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Abstract 

 

From Vision to Reality: A Case Study Evaluating the Private-Public 

Development Process 

 

John Paul Stanley, MSCRP 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Terry Kahn 

 

Understanding the nature of private-public interaction within a development 

process provides crucial insight into the workings of a new development from the initial 

vision all the way to post-construction property management.  The private and public 

sectors must work together as partners in the development process, understanding the 

goals of one another while remaining flexible in their own decision making in order to 

create a development that best meets the vision of both parties.  By studying Cedar Park 

Town Center and Midtown Commons, located in Cedar Park, Texas and Austin, Texas, 

respectively, we can grow a greater understanding of how the private-public interaction 

involved in these cases affected two pioneering mixed-use projects in Central Texas.  

Utilizing personal interviews as well as documentation from both public and private 

sources, detailed information was gathered regarding the process and interaction used by 

private and public parties in both developments. 
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Chapter 1: Report Introduction and Overview 

My initial involvement in this research began after Envision Central Texas (ECT) 

approached the University of Texas Community and Regional Planning Program (CRP) 

in regards to a student led research initiative.  ECT had a vision for students to study two 

mixed-use development projects in Central Texas, assessing their evolution from the 

initial site plan all the way through final construction and opening.  ECT chose these two 

sites based on their locations as well as the market they were appealing to.  Cedar Park 

Town Center in Cedar Park, a suburb of Austin, was chosen based on its suburban 

lifestyle and general identity as a “bedroom community”.  The presence of a mixed-use 

development that would bring a downtown identity was a first for the community.  

Midtown Commons at Crestview Station, the other selected site, is located off Lamar 

Boulevard in north Austin was chosen based on its urban setting within a larger city.   

 Four students, including myself, attended the initial meeting with ECT members 

as well as Dr. Kent Butler of the CRP program.  ECT provided background information 

for both sites to the students along with explaining the involvement and expectations of 

the project.  All four students at the meeting accepted the task.  The ECT Case Study 

Team consists of Kerstin Harding, Amy Jones, Ashley Livingston and I.  The project is 

broken down into four major parts with each part being completed by a team member.  

The four sections include: Mixed-Use Development Background and Criteria for 

Determining Success (Ashley Livingston), Case Study Evaluating Private-Public 

Development Process (John Stanley), Understanding Actor Roles through Frame 
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Analysis (Amy Jones) and The Financial Side: Measuring Success (Kerstin Harding).  

The final section and chapter titles will vary from the above mentioned, but the general 

study of each member will follow this format.   

 An initial report to ECT including findings and general conclusions will be 

presented in May, 2011.  The final report that will be presented to ECT will be concluded 

sometime in June or July, 2011.  In addition to creating the report, each member of the 

group has taken his or her own sections and used them either completely or in 

conjunction with other topics as their Professional Report or Thesis.  My Professional 

Report is focused on the same topic as that which I am contributing to the ECT Mixed-

Use Case Study Report. 

PURPOSE 

This report will focus on the development of Cedar Park Town Center and 

Midtown Commons.  It will attempt to answer the question - How did the public-private 

interaction shape the course of both projects from initial vision to final physical result?  

The focus of the report will be on gaining an understanding of the mixed-use 

development process in Cedar Park and Austin, including the interaction between the 

private sector and public sector.  The goal is to create a template for future research of 

mixed-use projects in the Central Texas area in order to assess the positive and negative 

aspects of mixed-use development in the region in hopes of making future development 

easier to achieve while meeting the desires of the cities as well as the developer. 
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This report is an attempt to provide prior knowledge for the private sector as well 

as the public sector regarding mixed-use development.  It will give insights into the 

interaction between private and public sector entities, informing readers on the 

opportunities and hurdles that might be encountered while creating mixed-use 

developments in Central Texas.  By understanding the impact of regulations, community 

involvement, timelines and the general development atmosphere in Central Texas, future 

developers and city officials can understand how to better work together to create 

cohesive visions towards mixed-use development in their communities.   

VIEWPOINT 

The report will be written from a planning perspective with an eye towards the 

successful implementation of future development.  Focus will be placed on understanding 

the desires of both the public and private sides.  This report will be useful to anyone 

involved in mixed-use development, but is aimed at enlightening private developers on 

the policies and actions of the local communities in which they will develop.  The desires 

of the developers involved with both cases will be expressed alongside the policies, 

opportunities and restrictions posed by the cities ultimately showing the interaction that 

took place creating the current results. 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 In conducting literary reviews for both sites it became clear that there has been a 

lack of strong research done regarding the development process and general successes 

and failures of Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown Commons.  This is likely due in 



 4 

large part to the fact that both developments are new and have not been available to the 

public for very long.  Despite the lack of prior research, some previous research was still 

attainable for both projects as mentioned below. 

Envision Central Texas Prior Research 

 Envision Central Texas’ Community Design Committee engaged in some prior 

research before approaching the University of Texas Community and Regional Planning 

Program.  This committee visited both sites and interviewed people involved in the 

development process for both.  The committee decided the best way to approach the 

development processes for both sites was to do a side by side case study.  This report 

shares the same ultimate goal that the ECT committee members decided upon - 

investigating both projects and comparing the original visions of the projects to their 

ultimate manifestations.  The committee felt that this approach would be the best way to 

better understand the challenges and opportunities faced at both Cedar Park Town Center 

and Midtown Commons.1 

 The Community Design Committee gathered background information regarding 

challenges faced by the builders, general site background and history, as well as 

interview notes from city planners.  This information will be used in conjunction with the 

research done in this report in order to gather as much background information on the 

projects as possible. 

                                                 
1 (Envision Central Texas 2010) 
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Robert Folzenlogen Case Study – Cedar Park Town Center 

 In 2005, Texas A&M University student Robert Folzenlogen conducted a case 

study analysis of the urban code and design of the Cedar Park Town Center.  In his report 

he explored the regulating code implemented within the Cedar Park Town Center as well 

as the overall development.   

Folzenlogen concluded his case study with his own views regarding the 

development code, as well as suggestions for changes in the development.  Folzenlogen 

proposed that multi-family residential be used within the development, instead of strict 

single-family uses.  He also advocated for a town center as well as a transit stop, hotel, 

central park and city hall.2  Generally, Mr. Folzenlogen’s assertions mirror those of 

Envision Central Texas committee members that we have spoken to.  The observances 

nearly four years later are quite similar and the need for diversified housing remains a 

key topic. 

 Mr. Folzenlogen’s research is useful to this report in that it cites many of the 

issues that were encountered throughout research of the Cedar Park Town Center.  These 

issues were among many that were discussed in interviews with city staff and developers 

and will be addressed later in the report.  Although Folzenlogen did not provide 

information regarding the private-public interaction, his prior research has proven 

valuable in garnering a second outside opinion on the matter of development of the town 

center.   

                                                 
2 (Folzenlogen 2005) 
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Urban Land Institute Case Studies 

Relatively extensive research regarding mixed-use developments has been 

prevalent since 1971 in large part due to the Urban Land Institute’s focus on expanding 

knowledge and education in regards to development.  Case Studies of all types of 

development projects around the world can be found on the ULI website including 

mixed-use and town center case studies.  Despite the presence of hundreds of case studies 

regarding mixed-use developments, no true case studies have been performed for Cedar 

Park Town Center or Midtown Commons.  Even though ULI has not done case studies on 

either development, the existing ULI case studies provided an excellent framework for 

conducting studies of mixed-use developments.  The ULI case study approach was taken 

into account when creating this report and certainly is a valuable asset to have in any 

development study.   

The case studies have a somewhat limited influence on this report for several 

reasons.  First they do not cover these two developments, therefore making comparisons 

difficult or impossible.  Secondly, due to the price of each case study it is hard to gather 

too much research within them due to costs alone.  Finally, the setup and aim of the case 

studies vary slightly from this one as they look strictly at the development aspect of the 

project, whereas this report will observe closely the development process in regards to the 

private-public interaction. 

 

 



 7 

 

Approach 

 The structure of this report followed a modified version of the Eight Stages of 

Development as presented in Mike E. Miles’ book Real Estate Development: Principles 

and Process.3 

 The chapters within this report will be modeled after the stages of development 

according to Miles.  Miles’ first four stages will each be addressed in Chapters 3,4,5 and 

6 of this report, with stages 5-8 covered in Chapter 7.  Since this report will focus on the 

physical development as well as the interaction between the private and public sectors, it 

was determined that the first four stages should be the main focus since these involve the 

majority of private/public interaction and physical development.  Further modification 

shifts the focus from a financial centric model, to a physical design and private/public 

communication model.  This happened for two main reasons.   

The first reason for modification of Miles’ eight stages of development was that 

gaining adequate financial information regarding the development process for both 

projects was nearly impossible.  The developers for both projects were not willing to 

share their pro forma’s for fear of tipping valuable information to other developers who 

may read the report.  The second reason that modification was made to the stages of 

development was to fit the desired study requested by Envision Central Texas.  ECT 

asked for details regarding the private/public interaction and how it affected the 

development process.  This report will look at that interaction through the lens of 

                                                 
33 (Miles 2007) 
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physical design and development since this perspective appears to be the most obvious 

way of looking at the impact of communication between the private and public realms.  

 Despite slight modification to the stages of development, Real Estate 

Development: Principles and Process was chosen based on its credentials as one of the 

foremost resources available for those wanting to learn about real estate development.  

The book is produced by the Urban Land Institute which maintains thousands of 

members worldwide who work with or are involved with the public and private land use 

and real estate fields.  ULI is considered an excellent resource for development news and 

information, and has provided hundreds of case studies regarding nearly every type of 

development including mixed-use developments.4  This book was introduced to me 

through a development class at the University of Texas taught by Dr. Terry Kahn.  The 

eight stages of development serve as the guide throughout the book and provide an 

excellent outline to follow while doing research on the development processes of Cedar 

Park Town Center and Midtown Commons. 

 Each chapter will be broken down into two parts; the first part will focus on 

Cedar Park Town Center with the second part focusing on Midtown Commons.  This 

format was chosen in order to show differences between the two various forms of 

interaction, and processes experienced by both sites during each stage.  Comparisons will 

be expanded on and explained in the last chapter. 

Before diving into the stages of development, Chapter 2 will provide background 

information on Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown Commons as well as general 

                                                 
4 (Urban Land Institute 2011) 
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information regarding Cedar Park and Austin. Previous ownership of the land will also be 

addressed as well as how the land was acquired by the developers.  This chapter is 

intended to provide relatively thorough information regarding the sites as well as the 

cities in which they are situated.  This is important in order to gain an understanding of 

the relationship between the development and the community at-large. 

Chapter 3 will look at the inception of the idea by the developer.  Information 

gathered from the developers will help to understand what helped them to determine 

whether or not to pursue the site in discussion, along with the feasibility analysis done to 

determine what types of land uses could be provided on the property.  The policies in 

place within Cedar Park and Austin will be reviewed as to the effect the developer’s 

decision to purchase the land.  By looking at policies and zoning in both cities, an 

understanding will be gained for why the developer was willing to subject itself to the 

rules and regulations of the respective city and how that affected feasibility.   

Chapter 4 will focus on the refinement of the idea, as described by Miles.  This 

chapter focuses on the finalization of the site by the developer and a look at the feasibility 

of the site selection.  Special focus will be paid to the interaction between the developer 

and the city during this stage as the developer presents the initial vision for the land.  The 

chapter will also look at the other parties that would become involved if the developer 

determines to pursue the project.     

Chapter 5 looks at the third stage of Miles’ eight-stage model: feasibility.  While 

Miles focuses on the monetary feasibility in depth within the book, this report will focus 

heavily on design feasibility.  Monetary issues will be addressed, though not in great 
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detail in large part due to the lack of information regarding spreadsheets and pro forma’s 

from developers.  Focus will be placed on the site plans provided by the developers to the 

city in this stage.  This chapter will take an in-depth look into the processing of the 

development plans through the city including site review and analysis.  This is a crucial 

component of the report and will be a major focus when looking at the relationship 

between city policies and developers’ goals.   

Chapter 6 will address Miles’ fourth stage of development: contract negotiation.  

The essential focus of the chapter will be on the final approval of such things as site 

plans, funding and potential tenants.  Any issues faced by the cities as well as the 

developers in the final approval will be addressed including the timeframe for 

development.   

Chapter 7 will combine stages 5-8 of Miles’ model of real estate development.  

These stages have been condensed into one chapter since they are focused on the physical 

construction, completion, opening and management of the development.  This chapter 

will focus primarily on issues faced during construction as well as the successes of each 

development in attracting its desired target tenants.  Assessment of the projects will be 

brought to present day and the success of the projects will be scrutinized based on the 

results compared to the initial vision of both developments.   

The final chapter will bring everything together in an assessment of the overall 

success of both projects.  Comparisons and contrasts between the two will be addressed.  

A major focus of the chapter will be on addressing the main question of the report: What 

effect did the private/public interaction have on the developments and what changed from 
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initial vision to final result?  Weaknesses in the process for both projects will also be 

reviewed, and recommendations for more smooth and fluid interaction between the city 

and the developers will be brought forward.  Finally, the report will take a look at what 

future developers and public officials could learn from the development processes at 

Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown Commons and how future development processes 

could be improved.  Opportunities for future research will also be addressed, as well as 

ways in which the limitations experienced within this report could be potentially 

overcome. 

Numerous issues arose during the report and are addressed in the final chapter.  

Limitations to the research and availability of information were unavoidable so these 

bumps in the road were addressed in order to help future researchers understand where 

further research could be conducted or where information is not readily available.  

METHODOLOGY 

How did the public-private interaction shape the course of both projects from 

initial vision to final physical result?  This report approaches this question through the 

use of various sources of information.  It aims to gather the facts and viewpoints from 

various sources within both the private and public realm in order to create a well rounded 

approach to the question at hand.  The two main forms of information gathering used in 

this report were personal interviews and the review of both public and private documents.   
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Interviews 

Personal interviews were generally conducted by either one or two group 

members, although there were two initial meetings that involved all four group members 

and several people involved in each project.  An introductory site visit and interview 

were held at Cedar Park Town Center as well as Midtown Commons with all group 

members and several research subjects present.  These initial interviews were used as a 

way of gathering general information and creating a relationship with interviewees so that 

they could be contacted in the future for personal interviews.  Interviews were first 

conducted December 9, 2010 with the last interview occurring on March 31, 2011.  Most 

interviews were face-to-face, but several initial and follow up interviews occurred over 

the phone.  Interviews ranged from as little as 10 minutes to nearly 2 hours.  The list of 

people in the acknowledgements page includes all people that were interviewed whether 

in person or by phone.         

Documents 

The members of the Envision Central Texas Community Design Committee 

provided initial background information and data, derived from their own initial 

investigations.  This information was used as a starting point for future research 

providing details on the parties involved in each project as well as the general facts 

regarding both developments.    Plats, site plans and other project files were subsequently 

obtained through the city websites.  Site plans and financial figures were acquired from 

the developers and home builders involved in the project.  Maps and tables were provided 
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by public and private participants with visual edits created by the research team in order 

to highlight areas of discussion for better understanding.  All documents used within this 

report have been cited and used with full permission from the owners of the documents.    

Confidentiality 

 The specific statements and opinions of individual actors that were involved in the 

development process for both Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown Commons are not 

attributed to those individuals, or are not disclosed in this report to ensure confidentiality.  

Some information obtained in interviews were in the form of opinions regarding various 

aspects of the development process, and for the protection of the parties, names will be 

replaced with a company name or a simple description of the area in which they practice: 

private sector or public sector representative.   

 Individual names were also not included to ease future researchers in their attempt 

at adapting or applying this study of private-public interaction in the development process 

to other such projects.  By maintaining general titles, it is easier to transfer the general 

nature of their roles and responsibilities, as well as their perspectives and opinions, than if 

the report was to use individual names. 

Though each member of our research team had a specific aspect of the project that 

he or she focused on, much of the information gathering and research overlapped 

multiple topics.  For this reason, information gathered by team members was freely 

shared.  Information used in this PR was primarily my own, but interview notes were 

shared between group members.   
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Chapter 2: Background Information 

 Before assessing the evolution of the Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown 

Commons it is important to understand the context of mixed-use development in regards 

to the region, cities and site areas in which these developments chose to locate, prior to 

their existence.  This chapter will look at the Central Texas area, Cedar Park, Austin and 

the general site areas prior to the creation of the developments of focus.  By breaking 

down the areas from region, to city, to site; one can gain a greater understanding of the 

growth of the areas as well as the prevalence and potential for mixed-use development.  

General historical background information will also be a major focus in this chapter 

outlining growth and change within the region and cities as well as the landholding and 

evolution of both specific sites prior to their purchase by the current developers. 

CENTRAL TEXAS 

 The late 20
th

 Century and first decade of the 21
st
 Century have brought about 

tremendous growth in Central Texas.  This growth can be attributed to numerous reasons 

with arguably the most important being the migration of thousands of people to the 

Austin area due to the rise of the technology industry in the 1990s.  Compared to the 

other major metropolitan areas of Texas, the Austin-Round Rock Metropolitan Statistical 

Area had the highest percentage of domestic migrants throughout the 1990s as well as the 

first decade of the 21
st
 Century. 
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Table 1: Population Components of Change in Selected Texas Metropolitan Areas. 

