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Gentrification

Gentrification has many definitions.  It often depends on who is doing the 
defining.

One key factor is the issue of displacement, the removal of a longtime 
population, usually poor and pigmented, and its replacement by a more 
upwardly mobile, childless, and white population.

Even when one controls for factors such as income or education level, this 
has largely been the case in Austin.



Austin Gentrification

Gentrification also involves questions of history and culture.  Is 
Austin’s former Negro District historic?  If not, why not?

Questions of value, power and real estate are often overshadowed 
by an ostensibly neutral focus on concerns such as demographics, 
“planning,” zoning or in Austin, pets and food, among others.

“Quality of Life” concerns in 2015‘s Austin do not include the right 
of a people to maintain its culture via protection of its heritage.







Gentrification and Historic Preservation
When city planners declared East Austin to lie in a so-called “Desired Development Zone” in the late 
nineties, they also made judgments about the comparative value of East Austin’s natural and cultural 
environment.

“Greenbuilding” as well as certain external judgments about what would be in East Austin’s best 
interest, became excuses for the destruction of many eligible East Austin historic landmarks.

City of Austin officials have employed racial and ethnic double standards when it comes to the application of 
supposedly empirical historic preservation criteria, and have passively and actively supported the 
gentrification of East Austin in a variety of ways.

Policy decisions are not the only way this discrimination works; administrative malfeasance, inexpert 
decision-making on the part of the Historic Landmark Commission, and special interest politics also 
play a role.

Much has been lost.  A major consequence of these decisions has been a lack of a proper accounting 
of the damage done to the heritage of East Austin.



How Historic Preservation in Austin 
Really Works

In Austin, historic preservation has become a property tax reduction tool for mostly wealthy, 
mostly white West Austinites.

Even a cursory review of the city’s list of historic landmarks conveys the impression that 
East Austin either has no history or that its history is not as important.

A typical sample from 2009:

“The 25 cases up for a vote today are in the Pemberton Heights, Old Enfield, Old West Austin and Judges' Hill 
neighborhoods. They represent a variety of architectural styles, and the former owners cited as significant in 
the applications include a college professor, a saddlemaker, an auto dealer, a lumber company owner, an 
oilman, doctors and judges. One application cites a University of Texas dean who never lived in the house; his 
widow did.”

Sarah Coppola, Austin American-Statesman, Dec. 17, 2009



How to Mislead with Data
This pie chart furnishes location 
information for the city’s historic 
landmarks as of 2011.

78702, one of the most gentrified and 
gentrifying zip codes in America is listed as 
containing 62 landmarks.

But how many of these landmarks 
commemorate the black history of Austin?  
How many are located in the former Negro 
District?

Even so 62 out of 564 landmarks is only 11 
percent.  Does this zip code only contain 11 
percent of Austin’s history?



Historic Properties in East Austin
This 2000 survey report looked at the historic resources of East 
Austin built before 1955.

The survey only identified buildings; it did not list other 
properties eligible for the National Register such as 
archaeological sites or Traditional Cultural Places (e.g. 
cemeteries).

The boundary of the study was limited to Central East Austin.  It 
did not include neighborhoods south of the river such as 
Montopolis, Dove Springs or Del Valle.

The report identified 496 historic properties, 105 of which were 
determined to be HIGH preservation priorities, 242 MEDIUM 
priorities, and 149 were assigned as LOW preservation priority.

This study furnishes a useful benchmark.  How many of these 
properties are listed as city landmarks?  How many have been 
demolished?



The City of Austin—Gentrifier Number One

An unfortunate 2009 example of how the City of Austin does historic 
preservation in East Austin at public not private sites that are 

overwhelmingly historic and convey irreplaceable heritage and culture.

The Texas Historical Commission recommended preservation of the last two 
remaining buildings at the formerly segregated Texas School for the Deaf.



City staff have a long track record of supporting official city gentrification 
policies in East Austin, particularly at African American sites.

Demolition through benign neglect is a violation of National Register rules 
(and the city’s own policies), but it has happened on city property.

Regarding private property, a cursory review of demolition permits 
granted between 2005 and 2015 reveals that city historic preservation 
staff supported demolition of historic East Austin properties in nearly every 
case.

Not the case in West Austin, where city staff not only routinely questions 
demolition permits, it routinely supports historic zoning against a property 
owner’s wishes, especially when members of Austin’s bourgeois 
preservation community desire it. 

The house at 3805 Red River is one noteworthy recent example.

The landmark commission approved the city staff's request for the 
demolition at 905 Juniper. Myers said she was out of town when 
the vote occurred.

The City of Austin—Gentrifier Number One



Improper Management
The city’s official online list of historic properties has not been updated in over four years.

The link on this page: https://www.austintexas.gov/department/historic-landmarks

Goes to this document which was last updated in 2011: http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/
default/files/files/Planning/Historic_Preservation/Austin_Landmarks_by_Address.pdf

The city’s official list of National Register Districts omitted the Santa Rita Courts Historic District 
for over seven years.  

