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What's your favorite park in Austin?
Why?

That is such a hard question! 

I am at first inclined to put Ramsey Park at the top of my list, since, as my
neighborhood park, it affects my daily life and provides the local community
a place to come together and be active. However, the joy of this park is
also a reminder of the inequitable distribution of parks as a critical service
the City should be providing all across our community.

...Which leads me to instead, list Roy G. Guerrero Park as my favorite park.
From a personal perspective, it provides a unique and quiet retreat with
nature for contemplative strolls and wildlife viewing. More significantly, it is
a tie to our city's history and is a symbol of how the City should be
geographically distributing parks. I was so proud when people came from
all across the city to say "no" to usurping the beautiful land with a soccer
stadium.



Ensuring equitable access to quality
parks for all Austinites is a key priority
for Austin Parks Foundation. How might
you work as a decision-maker for both
your district and the city as a whole to
move the needle on equitable access to
quality parks?

As a Council Member from 2008-2014, I was actively involved in
developing policies to ensure equitable access to quality parks. (See e.g.
Resolutions 2009119-068 and 20120301-051.) We must now prioritize an
ongoing and accurate method to monitor progress (or lack thereof) on the
locations and conditions of our parks citywide, in order to ensure equitable
access and an effective funding mechanism for parks. 

Also a Council Member, I witnessed an unfortunate series of aquatics
closures, and in response, sponsored the initiation of an aquatics
assessment and master plan which has a strong focus on equity. While the
total cost for rehabilitating and building out our full aquatics system proved
to be large, this information has enabled us to begin a multi-phased funding
plan, including the $40M in this fall's proposed bond package - a far cry
from the last bond cycle, which allocated less than $10M to aquatics. Of
course, this will need to be repeated for several bond cycles, but we now
have a roadmap to reach our goals. In addition, this solid information about
aquatics needs also prompted increased funding for this purpose in the
recently adopted city manager's proposed budget. 

The recent initiation of a long range planning effort for parks, "Our Parks,
Our Future 2018-2028" is a critical effort for moving the needle on equitable
access to parks. In reality, plans can at times, get off track so as mayor, I
will ask for regular updates on the effort to ensure strong community
engagement and responsiveness during the process. 

Regarding parks funding in general, we must ensure that the parkland
dedication fee remains at an adequate level. As a Council Member, I
discovered that city staff had let this languish for years despite a code
requirement for tri-annual updates, and I instituted the first reassessment in
six years. 

We must also consider the potential of tax increment finance districts, as
well as parks districts, especially for large new developments, as was
adopted for the Goodnight Ranch development. In addition, we must
charge fair fees for for-profit events held in our parks, such as ACL Fest -
Austin can no longer afford to be a cheap date - and continue the
neighborhood grants program, which has proven effective in creating
pocket parks around the city. Of course, we must also maintain our
productive working relationships with nonprofit partners, notably the Austin
Parks Foundation.

On a related note, I would strongly support the APF's call for Council to
support the Urban Forest Master Plan, Invasive Plant Management
Program and Riparian Restoration Grow Zone program, all of which are
critical initiatives for the health of Austin's parks and open spaces.

As mayor, I will always be open to new ideas and leveraging possibilities to
support our city parks, though not at the expense of our public commitment
to parks and open spaces. As Austin continues to grow, it will be important



to retain control of public land, not allow it to be assumed by unaccountable
bodies, no matter how well intentioned.



The City of Austin Parks and Recreation
Department faces $125 million in
deferred maintenance each year,
ranging from playground maintenance
and aquatics needs to mowing and
servicing trash and recycling
receptacles. What would be your
strategy for addressing this need?

Parks maintenance has been underfunded in recent history. As mayor, I
will prioritize increased funding for this purpose in the city's annual budget.
Providing for adequate maintenance should also be a key element in the
long range planning effort. 

In addition, the city should work to expand the opportunities for volunteers,
businesses and nonprofit organizations to assist with parks maintenance
where feasible. This expansion should focus not only on increased
resources for the programs, but also on ease of program access to the
community. We should monitor the geographic distribution of where these
opportunities are being used and take culturally appropriate measures to
activate and assist underrepresented areas. In addition, ongoing feedback
from participants will provide insights for improving the process. 

I am very grateful to the contingent of current Council Members for finally
wrestling away some of the hotel occupancy tax revenue for parks
purposes. There was strong push back, to stay with the status quo, but this
allocation is entirely appropriate and acknowledges the role that parks play
in our tourism industry. While I was on the Council, any effort I or another
brought forward to broaden the scope of HOT revenue uses, never found
more than 1 or 2 of us in support.



