
 

 

 

 

 

March 14, 2023 

City of Austin Design Commission     
Via email 

Greetings Honorable Design Commission Members:  

On behalf of Barton Springs Conservancy, we write in support of the Zilker Park 
Vision Plan because it promotes excellence in the design and development of the 
urban environment at Zilker Metropolitan Park.  Though not a perfect document, 
the Vision Plan does provide a thoughtful, comprehensive, and community-driven 
plan to make Zilker Park a greener, inclusive, and sustainably accessible park for 
all of Austin.  Attached is a summary of the aspects of the plan that we support, 
along with a listing of some possible improvements that can be made. 

For the past two years, the design team conducted a vigorous community 
engagement process with over 200 documented and recorded community 
meetings with key stakeholder groups, including community members, nonprofit 
and city wide organizations, concessionaires, event/festival organizers, and 
neighborhood associations.  We commend the city and design team for their work 
in resolving so many different priorities and in creating a plan which was improved 
by the diverse range of community inputs.  And while no single stakeholder will be 
completely happy with the final plan, the ability to compromise and support the 
overall outcome is a critical part of this community-driven process.  

Barton Springs Conservancy participated in the vision planning process to convey 
the perspective and needs of the community that our organization serves, which 
is primarily the swimmers and visitors to Barton Springs Pool and the historic 
Barton Springs Bathhouse, the many students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
who participate with the environmental education programming at the Sheffield 
Education Center, and our membership volunteers who participate in monthly pool 
cleanings and upkeep work at Barton Springs Pool.     

Barton Springs Conservancy does not support converting Zilker Park into a year 
around commercial and private profit center for the national music industry, nor 
does Barton Springs Conservancy think the Zilker Park Vision plan would result in 
such an outcome.  Of course, there will always be loud voices opposing change, but 
a nostalgic preference for neglect should not prevent our city from developing a 
visionary framework to guide the restoration and future development of Zilker 
Metropolitan Park.  Therefore, we request your approval and support for the 
Zilker Park Vision Plan. 

For the Love of the Springs, 

 
Michael Cannatti 
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Supported Aspects of the Zilker Park Vision Plan 

Generally speaking, we are pleased with the overall direction of the Vision Plan because it does a 
great job of "greening," integrating, and orienting the park visitor experience.  In particular, we 
support and endorse the following aspects of the Zilker Park Vision Plan: 

• The Vision Plan makes the park “greener” by adding 92 acres of new ecological uplift, including 
woodland and savanna.  In addition, the Vision Plan makes the park more ecologically healthy by 
reducing impervious cover in the park by 9 acres and removing imperious cover from the drainage 
area of the pool and both sides of the creek and adding green stormwater infrastructure. The 
Vision Plan calls for 281 acres of the 351 acres of the park to be focused on the management of 
ecological health, including converting over 15 acres that were previously used as a landfill and 
temporary parking to be restored to woodland and meadow. 
• The Vision Plan promotes public health by supporting numerous recreational opportunities, 
including two boat rental locations, a disc golf course, numerous bike/pedestrian improvements, 
expansion of trails and access to the Barton Creek Greenbelt, swimming at Barton Springs Pool and 
Barton Creek, and outdoor recreation at a volleyball courts, a baseball field, rugby field, and on the 
Great Lawn. 
• The Vision Plan includes four new bike/ped/nature bridges to provide active transportation 
access options into Zilker Park, thereby facilitating pedestrian access across Barton Creek where 
people currently are forced to walk across the slippery and wet creek.  In addition, the proposed 
new bike/ped bridge across Lady Bird Lake will facilitate access to Zilker Park from the Butler Hike 
& Bike Trail. 
• The Vision Plan includes an impressive and appealing nature/land bridge crossing over Barton 
Springs Road to provide a safe and natural crossing experience that connects the park. 
• The Vision Plan includes an extensive trail system with 6.9 miles of new trails in Zilker Park, 
providing a 55% increase in trails (19.5 miles) over what currently exists (12.6 miles). 
• The Vision Plan increases public education about environmental issues affecting Zilker Park and 
Barton Springs by providing a Welcome Center with centralized education exhibits and 
programming opportunities. 
• The Vision Plan improves access within and to the park with an “all of the above” approach for 
parking, transit, trails, shuttles, and increased bike/ped connections. 
• The Vision Plan centralizes and consolidates parking in a more compact footprint of 1-3 buried 
or green garages to improve the overall ecological health of the park, and specifically recommends 
that the number and size of any parking garages can be reduced if external shuttle/parking 
projects are realized and/or if improved transit or external shuttle systems are running. 
• The Vision Plan prevents increasingly common “informal” parking on the grass areas around Lou 
Neff Road by closing Lou Neff Road to vehicles. 
• The Vision Plan addresses numerous pedestrian safety priorities from the Austin Strategic 
Mobility Plan. 
• The Vision Plan support numerous cultural opportunities that have a long history at Zilker with a 
relocated Zilker Hillside Theater and with additional parking to support the UMLAUF Sculpture 
Garden + Museum, Austin Nature and Science Center, and Zilker Botanical Garden. 
• The Vision Plan calls for non-profit engagement as directed by City Council and PARD’s Long 
Range Plan, and includes numerous a narrowly-defined non-operational role for a nonprofit partner 
to help implement the Zilker Park Vision Plan, to serve as a single point of contact between PARD 
and park stakeholders, to advocate for the Vision Plan, and to advocate for public and private 
funding for park programming, operations, maintenance, and capital improvements.  



