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Introduction 

Public policy is unique in that it demonstrates the reality of the intentions of all involved. While 
many of the people who are called upon to build and shape policy have personal agendas, those 
who submit proposed policy changes have already tainted the waters. The decisions of politicians 
have less to do with the leaders themselves than they do with their constituents, their lobbyists, 
and their contractors, who all synchronize to provide a vision of the community as they see it. 
Consequently, the subconscious floats to the surface, and the lives of real people are affect on a 
daily basis in ways that cannot be undone except through deliberate actions. 

The City of Austin has an excellent reputation. With its strong environmental laws, relaxed 
creative culture (nurtured by the music scene and the proximity of universities), green public 
spaces and its relatively affordable cost of living from the seventies through the mid-nineties for 
most (White) people, Austin has long been promoted by both public and private entities as the 
most progressive city in Texas. Yet people of color have always maintained different experiences 
during their tenure in the city, experiences which were formally acknowledged recently only 
because academics outside those communities made concerted efforts to research the absence of 
those experiences. To those who could take advantage of Austin’s amenities and move freely 
about it, the city is a home. To those who endured different treatment, Austin’s diminishing 
returns and geographies of displacement and coercion made the city a prison.    

In short, the power of the dominant narrative of progress (and the amnesia about narratives of 
displacement) is what allows Austin to continue to enjoy a stellar reputation—as a tech hub, 
artist village, and liberal enclave—despite the inaccuracy and one-sidedness of this image. Like 
many American cities, Austin has two versions of itself; this paper examines the difference 
between this perception of the progressive city and the reality of struggle of people of color. 

Within this paper, the following topics will be addressed:  

1. Austin’s reputation for tech opportunities from the mid 90s up until the present has 
resulted in a massive population growth, which in turn required a need for more housing. 
Some Austin communities, particularly in west Austin, were protected by ordinance or 
zoning, thus raising the cost of building housing in or around those communities. 

2. Many ordinances that targeted “slums” and “blight” in the name of “urban renewal” and 
“revitalization,” were specifically directed at East Austin; most of the ordinances are 
adoptions of neighborhood plans that promote the upzoning of residential communities. 

3. Police presence and crime are elements of public safety, one criteria that designates 
communities of color as “slums” and “blight” (regardless of where crimes and calls 



actually occur.) Police activity has increased extensively in communities of color, with 
incidents made more visible due to concentration.  

4. Activist narratives against extensive development are lost due to a lack of accountability 
on the part of a city that seeks to maintain its popular reputation while simultaneously 
developing an increasing tax base provided by an abundance of luxury housing. 

Research Origins 

In 2016, maps were created for a city-sponsored conversation entitled the “State of Black 
Austin”; data was culled from census demographics, public websites, nonprofits, and news 
articles providing business rankings. Information on categories such as transportation, grocery 
access, income, and environmental quality were displayed against demographic information 
about race, and changes were tracked over a 10-15 year period. From this exercise, it was clear 
immediately that even in 2015, those neighborhoods in Austin (specifically East Austin) with 
higher percentages of people of color had less access to economic and social resources across the 
board, and that conditions seemed to be declining, not improving, from 2000 to 2015.  

The information presented raised questions about how such drastic differences in quality of life 
and city infrastructure were possible, especially in light of the fact that many East Austin 
constituents were in opposition to the changes occuring over the last 10 years in their 
neighborhoods in Austin. How had such a strong record of opposition to development been so 
thoroughly ignored? This question was significant and urgent because CodeNext, the most recent 
revision of the land use development code, was in the process of being updated under contractors 
and could shape how the city was further built. In response to citizen complaints about 
CodeNext, the mayor put together a Task Force on Institutional Racism, which presented a report 
on how to improve conditions for all populations in Austin in April 2017. The report the task 
force produced included some historical information and analysis that identified the problem of 
institutional racism in Austin and provided vaguely desired policy outcomes, but did not identify 
substantial actions to be taken by the city to address these issues. The report was also missing 
substantial information about long term community activism against some of the damaging 
policies it identified. This paper seeks to pick up where the Task Force Report left off, filling in 
some of the missing inflection points on the activist side in the story on institutional racism in 
Austin and its relationship to land use policy. It also identifies specific ordinances that have 
facilitated displacement and calls for their scrutiny.   

