	new	development	of	this	site	with	medium‐density	land	uses	

will	 increase	 vehicular	 traffic	 and	 respondents	 indicated	 a	 high	 degree	 of	 sensitivity	 to	 traffic	

increases.				

My	 involvement	 with	 the	 BCRC	 began	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 2015.	 The	 Oakmont	 Heights	

Neighborhood	Association	(“OHNA”)	President	had	emailed	several	residents	that	either	had	specific	

professional	 experiences,	 academic	 studies,	 community	 knowledge,	 or	 a	 strong	 motivation	 to	

participate	in	the	planning	process	or	a	combination	of	these	traits.	Due	to	my	background	in	real	

estate	 finance,	affordable	housing	and	urban	planning	 I	offered	to	participate	 in	the	BCRC	Zoning	

Committee	as	a	representative	for	my	neighborhood,	Oakmont	Heights.	The	zoning	committee	was	

comprised	of	 about	a	dozen	participants	and	we	would	usually	meet	every	 two	weeks	at	Central	
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Market,	a	nearby	supermarket	and	café,	to	discuss	the	proposed	land	use	plan,	PUD	application,	and	

City	 reports	 related	 to	 the	 development.	 The	 committee	was	mostly	 focused	 on	 the	 entitlements	

requested	in	the	PUD	application	related	to	floor	area	ratio	(“FAR”),	building	height,	and	number	of	

units.		

The	strong	focus	on	these	macro‐issues	left	me	wanting	for	a	discussion	related	to	the	micro‐

issues	 involving	 the	 lengthy	 list	of	proposed	uses	within	 the	site.	The	group	briefly	 reviewed	 the	

proposed	uses	and	determined	 that	 these	could	be	dealt	with	at	a	 later	date	because	scale	of	 the	

project	was	the	main	purpose	for	this	committee	as	well	as	the	compatibility	with	the	surrounding	

neighborhoods.	I	believe	that	compatibility	does	not	only	involve	form	but	also	uses	within	to	ensure	

that	the	uses	are	of	value	to	the	existing	community	and	would	not	create	suburban	style	sprawled	

development	that	would	truly	diminish	the	character	of	our	neighborhoods.	There	is	a	big	difference	

between	 a	 30,000	 square	 foot	 neighborhood	 serving	 grocery	 store	 and	 a	 140,000	 square	 foot	

supermarket	in	the	building	footprint	and	parking	requirements.	A	neighborhood	serving	grocery	

store	can	be	placed	at	ground	level	retail	with	multifamily	or	office	space	atop	while	a	supermarket	

typically	 requires	 a	 standalone	 building	with	 a	 large	 amount	 of	 surface	 or	 structured	 parking	 to	

accommodate	 the	 volume	 of	 customers	 to	 be	 financially	 viable.	 The	 grocery	 store	 is	 merely	 an	

example	of	several	common	misconceptions	of	macro‐	and	micro‐level	issues	that	were	discussed	in	

these	early	meetings.			

Mostly	the	committee	was	concerned	about	the	compatibility	of	new	structures	along	shared	

property	boundaries	with	West	45th	Street	and	Idlewild	Road	located	in	the	Ridgelea	Neighborhood.	

These	residents	bemoaned	the	loss	of	the	state	owned	open	spaces	located	behind	their	homes,	and	

fear	the	impact	of	new	development	behind	their	homes.	I	can	sympathize	as	my	neighborhood	is	

located	west	of	the	site	across	Bull	Creek	Road.	Oakmont	Heights	residents’	main	concerns	relate	to	

cut‐through	traffic	and	on‐street	parking.	Most	of	the	houses	in	the	surrounding	area	were	built	in	

the	 1950s	 and	 have	 single	width	 driveways	 and	many	 attached	 garages	 have	 been	 converted	 to	

additional	square	footage	for	the	homes;	therefore	on‐street	parking	is	mostly	used	by	the	residents	

and	is	a	necessity.	My	neighborhood	has	had	ongoing	problems	with	TxDOT	and	Westminster	Manor	

employees	parking	along	the	streets	rather	than	designated	employee	parking	spaces.	I	realize	these	

are	public	streets	and	the	alternative	is	to	pursue	the	laborious	task	of	obtaining	approval	from	the	

City	for	resident	parking	permits.			
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During	 my	 involvement	 with	 this	 committee	 I	 attempted	 to	 enact	 Participatory	 Action	

Research	Methods	at	following	meetings	by	asking	people	to	introduce	themselves,	explain	why	they	

came,	 and	 identify	 their	 home	 on	 a	map.	 Unfortunately	 this	 did	 not	 go	 so	well.	 The	Head	 of	 the	

Committee	 explained	 to	 me	 that	 most	 of	 them	 already	 knew	 this	 information	 and	 steered	 the	

conversation	towards	the	latest	updates	from	the	developer.	Over	time	I	came	to	find	out	that	this	

neighbor	and	her	spouse	had	organized	residents	and	fought	nearly	every	new	development	east	of	

Shoal	Creek.	My	wife	and	I	enjoy	many	of	these	places	that	eventually	able	to	come	to	fruition	after	

lengthy	 and	 expensive	 negotiations	 at	 the	 instance	 of	 this	 particular	 “community	 advocate”	 and	

followers	wanting	 to	preserve	single	 family	development	at	 the	expense	of	 creating	compact	and	

complete	communities.			

Friends	of	The	Grove	

The	Friends	of	The	Grove	(FoTG)	is	a	neighborhood	advocacy	group	inclusive	of	all	Austinites	

wishing	to	participate	in	the	planning	process	initially	founded	by	neighbors	whose	views	are	not	

aligned	with	the	BCRC,	but	wholeheartedly	support	the	developer’s	vision	and	rely	on	the	municipal	

processes	to	developer	appropriate	outcomes	(fotgatx.org,	2015).	FoTG	was	born	out	of	the	Friends	

of	 Austin	 Neighborhoods	 (FAN)	 network	 that	 espouse	 New	 Urbanism	 concepts	 for	 future	 infill	

development.	FoTG	has	a	strong	online	presence	and	has	gained	support	from	residents	across	Austin	

interested	in	urban	development.	A	strong	dichotomy	exists	between	these	two	organizations	in	that	

generally	the	BCRC	feels	that	they,	as	“actual”	neighbors	of	The	Grove	PUD,	garner	a	higher	degree	of	

participation.	Another	way	to	view	this	dissimilarity	is	that	BCRC	represents	homeowners,	holds	onto	

the	older	vision	of	Austin,	and	believes	that	community	support	is	shown	by	physical	attendance	at	a	

City	Council	meeting.	FoTG	insists	that	any	resident	of	Austin	has	a	right	to	participate	in	the	planning	

process	 and	 encourages	 participation	 in	 online	 forums,	 live	 discussions	 with	 the	 developer	 on	

Facebook,	 and	 emails	 groups.	 The	 social	 media	 presence	 offers	 participants	 a	 voice	 without	 the	

requirement	of	physical	presence.	The	approach	may	not	be	as	effective	once	the	PUD	application	is	

presented	at	the	dais	of	City	Council.		

It	should	be	emphasized	so	as	to	not	misinterpret	news	articles	and	social	media	reports	that	

the	BCRC	supports	a	mixed‐use	development	serving	the	surrounding	neighborhoods,	and	opposes	

a	 regional	 scale	 development.	 The	 Grove	 PUD	 is	 currently	 the	 largest,	 in	 terms	 of	 land	 use	 and	

acreage,	and	the	most	controversial	urban	infill	development	proposed	in	Central	Austin	based	on	

the	level	of	scrutiny	it	has	received	during	the	zoning	application	process.									
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In	my	opinion,	both	organizations	are	correct	in	that	participatory	planning	activities	should	

include	constituents	across	the	city.	Families	living	in	south	Austin	may	want	to	relocate	to	Central	

Austin,	as	I	have.	Young	professionals	may	be	excited	about	the	possible	increase	in	housing	stock	

offered	by	the	apartments	and	condominiums.	Others	welcome	affordable	housing	five	miles	from	

the	 urban	 core.	 The	 Grove	 is	 for	 all	 of	 Austin	 and	 happens	 to	 be	 located	 in	 my	 neighborhood;	

therefore,	 in	my	view,	all	have	a	right	to	participate	 in	the	planning	process	whether	online	or	 in	

person.	We	live	in	a	digital	era	where	community	issues	are	discussed	in	online	forums	because	not	

everyone	has	the	ability	to	attend	a	city	council	meeting	at	6pm	on	Tuesday.	On	the	other	hand,	while	

social	media	 is	 effective	 at	 creating	 awareness,	 in	my	 opinion	 it	 is	 not	 a	 practical	 alternative	 to	

community	meetings	and	planning	charrettes	to	effectuate	actual	participatory	processes.			

The	development	team	understands	the	value	of	community	support	as	well	as	the	strongly	

held	opinions	of	Austin	residents	when	it	comes	to	upholding	the	character	of	their	neighborhoods.	

The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	will	create	150,000	square	feet	of	retail	where	anyone	can	shop,	provide	

225,000	square	feet	where	any	business	can	operate,	and	create	a	neighborhood	of	approximately	

1,500	residential	units	where	anyone	may	live	(Project	Design	Guidelines,	2016).	Can	participatory	

planning	process	be	purposefully	used	to	discover	effective	alternative	methods	to	realizing	

a	 shared	 vision	 for	 compact,	 connected,	 and	 complete	 communities	 aligned	with	 Imagine	

Austin?			

My	interactions	with	FoTG	began	because	they	actually	understood	the	planning	process	and	

held	design	charrettes	with	the	Developer.	I	found	these	meetings	to	be	enjoyable,	and	the	facilitators	

encouraged	participation	and	not	a	single	question	or	suggestion	was	discounted	by	the	group	as	a	

whole.	The	planner	inside	of	me	was	excited	to	join	willing	participants	in	a	planning	activity.	As	a	

group	maps	were	overlaid	and	sketches	were	drawn.	Community	concerns	were	discussed	by	nearby	

and	 faraway	 residents	 of	 Austin.	 This	 truly	 shared	 vision	 allowed	 best	 practices	 to	 be	 a	 topic	 of	

discussion	where	 I	 learned	how	 the	 current	LDC	sets	 compatibility	 standards	based	on	setbacks,	

thereby	allowing	a	three‐story	home	adjacent	to	a	two‐story	home	if	the	lot	is	large	enough.			

The	Development	Team	

The	property	was	purchased	in	January	2015	by	William	Cannon	League	Development,	LLC,	

an	 affiliate	 entity	 of	Milestone	 Community	 Builders,	 Inc.	 (“Milestone”)	 in	 a	 closed	 bid	 process	 at	

nearly	$47	million.	The	PUD	application	was	filed	in	June	2015,	and	the	developer	of	record	on	the	

PUD	application	is	ARG	Bull	Creek,	Ltd.	(“ARG”),	which	is	a	partnership,	 formed	by	Milestone	and	
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Castletop	Capital,	LLC,	a	local	investment	and	management	firm.	By	April	of	2015,	the	development	

team	 was	 fully	 assembled	 including	 Norris	 Design,	 an	 Austin‐based	 planning	 and	 landscape	

architecture	 firm,	 as	 the	 lead	 planner	 and	 JHP	 Architects,	 a	 Dallas	 based	 architectural	 firm,	 as	

consultants	for	land	use	planning	activities,	site	design,	and	creation	of	the	Project	Design	Guidelines	

report.	Robert	Deegan	and	Caitlyn	Admire	of	Norris	Design	and	Garrett	Martin,	CEO	of	Milestone,	

combine	 their	expertise	during	presentations	at	community	engagements	and	planning	meetings.	

Brian	Williams	of	Brown	and	Gay	Engineering,	Inc.	is	the	lead	traffic	engineer.	Ron	Thrower	of	Ron	

Thrower	Designs	is	the	regulatory	consultant	and	has	years	of	experience	navigating	the	City’s	zoning	

regulations	and	application	processes.	Jason	Meeker	of	Meeker	Marcom	is	a	head	of	public	relations	

for	the	development	team.		

As	mentioned	earlier	the	site	was	previously	owned	by	the	State	of	Texas,	it	remains	unzoned;	

and	therefore,	has	no	entitlements	to	development	rights.	Due	to	this	unique	scenario	found	on	state	

owned	lands	in	Austin,	it	was	necessary	for	ARG	to	submit	a	PUD	application	seeking	zoning	approval	

for	 their	 vision	 of	 a	mixed‐use	 district	 in	 Central	 Austin.	 During	 the	 first	 community	meeting	 in	

January	2015,	the	ARG	development	team	presented	an	alternative	single‐family	subdivision	styled	

land	use	plan	claiming	that	it	is	not	their	preferred	development	scenario;	however,	it	is	well	within	

their	scope	of	professional	expertise	as	Austin’s	largest	privately	held	home	builder.	It	was	obvious	

at	this	point	that	the	majority	of	stakeholders	preferred	a	mixed‐use	development	(ARG	Bull	Creek,	

April	2015	Community	Meeting),	but	the	scale,	intensity,	density	and	traffic	impact	of	the	developer’s	

proposed	vision	were	yet	to	be	determined	at	this	point	and	continue	to	be	studied	as	of	July	2016.	

ARG	hopes	to	gain	City	Council’s	approval	of	the	PUD	application	by	August	2016	and	anticipates	full	

completion	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	in	2024	(ARG	Bull	Creek,	March	30,	2016).			

My	interactions	with	the	development	team	have	had	a	positive	impact	on	this	report.	To	me,	

they	 did	 not	match	 the	 common	 stereotype	 of	 greedy,	 evil	 developers	 chasing	 profits.	Milestone	

Community	 Builders,	 Inc.	 was	 formed	 in	 2008	 and	 has	 grown	 to	 be	 the	 largest	 privately	 held	

homebuilder	 in	Austin.	This	 company	 cares	 about	 its	 reputation	 in	 the	 community	 and	with	City	

Council.	 Initially	 I	 was	 skeptical	 that	 Milestone	 alone	 would	 be	 able	 to	 pull	 off	 a	 mixed‐use	

development	as	they	have	generally	competed	in	the	suburban	subdivision	market	on	the	edge	of	

Austin.	 I	 wondered	 how	 they	 would	 gather	 the	 professional	 knowledge	 needed	 to	 design	 a	

development	of	this	scale.	How	would	they	approach	the	community	and	handle	the	backlash	typical	

of	civic	engagement?	Who	would	they	ask	to	join	them	in	this	venture?			
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All	of	my	questions	related	to	the	development	team	have	been	answered	and	satisfied	at	this	

point.	While	they	undergo	the	final	stages	of	PUD	application	process	many	more	hurdles	remain	and	

the	BCRC	will	undoubtedly	continue	their	efforts	to	reduce	the	scale	and	traffic	impact	of	The	Grove	

at	future	City	Council	meetings.	Support	from	FoTG	seeks	to	offset	the	opposing	views	of	the	BCRC	in	

an	effort	to	represent	Austin	as	a	whole	rather	than	only	the	adjacent	homeowners.	Only	time	will	

tell	 how	 the	City	Council	 ultimately	decides	 to	 approve	 the	developer’s	 concepts.	 Lately,	 the	City	

Council	 seems	 to	 err	 on	 the	 conservative	 side	 when	 approving	 entitlements	 for	 less	 intensive	

development	regarding	height	and	density.	 If	The	Grove’s	development	team	is	able	 to	 justify	the	

intensity	and	density	of	the	project	in	a	way	that	serves	to	mitigate	affordability	and	mobility	the	

Council	may	be	persuaded	to	be	more	flexible	in	light	of	their	current	decisions.			

Personal	Reflections	

Having	been	born	and	raised	in	Austin,	Texas	there	are	things	that	I	love	about	this	city	such	

as	its	eclectic	culture	comprised	by	a	combination	of	the	people,	the	food,	and	music,	and	that	any	

weekend	you	can	find	something	to	do	either	in	a	natural	environment	or	at	a	planned	event.	On	the	

other	hand	there	are	characteristics	of	Austin	that	I	live	with,	such	as	traffic,	the	growing	population,	

high	 home	 prices,	 and	 constant	 construction.	 However,	 I	 have	 learned	 to	 embrace	 the	 growth;	 I	

believe	that	population	growth	spurred	by	the	collection	of	like‐minded	people	typically	results	in	

great	places	with	strong	economies	and	vibrant	cultural	activities.	Did	Austin	already	have	that	and	

it’s	 just	 growing	 more	 and	 more	 daily?	 Will	 Austin	 achieve	 the	 “critical	 mass”	 touted	 by	 many	

economic	development	experts	and	urban	planners	as	a	necessary	requirement	of	great	cities?	Do	I	

side	with	the	New	or	the	Old	Austin?			

These	are	questions	that	I	grappled	with	while	interacting	with	my	fellow	Austinites	during	

participatory	 planning	 events.	 The	 participatory	 action	 research	 training	 obtained	 during	 my	

graduate	studies	allowed	me	to	reflect	on	my	questions,	and	I	have	come	to	embrace	the	new	Austin.	

Some	readers	of	this	report	may	look	at	my	questions	and	determine	that	I’ve	decided	that	if	I	can’t	

beat	them,	join	them.	However,	that	is	not	the	case	because	the	strong	will	of	our	citizens	to	engage	

in	community	planning	is	what	has	made	this	city	so	attractive.	Austin	needs	the	“new”	and	the	“old”	

guard	citizenry	to	engage	each	other	regarding	these	tough	discussions	in	order	to	determine	the	

direction	of	future	development	and	provide	solutions	to	our	traffic	and	housing	needs	over	the	next	

30	 years.	 The	 creation	 of	 the	 Imagine	Austin	 comprehensive	 plan	was	 the	 “easy”	 part,	 and	 now	

Austinites	must	engage	and	grapple	with	CodeNEXT	to	determine	the	future	form	of	the	city.			
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Chapter	4:	History	of	the	Site	and	Surrounding	Uses	

The	history	of	the	site,	development	patterns	of	the	surrounding	area,	and	the	character	of	

the	adjacent	neighborhoods	provide	background	information	that	will	facilitate	the	evaluation	of	the	

use	of	FBC	in	a	PUD	planning	scenario.	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	is	unique	because	it	has	no	zoning	

designation	and	might	become	a	quality	walkable	urban	infill	development	if	properly	planned.	PUD	

zoning	designations	have	a	history	of	unpredictable	outcomes	and	potential	for	incompatible	land	

uses	that	vary	significantly	from	the	conceptual	plans	compared	to	the	final	product	based	on	the	

entitlements	 approve	 legislatively	 and	 codified	 in	 the	 PUD	 ordinance.	 The	 eclectic	 character	 of	

Austin’s	neighborhoods	is	what	makes	this	city	a	special	place,	and	it	is	important	to	understand	the	

relationships	 between	 the	 neighborhoods,	 districts	 and	 corridors	 to	 identify	 the	 fabric	 of	 the	

community	and	determine	the	nature	of	future	developments	within	this	context	(Parolek,	2008).		

