|

il

7447092512

|




An Uncertain Fate

AUSTIN Along the west side of the University of
Texas at Austin (UT), across from the original
forty acres, stretches Guadalupe Street. Al-
though it passes north to south through a vari-
ety of neighborhoods, the 1o-block section
from Martin Luther King Boulevard to 29th
Street is one of the heavier-traveled pedestrian
and vehicular pathways in the city’s center.
‘Three years ago, in the face of an ever-increas-

ing deterioration, efforts to revitalize the street
began mobilizing. Today, that struggle contin-
ues, in what has become a test of wills and a
battle over seconds and street width. The ef-
forts are indicative of many of the issues facing
urban centers roday—pedestrians and mass
transit versus cars; local shops versus national
chains; private versus public; solving social
problems or moving them from one neighbor-
hood to the next. Whether Austin succeeds or
fails to soothe the competing interests and or-
ganizations and make a new foray into urban re-
vitalization remains to be seen,

The west side of Guadalupe Street, known
locally as “the Drag,” is an eclectic, colorful
conglomeration of locally owned shops, busi-
nesses, coffee houses, chain stores, churches,
and apartments, filled with students, university
and business employees, and hangers-on. As the
barrier between the university and the neigh-
borhood known as West Campus, the road is
heavily traveled by students going to and from
their homes. It also serves as home to seven
Capital Metro bus routes, says Andre Tanner,
senjor project manager for Austin’s mass transit
system, as well as the university’s shuttle bus
system, which Capital Metro operates. Its park-
ing spots are always full, and the street always
crowded. But its problems, many acknowledge,

have gotten worse over the last decade. “In re-
cent years, we've been struggling to stop the de-
terioration. . . . Tt seemed to me that it used to
seem safer and more friendly to families and
that there used to be more stu-
dents, families, and shoppers instead of those
just hanging out,” says Cathy Norman, who
works for the Church of Scientology at 2200
Guadalupe and is president of the board of di-

children . . .
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1 a watercolor rendition not much else.

of the Drag renovation

3 Looking south from the
east side: One of the
major crosswalks for
students is fairly
unprotected from traffic.

2 Looking south down
the street: The west side
of the Drag is lined with
cars and trash cans, and

rectors of University Area Partners (UAP).
UAP is a group of merchants, businesses, reli-
glous organizations, and others, including the
university, that deals with community and
neighborhood issues.

‘Three years ago, UAP continuing effort to
“beautify” the Drag ran into a timely coinci-
dence: the UT master plan. The initiative, be-
gun at the behest of Robert Berdahl, then presi-
dent of the university, defined the edges of the
university community, and the Drag renovation
“emerged as an edges priority,” says Sinclair
Black, FAIA, architect with Black & Vernooy in
Austin, the firm that designed the Drag renova-
tion plan. “[Berdahl] was a university president
that generally cared about the community and
was 2 humanist. He understood the value of a
good neighbor policy.”

Enter Capital Metro, which identified the
project as a transit improvement initiative, says
Norman, and had funds available through the
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Build Greater Austin program. The Build Greater
Austin program, says Black, is an existing multi-
year commitment to improve streets and corri-

dors, generally in communities that have the po-
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tential for light rail. Tnto that mix came the Aus-
tin City Council—which was presented with a
joint request by UAP and UT that Capital Metro
carry out the renovation, and which passed a reso-
lution on September 21, 1993, that declared the
initiative a “pedestrian-dominated project”—and
all the players were finally present.

Each of the parties involved has a slightly
different perception of what the project will ac-
complish. For the architects, it is an urban-de-
sign initiative that could be the impetus for fur-
ther city restructuring; for the city, it is a chance
to actually build an urban-renewal project. For
the merchants, it is a safer street and better
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business; for Capital Metro, it is better mobil-
ity; for the university, it is a safer, cleaner stu-
dent environment. “Originally, we thought we
would just be widening the sidewalks, with
crosswalks, and adding trees and furniture. We
got into the discussions and it became clear that
it needed to be a traffic project,” says Kit Krankel,
project manager with Black & Vernooy.
Currently, the Drag has four traffic lanes, a
right-turn lane at 24th Street, a left-turn lane at
215t Street, parallel parking on the west side,
and an east-side bike lane. The sidewalk on the
west side varies in width along the ro-block

area; the project would increase it anywhere
from 2 to 25 feet, says Black. Traffic lanes, says

Krankel,
11-feet-6-inches; the project aligns each of the

range now from ro-feet-z-inches to

four lanes at 10 feet, with the turning lanes, but
not right turns, climinated; parallel parking re-
tained (and slightly increased); and a five-foot-
wide bike lane for both the west and cast sides.
Concrete pavers, inexpensive and built to with-
stand the weight of buses, would be used to re-
pave the street. The renovation plan would also
dedicate one of the
four traffic lanes to
light rail, should it
ever come to Austin.
Congestion and
traffic speed are uni-
versal worries; the
project gives everyone
a safe, predictable
space, out of the way
of each other. “After
the city council reso-
lution, the direction
being taken was to
give pedestrians more
traffic
down, and increase bicycle mobility and sate

space, slow

The Drag is a congested area; you have buses,
cars, bicycles, and pedestrian traffic—multiple
modes in a small area all competing for space,”
says David Gerard, manager of the transporta-
tion division in the Department of Public
Works and Transportation for Austin.

“The project means slower traffic and more
pedestrians, which will make the street work
better. We will make the street tougher and
maintenance-free with practical, long-lasting
materials and shade. We'll also have a new bal-
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