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BCCP Funding Goes to County Volers

This Plan is For the Birds (Really)

by Daryl Slusher

he Bal d

they are trying (o persuade the
Texas Parks and Wildlife De-
partment to join. The county

Conservation Plan (BCCP)
is a cooperative effort be-
tween local governments and
federal authorities. It’s also one
of the biggest real estate deals

in Austin history. With this of

000
actes of land purchases. Trom
private landowners. The city of
Austin has already purchased
about 5,000 acres from the

(RTC) witl
voters last August. These pur-

factors. it’s no surprise that the BCCP is a
contoried. complicated, suspicious looking
chase that few. if any, understand
Completely. So lets begin i m attempt 1o

explain the premise of the B
Since the late 1980, most (k.\llupnknl in
by the

the Uplands and Sweetwater
tracts, 4,300 acres in the Barton
Creek Watershed, but those ac-
uistions are mallodby the prob-
lems of the Southwest Parkway

m Ty
redml Endangered Species Act (ESA). West-

danered bits 2 Do, o noably
golden—cheeked warblers and black-capped
BCCP is an attemp o free devel-

ions of westen Travis County

with bonds backed by city and

The BCCP fimps &

PJ\
insure the survival of Travis

to the polls on ey
November 2, 53"
an |mperfect (usrws) “'.ﬁ
plan that <= et

Gounty
The total prescrve area is
meant to total 29,159 acres. The
ounty bond issue is to fund
5,410acresof that. The RTC pur-
chases will total 9,633 acres if

totals 6,239 acres, and another 1,287 acres
owned by local non-profit groups will be
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Travis County Judge Bill Aleshire leads the county
Into a November 2 election on BCCP funding,
county Jails, and a soccer complex.

For further coverage, see our endorsements on
page 16, and articles on the BCCP on page 42
(the centerfold), and county jails on page 46.
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plan, and

management of those groups such a1 the

s habitat will be
required to pay a mitigation fee of $6,000 per

Navural Laborstories and the Texia.Cave
Management Association. Still another 2,590

theentire development. Once enoughacreage
is acquired to satisfy permit requirements, all

of the preserve through varying arrange-
ments with landowners.

The current goal is to receive a permit from
USFWS by May 1994. A permit can be issued
before all the lands are acquired, but develop-
ment constraints will be removed only gradu-
ally asthe lands are acquired througha system

on the date of filing. One acre will be
released from ESA constraints for roughly ev-
ery five acres of warbler habitat and every ten

ESA, but they will still be required to pay
mitigation fees. The fees are voluntary in that
gevelopers can sill seek individual permiks.
The majority of BCCP funding will come not
from miigation s, bue froen local taxpayers
throuy

1gh property tax
. Once the land is 2cquired,
ey planto oen over s decdo or ot he
ewly acquired propery 1o the Texas Parks
continued on p. 42
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and Wildlife Department rPwD). WD

though a5 with many things i the pleo; ita
hard to pin down because backers started
with estim: u-mum»y-:nplunmducm'w

plan. Critics

would then be
"

back to the city and county i
properly m:
be respon:

plan. BCCP planners however, fcelll". mency

2 previous one that had TPWD putting s75
million toward the BCCP. That $7.5 million is
now included in the county bond issue.

Win-Win
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likely to rise even further. James Cooley, whc
ned what amount:
PAG to Aght the bonds
reating
want u)un(-y. Justthink howilu.y Il treat you
whe: e the money and don't need
you any «

Another of levcled(h.‘rgehlh’luhL BCe
is the latest in a long
Fip-offs designed (o bail out develope

The BCCP is advertised as truly a commu-
i i in- 2 Ithas

For evidence, critics point 1o the executive

space
bird-
Vitching for

open
nd

ali 3
oo B

] ‘oI frencrate more tax revenues for local
Al

- “The BCCP bonds are our last, :
best hope for preserving the
Texas Hill Country and
protecting our water quality.”
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—seemingly a pretty clear reading of Ameri-
can as well as Texas history.

It will happen, say uccp supporters, be-

btain in

vldual permlLS from USFWS USFWS ofﬁ-

cials say that the overwhelming majority of

such permit applications — known as Sec-

tion 7 or 10a permits — are granted. In

these permits, ill

be required to set aside roughly five acres

with taxpayer-financed purchas
This, however, is a power that USFWS
officials are not confident they can bring to
bear effectively. They concur with other
BCCP backers that the better way to estab-
lish the macro-sites is through taxpayer
land purchases. Local USFWS head Sam
Hamilton says his agency would try to steer
10a land donations into macro-sites, but
says this would be difficult. He worries that
the species will be “fragmented to death.”
Hamilton also points out that if the pre-

p A

for each acre of habitat they “take” or de-
TS stroy. The ratios will vary with each case.
BCCP
leadtoscattered habitatpreservesthatwon't
© pummmm| adequately protect the species, wh:le nl-

Io,v(vm%mos( ot;|

*_\ take place with a plan.