History	of	the	Site	

It	 is	 important	 to	 recall	 that	 prior	 to	 the	

purchase	of	this	site	by	a	private	developer	in	January	

2015,	 the	76	acre	 tract	now	known	as	The	Grove	at	

Shoal	Creek	was	owned	by	the	State	of	Texas;	and	is	

without	a	zoning	designation	and	has	no	entitlements	

for	 development.	 The	 State	 Cemetery	 Commission	

held	jurisdiction	of	the	eastern	47‐acre	parcel	located	

along	 Shoal	 Creek	 outlined	 in	 blue,	 and	 Texas	

Department	 of	 Transportation	 (“TxDOT”)	 had	

oversight	of	the	western	29‐acre	parcel	fronting	Bull	

Creek	Road	outlined	in	yellow	in	Figure	6.	To	date	the	

eastern	 47‐acre	 parcel	 has	 not	 been	 used	 as	 a	

cemetery	and	remains	in	its	natural	state	as	blackland	

prairie	including	a	grove	of	heritage	oak	trees	on	the	

northeast	corner	of	the	site	near	45th	Street.	The	29‐

acre	 parcel	 fronting	 Bull	 Creek	 Road	 has	 served	

TxDOT’s	office	needs	having	been	modestly	developed	

with	 approximately	 47,000	 square	 feet	 of	 single‐story	 office	 buildings,	 vehicle	 maintenance	

buildings,	 sidewalks,	and	paved	roads	connecting	parking	 lots	 for	employees	(Hornsby,	2014).	 In	

Figure 6: Current status of The Grove site, April 
2016, Google Maps	
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2010,	jurisdiction	of	the	47‐acre	parcel	was	transferred	to	TxDOT	for	the	purposes	of	simplifying	the	

sale	of	the	site.		

In	 2011,	 the	 Texas	 General	 Land	 Office	 issued	 its	 annual	 report	 to	 the	 Governor	

recommending	that	certain	state‐owned	properties	be	sold	for	private	investment.	Being	the	capital	

city,	Austin	 has	many	 state	 owned	 lands,	 some	of	which	 are	developed	with	office	 buildings	 and	

others	that	remain	undeveloped	or	moderately	developed,	like	The	Grove	PUD	site.	In	August	2012	

a	 high‐density	 mixed‐use	 plan	 was	 produced	 by	 Stratus	 Properties	 (“Stratus”),	 an	 Austin	 based	

commercial	and	residential	developer,	and	submitted	to	the	BCRC	without	solicitation.	This	scenario	

included	an	additional	State	owned	tract	of	 land	across	Shoal	Creek	and	proposed	connecting	the	

tracts	via	a	bridge	over	the	creek.	The	additional	tract	of	land	was	not	being	offered	for	sale	by	TxDOT	

and	would	have	required	cooperation	with	other	State	agencies.	The	Stratus	proposal	proposed	an	

HEB	 supermarket	 of	 approximately	 200,000	 square	 feet,	 750	 units	 of	 multifamily	 housing	 and	

150,000	square	feet	of	retail	development	as	depicted	in	Figure	7.			

Figure 7: Stratus Properties high-density mixed use plan, 2012
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The	City	of	Austin	procured	an	appraisal	and	land	use	study	to	determine	the	market	value,	

highest	and	best	use	of	the	property	in	preparation	for	a	new	owner.	The	land	use	study	proposed	

several	 land	 use	 plans	 shown	 in	 Figure	 8	 that	 include	 a	 low‐density	 single‐family	 residential	

development	plan,	a	medium‐density	single‐family	and	multifamily	residential	design,	and	a	high‐

density	mixed	use	development	with	30	acres	of	open	space	(Alterra,	2014).	The	appraisal	reviewed	

the	 land	 use	 study	 and	 concluded	 that	 a	 single‐family	 subdivision	 was	 the	 most	 profitable	

development	as	the	highest	and	best	use	for	the	site	shown	in	Figure	9	(Hornsby,	2014).	The	appraisal	

notes	 that	 both	mixed‐use	 alternatives	were	 financially	 feasible,	 however	 not	 as	 profitable	 for	 a	

developer.			

	

The	Hornsby	&	Co.	appraisal	states	its	purpose	“is	to	estimate	the	market	value”	to	“assist	the	

[City	of	Austin]	in	internal	decision‐making	process	relating	to	acquisition”	and	the	three	land	use	

plans	presented	by	Alterra	Design	Group	as	well	as	the	Stratus	Property’s	land	use	plan	are	evaluated.		

The	market	value	conclusions	of	the	appraisal	are	presented	in	Figure	9	as	the	value	of	the	land	as‐is	

with	the	property	use	mix	representing	proposed	entitlements.			

Single	Family	Low	
Density

Single	Family	
Multifamily	
Medium	
Density

High	Density	
Mixed	Use	&	
Open	Space

Figure 8: Alterra Design Group, Land Use Plans, 2014
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	 The	appraisal	concludes	the	highest	market	value	for	pure	single‐family	development	at	just	

over	$40	million	providing	about	300	units	with	an	estimated	lot	size	of	8,250	square	feet	having	a	

value	 of	 $300,000	 estimated	 lot	 value	 based	 on	 average	 values	 of	 surrounding	 unimproved	 lots	

assessed	in	2016	by	the	Travis	County	Appraisal	District	website.	An	estimated	final	sale	price	for	a	

large	 lot	 single	 family	 residence	 based	 on	 current	 comparable	 sales	 of	 $335	 per	 square	 foot	 a	

reasonable	sale	price	in	the	area	for	3,000	square	foot	homes	is	about	$1	million.	Using	back	of	the	

envelope	math	to	convert	the	lot	value	with	improvements	to	an	estimated	total	development	value	

indicates	a	$300	million	total	project	value	for	purely	single	family	development.	The	single	family	

scenario	assumes	that	a	public	park	would	not	be	provided	and	that	the	four	acres	along	the	western	

bank	of	Shoal	Creek	are	undevelopable	due	to	the	floodplain.		The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	is	most	

similar	to	the	medium‐density	mixed‐use	scenario	and	the	developer	has	estimated	a	$500	million	

project	cost	which	is	supported	by	my	analysis	using	the	Envision	Tomorrow	suite	of	planning	tools.		

The	aforementioned	two	parcels	shown	in	Figure	6	were	combined	and	offered	by	the	State	

to	 the	City	of	Austin	 for	approximately	$30	million	 in	2014.	Ultimately,	 the	outgoing	City	Council	

members	were	unable	to	reach	a	consensus	and	it	has	been	reported	that	the	members	did	not	want	

to	be	seen	as	having	burdened	the	taxpayers	and	the	newly	elected	City	Council	with	a	major	land	

development	project	as	well	as	the	previously	mentioned	concern	related	to	the	constraints	of	the	

transportation	network	as	well	as	the	potential	for	opposition	by	the	surrounding	neighborhoods.			

My	conversations	with	city	staff	identified	apprehensions	over	the	traffic	impact	related	to	a	

mixed‐use	development	having	access	only	to	Bull	Creek	Road	due	to	the	existing	homes	along	45th	

Street	 at	 the	northern	property	boundary.	Bull	Creek	Road	 is	 a	40	 foot	wide	undivided	 two‐lane	

street,	and	according	to	city	code	is	“operating	at	a	desirable	level”	at	4,000	vehicle	trips	daily	(Austin	

LDC	§25‐6‐116).	A	recent	traffic	impact	analysis	conducted	by	the	developer	for	submission	with	the	

PUD	 application	 indicates	 7,000	 vehicle	 trips	 occur	 daily	 along	 Bull	 Creek	 Road	 (R‐K	 Traffic	

Engineering,	2015).	As	proposed,	The	Grove	PUD	will	 increase	this	count	to	over	19,000	adjusted	

Figure 9: Paul Hornsby & Co., Land Use Plan Appraisal, 2014
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daily	trips	and	the	BCRC	is	requesting	that	the	development	scale	back	commercial	entitlements	to	

reduce	trip	counts	to	below	18,000.			

In	my	opinion	the	city’s	trepidations	with	taking	on	a	project	of	this	nature	are	well	founded.	

Especially	given	the	appraisal’s	evaluations	of	the	land	use	plan	scenarios	and	the	strong	emotional	

ties	held	by	 the	community	having	used	 the	TxDOT	 land	as	an	ad	hoc	public	park	 for	nearly	 two	

decades.	When	I	chose	to	purchase	my	home	on	41st	Street	I	had	no	knowledge	of	the	2011	General	

Land	Office	report,	but	felt	that	someday	this	site	would	be	developed.		My	wife	and	I	welcome	the	

day	when	we	can	walk	to	a	neighborhood	grocery	rather	than	drive	to	the	supermarket.	Austin	is	

growing	rapidly	and	the	biggest	problems	facing	this	city	are	mobility	and	affordability.	The	recent	

expansion	of	the	MoPac	Freeway	and	the	Real	Estate	Council	of	Austin	(“RECA”)	report	citing	the	

need	 of	 at	 least	 25,000	new	housing	 units	 by	 2025	 serve	 only	 to	 strengthen	 concerns	 related	 to	

mobility	and	affordability	(RECA,	2015).		 

Surrounding	Uses	

	 The	 PUD	 proposal	 is	 unique	 in	 many	 ways	 due	 to	 the	 character	 of	 the	 surrounding	

neighborhoods	 and	 history	 of	 the	 tract.	 The	 development	 site	 is	 surrounded	 by	 seven	 well‐

established	 neighborhoods	 providing	 homes	 to	 approximately	 7,500	 residents	 encompassing	 the	

Allandale	neighborhood	 to	 the	north,	Rosedale	 to	 the	east,	Ridgelea	 and	Oakmont	Heights	 to	 the	

south,	 and	multifamily	development	 to	 the	west.	Development	of	 the	area	began	 in	 the	1930s	as	

suburban	 neighborhoods	 with	 single‐family	 residential	 located	 just	 ten	minutes	 by	 car	 north	 of	

central	Austin	(Figure	1).	 	 	Westminster	Manor,	a	senior	 living	community,	was	built	 in	1967	and	

recently	completed	an	expansion	in	2013.	The	Post	Apartments,	located	north	of	Westminster	Manor,	

provides	just	over	300	market	rate	units.		

Figure	10	represents	the	current	land	uses	in	the	area	surrounding	The	Grove	south	of	West	

45th	Street	and	north	of	West	35th	Street	bound	by	MoPac	Freeway	on	the	west	and	Shoal	Creek	to	

the	east.		The	site	is	bordered	by	seven	predominantly	single‐family	residential	neighborhoods	and	

areas	zoned	for	commercial	uses	‐	multifamily	apartments	and	light	office.		The	existing	single‐family	

neighborhoods	 are	 depicted	 in	 Figure	 11.	 The	 residents	 of	 Oakmont	 Heights,	 Ridgelea	 and	

surrounding	neighborhoods	have	used	 the	site	as	a	park	 for	hiking,	dog	walking,	and	community	

gatherings.	The	neighbors	came	to	refer	to	the	site	as	“the	park”	and	“TxDOT	land”	when	discussing	

meeting	up	for	dog	walks,	chats,	or	to	let	their	children	play	in	the	fields	when	the	weather	is	nice.	

The	site	has	been	maintained	in	its	natural	state	while	serving	as	a	de	facto	community	park	since	
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the	late	1980s.	There	are	no	other	parks	within	a	quarter	mile	walking	distance	from	the	Oakmont	

Heights	and	Ridgelea	neighborhoods.			

	

Ridgelea	and	Oakmont	Heights	are	adjacent	to	the	proposed	single‐family	housing	area	of	The	

Grove	 PUD	 directly	 across	 Bull	 Creek	 Road.	 Multifamily	 housing	 lines	 MoPac,	 a	 major	 freeway	

running	north	and	 south	across	Austin,	 to	 the	west	of	 the	 site.	 	 Some	of	 the	multifamily	housing	

consists	 of	Westminster	Manor,	 a	 long‐standing	 assisted	 living	 seniors’	 community	 that	 recently	

expanded	 its	 footprint	 in	 2013	 by	 constructing	 two	 new	 buildings	 of	 three	 and	 five	 stories,	

respectively.	 The	 other	 multifamily	 development,	 the	 Post	 Apartments,	 is	 located	 north	 of	

Westminster	 Manor	 and	 is	 four	 stories	 in	 height	 providing	 approximately	 320	 units.	 The	 Post	

Apartments	are	adjacent	to	the	proposed	mixed‐use	district	of	The	Grove	PUD.	The	current	mix	of	

land	uses	found	in	the	areas	surrounding	The	Grove	includes	the	following	mix	of	uses	(Figure	11):	

Figure 10: Surrounding Land Use Map, ARG Bull Creek, 2016
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Over	580,000	sq	ft	Office	Space	

About	120,000	sq	ft	Retail	

590,000	sq	ft	of	Assisted	Living		

Over	700	Multifamily	Units	

65,000	sq	ft	of	Light	Industrial	

Limited	public	parks	/	open	spaces	

The	 single‐family	 areas	 are	 generally	 zoned	 for	 SF‐3	 allowing	 for	 duplex	 or	 single	 family	

development	and	SF‐2	allowing	for	only	one	residence	per	residential	lot.	The	multifamily	zones	are	

designated	 GO‐MU	 for	 Westminster	 Manor	 allowing	 for	 assisted	 living	 and	 MF‐6	 for	 The	 Post	

Apartments	as	show	in	Figure	10.	Topography	of	the	site	falls	from	west	to	east,	with	the	east	end	of	

the	site	occupied	by	existing	housing	in	the	Ridgelea	neighborhood.	The	east	end	of	the	site	has	a	

slightly	higher	gradient	where	a	large	grove	of	heritage	oak	trees	is	the	dominant	feature.	Nearly	four	

acres	along	the	eastern	boundary	side	bordering	Shoal	Creek	are	within	the	100‐year	floodplain.			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Participatory	Planning	

In	 general,	 residents	 of	 Austin	 have	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	 civic	 duty	 to	 uphold	 community	

character	and	tend	to	approach	new	development	proposals	with	a	heavy	dose	of	suspicion	(Zucker,	

2015).	There	are	currently	two	PUD	proposals	within	District	10:	The	Austin	Oaks	PUD	in	Northwest	

Figure 11: Current residential zoning patterns, ARG Bull Creek, Project Design Guidelines, 2016
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Hills	and	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD.	The	Austin	Oaks	PUD	application	has	become	increasingly	

contentious	having	been	met	with	vociferous	opposition	 from	 the	Northwest	Hills	Neighborhood	

Association.	 The	 planning	 participants	 have	 recently	 begun	 a	 developer‐funded	 design	 charrette	

process	 culminating	 in	 2016	 that	 intends	 to	 reach	 a	 shared	 vision	 for	 future	development	 of	 the	

Austin	Oaks	PUD.			

The	 Grove	 PUD	 developers	 have	 sought	 to	 avoid	 this	 sort	 of	 controversy	 from	 the	

surrounding	neighborhoods	by	holding	multiple	public	participatory	planning	meetings,	community	

presentations,	 initiating	 feedback	 loops,	creating	open	and	accessible	channels	 for	public	 inquiry.	

ARG	 Bull	 Creek	 has	 been	 engaged	 in	 negotiations	 with	 the	 BCRC	 and	 each	 individual	 adjacent	

neighborhood	association	to	discuss	concerns	arising	throughout	the	participatory	planning	process.	

This	approach	by	the	development	team	has	had	its	successes	and	failures	as	detailed	from	my	point	

of	view	within	this	section.		

The	Developer	first	met	with	the	BCRC	in	January	2015	for	an	initial	meeting	and	site	walk	to	

gain	 insight	 from	community	members.	 In	 January	2015,	 the	 tract	was	 sold	 to	Milestone,	 and	 its	

affiliates.	The	developers	held	a	public	meeting	at	Westminster	Manor	and	administered	their	own	

community	survey	to	determine	acceptable	levels	of	density	and	uses	for	the	development.	At	this	

time	it	was	uncertain	whether	PUD	zoning	would	be	sought,	but	it	was	evident	to	me	that	a	mixed‐

use	development	would	be	proposed.	As	a	reminder	the	76‐acre	tract	is	at	present	unzoned	and	has	

no	 entitlements.	The	Milestone	 Community	 Survey	was	 conducted	 at	 two	 community	workshops	

held	 on	 January	 21st	 and	 28th,	 2015,	 and	 was	 available	 online	 to	 which	 704	 responses	 were	

submitted,	which	is	less	than	10%	of	the	BCRC	represented	neighbors.	The	survey	results	indicated	

a	preference	by	the	respondents	for	medium‐density	mixed‐use	development.			

An	initial	public	planning	meeting	was	held	in	February	2015,	to	introduce	the	development	

team	 members	 and	 discuss	 preliminary	 development	 plans	 with	 community	 members.	 At	 this	

meeting,	 ARG	Bull	 Creek	 presented	 a	 previous	 conceptual	 development	 from	 another	 developer,	

which	was	met	with	high	opposition	and	ultimately	abandoned,	depicting	a	typical	suburban	styled	

retail	 oriented	 plan	 with	 large	 lot	 surface	 parking	 along	 with	 some	 apartments	 (Figure	 7).	 As	

Milestone	is	known	for	master	planned	single‐family	subdivisions	they	presented	a	plan	depicting	

about	300	 large	 lot	detached	single‐family	residences	ranging	 from	$800,000	to	$1.2	million,	and	

stated	that	this	was	not	their	goal	for	the	yet‐to‐be‐named	site.	Milestone	affirmed	that	they	intend	

to	 create	 a	 “legacy	 quality	mixed‐used	 development”.	 Finally,	 the	 developer	 presented	 their	 first	
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iteration	 for	 the	mixed‐use	district,	which	has	progressed	 to	 the	master	 land	use	plan	presented	

herein.		

There	have	been	three	versions	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	conceptual	master	land	use	plan	

presented	at	public	meetings	on	April	2,	2015,		and	on	July	9,	2015,	a	revised	iteration	of	this	plan	

was	presented	to	address	stakeholder	concerns	related	to	the	potential	traffic	 impact.	On	July	29,	

2015,	the	BCRC	created	an	alternative	vision	to	further	emphasize	the	community’s	concerns	raised	

by	the	coalition	of	neighborhood	associations.	Recently,	on	March	30,	2016,	the	developer	presented	

the	third	iteration	of	the	master	land	use	plan	to	the	public.	As	of	April	26,	2016,	ARG	notes	that	they	

have	held	over	50	public	meetings	and	regularly	gathered	feedback	from	city	officials.	The	developer	

claims	 that	 their	 master	 plan	 incorporates	many	 of	 the	 requests	 received	 through	 participatory	

planning	 meetings	 and	 community	 outreach	 including	 “improving	 our	 design	 in	 regards	 to	

connectivity	 and	 compatibility	with	 the	 surrounding	 neighborhood”	 (Hasan,	 2016).	 The	 land	use	

plans	are	detailed	in	the	following	chapter.		 
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Chapter	5:	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	

This	chapter	will	introduce	the	conceptual	land	use	plans	and	PUD	application	in	contrast	to	

community	concerns	and	city	staff	review,	respectively.	My	observations	of	the	public’s	reaction	to	

the	 land	 use	 presentations	 are	 detailed	 through	 social	 media	 interactions	 and	 news	 stories.		