Professionals at the Austin History Center led to the ordinance search mechanism on the website 
for the City of Austin, which were catalogued in the form of timelines.The ordinances were 
searched using the terms “urban renewal” and “revitalization” as those were the most common 
terms found in relation to displacement and gentrification processes over the years. Reviewing 
the ordinances, patterns were revealed that were troubling due to the very active responses from 
the community to the city. Ordinances to change East Austin were passed frequently and rapidly 
while measures to address the community were delayed, changed, or downright stopped. 
Between 1998 and 2017, at least 40 ordinances relating to urban renewal and revitalization were 



approved by council; on September 1, 2005, council passed an ordinance that stated that while 
eminent domain could not be used for economic development, it could be used for urban renewal 
and revitalization. These ordinances occurred regardless of the community responses, and there 
were several community responses to the upzoning, the tax calculations and the budget approvals 
over those years. 

While searching for actual dates of events, it became vital to research how the communities had 
responded since there was such active resistance now. Searching for the response from activist 
groups of color was even more difficult since there were very few places with consolidated 
information, but multiple groups have been active for long periods of time. The beginning source 
of this strain of information--data from reports, newsletters, and websites compiled by activists--
was a report published in January 2018 from People Organizing in Defense of Earth and her 
Resources (PODER) and the timeline it included. Simultaneously, there was an exhibit about 
joint activism at the George Washington Carver Museum between the Black and Latino 
communities. Working with the Carver Museum led to the Benson Collection and the Briscoe 
Center—both at the University of Texas at Austin. The information in this paper has been limited 
to the last twenty years only because of the massive response that is almost completely 
undocumented by the city records. 

Urban Renewal Initiatives 

During the nineties, technology began to move forward at an unprecedented pace, and in the 
beginning, the buzz was created about Silicon Valley in California, an area with large companies 
who networked with each other and made young, predominantly White people very rich 
seemingly overnight. If one was in tech, San Francisco was supposed to be the place to inspire 
innovation and build a network to increase one’s net worth. However, San Francisco had what 
other major cities struggled with: exorbitant housing prices that would chip away at even the 
highest of salaries. Even though people were making six-figures, real estate developers saw that 
and increased their prices beyond what people could afford to either rent or own, only relenting 
briefly for the dotcom bubble burst. 

Enter Michael Dell, a young entrepreneur who started his company from his dorm at the 
University of Texas at Austin. When Dell became a Fortune 500 company in 1992, suddenly 
Austin was being seen as a legitimate place to establish new networks, complete with a 
prestigious university to recruit future programmers. IBM established its research laboratory in 
1995, effectively creating a presence of two Fortune 500 companies—who were in a smaller 
Texas town with a lower cost of living than those in Silicon Valley. Dell expanded its worldwide 
holdings in 1995, therefore creating two internationally recognized companies, with the staff to 
match. Housing prices were relatively speaking much cheaper, the land was full of outdoor 
activities and there were music festivals that attracted thousands on an annual basis. Austin 



became the place to be, and people began flocking to the city and expanding it westward, 
expanding the highways and adding communities hidden by acres of cedar. 

Not everyone was pleased about the development happening in West Austin, especially since it 
was raising the cost of living. To protect their neighborhoods, residents in the West Austin 
lobbied to create ordinances which would deter development and, in their minds, keep 
newcomers from expanding their neighborhoods. In their favor was the fact that the city of 
Austin gets its water not just from its location on the Colorado River, but from the Edwards 
Aquifer which is the most productive aquifer in the United States. A group organized in 1992, 
and approached city council with the Save Our Springs Ordinance, which was passed as of May 
12, 1992. Additional protection was added by the state legislature, which passed Senate Bill 
1477, which created the Edwards Aquifer Authority as of September 1, 1993, an entity that 
governs the protection of the aquifer’s groundwater throughout the Texas Hill Country. 

With the abolishment of the Neighborhood Revitalization Commission in 1991, citizens were 
anxious to ensure that neighborhood residents were included as developers began building up 
areas to serve the new residents. The Old West Austin and Hyde Park neighborhoods were 
protected by the Inner-City Neighborhood ordinance which as passed on February 9, 1984, but 
other projects were built when the city allowed exemptions from that ordinance. Therefore, 
communities lobbied and on May 21, 1997, the city passed an ordinance beginning the Pilot 
Neighborhood Planning Process, which allowed for the creation of planning geared towards 
specific neighborhoods. That same year, the city also passed an ordinance defining the Drinking 
Water Protection Zone, which covered whatever portions of West Austin which were not 
previously covered. 

