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City of Austin shuts down River Place nature trail
amidst allegations of preserve encroachment

By LESLEE BASSMAN
Four Points News

Last Tuesday, the City of Austin
erected signs on a portion of River
Place’s newest nature trail exten- I
sion barring pedestrians from ac-
cessing a segment of the popular
route. This trail was just opened
in 2010 and cost the River Place
MUD an estimated $150,000.

On Wednesday, the City grant-
ed River Place MUD officials entry
onto the site to affix an explanation
for the sudden closure.

On February 22, Austin Water
Utility's Wildland Conservation
Division Manager William Con-
rad received correspondence from
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
stating that “the (River Place Na-
ture) trail was constructed without
the City of Austin’s consent and
encroaches on preserved lands
within the Balcones Canyonlands
Preserve”
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endangered species and their
habitat contained within the
30,428 acres comprising the BCP.

According to Austin Water
Utility Conservation Program
Coordinator Amanda Ross, the
City was obligated to remove the
trail and restore the area back to
a wildlife habitat; otherwise, its
federal permit to manage the en-
tire preserve system would be in
jeopardy. Ross confirmed that the
City asked the River Place MUD
to close the “illegally built” trail
sections before March 9 but that
the “River Place MUD did not
comply with this request”

As a result, the City of Austin
Wildland Conservation Division
closed a section of River Places
Upper Panther Hollow Trail be-
tween the Tributary View and
Emergency Exit parameters on
March 20.

“The trail was closed in an ef-

fort to regain compliance status
with its federal permit,” Ross said.
She also stated that the MUD did
not follow the City’s Master Trail
Plan procedures before building
the newest phase of its River Place
Nature Trail.

Following a Wednesday meet-
ing between the River Place MUD
and City officials, the Board post-
ed additional signage explaining
the closure.

Kevin Buchman, City of Aus-
tin Wildland Conservation Divi-
sion spokesperson, confirmed on
Friday that the portion of the trail
which was dosed would not be
reopened.

Both parties, River Place MUD
Board and City of Austin, have
provided two different scenarios
as to when the trail planners and
Board officials had notice that the
trail encroached onto BCP land.

River Place MUD President

James Casey stated that he was
not aware that there was a prob-
lem until he received a demand
letter from Austin Water Utility’s
Wildland Conservation Division’s
Conrad in early January 2012
asking the Board to shut down a
portion of the trail. According to
Casey, the Board complied with
Conrad’s request to close the
trail and put up signs related to
the closure. Casey added that the
Board does not police the signs
and that the signs may have been
removed.

However, at least one other
Board member and Ross stated
that a sketch was given to City of-
ficials in 2008 showing the nature
trail and the area at issue. Accord-
ing toa MUD Board member, the
City failed to provide board of-
ficials with a concise map of the
area showing preserve boundar-
ies.
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‘The Board contracted with lo-
cal Environmental Survey Con-
sulting to build the original trail
in 2000 as well as design and
build the 2009 extension. Casey
stated that at some time in 2008,
Environmental Survey Consult-
ing’s Project Leader emailed “City
of Austin personnel regarding the
trail extension location”.

However, Casey said that since
the Board does not review the
emails of their consultants or
contractors even if they pertain
to projects they are working on
for the River Place MUD, he was
unaware of any encroachment
issue which may have been con-
veyed to the MUDs trail builder
in 2008. He added that Project
Leader Stan Wilson’s sketch for
City officials was only a “hypo-
thetical”

‘The Four Points News con-
tacted Stan Wilson, now a Senior

Project Manager at Environ-
mental Survey Consulting.
Wilson stated that he had “no
comment on the issue” and
said, I don't think it at that
point yet when asked about
contacting his attorney.

At one point last week,

Casey and other Board mem-

bers had hoped the US. Fish

and Wildlife Service would
approve the River Place Na-

ture Trail extension retroactively
and believed that such exemp-
tions had been approved in other
locations. However, the latest in-
formation gathered by the Board
shows that, upon further review,
the federal agency will not ap-
prove the trail portion in dispute.
No new work on the trail can be
conducted until the mating sea-
son of two endangered species
of birds residing in the preserve
ends in August.

“People using the trail are dis-
appointed and we are disappoint-
ed that the trail was made without
our knowledge,” Ross said.

Casey estimates that the Na-
ture Trail extension cost the River
Place MUD, and therefore River
Place residents, about $150,000.
At issue now is the cost to repair
the affected portions of the trail to
its natural habitat and, should the
Board decide to move a segment
of the trail, the cost of reconnect-
ing the two currently unattached
sections.

On Friday, at least one website
devoted to local hiking, www.tex-
ashiking.com, posted an advisory
warning hikers of the River Place
Nature Trail closure and that tres-
passing into the closed area would
“leave the hiker in danger of being
charged with criminal trespass”