Interviews	that	I	held	with	community	members	and	stakeholders	will	support	the	online	and	news	

based	narrative	in	a	more	intimate	scale.	It	has	been	interesting	for	me	to	see	the	differences	between	

the	overall	public	reactions	as	compared	to	the	one‐on‐one	interactions	that	I	have	encountered.			

Ownership	of	the	Project	

	 In	 a	 recent	 article	 published	 in	 the	 Austin	 Business	 Journal	 the	 President	 of	 Milestone	

Community	Homes,	Inc.,	Garrett	Martin,	revealed	that	ARG	Bull	Creek,	Ltd.	is	not	a	subsidiary	of	the	

homebuilder.	Martin’s	involvement	with	ARG	is	as	the	Manager	of	the	General	Partnership,	ARG	Bull	

Creek	GP,	LLC.	According	to	Travis	County	property	records	the	76	acre	site	 is	owned	by	William	

Cannon	League	Development,	LLC,	which	is	a	real	estate	holding	company	affiliated	with	Martin	and	

ARG	Bull	Creek.	The	layering	of	partnerships,	affiliates	and	subsidiary	companies	in	the	ownership	

structure	 of	 real	 estate	 deals	 is	 often	 complicated	 and	 confusing.	 However,	 for	 this	 report	 it	 is	

important	to	remember	that	the	developer	of	record	with	the	City	of	Austin	is	ARG	Bull	Creek,	Ltd.	It	

is	reasonable	to	assume	that	Milestone	will	be	the	builder	for	the	residential	portions	of	The	Grove.	

ARG	is	expected	to	review	and	determine	a	variety	of	builders	to	outsource	the	construction	of	the	

commercial	components	of	the	project	aligned	with	the	conceptual	plans.	Martin	has	publicly	stated	

on	several	occasions	that	ARG	intends	to	own	and	operate	the	development	post‐construction.			

This	statement	intends	to	enforce	that	ARG	is	not	merely	seeking	development	rights	through	

the	PUD	zoning	application	and	then	selling	off	portions	of	the	site	to	subsequent	developers.	While	

there	 are	 no	 legal	 processes	 that	 would	 prohibit	 the	 sale	 of	 land	 post‐zoning	 approval	 this	

commitment	 serves	 to	 enforce	 that	 ARG	 is	 taking	 this	 opportunity	 seriously	 to	 create	 a	 “legacy	

quality”	 development	 to	 become	 a	 model	 for	 future	 urban	 infill	 development	 in	 Austin.	 In	 the	

following	 chapter	 form‐based	 code	 application	 is	 used	 to	 bind	 ARG’s	 commitments	 enabling	 the	

shared	vision	between	 community	 and	developer	 to	be	 codified	by	 regulations	will	 still	 allowing	

some	level	of	customization	for	the	developer.					
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The	Land	Use	Plans	

February	11,	2015	Public	Meeting	

	 In	Chapter	4	(Participatory	Planning)	the	developers	survey	results	were	introduced	and	on	

February	11,	2015,	a	planning	meeting	was	held	were	Martin	and	Deegan	introduced	the	concept	of	

a	mixed‐use	development.		During	this	presentation	Martin	reminded	the	audience	of	the	Stratus	Plan	

(Figure	7)	as	a	reminder	of	what	the	community	did	not	want	to	see.	Then	he	quickly	mentioned	that	

he	is	a	homebuilder	and	that	Milestone	could	easily	construct	approximately	300	single‐family	homes	

(Figure	12).	Milestone	was	founded	in	2009	and	has	become	the	largest	privately	held	Austin‐based	

homebuilder	(castletopcapital.com).			

  

Figure 12: Low density single-family land use concept, ARG Bull Creek, 2015 
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A	 low‐density	 single‐family	 subdivision	plan	would	provide	practically	 no	public	 benefits	

(Alterra,	2013).	The	heritage	oaks	would	be	relegated	to	the	most	expensive	lots	and	there	would	be	

minimal	public	open	spaces.	These	homes	would	range	from	$600,000	to	over	$1	million	in	price	

which	is	comparable	for	the	neighborhood	and	the	Austin	market	is	absorbing	homes	in	this	prices	

range	(Hornsby,	2013).			

Martin	and	Deegan	shared	the	community	survey	results	that	indicated	a	preference	towards	

medium	density	mixed‐use	development	providing	neighborhood	level	retail	shopping	for	goods	and	

services	and	the	preservation	of	the	plot	of	heritage	oaks	in	the	northwestern	corner	of	the	76	acre	

site	along	the	western	bank	of	Shoal	Creek.	A	density	map	was	presented	to	the	audience	providing	

an	illustration	of	the	community	survey	results	showing	where	a	preference	was	indicated	for	high	

density	and	low‐density	development	(Figure	13).			

	 	

Medium	Density	
Mixed‐Use

Residential	
Housing

Preserved	
Open	Space

Figure 13: Neighborhood survey results, density map, 2015 
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From	February	to	April	of	2015	the	development	team	met	individually	with	the	surrounding	

stakeholders	 including:	Westminster	Manor,	West	45th	 Street,	 the	BCRC,	 Idlewild	Road,	Oakmont	

Heights	and	Allendale	Neighborhood	Association	Executive	Committee.	These	meetings	were	used	

to	gather	additional	information	from	the	surrounding	community	groups	in	a	more	intimate	setting	

allowing	conversations	to	occur	at	a	neighborhood	level	and	ideas	were	developed	for	a	mixed‐use	

development.		Oakmont	Heights	expressed	concerns	related	to	cut‐through	traffic	and	offsite	parking	

overflow.	 Allendale	 NA	 had	 experience	 with	 developers	 and	 the	 city	 during	 the	 planning	 and	

construction	of	Central	Market	shopping	center	located	east	of	The	Grove	PUD	along	North	Lamar	

Boulevard,	a	major	four‐lane	road	along	an	active	commercial	corridor.			

Compatibility	and	scale	of	new	development	with	existing	homes	remains	as	a	major	concern	

for	45th	Street	and	Idlewild	Road	residents	that	share	property	lines	with	The	Grove	PUD.	The	April	

2nd	presentation	provided	the	developers	initial	concepts	to	mitigate	these	concerns	after	the	block	

level	community	meetings	occurred.	The	45th	Street	Edge	depicts	an	alleyway	providing	reserved	

parking	for	45th	Street	residents	and	access	to	their	homes	from	within	The	Grove	site	as	a	concession	

to	the	difficult	ingress	and	egress	these	residents	face	daily	during	peak	traffic	times	along	45th	Street	

frontage.	 The	 Ridgelea	 Edge	 is	 a	 representation	 of	 compatibility	 of	 new	 and	 existing	 homes.	

Vegetation	is	located	along	this	boundary	line	and	will	be	reconfigured	with	new	landscaping	while	

still	 providing	 a	 25	 foot	 vegetative	 buffer‐yard	 between	 new	 and	 existing	 residential	 structure.	

(Figure	14)				

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Figure 14: ARG Bull Creek compatibility concepts, 2015
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On	April	2,	2015,	the	developer	revealed	the	initial	conceptual	master	land	use	plan	shown	

on	the	left	in	Figure	21.	The	vision	statement	(Figure	15)	and	guiding	principles	were	presented	to	

the	 audience.	 The	 guiding	 principles	 detailed	 a	 purpose	 to	 “shift	 the	 conventional	 interaction	

between	developer	and	neighborhood	to	a	shared‐purpose	relationship.”	Sustainable	development	

was	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 this	 presentation	 detailing	 an	 economically	 viable,	 environmentally	

conscience	development	and	community	equity	through	a	purposely	constructed	shared	vision	of	the	

site.				

The	 presentation	 emphasized	 community	

benefits	 that	would	not	be	present	under	a	single‐

use	 low‐density	 residential	 land	 plan.	 Community	

benefits	still	to	be	provided	as	of	April	2016	include	

a	 13	 acre	 signature	 park,	 a	 village	 center	 with	 a	

public	plaza,	park	side	restaurants,	Shoal	Creek	trail	

connections,	 a	 2	 acre	 pocket	 park	 near	 Oakmont	

Heights,	 a	 central	 greenbelt,	 and	 green	 streets	 to	

promote	 walkability	 over	 vehicular	 reliance.	 The	

frontage	of	the	site	along	the	west	side	of	Bull	Creek	

Road	 would	 be	 transformed	 into	 a	 20	 foot	 wide	

multi‐use	trail	lined	with	trees	and	rain	gardens	with	

Figure 15: Vision Statement: April 2, 2015 Presentation

Figure 16: Mixed Use Trail Concept 
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enough	 sidewalk	 space	 to	 allow	 for	 shared	 use	 of	 the	 trail	 by	 walkers	 and	 cyclists	 (Figure	 16).	

Improvements	 along	 Bull	 Creek	 Road	 include	 protected	 crossing	 using	 pedestrian	 beacons	 and	

median	installations	near	crossings	to	slow	vehicular	traffic.			

Building	 types	 and	 the	 streetscape	 are	 depicted	 with	 graphics,	 diagrams	 and	 pictures	 of	

actual	places	that	are	related	to	a	specific	area	on	the	land	use	plan.	The	relationship	of	the	building	

types	and	open	spaces	were	introduced	by	a	land	use	transect	show	in	Figure	17.				

The	 presentation	 provided	 the	 initial	 concept	 for	 the	 site	 and	 the	 scale	 of	 commercial	

development	 within	 the	mixed‐use	 district	 and	 number	 of	 residential	 units	 throughout	 was	 not	

discussed	 at	 this	 time.	 My	 initial	 reaction	 was	 overall	 positive	 as	 I	 looked	 forward	 to	 future	

interaction	with	the	development	team	and	presentation	of	the	second	iteration	of	the	land	use	plan.			

June	2015	–	PUD	Application		

In	 June	2015	the	developer	submitted	a	PUD	zoning	application	to	 the	City	of	Austin.	The	

application	 identifies	 superior	development	 characteristics	 related	 to	preservation	 of	 the	 natural	

environment,	 encouragement	 of	 high	 quality	 development	 and	 innovative	 design,	 and	 ensures	

adequate	 public	 facilities	 and	 services.	 The	 applicant	 supplements	 these	 commitments	 in	 an	

attachment	to	address	the	PUD	regulations	for	Tier	1	and	Tier	2	compliance	as	well	as	a	conceptual	

land	use	map	that	identifies	tracts	with	land	use	characteristics	(Figure	18).			

Figure 17: Mixed Use District Land Use Transect, ARG Bull Creek, 2015



42 
 

Tract	A	‐	moderate	intensity	residential	uses	and	open	space	

Tract	B	‐	commercial,	office,	retail	and	high	intensity	residential	mixed	uses	and	open	space	

Tract	C	‐	moderate	intensity	residential	and	civic	uses	and	open	space	

Tract	D	‐	moderate	intensity	residential	mixed	uses	and	open	space	

Tract	E	‐	moderate	intensity	residential	uses	

Tract	F	&	Tract	G	–moderate	intensity	residential,	civic	and	office	uses 

The	land	uses	along	the	 individual	tracts	 in	the	PUD	application	land	use	plan	(Figure	18)	

closely	mimic	that	of	the	conceptual	land	use	plan	presented	on	April	2,	2015	(Figure	21).	However	

the	entitlements	requested	in	the	proposed	Site	Development	Regulation	table	of	the	PUD	application	

Figure 18: The Grove PUD application land use plan
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allow	 significantly	 more	 development	 than	 represented	 by	 the	 conceptual	 plans	 and	 public	

presentations.	The	Site	Development	Regulation	Table	and	excerpts	of	the	accompanying	Notes	are	

provided	in	Figures	19	and	20.			

 
Figure 19: site Development Regulation Table, ARG Bull Creek, Ltd. 

The	Notes	(Figure	20)	accompanying	the	proposed	permitted	land	uses	per	Tract	and	the	Site	

Development	Regulation	Table	essentially	dismiss	nearly	all	Floor	to	Area	Ration	(FAR)	calculations	

and	 maximum	 height	 restrictions.	 The	 PUD	 application	 propose	 a	 “bucket”	 system	 for	 the	

administration	 of	 impervious	 cover,	 number	 of	 dwelling	 units,	 and	 building	 coverage	 across	 the	

entire	site	allowing	 individual	 tracts	and/or	site	plans	 to	exceed	 the	requirements	so	 long	as	 the	

overall	 regulations	 are	upheld.	The	PUD	application	 imposes	 the	 verification	of	 the	 adherence	 of	

these	 regulations	 on	 City	 Staff	 (Note	 1,	 PUD	 Application).	 The	 FAR	maximums	 listed	 in	 the	 Site	

Development	Regulation	table	may	be	exceeded	on	an	“individual	site	plan”	and	“tracking	the	allotted	

and	remaining	FAR	within	each	Tract	is	the	responsibility	of	the	Applicant”	(Note	7,	PUD	Application).			
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Figure 20: PUD application land use regulations 

Furthermore,	the	development	team	has	presented	that	the	maximum	number	of	“units”	is	

capped	at	1,515	and	recently	lowered	that	number	to	1,385	on	March	30,	2016.	However,	 look	at	

Note	2	and	3	in	Figure	20	above	and	simple	addition	shows	that	the	requested	entitlements	could	

allow	up	to	3,015	units!	The	only	hard	caps	proposed	are	on	the	commercial	components	in	Notes	4	

and	5.	The	approximations	presented	in	public	meetings	and	conceptual	land	use	maps	are	always	

offered	 with	 a	 disclaimer	 stating	 that	 the	 number	 and	 figures	 presented	 are	 subject	 to	 change.	

Although	 in	 response	 to	 comments	 from	 City	 Staff	 regarding	 the	 PUD	 application	 the	 developer	

submitted	revised	Project	Design	Guidelines	that	include	the	updated	PUD	Land	Use	Plan	and	Site	

Development	Regulations	dated	March	28,	2016,	two	days	before	the	public	meeting	with	Sheri	Gallo,	

City	Councilmember	for	District	10.			

It	is	confusing	and	frustrating	for	me	as	an	interested	observer,	neighbor	of	this	development	

and	as	a	planning	student	to	not	be	able	to	trust	the	public	process.	The	intent	of	the	Project	Design	

Guidelines	is	misaligned	with	the	proposed	entitlements	within	the	PUD	application.	It	is	my	opinion	
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that	a	layperson	cannot	reasonably	understand	how	the	PUD	application	materials	and	the	Project	

Design	 Guidelines	 will	 interact	 should	 they	 be	 approved	 as‐is	 by	 the	 City	 Council.	 The	 public	

presentations,	 conceptual	 land	 use	 plans,	 and	 commitments	 from	 the	 developer	 are	 not	 legally	

binding.	Only	the	final	PUD	ordinance	is	a	legal	document	codified	to	regulate	development	within	

the	site.		How	can	the	public	be	expected	to	support	a	development	proposal	that	is	depicted	one	way	

in	public	presentations	but	proposed	to	the	city	with	increased	entitlements?	Friends	of	The	Grove	

have	asserted	that	they	trust	the	public	process	and	city	staff	to	appropriately	review	and	administer	

the	planning	process.	Will	 they	be	disappointed	 in	 the	coming	years	should	 the	 final	product	not	

relate	to	the	design	charrettes	held	between	this	group	and	the	development	team?	Or	will	they	have	

simply	forgotten	about	their	efforts	and	the	promises	made	to	the	community?	This	does	not	provide	

predictability,	nor	ensure	that	the	concerns	of	the	surrounding	neighborhoods	will	be	addressed	in	

the	final	product.			

I	am	not	so	naïve	to	think	that	any	developer	would	want	to	stifle	 flexibility,	and	ARG	has	

already	incurred	$47	million	in	debt	for	the	land	alone	and	estimates	that	the	final	build	out	will	be	

over	$500	million.	The	developer	has	stated	on	several	occasions	that	their	reputation	is	also	at	stake,	

and	I	am	curious	if	the	reputation	is	that	of	the	public’s	perception	or	their	investors.			

ARG	held	follow	up	meeting	with	Oakmont	Heights,	Shoalmont	and	Allendale	neighborhood	

associations,	 Idlewild	 and	 45th	 Street	 residents,	 Rosedale	 Neighborhood	 Association	 and	 several	

meeting	 with	 the	 BCRC	 between	 April	 and	 June	 2015	 prior	 to	 the	 release	 of	 the	 July	 9,	 2015,	

conceptual	master	land	use	plan.			

July	9,	2015	Public	Meeting	

The	second	iteration	of	the	land	use	plan	presented	to	the	public	on	July	9,	2015,	was	very	

similar	 to	 the	 April	 2nd	 plan	 (Figure	 21).	 Subtle	 changes	 between	 the	 first	 and	 second	 plan	 are	

noticeable	such	as	the	adjustments	to	the	layout	of	the	mixed‐use	district,	a	more	efficient	street	grid,	

and	a	 larger	 signature	park.	The	developer’s	purpose	 for	 this	presentation	was	 to	 emphasize	 the	

refinement	of	the	plan	and	announce	the	submission	of	the	PUD	application	to	City	Council.	Twenty‐

five	meetings	with	the	neighborhood	stakeholder	groups	led	to	the	creation	of	a	Commitments	Binder	

by	ARG.		
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The	Imagine	Austin	plan	envisions	compact,	connected	and	complete	communities.	The	July	

9th	Plan	achieves	these	goals	by	aligning	the	existing	street	grid	to	that	of	Oakmont	Heights	for	the	

intersections	of	Bull	Creek	Road	from	39th	through	42nd	street	and	Jackson	Avenue.	At	this	time	the	

developers	began	to	consider	the	continuation	of	Jackson	Avenue	through	the	site	to	provide	access	

directly	to	45th	Street.	Although,	at	this	meeting	the	development	team	was	uncertain	about	whether	

or	not	access	from	the	continued	Jackson	Avenue	to	45th	would	be	reserved	for	pedestrian	traffic	or	

automotive.	 Only	 recently,	 in	 March	 2016,	 has	 it	 become	 public	 knowledge	 that	 the	 proposed	

continuance	of	Jackson	Avenue	will	provide	a	right	in,	right	out	vehicular	access	point	at	the	location	

of	2627	West	45th	Street,	which	is	the	address	of	the	single‐family	home	purchased	by	ARG	in	the	

spring	of	2015	shown	in	Figure	22.			

This	meeting	also	introduced	a	wide	spread	concern	related	to	the	potential	traffic	impact	

The	Grove	will	cause	along	Bull	Creek	Road	and	the	already	overburdened	intersection	at	45th	Street.		

The	developer	presented	their	findings	from	the	Traffic	Impact	Analysis	(“TIA”)	and	persuaded	the	

audience	 that	 the	 developer‐funded	 traffic	 improvements	would	 create	 a	 viable	 intersection	 that	

would	be	better	than	exists	today,	and	assured	that	it	would	not	be	worse.		The	City’s	review	of	the	

Figure 21: ARG April 2, 2016 and July 9, 2015 land use plans (right)
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TIA	was	still	underway	at	 this	 time.	 	 It	was	not	until	March	2016	that	 the	TIA	review	was	nearly	

complete,	which	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	section.			