All of these ordinances and state laws made building in West Austin expensive or untenable. 
Because of the high cost of developing in areas in West Austin and the Central Business District, 
developers became desperate for more land quickly in response to the demand introduced by the 
technology sector. Many of the newcomers had higher salaries instead of middle-class 
government or university salaries, which meant that developers could almost exclusively focus 
on luxury housing instead of affordable housing. Therefore, some portion of the city had to be 
considered undesirable or deemed less expensive.  

The enabling of the takeover or redevelopment of neighborhoods through urban renewal 
ordinances is not new, both elsewhere in the U.S. and in Texas. Though urban renewal (a term 
that often conjures up the bulldozing of communities to build highways) began in the 60s, it is by 
no means a policy relic, but an existing and active framework for making decisions at both the 
state and local level. Under Chapter 374 of the Local Government Code: 

“Slum area” means an area within a municipality that is detrimental to the public health, safety, 
morals, and welfare of the municipality because the area: 

(a) has a predominance of buildings or other improvements that are dilapidated, deteriorated, or 
obsolete due to age or other reasons; 



(b) is prone to high population densities and overcrowding due to inadequate provision for open 
space; 

(c) is composed of open land that, because of its location within municipal limits, is necessary for 
sound community growth through replatting, planning, and development for predominantly 
residential uses; or 

(d)  has conditions that exist due to any of the causes inumerated in Paragraphs (a)-(c) or any of those 
causes that 

1. endanger life or property by fire or other causes; or 
2. are conducive to: 

a. the ill health of the residents; 
b. disease transmission; 
c. abnormally high rates of infant mortality; 
d. abnormally high rates of juvenile delinquency or crime; 
e. disorderly development because of inadequate or improper platting for adequate 

residential development of lots, streets, and public utilities. 

(Tx. Local Gov’t. Code, Section 374.003) 

With those relatively loose legal stipulations, and drinking water protection ordinances over the 
majority of West Austin, there was nowhere to look but East Austin, separated by a major 
highway just like many cities in the United States.  Consequent to eminent domain processes in 
the 1980s, there was a vast terrain of open spaces, which included extensive land available for 
building whatever kinds of property the developers could imagine. Most of the affordable 
housing has been located in East Austin for decades, and there were large concentrations of the 
working class, most of whom included people of color, so large concentrations of both 
populations existed in areas close to the Central Business District, which would mean that luxury 
housing would be available for residents in the downtown area—also protected by city 
ordinance. However, due to high populations of people of color and historic industrial activity, 
residents and business owners were unable to secure financing to improve their homes and 
establishments, which meant that many were in deteriorating conditions. All of these conditions 
meant that the city and developers felt that the most opportune places to respond to the housing 
shortage were in East Austin. 

On January 14, 1999, the city passed an urban renewal plan for East Austin entitled “New Vision 
for East Austin: East 11th and 12th Street Urban Renewal Plan,” claiming that the area was a 
“slum and blighted area.” In May, another plan was added called the “East Cesar Chavez 
Neighborhood Plan,” which has the appearance of being a neighborhood plan in response to the 
original neighborhood plan--except that the residents were against it. The most important aspect 
of both areas were that they were adjacent to the Central Business District, which meant that 
downtown development could continue without interruption. On December 17, 1999, the city 
began the process of executing its urban renewal strategy with the help of federal funds. 

In addition to being designated as a slum, the city went further and declared that properties were 
blighted and therefore functionally uninhabitable. 



 

The only problem with this designation is that there were people living in those properties, 
people who had experienced difficulties acquiring financing for home and business 
improvements. Not surprisingly, under Chapter 374 of the Local Government Code: 

“Blighted area” means an area that is not a slum area, but that, because of deteriorating buildings, 
structures or other improvements; defective or inadequate streets, street layout, or accessibility; 
unsanitary conditions; or other hazardous conditions, adversely affects the public health, safety, 
morals, or welfare of the municipality and its residents, substantially retards the provision of a sound 
or healthful housing environment or results in an economic or social liability to the municipality.  