 

Potential Improvements to the Zilker Park Vision Plan 

While we strongly support the overall direction of the Vision Plan, here are some specific aspects 
where improvements could be made: 

• While we support the proposed Welcome Plaza to provide environmental education at the 
Caretaker’s Cottage and Quonset Hut one specific concern is that there appears to be a lot 
of concrete or impervious cover in the connecting sidewalks around the Enhanced Rugby 
Field and new Ped/Bike Bridge over Barton Creek.  We recommend that this be minimized or 
implemented with “pervious” materials.  

• We recommend that the plan further emphasize the sequential or staged nature of adding 
parking structures in a prioritized fashion that allows the parking needs (and related transit 
implications) to be assessed before adding a new parking structure. 

• In our view, the central, buried, green-roof parking structure (Parking Garage #2) is the first 
priority for being added to the park to effectively replace the existing “informal” parking 
spaces from the Polo Field and Butler Landfill parking areas. 

• We expect appropriate environmental study and testing of the area below any garage 
location as well as implementation of protective measures during any construction to 
protect the underlying aquifer structures from any significant damage to the environment. 

• While we recommended that a structured parking garage (Parking Garage #3) on Azie 
Morton be included to provide parking access for the adjacent neighborhoods, we remain 
concerned that traffic flow at this location and at the intersection of Azie Morton and 
Barton Springs Road will be challenging, and we strongly encourage that any design fully 
take into account these concerns. 

• In addition to the proposed park circulators (shuttles, carts, train, etc.), we recommend that 
electric carts be provided to assist visitors with movement to and from the central, buried 
parking structure (Parking Garage #2).  

• We agree that no surface parking should be removed until other parking spaces become 
available, either through construction of a structured parking garage, addition of on-street 
parking along Barton Springs Road, or viable transportation to the park through the shuttle.  
Parking is not a convenience -- it is essential for equity and access.  

• As parking is removed from the fields and roadside areas, we recommend that naturalistic 
parking barrier structures (e.g., limestone blocks, natural installations) be installed to 
prevent unauthorized parking in these areas. 

• While we strongly support the proposed improvements to the banks of Barton Creek to 
control erosion and provide a more sustainable approach for increasing levels of visitor 
access to the area, the proposed improvements for the Barton Creek spillway should be 
softer and rounded and more “natural” with good foliage or trees and limestone karst-type 
boulder/rock/step materials – more like Barton Creek than a Waller Creek.  If possible, the 
bridge over Barton Creek below the pool should not detract from the natural beauty of the 
area.  In addition, we are concerned about potential tree removal and salamander habitat 
impacts from the improvements in this area. 


