
                                                 Zilker Neighborhood Association 

November 5, 2019 

Dear City of Austin, 

Please accept our work in creating an alternative Land Development Code map and associated 
explanations of its zoning districts. Highlights of the map include: 

• Comparable or higher housing capacity to the City's proposed LDC 
• Emphasis for building housing on or near our main Corridor, South Lamar Blvd. 
• Affordability incentives in addition to market rate affordability 
• Preservation incentives and scrape disincentives 
• Simplification and reduction of zoning districts 
• Emphasis on walkability 

Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Dave Piper 

 

President, Zilker Neighborhood Association 
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November 5, 2019 
 
ALTERNATIVE ZONING DISTRICTS PROPOSED FOR THE ZILKER NEIGHBORHOOD BY THE ZILKER NEIGHBORHOOD 
ASSOCIATION'S ZONING COMMITTEE 
 
Infrastructure Limits of South Lamar 
South Lamar does not have an extended street grid in most of the neighborhood. The cross streets are 
cut off by the railroad tracks and Bouldin Creek on the east and Barton Creek on the west. That is why 
intense commercial uses like suburban shopping centers and supermarkets were never really successful 
on South Lamar.  And that is why the MU5 and Main Street zoning districts with intense commercial 
uses are not practical on South Lamar. 
 
The Right Ratio of Residential to Commercial Use on Austin’s Corridors 
 One of the “Reasonable Assumptions” in the City’s 2010 draft analysis of zoning capacity was a 
residential/commercial split of 50/50 for mixed use projects and 60/40 for vertical mixed use. Ten years 
later, the actual build-out on South Lamar appears to be closer to 85/15. The discrepancy may be 
attributed to the low “reasonable assumptions of units per acre that staff has observed” used in the 
draft analysis. The highest mixed-use assumption was 42 units per acre; the densest multifamily zoning, 
MF6, averaged only 46 units per acre. Today, however, the typical mixed-use project built on South 
Lamar has 80 units per acre. The larger the site, the more units per acre, unless the site has excessive 
commercial space or has more than the required parking. In terms of housing yield, every acre of mixed-
use zoning on South Lamar that is permitted to redevelop with convenience storage, office, or high-
traffic restaurant space represents a loss of 72 units of market rate housing in the 80%-120% MFI range 
and 8 units of income-restricted housing at 60% or 80% MFI. 
 
To achieve that higher ratio of housing on commercial sites, the ZNA Zoning Committee is proposing 
new mixed use and multi-unit residential zones for the South Lamar corridor. We believe the dwelling 
unit capacity of our proposal is comparable to that of the proposed LDC capacity. Over the last decade, 
the mid-rise mixed use model (3-5 floors of apartments above ground floor retail and office space) has 
produced over 3500 residential units on existing commercial properties within ZNA boundaries. Our 
intent is to extend that model to the remaining properties on the Boulevard that are ripe for 
redevelopment. At the same time, we need to preserve hundreds of low-rise, moderately priced 
apartment and condo units on or immediately behind the commercial corridor. This is the transition 
area referenced in the new LDC: “New development within transition areas should consist 
predominantly of multi-unit projects that include three to ten residential units consistent in character 
and scale with existing single-family uses.” Numerous residential multi-unit projects already exist within 
ZNA’s boundaries. 
 
Counterproductive Transition Zones 
We believe that the transition zones and Main Street zoning as mapped in the new LDC will accelerate 
the replacement of ZNA’s existing smaller rental units with less dense and more expensive housing, 
resulting in a net loss in housing units and zero gain in affordability. The ZNA zoning proposal builds 
upon the successful and proven VMU concept of requiring 10% income-restricted units for an entire 
building if the builder wishes to take advantage of certain entitlements. (Proposed Main Street zoning 
sets maximum dwelling units per acre, not minimums. A builder could construct luxury condos with 
high-end retail. Off South Lamar and in some other places, we identified areas that could be logically 
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zoned for small, residential multi-unit structures with a 40' height limit without taking established single 
and multi-unit housing.) 
 