Source: Steve Murdock: Population Change in Texas and Central Texas: 

Implications for Human and Socioeconomic Resources in the 21st Century 

Steve Murdock’s components of population change findings above provide a clear 

understanding of the form of Central Texas, and more specifically Austin’s growth.  

While the Austin-Round Rock MSA has experienced the highest percentage of domestic 

migration growth, it has also had the lowest percentage of natural increase in population 

over the same time frame in comparison with the other MSA’s.  Essentially, Austin and 
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Central Texas have become destination points for the computer technology industry as 

well as others who come to the area due to its strong economy and unique atmosphere.5 

 Migration to the Central Texas area has largely clustered in Austin and nearby 

cities.  As Austin grew in the 90s and early 21
st
 Century, satellite cities emerged as 

bedroom communities housing technology sector workers and those desiring suburban 

living.  Cities such as Round Rock, Cedar Park, Pflugerville, Manor and Buda each grew 

as their location near Austin gave rise to increases in single-family living and the desire 

for “more house for one’s money”.  

 Mixed-Use developments have garnered increased popularity throughout the 

country and slowly found their way to Central Texas.  Terry Mitchell, Principal of 

Momark Development, played a huge role in the incorporation of mixed-use development 

in Central Texas beginning with Plum Creek in Kyle, a suburb of Austin.  Plum Creek 

was created in 1997 and represented the idea of creating a more traditional neighborhood 

feel with retail, office and medical facilities easily accessible to residents.  When Plum 

Creek opened up Kyle only had a population of 3,800 people.  Many would consider 

Plum Creek an early successful model of new urbanist mixed-use development in Central 

Texas as it has grown to over 1,400 households with over 4,500 people.6  Mr. Mitchell 

undoubtedly played a crucial role envisioning Plum Creek, and his talents would also be 

used in the initial vision for Cedar Park Town Center.   

                                                 
5 (Murdock 2006, 13) 
6 (Plum Creek 2011) 
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 While Plum Creek pioneered mixed-use development in suburban Central Texas, 

the Mueller Redevelopment would leave its own indelible mark on Austin.  The Mueller 

development was previously Robert Mueller Municipal Airport, the airport serving 

Austin until 1999.  The 700 acre site located right off Interstate 35 in Austin would 

emerge around the same time as both Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown Commons, 

with the passing of Austin’s urban code in 2004 and completion of the first commercial 

building in 2007.7    

 Plum Creek and Mueller represented the first large-scale truly mixed-use 

developments to reach Central Texas.  While both can be considered successful in 

bringing a new wave of development and new urbanist thought to Central Texas, little 

research has been done to show their relative success compared to the more popular 

development types found throughout the area.  Regardless, both of these developments 

along with other smaller scale developments helped lay the framework for mixed-use 

development in Central Texas and have also undergone the private-public processes that 

Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown Commons have experienced. 

 CEDAR PARK 

 Located 16 miles northwest of Austin along U.S. Highway 183, Cedar Park has 

recently emerged as a major bedroom community for Austin.  Throughout its history, 

Cedar Park has remained under the radar due to the presence of its neighbor to the south.  

Cedar Park came to being in the mid 19
th

 century with limestone quarrying serving as the 

                                                 
7 (Mueller Austin 2011) 
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primary industry until 1970.  It wasn’t until the 1960s that Cedar Park witnessed 

noticeable growth in relation to its location near Austin.  Between 1970 and 1980 Cedar 

Park grew from a town of 125 to over 3,000 culminating in the community’s decision to 

incorporate in 1973.  Growth ensued throughout the 1980s and 1990s with the population 

reaching 5,000 by 1990.  The period between 1990 and 2000 represented a huge spike in 

growth as the community grew to over 26,049 residents by 2000.8  

 The 2008 population estimate had Cedar Park at approximately 63,299 residents, 

representing a 143% growth in population from 2000 to 2008. 9  This enormous surge in 

population can be attributed mainly to the growth of Austin as a technology center as 

well as the desire for traditional suburban living.  The creation of 183A in 2007, a toll 

way furthering the connection of Highway 183 to Austin, has only added to the 

popularity of the community providing ease of access to those wishing to commute from 

Cedar Park to work places in Austin.  The creation of places like the Cedar Park Medical 

Center, Austin Community College Cypress Creek Campus and Cedar Park Center in 

2008 have solidified Cedar Park’s stance as a strong and viable community capable of 

providing living spaces and amenities for residents.  While to the east, Round Rock has 

grown from a traditional bedroom community to a more stand alone community due to 

the re-locating of Dell in the 2000s, Cedar Park has seemingly remained content with its 

role as a primarily a bedroom community.  Despite Cedar Park’s willingness to provide 

large subdivisions serving Austin’s workforce, the city’s comprehensive plan outlined 

                                                 
8 (Texas State Historical Association 2011) 
9 (City of Cedar Park 2009) 
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various needs for the community to become even more viable and economically 

sufficient, creating a sense of a destination point rather than just a sprawling residential 

haven.10  

City of Cedar Park Comprehensive Plan 

 In 1998 Cedar Park created the City of Cedar Park Comprehensive Plan as a 

result of continuing growth of the community and a need to create a guide to aid the 

future direction of the city in the coming century.  The plan outlined the need to make 

Cedar Park a “hub” city taking advantage of its location near Lake Travis, Round Rock, 

Austin and other Central Texas communities.  Also outlined, was the need for diversified 

housing choices to provide for different income levels as well as generations.  One of the 

most important goals the plan outlined for the future was to: “Create or develop a viable 

community/town center that will help foster a sense of place and create an identity for 

Cedar Park”. The need for a town center was outlined in the Downtown Plan section 

calling for the creation of the town center either north or south of FM 1431.  The current 

site of the Cedar Park Town Center is located north of FM 1431 on the land that was 

considered desirable by the city in the plan.   

The creation of a “Downtown Plan” represented the desire of the city leaders to 

create an economically vibrant downtown area that would promote a pedestrian-friendly 

environment with the benefits of “higher density, a higher tax base and creation of a 

sense of place”.  The city saw the site as being prime for development due to it being 

                                                 
10 (Cedar Park Chamber of Commerce 2011) 
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undeveloped, located near an existing transportation network, having potential for a light 

rail stop to the west of the site, compatible zoning and landowners that were “willing 

participants”. 11    

Regulatory Plan 

 Stemming from the 1998 Comprehensive Plan and subsequent Downtown Plan 

was the Cedar Park Town Center Urban Code and Regulating Plan.  These codes were 

created to put into motion the ideas brought about in the comprehensive plan, putting 

policies in place to create a downtown district that would move away from the traditional 

“strip center” model that had become widespread throughout the area.  The Cedar Park 

Town Center Regulating Plan and Urban Code applied to the 371.70 acres located at 

1431 east of 183, the site of the current development.12 Traditional Neighborhood 

Development (TND) was proposed within the code and plan as the ideal model 

supporting a downtown.  TND took into account the need for pedestrian friendly 

residential areas that were walk-able and maintained a well connected transportation 

network.  The code would serve as the policy framework for a future town center 

providing guidance and requirements for such things as a town square, townhouse streets, 

residential streets, frontage types, easements, building restrictions etc.  The city 

determined that any future development within this zone would be required to meet the 

precedents set by the urban code and regulating plan.  This code is essentially form 

based, and is designed to create design standards focusing on physical design and 

                                                 
11 (Cedar Park 1998 Comprehensive Plan 1998, 87) 
12 (V-S Cedar Park Limited 2002, 4) 
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relationship between uses as opposed to traditional zoning practices. 13 This New 

Urbanist style design code was a first for Cedar Park and was influenced greatly by a 

private consultant as well as a homebuilder who would work on the Cedar Park Town 

Center project in the future.  Other New Urbanist-inspired developments such as Seaside 

and Celebration in the Florida Panhandle as well as Southlake Town Center in Southlake, 

Texas were studied by those involved in creating the Cedar Park Town Center 

Regulating Plan providing working examples of form based code.14 

CEDAR PARK TOWN CENTER SITE 

 The 1998 Comprehensive Plan outlined the need for a town center in Cedar Park 

to create a sense of place and give Cedar Park an added community feel.  The plan 

identified two main tracts of land as potential sites for the town center.  Both sites were 

located just east of Highway 183, Cedar Park’s main commercial node and traffic carrier.  

The first site, called the Windsor Crossing tract, was located just north of FM 1431, the 

main east-west arterial in Cedar Park.  FM 1431 intersected Highway 183 to the west and 

extended east to Interstate 35.  The second tract, called the Quest tract, was located just 

south of 1431 and the Windsor Crossing tract.  Both tracts represented ideal locations for 

a town center development.  Their strategic location along two major transportation 

nodes just east of downtown provided excellent visibility for drivers.  As mentioned 

earlier, both tracts also had compatible zoning that would be relatively easy to change to 

a form based code.  Each site also had landowners who were willing to listen to 

                                                 
13 (Cedar Park Town Center: The Urban Code 2005, 3-5) 
14 (Communication with Public Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 4, 2011) 
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development proposals.  Finally, the land was relatively undeveloped, especially on the 

Windsor Crossing tract, meaning pre-development costs would be limited as there were 

no previous buildings to tear down or renovate.15  Prior to 2002, development had 

increased along FM 1431 and east of 183.  A 20,000 sq. ft. Seton Healthcare facility was 

located just south of 1431 along with a Comfort Inn, Montessori School, U.S. Post 

Office, bank and Scott & White Healthcare facility.  As development grew along FM 

1431 east of 183, the potential sites for the new Cedar Park Town Center emerged as 

potential centers of the new downtown Cedar Park and could serve as the destination 

point that the city expressly desired in its comprehensive plan.16   

 

Figure 1: (Left) Map of downtown district including portion considered the town 

center.  (Right) Larger map of Cedar Park in relation to Austin. Figures 

Source: V-S Cedar Park Project Opportunity Summary 

                                                 
15 (Cedar Park 1998 Comprehensive Plan 1998, 3.6) 
16 (V-S Cedar Park Limited 2002, 4) 
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Windsor Crossing Tract 

 Ultimately, the Windsor Crossing tract would be chosen as the site for Cedar Park 

Town Center.  The details of this selection will be covered in the next chapter, but first 

one needs to gain an understanding of the tract prior to its development.  Previously 

undeveloped, the Windsor Crossing tract was composed of 470 acres of relatively flat 

land with moderate tree cover.  Spanish Oak Creek flowed through the tract from the 

west to southeast.  V-S Cedar Park, a development firm, purchased the tract from Texas 

Commerce bank in November of 2004.17  The Windsor Crossing tract had been zoned 

Light Industrial prior to the 1998 Comprehensive Plan, but there had been relatively little 

buyer interest in such a large tract of land.  V-S Cedar Park had a desire to gain some 

economic benefit from the land, believing that the land could be sold to a homebuilder 

willing to create a subdivision in central Cedar Park.  As we will see in the ensuing 

chapters, the city’s vision would greatly influence the path that this tract would take, 

aiding V-S Cedar Park in a movement towards Cedar Park’s first mixed-use 

development.18 

                                                 
17 (Envision Central Texas 2010) 
18 (Communication with Public Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 4, 2011) 
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Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority 

 

Figure 2: Capital Metro Red-Line bypassing Cedar Park. (Approximate location of 

Cedar Park Town Center. Courtesy of Capital Metro, edited by author.  

Source: Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority. 

 One of the existing factors that added to the value of the Windsor Crossing tract 

was the presence of a rail line on the western edge of the property.  This rail line would 

eventually serve as the Capital Metro Red Line running from Leander to Austin.  Despite 
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the presence of the line, Cedar Park opted out of Capital Metro in the 1990s, choosing 

instead to pursue other forms of transit through the 4A-4B Program.  A desire to get more 

benefit than just a Park and Ride was on the minds of Cedar Park officials in the early 

90s, fearing that they would not get enough return on their investment to warrant 

membership in Capital Metro.19  This decision made the presence of the rail line 

relatively useless to the property, and essentially guaranteeing that there would be no 

Transit-Oriented Development occurring on V-S Cedar Park’s land unless a decision to 

re-join Capital Metro was made in the future.  It is too early to tell what level of impact 

Cedar Park’s decision to opt out of Capital Metro had on the tract, but undoubtedly it 

ensured that the western edge of the property would not be used as a transit station. 

Toll Road 183-A 

 The creation of Toll Road 183A would add even greater value to the future Cedar 

Park Town Center tract.  For years, Highway 183 had served as the primary source of 

access of Cedar Park from Austin.  The highway was extended in the 1990s with traffic 

lights being replaced with continuous four lane highway.  The extension served north-

west Austin, but the portion of the highway that went through Cedar Park remained 

littered with traffic signals and reduced speeds.  Cedar Park grew around 183, focusing 

retail development along intersections.  As Cedar Park grew, congestion increased along 

183 leading to the decision to extend the highway portion of 183 from Austin through 

Cedar Park.  The new highway portion would serve as a toll road, passing east of the 

                                                 
19 (Communication with Public Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 4, 2011) 
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original 183, immediately to the east of the proposed town center tract.  The shift of 

major traffic from 183 to 183A was believed to be a major advantage for the future Cedar 

Park Town Center.  The increased traffic and visibility of the town center along the 

highway frontage road was believed to be vital for creating dynamic retail spaces and 

community life.  Despite the convenience in placement of 183A just east of the potential 

Cedar Park Town Center site, it was not worked in conjunction with the planning of the 

toll road. 20  The planning for the town center occurred years prior to the Central Texas 

Regional Mobility Authority’s determination to put 183A in east of the site.  Those 

involved with the project were told that a toll-road would eventually come through Cedar 

Park, but the physical location was not settled upon until later.  Construction on 183A 

began in 2005 with its completion in 2007.21 

AUSTIN 

Like Cedar Park, the City of Austin has experienced tremendous growth in the 

past 20 years.  The growth of the technology industry greatly spurred the boom as Austin 

garnered the name “Silicon Hills” with the relocation of such companies as Samsung, 

3M, IBM, Google, Hewlett-Packard and others to its rolling hills.  In the past decade 

Austin has witnessed enormous growth at over 20.4% since 2000.  As of 2009 the 

population of Austin was 790,390.22 

                                                 
20 (Communication with Public Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 4, 2011) 
21 (183A Extension 2011) 
22 (Castillo 2011) 
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Despite its tremendous growth over the past 20 years, Austin has not maintained 

an updated comprehensive plan.  Instead, Austin has developed and maintained a series 

of Neighborhood Development Plans which are used as guides for development-related 

decision making in each neighborhood within the city.  The small focus on specific 

neighborhoods as opposed to the general city has led to segmentation of visions and 

uncoordinated development within the city.  The lack of a long term plan for growth has 

proved challenging for the city, stretching growth along major corridors and pushing 

more and more people away from the urban core.  Despite this growth outward, a 

concentrated effort has been made to increase the amount of people living in the 

downtown area.  New high rise condominium and apartment developments have sprung 

up in the past decade alongside the office buildings that once dominated downtown.  This 

effort was aimed at increasing the population downtown and creating a more vibrant 

downtown nightlife, not just during work hours.  Over the past several years Austin has 

undertaken a multi-million dollar effort to create an updated comprehensive plan 

replacing the old Austin Tomorrow Comprehensive Plan which was enacted in 1979.23   

Even without an updated comprehensive plan, Austin has pushed for increased 

density in an attempt to prevent further sprawl.  This desire was taken into action with the 

redevelopment of Mueller Airport, as alluded to earlier.  Mueller provided the model for 

mixed-use development in Austin bringing higher density living to the core.  Its strategic 

location along Interstate 35 as well as the presence of anchor tenants such as Dell 

Children’s Hospital fueled its popularity.  Even with the excitement of New Urbanist 

                                                 
23 (City of Austin 2010) 
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development in Austin, Mueller still supplied big-box retailers such as Wal-Mart and 

Best Buy in order to create the needed traffic in the development.  This reliance left many 

questioning the validity of Mueller as a New Urbanist community, pointing to the fact 

that the reliance on big-box retail to spur growth went against the ideals of new urbanism 

and did not “Keep Austin Weird” with a focus on local businesses. 

