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“OBSERVATION TELLS US THAT A NUMBER
OF THEM ARE DOWN HERE PARTICIPATING IN
CRIMINAL ACTIVITY. OBSERVATION ALSO TELLS
US THAT PEOPLE ARE COMING TO SOCIALIZE.”

MARIE ALBIGES/COMMUNITY IMPACT NEWSPAPER

— MITCHELL GIBBS, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF FRONT STEPS

Business owners said they have seen fighting, drug use and prostitution around the Austin Resource Center for the Homeless,
located on the corner of Neches and Seventh streets.
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City eyes tourism dollars for homelessness outreach
Mayor proposes strategy to fund new resources for growing destitute population downtown
BY MARIE ALBIGES

On a January night this year in
downtown Austin, when hundreds of
volunteers performed a headcount of
homeless individuals in Austin, 178
people were without shelter within
a quarter-mile of the city’s largest
homelessness resources. Across the
city, that number rose to 832.

Now, Mayor Steve Adler wants to
charge tourists with getting those
people housed. His plan, which
would yield millions of dollars annually, would place an additional tax
on hoteliers as well as use property
taxes within the designated downtown district for homeless initiatives.
“We’ve been consistently calling

Locals argue CodeNEXT at odds
with neighborhood blueprints
Austin prepares new land code for adoption;
staff struggles to square it with older visions
BY CHRISTOPHER NEELY

for more money to build up the whole
system of response to homelessness,”
said Ann Howard, executive director
of the nonprofit Ending Community
Homelessness Coalition, or ECHO.
She said downtown Austin lacks
the resources needed to quickly
house people, which is the ultimate
CONTINUED ON 30

CODENEXT BATTLEGROUNDS
Austin neighborhoods began
crafting plans in 1997 with the
intention of updating them every
five years to reconcile
them with the city’s evolving MOPAC
vision. Today the plans average
over 10 years in age, none have
been revisited, and some
residents have called them
outdated and unfit for the
city’s future vision.

Sean Kelly sits outside Elizabeth Street Café in the Bouldin Creek neighborhood, not far away from the single-family
home he purchased for $150,000 in 1997.
He, like many of his neighbors, said he is concerned that
the zoning maps proposed by CodeNEXT—the rewrite of
the city’s land development code—ignore the
vision of Bouldin Creek the city adopted
into policy in 2002 after the residents of
71
the community just south of Lady Bird
Lake spent many volunteer hours crafting
290
their neighborhood plan.
Kelly, a member of the neighborhood’s
SEE
Page
contact team—the group in each neighborFOR MORE ON
hood’s unique planning process that acts as a THESE FOUR
middleman between the city’s planning and NEIGHBORHOODS
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OUTLINING A PLAN TO

SUPPORT THE HOMELESS
The mayor has proposed two ways to provide more money to combat homelessness:
a capital funding source that could be used to provide more permanent supportive
housing and expand shelters for people experiencing homelessness and an
operations fund that could be used for expanded services to the homeless population.

OPERATIONS FUNDING
SOURCE:

CAPITAL
FUNDING SOURCE:

Tourism public improvement
district (TPID)

Tax increment financing
district (TIF)

Assesses a tax based on the
difference in a property’s

2008 VALUE

WHAT IT
DOES

and the current
fiscal year’s property
value

PROPERTY
OWNERS

WHO IT
AFFECTS

within the
downtown
district

$30 MILLION
over the length of the TIF

PERMANENT
SUPPORTIVE HOUSING
for a quarter of
those experiencing
homelessness
downtown

Allows hotels to

TAX
THEMSELVES
VOLUNTARILY

HOTELIERS

&

TOURISTS

HOW MUCH
MONEY IT
WILL YIELD

WHAT IT
WOULD BE
USED FOR

$4 MILLION
a year, up to
approximately $8 million
a year by 2021

EXPANDED SERVICES
for people experiencing
homelessness, including
outreach and case
management
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OUTREACH EFFORTS

goal for ending homelessness.
“If we received money immediately,
we would increase the connection
between outreach and engagement,
and shelter and housing,” she said.

