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Introduction & Purpose

● Green Infrastructure  Resolution 20170615-071

● Imagine  Austin PP4: Green Infrastructure

● Green infrastructure , when planned and 
managed correctly, provides numerous 
ecosystem se rvices and associated benefits 
for human health.

● Maximum benefits are  achieved when open 
spaces are  linked as part of an inte rconnected 
matrix of patches and corridors.



Study Area

981,760  acres 
total, based on the   
76 wate rsheds 
that overlap city 
jurisdiction (City 
limits + ETJ)





Conservation
CONSERVATION // 
conse rvation, protection, distribution and management of land resources. 



Chapter Findings
● Conse rvation lands cove r a little  ove r 10% of the  study 

area
○ 40% is owned by COA and the  city is the  primary conse rvation 

easement holde r on another 7%. 
○ 33% is BCP (owned by COA, TravCo, and LCRA), 29% is WQPL 

(mix of COA ownership and easements), that leaves 38% other 
○ 17% is managed by PARD
○ 25% is he ld in conse rvation easements 

● 17% of the  study area is conside red “Top TEI” habitat 
(area most like ly to be  habitat for specie s of 
conse rvation inte re st by TPWD)

● 22.9% of the  study area is prime  farmland soil 



16x
16x more lands identified as significant habitat are preserved in the Edwards 

Plateau than in the Blackland Prairie, although the two ecoregional hold almost the 
same amount of the highest ranked TEI lands. 



75%
75% of the study area’s prime farmland soil is held in the Blackland Prairie 

ecoregion, but it only has 1% more farmland in conservation than the Edwards 
Plateau.



Strengths
• City is the major owner of conservation lands
• BCP and WQPL are standout examples of 

large-scale conservation that produce multi-
benefits

• Grow Zones program and Conservancy 
partnerships have accounted for 590 acres of 
ecological restoration 

• 64% of conservation lands have a land 
management plan and 41% have ecological 
restoration actions

• 55% tree canopy on conservation lands
• PARD hired a Land Management Program 

Manager in 2020, responsible for creating 
land management plans for PARD preserves 
and facilitating ecological restoration 
activities



Gaps
• Conservation, management and restoration 

are HEAVILY skewed to the Edwards Plateau 
ecoregion, not much in the Blackland Prairie, 
hardly any in Post Oak Savanna

• Land is quickly being lost to development 
and therefore removing the potential for 
future conservation, especially in the 
Blackland Prairie and farmable soils.

• Climate change will have big impact on 
ecosystems and habitat

• No land conservation program dedicated to 
drinking water supply protection 



Recommendations
• Goal to increase conserved lands from 

10% to 30%
• Direct energy and resources to expand 

and grow in the Blackland Prairie and 
the Post Oak Savanna

• Land conservation program with water 
supply protection as its main objective

• Increase canopy cover on 
conservation lands from 55% to 65% 
(as ecologically appropriate) 

• All lands designated for conservation 
need land management plans and 
allocation of resources for ecological 
restoration activities.



Access
ACCESS // 
equitable access to green infrastructure indicators and their benefits



Chapter Findings
● Inequitable  distribution of GI asse ts as a re sult of systemic 

discrimination, from the  City’s 1928 plan to pre sent day 
gentrification. 

● Ove rall, census tracts with the  le ast amount of cumulative  
green infrastructure  coincided with the  census tracts with the  
worst health outcomes and most social vulne rability

● Parkland distribution large ly follows an urban-rural gradient
● Most GI me trics (impe rvious cove r, urban fore st, and urban 

heat island temperature ) distribution corre late  to the  I-35 and 
Hwy 183 corridors. 

● Lowest Cumulative  Green Infrastructure  Access Score s lie  
along I-35, cluste red around HWY 183 west of I-35



73%
73% of census tracts with the Highest scores for Cumulative Green 

Infrastructure Access Scores are located west of I-35



73%
73% of census tracts with the least shade over impervious 

cover lie on the east side of I-35



Strengths
• 25% more parkland per person than 

national average
• Austin has relatively low impervious 

cover per person (12% less than 
national average)

• Park locations do not appear to follow 
the distribution of health outcomes or 
social vulnerability, meaning they are 
equitably distributed across the city

• The urban forest canopy covers 41.6% 
of the evaluation area.

• The Tree Planting Priority plan already 
seems to be addressing the most 
climate vulnerable parts of the city



Gaps
• Benefits of GI are less available to those 

communities who need it the most
• High IC, low canopy cover and low shade over 

IC leads to higher urban heat
• Lack of GI along highway corridors and 

decreased access in highly urbanized areas, 
especially the areas around the intersection of 
I-35/Hwy 183

• Cumulative GI Access Score has clear 
relationship to health outcomes and social 
vulnerability, overlapping low income 
communities and communities of color that are 
at high risk of gentrification and displacement.



Recommendations
• Investments in green infrastructure, 

especially open spaces, canopy 
cover, and reducing the negative 
effects of impervious cover

• Addressing disparities in GI systems, 
City can reap additional health, 
wellness, climate change 
preparedness, and resilience benefits 
for communities.

• Focus on addressing factors that 
impact urban heat – the “silent killer -
and are the most inequitably 
distributed throughout the city, 
including tree canopy, impervious 
cover, and shade over IC



Systems
SYSTEMS // 
potential for green infrastructure  e lements to form an enhanced system



Chapter Findings
● Time , policy promotion, and public infrastructure  investment 

has spurred deve lopment in “suburban” wate rshed zones
● The re  is a strong re lationship be tween the  Cumulative  

Green Infrastructure  System Score  and EII score
● the  Edwards Plateau has be tte r EII score s than the  

Blackland Prairie
● The  majority of wate rsheds in the  Lowest category for EII 

score s are  cluste red around downtown and lie  in the  
Central Zone

● Indicators that have  a positive  impact on wate r quality 
included conse rved land and urban fore st. Indicators that 
have  a negative  impact on wate r quality included 
impe rvious cove r and impe rvious cove r within the  
floodplain.