	

The	BCRC	Alternative	Vision	

As	previously	mentioned	the	BCRC	created	An	Alternative	Vision	(“Alt‐Vision”)	to	reiterate	

the	concerns	of	 the	coalition’s	constituents.	The	Alt‐Vision	 focuses	on	 the	preservation	of	natural	

features,	 increased	public	park	uses,	natural	buffer	setback	 from	existing	homes,	buffer	zones	 for	

flood	mitigation,	reduced	impervious	cover,	appropriate	scale	of	development	for	the	surrounding	

neighborhoods,	fewer	unit	for	less	traffic,	and	decease	the	height	of	the	mixed‐use	district.	Below	is	

a	side‐by‐side	comparison	of	the	ARG	July	9th	conceptual	plan	and	the	July	29th	BCRC	alternative.		

Upon	my	 first	glance	at	 the	alternative	vision	 I	noticed	 the	 large	buffers	between	existing	

homes	and	the	new	development.	The	NIMBY	term	(“not	in	my	backyard”)	began	to	emerge	from	

opponents	of	the	BCRC	because	the	general	take	away	from	the	Alt‐Vision	presentation	was,	“We	are	

not	NIMBYs,	please	build	a	mixed‐use	development,	but	build	it	200	feet	away	from	my	backyard.”	

The	BCRC	continues	to	ask	for	a	50%	reduction	in	retail	and	office	space,	and	an	increase	from	ARG’s	

proposed	18+	acres	of	dedicated	parkland	and	open	spaces	to	a	minimum	of	30	acres	while	claiming	

that	 the	 economic	 benefits	 to	 the	 developer	 will	 not	 change.	 The	 position	 taken	 by	 the	 BCRC	

regarding	 the	 financial	 viability	 seems	 unlikely,	 and	was	 addressed	 during	 testimony	 of	 a	 BCRC	

representative	 to	 the	City	Council	based	on	 information	related	to	the	Alterra	 land	use	study	and	

Hornsby	&	Co.	appraisal	(City	Council	Meeting,	September	2014).	The	Hornsby	&	Co.	appraisal	values	

Figure 22: Location of 2627 W 45th Street along the northern property line
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the	 site	 at	 $2.8	 million	 for	 the	 medium‐density	 mixed‐use	 development	 (Figure	 13)	 that	 is	

comparable	to	the	BCRC	Alt‐Vision	(Figure	23).	

			  

Figure 23 BCRC Alt-Vision Comparison	

The	Alt‐Vision	presents	the	Coalition’s	views	on	compatibility	by	defining	appropriate	scale	

for	a	neighborhood	development.	The	BCRC	claims	that	the	current	scale	will	create	a	regional	draw	

and	is	inappropriate	for	the	area.	In	general,	the	Alt‐Vision	limits	the	mixed‐use	district	to	3‐story	

office	 and	 retail,	 and	4‐story	multifamily.	 In	February	2016,	 the	BCRC	 released	a	position	matrix	

requesting	a	50%	decrease	in	office	and	retail	square	footage.	Residential	components	should	include	

“missing	 middle	 housing	 types”	 eliminating	 the	 large	 lot	 detached	 homes	 and	 including	 garden	

homes	with	accessory	dwelling	units	 (“ADUs”)	and	 limiting	 townhome/duplexes	 residential	 to	2‐

stories.			
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Figure 24: Missing Middle Housing Types, Opticos Design	

Missing	middle	housing	is	a	newly	developed	concept	by	Opticos	Design	that	seeks	to	provide	

choices	and	promote	affordability.	Figure	24	depicts	the	residential	transect	of	unit	types	ranging	

from	low‐density	detached	single‐family	homes	to	duplexes	transitioning	to	courtyard	apartments	

and	 townhome/rowhouse	 to	multiplex	 and	 live/work	 units	 before	 transition	 to	 a	mid/high	 rise	

apartment.	 Typically	 conventional	 code	 separates	 the	 single‐family	 detached	 and	 mid/high	 rise	

apartments	 zoning	designations	 that	 do	not	 allow	 for	 the	missing	middle	 housing	 types.	Missing	

middle	also	represents	the	idea	of	middle‐income	families	that	may	not	be	able	to	afford	a	detached	

home	but	need	more	room	than	an	apartment	can	offer.	Also,	the	missing	middle	products	can	be	

situated	 closer	 to	 detached	 houses	 to	 transition	 compatibility	 to	 more	 intense	 residential	

development.	As	with	most	cities,	the	less	dense	areas	provide	greater	access	to	open	spaces	while	

the	most	intensive	land	use	areas	lack	sufficient	open	spaces	to	accommodate	the	level	of	residential	

density	(Parolek,	2008).			

A	new	style	of	multifamily	housing	that	is	more	compatible	with	predominantly	single‐family	

neighborhoods	is	the	“mansion	apartment”	that	combine	four	to	six	living	units	in	both	single	and	2‐

3	 story	 arrangements,	 and	 are	 designed	 to	 appear	 as	 a	 large	 single‐family	 home.	 The	 mansion	

apartment	 seeks	 to	 maximize	 dwelling	 size	 and	 minimize	 yard	 maintenance.	 Austin’s	 Mueller	

Development	provides	this	product	as	a	“Mueller	House”	and	suggests	lot	sizes	of	9,000	to	12,000	

square	feet.			

The	Grove’s	current	conceptual	land	use	plan	provides	24%	of	public	open	spaces	and	the	

BCRC	alternative	asks	for	nearly	40%	of	dedicated	public	open	spaces.	The	large	buffers	and	setbacks	

proposed	by	the	Alt‐Vision	serve	as	physical	and	emotional	barriers	to	new	development.	Separating	
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comparable	 uses	 is	 not	 a	 principle	 of	 Imagine	 Austin;	 however,	 creating	 compatibility	 between	

comparable	uses	is	a	key	principle	in	preserving	form	and	character	(Imagine	Austin).			

March	30,	2016	Public	Meeting	&	Current	Master	Land	Use	Plan	

A	planning	meeting	was	held	on	March	30,	2016,	where	ARG	presented	the	latest	conceptual	

master	land	use	plan	(Figure	25)	and	identified	several	changes	to	address	stakeholder	concerns.	The	

mixed‐use	district	was	refined	to	increase	connectivity	and	flow	from	the	grand	promenade	to	the	

signature	 park.	 Detailed	 conceptual	 drawings	 gave	 attendees	 a	 sense	 of	 the	 development	 team’s	

vision	for	the	streetscape	and	public	realm.	There	is	a	central	plaza	with	views	of	the	13‐acre	park.	

Restaurants	are	represented	by	the	standalone	retail	buildings	 in	red	to	the	west	of	 the	park	and	

provide	 shaded	 patios	 for	 patrons.	 Cocktail	 lounges	 are	 permitted	 in	 this	 area	 and	 according	 to	

Austin’s	zoning	code	are	basically	restaurants	that	earn	more	than	51%	revenue	from	alcohol	sales.					

	 The	mixed‐use	district	 provides	 street	 level	 retail	 space	with	multifamily	 units	 atop	with	

buildings	wrapping	around	structured	parking.	Office	space	also	provides	street	level	retail	to	create	

an	 inviting	 walkable	 streetscape.	 The	 streetscape	 follows	 the	 Complete	 Streets	 guidelines	 from	

Austin’s	LDC	providing	8‐10	foot	wide	sidewalks	lined	with	trees	and	awnings	are	permitted	along	

storefronts	to	increase	shaded	space.	Street	level	frontage	is	required	to	have	75%	or	greater	glazing	

purposely	 allowing	 window‐shopping	 from	 the	 public	 realm	 to	 entice	 patrons	 to	 the	 retail	

destinations.			

	 A	congregate	care	 facility	 is	planned	at	 the	 intersection	of	 Jackson	Avenue	and	Bull	Creek	

Road	providing	“600	beds”	and	the	BCRC	reports	that	city	staff	considers	this	to	be	600	units	(Cox,	

2016).	 The	 proposed	 use	 is	 compatible	 with	 the	 adjacent	 use	 of	 Westminster	 Manor	 providing	

assisted	 living	 for	 seniors.	 A	 combination	 of	 700	 units	 consisting	 of	 apartments	 for	 rent	 and	

condominiums	for	sale	are	planned.	The	exact	mix	of	owner	and	rental	units	has	yet	to	be	determined.		

	 The	developer	promises	that	180	units	will	be	restricted	to	households	earning	80%	of	less	

of	the	area	median	income	in	Austin,	which	ranges	from	$43,600	for	an	individual	to	$62,240	for	a	

family	 of	 four	 (Texas	 Dept.	 of	 Housing	 and	 Community	 Affairs,	 2016).	 Approximately	 20	 of	 the	

affordable	units,	presumed	to	be	condominium	units,	will	be	reserved	for	sale	to	Austin	Independent	

School	District	teachers	that	generally	earn	80%	AMI	or	less	within	their	first	years	of	employment.		

Purchase	price	is	estimated	to	be	around	$200,000	for	these	condominium	units.	Large	lot	detached	

residential	housing	has	been	reduced	from	the	April	2015	land	use	plan’s	102	units	to	the	current	

plan’s	 42	 units.	 The	 square	 footage	 of	 the	 large	 lot	 detached	 single‐family	 homes	 is	 estimated	
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between	2,300	 to	3,000	square	 feet	and	capped	at	 two	stories	 for	compatibility	with	 the	existing	

homes	in	the	Ridgelea	neighborhood	along	the	western	boundary	of	the	site.	Medium	to	small	 lot	

detached	 single‐family	 homes	 are	 concentrated	 as	 the	 site	 become	 denser	 from	 the	 southwest	

towards	the	mixed‐use	district.	The	medium	lot	single‐family	residences	incorporate	ADU’s	pursuant	

to	a	request	from	the	BCRC	for	a	variety	of	alternative	and	affordable	housing	stock.	The	majority	of	

the	attached	residential	units	are	small	and	large	townhomes	estimated	at	approximately	250	and	

about	40,	respectively.			

Figure 25: The Grove at Shoal Creek, March 30th Land Use Plan
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	 At	 the	 request	 of	 the	 residents	 within	 Oakmont	 Heights,	 duplexes	 compatible	 with	 SF‐3	

zoning	 are	 constructed	 across	 Bull	 Creek	 Road	 with	 articulating	 facades	 enhancing	 aesthetic	

compatibilities	 between	 existing	 and	 new	homes.	Most	 of	Oakmont	Heights	 is	 zoned	 SF‐3	which	

allows	for	detached	and	attached	(duplex)	single‐family	dwellings	of	30	feet	in	height	measured	at	

the	midpoint	 of	 the	 pitched	 roof.	 There	 are	 several	 lots	 within	 Oakmont	 Heights	 that	 are	 being	

redeveloped	to	these	standards	(Figure	26).	It	is	a	reality	that	as	the	original	1950s	homes	age	and	

the	needs	of	 the	community	 increase	many	of	 the	older	homes	will	be	demolished	and	rebuilt	 to	

similar	standards	maximizing	the	entitlements	and	economic	benefits	of	larger	homes	on	these	lots.	

Figure	27	represents	a	conceptual	drawing	of	Bull	Creek	Road	with	a	typical	detached	single‐family	

home	in	Oakmont	Heights	on	the	right	side	of	the	road	and	the	new	SF‐3	compatible	duplexes	on	the	

left	side	within	The	Grove.		

 

 

Figure 26: New and existing housing in Oakmont Heights

Figure 27: Compatibility Concept of The Grove and existing homes along Bull Creek Road 
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In	 my	 opinion	 ARG	 has	 worked	 with	 the	 city	 and	 the	 stakeholders	 to	 create	 a	 compact,	

connected,	 and	 complete	 community	 that	 is	 aligned	 with	 Imagine	 Austin	 and	 has	 included	 FBC	

principles	within	the	Project	Design	Guidelines,	the	Commitments	Binder,	and	the	latest	iteration	of	

the	conceptual	master	land	use	plan.	The	requests	within	the	PUD	application	and	regulatory	process	

itself	 impede	 the	potential	outcome	of	 the	project	 through	entitlements	 that	are	aligned	with	 the	

aforementioned	documents.			

It	is	only	the	final	City	Council	approved	PUD	ordinance	that	will	administer	the	development	

rights	on	the	site,	and	 it	 is	 that	ordinance	that	should	be	carefully	considered	by	the	City	Council	

pursuant	 to	 the	 conceptual	 plans	 and	 commitments	 in	 order	 to	 impose	 development	 rights	 to	

promote	a	predictable	outcome	of	the	final	product.	The	fact	remains	that	a	PUD	ordinance	is	based	

on	 conventional	 and	 performance	 based	 zoning	 allowing	 the	 developer	 flexibility	 through	

mathematical	calculations	and	permitted	uses.	However,	the	potential	entitlements	may	result	in	a	

final	product	that	is	not	based	on	the	conceptual	designs	that	enabled	decision‐makers	to	grant	final	

approval.	 The	 next	 chapter	 discusses	 how	 form‐based	 code	 is	 a	 negotiation	 first	 between	 the	

developer	and	stakeholders	to	create	a	shared	vision	that	 is	 then	codified	imposing	regulation	on	

structures	 and	 their	 relationship	 with	 the	 public	 realm	 while	 allowing	 a	 reasonable	 amount	 of	

flexibility	for	the	use	within	said	structure	to	change	with	external	market	forces.			
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Chapter	6:	Envision	Tomorrow	Analysis	

The	Envision	Tomorrow	Prototype	Builder	and	Scenario	Builder	allowed	me	to	analyze	three	

land	use	scenarios:	a	low	density	single	family	model,	the	March	30th	ARG	master	land	use	plans	and	

the	BCRC’s	amended	alternative	vision.	The	methodology	for	using	the	Envision	Tomorrow	Analysis	

tools	 involves	 establishing	 development	models	 based	 on	 building	 typologies	 such	 as	mixed	 use	

multifamily,	 condominiums,	 townhomes	 and	 rowhomes,	 medium	 lot	 single	 family,	 and	 large	 lot	

single	 family	with	 the	Prototype	Builder.	The	Prototype	Builder	provides	 an	estimated	 return	on	

investment	and	allows	the	user	to	incorporate	the	building	types	into	the	Scenario	Builder	allowing	

further	analysis	and	land	use	planning	scenarios	in	ArcGIS.			

Methodology	

I	created	two	mixed	use	district	prototypes—one	based	on	ARG’s	current	land	use	plan	and	

the	 other	 based	 on	 the	 amended	 BCRC	 alternative.	 The	 BCRC	 alternative	 scenario	 decreases	

commercial	 space	 allowing	 for	 higher	 density	 residential	 uses	 and	 greater	 parklands.	 Prototype	

buildings	were	created	for	the	condominiums,	townhomes	/	duplexes,	medium	lot	single	family	and	

large	 lot	 single	 family.	 	 Table	XX	details	 each	prototype	building	model.	To	 allow	a	more	precise	

application	of	the	prototype	buildings	to	the	scenario	builder	I	separated	the	76	acre	parcel	into	a	

polygrid	 of	 1/16	 acre	 parcels	 providing	 1,314	 individual	 polygons	 (Figure	 28)	 to	 paint	with	 the	

building	prototype	models	using	the	Envision	Tomorrow	Paint	Tool	extension	in	ArcGIS.	 	The	site	

Figure 28: Site polygrid
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polygrid	 and	 conceptual	 land	 use	 plans	 that	 I	 created	 using	 this	 method	 can	 be	 viewed	 in	 the	

Appendix.		

Analysis	

The	SFR	Only	model	includes	a	mix	of	large	lot	single	family	(62%),	medium	lot	single	family	

(18%)	 and	 townhome/duplex	 (19%)	 unit	 types.	 The	 western	 boundary	 of	 Shoal	 Creek	 was	

constrained	from	the	developable	acreage	to	sloping	topography	and	floodplain.	The	SFR	Only	model	

assumes	 that	 the	 developer	would	 pay	 fees	 in	 lieu	 of	 providing	 a	 public	 park.	 The	 SFR	 scenario	

produced	the	lowest	estimated	population	size	and	highest	average	household	size	because	of	the	

low	8	unit	per	acre	density.	Rather	than	solely	using	large	lot	single	family	homes	to	recreate	the	

Alterra	 low	density	plan	I	provide	a	mix	of	housing	types—including	medium	and	large	lot	single	

family	 and	 townhomes—to	 produce	 an	 SFR	 concept	 that	 would	 be	 more	 compatible	 with	 the	

surrounding	 single	 family	 zoning	 as	 an	 urban	 infill	 development	 rather	 than	 a	 typical	 large	 lot	

suburban	 development.	 My	 adjustments	 to	 the	 SFR	 scenario	 produce	 a	 more	 realistic	 range	 of	

housing	prices	and	household	affordability	indicators	due	to	the	variation	in	dwelling	classification	

while	still	meeting	the	criteria	of	a	single‐use	low	density	scenario.	

More	 interesting	 results	are	gained	 from	 the	 comparison	of	 the	ARG	and	BCRC	scenarios.		

While	being	quite	similar	they	are	in	fact	different	and	allow	for	better	interpretation	of	what	may	

constitute	 a	 complete	 community	 furthering	 the	 initiatives	 of	 Imagine	 Austin.	 The	 BCRC	 has	

continued	to	request	less	intense	commercial	development	at	The	Grove.	In	June	2016	the	coalition	

proposed	amendments	supporting	the	1,515	residential	unit	cap	(not	inclusive	of	affordable	housing	

units	 or	 congregate	 care	 units),	 propose	 less	 large	 lot	 single	 family,	 and	 more	 apartments	 and	

condominiums.	The	commercial	components	are	proposed	as	neighborhood	serving	retail	of	100,000	

square	feet,	reduced	from	ARG’s	150,000	square	feet,	with	single	tenant	square	footage	limited	to	

30,000	square	 feet	 (presumably	 for	a	grocery).	Additionally,	 the	BCRC	requests	a	 reduction	 from	

225,000	square	feet	of	office	space	to	115,000	square	feet.	The	purpose	of	these	amendments	is	not	

only	 to	 increase	 missing	 middle	 housing	 and	 produce	 a	 neighborhood	 servicing	 commercial	

component,	but	is	also	an	effort	to	reduce	traffic.	Bull	Creek	Road	currently	serves	7,000	trips	daily	

and	the	entitlements	requested	in	the	PUD	application	are	estimated	to	add	over	19,000	trips	daily	

producing	total	trips	that	are	nearly	600%	over	the	acceptable	limit	within	Austin’s	LDC.	The	BCRC	

has	requested	that	ARG	and	City	Council	reduce	the	commercial	entitlements	in	an	effort	to	reduce	

the	additional	daily	trips	to	less	than	18,000.			
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Using	ArcGIS	to	paint	the	building	prototypes	produced	total	building	square	footage	of	2.3	

million	square	feet	for	the	ARG	plan	and	2.5	million	for	the	BCRC	amendments	within	the	Scenario	

Builder	 model	 while	 the	 SFR	 Low	 Density	 example	 produced	 1.6	 million.	 	 The	 total	 number	 of	

residential	units	and	density	per	acre	is	higher	in	the	BCRC	example	lending	to	a	higher	population	

within	The	Grove.		Moreover	the	higher	density	and	availability	of	residential	unit	types	produces	a	

more	 affordable	 development	 for	 homeowners.	 	 The	 assumptions	 made	 regarding	 rental	 units	

produced	equivalent	average	rents	across	both	mixed	use	district	scenarios	albeit	with	more	units	

and	greater	density	in	the	BCRC	mixed	use	district	plan.			