One of the biggest shortcomings of the proposed LDC is that its "preservation incentive" will not deter 
the hot trend of demolishing small houses and replacing them with large houses. People who want a big 
new house just don't want to keep the old, small house. ZNA's proposal is to restrict the total size of 
structures built as a "dwelling unit" on a vacant lot, but allow greater flexibility in how the structure may 
be divided into the allowed number of dwelling units. (A scraped lot is vacant.) There are several ways to 
limit the size of structures, and we are proposing a simple impervious cover ratio to the lot with a height 
limit. One can also use "floor-to-area-ratio" (FAR) to define size. It is basically the square footage of the 
structure, but FAR is complicated, prone to interpretation, and time consuming to administer. 
 
Special Environmental Constraints 
Some of the areas within ZNA are affected by steep slopes or floodplains that severely restrict or 
prevent redevelopment. These include:  

• the cliff face on the south side of Barton Springs Road,  
• the Lost Canyon drainage from Treadwell to Barton Springs Road,  
• properties in the floodplain at the intersection of Lee Barton and Barton Springs Road,  
• properties at the base and on top of the bluff along the hill on the west side of South Lamar 

from Barton Springs Road to Treadwell,  
• properties on the cliff face on the east side of Azie Morton from Barton Springs Road to the 

south side of Melridge and including all of Lund and the west side of Bluebonnet from Kerr to 
Melridge, 

• properties near the intersection of Kinney and Hether that drain into the area of Evergreen and 
West Mary,  

• properties in the floodplain at the intersection of Oltorf and the railroad tracks. 
Most of the commercial properties could be zoned MU40 to permit maintenance of existing structures 
only. Residential properties will require reduced impervious cover or other limits as described in the 
recent Watershed Protection presentation to the City Council. 
 
The ZNA Zoning Committee and other neighbors spent several weeks trying to come up with a zoning 
map using the proposed LDC zoning districts. Eventually we found that those zoning districts just 
weren't a good fit into the Zilker Neighborhood. Many central Austin neighborhoods have conditions 
and circumstances that don't logically translate to broad brush mapping procedures. We realized that 
we needed to modify the proposed LDC zoning districts, and we also renamed them to avoid confusion. 
In order to meet the November 6th deadline for submitting a zoning map, the Zoning Committee was 
rushed. We understand there are some rough edges to our proposal that need to be refined. We hope 
that those who examine this proposal will look beyond those rough edges and see the basic concepts 
that are applicable to a much wider area.   
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1. MU, commercial scale zoning district, replaces existing commercial and mixed use zoning 

with a simplified alternative to the 2019 LDC proposed MU1-5 and MS zones 
 
Impervious cover: base 70%, maximum 80% 
Height: base 35 feet, maximum 60 feet (subject to compatibility requirements triggered by 

adjacent existing houses) 
Density: Based on commercial square feet per housing unit (112 commercial sf per one-

bedroom apartment), or some other metric to be determined. (See “Right Ratio” on p. 1.)  
Context sensitive considerations apply to certain areas such as (but not limited to) angled lots 

where MU property extends along the side of residential property instead of just abutting at 
the rear. Considerations include increased setbacks and vegetation buffering to prevent 
noise, headlight illumination, and other nuisances. 

 
 Subdistricts:  
MU60 (red), 60-foot height limit, on commercial corridor, larger sites (more than 200 feet 

deep) with sufficient street access to support higher intensity commercial uses. We are 
looking for an average of 80 residential units per acre on these properties, with 20% or less 
of the area devoted to commercial uses. 

Commercial uses limited to ground floor within 100 feet of the fronting street. 
Compatibility setbacks include a 15-foot vegetative buffer within a 50-foot no-build area along 

the boundary with existing house-scale residences. Between 50 and 150 feet, building 
height of 40 feet is allowed. Beyond 150 feet, building height of 60 feet is allowed. (See 
diagram.)  

Higher intensity uses, bonus commercial space, and flexibility in placement of commercial space 
allowed with reductions in impervious cover and increases in affordable housing. Suburban 
shopping centers like Brodie Oaks and Lakehills would be eligible for the maximum bonuses, 
but neither of those properties exist within ZNA boundaries. 

Current VMU standards and affordable housing would be  triggered on height above 40 feet. 
Affordability applies to all new residential units (that is, 10% of units means 10% of all new 
units, not just the units above 40 feet).  