Modeled after the Houston Police
Department’s efforts, the Austin Police
Department in June 2016 launched the
Homeless Outreach Street Team, which
comprises police officers, behavior and
mental health specialists, a paramedic
and a social worker who meet with people
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experiencing homelessness downtown and in West Campus to find
out their greatest needs.
In a year, HOST contacted 947
individuals experiencing homelessness and helped 889 receive
services, according to ECHO.
Mitchell Gibbs, executive director
of Front Steps—the organization that
runs the Austin Resource Center for
the Homeless at the corner of Seventh
and Neches streets—said although
these efforts are helpful, more
needs to be done. He said about 75
percent of the people loitering on
the sidewalk outside ARCH are not
engaged in any of its services, and he
wants that number to drop.
“Observation tells us that a number of them are down here participating in criminal activity,” he said.
“Observation also tells us that people
are coming to socialize.”
K2, the inexpensive synthetic marijuana drug with lethal effects, is still
being steadily distributed around downtown, West Campus and St. Edward’s
University, according to Gibbs.
“The predators that we are concerned about are the folks that are
bringing in the quantities and they
are either selling it directly to homeless, or they are putting it out there
to drug dealers that are targeting
homeless out on the street,” he said.
Crack is resurging in Central
Texas, according to Gibbs, and
a deadly synthetic opioid called
fentanyl has also found its way into
Austin.
Gibbs said one item on his wish
list is recovery and rehabilitative
services for homeless individuals
addicted to drugs and alcohol.
“At this moment we don’t have
the detox beds and treatment
[services] that a city of our size
should have,” he said.
‘IT’S THE FACT THAT I SEE THEM’

Outreach efforts to get people off
the streets and into housing is something the downtown business community also supports.
“‘It’s not what they are doing;
it’s the fact that I see them,’” Gibbs
recalled of complaints he regularly
receives from downtown-goers and
business owners around ARCH.
He said he often gets calls from people asking him to “do something about
this [homeless] guy in my neighborhood,” and although organizations
such as Front Steps partner well with
APD, they are not responsible for what
happens outside of their walls.
“Where our building hits the

sidewalk, I have no legal control on
what happens on that sidewalk or what
happens on that street. So calling me
to tell me I need to clear the sidewalk is
probably not something I’m going to be
able to do a lot with,” he said.
Empire Control Room owner Steve
Sternschein, who leads the Red River Merchants Association, said his employees
have to bleach the area around the music
venue’s doorstep every day to clean the
feces and urine left by the homeless.
He and other business owners near
ARCH said they regularly see fighting,
drug dealing and prostitution as well as
public urination and defecation.
“It isn’t pleasant, obviously,” said
Brian Rush, who has owned Tears of
Joy Hot Sauce Shop on East Sixth Street
for 25 years. “Customers comment on
it; I see customers get harassed by
homeless people all the time.”
Rush said he does not think tourists
should be responsible for paying for
what he calls a city problem.
“You’re punishing the people that
are visiting the town and spending
the money,” he said. “That just seems
to hurt the people it’s attempting to
accommodate.”
Sternschein and Rush said they want
to see ARCH moved somewhere that is
still easily accessible but is not as attractive for panhandling, but APD officer
Shelley Morton said that is not an option.
“No other part of town is going to
say, ‘Yeah, we’ll take it,’” she said.
Morton has worked the downtown
police beat for nine years and knows
many of the homeless individuals. A year
ago, she became part of the HOST team
and has helped some homeless people
place themselves in a rehabilitation program and get housed.
“It’s been cool for me to see some
of these people actually get a place to
live,” she said.
Morton said homeless people going
to ARCH often runs counter to HOST’s
outreach mission, as she ends up breaking up fights or dealing with emergency
medical situations around ARCH.
Sternschein, who also sat on the Visitor Impact Task Force in charge of recommending how hotel occupancy taxes
should be used, said the mayor’s funding
proposal is a step in the right direction.
“That piece of the puzzle is potentially solved, and now the idea is,
‘What exactly should we do [with the
money]?’” he said. “It’s just a great
step forward to be at that point.”
THE WISH LIST

The mayor’s plan would yield an
overall $30 million in capital funding for more housing or shelters in

Community Impact Newspaper • communityimpact.com

7,101
PEOPLE

A SNAPSHOT OF
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EXPERIENCING
HOMELESSNESS
Organizations in the Austin area have
been working to end homelessness
on several fronts. The following stats
show the extent of the problem in
Travis County.