The response of city officials was as follows: 

“I believe it may have been initially left off because the purpose of the list was for property owners to be able 
to look to see if they are in a district.  Santa Rita has only a single owner so its inclusion would not have served 
that purpose.  Regardless, it is a National Register District so we have added it to the list.  Thanks for bringing it 

to our attention.”

https://www.austintexas.gov/department/historic-landmarks
https://www.austintexas.gov/department/historic-landmarks
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Historic_Preservation/Austin_Landmarks_by_Address.pdf
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Historic_Preservation/Austin_Landmarks_by_Address.pdf
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Historic_Preservation/Austin_Landmarks_by_Address.pdf
http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Planning/Historic_Preservation/Austin_Landmarks_by_Address.pdf


The Rosewood Courts Historic District
August 24, 2015  Historic Landmark Commission Meeting

Numerous Irregularities:

The agenda was manipulated to delay the Rosewood Courts historic zoning case for as long as possible.  
Supporters, including those with mobility impairments had to wait for hours.

None of the final commission votes were announced by the chair.  Supporters left the meeting believing that 
the commission had supported historic zoning by a 4-2 vote, only to find out later that the vote was in fact 
3-3.  The commission has 11 members.

None of the commissioners talked about the history of Rosewood Courts or rendered a judgment about 
whether and how it meets all five of the necessary criteria for recognition (only 2 are required).  They 
discussed the Austin Housing Authority’s plan instead.

The city staff’s presentation was riddled with basic errors.  Lyndon Johnson’s role in bringing the housing to 
Austin was misrepresented, as was the basic timeline of Rosewood Courts’ construction.

General unprofessional behavior:
No communication with the applicant before or after the meeting.
Changing the vote without notification, changing meeting minutes of previous HLC meeting.



East Austin Historic Landmarks
A review of the most recent list of historic landmarks published by the historic preservation office on 
the city’s website indicates that the number of city landmarks commemorating the black heritage of 

East Austin is:

8
The list:  Evans Hall, Huston-Tillotson University, Metropolitan AME Church, Victory Grill, Limerick-
Frazier House, Carver Museum, Howson Community Center, Madison Log Cabin, Huston-Tillotson 
Administration Building.  The Brewer House on 1108 Chicon was also listed but has since been 

demolished.

Note: the “Negro District” created by the 1928 Master Plan isn’t listed, although its boundaries largely 
correspond to the African-American Cultural Heritage District.  But the AACHD is not a National 
Register or Local Historic District.  Consequently, it offers no zoning protection for historic sites.



This Isn’t New:  The 2010 Audit of the Historic 
Landmark Commission

Problems at the city’s historic preservation department 
date back years.  Efforts on the part of the last at-large 

council to address the situation have not fixed 
fundamental problems identified by the city auditor in 

this 2010 document, such as:

Not following Robert’s Rules 
Problems with city staff not furnishing adequate 
support to HLC members to assist them in 
carrying out their duties

Other Problems:

This commission has a serious public 
accountability problem.
Website data is woefully out of date.



Publicly available data should include:
monthly updates of zoning cases
certificates of appropriateness
national register district cases
demolition or relocation applications
local historic district cases
tax exemption cases.
Supporting data for landmarks and local 
historic districts, including application forms.

All publications of the department (such as the 
BD&O report in an earlier slide) should also be 
made available via the city website.

The historical survey wiki at right has been in 
the works for years.  Why is it still in beta form?  
And why does it not list sites such as the Santa 
Rita Courts Historic District either?
Why not use Google?  They already have a 
rather cozy relationship with the city.

Institutional Foot Dragging, Information Asymmetry, 
and the Need for Greater Public Accountability



How the Human Rights Commission 
Can Help

Gentrification is a human rights violation that falls within the purview of this commission.

The practices of city planners have produced de facto examples of systematic racial and 
ethnic discrimination when it comes to the landmarking or non-landmarking of historic 

properties in our city.

Conduct research, obtain factual data, and hold public hearings regarding the role city historic 
preservation practices have played in the destruction of the heritage of East Austin.  The active 
and passive destruction of this heritage has been and continues to be a violation of the human 
rights of East Austinites.  In a city that has been experiencing rapid demographic changes, the 

willful destruction of this history is not just a shame, it is an act of violence.



How the HRC Can Help
Investigate the Rosewood Courts historic 

zoning case.

How is it that one of the most obviously 
historic properties in the country (not just 

the city) an obviously historic property 
that meets ALL FIVE criteria for historic 

designation (only two are necessary) and 
that was already approved by the Historic 
Landmark Commission in January, 2014 
was rejected as a city historic landmark?

Visit www.preserverosewood.org to learn more.

http://www.preserverosewood.org
http://www.preserverosewood.org


“Who controls the past controls the future.  Who controls the present 
controls the past. ”

George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty Four, 1949

“The past is never dead.  It’s not even past.”

William Faulkner, 1951

“The open housing ordinance.  And they had a petition of recall—I mean a 
referendum on that, and it passed.  And do the ordinance was null and void.  And 
so that the list that they got up around, “Do you want a nigger living next door to 

you?”  That’s what they did.

Emma Long, 1981