2005 TOD Overlay 

 Beginning in 2004 the City of Austin embarked on creating a new Transit-

Oriented Development Zoning overlay in specific areas that were along the rail line in 

Austin.  This zoning overlay was created in conjunction with the 2004 approval of 

Capital Metro’s proposed 32 mile rail line stretching from Downtown Austin north 

through Austin and terminating in Leander northwest of Austin.  The two-phase approach 

of the TOD ordinance provided relatively loose regulations for TOD’s to be created in 

Austin.  The ordinance was approved in 2005, with the idea that additional TOD districts 

would be added when Capital Metro determined to put in a rail or bus stop.  This new 

form of development for Austin opened the door to new mixed-use development along 

the urban rail line, a first for the city.24 

Capital Metro Rail Plan 

 The City of Austin created the TOD ordinance to go along with the All Systems 

Go Long-Range Transit Plan created by Capital Metro.  It aimed to provide rail and bus 

transit options throughout Austin through the implementation of the Red Line as well as 

                                                 
24 (Transit-Oriented Development Background 2010) 
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potential future rail lines through east Austin.  Bus routes throughout the city were also 

provided including express routes connecting suburban Austin with the University of 

Texas and downtown areas.25 

Subchapter E 

 Another influential document that shaped the movement towards a more 

pedestrian friendly and transit oriented Austin was Subchapter E of the Land 

Development Code.26  This document was created and added to existing ordinances as a 

design and mixed-use code to be used throughout the city.  Its focus was to improve 

urban design standards within Austin by determining types of transportation corridors 

and identifying particular types of development that would take place in each. Adopted in 

2006 and effective beginning in January of 2007, Subchapter E would serve as the 

guiding document for all future mixed-use developments within Austin.  

Subchapter E focuses on bringing buildings to the streets, creating walkable 

developments that place importance on the pedestrian environment.  The document also 

promotes street and pedestrian connectivity through thorough circulation systems.  

Subchapter E also places emphasis on individual buildings and their appearance as well 

as what they physically bring to the built environment whether it be shade, shelter, etc.  

Finally, Subchapter E drives home the importance of managing the placement of utilities, 

namely underground, in order to bring them away from the pedestrian environment 

allowing for safe and attractive passageways for development patrons. 

                                                 
25 (Capital Metropolitan Transit Authority 2011) 
26 (Subchapter E: Design Standards and Mixed-Use 2006) 
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Subchapter E would have an effect on future sites along Lamar Boulevard, 

considered a core transit corridor, and thus would have a major impact on development 

guidelines and restrictions for Midtown Commons through its Commercial Design 

Standards. 

MIDTOWN COMMONS SITE 

 

Figure 3: Location of Midtown Commons (Crestview Station). Source: Stratus 

Properties 

The push for mixed-use development in Austin, including the formal planning for 

redevelopment at the former Mueller Airport spurred a desire for developers to create 

higher density mixed-use developments within the urban core of Austin.  Prime real-
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estate existed for redevelopment with the reward of a large payback being on the minds 

of developers.  The site of present day Midtown Commons at Crestview Station (the site 

was called Crestview station during the development process, named Midtown Commons 

after opening) was previously a brownfield location following its use as the research 

facility for the Huntsman Petrochemical Corporation, on the west side of Lamar 

Boulevard in what was considered a core transit corridor under Subchapter E.  The city 

desired to mold Lamar into a pedestrian friendly boulevard with mixed-use developments 

brought up to the street providing accessible and attractive retail, office and living spaces.  

The Triangle, located at the intersections of Lamar Boulevard and Guadalupe Street was 

the first mixed-use development within this corridor providing retail and living 

opportunities in a strategic location just north of the University of Texas in Central 

Austin.  The Triangle had proven to be a desirable development and the city as well as 

other developers hoped to build upon this success with more developments in the area. 
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Huntsman Petrochemical Research Facility 

 

Figure 4: Image of Huntsman Petrochemical Research Facility, 1998.                

Source: Stratus Properties 

 Prior to the creation of Crestview Station and Midtown Commons, the 75 acres at 

the intersection of Lamar Blvd. and Airport Blvd. was home to the Huntsman 

Petrochemical Research Facility.  This facility had been in place since 1949, originally 

named the Texaco Chemical Company Austin Research Laboratory.  Upon the creation 

of the chemical facility, Crestview Neighborhood was only a few years old and relatively 

small.  In 1994, Texaco sold the facility to Huntsman Corporation for $850 million.  

Huntsman continued to run the research facility, garnering awards for industry leading 

research until 2005 when it was decided that the plant would be shutdown in favor of 

another location near Houston.  This would mark the beginning of redevelopment for the 
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property and spark the interest of the city in mixed-use TOD development at the 

location.27 

    The City of Austin along with Capital Metro determined that the intersection of 

Airport Boulevard and Lamar Boulevard would provide the greatest opportunity for a 

station, and labeled the Huntsman plant site as a potential redevelopment zone.  The 

petrochemical facility was part of a larger 193 acre Lamar Blvd./Justin Ln. TOD district 

created by the City of Austin.  With its direct frontage to the existing rail line, the 

Huntsman Petrochemical facility sat at the core of the newly created TOD district making 

it prime real estate for Austin’s first true TOD site. 28  Prior to the closing of the site, the 

plant had buildings clustered along the south end of the tract, with some ball fields on the 

northern edge bordering the neighborhood next door.29  The Crestview Neighborhood 

surrounded the area and was an established single-family residential neighborhood with 

origins dating back to the 1950s and 60s. 30  With over 17,000 residents within a mile of 

the plant, the plant’s location made it a hot commodity for redevelopment and investment 

from developers.  With growing neighborhoods to the east, and prime location between 

Highway 183, Interstate 35, Loop 1 and other major arterials; the Huntsman Chemical 

Facility was to be a prime target for redevelopment if the proper bid and bidder were to 

come along.31 

                                                 
27 (Leal 2011) 
28 (Economics Research Associates 2007) 
29 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, February, 10  2011) 
30 (Lamar Blvd./Justin Ln. TOD 2005) 
31 (Economics Research Associates 2007) 
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Chapter 3: Getting Involved (Inception of an Idea) 

 This chapter looks at the factors that led to the developer’s and city’s involvement 

in the respective projects.  Attention will be paid to the factors at play including 

developers and city leaders and how the determination was made to select a site and 

move forward in the development process. 

MILES’S FIRST STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT 

 Before breaking down the beginning of involvement for both Cedar Park Town 

Center and Midtown Commons we must understand Mike Miles’ first stage of 

development and explain how it will be used, adapted and applied to the overriding 

notion that the evolution of both projects due in part to private-public interactions. 

 Miles’ focus for “Inception of an Idea” centers on the developer and an initial 

vision and generation of ideas through market research and imagination.  The focus 

centers around the developer’s research regarding potential site locations and visualizing 

what could be created on a piece of land.  In this stage, the developer weighs his options 

determining where he wants to invest and what kind of development should be pursued.  

Often times there are two ways a developer can become involved.  The first way is when 

a developer has a type of development in mind whether a subdivision, mixed-use, etc. 

and looks for land to fit the development idea.  The second way is when a developer 

searches for land and upon finding that land, the developer will decide what kind of 

development to create.  More often than not developers come across sites with owners 

desiring better economic use.  Miles suggests that developers are opportunistic, looking 
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for sites that may be undeveloped or underdeveloped with owners who are willing to 

make deals to better utilize their land. 32 
 

 In this first stage, Miles also points to the developer’s need to assess the risks 

involved with the acquisition of land and potential pitfalls of development on certain 

parcels.  This prior knowledge and research is imperative for the potential of creating a 

successful money producing development.  Miles claims that developers must “know 

themselves” and recognize whether or not they have the knowledge and 

physical/financial capability to develop a specific parcel.  This self-assessment in the first 

stage is part of the larger decision on whether or not to take a risk and get involved with a 

property.  Miles focuses in great detail on risk aversion for developers; he views this as a 

crucial element to the long-term stability of development.  In addition to knowing one’s 

image, Miles believes the developer must also understand the other potential players in 

the project including public and private organizations and groups.  A developer must also 

coordinate with other groups and organizations making sure that everyone cohesive 

understanding and that the goals of each group are acknowledged.  Finally, to avoid 

excess risk, Miles believes developers should stay current in knowledge as well as 

networking, as well as behaving in an ethical manner that will maintain relationships with 

those involved in the development process.33  

 

 

                                                 
32 (Miles 2007, 236-9) 
33 (Miles 2007, 245-51) 
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Adaptation of First Stage 

For the purpose of this report, focus will be placed on the developer’s initial 

involvement in the property, but the chapter will also look at the city’s involvement in the 

developer’s decision to pursue purchase and development of the land.  The city’s 

involvement includes interaction with the developer as well as policies that push for 

development of a specific parcel.  Focus will be on what attracted the developer to the 

specific parcel of land and the policies and people that were involved in the initial 

decisions.  Special attention will be paid to Miles’ risk aversion techniques as well as the 

relationship between the developer and the city.     

CEDAR PARK TOWN CENTER 

 Vision and an understanding of the benefits and risks associated with attempting 

to create a New Urbanist type development in Cedar Park were present amongst those 

working for the city, the landowners and potential developers.  Each group played an 

integral role in the visioning process and bringing the idea of a town center in Cedar Park 

from a chapter in the Comprehensive Plan, to reality.   

The City 

 The evolution of Cedar Park Town Center emerged from two visions.  The first 

vision involved the City of Cedar Park.  A major push from the city was emerging in the 

early 1990s.  City officials envisioned the general area including the Windsor Crossing 

tract would be an excellent location for a traditional neighborhood development.  In 
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broad terms, a traditional neighborhood development is a development focused on walk-

ability and amenities located near smaller lot homes, essentially the picturesque way 

neighborhoods were before the growth of the suburbs.  City officials’ vision greatly 

influenced the desire to create a town center and create the aforementioned downtown 

that would give Cedar Park an identity.34 

The 1998 Comprehensive Plan recognized that the Windsor Crossing tract was 

located in a very valuable area of Cedar Park.  The site was zoned light industrial and was 

receiving very little interest from developers based on the zoning and perceived lack of 

growth around the area at the time.  The city and developer both desired that the property 

become more economically beneficial.  V-S Cedar Park was intrigued by the idea of 

creating a new subdivision on their land as selling to a homebuilder would bring 

considerable returns.  The city, not desiring another sprawling subdivision was willing to 

make a deal.  The city offered to rezone the tract, just not to single-family residential.  It 

was determined that the Windsor Crossing tract along with the Quest tract would be part 

of the Downtown Plan outlined in the comprehensive plan. The 1998 plan put the tracts 

under the name Downtown District.  V-S Cedar Park’s land, along with the Quest tract to 

the south, would be subject to a Town Center Regulating Plan and Urban Code which the 

city mentioned would be designed with the help of consultants in the future that would 

promote a mix of uses including a town center area with a city hall and other municipal 

buildings. 35  After the Comprehensive Plan in 1998, the city dedicated itself to refining 

                                                 
34 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March, 23 2011) 
35 (Communication with Public Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March, 4 2011) 
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the image of Cedar Park and creating a sense of place for a city that was growing rapidly, 

but was only seen as a bedroom community.  

As evident in the 1998 Comprehensive Plan, the city understood that the Windsor 

Crossing and Quest tracts were the two main properties that had potential to be developed 

into a town center within Cedar Park.  From a physical perspective, the city saw many 

opportunities for the Windsor Crossing tract.  The tract was large and centrally located 

within Cedar Park.  The tract was undeveloped and situated along FM 1431 and nearby 

Highway 183.  In addition, the tract had several natural amenities such as Spanish Oak 

Creek which ran west to east across the property.  The Quest tract to the south held many 

of the same advantages.  Quest was also a large tract with little developed land.  Its 

location immediately south of the Windsor Crossing tract meant it too was centrally 

located and benefitted from its location near the two major arterial roads serving Cedar 

Park.  Receiving interest from the owners of both tracts, the City of Cedar Park 

determined that a competition should be held to determine which would potentially be the 

site for a future mixed-use development holding the city hall and providing that 

destination point to make Cedar Park a viable city with a viable attraction.  The owners of 

both tracts hired planners to “show what was potentially feasible on the land” according 

to a former city official.36  V-S Cedar Park hired Land Design Studio to create a concept 

plan for the property.  

  The City of Cedar Park played an instrumental role in pushing forward the idea 

of a mixed-use town center within the city, specifically in one of the two tracts.  The city 

                                                 
36 (Communication with Public Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 4, 2011) 
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was potentially enlarging the tax base, not settling for another subdivision with simply 

property taxes.  The vision of mixed-use development would bring added tax base to the 

community along with the sense of place and traditional downtown feel that had been 

lacking since the town’s founding.  While developers would have to come in and put the 

plans in motion, the city showed vision and desire to make a town center reality.  

The Developers 

 V-S Cedar Park originally bought the property in 1994 from Texas Commerce 

Bank.  The property was undeveloped and had been foreclosed on.  Seeing an opportunity 

to invest in land within central Cedar Park, V-S Cedar Park purchased the land and went 

through the entitlement process creating the first concept plan of the property through 

Land Design Studio a consultant firm in central Texas.  V-S Cedar Park assumed they 

would sell the property to a homebuilder.  Though V-S Cedar Park participated in some 

visioning for the project, the general idea was that the 479 acres would become a typical 

suburban subdivision with a few hundred feet of commercial along FM 1431.   

V-S Cedar Park believed that the property would have likely been completely 

developed by 2000 if the typical suburban subdivision became the ultimate goal.  The 

subdivision was not to be.  The developer asserts that after seeing city leadership move 

towards the idea of an identity creating downtown or town center, V-S Cedar Park 

decided to become involved in order to maximize the potential of the land.37  V-S Cedar 

Park would hold onto the property until 2000 hoping to sell to a developer that would 

                                                 
37 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 23, 2011) 
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create a town center that would thrive across from a planned 90 acre, 900,000 square foot 

retail center to the east now called 1890 Ranch.38  The 479 acre Windsor Crossing tract 

would remain undeveloped for over a decade as the owners waited to take advantage of 

its location and the rapidly increasing growth of Cedar Park.  The shift in vision for the 

city undoubtedly had an effect on the property.  For the V-S Cedar Park, the city’s desire 

to create an identity in the form of a town center provided developmental challenge.  

Whereas a common suburban subdivision with small amounts of strip retail would likely 

work quickly and efficiently, the city’s desire for a downtown delayed the use of the land, 

but could potentially provide tremendous rewards if the project was a success.  Despite 

the added risk involved, V-S Cedar Park recognized the potential of a downtown area in 

Cedar Park and determined it was in their best interest, as well as the city’s, to pursue the 

creation of a downtown Cedar Park.  Choosing to go along with the city’s vision, V-S 

Cedar Park willingly entered a competition for the right to be home to the new 

downtown.   V-S Cedar Park entered the competition, determined to win the role of town 

center and ultimately have the land developed.  The city’s unwavering desire to create a 

town center on one of the two tracts meant V-S Cedar Park’s best shot at getting the site 

developed was through cooperation and sharing the vision with the city in order to make 

the land prosperous.39  

Despite the vision the 1998 Comprehensive Plan laid out for the Windsor 

Crossing tract, the site stayed undeveloped until 2002.  V-S Cedar Park remained willing 

                                                 
38 (Kaspar 2006) 
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and wanting to sell the land to a developer in order to gain economic use of the property.  

The company hired a broker to create a Request for Proposals based on an initial concept 

design focusing on a suburban subdivision with some elements of a town center.    

Contacted by a broker in Round Rock who knew of the RFP on the Windsor 

Crossing tract, an employee at Milburn Homes saw potential in re-envisioning the design 

and eventually making the development dream a reality.  Much like V-S Cedar Park, 

Milburn Homes understood the risks and potential rewards involved with the property.  

More than anything, the fact that a town center or TND style development would be 

completely new to Cedar Park posed huge potential risks.  Those involved were unsure of 

the ability of the town center to thrive in a bedroom community like Cedar Park and 

worried that the movement towards smaller retail and more traditional neighborhood 

design would not be received well by residents within the city who likely moved there to 

enjoy a suburban life.  Attempting to artificially create a town center could also be a 

gamble.  The fact that the 183A toll-road’s location was not yet solidified also posed a 

huge risk to the project.40  V-S Cedar Park had inquired about the toll-road previously; 

the response from the city was to not expect it until at least 2000 and even then it was not 

confirmed how the road would interact with the property in regards to access ramps, exit 

ramps, and frontage roads.   

Despite the inherent risks involved with the project, namely the fact that the 

vision for the site was unique and essentially an unknown in any community like Cedar 

Park, there were still many potential positives to be had.  If the site was to be developed 
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as a TND the benefits could be great.  Just as the creation of a TND was an unknown 

risk, it was also an unknown benefit.  The site could evolve into a model for suburban 

town centers and spearhead mixed-use growth in central Texas suburbs.  The risks and 

rewards associated with the site were weighed heavily by all involved and the decision to 

develop the property would leave a lasting legacy.  

MIDTOWN COMMONS 

 Like Cedar Park Town Center, Midtown Commons was born through the fusing 

of ideas from both the public and private sector.  In the case of Cedar Park Town Center, 

the creation of a comprehensive plan focusing on the establishment of a downtown 

spurred on the vision of developers who wished to provide something unique and lasting 

to Cedar Park that would also bring economic vitality.  Midtown Commons emerged 

through joint vision between the developer and the city.  It was the initial vision of the 

landholder that pushed forward the idea of creating new development on the site of a 

brown-field, but the entrance of a new developer’s vision coupled with city policy pushed 

forward what would become Austin’s first true transit-oriented development. 

