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Need for an Update: LDC is 30 Years Old and Showing Its Age
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1.Introduction 
2.Top 10 LDC Issues
3.Conclusion

Presentation Overview
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Foundation for the Process and Process to Date

Introduction
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Next Steps: Major Deliverables
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What We Heard
• Compiled thousands of comments from nearly 800 Austin participants.
• Comments were analyzed using a key word identification approach. 
• Method identified patterns to identify the main issues, or themes.  
• Most frequently mentioned themes are listed here.
• Participant’s comments were categorized under the themes that best 

represented their ideas. 
• Themes may not be fully representative of the all the key issues or points of 

view of the community at large.



What We Heard: Six Key Theme Categories

• Affordability
• Environment/Open 
Space

• Neighborhood 
Characteristics

• Design of Development
• Transportation
• Code Issues



What We Heard: Six Key Theme Categories

Affordability
Business Costs
Housing Costs and Diversity
Policies & Incentives for Affordable Housing

Environment/Open Space
Green Building & Infrastructure 
Parks & Open Space – includes urban agriculture
Environmental Protection – includes clean air and water, 
habitat, trees

Neighborhood Characteristics
Historic Preservation
Gentrification
Neighborhood Plans
Social Values – ideals and beliefs such as family-
friendly, diverse, inclusive, safe, quiet

Design of Development 
Site Design – How buildings are located on a site, access, 
parking, watershed, drainage, impervious cover limits and 
landscape

Subdivision Design – includes block length, multi-modal 
road network, lot types and sizes, open space and trails, 
connectivity to surrounding areas

Building Form & Design – includes building height, density, 
design and relation to nearby buildings

Land Uses and Mixed Use – includes the range and 
combination of uses allowed on a site or in an area

Compatibility – regulations to achieve compatible buildings 
and developments

Special Agreements – includes incentives, density bonuses, 
Planned Unit Developments (PUDs)



What We Heard: Six Key Theme Categories

Transportation
Parking Accessibility– the ease or difficulty of finding a 
space to park, either on-street or off-street 

Traffic Congestion – the ease or difficulty of driving in an 
area

Bicycling – the ease or difficulty of bicycling in an area

Walkability - the ease or difficultly of walking in an area

Transit – the ease or difficulty of using public 
transportation

Code Issues
Clarity, Flexibility, Predictability – how understandable and 
consistent are the rules

Structure and Organization of the Code

Complexity & Usability of the Code

Staff Interpretation & Enforcement – how consistent and 
coordinated are development reviews, inspections and 
enforcement



Summary of Key Findings: Providing Focus to the 
Rewrite

What Are the Top 10 Issues With the Land Development Code?
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1. Ineffective Base Zoning Districts
2. Competing Layers of Regulations
3. Complicated “Opt-in, Opt-Out” System
4. Lack of Household Affordability and Housing 

Choice
5. Auto-Centric Code
6. LDC Not Always In Line with Imagine Austin
7. Lack of Clarity and Usability
8. Ineffective Digital Code
9. Code Changes Adversely Affect Department 

Organization
10.Incomplete and Complicated Administration and 

Procedures

Overview of  Top 10 Land Dev. Code Issues
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Base Zone Districts Do Not Recognize Appropriate 
Form or Different Types of Places

Ineffective Base 
Zoning Districts
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Less than 50% of City is Regulated without Overlays
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Assessing Where the Overlays (CDs) Apply Geographically
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Regulating Single Family Too Broadly: Example SF-3
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One Issue: Duplex as a Use Can Have a Wide Range of Forms
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Thinking more fine grain: Certain forms may be ok and others not in different neighborhoods
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Need to Establish Hierarchy Along Corridors
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Form-based approach to regulating the same corridor. Clear Hierarchy.  Focused Flexibility. 

Top: Conventional approach to regulating a corridor: No Hierarchy. No Flexibility.
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Rich Palette of Base Zones Must Recognize Different 
Contexts Drivable 

SuburbanTransitionalWalkable Urban
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Many Layers of Regulations Create Competing 
Systems

Competing Layers 
of Regulations
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How Did You Get Here?
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How Did You Get Here?
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The Potential Combinations are Complex
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NO

Base District

Neighborhood
Office

Combining Districts

MU
Mixed

Use

H
Historic

NP
Neighborhood

Plan

NO-MU-H-P
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This is Over-Complicating the Code

Complicated 
“Opt-in, Opt-Out” System
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Tools: Good Intent. Ineffective Application
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Conditional Overlay Combining District: Good Intent. Wrong Tool
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Need to rethink allowed uses in districts based on application of CO
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Household Affordability “Gap” Continues to Grow

Lack of Household Affordability and Housing Choice
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Household Affordability