	

The	BCRC	plan’s	 reduction	of	 commercial	 components	 expectedly	produced	 less	 jobs	 and	

sales	tax	revenue	per	acre	than	the	ARG	scenario.	Annual	property	tax	revenue	per	acre	was	nearly	

identical	between	the	ARC	and	BCRC	scenarios	at	$90,888	and	$88,461,	respectively,	while	the	SFR	

model	 produces	 nearly	 double	 the	 revenue	 at	 $178,646.	 Based	 on	 these	 models	 and	 the	 fiscal	

revenues	for	the	City	the	low	density	model	produces	the	most	revenue	and	requires	the	least	amount	

of	 public	 services	 and	 infrastructure.	 The	 density	 proposed	 in	 both	mixed	 use	 scenarios	 poses	 a	

greater	cost	for	infrastructure	improvements	and	a	greater	impact	on	area	schools.	While	the	average	

household	sizes	are	similar	between	the	ARG	(2.67)	and	BCRC	(2.54)	examples	the	population	within	

The	 Grove	 is	 greater	 by	 500	 persons	 in	 the	 BCRC	 example	 and	 contains	 19%	more	 school	 aged	

children.	An	Austin	ISD	report	published	in	December	2015	projects	decline	in	student	population	

by	6,140	over	the	next	10	years	and	attributes	this	decline	to	a	lack	of	new	construction	single	family	
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housing	and	an	increase	in	educational	alternatives	to	public	schools	(AISD,	2015	and	KXAN,	2016).	

The	 results	 of	 the	 Scenario	 Builder	 models	 are	 contrary	 to	 the	 local	 news	 article	 regarding	 the	

relationship	to	the	student	population	and	low	density	single	family	construction.	The	SFR	model	

projects	110	school	aged	children	while	both	mixed	use	scenarios	produce	between	210	and	250	new	

students.	Residential	density	and	average	household	size	are	the	driving	factors	 for	new	students	

within	 the	 Scenario	 Builder	models.	 Affordability	 concerning	 housing,	 transportation	 and	 energy	

costs	are	more	attainable	in	both	mixed	use	scenarios	and	about	half	the	cost	per	household	in	the	

single	use	low	density	scenario.		Assuming	that	owners	limit	housing	costs	to	26%	of	gross	income	

and	renters	cap	housing	costs	at	30%	the	average	household	income	is	approximately	$90,000	to	

$100,000	per	year	with	an	average	household	size	of	about	2.5	within	the	mixed	use	scenarios.		

My	review	of	the	data	from	the	Scenario	Builder	and	Building	Prototype	models	allows	me	to	

conclude	that	either	mixed	use	scenario	would	effectuate	the	complete	communities	objectives	of	

Imagine	 Austin	 achieving	 a	 compact,	 connected	 and	 walkable	 community.	 Over	 time	 it	 will	 be	

necessary	to	develop	additional	multimodal	transportation	methods	to	reduce	traffic	congestion	and	

vehicle	miles	traveled	along	Bull	Creek	Road.	Alternative	modes	will	undoubtedly	be	made	available	

via	additional	bus	routes	and	reduced	route	roundtrip	intervals.			

The	BCRC	puts	 forth	 the	argument	 that	 their	 vision	of	 a	neighborhood	serving	mixed	use	

district	will	decrease	the	regional	draw	reducing	overall	traffic	from	external	sources	and	increasing	

internal	 trips	 that	 do	 not	 require	 a	 vehicle.	 A	 common	misconception	 is	 that	 daily	 trips	 are	 all	

vehicular;	however,	one	daily	trip	is	tallied	when	a	person	enters	an	establishment	and	another	trip	

is	counted	upon	their	exit.	Therefore,	a	person	entering	a	coffee	shop	and	exiting	is	calculated	as	two	

daily	trips.	On	a	typical	work	day	a	person	will	produce	about	16	trips	of	which	several	occur	by	

walking	from	the	office	to	a	lunch	spot	or	by	traveling	in	their	car	from	the	office	to	the	grocery	store	

before	going	home	for	the	evening.	The	Environmental	Protection	Agency	(EPA)	has	partnered	with	

the	Institute	of	Transportation	Engineers	to	produce	a	mixed	use	development	trip	generator	tool	

(MXD	tool)	to	more	accurately	represent	the	daily	trip	counts	of	a	mixed	use	development	rather	

than	tabulating	trips	generated	from	individual	uses	allowing	for	adjustments	to	be	made	related	to	

internal	capture	rates	and	the	positive	effects	of	mixed	use	districts	within	urban	areas.	The	MXD	tool	

is	 incorporated	 into	 the	 Envision	 Tomorrow	 suite	 of	 planning	 tools.	 	While	 using	 the	 prototype	

builder	for	the	mixed	use	district	located	in	Tract	B	of	the	PUD	application	I	was	able	to	approximate	

the	 daily	 trip	 count	 results	 and	 corroborate	 the	 BCRC’s	 argument	 that	 reducing	 the	 commercial	

components	will	decrease	the	trip	count	below	18,000	daily.		
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Chapter	7:	Form‐Based	Code	

The	previous	chapters	have	described	the	process	of	placemaking	under	the	current	LDC	for	

at	 The	 Grove	 at	 Shoal	 Creek.	 The	 obligatory	 bureaucratic	 processes,	 intricacies	 of	 participatory	

planning,	and	stakeholder	negotiations	required	to	obtain	entitlements	via	PUD	zoning	regulations	

for	 the	 pursuit	 of	 this	 unique	 development	 opportunity	 remains	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 this	 report.	 My	

assertion	is	that	there	is	a	better	path	to	placemaking	through	code	reformation	and	implementation	

of	 guiding	principles	providing	 clear,	 yet	 flexible,	 regulation	 to	 enable	 innovative	developers	 and	

active	communities	to	create	a	shared	vision	of	a	place	that	is	connected,	memorable,	and	enjoyable	

for	future	generations.	The	form‐based	code	approach	to	envision	and	ultimately	provide	a	complete	

community	at	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	uses	ARG’s	vision	statement	to	formulate	a	regulating	plan	

organized	by	transect‐based	zoning.			

Introduction	to	Form‐Based	Code	

Mary	Madden,	AICP,	and	Joel	Russell,	the	Executive	Director	of	the	Form‐Based	Code	Institute	

(“FBCI”),	co‐authored	a	three‐part	series	of	articles	in	which	they	describe	form‐based	code	as	“a	way	

to	 regulate	 development	 that	 controls	 building	 form	 first	 and	 use	 second,	 with	 the	 purpose	 of	

achieving	a	particular	type	of	“place”	or	built	environment	based	on	a	community	vision.”	Madden	

and	Russell	observe	that	conventional	zoning	focuses	on	privately	owned	land	and	ignores	the	public	

realm	which	 they	define	 as	 the	 part	 of	 a	 town	or	 city	 that	 belongs	 to	 all	 of	 its	 residents	 (2014).	

Moreover,	 and	 to	 the	 support	 of	 this	 report,	 they	 argue	 that	 in	 general	PUDs	 are	not	based	on	 a	

detailed	 community	 vision	 for	 placemaking	 and	 rarely	 result	 in	 compatible	 development	 that	

complements	the	fabric	of	the	existing	community	character.	PUDs	are	rather	based	on	the	financial	

goals	of	a	developer,	and	frequently	result	in	large‐scale,	stand‐alone	development.	To	the	extent	that	

mixed‐use	is	integrated	within	a	PUD	the	result	is	seldom	a	walkable,	pedestrian	friendly	area	that	

intends	to	mitigate	the	traffic	problems	created	by	large‐scale	development.		

My	research	into	code	reform	and	prescriptions	offered	by	form‐based	code	introduced	me	

to	an	 interesting	analysis	of	zoning	practices	attempting	to	mitigate	sprawl.	An	article	written	by	

Emily	Talen	published	in	Journal	of	Urban	Design	in	2013	where	she	defines	sprawl	as:	

…	disconnected,	automobile‐dependent,	land‐consumptive,	environmentally	degrading,	

single‐use,	 homogeneous,	 inaccessible	 development,	 with	 a	 low‐quality,	 poorly	

conceived	public	realm.	
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Based	on	the	information	presented	in	this	report	the	excerpt	above	does	not	describe	what	

The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	will	become.	PUD	zoning	could	still	result	in	sprawl	because	of	the	lack	of	

predictability	 afforded	by	 conventional	development	 code.	Talen	 continues	with	 the	antithesis	of	

sprawl	defined	as:	

	 …	 compact	 urban	 form	 that	 encourages	 pedestrian	 activity	 and	minimized	

environmental	 degradation;	 encourages	 social,	 economic,	 and	 land	 use	 diversity	 as	

opposed	to	homogeneity;	connects	uses	and	functions;	has	a	high‐quality	public	realm	

that	 provides	 opportunities	 for	 interaction	 and	 exchange;	 offers	 equitable	 access	 to	

goods,	services,	and	facilities;	and	protects	environmental	and	human	health.			

The	 antithesis	definition	 to	 sprawl	describes	 the	 intent	of	 complete	 communities	 and	 the	

vision	of	the	developer	for	The	Grove.		For	the	purposes	of	this	report	I	propose	that	the	antithesis	

definition	for	sprawl	is	actually	the	definition	for	sustainability	to	be	achieved	by	CodeNEXT	create	

the	compact,	connected,	and	complete	communities	described	within	the	Imagine	Austin	plan.		

ARG	Bull	Creek	seeks	to	remedy	the	problems	identified	by	Talen,	Madden,	and	Russell	and	

can	be	related	to	hindrances	imposed	Austin’s	current	land	development	code.	Austin’s	2008	PUD	

Ordinance	 permits	 applicants	 to	 propose	 an	 “equivalent	 alternative”	 to	 Subchapter	 E	 –	 Design	

Guidelines	that,	I	argue,	should	include	a	set	of	regulations	to	allow	FBC	as	an	alternative.	Sarasota	

County,	 Florida	 located	 south	 of	 Tampa	 adopted	 a	 flexible	 FBC	 in	 2007	 allowing	 options	 for	

developers	of	mixed‐use	urban	infill	projects	that	requires	a	full	charrette‐based	planning	process	

following	the	approaches	outlined	in	The	Charrette	Handbook	by	Bill	Lennertz	and	Aarin	Lutzenhiser	

(Parolek,	2008).		

As	 previously	 mentioned,	 my	 conversation	 with	 a	 city	 of	 Austin	 staffer	 dismissed	 the	

applicability	of	FBC	to	PUD	zoning.	When	I	asked	this	staffer	for	source	information	my	request	was	

not	 returned.	 It	 is	my	 opinion	 based	 on	 researched	 into	 other	 adopted	 FBC,	 like	Miami	 21,	 that	

CodeNEXT	seeks	to	apply	FBC	to	commercial	corridors	while	leaving	residential	areas	to	be	regulated	

by	conventional	and	subdivision	codes	that	may	be	updated	by	CodeNEXT,	but	will	not	achieve	the	

level	 of	 reformation	 prescribed	 by	 Imagine	Austin	 to	 promote	 complete	 communities	 because	 of	

staff’s	inability	to	apply	FBC	to	areas	that	are	not	defined	as	transit	corridors	and	activity	centers.	

What	happens	when	2.5	million	square	 feet	of	development	 is	placed	on	76	acres	surrounded	by	

existing	 residential	 and	 commercial	 development	 that	 is	 not	 along	 a	 “true”	 transit	 corridor?	My	

answer	 is	 that	 an	 activity	 center	 has	 been	 created	 and	 the	 city	 staff,	 councilmember’s	 must	
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acknowledge	this	much	and	take	action	to	plan	a	complete	community	through	public	participation	

processes,	not	just	formal	public	hearing	at	the	dais	of	City	Council.	The	Grove	PUD	is	a	commercial	

development	 with	 a	 residential	 component,	 and	 is	 therefore	 an	 excellent	 candidate	 for	 FBC	

evaluation.				

	 A	possible	problem	with	using	this	approach	in	Austin	is	that	FBC	principles	are	still	being	

studied;	only	the	city	staff	involved	in	the	creation	of	CodeNEXT	may	be	considered	the	local	experts.	

The	administrators	of	project‐based	PUD	ordinances	may	become	frustrated	when	reviewing	and	

applying	FBC	regulations	approved	by	an	ordinance.	For	example,	the	applicant	would	present	a	site	

plan	for	approval	in	accordance	with	the	PUD	ordinance	pursuant	FBC	guidelines	approved	by	City	

Council.	In	Sarasota	County	this	is	a	voluntary	code	option	for	developers	that	may	not	be	permitted	

in	 Austin	 via	CodeNEXT.	 On	 the	 other	 hand	 due	 to	 the	 lengthy	 PUD	 application	 review	 typically	

requiring	 a	 year,	 more	 or	 less,	 of	 negotiations	 with	 the	 public	 and	 city	 staff	 in	 order	 to	 obtain	

entitlements;	the	required,	formulaic	charrette	process	may	reduce	the	time	from	application	to	final	

approval	by	front	loading	the	design	of	the	site	and	negotiations	with	community	stakeholders	prior	

to	presentation	to	the	City	Council.	City	staff	should	be	directly	involved	in	the	charrette	process	to	

insure	that	it	has	gone	according	to	local	regulations	and	staff	could	act	as	a	moderator	to	encourage	

adherence	to	the	prescribed	charrette	format.		

I	 complement	 the	 development	 team	 of	 The	 Grove	 for	 striving	 to	 create	 a	 complete	

community	 aligned	 with	 the	 Imagine	 Austin	 plan	 promoting	 a	 walkable,	 compatible,	 mixed‐use	

project.	However,	it	is	my	opinion	that	the	Project	Design	Guidelines	fall	short	when	compared	to	the	

conceptual	master	land	use	plans	and	the	predictability	warranted	from	the	participatory	planning	

activities.	 The	 regulatory	 nature	 of	 PUD	 planning	 effectively	 places	 flexibility	 at	 odds	 with	

predictability.	 PUD	 zoning	 serves	 customizable	 development	 plans	 that	 can	 vary	 with	 market	

conditions.	 FBC	 principles	 promote	 predictability	 of	 the	 character	 of	 the	 public	 realm	 allowing	

market	forces	to	guide	the	use	of	the	buildings	in	the	built	environment	to	adapt	over	time.			

Project	Design	Guidelines	

The	developer	has	released	three	updates	to	the	Project	Design	Guidelines	in	response	to	city	

staff	and	community	stakeholders.	The	initial	version	was	provided	to	the	BCRC	in	response	to	their	

Alt‐Vision	 in	August	2015.	A	second	update	was	made	publicly	available	 in	 January	2016	and	the	

current	version	was	provided	in	response	to	city	staff’s	comments	to	the	PUD	application	in	March	
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2016.	 The	 latest	 version	 will	 be	 discussed	 in	 the	 next	 chapter	 to	 aide	 in	 the	 organization	 and	

evaluation	of	FBC	principles.				

ARG	has	made	a	large	effort	to	gather	input	from	the	community	while	planning	this	project	

under	the	constraints	of	the	existing	land	development	code	and	PUD	regulations;	however	there	has	

been	 no	 formal	 charrette	 process.	 The	 planning	meetings	 serve	 as	 “mini‐charrettes”	 for	 specific	

project	characteristics	like	residential	design,	bicycle	networks,	and	park	design.	There	have	been	no	

participatory	planning	meetings	held	to	determine	the	relationship	between	the	public	realm	and	the	

surrounding	structures.	The	developer	initiated	planning	meetings	in	January	2015	through	a	survey	

to	gain	insight	as	to	what	level	of	mixed‐use	development	and	its	possible	location	on	the	site,	and	

then	the	community	used	the	survey	results	against	the	developer	claiming	that	the	survey	skewed	

the	responses	towards	higher	intensity	and	density	than	preferred	by	the	community.			

This	claim	 is	difficult	 to	verify,	 and	my	assertion	 is	 that	a	 true	planning	charrette	process	

would	have	garnered	clear	preferences	from	the	stakeholders	to	determine	the	scale,	density	and	

intensity	lessening	the	negotiation	process.	The	Grove	PUD	is	continuing	into	its	16	month	of	the	PUD	

application	process	and	incurring	significant	holding	costs	and	third‐party	expenses	that	will	only	

increase	the	cost	of	the	final	products.	Austin’s	current	PUD	zoning	process	is	misaligned	with	the	

concepts	 of	 Imagine	 Austin	 and	 does	 not	 promote	 affordability	 for	 residential	 and	 commercial	

components	due	to	the	length	of	time	necessary	to	obtain	approval.			

The	Grove’s	Project	Design	Guidelines	are	well	purposed	in	their	illustrations	related	to	uses	

within	districts	and	street	design	requirements.	These	guidelines	are	a	collaborative	effort	between	

ARG	Bull	Creek	and	Norris	Design	and	hold	a	relationship	of	client	and	contractor.	However,	when	

describing	 character	 The	 Grove	 the	 design	 guidelines	 revert	 to	 conventional	 code	 verbiage	 and	

organization	prescribing	setbacks	while	remaining	purposely	vague	regarding	massing,	architecture	

and	 aesthetics;	 and	 do	 not	 illustrate	 the	 relationship	 between	 structures	 and	 the	 public	 realm.	

Therefore,	ARG	as	the	developer	probably	prefers	these	guidelines	to	be	somewhat	vague	in	certain	

aspects	 to	 maintain	 flexibility.	 My	 inner‐planner	 and	 interested	 observer	 grapple	 with	 the	

juxtaposition	between	the	proposed	PUD	entitlements	and	the	conceptual	master	 land	use	plan.	 I	

understand	 that	 there	 are	 financial	 goals	 that	 must	 be	 achieved	 by	 the	 developer	 to	 satisfy	 its	

investors,	but	I	believe	that	the	alignment	of	the	concept	being	sold	to	the	public	and	city	council	can	

be	codified	in	such	a	way	that	is	satisfactory	to	the	investors	too.			
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The	only	portions	of	the	public	realm	that	are	detailed	are	the	various	street	designs.	The	

public	 realm	 is	 a	 physical	 dimension	 and	 a	 visual	 component	 of	 placemaking.	 The	 public	 realm	

defines	the	character	of	public	spaces	and	should	include	the	visual	design	of	private	property	as	the	

transition	from	public	to	private	property	occurs	(Madden	and	Russell,	2014).	The	visual	transition	

can	incorporate	the	landscaping	design	of	front	yards	and	porches	to	complement	the	streetscape	

(Madden	and	Russell,	2014).	FBC	principles	suggest	that	frontage	houses	along	the	public	realm	be	

elevated	to	provide	privacy	for	the	residents	and	include	stairs	to	a	front	porch	to	emphasize	the	

visual	 separation	 from	 public	 to	 private	 while	 also	 providing	 a	 buffer	 from	 the	 sidewalk	 to	 the	

residential	façade	(Parolek,	2008).	The	SmartCode	provides	illustrative	examples	of	private	frontage	

types	that	should	be	incorporated	into	the	building	and	lot	regulations	within	specific	transect	zones.					