(Tx. Local Gov’t. Code, Section 374.003) 

Before the Central East Austin Master Plan and the East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood Plans had 
been adopted, the communities of color within the East 11th and 12th Street Corridor had been 
vocally protesting against the proposal. The NAACP and other organizations had spoken to city 
council in opposition to the project because of how it would affect resident and local populations, 
namely raising property taxes for working class people who lived in the area. Unfortunately, 
once the areas were designated as blighted, city council and other lobbying groups moved 
quickly to establish ordinances allowing development to occur. In 2000, Govalle residents spoke 
against the neighborhood plans being presented to council, but by 2003 the plans were adopted. 
and luxury housing and property values have increased. On very few occasions, organizations 
were able to secure funding for real affordable housing, but for the most part, the council has 



allowed extensive redevelopment in East Austin, pushing people of color further towards the 
margins of town. 

While West Austinites had homes that were protected against construction because of 
environmental concerns, populations of color were pushed towards places known for industrial 
waste. Neighborhoods were built up with few through streets, and public transportation was 
severely limited throughout East Austin. When the train was introduced, it ran from 
predominantly White communities, like Round Rock, instead of from Manor and Elgin, 
neighboring cities with higher populations of color. An organization called the Austin 
Neighborhood Council had no East Austin delegate until 2010, although one of its main 
directives included a mission to “preserve neighborhood character.” 

Policing Initiatives 

Crime is such a poignant element affiliated with communities of color that many discussions of 
prison reform and drug legalization often include civil rights discussions. This affiliation makes 
it easy to ignore the softer levels of oppression which occur, especially through the policies 
surrounding the built environment, yet crime statistics and urban environments (and incentives to 
change urban environments) are often explicitly linked to one another. This is especially true in 
urban renewal legislation. One of the stipulations for urban renewal to occur is the presence of a 
“slum” and/or “blight,” because as long as those conditions exist (however nebulously defined 
they might be), their removal is justified according to federal law, which tasks municipalities 
with protecting the health and safety of their citizens.  The presence of crime is one piece of 
criteria constituting blight, as defined in Texas state law. Thus there is a disturbing relationship 
between communities of color, the presence of law enforcement, and future land value: In over-
policed areas, police will detect and identify more crime; the presence of crime then becomes 
justification for urban renewal policies, which would make the area suitable for urban renewal 
and/or revitalization, which would offer developers more opportunities to build. 

Activists have consistently requested for less police in their communities, which has failed to 
decrease the budget for the Austin Police Department. In 1998 before the approval of the Central 
East Austin Master Plan, activists spoke against the expansion of the police department to no 
avail. On May 20, 1999, activists rallied around an ordinance creating a Police Oversight Focus 
Group, which they had been requesting for decades. When a report was provided by the newly 
created group, activists noted how the brutality was excluded from the final presentation. 
Frustrated by a lack of response from the city council, activist groups filed a complaint with the 
United States Department of Justice on May 31, 2007 in an attempt to cut off federal funding for 
the police department.   

One of the most egregious miscarriages of accountability occurred during a Juneteenth 
celebration in 2007. A fatal fight broke out on June 19, 2007, independent of the parade and 
accompanying festivities, and the incident was reported by the Austin Police Department as a 
riot, which made its way to national news. Consequently, the police department was forced to 
apologize after misrepresenting East Austin to the nation, but their budgets have nonetheless 



continued to increase. Because of the bureaucracy in federal investigations, it is unlikely that 
such a statement was made in retaliation to the investigation. Nevertheless, no retraction was 
ever printed, and the nation’s perspective of East Austin remains poor despite the expensive 
property and rising cost of living in that part of town. 

Like many cities across the nation, Austin’s police department is under increasing scrutiny for its 
disproportionate monitoring of people of color. The numbers are stark. Since 2010, APD has 
reported to council yearly on the disproportionate number of blacks and Latinos searched and 
stopped.  In 2010, Austin’s black population was 8%, but they received 13% of the traffic 
citations issued and were the subjects of 22% of vehicle searches. The 2010 Report posits that 
“the disparity between the race/ethnicity of those involved in stops and searches compared to the 
race/ethnicity of Austin’s general population is due to the concentration of stops and searches in 
high-crime areas.” (APD Racial profiling report, 2010). It then goes on to state that black and 
Hispanic individuals, while representing 43% of the city population at large (8 and 35% 
respectively) represent 79% of the population is locations, such as Riverside drive, identified by 
APD as crime hot spots. This is a fairly straightforward statement from APD: neighborhoods of 
color are treated as synonymous with neighborhoods of high crime, thereby justifying the 
increased surveillance and activity by police in those locations.  