The Huntsman Vision 

 As mentioned in Chapter 2, Huntsman Petrochemical and beforehand, its 

predecessor Texaco Chemical owned the property that is now Midtown Commons for 

over 50 years prior to its redevelopment.  Huntsman maintained an excellent track record 

within its business community as well as within Austin.  Before closing the plant down in 

2005 Huntsman went through the process of entitling the 75 acres and created a PUD or 
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Planned Unit Development.  The company hoped to sell the property to a company that 

could develop the land and get value out of its great location and size.   

Trammell Crow and Stratus Properties 

 Trammell Crow approached Huntsman in 2004 regarding the purchase of the 73 

acres.  Trammell Crow, a worldwide developer, saw the land as an opportunity primarily 

due to its location.  Trammell Crow decided to partner in a joint venture with Stratus 

Properties, a local developer who had extensive experience in commercial and residential 

real estate in the Austin area.  The two firms had worked together on other projects in the 

Austin area and were able to blend expertise’s to create diverse and successful 

developments. 

  The first vision that Crow and Stratus had was to put an HEB grocery store on 

the property.  HEBs were proven grocery stores within Austin and it was believed that the 

site’s location would be excellent for a new HEB, and the stores that associate and cluster 

around the grocery store.  Despite this vision, HEB was unwilling to put a store on the 

site, citing the presence of another HEB relatively close to the tract.  The vision was also 

not looked upon favorably by the surrounding Crestview neighborhood who had concerns 

about the increase in traffic throughout the neighborhood.41   

 When deciding to purchase the 75 acres along Lamar Boulevard from Huntsman, 

Crow and Stratus realized that there were numerous opportunities and threats associated 

with the property.  The overriding issue that posed a major threat to the potential 
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development future was the presence of harmful environmental waste - namely benzene.  

Crow and Stratus were also told that if they were to purchase the property they would 

have to cover all expenses for environmental rehabilitation and cleanup.  To make 

matters more challenging for Trammell Crow, Huntsman would not allow Crow to 

investigate how much waste was on the property prior to purchase.  This posed a huge 

monetary dilemma for the potential developers, whose decision to purchase the property 

would have to be based solely on the hope that what could potentially be developed on 

the site would be worth more than the cost of cleaning up the site in the first place.42  

Crow and Stratus also realized the potential speed bumps that could occur in working 

with the city.  Any future development of the property would have to coincide with city 

regulations and zoning.  If Crow desired to create a mixed-use development or transit-

oriented development, it would have to work with the city to create proper code or zoning 

that would meet the goals of the developer. This process has proven in the past to be 

challenging for developers in Austin as the city has garnered the reputation as being 

relatively strict regulation wise, especially in dealing with developers.  Needless to say, 

there were some daunting challenges associated with the property if the two decided to 

move forward with acquisition.  With the task of cleaning up potentially millions of 

dollars worth of environmental waste, coupled with the idea of creating new regulations 

alongside the city to make a potential new vision for the brown-field redevelopment 

possible, Trammell Crow and Stratus were faced with a go/no-go decision early on in the 

visioning process that would have a multi-million dollar influence one way or another. 
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 Despite the potentially hefty cleanup lurking in the future, there were also huge 

prospective benefits in the 75 acre site if pursued.  Lamar Boulevard was a well-

established thoroughfare with potential through city initiation to become an extremely 

utilized and popular destination.  The site was also at a crossroads between Lamar and 

Airport Boulevard.  Airport Boulevard remained a major linkage to the east past 

Interstate 35 and all the way out to Highway 183 east of town.  The level of vehicular 

traffic in the immediate vicinity of the site made the property extremely attractive.  The 

presence of the rail line bordering the southern edge of the 75 acre tract presented another 

wave of opportunity.  The potential developers understood that Capital Metro and the 

City of Austin had been working on creating the city’s first commuter rail line.  If the rail 

line were to become operational, the developers felt that the site could become a stop 

along the line and could potentially be turned into a transit-oriented development that 

could receive enormous amounts of traffic through the rail route, bus routes and everyday 

car traffic that flowed past the site. 

 Trammell Crow’s reputation as an innovative and highly versatile developer 

allowed it to undertake a wide range of development projects.  Crow even had a specific 

group which focused on brown-field TOD redevelopment.  The Huntsman tract’s location 

could make the city become more cooperative and flexible in regulation due to the 

potential the site had for providing the TOD that the city sought.  The site also had the 

ability to bring the city, as well as Capital Metro, to Stratus and Crow’s side in the mutual 

desire to create a development that benefited the immediate location economically as well 

as physically.  If Stratus and Crow were willing to create a TOD, a partnership could 
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potentially be entered into with Capital Metro to make the property beneficial to the 

developer as well as the transit authority through placing a train stop along the rail line 

within the property.43 

 Both developers recognized the need for a working relationship with the city as 

well as Capital Metro in whatever venture the company decided upon.  The location of 

the site made it an important piece to all three organizations and if Crow and Stratus were 

to purchase the tract it could potentially have multiple allies willing to help bring the 

project to fruition.  Trammell Crow and Stratus, through the visioning process, 

understood the importance of a working relationship with other organizations as Miles’ 

mentioned in his book.44 If there was to be a future for the two developers with the 

property, they must first ensure that its vision aligned with that of the city and Capital 

Metro.45 

Capital Metro’s Red Line 

 Capital Metro’s vision for a rail line as well as the timeframe of providing rail 

was crucial in the potential form that the Midtown Commons development would take.  

Just as Trammell Crow and Stratus weighed the pros and cons associated with purchasing 

a brown-field site, so too did Capital Metro in regards to its rail plan.  The vision of 

Capital Metro would relate closely to that of the developers’ based on location.  Both 
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sides realized that if the project was to be pursued, they must be willing to work together 

and in doing so the results could be mutually beneficial.     

 Capital Metro’s All Systems Go Long-Range Transit Plan created in 2004 focused 

on the creation of the 32 mile Red Line as well as other modes of transit throughout the 

Austin area.  Timing was crucial as will be shown in the next chapter.  Regulations were 

created by Capital Metro and the City of Austin in order to encourage the growth of 

TODs at locations sited by the TOD ordinance passed in 2005.  In this sense both Capital 

Metro and the City of Austin had already been envisioning for years the creation of rail 

transit within Austin as well as growth around the rail line through TODs.  This vision 

undoubtedly played an important factor as Trammell Crow weighed the potential for 

investing in the Huntsman tract.46 

 As a whole, the vision that would eventually become Midtown Commons 

emerged first through Huntsman Co.’s pursuit of entitling and selling the property.  The 

vision evolved further through Trammell Crow and Stratus’ presence in Austin and 

willingness to entertain the thought of creating a new development on Lamar Boulevard.  

The creation of regulations by the City of Austin and Capital Metro influenced greatly the 

potential of the Huntsman tract, aiming at increasing its value as a potential mixed-use 

development.   
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Chapter 4: Initial Design and Group Involvement (Refinement of the 

Idea) 

 Chapter four contains an examination of developer’s decision to proceed with the 

project as well as the initial design for the project.  Attention is paid to feasibility analysis 

undertaken by the developers as well as the role taken by each party involved.  Initial 

reactions and regulations put in place or already in place for each site are reviewed as 

local officials create ordinances and plans to assist in the molding of the design proposed 

by the developer. 

MILES’S SECOND STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT 

 Mike Miles’ second stage of development focuses on the decision of the 

developer to acquire a site as well as the specific project design associated with the parcel 

chosen.  There are two major steps within this stage: the initial design and 

financial/physical feasibility done by the developer to determine what can be done with 

the site, and the discussion of the project with other players or parties involved.  The 

general public, especially the local government, is considered the most important player 

during this stage.  The local government must be “sold” on the ideas of the developer and 

can offer suggestions in order to speed up approval time.47  Miles calls this step the 

“heart” of the development process claiming that the developer must determine what 
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other entities will be involved.  Specifically, Miles mentions the importance of 

determining a lender or lenders, general contractors and who potential tenants may be.48   

Site acquisition centers on the need to determine which parcel of land is best for 

the developer.  Once that is done, negotiation begins on land purchase.  In this stage the 

developer hopes to secure interest in the land without making a huge investment.  Miles 

states that the ideal situation for a developer is to pay a minimum price for rights to the 

land and the ability to buy the land at today’s stated price sometime within the next five 

years.  This land “option” is a forward looking agreement that the developer makes to 

maintain flexibility to garner funds for purchase while continuing a stake-hold in the 

property.49 

 Risk control used by the developer during this stage revolves around flexibility.  

If the land is entitled according to his desired development standards and means, he will 

likely pursue the purchase of the land.  Often times the land has already received 

entitlement from the owner prior to the developer’s gaining of interest, meaning that the 

developer knows entitlement up front and may be ready to pursue purchase without the 

waiting game.50 

Adaptation of Second Stage 

 This chapter will generally follow Miles’ Second Stage.  The decision by 

developers for both Cedar Park Town Center and Midtown Commons to purchase the 
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land and pursue development will be reviewed.  In staying with the goal of this report, 

special attention will be placed on understanding the players involved in the initial design 

of the developments, especially in regards to outside entities hired by the developers to 

create an initial site plan as well as the city and its regulations.  The interaction between 

the developers as well as their consultants and city staff will be a major focus in order to 

understand the initial vision of the project and how it was received by the city.  Finally, if 

any risk control methods, mentioned by Miles as optioning of land are used they will be 

addressed within this chapter.  The chapter will follow the course of development from 

the decision to purchase the land by the developer, to the initial feasibility, design and 

reactions from the developer and city.   

As will be seen with the Cedar Park Town Center, we are looking at the land as it 

was already owned by V-S Cedar Park.  This section will look at Milburn Homes’s 

decision to purchase most of the land from the company, with the remaining acreage 

being retained by V-S Cedar Park for future transactions.  Therefore, the initial visioning 

and feasibility study for a portion of the Cedar Park Town Center was done by V-S Cedar 

Park before the property was sold (2007).  This portion of the property lagged behind in 

development and has not been developed as of this report. 

CEDAR PARK TOWN CENTER 

 After purchasing the land in 1994, V-S Cedar Park held it throughout the rest of 

the 90s.  As mentioned, the initial thought by V-S Cedar Park was to create a typical 

suburban subdivision with some strip retail along FM 1431.  As Cedar Park continued to 
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grow and visionaries within the city pushed for an identity creator, the idea of turning the 

property into a typical suburban subdivision became less realistic.  The window of 

opportunity gone, V-S Cedar Park adapted their vision to work more closely with the 

city’s and won the competition for a town center.  Unable to finance the project 

themselves, V-S Cedar Park put out an RFP on the site, opening the door for Milburn 

Homes. 

Milburn Homes put 240 acres of land within Cedar Park Town Center on contract 

beginning in 2001, acquiring the land in December of 2002.  The decision to acquire the 

property emerged from negotiations between city planners, planners hired by Milburn 

and V-S Cedar Park.  In accordance with the agreement, V-S Cedar Park kept 107.8 acres 

to be developed for retail and civic uses along the eastern boundary of the property.  The 

city also agreed to purchase several lots to be used as a future city hall, recreation center 

and possible events center.51 

When Milburn decided to pursue the purchase of the property, the company hired 

a private planning and landscape architecture firm to assist in the creation of an initial site 

plan.  The previous concept plan (seen below) created by V-S Cedar Park had focused 

development along the creek with single family anchoring the development in the middle 

of the tract and multi-family as well as office and retail surrounding the neighborhood.52 

The consultants determined that the size of the land and volume of water would 

potentially pose a cost issue for the company.  Instead of orienting development along the 
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creek, Milburn and the consultants took the initial plan and overlaid the creek and flood 

plain, showing areas that would not be developed also protecting numerous large oak 

trees. 

 

  

Figure 5: Original Concept Plan created by V-S Cedar Park, 1996.                     

Source: V-S Cedar Park 

The creation of Milburn’s initial site plan was challenging according to the 

planning consultant.  The existence of the urban code as well as the previous plan meant 

that their vision would have to be an adaptation of the previous owners’ vision.  The 

overlay technique was one way that they analyzed the land.  Some research was also done 

on foot, surveying the land and mapping large oak trees that would be saved.  The 



 53 

planning consultant worked together with a city official as well as a representative from 

Milburn, together creating the initial design.53   

Milburn, along with their consultant, re-tooled the prior concept plan for the 

property working closely with the city of Cedar Park as well as V-S Cedar Park. Milburn 

saw the potential in the land and together with the consultant and a city official began 

working on the regulating plan and urban code for the development that was addressed in 

the previous section.  The Regulating Plan was adopted in 2001, setting forth the rules 

and guidelines that would fuel the potential for a Traditional Neighborhood Development 

(TND) and town center on the Windsor Crossing tract.54   
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Initial Design 

 

Figure 6: 2001 Regulating Plan for Cedar Park Town Center.                             

Source: V-S Cedar Park Project Opportunity Summary. 

The 2001 Regulating Plan was created after V-S Cedar Park sold 240 acres to 

Milburn Homes.  The goal was to create a traditional neighborhood development with a 

town center including retail fronting the future toll-road to the east.  The plan followed 

the general premise created in the 1996 Concept Plan, but expanded the single family 
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traditional neighborhood development to the east and west while concentrating retail and 

office use to the southeastern portion of the property.   

The TND would include lots that were smaller than traditional suburban lots with 

a focus on bringing the lot lines up to the street.  Bringing the houses to the street would 

create a more pedestrian friendly atmosphere with the idea that the front area of the house 

would serve as a place of interaction with neighbors whether one was sitting on his porch 

or walking by on the sidewalk.  Sidewalks were included in front of every house with 

trees lining the street.  Milburn envisioned at least 5 product lines in order to create a 

mixture of housing types to fit a wide range of customers.  Included in these models were 

traditional houses on smaller lots.  All garage access would be through the alley.  Also 

included was the idea of a condo mansion.  The condo mansions would essentially be 3-5 

unit attached buildings that looked like a “big house”.  An interviewee mentioned that 

some within the city were receptive to the idea, but that others within the city were not as 

willing to break away from the traditional suburban mold of housing.  Other unique 

aspects were envisioned including “bulb outs” on streets to slow down traffic and create a 

friendly pedestrian environment.  The city went against this idea citing issues with large 

vehicles jumping curbs.55 

 In regards to the town center area on the southeast portion of the tract, Jerde 

Partnership along with the planning consultant mentioned previously worked together to 

envision a tight walk-able space that would feed into the adjacent neighborhood.  All 

three believed that the area needed to focus on smaller multi-story retail along with 
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offices.  The idea of having big box stores within the town center was not desired by the 

city or the consultants for fear of hurting the pedestrian environment and creating large 

parking lots that would destroy walkability and a sense of connection within the site.56  

  Two ponds would be created along the southern portion of the site to aid water 

capture from Spanish Oak Creek.  Park land was envisioned in the southwest portion of 

the development south of the proposed recreation center.  Commercial would front FM 

1431 with the main entrance, Discovery Boulevard, serving as a collector street for the 

town center.  A city official felt it was important that an adequate buffer was created on 

the north and west sides of the development, particularly the west side which was next to 

the rail line.  Alleyways would face the rail line further separating housing from the rails.  

In addition, the town center portion of the tract would feature several parking structures.  

These structures, though expensive, would create a pedestrian friendly town center taking 

away large parking lots and allowing for closer configuration of buildings.  Jerde 

Partnership spearheaded the design of the town center portion of the Regulating Plan.57   

 The plan also called for the creation of Industrial Boulevard to the west, 

connecting the development with Highway 183 and the main strip retail to the west of the 

development.  The creation of the road ran into problems due to the unwillingness of land 

owners west of the town center tract to sell land for the creation of the road.  The rail 

company also looked unfavorably at this linkage due to the necessity of having a rail 

crossing, only furthering the potential for a collision.  Due to these pushes against the 
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creation of Industrial Boulevard, the linkage has still not been realized; this has 

effectively cut off the direct access of the TND from Highway 183.58  

 Throughout the development there are several pocket parks represented by open 

space on the Regulating Plan.  Consultants worked closely with the city to locate these 

parks at places where large oak trees were located.  Consultants also negotiated with the 

city to have the pocket parks become city property, serving as a win-win for all 

involved.59 

 The initial Regulating Plan called for approximately 525,000 square feet of retail 

space, 572,000 SF of office space, 212,000 SF of civic space, 187 multi-family 

residential units, 500 hotel rooms and 6,100 parking spaces within the 107.8 acres of 

town center land constituting all of the non-single-family residential land in the southern 

portion of the tract.60  Throughout the visioning process, Milburn and its consultant 

worked alongside city officials, in order to blend visions and create a unified regulatory 

plan that would meet the desires of all involved. 61  The level of interaction and trust that 

was involved with the planning enabled both sides to share their desires for the tract and 

caused operations to run smoothly.  The decision of the private developers to include the 

city planners in the process decreased the amount of city review needed to approve the 

plan and increased the visibility of the project as a whole.  This certainly benefitted the 
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initial stage of the process creating a strong initial design that would not require huge 

overhauls in the future.   