The	basic	concepts	of	form‐based	code	are	discussed	and	related	to	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	

in	an	effort	to	show	that	form‐based	code	can	be	an	effective	placemaking	tool	available	to	developers	

of	neighborhood	center	scaled	developments	in	Austin.	It	is	unfortunately	unlikely	that	CodeNEXT	

intends	to	classify	this	site	as	a	FBC	district	as	it	is	not	located	along	a	transit	corridor	or	within	an	

activity	center	identified	by	Imagine	Austin.	Although	it	is	proposed	by	the	development	team	to	be	

a	neighborhood	activity	center	providing	goods,	services,	housing,	and	public	amenities.	Could	The	

Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	have	been	an	opportunity	for	the	City,	community,	and	developers	to	investigate	

the	potential	of	form‐based	coding	in	an	area	not	defined	as	an	“activity	corridor”?	The	City	obviously	

had	the	knowledge	that	76	acres	of	urban	infill	was	going	to	be	developed	in	January	2015	when	the	

site	was	purchased.	I	believe	that	this	lack	of	foresight	on	behalf	of	the	City	may	lead	to	undesired	

development	 if	 The	 Grove	 receives	 PUD	 zoning	 under	 the	 current	 application’s	 proposed	

entitlements.			

Form‐based	codes	combined	with	a	suite	of	best	practices	seek	to	remedy	the	complications	

of	 conventional	 zoning	 code	 and	 unpredictable	 outcomes	 of	 development	 approved	 under	

conventional	 codes.	 Form‐based	 coding	works	 best	with	 high	quality	 urban	design,	 a	 compelling	

master	plan,	and	a	participatory	planning	process.	The	Grove	has	all	of	the	planning	attributes	needed	

for	the	application	of	FBC,	but	is	a	real	proposal	that	is	bound	by	the	current	regulatory	processes	

leaving	the	developer	to	apply	for	PUD	zoning	in	order	to	customize	the	project.			

Components	of	Form‐Based	Codes	

A	Regulating	 Plan	 is	 the	 first	 component	 of	 a	 form‐based	 code	 (“FCB”)	 as	 it	 serves	 three	

primary	purposes:	Administration,	Direct	Regulation,	and	Planning	(Parolek,	2008).	A	form‐based	
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code	 can	be	 effectively	 applied	within	 a	 large	 scale	PUD	 like	The	Grove.	 PUD	zoning	designation	

becomes	a	binding	ordinance	under	 the	City	of	Austin’s	 land	development	code.	Like	many	other	

cities	using	PUD	zoning,	the	code	becomes	even	more	cumbersome	when	layer	upon	competing	layer	

of	regulation	is	applied	to	a	specific	tract	of	land.	A	form‐based	code	at	The	Grove	PUD’s	level	would	

enable	 the	 establishment	 of	 transect	 based	 zones	 where	 form	 is	 defined	 and	 permitted,	

complementary	uses	 are	 entitled	 allowing	an	 interested	party	 to	 refer	 to	 the	PUD	ordinance	 and	

determine	 the	 specific	 guidelines	 for	 a	 portion	 of	 The	 Grove.	 In	most	 cases	 FBC	 describe	 direct	

regulation	showing	where	physical	development	attributes	are	required;	i.e.	street	design,	building	

frontage	regulations,	and	types	of	thoroughfares.			

	 The	charrette	process	is	the	most	interactive,	equitable,	and	effective	participatory	planning	

process	for	all	stakeholders	to	begin	negotiating	the	character	of	the	development	area	on	the	front	

end	to	dissipate	opposition	and	misunderstandings	on	the	backend.	The	charrette	process	typically	

involves	several	days	of	 intense	community	engagement	 to	 facilitate	 information	gathering	about	

stakeholder	 concerns	 about	 the	 natural	 environment,	 design	 preferences,	 community	 character,	

impact	 of	 new	 or	 increased	 development,	 and	 discussion	 of	 solutions	 fostered	 by	 the	 planned	

development.	I	tend	to	think	about	the	essence	of	a	Charrette	Planning	Process	by	remembering	that	

the	 origin	 of	 the	 word	 is	 from	 the	mid‐19th	 Century	 French	 denoting	 a	 cart	 or	 wagon.	 	 For	 the	

charrette	planning	process	 in	today’s	parlance	could	be	thought	of	as	a	“cart”	 for	gathering	ideas,	

digesting	the	information,	and	then	formulating	solutions	as	a	group.			

	 Planning	the	character	of	a	place	and	defining	the	public	realm	is	the	most	important	role	of	

transect‐based	 zoning.	 The	 project‐by‐project	 and	 lot‐by‐lot	 development	 standards	 define	 the	

intricate	differences	between	the	characters	of	each	zone	determining	the	relationship	between	the	

public	realm	and	the	surrounding	structures.	FBC	delineates	zoning	regulations	on	a	street	or	block	

level	rather	than	conventional	zoning	attempts	to	define	districts	where	a	blanket	zoning	designation	

sets	 the	 standard.	 By	 using	 street	 and	 block	 level	 planning	 FBC	 is	 able	 to	 clearly	 distinguish	

transitional	elements	between	the	districts	within	a	FBC	district.	For	example,	The	Grove’s	master	

land	use	 plan	defines	 a	mixed‐use	district	 combining	 ground	 floor	 retail,	 apartment	 living,	 office	

space,	a	public	plaza,	and	a	grand	promenade.	The	Grove’s	master	plan	further	defines	a	residential	

area	with	a	variety	of	housing	types	with	an	emphasis	of	compatibility	with	the	existing	homes	while	

transitioning	 to	a	denser,	 contemporary	 styled	urban	core	as	 the	 residential	 areas	meet	with	 the	

mixed‐use	district.			
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	 The	character	of	The	Grove	is	an	excellent	candidate	for	the	application	of	form‐based	code	

to	provide	an	 important	component	 that	 is	often	 lacking	 in	conventional	code	based	PUD	zoning:	

predictability.	Some	developers	may	argue	that	predictability	denies	adaptability	in	a	financial	sense;	

however,	 if	 you	 codify	 the	 character	 and	 physical	 components	 of	 a	 place	 then	 you	 have	 already	

determined	the	financial	capacity	of	that	place	in	terms	of	construction	costs	and	the	return	on	the	

investment	can	be	adapted	to	market	forces	by	changing	the	use	within	the	building	rather	than	the	

form	(Walters,	2014).			

Placemaking	 is	 the	 new	 front	 line	 of	 economic	 development.	 	What	 I	 call	 the	 “new	
economics	of	place,”	placemaking	looks	to	create	neighborhoods	rather	than	“product.”	
When	[planners]	focus	 just	on	product,	we	are	creating	a	commodity	for	investments	
that	are	more	 focused	on	merchant‐building	and	 cap	 rates,	 rather	 than	 community	
assets	 that	 can	 regenerate	 value	 over	multiple	 life	 cycles.	When	 you	 focus	 on	 the	
neighborhood	form	first	in	a	project,	the	place	doesn’t	become	obsolete	when	the	
buildings	 are	 at	 the	 end	 of	 their	 life	 cycle.	 Rather,	 in	 that	 context,	 buildings	
become	part	of	the	redevelopment	process	rather	than	the	project	obsolescence	
process…	

Scott	Polikov,	President,	Gateway	Planning	Group	
The	Evolution	of	Mixed‐Use	
Dallas	‐	Fort	Worth	Real	Estate	Review,	Spring	2015	

	

Frontage	 types	define	 the	relationship	between	structures	and	 the	public	realm	to	 form	a	

place	where	people	can	enjoy	–	that	is	the	purpose	of	form‐based	coding	(Madden	and	Russell,	2014).	

An	 apartment	 building	 can	 be	 converted	 to	 an	 office	 building	 and	 vice	 versa.	 Lobbies	 in	 large	

buildings	can	be	repurposed	as	street	level	retail	spaces	as	well.	FBC	is	simply	about	the	relation	of	a	

structure	to	the	public	realm	creating	a	memorable	place	and	preserving	the	future	character	of	a	

place	(Madden	and	Russell,	2014).	The	uses	can	and	should	change	overtime	allowing	developers	

and	future	property	or	building	owners’	flexibility	between	initial	construction	commencement	and	

over	the	usable	life	of	the	structure.			

Conventional	 zoning	 does	 this	 by	 separating	 single‐family	 uses,	 regulating	 height	 of	

multifamily	uses,	and	combining	overlays	to	create	vertical	mixed‐use	districts.	However,	there	is	a	

significant	cost	related	to	time	and	money	when	a	developer	wishes	to	obtain	zoning	entitlements	by	

navigating	the	layers	and	combinations	of	conventional	zoning	(Parolek,	2008).	The	layers	are	in	and	

of	themselves	competing	factors	for	the	creation	of	sustainable	places	and	predictable	development	

(Code	Diagnosis,	2015).	
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A	Phased	Approach	to	Form‐Based	Code	Planning	Methods	

The	process	to	create	a	form‐based	code	for	an	urban	infill	development	involves	writing	a	

code	at	a	district	or	neighborhood	level	that	is	compatible	with	the	surrounding	community	character	

and	 created	 via	 participatory	 planning	 methods.	 The	 process	 has	 several	 phases	 as	 presented	

below.		The	essential	elements	are	Pre‐Phasing,	Documentation,	Visioning	and	Assembling.	

Pre‐Phase:	Scoping	

Determining	 the	 initial	 decision	making	 process	 about	 the	 size	 and	 extent	 of	 the	 coding	

project.	Deciding	who	will	be	involved,	identifying	the	areas	of	the	community	most	impacted	by	new	

development,	and	necessary	components	of	 the	code	 for	 the	planning	area.	These	decisions	have	

been	described	in	the	preceding	chapters.	Evaluating	how	the	code	for	The	Grove	might	fit	within	

Austin’s	current	regulatory	environment	is	the	purpose	of	this	chapter.	

	 After	the	planning	team	has	been	assembled,	the	stakeholders	identified,	and	the	planning	

areas	is	defined	the	implementation	method	must	be	decided	to	determine	the	scope	of	the	code.	One	

method	that	is	available	for	my	hypothetical	form‐based	coding	scenario	is	the	Floating	Zone	for	a	

Planned	 Unit	 Development	 (Parolek,	 2008).	 A	 floating	 zone	 is	 applied	 within	 a	 preexisting	

conventional	code,	as	is	The	Grove	PUD,	whereas	the	developer	has	envisioned	a	walkable,	urban,	

mixed‐use	neighborhood	center.	The	only	zoning	designation	that	would	enable	this	vision	to	become	

a	reality	under	Austin’s	current	LDC	is	a	PUD;	therefore,	I	have	followed	the	process	outlined	in	Form	

Based	Codes:	A	Guide	for	Planners,	Urban	Designers,	and	Municipalities	(hereafter	referred	to	as	“the	

Form	Based	Code	guidebook”)	to	prepare	a	FBC	including	a	basic	regulating	plan.	My	application	of	

FBC	for	The	Grove	PUD	is	based	upon	the	objectives	of	Imagine	Austin,	the	intent	of	CodeNEXT,	and	

the	vision	statement	of	the	developer	while	applying	my	observations	(biased	as	they	may	seem	to	

some	 readers)	 of	 the	 wishes	 of	 the	 community	 members	 to	 create	 a	 shared	 vision	 driving	 the	

regulating	plan.	The	March	30th	conceptual	land	use	plan,	commitments	binder,	and	project	design	

guidelines	are	used	to	supplement	the	first	phase	of	this	process.			

Phase	1:	Documentation		

	 This	 phase	 of	 the	 process	 involves	 the	 observation	 and	 recording	 of	 macro	 and	 micro	

elements	of	the	surrounding	community	character	in	an	effort	to	understand	the	existing	fabric	of	

the	 planning	 area.	 It	 is	 this	 “fabric”	 that	 guides	 the	 future	 form	of	 the	 built	 environment	 and	 its	

relation	to	the	public	realm.			
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	 Macro‐elements	are	documented	to	create	an	Existing	Framework	Diagram	that	will	become	

the	basis	for	the	illustrative	plan	and	the	regulating	plan.	Macro‐elements	include	the	characteristics	

of	 the	 existing	 neighborhood,	 the	 district	 and	 the	 corridors.	 The	 structure	 of	 the	 existing	

neighborhood	is	an	essential	component	when	considering	mixing	elements	of	new	urbanism	design	

that	are	compatible	with	the	surroundings.	In	general	a	neighborhood	is	defined	as	an	area	that	is	

walkable	within	a	5‐minute	radius	(Parolek,	2008).	The	district	component	of	macro	elements	should	

include	the	surrounding	land	uses	of	the	site	to	determine	the	saturation	of	existing	uses	that	could	

be	complemented	by	new	development.	The	third	component	 is	 the	corridor	 that	does	not	solely	

include	transit	corridors	but	walkable	routes	as	well	as	both	visual	and	physical	barriers	that	define	

the	location	and	boundaries	of	surrounding	neighborhoods.			

	 At	this	stage	it	is	important	to	gather	background	documentation	about	the	planning	site	to	

understand	 the	 history	 and	 development	 patterns	 of	 the	 adjacent	 neighborhoods	 and	 create	 an	

existing	conditions	map.	Planners	might	use	aerial	photography	to	 identify	development	patterns	

over	 several	decades.	Topographical	maps	enable	 civil	 engineers	and	construction	contractors	 to	

establish	budgets	for	site	work	preparation	and	building	costs.	Understanding	the	characteristics	of	

the	site,	existing	zoning	designations,	the	neighborhood	plan	(where	available),	and	objectives	of	the	

comprehensive	plan	establish	the	baseline	for	what	might	be	acceptable	to	the	community	members	

and	various	stakeholders.								

	 Micro‐elements	are	observed	and	documented	to	create	a	list	of	building	form	and	placement,	

frontage	types,	thoroughfares,	and	parks.	These	elements	are	documented	in	tables	to	analyze	the	

existing	characteristics	of	the	lot	and	block	form	of	the	surrounding	area.	The	creation	of	these	tables	

and	charts	enables	the	formation	of	a	Transect	Matrix	used	to	develop	the	form‐based	code	for	the	

development	proposal.			

The	 development	 team	must	 analyze	 the	 data	 gathered	 in	 the	 documentation	 phase	 and	

create	several	products	 for	presentation	 to	 the	stakeholder.	The	stakeholder	presentation	should	

include	residents	of	the	surrounding	neighborhoods	to	determine	if	any	of	the	macro‐elements	were	

missed	during	this	phase	and	also	gather	additional	suggestions	regarding	successful	developments	

in	the	surrounding	areas.			

Products	of	the	Documentation	Phase	include:	

Existing	Conditions	Base	Map	

Existing	Framework	Diagram,	showing	neighborhoods,	districts,	and	corridors	
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Existing	Transect	Matrix,	showing	the	various	transect	levels	

Presentation	boards	for	each	micro	element	sample,	including	photos,	maps	and	matrices	

After	the	macro‐	and	micro‐elements	are	documented	the	observations	are	organized	and	

analyzed	providing	a	basis	 for	 the	visioning	and	coding	phases	allowing	 the	new	development	 to	

become	part	of	the	fabric	of	the	existing	community.			

Phase	2:	Visioning		

A	critical	component	of	any	FBC	is	the	visioning	phase	defining	the	desired	outcome	in	order	

to	create	a	code	that	prescribes	it.	A	primary	reason	for	using	a	FBC	is	to	encourage	a	predictable	

outcome	for	the	built	environment	and	its	relationship	to	the	public	realm	(Parolek,	2008).	According	

to	the	Form‐Based	Code	guidebook	a	good	vision	has	three	components:		

1. It	is	a	vision	of	a	place	that	the	community	truly	desires.	

2. The	detail	of	the	vision	is	refined	much	more	than	that	of	a	neighborhood,	district	or	

comprehensive	plan.	

3. The	vision	can	be	effectively	implemented	given	known	constraints.				

The	documentation	phase	produced	a	large	amount	of	information	that	has	been	analyzed	

and	presented	to	all	 interested	participants	 in	a	clear	manner	to	 initiate	the	visioning	phase.	This	

phase	begins	with	the	creation	of	the	Illustrative	Plan.	If	the	desired	characteristics	of	a	mixed‐use	

development	are	not	readily	available	in	the	surrounding	area	it	is	appropriate	to	borrow	examples	

from	 nearby	 neighborhoods,	 districts	 or	 even	 the	 region	 as	 part	 of	 the	 macro	 elements	 of	 the	

documentation	phase.	The	transect	zones	are	clearly	illustrated	and	the	micro	elements	are	present	

allowing	the	implementation	of	the	framework	of	the	shared	vision	between	the	stakeholders.	The	

framework	of	the	Illustrative	Plan	guides	the	creation	of	the	Regulating	Plan	and	draft	transect	zone	

regulation	matrix	incorporating	the	desired	micro	elements.	The	stakeholders	must	also	determine	

a	 Development	 Review	 Process	 so	 that	 further	 refinement	 of	 the	 Illustrative	 Plan	 can	 occur.	

Stakeholders	must	include,	but	are	not	limited	to,	the	developer,	local	officials,	and	the	neighbors.	

The	 form‐based	 code	 resulting	 from	 the	 public	 visioning	 process	 creates	 a	 legal	 document	 that	

inherently	 affects	 the	 community,	 and	 for	 that	 reason	public	 input	 is	 a	 critical	 component	 of	 the	

visioning	phase	(Parolek,	2008).	Additionally,	the	code	must	be	approved	by	the	municipality	and	is	

therefore	 a	 political	 process	 too.	 For	 these	 reasons	 the	 Form‐Based	 Code	 guidebook	 strongly	

encourages	 the	use	of	 the	National	Charrette	 Institute’s	Dynamic	Planning	Process	 for	 the	public	

visioning	process.			
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Illustrations	 should	 include	 conceptual	 renderings	 of	 the	 public	 realm	 and	 the	 built	

environment	 at	 the	 street	 level	 enabling	participants	 to	 visualize	 the	proposal	 from	a	pedestrian	

point	 of	 view.	 Cross‐sectional	 diagrams	 allow	 for	 clear	 representation	 of	 how	 the	 streetscape	 is	

regulated	providing	measurements	for	roadways,	right	of	ways,	landscaping,	sidewalks	and	building	

frontage.			

The	Regulating	Plan	is	the	product	of	the	public	visioning	process	creating	the	initial	draft	of	

the	transect	zone	regulation	matrix.	The	transect	zone	regulations	are	a	product	of	the	illustrative	

map	 and	 streetscape	 renderings	 and	 cross‐sections.	 The	 regulations	 provide	 clear	 written	

instructions	 relating	 to	 the	 illustrations	 and	 diagrams	 defining	 the	 process	 for	 submission	 and	

approval	of	development	proposals	once	the	FBC	is	 in	place.	The	Development	Review	Process	 is	

critical	 to	 the	 administration	 of	 the	 FBC	 and	 should	 be	 written	 in	 a	 fashion	 to	 clearly	 identify	

development	by	right	and	by	warrant.	Development	by	right	follows	the	FBC	prescriptions	exactly	

while	 development	 by	 warrant	 allows	 for	 some	 planned	 flexibility	 in	 the	 code	 for	 conditional	

approvals.	Later	in	this	chapter	I	will	present	the	transect	zone	based	regulations	adapted	from	the	

Form‐Based	Code	guidebook	and	the	SmartCode	Version	9.2	modified	for	a	floating	zone	applicable	

to	The	Grove	PUD.			