The chart below shows APD’s reported racial percentages for traffic citations (stated in their 
report) against population data. The trend is fairly apparent; black people are overrepresented in 
traffic stops. Alarming, however, is that APD published both a report and a set of raw data for its 
traffic stop analysis for 2015; here, the raw data conflicts with the published report, showing that 
a whopping 23.4% of traffic citations in 2015 were issued to black Austinites (rather than the 
12% previously stated).  

  

Other data sets, though less longitudinal, indicate both a disproportionate monitoring of people 
of color and a generally intense police response overall. This can be seen in the scant data on 
police shootings in Austin, only publicly available for 2017. 30% of people shot by police in 

YEAR Black % share of 
traffic citations

Hispanic % share 
of traffic citations

Total no. 
citations

2010 12.43% 29.34% 232,848

2011 12.74% 29.26% 179,882

2012 13% 32% 149,000

2013 13% 32% 133,703

2014 12% 30% 142,468

2015 12% 31% 120,056

2016 13% 32% 139,709



2017 were black (compared to 21.7% Hispanic, which is more consistent with population 
representation).  

General statistics about the level and use of force are also alarming. In 82% of all police shooting 
encounters, the police officer had not previously attempted to subdue the suspect through less 
lethal means. Half of all subjects in police shootings died from the encounter. Finally, a 
breakdown of the types of calls that resulted in a police shooting are troubling. Violent events 
(stabbings, hostage-taking, robbery, and shoots already fired) constitute only about 22% of cases 
involving shootings; the other 77% appear to have been initiated by seemingly mild encounters. 
(It is telling that 7% of Austin’s police shootings occurred as a result of traffic stops)  

 

Austin’s comprehensive datasets on police activity, though recently compiled, paint a detailed 
picture of the municipal police state. However, these statistics only illustrate in the aggregate 
trends that community members have long identified as troubling or have experienced firsthand.  

Contrastingly, when the actual crimes reported across the city are mapped, they paint a picture 
that implies that policing of communities of color is largely based on fear rather than the 
behavior of the people themselves: 



 

Without assigning causation or correlation to the White population in the City of Austin, the 
working class lives in the eastern portions of Travis and Williamson counties, Travis County 
being larger than Williamson within city limits. Most of the working class and people of color 
work in the western portions of Travis and Williamson counties, which are predominantly White 
and also contain the majority of banking, food, and childcare services. Thus, when people of 
color are surrounded by high concentrations of White people--because of work, schooling, 
entertainment, or limited social engagement--there is a tendency to expect police activity 
whether or not such involvement is warranted. Lack of racial interaction and the reputations of 
distressed communities leads to a culture of fear, indicting workers and customers who come 
from different parts of town. 

Community Engagement 

The lack of documentation and the difficulty in acquisition thereof paints a narrative of a 
community that has been inactive in its own demise. The exclusion of people of color from the 
policy creation process and community outreach process is in large part a problem of inverted 
representation. Put quite simply, the people who are the most at risk for displacement and in the 
greatest need of city or public support often have the narrowest channels to power. Antiquated 
processes and overwhelmed staff, competing neighborhood agendas, and tokenism also 
contribute to a lack of real communication between neighborhoods of color and the city. 
Additionally, proximity to city call and neighborhood resources for networking have made 
marginalized communities diminish when reviewing municipal policies.     



City council has been consistently approached by activists of color who were protesting police 
involvement and ensuing brutality in their neighborhoods, which were consequently being 
designated as areas of blight. Before the Central East Austin Master Plan was passed, multiple 
activists and community residents spoke before council on December 3, 1998, concerned about 
the effects that the proposals would have on their neighborhoods. Throughout the 2000s activists 
protested the police contracts, and demanded accountability from the eventual oversight 
committee that included private interest groups in favor of law enforcement.While council has 
approved several amiable gestures--such as offering parades and low funding for programs that 
are considered non-threatening, such as MLK celebrations and afterschool programs--there have 
been few positive responses, despite activist groups repeatedly providing detailed documentation 
about specific initiatives. Most groups have invited city staff to come to their neighborhoods and 
experience that while populations are marginalized, they maintain lives and work with little 
resources to promote their youth and involve their neighbors. 

