
 
 

To:       Austin City Council and City Manager 

From:  The City of Austin Planning Commission 

Date:   April 26, 2016 

Re:      Recommendations on the Long-Range Capital Improvement Program Strategic Plan 

 

Each year the City of Austin Planning Commission presents a letter to the City Manager during formulation of the Long-
Range CIP Strategic Plan (LRCSP). Annually updated, the LRCSP is a data-driven approach to planning for the City’s 
future capital improvements that support the way Austin grows and functions in the coming years, as articulated in the 
Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan as well as related plans and priorities that guide City capital investments. The plan 
is part of a larger Capital Improvement Program planning cycle, a multi-year, continuous process of planning, funding, 
and implementation of capital improvements, and also includes the Five-Year CIP Plan and the annual Capital Budget.  

A. RECOMMENDATION SUMMARY 

This letter includes recommendations related to the LRCSP as directed by the City Charter, which requires that the 
Planning Commission annually make recommendations on capital improvements that are necessary or desirable to 
implement the City’s Comprehensive Plan, Imagine Austin.  Our recommendations are: 

1. Identify specific future Strategic Initiatives funding opportunities for Growth Centers and Corridors.  Use 
infrastructure funding to realize Imagine Austin growth models. 

2. Prioritize use of annual Capital Budget funds for the most critical Capital Renewal projects, and in doing so, direct 
additional resources to Strategic Initiatives in Imagine Austin Growth Centers and Corridors. 

3. Study who pays for capital investment and long-term maintenance costs of infrastructure in different development 
patterns to better inform current and future policies that impact Austin growth patterns. 

4. Include potential fiscal impact of code as key consideration factor in the evaluation and formulation of CodeNEXT 
components. 

5. Establish a Joint Committee (of the Land Use Commissions) to encourage increased feedback on critical fiscal 
health issues related to adopted polices, development issues, and infrastructure investment. 

6. Make housing affordability and transportation key filters to the planning and implementation of Strategic CIP 
Initiatives. 

7. Provide increased resources to city staff to align CIP Capital Renewal and Strategic Initiatives with the vision of our 
many current and future planning efforts. 

The Working Group realizes that these are ambitious recommendations that will take time and effort to implement.  But 
addressing these issues will make it possible to use the CIP as a more meaningful vehicle for implementing Imagine 
Austin.  

Perhaps the most difficult recommendations to implement will be Recommendations 1 and 2, finding resources to fund 
Strategic Initiatives to realize Imagine Austin’s vision, while adequately funding the Capital Renewal projects necessary 
to keep our existing infrastructure operating as the public expects. We realize that both are important goals. However, 
implementing recommendations 3, 5, 6, and 7, which address the connections between infrastructure investments, land 
use policies, private development, affordability, and the City’s fiscal health, should assist the City in meeting those first 
two goals. 

While there will continue to be a struggle to find adequate resources to fund both Capital Renewal and Strategic 
Initiatives adequately, the Working Group found in learning about and reviewing the LRCSP that Strategic and Capital 
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Renewal infrastructure investment need not be mutually exclusive. CIP investments in capital renewal and service 
demand needs can also be strategic investments if they are planned and coordinated to achieve strategic outcomes in a 
given area, or in some cases they can be catalysts for strategic investment (e.g., the need for road reconstruction in a 
major growth corridor can be a critical investment that allows that corridor to develop as planned).   

B. LAND USE COMMISSION REVIEW 

For the first time this year, the CIP working group expanded to include both Land Use Commissions, involving members 
of both the Planning Commission and the Zoning and Platting Commission.  This collaboration gives us the opportunity 
to give both the City Manager and City Council more specific recommendations based on the pressing issues each of 
the commissions deal with regularly.  From our key vantage point, our two commissions can assess the opportunities 
and obstacles presented by our current infrastructure capacity and conditions. Increasingly, we are presented with 
critical planning decisions that are dependent on the availability of adequate infrastructure. Austin’s rapid growth rate 
strains our ability to meet both planning and infrastructure needs. The Land Use Commissions are presented 
consistently with many of the following questions: 

 Can increased entitlements be tied to provision of increased infrastructure (water, environmental protection, 
parking, transportation options, connectivity) while reducing escalating impacts on housing costs?  