Phase	3:	Assembling		

	 After	 the	 vision	 is	 complete	 and	 the	 stakeholders	 have	 drafted	 sets	 of	 regulations	 the	

assembly	of	the	code	is	considered.	All	of	the	code	content	must	be	organized	and	formatted	into	a	

single	document.	Portions	of	the	vision	and	regulation	plan	might	be	refined	throughout	the	assembly	

process	to	simplify	the	code	while	preserving	the	intent.	In	contrast	to	conventional	codes	FBCs	are	

usually	shorter,	less	complicated,	more	graphically	oriented	and	user‐friendly.				

	 In	the	case	of	the	application	of	a	FBC	as	a	floating	zone	for	a	PUD	the	code	must	be	assembled	

within	 the	 context	 of	 existing	 regulation	 so	 as	 not	 to	 conflict	 with	 any	 local	 or	 state	 statutes	

prohibiting	specific	building	types	or	possible	uses.	The	“splicing”	of	the	existing	conventional	code	

and	the	newly	created	FBC	requires	careful	attention	to	the	relationships	between	standards	and	

procedures	in	each	code	so	that	perceived	conflicts	might	be	avoided	(Parolek,	2008).			

	 The	 Form‐Based	Code	 guidebook	 stresses	 the	 importance	 of	 formatting	 for	 the	 end‐user;	

however	 that	 is	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 my	 report.	 My	 report	 provides	 examples	 from	 the	

documentation	and	vision	phase	 to	prescribe	a	regulating	plan	using	 transect	based	zones	as	 the	

organizing	principle	based	upon	the	March	30th	conceptual	master	land	use	plan.	
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The	Rural	to	Urban	Transect	

	 The	rural	to	urban	transect	was	conceived	by	Alexander	Von	Humboldt	at	the	close	of	the	

18th	century	related	to	his	studies	of	a	“transect	of	nature”	(SmartCode,	2009).	The	transect	of	nature	

represents	 a	 cross	 section	 of	 the	 sequence	 of	 natural	 environments	 used	 to	 analyze	 the	 natural	

ecologies	 and	 the	 various	 characteristics	 through	 different	 zones	 such	 as	 the	 shore	 through	 the	

wetlands	 transition	 to	 the	plains	and	uplands	 (Figure	29).	This	method	of	urban	planning	 is	also	

similar	 to	 the	 Garden	 City	Movement	 beginning	 in	 the	 late	 1890s	 by	 Sir	 Ebenezer	 Howard	who	

analyzed	 people's’	 attraction	 to	 townships	 and	 countryside	 and	 the	 characters	 of	 the	 areas	 in	

between	(Garden	Cities	of	Tomorrow,	2010).	New	Urbanism	design	began	using	the	urban	transect	

to	study	how	people	interact	with	the	built	environment	and	the	rural	to	urban	transect	was	created	

(SmartCode,	2009).			

	 	

	 Several	municipalities	in	Florida	have	adopted	a	form‐based	code	with	varying	components	

of	transect	based	zones	as	the	organizing	principle.	Miami	adopted	a	citywide	FBC	named	Miami	21	

SmartCode	 in	 2009	 developed	 in	 connection	 with	 planning	 consultants	 Duany	 Plater‐Zyberk	 &	

Company	(DPZ)	(www.miami21.org).	DPZ	has	been	instrumental	in	the	form‐based	code	movement	

and	created	the	 first	FBC	for	Seaside,	Florida	 in	the	1980s.	 In	Miami,	 the	character	of	 the	desired	

urban	form	was	developed	over	two	years	using	planning	charrettes	and	public	hearings	creating	a	

Figure 29: Natural Transect, SmartCode Version 9.2
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shared	vision.	Arguably	it	takes	a	much	longer	period	of	time	to	develop	a	citywide	FBC	than	that	of	

a	district.	Miami	21	uses	transect	based	zoning	to	define	the	character	of	districts	across	the	city	and	

incorporates	special	use	districts	to	allow	customization	and	additional	public	input	for	areas	that	

are	 in	 need	 of	 redevelopment	 to	 encourage	 economic	 activity	 transitioning	 these	 areas	 from	

underdeveloped	sprawl	to	vibrant	walkable	neighborhoods	aligned	with	the	comprehensive	plan.			

 

Figure 30: Rural to Urban Transect, SmartCode Version 9.2 

	

The	fabric	of	the	urban	form	and	public	realm	within	the	transect‐based	zones	is	prescribed	

through	graphic	diagrams	and	cross‐sections	for	street	standards,	building	types,	and	block	design	

(Figure	30).	The	diagrams	provide	clear	representations	of	 the	expected	outcome	through	simple	

drawings.	Some	FBCs	go	a	step	further	by	prescribing	architectural	standards,	but	this	effort	is	more	

common	in	the	context	of	historical	preservation	of	a	neighborhood	and	typically	is	given	a	special	

transect	zone	designation	to	indicate	as	such.	In	general,	FBCs	regulate	the	components	of	the	urban	

form	and	their	relationship	to	the	public	realm	including	massing	of	buildings,	the	structure	of	blocks	

and	lots	in	relation	to	the	street	standards,	and	the	preservation	of	open	spaces	and	natural	features.	

Again,	 the	 form	 of	 the	 district	 is	 the	 primary	 purpose	while	 regulating	 uses	within	 structures	 is	

secondary.	The	examples	have	been	 recently	 adopted	and	 are	 related	 to	The	Grove	PUD.	 Several	

examples	 include	 the	 use	 of	 PUD	 zoning	 and	 FBC	 to	 regulate	 urban	 infill	 projects	 and	 create	

predictable	outcomes	through	front	end	planning	charrettes	creating	a	regulating	plan	and	ultimately	

codifying	the	form‐based	planning	efforts.			
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Examples	of	Form	Based	Code	

Town	scale	form‐based	planning	was	used	in	St.	Lucie	County,	Florida	to	preserve	the	rural	

character	 of	 the	 community	 and	 regulate	 the	 fabric	 of	 new	 towns	 and	villages	within	 the	 county	

through	 code	 reform	 in	 2006	 (Parolek,	 2008).	 St.	 Lucie	 County	 implemented	 floating	 zones	 and	

traditional	neighborhood	overlays	to	promote	predictable	development.	A	“floating	zone”	FBC	was	

created	providing	clear	guidance	as	to	the	desired	form	and	character	for	each	new	town	or	village	

while	also	providing	standards	for	acceptable	use	of	the	surrounding	countryside	(Parolek,	2008).	

Generally	floating	zone	FBC	are	voluntary	and	are	comparable	to	PUD	zoning	in	that	they	both	allow	

for	greater	 flexibility	over	conventional	 codes;	however,	 the	 floating	zone	FBC	provides	guidance	

whereas	PUD	zoning	requires	negotiation.	Low‐density	residential	development	is	typical	in	St.	Lucie	

County;	however,	this	form‐based	planning	method	is	applicable	to	the	residential	areas	of	The	Grove	

PUD	in	that	St.	Lucie’s	FBC	promotes	walkable	neighborhoods	connected	to	mixed‐use	town	centers	

while	 imposing	 strict	 preservation	 of	 the	 natural	 environment	 as	 guided	 by	 the	 amended	

comprehensive	plan.	A	regulating	plan	is	required	for	each	individual	project	and	approved	by	local	

government	in	accordance	with	public	hearings	requirements	(Parolek,	2008).			

	 The	 last	 example	 from	 Florida	 is	 Sarasota	 County’s	 form‐based	 code	 for	 mixed‐use	 infill	

development.	The	regulating	plan	allows	 for	customization	of	mixed‐use	 infill	development	using	

PUD	zoning	allowing	developers	 to	voluntarily	use	 form‐based	code	 in	a	proactive	approach	 to	a	

predictable	outcome.	Should	a	developer	wish	to	use	form‐based	code	the	formal	charrette	process	

must	follow	the	planning	approaches	described	in	The	Charrette	Handbook	authored	by	Bill	Lennertz	

and	Aarin	Lutzenhiser.	 The	 streetscape	 and	public	 realm	 are	 required	 to	be	 illustrated	by	 three‐

dimensional	 code	 graphics	 and	 cross‐section	 diagrams.	 The	 street	 and	 building	 types	 are	 simply	

drawn	and	supported	by	photographs	so	that	any	educated	person	may	be	able	to	understand	the	

intended	character	of	the	neighborhood.	The	infill	code	reinforces	the	unique	local	character	through	

the	organizing	principles	of	street	types,	block	standards,	compatibility	with	existing	neighborhoods	

and	 storm	 water	 management.	 It	 is	 these	 organizing	 principles	 that	 are	 most	 aligned	 with	 the	

conceptual	land	use	plans	and	project	design	guidelines	of	The	Grove	PUD.	Although	Austin	does	not	

require	 the	 same	processes	 the	 following	 section	will	 prescribe	 a	 similar	method	 to	 effectuate	 a	

predictable	final	product.				

	 The	Form	Based	Code	Institute	provides	direction	for	communities	that	do	not	have	a	good	

local	precedent	and	have	not	had	new	development	in	an	area	that	was	developed	in	a	post	1950s	

suburban	pattern	(2008).	In	these	situations	the	planning	team	should	expand	the	research	areas	
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surrounding	the	site	to	a	regional	level	in	an	effort	to	gather	information	and	examples	about	mixed‐

use	development	and	its	compatibility	with	the	existing	neighborhoods.				

	 Because	CodeNEXT	is	in	progress	and	Imagine	Austin	did	not	identify	this	site	for	mixed‐use	

development	the	community	should	determine	a	compatible	precedent.	The	examples	set	forth	in	

the	 preceding	 paragraphs	 provide	 fodder	 for	 these	 community	 level	 discussions	 and	 should	 be	

introduced	 during	 the	 charrette	 process.	 In	 reality,	 ARG	 created	 a	 Commitments	 Binder	 after	

discovering	the	multitude	of	community	concerns	resonating	from	their	initial	public	presentation	in	

February	2015.	I	was	unaware	of	the	BCRC	design	principles	until	June	2015	once	I	became	involved	

with	 the	zoning	committee.	Considering	that	at	 this	 time	the	developer	and	the	BCRC	collectively	

possessed	the	most	knowledge	about	the	site	they	together	became	the	de	facto	gatekeepers	of	this	

information.	 As	 the	 neighbors	 began	 to	 educate	 themselves	 through	 various	 forums	 additional	

concerns	 were	 raised.	 A	 formal	 charrette	 process	 rather	 than	 piecemeal	 information	 gathering	

sessions	in	contrast	to	collaborative	placemaking	activities	could	have	offset	most	of	the	confusion,	

misinformation,	and	skepticism.					

	 A	 local	example	of	a	growing	small	town	located	north	of	Austin	is	Leander,	Texas’	recent	

adoption	of	a	TOD	SmartCode.	The	SmartCode	was	adopted	in	2005	and	modified	in	2014	when	plans	

for	a	regional	rapid	transit	rail	system	were	delayed.	The	Leander	FBC	includes	design	standards	for	

all	 zoning	 categories	 and	 subdivisions,	 architectural	 guidelines,	 streetscapes,	 a	 localized	 plant	

palette,	and	a	specialized	streamlined	entitlement	process.	Gateway	Planning	Group	of	Fort	Worth,	

Texas	modified	nearly	a	third	of	the	SmartCode	v9.2	template	to	create	the	final	unified	development	

code.	Planning	professionals	and	stakeholders	underwent	a	seven‐day	charrette	to	determine	the	

future	 of	 a	 2,000‐acre	 planning	 area.	 About	 four	 months	 after	 the	 charrette	 a	 draft	 code	 was	

distributed	 to	 the	 seven	major	 landowners	 and	 city	 staff	 to	 begin	 an	 iterative	 editing	 process	 to	

achieve	 a	 finalized	 code.	Much	 of	 the	 final	 process	 involved	 educating	 the	 landowners	 about	 the	

market‐based	 benefits	 of	 form‐based	 planning	 that	 facilitate	 economic	 development	 rather	 than	

micro‐managing	uses	under	the	current	conventional	code.	Leander’s	 form‐based	code	requires	a	

minimum	mix	of	housing	products	within	each	new	development	so	 that	residents	can	“move	up	

without	moving	 out”	 (Parolek,	 2008).	 This	 concept	 promotes	missing	middle	 housing	 types	 and	

density	around	the	town	center	to	create	a	vibrant	walkable	environment	and	illustrations	depict	the	

character	of	the	public	realm	the	code	intends	to	uphold.											
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	 Leander’s	TOD	SmartCode	requires	that	all	PUD	meet	the	requirements	of	the	Transect	Map	

and	provision	of	the	form‐based	code.	The	Planning	Commission	will	follow	public	notice	and	hearing	

procedures,	and	make	recommendation	to	the	City	Council	on	each	PUD	submitted	for	approval.	The	

City	 Council	 has	 the	 legislative	 authority	 to	 approve	 or	 disapprove	 each	 PUD.	 As	 part	 of	 the	

streamlined	 entitlement	 process	 the	 Planning	 Commission	 and	 City	 Council	 must	 approve	 the	

Preliminary	PUD	Plans	and	the	Final	Plat	is	recorded	once	the	Urban	Design	Officer	certifies	that	all	

infrastructure	has	been	installed,	 inspected	and	accepted	by	the	City	pursuant	to	applicable	rules,	

regulations,	standards,	and	ordinances.	An	approved	Site	Plan	and	recorded	Final	Plat	are	required	

prior	to	the	issuance	of	a	building	permit.			

Application	of	FBC	to	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	

As	described	within	this	chapter,	the	developers	of	The	Grove	have	not	followed	the	proactive	

participatory	planning	methods	of	 form‐based	planning	principles.	The	community	members	and	

City	Council	Members	have	met	the	Grove	PUD	with	large	opposition	and	controversy	over	the	last	

fifteen	 months.	 In	 this	 section	 I	 evaluate	 the	 potential	 outcome	 of	 applying	 form‐based	 code	

principles	 to	 the	 conceptual	 plans	 of	 The	 Grove	 PUD.	 The	 conceptual	master	 land	 use	 plan,	 the	

Commitments	Binder,	and	the	project	design	guidelines	will	be	considered	in	lieu	of	the	documents	

and	plan	created	from	a	charrette	as	they	have	essentially	served	that	purpose	having	been	pieced	

together	and	revised	over	the	past	year.			

	 The	centerpiece	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	is	the	mixed‐use	district	and	the	Signature	Park.	

This	area	will	be	the	most	attractive	portion	of	the	planning	area	providing	multifamily	residential	

and	office	spaces	to	support	the	street‐level	retail	spaces.	The	March	30,	2016,	land	use	plan	depicts	

this	district	and	the	park	in	(Figure	25).	ARG	has	committed	to	a	13‐acre	Signature	Park	to	remain	as	

public	parkland	in	perpetuity,	owned	and	managed	by	the	developer,	but	the	PUD	application	does	

not	set	aside	the	parkland	on	its	own	tract.	The	Signature	Park	lies	within	portions	of	Tracts	A	and	B	

as	shown	on	the	PUD	land	use	map	compared	to	the	March	30th	conceptual	plan.	Tract	A	is	located	

along	the	northern	boundary	of	the	site	providing	a	50‐foot	greenbelt	and	a	variety	of	townhomes.	

The	northern	greenbelt	provides	access	to	the	Shoal	Creek	Trail	improvements	and	separation	from	

the	 existing	 homes	 along	 45th	 Street.	 Tract	 B	 is	 the	mixed‐use	 district	with	 the	majority	 of	 new	

development	along	the	western	boundary	of	the	site,	which	is	compatible	with	existing	multifamily	

housing	along	Bull	Creek	Road.	The	Post	Apartments	(existing	multifamily)	are	situated	30	feet	back	

from	 Bull	 Creek	 Road	 and	 The	 Grove’s	mixed‐use	 district	will	 have	 the	 same	 setback	 creating	 a	
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symmetrical	 visual	 appearance	 from	 the	 road.	 A	 mixed‐use	 trail	 is	 proposed	 along	 the	 western	

boundary	fronting	Bull	Creek	Road.			

	 I	have	used	the	SmartCode	Manual	Version	9.2	to	provide	a	basis	for	transect	based	zones	for	

the	purpose	of	my	hypothetical	scenario	and	then	modified	the	SmartCode	tables	to	the	scale	of	an	

infill	development.	Finally,	I	created	the	transect	based	zones	tables	detailed	below	as	an	example	of	

appropriately	scaled	to	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	land	use	plan	shown	in	Chapter	5	(Figure	18).			

	 Transect‐based	 zone	 T5	 Urban	 Center	 has	 been	 adapted	 from	 the	 SmartCode	manual	 to	

regulate	the	form	of	the	mixed‐use	district	and	is	modified	to	T5	Neighborhood	Center.	The	maximum	

building	 heights	 have	 been	 adjusted	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 proposed	 entitlements	 of	 the	 PUD	

application	and	restricted	pursuant	to	the	conceptual	plans.			

Table 2 

	

	 As	the	mixed‐use	district	transitions	to	the	medium‐density	residential	district	 in	Tracts	F	

and	G	the	T4	General	Urban	transect	zone	 is	applied	as	adapted	from	the	SmartCode	manual	and	

designated	T4	Mixed‐Use	Residential.	Tract	F	is	along	the	southeast	boundary	of	the	Jackson	Avenue	

Table 3 
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extension	providing	a	variety	of	townhomes.	Tract	G	includes	a	four‐story	condominium	building	and	

townhomes.			

	 Moving	further	southeast	within	the	site	Tracts	D	and	C	are	similar	to	Tracts	F	and	G,	but	

include	small	and	medium	lot	single	family	residential	and	no	commercial	activity.	The	medium	lot	

single‐family	 residential	 units	 are	 proposed	 to	 include	 ADUs	 accessible	 through	 the	 alleyways	

creating	a	modified	T4	Urban	Residential	transect.			

	 Finally,	Tract	E	is	reserved	for	large	lot	residential	that	is	compatible	to	the	existing	homes	

along	Idlewild	Road	in	the	Ridgelea	neighborhood.	Tract	D	and	C	are	proposed	to	have	a	modified	T4	

General	Urban	transect	zone	and	Tract	E	is	based	on	T3	Traditional	Urban	from	the	SmartCode.				

Table 5 

	

	 The	 13‐acre	 Signature	 Park	 must	 be	 designated	 by	 its	 own	 tract	 (Tract	 SP)	 for	 my	

hypothetical	FBC	scenario	and	the	T1	Natural	transect	zone	is	applied	to	preserve	this	land	within	

the	PUD	ordinance.	Utilizing	 this	method	of	 environmental	protection	preserves	 the	heritage	oak	

trees	in	the	parkland	and	enables	the	developer’s	commitment	to	maintain	this	area	as	parkland	in	

Table 4 
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perpetuity.	The	remaining	greenbelt	areas	can	be	designated	within	specific	tracts	of	the	PUD	land	

use	 map	 allowing	 flexibility	 to	 change	 the	 conceptual	 master	 land	 use	 plan	 while	 following	 the	

guidance	provided	by	the	transect	zones	regulating	the	public	realm	and	its	relationship	to	the	built	

environment.			