Unfortunately, without neighborhood protection ordinances, even historic sites in East Austin 
have been threatened due to a lack of attention by city council. Despite several West Austin sites 
being protected, no survey was completed on East Austin until October 25, 2016: 

  

For example, Rosewood Courts is one of the oldest public housing facilities in the nation, having 
been established under the Wagner-Steagall National Housing Act which was enacted on 
September 1, 1937. The properties were complete and open for residence as of September 1, 
1939, and after fifty years, it was eligible for historic status according to the rules of the National 



Register of Historic Places. Due to the high cost of living, this facility is still currently occupied 
even though the city has failed to address the conditions listed in the staff report and is 
designating the structures as blighted due to the deteriorating building conditions. Without 
extensive public activism and sympathy, the Historic Landmark Commission may elect to 
demolish the building in favor of new development.  

For most public participation in the city of Austin, there are established protocols and limitations 
which mean that most of the people who are eligible to be heard are upper middle class White 
people, as they have the most flexible schedules and the most resources to gather credible 
information. During all meetings, there is a minimal “public remarks” portion at the beginning, 
and each other speakers must sign up—or sign up and yield time to someone else if the other 
person was unable to participate. During the remarks, the speakers have three minutes (unless the 
person is a council member), have no time to use media unless they are able to provide 
information directly for all the council/committee/commission members, and have little follow 
up after they address the entity.  

Alternatively, there are the traditional routes of phone calls, letters/emails, and office visits. 
Visits require so much coordination because of the reality that those in authority are often called 
out unexpectedly, and interactions have to be rescheduled, which is consistently impossible for 
constituents and/or activists. Phone calls are challenging because most of the decision-makers 
are frequently unavailable, and their staff is cut down to the bare minimum due to approved 
budget constraints. Letters and/or emails often remain unanswered due to the deluge of 
interoffice and public correspondence.  

Often, activists of color are invited to participate within the confines of the structures already in 
existence for community engagement, which include speaking at meetings, phone calls, emails, 
and office visits. Many of the activist groups included specific guidelines that explained their 
stipulations for neighborhood improvements, and they were assisted either by outside experts or 
fellow neighbors once the education and training have been received. Spatial distance prevents 
the ease of most direct engagement, and most activist groups have reached out to and invited city 
staff to come to their areas and see their realities. For decades, the city council has held one 
Black member and one Latino member, which only changed once the city introduced districts 
that allotted one council member to cross districts however they were drawn. For years, activists 
worked to establish a presence and generate bargaining power, and their efforts fell on largely 
deaf ears.  

While many activists of colors had already spent a great deal of time fighting for their 
communities in front of city council, their protests appeared largely unheard until 2014, when a 
professor named Eric Tang from the University of Texas wrote a paper about the dissipating 
Black population in the city, and was interviewed on NPR. Richard Florida and Charlotte 
Mellander researched socioeconomic segregation at the Martin Prosperity institute and 
determined that Austin was the most divided city in the nation, even in comparison to some of 
the most well-known, such as New York and Philadelphia. (While being a person of color does 
not require that one be in the working class, several studies have demonstrated that Black and 
Latino populations are among the lowest paid; for Austin, this means that most of the low-



income communities are inhabited by Black and Latino people. These reports were a slap in the 
face to a city that prides itself on being “liberal,” and known for its LGBTQ population.) 

 Many of the companies that were offered incentives began inviting their Black employees to 
come to Austin. Only in 2016 did the city council move to create initiatives designed to address 
the racial disparities in ways that acknowledged what activists of color had been saying for 
decades. In May 2016, the Mayor signed the Racial Equities Here pledge, constructed to address 
systemic issues for people of color ages 16-24, along with creating the Equity Office, which has 
gotten off to a slow start. In November 2016, the Mayor finally develop the Task Force on 
Institutional Racism that reported what many constituents already knew: land use and 
educational patterns were designed to sustain racism, not combat it. Not until July 2017, almost 
twenty years after the first Black constituents were pushed outside the city limited, did the city 
finally establish an Anti-Displacement Task Force. 