 What is the relationship between existing zoning, realities of the cost of redevelopment, and the needed 
development intensity to better fund the renewal of surrounding infrastructure?  

 How do we best implement needs identified in our existing Neighborhood and Small Area Plans? 
 How do we achieve more objectivity in the review of city of planning and infrastructure issues as we often hear 

only the most vocal advocacy groups? 

These questions, and our review of the LRCSP, lead to the following recommendations based upon identified needs. 

C. BASIS AND BACKGROUND OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

NEEDS RECOMMENDATIONS 
Need 1: The City has not set a clear policy direction to 
shift resources to Strategic Initiatives and seek other 
resources for Capital Renewal projects. Finding a 
balance between addressing on-going capital renewal 
needs, meeting increasing service demands, and 
addressing strategic planning and policy initiatives will 
remain a major challenge. To better achieve strategic 
goals and implement key planning and policy 
directives, the City needs to be able to focus more CIP 
resources on Strategic Initiatives. It is clear that 
additional funding resources are required to address 
city growth challenges.  Previous letters from the 
Planning Commission have highlighted this need.  In 
the absence of sufficient funding for all renewal and 
growth needs we must truly prioritize our 
recommendations. 
 

Recommendation 1: Actively seek future funding 
opportunities to focus additional resources on 
enhancing infrastructure in Imagine Austin 
Growth Centers and Corridors to incentivize both 
redevelopment and greenfield development in 
areas where we can better plan for higher density 
‘complete communities” as envisioned in Imagine 
Austin.   
  
This aligns with compact and connected initiatives 
while also planning for rather than reacting to 
development. Recommendation mirrors Strategy 7 in 
the LRCSP document, stating that the City will take a 
context-sensitive, area-based approach to developing 
strategic CIP projects. 
 

Need 2:  While wanting to direct capital investments to 
areas that will begin to implement Imagine Austin in a 
significant way, we also realize that Capital Renewal 
remains the largest part of the City’s Capital 

Recommendation 2: Recognizing that the annual 
Capital Budget has limited discretionary 
resources to allocate in any given year, we 
recommend that the City Council prioritize use of 
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Improvement Program. CIP departments operate a large 
number of ongoing CIP programs dedicated solely to 
keeping existing infrastructure operational through 
rehabilitation or replacement. The City will need to 
continue focusing resources to protecting the 
investments we have already made. 

those funds for the most critical Capital Renewal 
projects. In doing so, we should direct additional 
resources to Imagine Austin Growth Centers and 
Corridors. 
 
Recommendation mirrors two similar strategies in the 
LRCSP document that prioritize rehabilitation of 
infrastructure in poor or failing condition, and 
prioritize the search for sustainable funding strategies 
to meet capital renewal needs. 
 
Strategies 3 and 6 in the LRCSP reflect situations in 
which investments to address capital renewal or 
service demands can be directly linked to more 
strategic efforts. 
 

Need 3:  As the City rewrites the City’s land 
development code through the CodeNEXT process, 
those efforts should also consider the relationship 
between land use and infrastructure, a relationship that 
the Land Use Commissions see on a regular basis. 
There is a fundamental disconnect between land use 
development and infrastructure planning that must be 
remedied. Decisions made in these two areas also have 
profound impacts on the issues of affordability and 
equity in providing services to our citizens. The City 
needs to evaluate and articulate further the allocation 
and cost effectiveness of limited infrastructure 
resources with respect to higher density urban infill 
versus new greenfield infrastructure outside the urban 
core. 
 