Project Opportunity Summary 

The initial vision for the entire tract of land was presented in a Project 

Opportunity Summary in January of 2002.  The Project Opportunity Summary was 

created by a consultant for V-S Cedar Park.  Data and plans from Jerde Partnership and 

the planning consultant provided the vision for all of the 470 acres of the property.  V-S 

Cedar Park had chosen Jerde Partnership out of California to create the retail marketing 

plan for the 107 acres as a proposed vision to be used by a potential developer.  The 

planning consultant created the site plan for Milburn’s traditional neighborhood 

development.  The Project Opportunity Summary provided the initial retail market 

feasibility and vision for the project.  Relatively extensive market research was conducted 

to determine the type of retail demand within the area and the amount of square footage 

that could be dedicated to various forms of retail.   

MIDTOWN COMMONS 

 Trammell Crow’s interest in the Huntsman property peaked in 2004.  After initial 

feasibility tests and a less than positive neighborhood reaction to the proposed power 

center, an HEB with attached smaller stores, Trammell Crow began entertaining the idea 

of a transit-oriented development at the property.    Trammell Crow acquired the 73 acres 

in 2005 and began assessing the environmental cleanup that would accompany its 

development.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, Huntsman was not willing to allow 
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prior investigation of the property including potential pollutants on site.  Huntsman was 

willing to make a deal only if Trammell Crow would agree to putting the property under 

contract and purchasing the property without first doing an assessment of the hazards.  

Trammell Crow also agreed to free Huntsman of any liability, taking over the job of 

cleaning up the site.  Freed from liability, Huntsman sold the joint venture the property.62 

 The decision to pursue the property was a risky one for Trammell Crow.  

Obtaining a site with no knowledge of the amount of cleanup that was necessary could 

doom the project before it began.  Despite the risks, Crow decided to push forward 

believing that the location value and potential of the site would outweigh the costs of 

cleaning it.   

The Vision 

 After initial ideas for the site such as the power center were ruled unattainable, 

Trammell Crow changed their focus to the mixed-use transit-oriented development idea.  

As previously mentioned, Crow had a specialized group within the firm that focused 

purely on high-density re-use urban infill.  Trammell Crow turned to Stratus Properties 

through a 50/50 joint venture due to Stratus’ reputation as an excellent residential 

developer.    The two firms’ decision to pursue mixed-use development was made prior to 

the TOD visions created by Capital Metro and the City of Austin.  Despite the prior 

determination, Trammell Crow and Stratus’ vision was aided by Capital Metro’s creation 

of the All Systems Go transit plan which was adopted in 2004.  Capital Metro had 
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undergone extensive analysis of potential station areas located along the railroad track as 

well as numerous community involvement exercises aimed at understanding where 

citizens wanted stations to locate.  Through this process, Capital Metro determined five 

station locations, one of which being on North Lamar and Airport Boulevard.63  The 

determination of general site locations certainly sparked interest amongst Trammell Crow 

and Stratus for the potential of developing a mixed-use development that would 

incorporate the new Red Line.  

 In 2005, the City of Austin passed a corresponding TOD ordinance which created 

specific zones within the city aimed at fostering TOD development.  These zones were 

placed over the rail stops that were determined by Capital Metro.  The city’s goal was to 

foster growth around these rail stops by creating mixed-use development areas that could 

incorporate higher densities through neighborhood, town center, regional and downtown 

type TODs.  Trammell Crow and Stratus’ 73 acres fell within the North Lamar Station 

Area portion of the plan calling for a Neighborhood Style TOD.64   

 The city’s vision of a Neighborhood Style TOD incorporated the lowest density of 

the four types of TODs.  The Neighborhood Style would have a density of between 15-25 

dwellings per unit area with buildings ranging from 1 to 6 stories.  Within this TOD, uses 

would include small lot single family, single family with an accessory unit, town homes, 

low-rise condominiums, apartments, neighborhood retail and office and mixed-use 

buildings.  A map of the TOD district can be seen below.  Midtown Commons falls 
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within all three zones beginning with the Gateway Zone at the southern tip of the 

property including the area where a potential transit stop would be located.  Most of the 

tract falls within the Midway Zone which incorporates slightly less density than the 

Gateway zone. 65 

 

Figure 7: City of Austin Neighborhood Center TOD District, the Midtown Commons 

site is on the northwest portion of the district. Source: City of Austin. 
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Through the emergence of three visions for the property, Trammell Crow and 

Stratus determined to pursue the development of the old Huntsman Chemical land.  

Trammell Crow was to focus on the multi-family and retail on street level, while Stratus 

would provide the planning for the 32 acres of single family to be undertaken later.  In 

house feasibility tests were done by Trammell Crow to determine whether the project 

could be undertaken.  Though the results are not available within this report, Trammell 

Crow determined that the project would be beneficial to the company as well as the 

surrounding neighborhood and together with Stratus determined to push forward with an 

initial design.  Stratus also undertook initial feasibility research, determining that there 

was a strong market for single family attached and detached lots as well as row houses.66  

With a TOD ordinance supporting the decision, the two companies developed an initial 

site plan for the 73 acres on North Lamar.   
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Initial Plan 

 

Figure 8: City of Austin TOD Station Area Plan with Midtown Commons (Crestview 

Station) outlined.  Source: City of Austin.  Edited by author. 

 Crow and Stratus had decided to follow TOD principles widely held in New 

Urbanist thought prior to the creation of the TOD Plan and TOD Ordinance by the City of 

Austin.  The developers felt that working with the city and its vision would be beneficial 

to the project by creating a design that would be pleasing to both sides.  Prior to new 
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zoning placed on the area, the Huntsman tract had been zoned Light Industrial with a 

conditional overlay placed over it serving a similar purpose to a planned unit 

development.  The TOD Zoning Ordinance stated that the tract would be under a TOD 

overlay district and be subject to subpart B, which were the initial district regulations 

while retaining its base zoning.67 

The city’s creation of TOD zoning considered the tract a neighborhood style 

TOD.  This labeling was due to the site’s location within a large neighborhood and the 

determination that the site should have a mix of uses as well as single family, multi-

family, commercial and retail uses.68  The site fell into three zones within the 

Lamar/Justin Lane TOD.  The area closest to the Lamar/Airport Boulevard intersection 

was considered a Gateway Zone.  As one moves further north throughout the rest of the 

site, the zone changes from Gateway to Midway and finally Transition.  These zones 

were created to help mold and also tier the types of uses to be found in the TOD as well 

as the general massing that would take place as the development moved away from the 

street and towards surrounding neighborhoods.  Understanding this, Stratus and Crow 

developed an initial vision that focused the highest density along Lamar Boulevard then 

decreased in density as development moved north towards the surrounding 

neighborhood.69 

 Crow and Stratus were willing to work with the city’s TOD Plan created in 2006.  

The creation of these zones by the city as well as their vision of the land use as shown in 
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the land use map molded the approach taken by Stratus and Crow.  The TOD ordinance 

set numerous requirements including setback requirements, height limits, parking 

requirements and more, which influenced Stratus and Crow’s initial design to meet the 

desires of the city according to their TOD Ordinance.   

 JHP Architects along with TBG Partners were hired to create the site plan for 

Midtown Commons.  High Street Residential, a wholly owned subsidiary of Trammell 

Crow, was put in charge of the initial phase of residential development to be created 

within Midtown Commons.  JHP designed the initial 316 units on just over 10 acres 

consisting of lofts, mezzanine units and live-work units.  TBG Partners aided in the 

creation of the phased plan.  The initial site plan created by the joint-venture can be seen 

below.70   

                                                 
70 (JHP Architecture n.d.) 
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Figure 9: Original Concept Plan for Midtown Commons, 2005.  Source: Stratus 

Properties. Edited by author. 
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Trammell Crow envisioned a large wet pond at the corner of the site along Lamar 

Boulevard and Airport Boulevard.  The idea was to create a space that would be fun to 

hang around on a hot day for both residents and people getting off the train platform 

nearby.  This idea was short-lived however, during cleanup the location of the current wet 

pond was found to have contaminants that made the idea of locating homes over it less 

than ideal.  Despite assurance that the contaminants would be cleaned and posed no harm 

to future residents, Trammell Crow decided to move the wet pond from the corner of the 

site to the current location.71  After this change, the plan called for the 15 acres closest to 

the potential rail stop to be mixed-use.  The first 15 acres would be part of phase 1 of the 

development.  This area would include mixed-use retail and office along with residential 

units as mentioned in the previous paragraph.  The first phase would be the responsibility 

of Trammell Crow.  

 Ultimately, the goal was to create a walk-able area that would be attractive to 

people driving down Lamar, living in the development and riding the train.  The next 

phase would include 500 units on 35 acres of land.  The vision here was to create a sort of 

traditional neighborhood development that would be pedestrian friendly.  Stratus used 

examples such as Stapleton in Denver as well as the Mueller Development.  A mix of 

housing types would be incorporated including small single family detached 35 foot lots, 

attached row houses on 25 foot lots, three story condominiums and several ten-plexes 

(Large attached multi-family units). The ball fields on the northern portion of the site 

would remain, maintaining the private baseball, softball and football fields that had been 

                                                 
71 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, February 10, 2011) 
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there for years.  There were two reasons why this was done.  The first was that by 

keeping the ball fields, Stratus was able to satisfy the open space and impervious cover 

requirements placed on the tract by the city.  A second reason was that the ball fields 

were privately operated by the North Austin Optimist League.  The league had had a $1 

per year lease with Huntsman Chemical.  Stratus made improvements to the ball fields 

and gave the optimist league a fee simple title to the property with the condition that the 

land would never be used for anything other than park land.72   

Crow and Stratus’ vision was to create the development in phases beginning with 

the commercial area and transit stop at the southern edge of the development before 

moving north and east adding multi-family housing and eventually single family housing 

to round out development of the site.  This phasing vision shows the initial vision of the 

project.   

 

                                                 
72 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, March 31, 2011) 
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Figure 10: Phasing Exhibit of Midtown Commons (Crestview Station) Source: Bury 

and Partners Engineering. 
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Chapter 5: Site Analysis and Private-Public Interaction (Feasibility) 

 The bulk of interaction between private parties and public parties takes place 

during the processing of plans.  Physical feasibility must be created and understood by 

both sides in order to go forward and create a plan to be carried out.  This chapter will 

assess the interaction during the processing of plans for both developments looking at 

how the varying visions between the developer and city were dealt with to create a 

uniform site plan that could be pursued through construction.  This chapter will look 

through the course of the project for changes to the site plan, agreed upon by the city and 

developer, and assess the effect that these had on the development. 

 MILES’S THIRD STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT 

 Miles presents the third stage of development as being crucial to the success of 

the project.  At this point the project site has already been determined and the developer 

has created initial site plans based off of his determination of what is physically and 

financially feasible.  At this point the city becomes involved in assessing the site plan and 

determining the public sector’s own viewpoint regarding the feasibility of the project as 

proposed by the developer.  Miles’ main focus is on financial feasibility.  In this stage he 

asserts that the developer must determine whether the project is feasible from a financial 

perspective before processing the plans and creating construction and permanent loans.73 

 Miles breaks down how to do a feasibility study including the necessary data, 

maps illustrations, etc.  He also stresses the importance of a market analysis study in 

                                                 
73 (Miles 2007, 391-2) 
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order to understand the potential demand for whatever the developer is intending on 

creating.  Doing a market analysis study allows the developer to determine whether his 

vision for the project is feasible based on the availability of similar amenities within the 

area, the aim of the spaces created and architectural considerations.  Miles stresses the 

importance of having architectural drawings to aid in the visioning and understanding of 

how the individual buildings within the development interact with each other as well as 

the surrounding area.74 

 Once again, Miles drives home the importance of having a working relationship 

with the most important partner in a development- the local government.  Miles explains 

that the developer must understand the importance of a strong relationship with the 

government, particularly in this chapter in order to get the go-ahead for development 

through building permits.  Developers must be keenly aware of the vision that the city has 

for the site, and must be willing to adapt to meet that vision in order to ultimately have 

the plans approved.  Miles also believes that the government should be involved in the 

feasibility process in order to aid the developer in getting site development approval.  If 

the developer can actively engage government officials during the site development 

approval process, the government in turn will often help the project move efficiently 

through the process without getting bogged down in physical, financial or political 

issues.75   

                                                 
74 (Miles 2007, 402-6) 
75 (Ibid., 406-7)  
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 Finally, in Stage Three the developer must be able to prove to himself and his 

bankers/investors, as well as the city that the project is feasible and that construction can 

be pursued.  Feasibility is constantly evolving based on market conditions, unexpected 

cost additions, and other factors.  It is important during this stage to have a strong sense 

of feasibility in order to justify moving on from the visioning process to physically 

transforming that vision into reality.   

Adaptation of Third Stage 

Miles puts a huge amount of importance on financial feasibility during the third 

stage, and rightfully so.  While it would be great to explain the financial feasibility here 

and how it was determined, the fact of the matter is there is very limited information 

regarding the numbers.  Both developers kept these figures relatively close to the chest in 

order to maintain competitive advantage with other developers.  Due to this, attention 

will not be paid to the financial feasibility.  Instead, as is the purpose of this report, the 

focus of this stage within this paper will be on the physical feasibility and the interaction 

between the developers and the city.  The reaction to the site plans will be analyzed, 

including what changes were made based on the desires of the city and the developer.  

The first portion of each development’s section will look at feasibility and market 

analysis done by outside consultants on the project.  These feasibility assessments 

focused primarily on the market demand as presented in the immediate area, and how the 

projects intended on capturing that demand.  After looking at the feasibility assessments 

done by outside consultants, we will turn to the site plan reviews done by the cities and 
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understand why these changes were desired and made.  A further look will then be taken 

at changes to the site plans after adoption if any were made.  Once the site plans have 

been changed and both sides are comfortable, we will then move on to the decision to 

pursue contracts and begin construction of the projects in the next chapter. 

CEDAR PARK TOWN CENTER 

 Much of the private-public interaction regarding the Cedar Park Town Center site 

occurred prior to the development of the final site plan.  By working with consultants, the 

city was able to create an urban code that worked with the vision that Milburn Homes and 

V-S Cedar Park had for the tract.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, V-S Cedar Park 

hired a consultant to provide a detailed feasibility study and market analysis on the site 

prior to construction.76  

Feasibility and Market Analysis 

 The Project Opportunity Summary found that it was feasible to create a town 

center type development on the tract.  The study found that there was an absence of 

gathering places for citizens within Cedar Park and that the site could provide an 

excellent place for a town center hybrid that would serve as a local and regional gathering 

place.  The market analysis determined that the site would be best suited to provide for 

family entertainment, single family housing, family and upscale dining, personal services 

and specialty retail.  The analysis done within the Project Opportunity Summary proved 

that the vision that the city and developer had for a town center development with 

                                                 
76 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, February 18, 2011) 
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adjacent single family homes would be a great addition for Cedar Park.  The site’s 

location in the heart of the residential development boom of southern Williamson County 

made it an ideal place to serve as a living and gathering center for people within Cedar 

Park, Southern Williamson County and Northwest Austin.77  The summary furthered the 

belief of the city that it was a great place for pedestrian oriented social/community focal 

point and that it need not be a power center especially with the creation of such places as 

Lakeline Mall and La Frontera within a few miles. The summary also includes 

information regarding the potential retail expenditures in the billions as well as the types 

of stores that should be targeted. 78      

 Based on the feasibility analysis and market study, the city and developer chose to 

move forward with the site plan.  Relatively few changes were made to the original site 

plan design presented by Milburn Homes and Jerde Partnership.  The plans worked 

nearly seamlessly due to the cooperation between the consultants and the fact that both 

met the required urban code standards set.  The preliminary plat was approved in October 

of 2002. 

Adaptations to the Regulatory Plan – Cedar Park Events Center 

The Initial Regulatory Plan and preliminary plat went through the review process 

relatively smoothly essentially due to the fact that the city actively worked with 

consultants on the urban code which created the proper parameters for the development 

                                                 
77 (V-S Cedar Park Limited 2002, 7) 
78 (V-S Cedar Park Limited 2002, 9) 
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as well as on the site plan itself.  Though the plan was in place, future events after the 

2002 adoption would further shape and change the site. 

  The City of Cedar Park voted to create an event center in 2005; two years after 

construction of single family homes began at Cedar Park Town Center.  The city 

approached Milburn Homes and V-S Cedar Park and asked if the event center could be 

located on the property.  Both Milburn and V-S Cedar Park determined that this would 

add to the value of the development and make it an even greater destination point within 

the community.  The city also offered further financial incentives in order to make the 

deal valuable for Milburn.  Despite this benefit, changes had to be made to the Cedar 

Park Town Center Regulatory Plan.  The Regulatory Plan adopted in 2002 had designated 

space along the eastern portion of the tract north of the mixed-use component a 

combination of single family and multi-family lots.  This area was owned by Milburn. 79  

The city proposed that the event center be located near the new city hall along the 

southern portion of the tract near the ponds.  In proposing this, the city also asked that 

Milburn agree to re-zone the 42 acres that the company had the option on north of the 

mixed-use center to be used for added mixed-use space that was lost due to the addition 

of the event center and the corresponding parking needed.  Milburn agreed to re-zone the 

42 acres, but during the process it was determined that the event center would locate on a 

different tract north of the Cedar Park Town Center site.  Despite the change in plans, 

                                                 
79 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, February 18, 2011) 
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Milburn accepted the zoning change making the area available for commercial 

development.80  

 

 

 

                                                 
80 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center Re-Zoning, March 30, 2011) 
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Figure 11: The 2005 change to the Regulatory Plan.  The 42 acres that were changed 

from residential to mixed-use can be seen within the red dashed line.  