82%
82% of watersheds with top EII score have top cumulative GI score



92%
92% of watersheds with most expensive mitigation costs 

have worst cumulative GI



705
705 acres of IC was added to floodplains with Atlas 14 floodplain updates



Strengths
• Decades of work and policies to protect 

critical watershed functions in the City 
and the Edwards Aquifer 

• 74% of watersheds have good or very 
good EII scores

• The City and County have had great 
success with open space bond 
initiatives

• Blackland Prairie watersheds offer 
multiple benefits that should warrant 
their protection

• Local success example with the 
Wilbarger Creek Conservation Alliance. 



Gaps
• Development is continuing to impact 

watershed health and water quality
• Climate change will increase size of 

floodplains and more IC will be added
• Central Zone has the least GI, worst EII and 

habitat scores, and highest mitigation costs. 
Adding GI in this zone will be a challenge due 
to existing infrastructure. 

• 100% of the watersheds with high GI scores 
occur in the Edwards Plateau Watershed 
Zones with none in the Central or Blackland 
Prairie Zones.

• Over $2 billion is needed over the next 40 
years to mitigate issues associated with 
flooding, erosion, and water quality. (per the 
2016 City of Austin Watershed Protection Plan) 



Recommendations
• Restore bottomland hardwood forest in the 

Eastern Zone Watersheds
• Reducing IC with new developments and 

removing existing IC from watersheds 
• 20-year goals and action plans to reduce 

impervious cover and implement GI 
improvements. 

• As land use changes to suburban and urban 
landscapes, the urban forest should be 
created and managed as critical 
infrastructure. 

• Conserve biodiversity, watershed health, 
and additional lands before development



A Look Through the Lenses



BIODIVERSITY & CONNECTIVITY // 
• Central Texas is conside red a hotspot of biodive rsity. 

Numerous ecoregions + the  Central Flyway, a major bird 
migration route . 

• Less than 1% of the  Blackland Prairie  remains today, 
making it one  of the  most endange red ecoregions in the  
country. 

• The  size , shape , closeness and position of conse rvation 
lands impacts the ir ability to support a healthy and re silient 
landscape . High-quality habitat often require s area greate r 
than 500  acre s. The re  are  28 such prope rtie s in the  
Edwards Plateau and only five  in the  Blackland Prairie . 

• Large  tracts of undeve loped land that remain re lative ly 
natural but are  not in pe rmanent conse rvation currently 
contribute  to habitat, but are  at risk to be ing lost.



CLIMATE CHANGE & RESILIENCE //
• Lady Bird Lake  is de signated as a potential future  drinking 

wate r supply by the  Wate r Forward Plan.
• Over the  last 20  years in the  United State s, 31 million acre s of 

farmland have  been lost, Travis County has lost 
approximate ly 43% and 49% of the  total crop and grazing 
lands pre sent in 1997, re spective ly. Currently only 3.5% of 
prime  farmland soils in the  study area are  conse rved. 

• Conse rvation lands managed to increase  ecological health 
also increase  the ir potential to sequeste r carbon.

• Urban fore sts increase  carbon sequestration, mitigate  urban 
heat, and provide  air pollution bene fits.



HEALTH & EQUITY // 
• Bene fits of green infrastructure  are  le ss available  to those  

Austin communitie s who need it and stand to bene fit the  most.
• Cumulative  Green Infrastructure  Acce ss Score  has a cle ar 

spatial re lationship to health outcomes and social vulne rability, 
ove rlapping with the  geographic area known as the  “Easte rn 
Cre scent”. 

• The  ove rwhe lming cluste r of low gre en infrastructure  
occurrences, worst health outcome s, and high social 
vulne rability occur at the  nexus of I-35, HWY 183, at the  Little  
Walnut Creek Wate rshed.

• Extreme  heat days are  the  “quie t kille r” of climate  change  that 
exace rbate  othe r health conditions, many of which are  often 
prevalent in communitie s of color, low income  communitie s, 
and e lde rly populations, communitie s that also see  lower rate s 
of green infrastructure .  



SMART DEVELOPMENT //
• Traditional deve lopment practice s are  a long-te rm tax 

burden on our wate rshed systems
• Low cumulative  GI shows 88% ove rlap with wate rsheds in 

the  Highest category of Cost of Wate rshed Mitigation. 
• Over $2 billion is needed ove r the  next 40  years to 

mitigate  issue s associated with flooding, e rosion, and 
wate r quality. (pe r the  2016 City of Austin Wate rshed 
Protection Plan)

• The  wate rsheds in the  Highest and High cate gorie s for 
Costs of Wate rshed Mitigation (capital costs to mitigate  
wate rshed issue s) are  in the  Central Zone

• Wate rshed costs can be  mitigated by laye ring green 
infrastructure  fe ature s and minimizing impe rvious cove r in 
the  floodplain, codifying long-te rm improvements into 
policy, and re imagining budge t allocations for green 
infrastructure  in place  of mitigation 

• Existing deve lopment unde r old regulations, deve lopment 
outside  the  City of Austin’s jurisdiction, and the  increasing 
size  of floodplains due  to climate  change  pose  major 
conce rn in the  future .
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