 
MU40 (pink), 40-foot height limit, on commercial corridor, smaller sites with restricted street 

access, too small to support commercial uses other than local retail or neighborhood 
offices. We are hoping for at least one floor of new residential on these properties, with 
50% or less of the area devoted to commercial uses.  

Commercial uses limited to ground floor within 100 feet of street. 
Compatibility setbacks include a 15-foot vegetative buffer within a 50-foot no-build area along 

the boundary with existing house-scale residences. Beyond 50 feet, building height of 40 
feet is allowed. (See diagram.) Where residential is added to shallow lots, exemptions will 
be allowed similar to those in the current code. 

Higher intensity commercial uses not permitted. 
Residential multi-unit of all kinds permitted. (Commercial uses not required.) 
Market-rate residential of all kinds is allowed up to the height limit of 40 feet. MU properties 
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less than 200 feet deep may convert existing commercial structures to market-rate 
residential, but not vice versa.  

 
Special Requirements (applies within ZNA boundaries):  
On the west side of South Lamar, south of Barton Springs Road, no new bar-restaurant uses will 

be permitted beyond 100 feet of South Lamar.   
On Butler Shores, waterfront overlay design standards and allowed uses will remain as is, 

except that 60 feet will be established as the absolute height limit. 
 
 
2. RM, residential multi-unit zoning district, replaces existing zoning on commercial-scale 

multifamily properties with a simplified alternative to the 2019 LDC proposed RM1-5 
and R4 zones. 

 
Impervious cover: base 60%, maximum 70% 
Height: base 35 feet, maximum 60 feet 
Context sensitive considerations apply to certain areas such as (but not limited to) angled lots 
where RM property extends along the side of residential property instead of just abutting at the 
rear. Considerations include increased setbacks and vegetation buffering to prevent noise, 
headlight illumination, and other nuisances. 
 
 Subdistricts: 
  RM60 (dark blue), 60-foot height limit, average 65 units/acre  
  RM40 (light blue), 40-foot height limit, average 40 units/acre (not sure about this and 
affordability bonus)  
Compatibility setbacks the same as MU: 15-foot vegetative buffer within a 50-foot no-build 

area along the boundary with existing house-scale residences; 50- 150 feet, height limit is 
40 feet; beyond 150 feet, height limit is 60 feet. (See diagram.)  

Where an RM structure fronts on a house-scale residential street (rather than a commercial 
corridor) a 25-foot building setback from the right-of-way is required, and the maximum 
height within 75 feet of the right-of-way is 35 feet. 

Uses: Residential only, except for live-work studio uses adjacent to commercial corridor. 
 Residential multi-unit of all kinds permitted up to 40 feet in height. 
 Affordable housing required above 40 feet, or if existing market rate units are 

demolished. Affordability applies to all new residential units (that is, 10% of units means 
10% of all new units, not just the units above 40 feet). 
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3. RH (yellow), urban house scale zoning district, replaces existing single-family 2-6 zoning with 
a simplified alternative to CodeNext 3 Division 23-4D-2: Residential House-Scale Zones and 
the 2019 LDC proposed R1-3 and transition zones. 

 
Impervious cover: base 35%, maximum 45% 
Height: base 32 feet, maximum 35 feet 
 
 This Urban House-scale residential district could apply to all of Zilker except for the MU and 
RM areas described above. It is based on: 
 a. Impervious cover limits in Zilker watersheds range from 15% in the Barton Springs 

Recharge Zone to 45% in the Lady Bird Lake Watershed. Conditions within the Barton 
Springs contributing areas and West Bouldin Creek and Lady Bird Lake watersheds, including 
the designation of three areas of high or very high severity local flooding, suggest an 
average impervious cover target for Zilker of less than 45%, achieved by limiting new 
residential development to 35%. Exemptions would be allowed for existing dwellings, up to 
a max of 45%. 

 b. A target for Zilker’s urban tree canopy of over 50%. 
 c. Zilker’s residential core cannot support the proposed density without updated water, 

drainage, and transportation infrastructure, including sidewalks. 
 d. A minimum lot width of 50 feet and minimum lot size of 5750 sf for a single dwelling, 

6,000 sf for two dwellings, and 10,000 sf for three or more dwellings. Exemptions would still 
be allowed for existing dwellings on lots 3500-5750 sf. 