Source: TBG Partners.  Edits made by author.  
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 The decision to re-zone 42 acres of valuable land was an important action for both 

sides.  Initially, the city envisioned a connected downtown area with an event center, 

recreation center, city hall, amphitheatre etc. all connected via trails.  For Milburn, the 

concession of the land was a double-edged sword.  On the one hand it added to the 

potential value of the area through the possible addition of an event center, which could 

increase value of homes.  On the other hand, it meant re-zoning 42 acres to be used for 

approximately 250 home sites.  Ultimately, the event center would not come to fruition.  

The 42 acres mentioned would remain mixed-use designated, adding to the overall 

mixed-use zoning, while detracting from the single family potential on site.81 

Adaptations to the Regulatory Plan – Ainbinder  

 The Regulatory Plan would not undergo anymore major changes after the 2005 

re-zoning of the 42 acres of Milburn land from single family and multi-family to 

commercial.  Despite the maintenance of the Regulatory Plan, several occurred that 

pushed for further change to the plan and Cedar Park Town Center in general. 

 The first major change occurred in 2006.  V-S Cedar Park, still the owners of the 

107 acres of land zoned for mixed-use development in the southeast portion of the tract 

entered into a joint venture with The Ainbinder Company.  The Ainbinder Company, a 

Houston based developer, desired to bring a new vision to the development in hopes of 

kick starting the town center portion of the tract that had not yet been started due to the 

economic crisis and a lack of funding.  Ainbinder proposed a mixed-use development 

                                                 
81 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, February 18, 2011) 
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consisting of over 700,000 square feet of retail, restaurants, commercial, multi-family 

residential and potentially a hotel.  Ainbinder envisioned the area serving as a regional 

center attracting people from all over the area, especially due to the expected opening of 

Toll-Road 183A in March of 2007.82  

 

Figure 12: Ainbinder’s revision to the downtown area site plan of Cedar Park Town 

Center in 2007.  Source: The Ainbinder Company. 

 

 

                                                 
82 (Kaspar 2006) 
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 After the partnership occurred the newly formed joint venture created a new site 

plan for the development.  This site plan differed from the original one provided by V-S 

Cedar Park in 2002.  The new plan offered less density and no parking structures.  

Ainbinder’s plan called for parking lots and slightly different locations for the city hall.  

Overall the new plan appeared to remove some of the costs of parking structures, 

replacing them with parking lots. 

 While Ainbinder proposed a new layout for the mixed-use portion of Cedar Park 

Town Center, the new plans had not yet been approved by the city.  In order to gain 

approval, some modifications to the zoning would have to be made including the 

adaptation of many of the downtown zoning requirements.  Issues with connectivity also 

remain as Ainbinder and Milburn continue to work with the city to determine how 

roadways will connect within the development and how a seamless transition between the 

town center and corresponding single family development can be created.  While details 

on these talks are not currently available, the site plan for the 107 acre downtown portion 

of the property remains in flux and nothing has been built on the site.  Despite this, it 

appears that Ainbinder is still following the previous market research done by V-S Cedar 

Park in their desire to create a center that would provide a sense of place for Cedar Park 

and create a downtown area.83 

                                                 
83 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center Rezoning, March 9, 2011) 
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Adaptations to the Regulatory Plan – Re-zoning the 42 Acres 

 Another potential change to the Regulatory Plan was proposed in late 2010 and 

continues in 2011.  After the City of Cedar Park announced that the city hall was to be 

located at another tract, DR Horton (was Milburn) approached the city about changing 

the urban code for the 42 acres that had originally been single family and multi-family, 

but were now mixed-use commercial.  Horton wished to adjust the zoning so that it 

would actually increase density through the allowance of apartments, condominiums and 

office space.  Currently, the code requires that the 42 acres have mixed-use retail and 

multi-family.  Horton hopes to remove the requirement for first floor retail, essentially 

creating wholly apartment, condominium and office buildings.  This would likely make 

the land more available on the market and regain some of the potential for residential 

development that was lost after the first Regulatory Plan change in 2005.84 

Adaptations to the Regulatory Plan – TIRZ Realignment  

 In 2011, the City of Cedar Park initiated talks regarding the shrinking of the Tax 

Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ will be explained in greater detail in the following 

chapter).  When designed, it was expected that the TIRZ would refund infrastructure 

improvements created by Horton.  The TIRZ ordinance noted that $50 million in on the 

ground retail would be required to create the funds to repay Horton for infrastructure 

improvements and would be required by the end of 2010.  When the retail never came, 

the city looked at shrinking the TIRZ to just the single family portion of the tract, 

                                                 
84 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center Rezoning, March 9, 2011) 
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eliminating the coverage of the mixed-use downtown area.  In February of 2011 the city 

determined that it would shrink the TIRZ zone to include on the current and future single 

family residential on site.  This could very well make financial feasibility for future 

development of the downtown area extremely difficult to obtain.  The shrinking of the 

TIRZ could mean that the designated town center area remains undeveloped for the 

foreseeable future.  As it stands in 2011, the TIRZ and city are responsible for refunding 

Horton $8 million in infrastructure improvements.  Future improvements will have to be 

covered by the developers as the TIRZ district timeframe has now elapsed.85 

 As evident by the prior examples of ongoing communications between the 

developers and city, the Regulatory Plan for Cedar Park Town Center remains in a state 

of change.  Even though the plan has been adopted twice, it is continually being amended 

and changed as zoning requests and changes in finances push for new visions for the site.  

Future research will likely find that the Regulatory Plan will change several times before 

the site is fully developed.  Until then, the plan for Cedar Park Town Center will remain 

in limbo as developers and the city scramble to maintain and change visions in an 

evolving market.  

MIDTOWN COMMONS 

 Feasibility was done after Trammell Crow and Stratus put a contract on the 

Huntsman tract.  In house feasibility was undertaken by Trammell Crow in order to 

determine the best use and after ruling out a power center, while Stratus and Trammell 

                                                 
85 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center Rezoning, March 9, 2011) 



 83 

Crow turned to mixed-use development.  Despite the rumblings of the new Red Line and 

the City of Austin’s decision to pursue TOD zoning, Crow and Stratus planned the initial 

site design before these other events took place.  Stratus and Crow saw potential in the 

site especially due to its central location in Austin and presence near within the Crestview 

Neighborhood.  The creation of something similar to the Triangle would be welcome in 

the area, especially due to the growth the neighborhood had sustained over the past 

decade.   

Feasibility and Market Analysis 

 Thorough feasibility and market analysis was done by all involved in the planning 

of Midtown Commons.  Trammell Crow had in-house analysts study other sites 

throughout the Austin area in order to understand the type of demand drawn and levels of 

occupation.  Details as to Crow’s feasibility and market analysis were not made available, 

however other research done on the site area was found.  

 Stratus also hired consultants to look at the feasibility of the 32 acres of single 

family zoning, especially in regards to density.  Thorough analysis was done determining 

how many units could fit and what types they should be.  It was determined that a mix of 

four different types of units would be best for the site and that 500 units was the 

maximum that could be fit in the 32 acres.  Later this number would be reduced to 419 

and finally 305 as market trends showed a decreased demand for higher-density 



 84 

residential in the area and a desire for detached homes, larger garages and more back 

yard.86 

Economic Research Associates (ERA) was hired by Capital Metro in 2006 to 

conduct feasibility analysis on all of the potential station sites along the Red Line.  ERA 

did development feasibility analysis as well as market analysis to determine what type of 

development could occur around the potential Crestview Station within the Lamar TOD.  

Capital Metro desired this analysis in order to understand the development economics 

surrounding TODs in order to better allocate resources and location of stops to meet the 

potential for a TOD. 

ERA’s findings supported the planned mixed-use development at the site.  

Location played a huge role in the potential success for the project due to the nearby 

presence of the University of Texas as well as the Triangle and other growing 

developments.  The Crestview Neighborhood, though fairly large in size, had not 

witnessed any recent development, but there appeared to be enough demand to absorb the 

creation of a new mixed-use development.  The fact that the site fronted Lamar 

Boulevard, a major north-south arterial bisecting central Austin, also added to the 

attractiveness of the property and potential for TOD to flourish at the site.87 

Despite the overwhelming positives associated with the site, ERA noted several 

issues that the Stratus and Trammell Crow would likely have to deal with.  These issues 

included the relatively low per capita income due to the presence of thousands of 

                                                 
86 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, March 31, 2011) 
87 (Economics Research Associates 2007, 9) 
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university students in the area.  Other issues included the potential resistance to higher 

density development from the surrounding neighborhood as well as the congestion 

problems already found on Lamar and Airport Boulevards.  Despite these issues, ERA 

found that the residential market would be suitable for a TOD development as the desire 

for apartments in the area and its prime location meant rental rates should be high if the 

property were to be developed.  ERA recommended moderately priced apartments for 

students, luxury apartments and condos for young professionals and ownership housing 

for middle and upper income families.88 

In regards to retail, ERA estimated that there would be a demand for between 

100,000 and 200,000 square feet of retail primarily focused on businesses based on 

university demand and office space for providers such as travel agencies, realtors and 

medical/legal offices.  ERA forecasted residential, office and retail uses to be strong at 

the site, but did not expect there to be demand for hotel uses.89   

Overall, ERA determined that the Midtown Commons site could potentially have 

strong residential demand followed by retail demand serving residents within the 

development and nearby neighborhood.  ERA further stated that an anchor use such as a 

microbrewery or restaurant would be pertinent to the potential success of retail within the 

development.90  ERA’s findings would prove telling in the future once the development 

was on the ground. 

                                                 
88 (Economics Research Associates 2007, 10-11) 
89 Ibid., (11-12) 
90 Ibid., (13) 
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The Creation of a Site Plan 

 Site Plans are always influenced by reviews from the city in which they are 

located.  Such things as drainage, utilities, roadways, etc. are constantly changed and 

played with in order to meet certain standards.  While Midtown was no exception, the 

focus of the evolution of the Crestview TOD (listed by the city) will be on major forces 

that affected the development in a significant way.   

The site plan for Midtown Commons (City of Austin called it Crestview Station) 

was influenced by the presence of three major influences.  The first was the Subchapter E 

Commercial Design Standards.    Midtown Commons’ location within a Core Transit 

Corridor had specific regulations regarding street frontage.  The second influence was the 

Crestview Neighborhood which also heavily influenced the planning for the site, 

especially regarding the connectivity and the neighborhood’s fear that the project would 

bring unwanted traffic onto their streets.  The third influence was the shift in consumer 

desires in regards to types of housing.    All three of these influences shaped the evolution 

of the site plan for Midtown Commons and pushed it towards what it is today. 

 Trammell Crow (High Street Residential Subsidiary Group listed on site plans) 

submitted site plans through their engineers- Bury Partners and their architects- JHP.  The 

site plan review phase with the city lasted for almost a year as the site plan proposed was 

reviewed and changed three times before gaining final approval in January of 2008.  

While there were numerous small issues that came up, there was one major issue that 
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required relatively extensive changes to the plan.  This change was the result of 

Subchapter E’s mixed-use design guidelines.91 

Subchapter E 

 The first major issue that the city reviewers brought up regarding the site plan 

involved regulations required by Subchapter E in 2007.  Initially, Trammell Crow had 

proposed that teaser parking, or a small single row of parking, be between the 

commercial buildings and Lamar.  The city, under the new Subchapter E, would not 

allow for parking to be placed between the building and street along a core transit 

corridor.  This requirement meant that all parking must be behind the buildings, making it 

necessary for Trammell Crow to redesign the parking to be placed behind the buildings, 

eliminating any parking fronting the street. 92  This requirement from the city could 

arguably drastically affect the developer as it cuts down on parking visibility and may 

make it harder for cars driving by to notice the availability of stores and a place to park 

nearby.  A simple change on the site plan could cost millions of dollars in lost revenue for 

the developer, but also maintains the design standards set forth by Subchapter E and also 

found within the TOD Ordinance.    

Crestview Neighborhood Backlash 

 The initial design proposed by Trammell Crow and Stratus included roadway and 

walkway connections to the surrounding Crestview Neighborhood.  Trammell Crow 

                                                 
91 (City of Austin 2008) 
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desired that a pedestrian bridge be created to connect the train station to the neighboring 

homes.  The idea of connections to the new development was not well received by the 

Crestview Neighborhood Home Owner’s Association.  The HOA feared that the presence 

of the new development would bring unwanted people and traffic into their 

neighborhood, therefore, disrupting life in the area.  Another major concern was that the 

neighborhood felt the creation of the TOD sequestered the rail from the neighborhood 

which it was aimed to serve.93  Due to this backlash, Trammell Crow and Stratus agreed 

to not have connections to the surrounding neighborhood, focusing instead on 

maintaining interconnectivity within the site as well as along Lamar and St. Johns Streets.   

 One person involved in the project mentioned that the decision to not create 

connectivity between the Crestview TOD and the surrounding neighborhood violated 

new urbanist thought, something that the developers had hoped to grasp and implement.  

Despite this violation of the new urbanist doctrine regarding connectivity, the developers 

had no choice but to adhere to the desires of the Crestview Neighborhood in order to 

maintain a working, stable relationship with the surrounding area.  Despite the initial 

push back from the neighborhood, the recent change in HOA leadership has led to an 

increased desire to create connectivity between the neighborhood and the development 

potentially opening the door for future talks about connectivity.94 

 

 

                                                 
93 (Tuma 2010) 
94 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons,  March 31, 2011) 
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Stratus Re-design  

 

Figure 13: A reduced density design created by Stratus after previous design proved too 

dense via market analysis. Source: Stratus Properties. 

   A third issue faced was in 2011 when Stratus decided to make a change to the 

approved site plan with the city.  Initially, the site plan that the city approved for the 

second phase of development included around 500 units on 32 acres.  Stratus determined 

later on that the 500 units would be too large based on the amount of land available.  

Determining this, Stratus went back to the city with a new site plan proposing 419 units.  

Stratus had more feasibility done on the 419 units and learned that the market for high-

density housing had switched.  People were starting to want more front yard and back 
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yard as opposed to the side yards that were generally being implemented in other mixed-

use developments such as Mueller.  In order to make this happen, Stratus determined that 

the row houses would need front loading rather than rear loading that had been practiced.  

This meant that the garage would be located at the front of the house rather than in the 

back on an alley.  This would allow for a larger, private back yard.  Buyers also wanted a 

two car garage, something that went against what the city had envisioned. 

Recognizing the shift in demand, Stratus along with their homebuilder decided to 

reduce the number of units from 419 to 305 following the market push for lower density 

and a increased detached and row houses. These proposed changes are currently under 

review by the city with a determination likely coming later in 2011. 95   

Much like Cedar Park Town Center, Midtown Commons remains an evolving 

project.  While the first phase has been completed, designs for the second phase (multi-

family and 32 acre residential) continue to develop as negotiations with the city as well as 

changing market demand continue to drive adaptations to the plan.   

 

 

 

                                                 
95 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, March 31, 2011) 
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Chapter 6: Getting the Go-Ahead and Moving Forward (Contract 

Negotiation) 

 After site plans have been created and approved by the city and formal feasibility 

has been shown, it is time to create contracts and move toward the construction process.  

Often, cities will subsidize things such as infrastructure or other improvements in order to 

make development more feasible and possible.  Sometimes, developers must cover all of 

the costs through self-financing, loans or other forms of funding.  This chapter will 

address the formal agreement to pursue each project and the general method in which 

both would be funded. 

MILES’S FOURTH STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT 

 The focus of Miles’ fourth stage of development is the creation of binding 

contracts that will “lock” the developers, contracts, consultants and city in to the project.  

There is quite a bit of interaction between all parties in this phase as developers secure 

their team while also gaining a promise from the city that they have vested rights in the 

project and the “rules” won’t change in the middle of the game.96   

The first step for the the developer is finding a construction lender to provide 

funds for construction of the project.  Often times a permanent lender who will oversee 

the entire development process and serve as the primary funding source is required.  