Table 6 

	

	 The	March	30th	land	use	plan	is	used	to	determine	the	character	of	the	built	environment	as	

detailed	above	based	upon	SmartCode	transect	based	zones	modified	for	the	scale	of	The	Grove	as	a	

mixed‐use	urban	infill	development.	The	specific	functions	and	uses	within	the	buildings	are	detailed	

within	the	PUD	application	provided	in	Chapter	5.	The	front	loaded	charrette	planning	process	and	

negotiations	between	stakeholders	will	determine	the	form‐based	code	and	codify	the	form	of	the	

development	while	allowing	flexibility	of	the	uses	within	the	buildings.	Flexible	uses	within	buildings	

allow	 developers	 to	 adapt	 the	 project	 to	market	 conditions	 while	 preserving	 a	 predictable	 built	

environment	based	on	community	input.			
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Chapter	8:	Conclusions	

Impacts	of	Form‐Based	Code	

	 Chapters	6	analyzed	variations	of	development	types	within	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	

and	 the	potential	 impact	of	 these	variations	and	provide	quantified	data	promoting	 the	complete	

commmunties	objectives	in	Imagine	Austin.	Chapter	7	applies	transect	based	zones	as	the	regulating	

method	 for	 a	 form‐based	 code	 within	 a	 PUD	 development	 to	 create	 a	 predictable	 final	 product	

allowing	flexibility.	However,	the	effectiveness	of	a	form‐based	code	in	Austin	is	untested	and	given	

the	citizens’	strong	inclination	to	participate	in	the	development	process	it	is	uncertain	whether	or	

not	an	intense	charrette	planning	process	will	produce	similar	results	within	a	shorter	period	of	time.		

Regulatory	delays	subvert	the	initiatives	of	complete	communities	and	decrease	affordability.	The	

City	 of	Austin	 needs	 to	 find	 acceptable	methods	 to	 approve	 entitlements	 quickly	without	 stifling	

community	input.			

Short‐term	Impacts	

	 Developers	 will	 continue	 to	 pursue	 zoning	 changes	 to	 increase	 entitlements	 using	

performance	 based	 zoning.	 In	 the	 short‐term	 city	 staff	 needs	 to	 finalize	 the	 CodeNEXT	 land	

development	code	and	begin	implementation	under	real	circumstances	in	an	effort	to	determine	its	

effectiveness.		The	incorporation	of	charrette	planning	processes	to	determine	the	potential	impact	

of	 a	 zoning	 change	 along	 a	 transit	 corridor	will	 enable	 decision	makers	 to	more	 quickly	 analyze	

possible	impacts	and	lessen	regulatory	delays.	Base	zoning	should	be	determined	on	unzoned	lands	

to	be	compatible	with	existing	development	allowing	for	easier	analysis	of	the	conceptual	land	use	

plans	and	applications	for	increased	entitlements	when	considering	qualifications	of	superiority	for	

PUD	development.	 The	 State	 of	 Texas	will	 undoubtedly	 sell	more	 land	within	Austin	 and	 similar	

patterns	will	emerge	as	with	The	Grove	PUD.	Public	officials	need	to	make	an	effort	to	learn	from	the	

difficulties	and	long	duration	of	from	this	particular	case	to	enable	development	patterns	that	are	

aligned	 with	 the	 comprehensive	 plan	 and	 determine	 a	 set	 of	 best	 practices	 for	 stakeholder	

negotiations.			

Mid‐term	Impacts	 

	 At	first,	City	Council,	commissions,	boards,	and	staff	will	have	a	steep	learning	curve	to	adopt	

and	enact	CodeNEXT.	The	population	growth	in	Central	Texas	is	expected	to	continue	and	developers	

may	continue	to	build	new	communities	in	surrounding	cities,	such	as	Leander	or	San	Marcos,	as	a	
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path	 of	 least	 resistance	 contributing	 to	 sprawling	 suburban	 development	 patterns	 and	 increase	

automotive	dependence.	Compact,	connected	and	walkable	communities	do	stand	the	test	of	time	

and	produce	financially	viable	projects	for	investors.		

	 Lending	institutions	will	need	to	analyze	the	ability	of	mixed‐use	developments	to	support	

local	 businesses	 enabling	 them	 to	 grow	 and	 support	 employment	 within	 their	 communities.	 If	

developers	are	able	to	create	a	vision,	codify	the	form,	and	obtain	approval	to	build	their	vision	more	

quickly,	 then	 the	 realization	of	 a	more	 affordable	Austin	may	become	 a	 reality.	Dense	mixed‐use	

developments	are	an	essential	part	of	the	fabric	of	a	thriving	urban	core.		

Long‐term	Impacts	

	 As	 Austin’s	 land	 development	 code	 becomes	more	 complicated	 and	 case	 by	 case	 zoning	

applications	increase	regulatory	delays	will	continue	to	plague	Austin	and	growth	patterns	will	be	

misaligned	with	the	intent	of	Imagine	Austin.	Plans	to	create	complete	communities	may	only	remain	

on	paper	while	the	final	products	are	not	conceptually	similar	to	the	original	shared	vision	of	the	

stakeholders.		Predictability	is	difficult	to	quantify,	but	is	a	key	ingredient	for	the	implementation	of	

long‐term	 planning	 efforts	 at	 a	 district,	 city	 or	 regional	 level.	 	 The	 coordination	 of	 predictable	

planning	patterns	will	be	upheld	by	form‐based	coding	through	CodeNEXT.	The	application	of	FBC	to	

areas	 that	were	not	 initially	planned	along	 transit	 corridors	 and	activity	 centers	will	 serve	 as	 an	

alternative	equivalent	 to	conventional	and	performance	based	zoning	 to	determine	how	the	built	

environment	will	interact	with	the	public	realm	for	generations	to	come.	This	is	the	core	principle	of	

form‐based	coding	that	has	reemerged	through	observations	of	how	great	cities	formed	and	changed	

over	time	while	preserving	their	character	creating	memorable	places	that	spur	human	activity.		

Avenues	for	Further	Study	

	 Additional	academic	avenues	to	pursue	predictable	development	patterns	could	be	explored	

in	future	studies.		These	avenues	include:	

Does	form‐based	code	produce	predictable	built	environment?			

	 City	planners	should	review	and	determine	whether	or	not	FBC	 is	able	 to	produce	a	built	

environment	similar	to	the	conceptual	land	use	plans	used	to	garner	stakeholder	support.			

Are	citizens	willing	to	engage	developers	and	public	officials	in	equitable	front‐end	negotiations?		



79 
 

	 Quantitative	and	qualitative	analyses	should	be	performed	to	evaluation	the	willingness	of	

stakeholders	to	create	a	shared	vision	through	the	planning	charrette	process	in	lieu	of	the	lengthy	

public	negotiations	currently	used	to	plan	new	development	with	districts	and	neighborhoods.			

What	are	the	most	effective	charrette	methods	to	produce	a	shared	vision	for	future	development?		

The	creation	and	evaluation	of	a	set	of	best	practices	and	effective	planning	activities	will	

allow	stakeholders	to	produce	a	shared	vision	and	draft	a	regulating	plan	to	encourage	predictable	

development	outcomes.			

Does	 form‐based	 coding	 and	 the	 phased	 planning	 approach	 reduce	 regulatory	 delay	 promoting	

complete	communities	and	increasing	affordability?	

	 To	answer	this	question,	I	recommend	analyzing	the	participatory	planning	activities	within	

the	 phased	 planning	 approach	 prescribed	 by	 the	 Form‐Based	 Code	 Institute	 to	 determine	 their	

effectiveness	at	reducing	regulatory	delays,	increasing	awareness	in	the	regulatory	environment,	and	

promoting	a	predetermined	path	to	entitlements	in	order	to	allow	the	creation	and	revitalization	of	

mixed‐use	districts.			

What	 impact	 would	 establishing	 baseline	 zoning	 for	 unzoned	 tracts	 in	 Austin	 have	 on	 future	

development	or	redevelopment	of	those	sites?			

	 Many	of	the	state	owned	lands	in	Austin	contain	significant	historical	relevance	related	to	

past	events	or	present	architectural	components	located	on	the	site.		The	architectural	components	

should	be	evaluated	for	preservation	and	acceptable	levels	of	new	development	in	the	surrounding	

areas	be	evaluated	through	community	input	to	determine	acceptable	uses	with	the	site.			

What	 is	 the	potential	 impact	of	valid	petition	 rights	 for	 land	owners	 surrounding	unzoned	 lands	 in	

Austin?	

	 Currently	 the	 City	 of	 Austin	 does	 not	 recognize	 valid	 petition	 rights	 for	 land	 owners	

surrounding	unzoned	tracts.	 	These	rights	are	reserved	for	land	owners	surrounding	zoned	tracts	

seeking	a	change	in	zoning.		In	the	case	of	The	Grove	at	Shoal	Creek	PUD	the	neighbors	filed	a	valid	

petition	that	was	denied	by	the	City.		The	neighbors	are	currently	awaiting	the	outcome	of	a	law	suit	

with	the	City	to	obtain	a	ruling	on	whether	or	not	valid	petition	rights	exist	for	land	owners	adjacent	

to	unzoned	tracts.			
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Final	Thoughts		

	 Shared	 visions	 cannot	 be	 a	 product	 of	 the	 development	 team.	A	 shared	 vision	must	 have	

support	from	all	stakeholders	involved	in	its	creation	in	order	to	become	a	reality.	The	final	product	

must	have	a	likeness	to	the	original	to	uphold	predictability	in	process	and	in	form.	Predictability	

inspires	confidence	in	the	process	leading	to	the	final	form	of	a	shared	vision	and	I	believe	that	form‐

based	coding	methods	will	better	enable	developers,	planners,	and	communities	to	determine	and	

implement	memorable	places	that	will	be	enjoyed	by	future	generations.		

	 As	 the	 implementation	of	CodeNEXT	begins	and	the	 initiatives	set	 forth	by	 Imagine	Austin	

continue	to	shape	the	face	of	Austin	over	the	years	academic	scholars	and	professionals	will	continue	

to	 analyze	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 these	 objectives.	 While	 it	 cannot	 be	 certain	 that	 the	 current	

comprehensive	 plan	 and	 future	 development	 code	 will	 enable	 predictability	 it	 is	 certain	 that	

Austinites	will	continue	to	participate	in	development	activities.		I	hope	that	this	report	encourages	

its	readers	to	engage	in	cooperative	planning	processes	to	promote	complete	communities	through	

equitable	means	while	considering	the	impact	that	these	plans	will	have	on	future	generations.		The	

Grove	 at	 Shoal	 Creek	will	most	 likely	 receive	 approval	 in	 the	 coming	months	 and	will	 complete	

construction	over	the	next	five	years.		Only	time	will	tell	whether	or	not	the	shared	vision	and	efforts	

of	 all	 stakeholders	 become	 a	 reality,	 a	 legacy	 quality	 development	 and	 model	 for	 future	 infill	

opportunities.			
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APPENDIX:	

 

ENVISION	TOMORROW	SCENARIO	BUILDER	v	3.7.3	

LAND	USE	MODEL	ASSUMPTIONS	

	&	

ArcGIS	MAPS	
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Envision Tomorrow Scenario Builder v3.7.3 
Summary Table of Analysis: The Grove at Shoal Creek PUD Application 

 
Developed Acres 
Vacant 

Developed 

Total Acres 

New Impervious Area 

Green Roofs 

Ground Level Pervious Area 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
76 

 
100% 

 
4 

 
11% 

 
21 

 
36% 

 
25 

 
40% 

‐  0% 35  89%  38  64%  38  60% 

76  39  59  63 

76  100%  4  11%  21  36%  25  40% 

‐  0% ‐  0%  ‐  0% ‐  0%

‐  0% 35  89%  38  64%  38  60% 

 
 
Building Square Footage 
Multifamily 

Townhome 

Single Family 

Retail 

Office 

Commercial Parking 

Total 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
‐ 

 
0%

 
‐ 

 
0% 

 
997,614 

 
43% 

 
1,354,056 

 
54% 

‐  0% 267,345  16%  635,006  28%  602,399  24% 

‐  0% 1,387,262  84%  189,430  8% 179,993  7%

‐  0% ‐  0% 153,527  7% 126,809  5%

‐  0% ‐  0% 255,879  11%  142,180  6%

‐  0% ‐  0% 67,880  3% 103,704  4%

‐  1,654,607  2,299,337  2,509,141 

Building SqFt Mix Score (Entropy)  ‐ ‐  0.46 0.38

 
 
Land Area Mix (Sq Ft) 
Multifamily 

Townhome 

Single Family 

Retail 

Office 

Parks  /  Open  Space 

Commercial  Parking 

Total 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
‐ 

 
0%

 
‐ 

 
0% 

 
527,242 

 
23% 

 
626,105 

 
25% 

‐  0% 189,094  11%  449,143  19%  426,080  17% 

‐  0% 1,284,360  78%  173,661  8% 163,049  7%

‐  0% ‐  0% 77,187  3% 55,116  2%

‐  0% ‐  0% 128,645  6% 61,797  3%

3,301,330  100%  177,462  11%  920,034  40%  1,092,023  44% 

‐  0% ‐  0% 34,651  1% 45,841  2%

3,301,330  1,650,916  2,310,565  2,470,011 

Land Area Mix Score (Entropy)  0.00 0.25 0.68 0.64

 
 
Population 
People 

Average Household Size 

Average Household Size (Attached) 

Average Household Size (Detached) 

Average Workers per Household 

School Aged Children 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
‐ 

 
2,245 

 
2,843

 
3,350

‐  3.98  2.67 2.54

‐  3.76  2.59 2.48

‐  4.04  4.01 3.98

‐  2.03  1.36 1.30

‐  110.04  207.62 257
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Housing Mix 
Multifamily (Apts & Condo) 

Townhome 

Medium Lot Single Family 

Large Lot Single Family 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
‐ 

 
0%

 
‐ 

 
0% 

 
784 

 
69% 

 
1,070 

 
76% 

‐  0% 119  19%  282  25%  268  19% 

‐  0% 110  18%  19  2% 22  2%

‐  0% 381  62%  49  4% 43  3%

Total Housing Units  ‐ 611 1,134 1,402

 
 
Housing Tenure 
Owner 

Rental 

No Build SFR Low Density y ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
‐ 

 
0%

 
611 

 
100% 

 
487 

 
43% 

 
466 

 
33% 

‐  0% ‐  0% 646  57%  937  67% 

 
 
Affordability 
Average Rent 

Average Rental Size 

Average Home Price 

Average Owner Size 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

$/sq ft $/sq ft $/sq ft $/sq ft

$0

‐
$0.00 

$0

‐
$0.00 

$1,675 1,060 
$1.58 

$1,675 1,060 
$1.58 

$0

‐ 
$0.00 

$913,419 2,710
$337.03 

$604,599 2,026
$298.37 

$602,847 2,019
$298.57 

 
 

 
Employment Mix 
Retail 

Office 

Commercial Parking 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
‐ 

 
0%

 
‐ 

 
0% 

 
162 

 
20% 

 
134 

 
26% 

‐  0% ‐  0% 661  80%  367  72% 

‐  0% ‐  0% 3  0% 5  1%

Total Jobs  ‐ ‐ 827 507

 
 
Gross Density 
People per Gross Acre 

Housing Units per Gross Acre 

Jobs per Gross Acre 

Average FAR 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

 
0 

 
57.92 

 
47.99 

 
53.18 

0  18.05  42.94  50.27 

0  0  13.96  8.04 

0  1.13  1.68  1.85 

 
 
Financial 
Land Cost 

Improvement Value 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

$ @ Build Out 

‐ 

‐ 

Avg. $/sq ft 

‐ 

‐ 

$ @ Build Out 

$30,225,458 

$320,689,923 

Avg. $/sq ft 

$20.00 

$193.82 

$ @ Build Out 

$28,472,253 

$401,663,626 

Avg. $/sq ft 

$17.15 

$174.69 

$ @ Build Out 

$28,472,253 

$489,079,965 

Avg. $/sq ft 

$17.04 

$16.48 

Total Value  ‐ ‐ $350,915,380 $207.80 $430,135,879 $166.68 $517,552,217 $188.58

 
 
Fiscal 
Property Tax Revenue 

Sales Tax Revenue 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

$/yr  $/acre  $/yr  $/acre  $/yr  $/acre  $/yr  $/acre 

$0  $0  $6,910,522  $199,185  $5,305,538  $139,172  $5,380,444  $141,838 

$0  $0  $0  $0  $3,173,411  $83,243  $2,621,143  $69,098 
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Sustainability 
Energy Use (Million BTU/Yr) 

Carbon Emissions (Tons/Yr) 

Landscaping Water Use (G/Day) 

Internal Water Consumption (G/Day) 

Waste Water (G/Day) 

Solid Waste (lbs/Day) 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

Per HH  Per Emp  Per HH  Per Emp  Per HH  Per Emp  Per HH  Per Emp 

‐  ‐  266.53  ‐  148.94  26.16  143.16  31.69 

‐  ‐  24.86  ‐  13.89  2.44 13.35  2.96

‐  44.05  9.42  7.24 

‐  ‐  383.56  ‐  188.67  98.10  174.40  94.85 

‐  ‐  264.11  ‐  115.96  46.64  106.27  45.59 

‐  ‐  11.21  ‐  4.84  3.78 4.45  3.86

 
 
Green Infrastructure Annual Indicators* 
Runoff Reduction (gal/ yr) 

Energy Savings (kW/yr) 

Energy Savings ($/yr) 

Air Pollutant Reduction (lbs/yr) 

Value of Pollutant Reduction ($/yr) 

CO2 Reductions (lbs/yr) 

Climate Benefit: Value of CO2 Reductions ($/yr) 

Biofiltration (acres) 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

Total  Per Acre  Total  Per Acre  Total  Per Acre  Total  Per Acre 

‐  ‐  3,607,974  93,066  4,394,359,975  74,174,733  3,552,647,416  56,388,506 

‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 

‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 

‐  ‐  22  1  15,544  262 24,894  395

$0  $0 $69  $2 $47,504  $802 $79,802  $1,267 

‐  ‐  1,008  26  1,535,591  25,920  1,163,511  18,468 

$0.00  $0.00 $7.62  $0.20 $11,609.07  $195.96  $8,796.14  $139.61 

‐  0% 0.19  0% 289.32  488% 219.22  348%

*used minimum green infrastructure model in ET Scenario Builder 
 

 
New Project Trip Generation 
Residential Trips 

Retail Trips 

Office Trips 

Education Trips 

Other Trips 

MXD Total Daily Trips 

No Build SFR Low Density ARG Bull Creek BCRC Alternative

Total   
‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

Per Project 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

Total   
5,380 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

5,380 

Per Project 

33 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

‐ 

33 

Total 

6,968 

12,298 

2,385 

‐ 

‐ 21,651 

Per Project 

184

324

63

‐ 

‐ 571 

Total 

8,511 

11,651 

1,342 

‐ 

‐ 21,504 

Per Project 

224

307

35

‐ 

‐ 567 
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