Recommendation 3:  Initiate a study of who pays 
for capital investment and long-term maintenance 
costs of infrastructure with respect to different 
development patterns: higher density urban infill 
versus new greenfield development.   
 
This study would help identify the long-term fiscal 
impacts to the City and its residents and business 
owners from different development patterns.  The 
study should provide guidance to inform current and 
future policy decisions related to land use 
development pattern decisions and CIP investments 
as our city continues to grow. 
 

Need 4:  Another important issue that should be 
addressed as the City updates its Land Development 
Code is that of the City’s fiscal health. Decisions 
regarding the Land Development Code affect not only 
how private developers make investments but also how 
the City makes investments in infrastructure, which 
have a critical impact on the City’s overall fiscal health. 
The code affects land development patterns, which 
affect decisions on when and where to build 
infrastructure, and how the City maintains that 
infrastructure throughout its life. Fiscal health and the 
forces that shape it are issues that are as important as 
the issues of affordability, equity, and how compact and 
connected our future development patterns are. It 
should be given equal weight to these other concepts 
as we revise and update our Land Development Code. 
 
 

Recommendation 4: The City Manager should 
direct the staff and consultants working on 
CodeNEXT to include considerations related to 
the City’s fiscal health as part of the CodeNEXT 
rewrite, and determine ways to estimate the 
impact on fiscal health of proposed code 
changes. 
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Need 5:  During its discussions, the Working Group 
recognized that our work on land use issues are not 
made independently of other important factors, and 
recognized that there is an imbalance between existing 
zoning, the realities of the cost of redevelopment, and 
the needed development intensity to better fund the 
renewal of surrounding infrastructure. We will need to 
continue examining these imbalances, develop further 
recommendations to address them, and have a 
continuing dialogue with the City Council about 
possible policy remedies.  
 

Recommendation 5: Establish the Joint 
Committee for the CIP composed of membership 
from the Planning Commission and the Zoning 
and Platting Commission to study the existing 
disconnects between adopted polices, realities of 
development costs, city monetary process, and 
the CIP.   
 
We encourage a regular dialogue between this joint 
committee and the City Council on these issues.  
 

Need 6:  While these recommendations focus primarily 
on infrastructure and its relationship to the work of our 
Land Use Commissions, they are also strongly 
connected to the important public policy issues of 
affordability and equity. As the City plans and 
implements future strategic CIP projects, those 
decisions should also take into consideration two key 
issues affecting affordability: housing and 
transportation. 
 

Recommendation 6: The CIP Working Group 
recommends that the City address housing and 
transportation issues on any strategic CIP 
initiatives it plans and implements in the future.   
 

Need 7: In order to best develop a prioritized list of 
recommendations, the working group noted that the 
continued development of the Strategic Investment 
Analysis (page 43) will be instrumental to successfully 
transitioning our CIP from renewal heavy to more 
balanced allocation to implement Strategic Initiatives. 
To take further steps forward towards increased 
realization of Imagine Austin goals with finite funding 
streams, we must be clear in our alignment of 
resources with priorities.   
 

Recommendation 7: Provide city staff the 
resources to align efforts for CIP implementation 
planning to bridge between the visions of 
Imagine Austin, related small area plans, and 
future plans and CIP project development ready 
for funding.  
 
To create a convergence of strategic planning efforts 
that incentivize sustainable and affordably developed 
infrastructure in directed growth areas, the efforts of 
CIP and land use planning departments should be 
more aligned with increased capacity for 
implementation of both existing and future plans (i.e. 
Corridor Plans, Small Area Plans, Existing 
Neighborhood Plans, Growth Centers identified within 
Imagine Austin). 
 

 
It is our goal that our expanded review of the LRCSP and associated recommendations will give City leaders a working 
guide for making better use the plan each year and to make strategic shifts so that the CIP is more effective in 
addressing policies and goals identified in Imagine Austin. 

Regards, 

 

 

Stephen Oliver 
Chair, Planning Commission and CIP Working Group 
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