@ = " Christi Stevens of Earth First! says this
| 2rgument is based on the premise that the
USFWS is not going to do its job. USFWS
has the right to require habitat P
= to buy property in designated macro-site
areas in exchange for permits. So the
federal agency could seek to put together
the macro-sites envisioned in the BCCP
through developer donations, rather than

per-req
donations, then the preserves will likely be
closed to the public. But that could also end
up being true of the public preserves. Al-
most all of the tracts that have already been
for the BCCP have no public
access. City environmental department di-
rector Austan Librach says that purchasing
property is the priority, and access will
come later. Thns however, leads to an-
other set of whether
the public should have access when the
goal is to protect birds and bugs. Will
human access, or too much of it, hurt their
habitat? And if the humans can't get on the
land, will they be willing to pay for it?

EENERT]
Bond backers also
cite a potential dead-
line on the national
stage. The ESA is pend-
ing for renewal or revi-
sion in Congress. Con-
gress has renewed it al-
ready, in lieu of revis-
ing it, but could get
around to revisions at
just about any time.
BCCP supporters say
that if the bonds fail, it
will be read as voter re-
jection of species pres-
ervation and play into the hands of the
many C and Senators who

would like to weaken or gut the ESA.
City officials say that if the county bonds
fail, the city will proceed with a scaled down
i aimed primari i %

The benefit to the general publlc
is the open lands which will be ;
preserved in perpetuity,
unless developers figure some
way to get a hold of them after
the rest of the county is paved.

open lands which will be preserved in

ity, unless figure some
wayto geta holdofthemafter the restof the
county is paved. The benefit to developers
isthata BCCP permil would free upland for

ernment projects from ESA constraints.

The Economics
In studying BCCP economics, let’s ex-
plore two basic questions: Who benefits?
And who pays?
The benefit to the general public is the

ues to soar zgzm ‘The increase in property

justdevel-
opers, but all taxpayers. Property values
have fallen in much of western Travis
County because much of the propersty is
subject to the ESA. In some cases, develop-.
ers would receive a triple bonanza, being




freed from constraints of the ESA, seeing their
andthavs
a fair —

asresuls
hased at

property vahues ncrease
ing other properties purc
perhaps more than fair —
Itis argued that the incre
will help everyone, but th
the case. The American-
Statesman recently re-
ported that between 1983
and 1993 — largely an era
of rapid growth and devel-
opment — the per capita
property tax bill in Travis
County rose by 125%, or
54% adjusted for inflation.
This hardly ms like a
benefit from development.
As for the costs, the
burden has been shifting
toward taxpayers picking
up an ever-increasi

the burden was to be
evenly distributed be-
tween developers and
taxpayers. A mere vote of
the partners could shift the
burden even further to-
ward the taxpayers.

Fears of an ever shifting burden on taxpay-
ersare hardly eased by city staff's latest budget
material. It provides a fairly honest compari-
son between the November 1992 funding
plan — the one devised after the city BCCP
bond election — and the current financing
plan. The estimated cost, by the way, in-
creased another $6 million during that time to
$179.8 million.

The primary factor in the increase was
amore realistic (read higher) estimate of
land acquisition costs. The estimate went
from $51.9 million to $70.9 million. The in-
terest to be paid from tax revenues corre-
spondingly jumped $17 million. The reader
might note that this increase is $36 million,
while the overall cost estimate only increased
by $6 million. This is because BCCP planners
cut their estimated management and opera-
tions cost by almost $30 million. They at-
tribute this to an estimate by the Texas De-
partment of Parks and Wildlife, and point
out that under the BCCP draft, TPWD will
cover anything above the estimate. The
TPWD board has not, however, approved
this arrangement.

On the revenue side, the amount needed
fromtaxpayers jumped from $79.4 million to
$109.7 million, an increase of 38%, while
projected revenue from the mitigation fees
charged developers went up 8%, from $72.8
million to $78.9 million. The mitigation fee
was raised from $1,075 per acre to $1,900,
but the estimated area that will be subject to
the fees decreased from 35,400 acres to 22,330
acres. The decreases, according to the draft

There’s always
the possibility
that the i el e
environmental
groups are getting
e e memamne. SUCkered by the
Chamber and
developers. ..

BCCP plan, came as a result of developers
B tor individual permits and from 4,300
acres “exempted by the proposed Barton
Creek Properties agreement
Included in revenue sources in 1992 but
e $7 million from drainage
ge that would
fall heavily on develop-
ers), the aforementioned
$7.5 million from TPWD,
and $2 million in "pui)hz_
access user fees.” Th
cc fees may relum,
y BCCP planners, but

funding sources are

likely gone.
To BCCP or Not
to BCCP

So the BCCP limps to
the polls on November
2, an imperfect plan that
nonetheless could be the
best chance to preserve
the natural heritage of
Travis County. On the
other hand, if the elec-
tion fails it could be like
every election item in recent history. It will
keep appearing on the ballot until it passes.

There’s always the possibility, however,
that the environmental groups are getting
suckered by the Chamber and developers
who are at this very moment slapping their
legs and collapsing in laughterat how they’ve
taken the suckers’ love for open space and
bird watching and turned it into still another
developer bailout that will free them once
and for all to milk every square inch of profit
out of every square inch of land in Travis
County. But maybe not.




