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Austin is in an enviable position of managing truly exciting opportunities. The rapid growth in population and
employment reflects the strength of a diverse economy as businesses and people are drawn to the quality of life we
enjoy in Central Texas. But if we are not careful, we will become victims of our own success. With opportunities
come challenges that must be addressed for our continued vitality. Land use and transportation issues are some or
the biggest challenges central to our future prosperity.

Growth

The numbers reflecting growth in our region are powerful. Population has tripled over the past 35 years and is
projected to be 2.5 million by the year 2025. Employment has quadrupled in the same time period and is still
growing

More people means more housing and that housing is stretching further and further into the suburbs, away from the
central city. Assuming the current trend in growth patterns continues, Williamson County will equal the size of the
existing central city within 25 years. Along with the projected rapid increase in population in the suburbs comes the
projection that job growth will occur outside the central city.

Neither projection bodes well for our ability to provide the necessary infrastructure to support this growth. Every
time construction of housing and businesses moves onto an, acre of farm or ranch land, it must be accompanied by
increased infrastructure. Roads, schools, transportation, water and wastewater, police and fire protection and a
host of other services are needed. When almost all new development in a region replaces agricultural uses, a good
share of the public and private funding resources becomes committed to extending facilities and services. Funding
is then in short supply for established areas to make improvements that will help them to remain attractive to new
development or redevelopment projects. Without a balanced approach to growth that includes maximizing our
current infrastructure with higher density within the central city achieved through multi-use projects and linked
neighborhoods, the Central Texas area will continue to sprawl creating a constant drain on and inefficient use of the
limited resources available.

Growth and Transportation

Sprawl creates transportation problems. People are living further and further from employment, shopping and
entertainment centers, creating a need for a better transportation system. Despite constant efforts to expand the
road and transit systems, we are seriously lagging behind growth. The Texas Department of Transportation has
spent over $1.5 billion in the Austin area during the past 10 years to improve our highway system. Transit ridership
has increased by 200 percent, and currently our transit system sustains 110,000 passenger trips daily. In 1999,
Austinites spent 45 hours per person in traffic due to congestion, as compared to 9 hours in 1982. This is the 4th
highest delay time in the country, yet Austin ranks 48th in population. Ironically, some of the worst traffic congestion
in Austin today is in the suburban areas where growth has overwhelmed the roadway system.

It is not just growth that contributes to congestion. Changes in our lifestyles add to the problem, as well.
Two-income households and more mobile children contribute to the vitality of the region and add to congestion. The
pace of a highly mobile life keeps on the go to more places, more often. Since 1960, on a per capita basis, vehicle
miles traveled has quadrupled, the number of vehicles owened has doubled, and the number of vehicle trips has
increased 50 percent. 87 percent of people travel in single occupant vehicles. In 1960 we averaged 1.6 people per
car. In 1990 that number was 1.13. We’re traveling further, more often, in more cars and increasingly alone,
creating more and more congestion.

Growth and the Environment

The unique environment and the many natural resources that contribute to the Quality of life in the Austin area are
also at risk with growth. The concept of air pollution may conjure up visions of New York City and Los Angeles, but
the reality is that the Quality of air in Austin is rapidly deteriorating. This decline is directly tied to the number of
automobiles on the roads and the number of trips these cars take daily

Austin meets EPA air quality standards for all pollutants except one – ozone. In 1997, 1998, and 1999, the region
exceeded ozone standards, which could result in the entire 5-county Austin-San Marcos area being designated as
a non-attainment area. After this designation, all proposed regionally significant transportation projects in
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Williamson, Travis, Hays, Caldwell, and Bastrop counties could be subject to construction delays until our area
shows successful conformity. Air quality sanctions on the Austin area will have significant economic impacts on
everyone. We could be required to maintain auto emission standards similar to those in effect in California, which
cost motorists an average of $114 per vehicle.

The Costs of Growth

While growth is traditionally viewed as positive, there are costs involved with growth which directly or indirectly
affect our pocketbooks and which, if not managed well, could reduce our quality of life.

With deteriorating air quality, we have an increase in asthma and other respiratory problems, which cost us both
in terms of the price of treatment and the cost of work and recreational days lost to illness

More cars on the roads increase the potential for accidents and drive up insurance premiums and healthcare
costs.

Increased congestion increases the amount of gas, oil and general maintenance required to keep our cars
running.

Available public funds are spent building new roads while existing roads become riddled with potholes.
We lose green space and developable land to increased parking lots and streets.
We risk losing the convenience of travel within our community that we have grown to expect.
We lose valuable time that could be spent working or with family and friends. The Federal Transit Administration

estimates the annual economic loss to U.S. businesses caused by traffic congestion to be $40 billion.

We can’t build our way out of this one.

The conventional approach of building more roads and expanding cities further into the suburbs no longer provides
adequate answers to the problems that come from rapid growth. The infrastructure must be continually expanded to
the outer edges, leading to higher taxes, a decline in service for the central city and eventually a decline in the tax
base.

The transportation needs of a sprawling city cannot be met efficiently through road construction alone. It is
estimated that we would have to increase the size and number of our current roadways 33% by 2020 just to
maintain our current level of congestion. That’s 33% more asphalt and concrete and that much less livable space
within our community. And it’s not just highways that would be affected. City streets would need to be widened, a
concept that often meets with resistance from adjacent business and property owners. The cost of this building puts
an enormous burden on the taxpayer. For example, construction costs for SH 45, SH 130, and Loop 1 and US 183
extensions are estimated to cost $1.5 billion.

“Business as usual” is not capable of meeting our current needs, let alone keeping up with our future demands. The
region has a finite amount of financial resources that can be used to accommodate growth both on the public and
private sides. We will be forced to make some difficult choices as growth continues.

So, what is the answer?

The answer is not to limit growth, but to manage growth in a manner that emphasizes accessibility – not just
mobility – maximizing the existing infrastructure and providing a more balanced transportation system for residents.
From the standpoint of land use, the answer resides in the concept of building livable, sustainable areas. It results
in easily accessible neighborhoods.

A balanced transportation system is essential to maintain growth. It provides options that include sidewalks and
trails, neighborhood roads, major highways, transit service and facilities, bicycles, taxis, shuttles and ridesharing. It
recognizes that a wide variety of services and facilities are necessary to meet the demands of residents and
businesses, the young and old, and those with special transportation needs. It optimizes the ability of roadways and
transit to work together to provide the maximum number of viable options to meet our access needs.

Growth provides opportunity and energy to our community and places demands on our resources. Managed growth
ensures that we can take advantage of the opportunities today and for years to come.
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