One example of the failure of the city to equally and effectively engage all of its citizens in 
dialogue about critical changes to city policy can be seen in the debate around Austin’s massive 
overhaul to its land use code. Because of the confines of community engagement, on April 14, 
2014 the CodeNEXT consultants provided a report on initial public feedback and noted that 250 
people participated in the process. In a city of over a million people, such information was still 
considered sufficient to move forward with further drafts.The way in which the new code targets 
existing residential communities of color for new development, through density bonuses, up 
zoning, and increased floor-to area ratios (which increased the amount of building coverage on a 
lot, Racial Task Force p 18), was quickly identified and called out by activist groups in Austin. 
The State of Black Austin produced maps showing the over 400% change in land value in a 
period of less than 10 years that drove land taxes so high long term residents found it easier and 
more palatable to sell off rather than pay (RTF p 20 ). PODER published a paper identifying the 
effects of the code change on the city’s most vulnerable neighborhoods and worked with East 
Crescent Right to Stay to identify a 6 point plan for vetting the code prior to implementation to 
address these issues. Yet it is only in the last few months (the code has been in draft form for 
over 3 years and the city paid private consultants over 8 million dollars) that city staff, 
specifically staff in the newly formed Equity Office, have made any attempt to respond to these 
concerns. While that is a promising directive, the city’s official page on CodeNEXT (the official 
name of the land use revision) continues to send out one string after another of distracting, 
disingenuous marketing videos with blanket promises about affordability, walkability, and 
livability; their materials refuse to engage with the very difficult questions at hand.  

Even though their population is significantly diminished, younger activists of color have built 
groups to resist complete displacement from the constituency of Austin. As videos of police 
brutality began to explode exponentially, more activist groups developed in Austin. Black Lives 
Matter has a chapter which recently acquired new leadership, because the first leader was jaded 
from the predominantly White membership. The Austin Justice Coalition (AJC) formed in 2015 
to focus on a number of issues, one of which was civic engagement, and they have worked in 
conjunction with older groups like the NAACP and the Urban League to build up the Black 
presence. Fortunately, the Latino community has also joined the fight, though schools which are 



predominantly Latino have recently been closed following a bond. [look for Latino activist 
groups] More groups of color have mobilized to speak against the repression of voices other than 
the status quo, but the city has continued to defer to older organizations. Despite its previous 
reputation, Austin still has a long way to travel to avoid treating its constituents of color as 
afterthoughts. 

Solutions 

Addressing these elements of inequity has become more difficult as permutations of segregation 
and exclusion have advanced over decades. However, there are more simplistic ways to 
immediately respond to the perpetuated indignities towards people of color. First, the Planning 
and Zoning Department must be diversified by a long-standing member of the communities of 
color who is familiar with the “urban renewal” process. A transplant is insufficient because while 
there are growing numbers of planners of color, familiarity with the city holds the existing 
department accountable in ways that a transplant cannot. It is possible that one could be recruited 
from the University of Texas at Austin, but the program selects so few students that it may not 
have graduates who choose to remain in the city due to the cost of living. Activist groups have a 
number of trained individuals, and it would be prudent for the city to recruit among them. 

Secondly, the Equity Office must be granted a more extensive budget to hire more staff, and it 
must be allotted staff members from each department who liaise with their departments and are 
responsible for implementing equity measures. The Office’s ineffectiveness is demonstrated by 
only having three full-time employees and a VISTA volunteer, who will in no way begin to 
rapidly address the 70-page report offered by the Task Force on Institutional Racism. Long-term 
staff will most likely provide justification for the status quo, so it is crucial that the Equity Office 
be allowed to train staff in addressing city procedures with an eye towards equity. Training 
should occur for an extended period of time, such as 1-2 years, and during that time, the allotted 
staff members will answer to the Equity Office, not their initial departments. As staff turnover 
occurs, new members of each department should be sent to the Equity Office and offer 
substantial training. The extra staff hired directly by the Equity Office would be responsible for 
following up on the procedures put in place to reduce discrimination throughout the City of 
Austin. 