1. Restrictive Limits on 
Density in Some Areas 
Unduly Impacts 
Construction Costs 

2. Inefficient Approval and 
Permitting Processes 
Drive Up Development 
Costs

3. Few Policy Levers in 
Place to Preserve or 
Enhance Existing 
Affordable Housing 

4. Current Density Bonus 
Programs Are Not 
Yielding Needed 
Results

32



http://www.austintexas.gov/codenext  |

Household Affordability

1. Impacts Construction & 
Development Cost
A. Inefficient Approval 

and Permitting 
Processes 

B. Restrictive Limits on 
Density in Some 
Areas 

3. Few Policy Levers in 
Place to Preserve or 
Enhance Existing 
Affordable Housing 

2. Current Density Bonus 
Programs Are Not 
Yielding Needed 
Results
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Limited Housing Choices Regulated by Existing Code
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?
Single Unit 
Detached

Mid-Rise
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Limited Housing Choices Regulated by Existing Code
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Single Unit 
Detached

Mid-Rise

Duplex Triplex & 
Fourplex

Bungalow 
Court

Townhouse 
Rowhouse Live/Work Courtyard 

Apartment

These Types are Critical to Provide Choice & Affordability
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An Obstacle to a Compact, Connected Austin and 
Protection of Community Character

Auto-Centric Code
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Regulations are Creating Auto-Dependent Density
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Parking Regs are Prohibiting Small Scale, Compatible Infill
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Current Land Development Code Does Not 
Proactively Implement Imagine Austin

LDC Not Always In Line with Imagine Austin
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City and partners have invested in transit, bicycle and 
pedestrian infrastructure, but…
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Priority Program 1: Invest in a Compact and Connected Austin
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Transportation Infrastructure Has Not Kept Pace 
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Stormwater Regulations
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Less Urban More Urban

Urban 
Channel

Vegetated Swale

Priority Program 2: Sustainably Manage Water Resources

Stormwater Tools:  Choose Right Tool Based on Context
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Tree Preservation:  Very Important for Character of Place
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Projects are finding creative 
ways of preserving existing 
trees

Priority Program 4: ….and Integrate Nature into the City
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Adversely Affect LDCs Effectiveness

Lack of Clarity and Usability
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Inconsistent Structure and Location of Content
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Basic Graphic Design and Usability in New Code
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Feels Like Stepping Back To 1984

Ineffective Digital Code
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Code Usability Further Hindered by Dated System
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A Complex Code Generates a Complex Entity

Code Changes Adversely Affect Department Organization  
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LDC Complexity Impacts the Organizational Structure 

1. Multi-Layered System 
Lacks a by-right 
discipline

2. Difficulty of Maintaining 
a Common 
Interdepartmental 
Mission

3. Continuous 
amendments 
complicate 
administration and staff 
training

This Effort Is the 
Opportunity to Break Down 
Silos to Improve Integration
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Planning and Development Review Department

Assistant 
Director

Public 
Information 
Specialist

Assistant 
Director

Planning 
Director

Site/Subdivision 
Inspections

Land Use 
Review

Dev . 
Assistance 

Center

Building 
Inspection

Current Planning
Information 
Technology
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Side Effects of LDC Complexity

1. Strains the 
Development 
Assistance Center 
Workspace

2. Increases Potential for 
Conflicting Department 
Requirements
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Creates Inconsistent and/or Lengthy Reviews

Incomplete and Complicated Administration and Procedures
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Creates Inconsistent and/or Lengthy Reviews
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1) Process not well defined
2) Administration information 

spread throughout document
3) Missing or incomplete code 

administration information
4) Inconsistent interpretations
5) Overlapping layers of boards 

and commissions
6) Convoluted variance and 

appeal process, etc.

Lack of Flexibility to Add Staff During Upswings - Inability to Respond
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Lengthy, Unpredictable Review Process
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1) Involvement of numerous city 
departments, city boards and 
commissions,and outside 
entities; 

2) Lengthy and unpredictable 
Review Process; 

3) Process not well defined; 
4) Convoluted Variance and 

Appeal Process, etc.

Lack of Flexibility to Add Staff During Upswings - Inability to Respond
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Clarity is Needed in the Process
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What’s Next & a Few Final Thoughts

Conclusion
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This is a Foundation for Making a Plan to Untangle the 
Mess
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Hybrid Code is Likely Good Approach

• Hybrid codes apply 
different zoning tools 
in different places 
within a city.

• Ability for city to “right-
size” the zoning tools 
needed in a 
predictable and clear 
manner.
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Form-Base Zones-Good Starting Point for Simplicity & Compatibility
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Small Footprint Urban Neighborhood  Zone

Cincinnati Form-Based Code
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www.formbasedcodes.org

We Will Continue to Provide Information and Best 
Practices
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Next Steps: Major Deliverables
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Code 
Alternatives 

& 
Annotated

Outline
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