addition to $4 million annually to expand services.
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Ellen Richards, chief strategy officer at
Integral Care, which provides services to
homeless individuals with brain-based
disorders, said the city needs more
affordable permanent supportive housing to achieve the city’s “housing first”
model, which seeks to place a permanent roof over one’s head before addressing issues such as employment or health.
“Probably our most significant barrier is the lack of housing,” she said,
adding once Integral Care has declared
a client eligible for permanent supportive housing, he or she must wait three
to six months before being housed.
Mayor Pro Tem Kathie Tovo, who
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report currently
experiencing a mental
health problem

You want the best ER care for your kids.
So do we.
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There’s nothing we won’t do for our kids. That means giving them our best when
they need it most. With an emergency care network that treats every emergency
with the highest level of care possible. Because that’s what they deserve.
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permanent supportive
housing beds
provided in Travis
County in 2017
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To become a member or to get more information, call
512-974-2550 or visit our website at:
www.austintexas.gov/austinenviromechanics

PEOPLE

represents downtown, sponsored a City
Council resolution Aug. 17. The measure
aims to identify five city-owned properties that could be used as temporary
emergency shelters—a direct response
to her constituents’ concerns, she said.
“My hope is that this initiative will
also remind our community that these
are efforts that we need to participate
in as a community, whether that’s
through volunteering or supporting
through financial contributions,”
she said. “It really does need to be a
community response.”
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The City of Austin Watershed Protection Department
recognizes the following Austin Enviro Mechanics for running
clean shops to reduce pollution in our creeks and lakes.
lakes.
Look for the Austin Enviro Mechanics logo to identify those
businesses that go the extra mile to protect the environment.
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five years
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our AUSTIN ENVIRO MECHANICS�
Advanced Automotive and Tire
7528 Burnet Road • 512-454-3454

Capital Metro
2910 E. 5th Street • 512-389-7411

Lamb’s Tire & Automotive Center #4
3564 Far West Boulevard • 512-345-6600

Arbor Car Wash and Lube
10401 Jollyville Road • 512-346-8050

Capital V Connection
4201 S. Congress Avenue • 512-441-1334

Arboretum Auto Service
12108 B Roxie Drive • 512-343-8393

Champion Toyota
4800 S. I35 • 512-440-4500

Leonard Johnson’s Garage & Muffler
Center
4401 S. 1st Street • 512-445-2892

Austin Infiniti
8140 Burnet Road • 512-453-0660

East First Grocery
1811 E. Cesar Chavez Street • 512-477-0988

Auto Gate Austin
435 Industrial Boulevard • 512-444-4283

Ellis & Salazar Garage & Body Shop
4501 S. Congress Avenue • 512-444-5555

Balcones Exxon Automotive
5400 Balcones Drive • 512-452-5422

E-Z Food Store #5
6400 S. 1st Street • 512-447-5825

B&B Muffler & Automotive Service Center
3000 S. Lamar Blvd • 512-447-5581

Flamingo Automotive
3512 Guadalupe Street • 512-459-9917

Brake Check # 17
205 E. Ben White Boulevard • 512-448-1221

Friendly’s Auto Repair

Bridgestone Firestone # 43E2
2500 W. Palmer Lane • 512-388-6060

Goodyear Auto Service Center
907 E. 41st Street • 512-459-6554

Bridgestone Firestone # 43E3
6412 S. I35 • 512-442-9388
Caliber Collision Centers
8735 N. Lamar Boulevard • 512-836-0000
Caliber Collision Centers
6222 Manchaca Road • 512-443-2244
Capitol Chevrolet
6200 S. I35 • 512-444-8888

419 Tillery Street • 512-385-4466

Great Hills Automotive
5346 Thunder Creek Road • 512-795-2995
Jiffy Lube #2926
3704 Spicewood Springs Road
512-345-1274
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Lexus of Austin
9910 Stonelake Boulevard • 512-343-3400
Marks American Car Care
6303 Cameron Road • 512-459-1486
Maxwell Ford
5000 S. I35 • 512-443-5000
Mazda South
4506 S. I35 • 512-462-3131
Mercedes Benz of Austin
6757 Airport Blvd • 512-406-3321
Redline Automotive & Marine
10030 Manchaca Rd. • 512-441-0416
Swedish Auto Service
11008 N. Lamar Boulevard • 512-836-0022
Travis Engine Center
2406 Hidalgo Street • 512-476-6837
Zimmer’s Auto Shop
2313 Thorton Road #C • 512-445-6731

Kwik Kar Southwest
4316 W William Cannon • 512-891-7800
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