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A prominent feature in the image of the 
American landscape is the college town:  
a small community whose closeness and 
stability both enables and is enriched 
by the cultural explorations of changing 
generations of students.  At one time, 
Austin could have been considered 
such a place.  Today, though, the state 
capital is one of the largest and fasted 
growing cities in the nation and The 
University of Texas at Austin is among 
the premier research institutions in the 
world.  The scales of activity and speeds of 
transformation call for a different vision of 
the relationship between town and gown.  
The papers collected under the theme “UT 
Austin in the City” do just this.  

A physical connection between the City 
and the University is Waller Creek, which 
has defined the eastern edge of downtown 
and is becoming the central spine of our 
developing campus.  Downstream, the 
Waller Creek Conservancy is working 
to restore the ecological health and 
promote social vibrancy by making a 
“chain of parks.”  Upstream, the recently 
completed Campus Landscape Master 
Plan establishes guidelines that will allow 
greater protection of and improved access 
to this natural resource.  

These efforts to improve segments of 
this riparian corridor are important, but 
it should be emphasized that sharing 
moving water makes people more than 
just neighbors on adjacent parcels.  As the 
water flows to Lady Bird Lake, it moves 
productive nutrients and detrimental 
wastes downstream.  This we must 
consider what we take from and what 
we put into the water.  Two papers offer 
valuable insight.  In “UTBiome:  Students 
Mapping the Campus Environment,” Juan 
P. Paester and his collaborators undertake 
a systematic survey of thirteen sites along 
Waller Creek.  Of benefit to all, their work 
provides the beginning of a long-term 
record that is posted on a publically 
accessible 
web-site for all to see.  In “Tracing the 
evolution of water quality in Waller Creek 

on the UT Austin campus,” Emma O. 
Heitmann and her collaborators examine 
water quality samples from several sites 
along the creek.  What they find is that is 
that many populations, including those at 
the 

University, make negative impacts on the 
creek.  If we are to be sustainable stewards 
of this shared resource, we must do better.  

While water always flows downhill, people 
cross boundaries in all directions.  In the 
area near Waller Creek, new patterns 
of circulation will emerge with the 
completion of the Dell Medical District.  
One of the leaders in this transformation is 
Professor Lawrence Speck.  He played a key 
role in the crafting of the Campus Master 
Plan and is currently working on the 
design of the School’s educational core.  In 
discussing the future of this area, he calls 
attention to the importance of mixed-use 
development that allows people to live, 
work, and play in the same neighborhood.  
More importantly, he emphasizes that 
opportunities to turn such possibilities 
into realities are rare.  With this project, UT 
Austin is making a strong statement about 
its commitment to sustainability.  

Of course, cities and campuses are not 
“built” as much as they are “re-built.”  
Those with a memory of the Dell Medical 
School site will remember the live oaks 
that graced the landscape.  These are 
being transplanted to other locations on 
campus that can support their growth for 
years (and years) to come.  If anyone asks 
if the effort will be worth the result, Jim 
Carse, UT Austin’s Assistant Manager for 
Urban Forestry in Facilities Services who 
oversees this delicate process, will answer 
with an emphatic yes.  The economic 
benefit of the ecosystem services provided 
by mature trees is significant.  As equally 
consequential, these trees help to define 
the character of our campus which we 
value so very, very much.  
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