Third, community engagement methods need to be restructured in ways that move city staff 
towards accountability, which could begin by requesting meetings with activist groups away 
from City Hall. Activists have been working on and advocating for effective engagement for 
decades, and many have become frustrated by the highly restrictive nature of addressing 
community concerns. If staff have been allocated to the Equity Office, those employees can do 
research, attend activist meetings as official staff members (as opposed to active private citizens), 
and report demands back to the office. The visiting staff from other departments can then discuss 
how to implement those demands up to and including changing city policy, which has been a 
common response to addressing citizen concerns--and the timeline for fulfillment. In this way, 
citizens will have direct access to staff, and departments will have accountability to address their 
concerns if the same issues remain after long periods of time. 



Fourth, to retain property owners of color in Austin, the city needs to rewrite policy that allows 
residents--not just developers--to successfully contest their property appraisals. One of the most 
effective methods of reducing property values is neighborhood slander, which allows the 
developer to purchase property at a discount while the resident is required to pay property taxes 
that rise depending on city policy. Because appraisals are offered by the county, not the state, the 
Equity Office should appoint a liaison with the county who is trained as a planner or urban 
designer, and if the property value is contested, an Equity Officer should be present upon 
reinspection of the property. Residents should be allowed to receive a copy of the policies that 
dictate their property values in plain language, as well as comparable properties in their 
neighborhoods when receiving a tax appraisal. 

Finally, the Urban Renewal Agency was elected solely by property owners before the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965 was passed; the state Urban Renewal Law passed in 1957 consequent to a 
supreme court case and an act under President Eisenhower. This was subsequent to the reign of 
White supremacist terror and the destruction of communities of color, not to mention consistent 
redlining throughout the country. While local government cannot supercede state or federal law, 
the city can hold an election on whether to keep the Urban Renewal Board. Now that 
communities of color are eligible to vote regardless of property ownership, it is essential that all 
citizens in the city be made aware of the patterns and determine whether such a program should 
continue. If there is no consensus and urban renewal only affects one side of town and not the 
other, it is unjust and should cease. 

Conclusion 

At this time, the City of Austin is in negotiations for three major projects. First, it is among the 
twenty cities in the running for the new Amazon headquarters for which there have been no 
specific locations provided for public review. Secondly, a company called Precourt Sports 
Ventures is negotiating the construction of a professional soccer stadium, which will either be 
located within a popular park in East Austin or near a large infill development called “The 
Domain” near some of the last vestiges of affordable housing in West Austin. Third, a company 
called Austin Sports & Entertainment is interested in revamping the Travis County Expo Center, 
which is located in the margins of the city where large populations of color have moved to 
escape the high cost of living in the center of town.  

Last year, an immigration bill was introduced that would target sanctuary cities within the state 
of Texas, of which Austin is the most popular based only on its explosive growth. When Senate 
Bill 4 was passed during the Legislative Session for an immediate effective date, there was so 
much public outcry that portions of the bill are still being appealed. However, police activity has 
increased in the communities near The Domain and around the Travis County Expo Center. 
Activists are still advocating for the rights of immigrants, but enforcement has reduced the 
number of artists who were interested in appearing in the South by Southwest music expo—a 
highly-visible, revenue-generating event for the city—and the attention can only become more 
contentious as the city is home to at least four universities, two public and two private. 



The reason that Precourt Sports Ventures had to move to East Austin was because the citizens 
from central West Austin were considered vocal enough to move the negotiations from central 
West Austin, which is expected based on council’s past behavior. Since the location has changed, 
there have been protests not to destroy Roy Guerrero Park and several groups are getting 
organized as the media has made it impossible not to pay attention to the populations of color 
who currently surround the park. An activist group entitled “Restore Rundberg” (begun in 2012) 
has been so active that it is actually included on the website for the city of Austin, and it is 
mostly composed of residents and activists, not city staff. Fascinatingly enough, this group 
resulted from a grant by the United States Department of Justice Byrne Criminal Justice 
Innovation Program, proving that it is indeed possible to collaborate effectively and efficiently 
with activists and residents. Even though the police presence has increased in both areas, so has 
the advocacy, meaning that constituents have communicated that they will not be pushed out 
without a fight. 

When communities of color are treated as nonessential and criminal, it becomes easier for the 
dominant narrative to exclude them from policy-making and introduce policies that drive them 
from their homes. It is prudent for local government entities to acknowledge that rather than 
viewing marginalized communities as statistics and inanimate, that they frequently manage to 
live connected lives to each other and their community. After all, crime is merely the byproduct 
of a lack of resources.  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