                                                 
96 (Miles 2007, 450) 
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Another crucial aspect of this step is determining what type of lender to use whether it be 

a large bank, insurance company, Wall Street or something else.97   

Any environmental issues must be dealt with after a lender has been determined 

and contracts have been signed off on.  Approval from the city to proceed with the 

project must also be gained. Miles mentions the importance of a thorough clean-up effort 

on sites that were previously used for manufacturing.  Hazardous wastes such as asbestos 

can cost millions to cleanup, but pose a far greater risk if not properly dealt with.98 

The securing of bonds is another important part of the contract negotiation phase 

as it is a major source of funding for development that secures a time-frame and payment 

in exchange for monetary support.  Developers must also determine what type of tenants 

their project is aimed at and how to attract them to the site.  Finally, Miles stresses the 

importance of the government as a partner through a binding contract.  It is important that 

the developer and municipality understand the time-frame of development and have 

flexibility in the approach towards changing market demands and the need to make 

adjustments to site plans.99 

Miles’ fourth stage of development is crucial in determining the financing of a 

project as well as creating binding relationships that will last throughout the construction 

process in order to guide the development to maturity. 

                                                 
97 (Miles 2007, 456-7) 
98 (Miles 2007, 460-1) 
99 Ibid., (477-81) 
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Adaptation of Fourth Stage 

The focus of the fourth stage in this paper will be on the final design 

determination and the decision to move forward.  Some information is available 

regarding loans acquired as well as other financing, but details regarding Midtown 

Common’s financing are limited.  The environmental cleanup involved at the former 

brownfield site that Midtown Commons now occupies will be addressed including the 

risk that it posed to the potential success of the project prior to the planning stages.   

The vision for future tenants held by both sites will be considered, including the 

types of tenants and what they provide.  Finally, the decision to proceed with building 

will be addressed before moving on to steps 5-8 which deal with construction and 

progression to the present day from a site management perspective. 

CEDAR PARK TOWN CENTER 

 In 2001, the decision was made to finalize plans for the first traditional 

neighborhood development in Cedar Park.  Milburn was prepared to build the single 

family housing in hopes that the downtown area would be developed shortly thereafter.  

The 42 acres that was the subject of numerous zoning discussions between Milburn 

Homes and the city would be grasped by Milburn until the proper development suitor 

came along to purchase and develop the commercial.  Milburn entered into an agreement 

with the City of Cedar Park to put a bond up for construction and negotiated a Tax 

Increment Reinvestment Zone in which the city would reimburse infrastructure 

improvements done by Milburn on site. 
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 The TIRZ would be crucial to the potential success of the project, allowing the 

project to maintain feasibility and enable Milburn to self-fund construction of the homes 

with city backed financial support for the infrastructure.    

Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ)  

The TIRZ was created by the city in 2001 after the Regulating Plan was adopted 

as a means of funding based on the difference between the initial value of the land before 

development and the expected final value after complete build-out.  The TIRZ came 

about through negotiations between V-S Cedar Park and the city.  The city was willing to 

create the TIRZ as further incentive for the creation of a town center.  It was understood 

that the development could not be done if there was not government support in creating 

the infrastructure needed to support the project.100 

 The TIRZ was structured by the city to provide infrastructure support for the new 

town center.  The city would issue bonds over time to reimburse infrastructure 

improvements done by whomever developed the property.101  When Milburn decided to 

purchase the land, it was determined that they would cover the initial costs of 

infrastructure development related to the TIRZ based on their available self-financing.  

The TIRZ would cover infrastructure improvements including roadways and the ponds.  

It was created under the precedent that $50 million of value within the downtown area 

would be created by 2010.  If this number was not met then the city would have the right 

to shrink or stop the TIRZ thus ending funding for infrastructure improvements 

                                                 
100 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 23, 2011) 
101 (V-S Cedar Park Limited 2002) 
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throughout the entire tract.102  The initial amount of infrastructure improvements to be 

reimbursed through the TIRZ was over $20.2 million according to the Project 

Opportunity Summary report.103 

Site Preparation 

 With the TIRZ initiated, Milburn began initial site preparation in order to begin 

construction.  Regional utilities were already in place, but Discovery Boulevard had to be 

extended and re-done to meet the requirements of the urban code.  Along with Discovery, 

two ponds were created in order to hold water and prevent future flooding of Spanish 

Oak Creek.  A bridge crossing the ponds was also built using the TIRZ funds and enabled 

the construction of the single family homes to begin.  Despite large roadway and bridge 

investments, the site required no environmental remediation.  The fact that it was a 

greenfield meant that there was no previous contamination or need for major site 

overhaul.  The only other environmental issue was the presence of numerous large oak 

trees that were protected by the city due to their age.  These trees were kept and several 

areas with oak trees were kept as open space to be used as pocket parks. 104 

Tenant Vision 

 Milburn envisioned bringing various housing types to the area ranging from large 

70 foot lots to smaller 35 foot lots.  The idea was to create a diverse housing stock 

capable of providing for a wide range of homebuyers.  V-S Cedar Park also had a vision 

                                                 
102 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, March 23, 2011) 
103 (V-S Cedar Park Limited 2002) 
104 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center Rezoning, March 9, 2011) 
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for the downtown area via Jerde Partnership.  Along with the potential city hall and event 

center, V-S Cedar Park desired several anchor tenants such as a grocery store or hotel that 

could provide further draw to the area.  Other tenants such as clothing stores, appliance 

stores, home furnishing stores and specialty stores would make up the rest of the area.  

Together with the civic uses, the mix of tenants envisioned would provide an excellent 

town center feel and provide all the amenities needed to support the neighboring single 

family development as well as the broader city and region.105   

Moving Forward 

 Milburn officially acquired the land in December of 2002, and began building 

homes in May of 2003.  While the site plan remained for the downtown area, V-S Cedar 

Park was unable to develop it at the time and waited for a potential retail developer to 

make an offer.  The retail would remain a vision on paper while the residential portion of 

the tract as well as the recreation center would become reality. 

MIDTOWN COMMONS 

 The final site plan for the first phase of development within what is now known as 

Midtown Commons was approved on January 28, 2008.  The site plan would have a valid 

lifespan of three years before expiration.  With a site plan in place, Trammell Crow set 

out to gain commitment from the city as well as Capital Metro.  Trammell Crow had 

already formed a joint venture with Stratus Properties, meaning that each firm funded 50 

percent of the land purchase.  Trammell Crow received equity funding from USAA Real 

                                                 
105 (V-S Cedar Park Limited 2002, 15) 
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Estate Company.  Capital Metro agreed to fund their portion of the property including the 

transit platform, bus bays and parking for transit riders.  The first 20 acres developed 

would be the part closest to the transit stop, with hopes of adding increased single and 

multi-family at a later point via Stratus.106    

Environmental Remediation 

 Before any construction could commence, Crow and Stratus were faced with the 

issue of cleaning up the brown-field site.  This process actually occurred prior to site 

planning and was the first step after putting the land under contract undertaken by the 

developers.  In 2005 Crow and Stratus hired Weston Solutions to assess and remove 

environmental hazards through soil remediation.  The voluntary clean-up process would 

take around 24 months at a cost of $5 million.  The site was rendered toxin free and ready 

to proceed with the development process by the Texas Commission on Environmental 

Quality in July 2007.  During the 24 months of site assessment and clean-up, Crow and 

Stratus were able to undergo site visioning and planning as mentioned in the previous 

chapter giving ample amounts of time to make changes and address issues that arose.107  

The Search for Tenants  

With remediation and site planning complete, Trammell Crow focused on what 

types of tenants were going to be pursued.  Crow desired a strong anchor tenant that 

could bring traffic to the development and provide for those living within Midtown 

                                                 
106 (Stratus Properties 2008) 
107 (Stratus Properties 2008) 
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Commons.  To go along with a major anchor tenant, Trammell Crow desired retail spaces 

that would attract young professionals and college students such as trendy night spots, 

bars and unique restaurants.  The focus of the development was to gain unique tenants 

that would meet the demand of hip Austinites.  To go along with these attractive purely 

Austin attractions, basic services would also become necessary, such as dry cleaners, 

coffee shops and stores.  Crow aimed to avoid fast food restaurants and chain stores that 

did not bring a unique sense of place or Austin feel with them.108 

Trammell Crow hoped to attract small local businesses to the office spaces.  

Included in these were travel agencies as well as high-tech startup companies.  The goal 

was to create a diverse mix of office tenants that meshed with the general Austin 

economic push and would add value to the property through their growth, stability and 

popularity.109     

After site planning approval was obtained in January of 2008, Trammell Crow 

began construction of the first phase of what was to be called Midtown Commons.  Not 

fazed by the declining economy, Crow pushed forward development of Austin’s first 

TOD believing that tenants and the train would soon come calling. 

 

                                                 
108 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons , February 10, 2011) 
109 (Economics Research Associates 2007, 12) 
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Chapter 7: From Construction to Present Day  

 This chapter will look at stages five through eight including the finalizing of 

contracts, construction and management of the property through the present day.  While 

the planning phase is over for these sites, there is still interaction between the private and 

public actors through discussions regarding construction as well as changes that are 

needed based on demand.  Though condensed, these stages are important in 

understanding how successful the projects have been and how they are evolving even 

today. 

MILES’S FIFTH, SIXTH, SEVENTH AND EIGHTH STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT 

 Miles’ last four stages put heavy focus on budgeting and financial success 

regarding a project.  These stages look at the strength of contracts and the speed in which 

development can occur before being turned over to property managers who guide the 

everyday operations of a running development.  Stage five focuses on formalizing the 

contracts pursued in stage four, as well as the finalization of joint venture agreements, 

permanent loan commitments and construction contracts. 

 Stage six focuses on the construction process and any issues that arise during its 

undertaking.  Marketing professionals and developers may make changes to the 

construction process if the market shifts or cost issues come up.  The developer works as 

an overseer in this stage focusing on keeping construction on schedule and resolving any 
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disputes or issues with contractors.  Prelease agreements are also made with prospective 

tenants in order to secure uses for the new development.110 

 In the seventh stage, the developer transitions the project from the development 

team to bringing in full-time staff to run the day to day operations of the now completed 

development.  Final linkages are made to utilities, and the construction loan is paid off.  

This represents the end of the actual physical development process and the beginning of 

site/property management.111   

 The final stage in Miles’ eight stages of development is property, asset and 

portfolio management.  In this stage, either the developer or the new owner oversee the 

management of the property ensuring that buildings are being leased and tenants are 

taken care of.  If any issues are found with the current makeup of tenant types or spaces, 

the owner will reconfigure to meet market demand.  Finally, corporate management 

covers the financing and investors are secured.  This final stage represents the birth of a 

new development that will run as an operation securing tenants and making money for all 

involved.112 

Adaptation of Stages Five through Eight 

 Miles focuses on the switch to formal accounting and property management in the 

last four stages of development.  While much of the private-public interaction occurred 

during stages three and four with formal approval for site plans, there is still some 

                                                 
110 (Miles 2007, 494) 
111 (Miles 2007, 499) 
112 Ibid., (517-8) 
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interaction in these last four stages.  Proposed changes to parts of the development often 

occur during and after the construction process as the market changes and costs are 

reevaluated.  These changes have to be brought to the city in order to get approval for 

changes to site plans and construction plans.  This chapter will look at any issues that 

arose during and after construction as well as any reconfiguring of ideas or spaces in 

order to meet the changing demand.  The chapter will finish with a look at the status of 

the properties in the present and how they have fared before moving to the final chapter 

in which we focus on the impact of the private-public interaction and how it affected the 

developments’ success. 

CEDAR PARK TOWN CENTER 

 Milburn began construction of homes on their 240 acres of land in May of 2003.  

Construction started on the western portion of the tract and moved east.  Discovery 

Boulevard was extended north to service the project with a wide landscaped median 

being built.  The first homes finished occurred in March of 2004.  Overall, the 

construction process proceeded relatively smoothly.  No major issues arose, with only a 

few minor issues such as truck maneuverability coming up.  One issue that involved both 

Milburn and the city was the creation of a recreation center.  Milburn had in the plans to 

create one and sought a deal with the city to create the recreation center then turn it over 

for city operation.  The details could not be worked out in the timeframe that both sides 

had in mind, so the recreation center became a private amenity.  Several months later the 

city began building its own recreation center on the property.  The presence of a public 
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and private center, which though close in location operated as two separate entities 

appeared to be an issue that could have been resolved.113   

 As mentioned in a previous chapter, the city’s initial decision to include the event 

center within the downtown area and subsequent reconfiguring of the 42 acres to 

commercial to make up for the lost commercial space was also an issue.  During the 

construction phase, the city determined that the event center would be better suited on the 

tract immediately to the north.  This change in plans in 2005 greatly affected Milburn’s 

rooftop count, decreasing it by over 250 homes.  This change is an example of outside 

forces that can create major issues for a project.  The city’s change in vision late in the 

game affected Milburn’s vision and led to adaptations that had to be made as construction 

was proceeding.114  Looking back, however, some of the parties involved with the project 

have noted that the decision by the city to move the events center north was a good move 

for the potential future of the downtown area.  Without the event center downtown, more 

space could be dedicated to buildings and creating a pedestrian friendly environment 

rather than having to dedicate several acres to ground level parking lots.115 

 By the beginning of December, 2010 over 580 homes were sold and closed within 

Milburn’s new traditional neighborhood development.  The average cost of homes at the 

time was around $175,000.  Some 69 lots were still being developed in December, and all 

together the total value of the land and homes developed by Milburn reached $105 

million.  At full build out, it is expected that there will be 870 homes, townhouses and 

                                                 
113 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, February 18, 2011) 
114 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, February 18, 2011) 
115 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center Rezoning, March 9, 2011) 
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condos with the potential for 800 apartment units if the re-zoning of the 42 acres is done 

according to Milburn’s desires.116  Despite the success of the residential portion of the 

development, the downtown area remains grass and dirt. 

 In 2011 Cedar Park Town Center continues to be a work in progress.  Driving up 

Discovery Boulevard, a clock tower and roundabouts stand poised to direct traffic to a 

mixed-use town center that could entertain thousands of locals and provide local 

employment opportunities.  As it stands there are only homes.  Milburn continues to build 

homes on site.  While profit has been made, the decision by the city to shrink the TIRZ 

and effectively exclude the downtown portion from receiving infrastructure funding may 

prove to be too much for the downtown area.  Ainbinder’s purchase of the 107 acre 

downtown location in 2007 brought hopes of achieving the goal of having a mixed-use 

development that serves as a true gathering place for locals.  Despite this purchase, talks 

remain over rezoning of the tract and a loosening of restrictions that could allow for a 

wider variety of tenants and decreased restrictions.  As of now, Ainbinder has talked with 

a grocer, regarding the potential of it serving as the first anchor tenant of the downtown 

area.  Whether this will happen has yet to be seen, but for now the downtown can only be 

found on paper.   

 The potential for change remains for Cedar Park Town Center.  The 107 acre 

downtown has likely not seen its last site plan revision as new ownership, a changing 

market and a new vision may lead to changes to the plan.  The 42 acres that Milburn 

agreed to rezone when the event center was expected to come in remain a topic of 

                                                 
116 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Cedar Park Town Center, February 18, 2011) 
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discussion between Milburn and the city.  Whether that land will be converted back to 

single and multi-family units will likely be determined later in 2011.  For now, the 42 

acres remain zoned commercial as the city sticks to its Comprehensive Plan and vision of 

creating a viable and diverse downtown area.  Right now, Cedar Park Town Center 

remains the topic of debate and hopes.  What can only be considered a traditional 

neighborhood development in suburbia at the moment may eventually turn into a 

successful New Urbanist development in the future.  Numerous factors will play a role in 

the future of the development including private-public interaction, the economy, finances 

and more. 

MIDTOWN COMMONS 

 Trammell Crow and Stratus entered into a joint venture and split the costs of 

acquiring the land that was formerly the Huntsman Chemical Plant.  In 2006, soil 

remediation was done by Weston Solutions, taking around two years and costing 

Trammell Crow and Stratus over $5 million.  This risky venture to invest in the cleanup 

of the land, as well as the decision to proceed with creating Austin’s first truly transit-

oriented development was seen as a great opportunity to take advantage of a large tract of 

land that was centrally located in a fast growing city.   

 Construction commenced in 2008 after site plan approval for stage one.  The 20 

acres closest to the rail line were developed to include the train station, which was 

completed by Capital Metro as well as retail, office and residential units created by 

Trammell Crow.  The first phase would consist of around 316 apartments and 60,000 
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square feet of commercial.  Trammell Crow recognized the market factors at play and 

limited the scope of the first phase in order to meet demand and not overbuild.117  As 

construction commenced a few issues came up and were resolved relatively painlessly.  