 [Note that the density of the “3 or more” properties will be about 13 dwellings/acre] 
 These standards provide for new development of moderate-density housing on sites that 
are 5,750 square feet or larger and for the preservation and remodeling of existing houses on 
lots as small as 3,500 sf.  

 For the purposes of this zoning district, “dwelling unit” is defined as a living area larger than 
400 sf that provides complete facilities for one or more persons, including permanent 
provisions for living, sleeping, eating, cooking, and sanitation. An otherwise complete living 
area on a residential site will not be classified as a separate dwelling unless it has separate 
water and electric meters or is larger than 400 square feet. For example: If a dwelling unit 
within this district is built with a detached garage apartment or an attached granny flat, the 
additional living area will not count as a dwelling unit and will not require parking as long as the 
living area does not exceed 400 sf and does not have separate utility meters. On a site that is 
more than 6,000 square feet, two dwellings may be built, attached or detached, and each 
dwelling could include a granny flat or garage apartment of 400 sf, as long as the total 
impervious cover does not exceed 35% and the other site development standards are met.  
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Urban House-scale Site Development Standards  

New Construction  Number of Dwelling Units1 
1 2 3 or more 

Lot size Minimum site area 5,750 sf 6,000 sf 10,000 sf 
Minimum lot width 50 feet 

Maximum impervious cover2 35% 
Height3   Overall maximum height 32 feet 35 feet 

  Maximum to top plate 22 feet 32 feet 
Building placement4   minimum front setback 25 feet 

varies, 
depending 

on form 

  minimum side street setback 15 feet 
  minimum side setback 5 feet 
  minimum rear setback 10 feet 

Required parking   parking spaces per dwelling 2 
  on sites5 with uninterrupted  
  sidewalks to a major corridor 1 

Existing Structure, Remodeling Within Existing Footprint Number of Dwelling Units1 
1 2 3 or more 

Lot size Minimum site area 3,500 sf 
Minimum lot width ? 

Maximum impervious cover2 45% 
Height3   Overall maximum height 32 ft 35 ft 

  Maximum to top plate 22 ft 32 ft 

Existing Structure, Additions to Existing Footprint Number of Dwelling Units1 
1 2 3 or more 

Lot size Minimum site area 3,500 sf 
Minimum lot width ? 

Maximum impervious cover2 (Must maintain existing height;  
impervious cover cannot increase outside building footprint) 45% 

Height of addition   Maximum overall 24 ft 
  Maximum to top plate 14 ft 

Building placement4 and parking5 requirements are the same as New Construction 
 

1 For the purposes of this zoning district, “dwelling unit” is defined as a living area larger than 400 sf that provides 
complete facilities for one or more persons, including permanent provisions for living, sleeping, eating, cooking, 
and sanitation. An otherwise complete living area on a residential site will not be classified as a dwelling unless it 
has its own utilities or is larger than 400 square feet. 

2 An increase in impervious cover, from 35% up to a maximum of 45%, may be allowed to preserve an existing 
residence within the existing footprint. Note, however, that the maximum impervious cover may not be 
attainable due to site characteristics, such as trees, waterways, and steep slopes. Where necessary, the 
development must reduce the impervious cover to comply with other requirements of this Title. 

3 See Building Height Diagrams [similar to table (D) in 23-4D-2120 and 3060].  
4 See Building Form Diagram [similar to tables (C) and (E) in 23-4D-2120] for allowed encroachments and required 

building articulation. For sites with 3 or more dwellings, see applicable code for specific building form and 
compatibility requirements. [The ZNA Zoning Committee has no recommendation, so far, on the CodeNext 3 
encroachment allowance for porches. They have recommended against the other encroachments in CodeNext 3.]  

5 This parking reduction does not apply to sites on collector streets. [For example, Kinney Avenue or Bluebonnet 
Lane in Zilker.] In addition, fee-in-lieu for sidewalks should be eliminated. 

 