Austin Parks Foundation is
continuously involved in community
engagement to ensure that our projects
and work align with community values
and needs. What is your philosophy on
community engagement, and how
would you engage with the community
to ensure that their needs around parks
and open space are appropriately
addressed?

During my two terms on the City Council, I was a strong champion of
community engagement in all city policies, including those that are parks'
related. I believe that the community closest to the issues is best suited to
develop the solutions. I always insisted on inclusive and transparent
processes. Working with the community, my accomplishments as a Council
Member included efforts that: 
   Parkland for Underserved Areas: Created a policy to identify city-owned
land that could become parks for underserved areas.
   Oertli Park: Facilitated the donation of Oertli Park in Northeast Austin.
   Event Impacts: Analyzed impacts of large for-profit events at Auditorium
Shores and Zilker Park to provide a balanced solution that supports public
access to these parks.
   Aquatics Master Plan: Developed an Aquatic Facilities Comprehensive
Master Plan to ensure appropriate planning for Austin's public pools. 
   Brentwood/Highland Neighborhood Park: Brought the community to
consensus on parkland use at 401 St. John's Avenue.
   Equitable Design Efforts: Successfully redesigned our now-popular
Bartholomew Pool with community-driven solutions.

This last effort is particularly indicative of my approach to working with the
community. The initial community "outreach" for a new pool design (before
my time on the Council) apparently consisted of a meeting that drew only 6
community members. Once the construction had begun but was stalled due
to an unforeseen condition, the area neighbors and I first became aware
that the new district pool would have no diving board and in fact, no deep
end. Given the critical need for equity, including the need to acknowledge
the high rate of drownings in the demographic of the area, this was
unacceptable. I partnered with the community and the Parks Department
staff to work through some extremely angry neighborhood reactions and to
come together with positive alternative suggestions. I then rallied my
colleagues to allocate the additional funding needed to correct this
oversight. And now, Bartholomew Pool is one of the biggest draws in our
aquatics system.

As mayor, I will continue my commitment to public engagement by
encouraging resident participation in the ongoing development of the long
range plan, including city-sponsored community meetings in each Council
district to elicit input. In addition, I will recommend that each park have
clearly posted city contact information for residents to communicate park
concerns, compliments or recommendations to city staff.



What do you believe the role of private
partners should be in maintaining and
improving public parks? What actions
would you take to strengthen and
improve public-private partnerships?

Private partners can play a strong role in maintaining and improving our
public parks. An outstanding example is APF's annual It's My Park Day,
which has been instrumental in engaging thousands of citizen volunteers in
sprucing up these important public spaces each spring, including myself on
occasion. 

At the same time, I want to be sure that the city does not diminish or
supplant its own support and responsibility for our public parks, nor do I
want to see any of our public parklands turned over to unaccountable
private entities. To be clear, I do not support commercializing our parks in
any way - no Coke logos on our swing sets, please!

As mayor, I would direct the city manager to review current policies
regarding public-private partnerships for parks and bring forward
recommendations for Council action to strengthen and improve these, to
ensure our policies are clearly delineated.

Parkland dedication fees are one
mechanism by which the city funds park
acquisition and improvements. What is
your stance on parkland dedication
fees, and are you in favor of maintaining
them during the Land Development
Code updating process?

I strongly support fair strong parkland dedication fees and would oppose
any effort to weaken or reduce them during the Land Development Code
update or at any other time. It is entirely fair to ask new development to
assist with the needs for parks that come with the development.

As noted above, as a Council Member, I played a key role in initiating a
long overdue update to the fees. It is critical that we evaluate these fees
every three years, as the development environment changes quickly, and
look for opportunities to realign and strengthen them.



Do you consider parks an important
community asset? Why?

Austin's public parks are priceless assets for our community. Access to
green space and recreational opportunities is essential to maintaining the
physical, mental and social health and well-being of Austin residents of
every age, ability, race, income level and zip code. Our parks offer
wonderful gathering places for community picnics, family birthday parties
and other special events. They provide opportunities for exercise and
sports activities, especially for low-income residents who cannot afford a
fancy gym membership. They attract thousands of visitors from beyond
Austin, as well, giving a much-needed boost to our local economy. They
are the lungs of our city, helping to clean our air even as Austin struggles
with growth and increased vehicle emissions. Our parks and green spaces
are invaluable resources and we must work together to preserve, protect
and expand these wonderful places for the next generation of Austinites.

A friend with a great deal of experience in parks and open space
acquisition and operation once shared the following thought that has stayed
with me: "when gazing out over our parkland, think 50 years back and 50
years ahead." This perspective brings to light my gratitude for our
forbearers' wisdom as well as the significance of the decisions we make
today.