The first issue was the entrance to the site at St. John’s Avenue.  The construction plans 

called for a widening of the road, but failed to notice the exact placement of the traffic 

lights.  This led to the need for moving the traffic lights in order to widen the entrance 

and allow outbound turn lanes.  Trammell Crow scrambled to get the job done in time for 

the grand opening, and through successful management, made a several hundred 

thousand dollar adjustment.118  

 A second issue that came up during construction was the addition of a bus only 

lane along the plaza near the transit stop.  This lane was added by Capital Metro in order 

to mitigate any effects that the busses would have on traffic, leaving the area free from 

congestion.  Capital Metro worked with Trammell Crow to create parallel parking along 

the bus path through the development in order to achieve enough road space to fit the 

busses and their turning radiuses.  Another issue that Crow and Capital Metro cooperated 

on was increasing the depth of the parking spaces along the commercial areas in order to 

keep cars out of the bus lane and prevent collisions.  These issues were resolved through 

effective communication between Trammell Crow and Capital Metro and the desire to 

create a development that met the needs of all involved whether by foot, car or transit.119 

                                                 
117 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, February 10, 2011) 
118 (Interview with Private Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, February 10, 2011) 
119 (Interview with Public Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, March 31, 2011) 
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 The grand opening for the first phase of Midtown Commons was in December of 

2009.  Despite the excitement of the new development one key component was still 

missing.  Capital Metro’s rail line had been projected to open prior to the opening of 

Midtown Commons.  Despite the hopes of all involved, safety violations by Veolia 

Transportation (the group in charge of the project) and financial limitations (Capital 

Metro) continued to push back the opening of the rail line from March 2009 until March 

22, 2010.    After receiving positive feedback from the Federal Railroad Administration at 

the beginning of March, the train began operation on March 22.120 

With the rail delay, Midtown Commons was not truly a fully functioning TOD 

until the end of March, 2010.  Undoubtedly, the lack of a rail line connecting Midtown 

with other transit stops along the line hurt commercial leasing.  The rail delay was 

coupled with the economic recession that occurred during the construction of Midtown.  

With the recession in full tilt, Midtown was faced with a major issue: the lack of tenants 

for the commercial portion of the site. 

 Tenant occupancy continues to be a major issue facing Midtown Commons and 

preventing it from reaching its full potential as a TOD.  Like Cedar Park Town Center, 

the retail is almost non-existent.  The only current retail provider is Black Star Co-op Pub 

and Brewery which occupies 4,000 square feet of commercial space.  Even though retail 

has struggled, with an improvement in the economy Midtown could see gradual increases 

in tenant occupancy.  Having a micro-brewery already in residence, meeting the ERA 

                                                 
120 (Wilkinson 2010) 
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market analysis suggestion, Midtown has the beginnings of a foundation for retail 

growth.121 

 Despite the issues facing retail due to the delay of the Red Line as well as the 

struggling economy, occupancy rates for the 316 residential units remain very high.  This 

is due in large part to Midtown Commons’ excellent location near the University as well 

as employment centers.  Current occupancy has the residential occupancy portion at 98%.  

This success continues to breed optimism among those involved who believe that the 20 

acres on the ground could become a success when the economy turns around.122 

 For now Midtown Commons awaits the growth of its commercial uses.  Three 

office tenants have come on board in 2011, but vacancy rates continue to be high for the 

commercial properties.  A rebounding economy coupled with excellent visibility and 

location provides hope that Midtown Commons will become successful.  Regardless, 

Austin’s first TOD has paved the way for future efforts through the combined labors and 

interaction between private and public actors.   

  

 

 

                                                 
121 (Tuma 2010) 
122 (Interview with Public Sector Representative, Midtown Commons, December 9, 2010) 
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Chapter 8: Assessing the Private-Public Interaction 

Throughout his book, Mike Miles stresses the importance of the “government as a 

partner”.  Miles firmly believes that at the core of a successful development is a working 

relationship between the developer and the government and community in which he is 

dealing.  Numerous interviewees confirmed Miles’ assertion, emphasizing the importance 

of understanding the different departments within a city and their various goals.  It seems 

clear that at the core of a successful development and what makes a good developer is the 

ability to communicate a vision and cooperate with local authorities, getting them 

involved in the process and making the whole development process a partnership rather 

than a free for all.123 

Private-Public Interaction, Did it Work? 

 It is difficult to judge the overall success of Cedar Park Town Center as well as 

Midtown Commons at this preliminary stage.  Both projects continue to be developed, 

with neither reaching what could be considered the “finished” stage.  While the focus has 

been on private-public interaction and its effect on the development process, it is 

important to note when judging the overall success of the projects that there were other 

major factors that went into play.   

 The economic impact of the recession certainly factored in to the timeline and 

success of both projects.  Many interviewees felt that Cedar Park Town Center’s biggest 

problem was the economic climate at the time of construction and its affect on the 
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willingness of retail developers to invest in the project and potentially develop a 

downtown area.  The creation of 1890 Ranch just to the east of Cedar Park Town Center 

also had a dramatic effect on the project.  Opinions vary on whether or not it will 

ultimately be a positive or negative effect.  Some interviewees felt that 1890 Ranch 

brought the retail that Cedar Park desired, and made the small scale, mixed-use retail 

being proposed at the town center unattractive to local residents.  Others felt that 1890 

Ranch could be a great balance to the town center, providing larger “big box” stores that 

bring people to the area and ultimately lead them to Cedar Park Town Center.  Regardless 

of the opinions shared, it is obvious that 1890 Ranch achieved success much more 

quickly than the Town Center based on the fact that it attracted a market demographic 

that was already there.  1890 Ranch brought Cedar Park residents what they knew and 

desired, leaving nothing to chance regarding evolving trends in retail consumption or the 

general shift in attitudes towards retail that other more urban areas were experiencing.  

After all, Cedar Park remains a suburban, bedroom community.  Though the city intends 

to “make a name” for itself through the town center downtown, at the current point in 

time it is still a suburban community with suburban style demand. 

 For Midtown Commons, the effects of the recession were also felt in regards to 

retail.  Much like Cedar Park Town Center, Midtown Commons has witnessed high 

occupancy rates in its residential projects.  The sheer location advantage of Midtown 

Commons within Central Austin has made it an attractive place for residents seeking a 

close proximity to the university, employment centers and the light rail.  Beginning in 

2007, the economic recession hit the retail the hardest, making it very difficult for 
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potential tenants to afford locating in such a valuable and central area.  The near complete 

vacancy in regards to retail has been most dramatically affected by this poor economic 

climate and likely will not grow until the economy turns the corner fully. 

 The economic times in which both projects found themselves certainly played a 

huge role along with the private-public involvement in shaping these developments and 

continue to affect the vitality and financial success of retail areas within both sites. 

 The following paragraphs will look at key characteristics that must be evident 

within the development process.  These characteristics were determined after studying the 

development process for both Cedar Park Town Center as well as Midtown Commons.  

They are not necessarily Miles’ beliefs, but rather a combination of the advice he gives 

along with this writer’s own viewpoints.  For each characteristic assessments will be 

made on how well the private and public sectors fulfilled their goals, as well as looking at 

where they came across challenges.  Ultimately, suggestions for the private and public 

sector will be provided in hopes of aiding future participants in the development process. 

Understand Your Role 

The first characteristic of a successful development involves both the private and 

public sectors understanding their roles in the development process.  The developer’s role 

can often depend on the level of involvement a city wants to have in the process.  

Generally speaking, the developer must provide a vision for the project.  He or she must 

be able to envision a development that will bring financial success to themselves, but also 

improve the community in which the development is taking place.  The developer must 
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also be willing to commit financially to the project and be willing to take on unexpected 

expenses in order to show obligation.  Finally, the developer must leave the site in better 

condition than before it was developed.  The site must add value to the community and be 

something that brings pride to all involved.   

 The city’s role appears more defined, but this is not always the case.  First and 

foremost, the city must assure that the development meets minimum standards of quality 

and performance, consistent with the community’s vision.  The extent to which the city 

involves itself with regulations and codes is dependent on the community, but the city 

must be willing to serve as the harbinger of the vision for its people.  The public sector 

must regulate the development process, ensuring that the vision of the city is being met, 

whether it is by any combination of a comprehensive plan, an urban code or proper 

zoning.  The city must also be wary of becoming too involved in the process.  Several 

interviewees mentioned that a city cannot serve as both the regulator and the architect, 

and that some trust must be put in a developer and his vision knowing that the developer 

also does not want the project to fail and will do what he deems best for the project.  This 

is a tricky issue as the line between preserving the city’s vision and becoming too 

meddlesome in the development process for the public sector is often very thin.  

Ultimately, the ability to effectively communicate and trust each other is the best way to 

understand boundaries and have a successful project. 

 In general, both sides of the development process in each case studied within this 

report seemed to understand their roles.  The City of Cedar Park worked with the 

developer to create an urban code, and also stayed true to their Comprehensive Plan 



 112 

which outlined the need and desires for a downtown area.  The regulatory framework to 

guide the developer was done well.  The City of Cedar Park was very hands on in the 

development process.  Commitment was shown to the citizens by staying true to the 

Comprehensive Plan that was created through interaction with citizens.  City officials’ 

insistence upon a traditional neighborhood development as well as a downtown area 

carried forth the vision of their citizens and staff, ensuring continued proper development.  

Despite this commitment, some may have felt that the city was too rigid in its following 

of the urban code, losing some flexibility and not allowing changes to the development 

plan as dictated by the evolving market.  As mentioned previously, there is a fine line 

between staying true to one’s vision and being too controlling.  Whether Cedar Park was 

or was not is not for this report to decide. 

 Milburn and V-S Cedar Park seemed to understand their roles in the development 

process.  Both communicated with the public sector and seemed to incorporate the vision 

of the community within their own development visions.  This role can be challenging for 

developers.  Having a financial bottom line makes the willingness to adapt to meet the 

vision of others with less financial stake in the game difficult.  For Cedar Park Town 

Center, it appeared that the developers were willing to adapt and understood that while 

making a profit is most important to their shareholders, it is also important to work with 

the city to improve the community in which one is developing.  Milburn’s departure from 

their traditional suburban housing style to create a traditional neighborhood development 

showed vision as well as an understanding of the ability that they had to make a 

significant impact on the community through their funds and imagination.   
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 The actors in Midtown Commons also seemed to understand their roles.  The city 

provided a regulatory framework for the developer to work within when creating the 

TOD Ordinance.  The surrounding neighborhood also embraced their role in the 

development process.  Whether their desire not to have connections with Midtown 

Commons was beneficial or not, the home owner’s association worked within the correct 

framework in order to voice their opinions and to act on what they felt was best for their 

neighborhood. 

 Trammell Crow and Stratus effectively used market analysis and visioning in 

their decision to create a transit-oriented development.  In this sense the two developers 

understood their role in that they did the proper research to gain an understanding of what 

the market was pushing for as well as what would be best for the local community.  Like 

the developers in Cedar Park, Crow and Stratus may have changed how they normally do 

things or what they felt would be the quickest and most effective way to develop in order 

to create something that would also better the community.  

Flexibility 

 Flexibility is another crucial component of the development process.  As 

previously mentioned, each side often comes to the table with a vision that almost always 

differs in some form from the other.  In the development process, both the private and 

public sides must be willing to adapt and make sacrifices in order to successfully develop 

a piece of land.  Flexibility allows both the private and public sector to maintain their 

vision, while knowing what they are willing to concede in order to keep the process 
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running smoothly.  Since time is money, the willingness to make small sacrifices to 

maintain a time schedule is extremely important to the financial success of a project.   

Flexibility can come in different shapes and sizes whether it is the willingness of 

the public sector to incentivize development through TIFs or TIRZs or through the 

developer’s willingness to provide some community amenities as a show of good will.  

Regardless of the reason, it is important for both sides to come into a project 

understanding what they are willing to sacrifice and what they are not.  There is a big 

difference between having a conviction and an opinion, and being flexible in how you go 

about things for the right reasons can be the difference between a project becoming 

financially unfeasible and a project being completed in the time allotted.  For both of 

these projects, the private and public parties involved were willing to be flexible, but as 

we have seen some were more flexible than others. 

 After assessing the development process for Cedar Park Town Center it is obvious 

that flexibility was used several times during the course of the project.  The city showed 

flexibility in creating the Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone to aid in the creation of the 

needed infrastructure to develop the tract.  The city understood that the project would not 

become financially feasible unless they provided incentive for development through a 

reimbursement district.  While flexibility was shown here, there were also instances in 

which more flexibility could have possibly benefited the project.  The 42 acres of land 

that was rezoned for commercial is a prime example.  When the city decided not to build 

its event center on the tract they could have possibly allowed the 42 acres to get rezoned 

residential in order to benefit Milburn and return the Regulatory Plan to its original form.  
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These negotiations are still underway, so it is possible that the city will exercise some 

regulatory flexibility and allow the rezoning of the property.   

 The developers of Cedar Park Town Center also showed flexibility in regards to 

the Regulatory Plan.  As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the decision to allow the 

rezoning of 42 acres to commercial to make up for the event center’s space in the 

downtown area showed Milburn’s willingness to sacrifice rooftops in order to go along 

with the city’s desires to improve community.  Milburn showed great flexibility in 

sacrificing monetary return for the potential benefit of creating an amenity for the 

community.  Obviously the event center would have likely benefited Milburn financially 

as well through the additional people, but it was still a gamble that Milburn was willing 

to take to meet the city’s vision. 

 Flexibility was shown a little differently in the Midtown Commons project.  

Trammell Crow’s ability to continue with the project even after not being allowed to 

create teaser parking for retail shows the developer’s willingness to depart from the norm 

or what is “in the pro forma” in order to keep the project on schedule and avoid hurting 

the relationship with the city.  Rather than seek a variance or urge an overhaul to the 

ordinance, Trammell Crow complied with the regulations in place choosing to follow 

them and accept the laws that applied to the development while maintaining a working 

relationship with the city. 

The presence of Subchapter E bound the city to the mixed-use regulations it had 

created prior to the development of Midtown Commons.  Undoubtedly, the city created 

these regulations as a means of improving the core transit areas of the city and making a 
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more pedestrian friendly environment throughout central Austin.  If Subchapter E had 

created a less restrictive protocol it could have been possible that teaser parking would be 

allowed.  If instead of Subchapter E the city had proposed to create a Planned Unit 

Development, regulations may have been more flexible and teaser parking may have also 

been possible.  Regardless of what could have been, the City of Austin created the 

regulations in place to guide future development and promote pedestrian friendly mixed-

use development.        

 It is important that the private and public sectors understand the value of being 

flexible.  Flexibility can come in various forms including the willingness to incentivize 

development by either the city or the developer (tenants) in order to make a project more 

feasible, or the departure from a pro forma in order to keep a project flowing smoothly.  

In every case both sides must determine what they are willing to sacrifice at the 

beginning.  If they know what they will hold fast to as being their vision and what they 

are willing to change to maintain a healthy relationship with other parties, beneficial 

outcomes can be obtained. 

Limitations 

 Certain limitations were present in studying Cedar Park Town Center and 

Midtown Commons.  In every research project there will be limitations to data and this 

was not the exception.  The most glaring limitation to this research design was the lack of 

financial data to back up decision making, especially regarding the developers.  

Financing and the target outcomes of financial return play a huge role in determining how 
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developers approach a piece of land and how it is ultimately developed.  Without 

adequate financial information present it was hard to fully grasp why the developer took 

certain actions.  Understandably, developers tend not to share detailed financial 

information for the sake of not tipping their hand to potential competitors.  While this is 

good from a business perspective, it makes things rather difficult for someone studying 

the development process.  Miles’ eight stages of development focus heavily on financial 

feasibility and understanding the pressures and influences that money has on a project.  

With only basic financial information, detailed insight cannot be given into why the 

developers chose one use over another, e.g., why they chose to build this or that 

proportion of lots of varying dimensions.  The market analysis available provides 

excellent reasoning behind decisions, but does not help us understand the financial 

strength of the developer, or what sacrifices he is willing to make based on feasibility. 

 Miles eight stages also have limitations when used as a basis for conducting 

research.  The stages appear to be created to aid in the understanding of the entire 

development process from a developer’s perspective.  These stages do not, however, 

provide sufficient ideas or information regarding how to judge the success of a 

development from the public perspective.  The stages are also heavily focused on the 

private side of the development process and do not fully integrate the role of the public 

sector in the process except for highlighting the general duties of the public sector and the 

need for developers to view the public as a partner. 
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Future Research  

Using Miles’ eight stages of development aided this report in creating a 

framework for assessing the private-public interaction.  Future research could certainly 

benefit from understanding these stages and utilizing them as a means of organizing the 

development process of any particular site or sites into either a time based or action based 

assessment.  Certainly the availability, or lack thereof, of financial information for 

researchers poses a formidable challenge for assessing the overall feasibility and success 

of a project.   

 For the sake of better understanding the private-public interaction in both of these 

developments, future research should be done once every phase of a project has been 

completed.  While the research in this report has provided a good understanding of the 

interaction thus far in the process, there is still much development that will likely occur 

within these projects that should be studied.  It is hard to judge these developments at this 

point in time since neither has reached its full potential.  Both developments are missing 

key pieces to the puzzle including the downtown area for Cedar Park Town Center and 

the single family neighborhood for Midtown Commons and the full realization of 

ridership on the Red Line as it affects TOD development potential.  

 Future research should attempt to gain more insight into the financial workings of 

both projects.  An entire report could focus on the financial impacts of the economy as 

well as the TIRZ and other impacts on the projects.  Getting more data from developers 

regarding pro formas and simple cost-benefit analysis would also add depth to the 

research and provide a missing link to this report.  Hopefully, future research will shed 
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some light on the nature and significance of cooperative private-public interactions in the 

undertaking of complex projects such as mixed-use and TOD developments.   
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