
 Community Update

Fall 2009

WALLER CREEK PROJECT

WALLER CREEK PROJECT COMMUNITY UPDATE   •   1

TUNNEL DESIGN CONTINUES AT A BRISK PACE
To some, designing a storm water drainage tunnel might seem like 
a relatively simple process – you simply dig a big hole in the ground 
and install a huge pipe, right?  In reality, however, dozens of people 
and hundreds of hours are involved in the design process. In fact, 
the project is so big that it has been divided into 12 smaller projects, 
including the boathouse, the tunnel itself, the inlet, the outlet and the 
creek side inlets. 

To ensure the tunnel is effective, the design team must use computer 
models to calculate how much water the tunnel will carry and the velocity 
and pressure for different sizes of storms. In addition, the designers 
must consider every possible way the tunnel may impact the Waller 
Creek environment – how will creek wildlife and habitat be affected? 
How high will the water rise in a 100-year flood? How can sustainable 
building practices be incorporated? How can the surface amenities be 
made aesthetically pleasing without affecting function? Incorporating 
the knowledge and wisdom of a broad range of experts will result in a 
highly effective storm water control mechanism that will remove nearly 
a million square feet of land from the 100-year floodplain. 

The designs of the tunnel proper and the boathouse are both 60% 
complete. When the designs were 30% complete, a group of 
technical experts from various city departments  – Austin Energy, 
Planning and Development Review, and Parks and Recreation, to 
name a few – examined the plans to ensure they met technical and 
safety requirements and adhered to the intended scope. This multi-
departmental review team provided comments and recommendations 

State-of-the-Art Technology Answers “What If” Questions 
Ancient Greek mathematician and engineer Archimedes could not 
have known that his work defining how water rests and moves would 
someday have an impact on Austin’s Waller Creek tunnel design.

Engineers and scientists have added to his discoveries and developed 
computer modeling that simulates the movement of water, known as 
computational fluid dynamics (CFD). Computational fluid dynamics has 
allowed the City’s project team to build a virtual prototype to analyze 
the tunnel’s proposed design and predict how the tunnel will perform 
as water rushes through during heavy rainfall.

This computer modeling gives engineers an efficient, fast way to test 
and simulate many different variations of the tunnel design based on 
a given set of circumstances. The modeling has resulted in several 
enhancements to the tunnel design. 

For example, initial computer modeling showed there might be too 
much turbulence caused by the connection of the tunnel to the outlet 
at Lady Bird Lake in a 100-year storm. As a result, designers changed 
the connection to slow the water down and minimize swirling in the 
outlet lagoon.

The brightly-colored 
computer images 
enable designers to 
crawl into the virtual 
tunnel to see how 
it performs under 
certain conditions. 
Shown here is the 
CFD model for the 
Waterloo Park inlet 
showing water flow 
distribution.

DESIGN SCHEDULE STATUS
(in order of anticipated award – all projects are currently on schedule)

Project % Complete
Boathouse  60% 
Waterloo Restroom  20% 
Bridge Rehabilitation  10% 
Tunnel  60% 
Inlet  30% 
Outlet  20% 
8th Street Inlet  25% 
Outlet Restoration  15% 
Waterloo Restoration  30% 
8th Street Restoration 5% 
4th Street Restoration 15% 

that were incorporated into the plans. When the plans are 60% and 
90% complete, they will receive the same scrutiny again. This detailed 
and extensive process will occur for all twelve projects that make up 
the complete tunnel program. 

This intense period of information sharing and design refinement 
is expected to continue through January 2010. However, before 
construction can start, each project will still need to obtain final 
approval, permits and construction bids. Actual construction for the 
first project, the boathouse, is expected to begin in 2010 and the entire 
tunnel project should be complete in 2014. 

Computational fluid dynamics also resulted in improvements to the 
design of the inlet in Waterloo Park.

Thanks to Archimedes and the engineers who came after him, the 
Waller Creek Tunnel will offer better flood protection to lives and 
property in downtown Austin.
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FOR MORE 
INFORMATION, 

PLEASE CONTACT 
Carolyn Perez, 512-974-7139 

or email 
Carolyn.Perez@ci.austin.tx.us. 

The project web site is 
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/wallercreek/.

WALLER CREEK FACTOID
Waller Creek was named for Edwin Waller, 

Austin’s first mayor and signer of the 
Texas Declaration of Independence.

 Edwin Waller in 19th century photograph NEW DESIGN / 
REVISED RESULTS
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More than 150 citizens attended a Master Plan workshop in May. 
Participants were enthusiastic and provided the City planning team 
with valuable input, such as the importance of:

• Accommodating both bicyclists and pedestrians
• Fostering a healthy climate for local businesses
• Retaining live music venues 
• Parking
• Safety
• Maintenance

In addition, participants expressed the view that Waller Creek is 
much more than an extension of the Lady Bird Lake Hike and Bike 
Trail; rather it is a unique place capable of attracting residents, 
businesses, and visitors on its own merit. 

City staff and the Master Plan consultants are making good 
progress towards developing draft concept plans for the Waller 
Creek Corridor and District. The draft concept plans will include 
an overall vision for Waller Creek and proposals for the types of 
activities to be encouraged along the creek, such as a pedestrian 
access and an open space system, an inventory of the public 
improvements necessary to support the vision and recommended 
zoning and development standards.

While there are challenges ahead, there are also wonderful 
resources including Lady Bird Lake at the mouth of Waller Creek, 
Waterloo Park, and Palm Park, a sizable, public park at a mid-point 
along the corridor. Because the City will have to do construction 
work in Waterloo Park and at Lady Bird Lake, the tunnel project will 
include substantial improvements to these areas to compensate 

There are two interrelated, yet distinct projects occurring at the same 
time that welcome participation by Austin residents. One process is 
the development of a Master Plan for the Waller Creek District; the 
other involves the design of the surface components of the tunnel itself. 
There are upcoming opportunities for public involvement in both.

Although much of the tunnel design must be left to the engineers, 
the public also plays an important role. The designs currently being 
reviewed and finalized are a direct result of the information exchange 
that took place in the early stages of this project. For example, while 
early renderings of the tunnel outlet at Lady Bird Lake showed a 
floating amphitheater, Waller Creek stakeholders made it clear that 
they preferred a more tranquil setting, friendly to wildlife. In response, 
the tunnel team eliminated the amphitheater and created a natural-
looking lagoon fringed by lush vegetation.

Opportunities for public involvement include:
Master Plan Town Hall Meeting
The planning team will present the draft concept plans to the community 
and stakeholders during a Town Hall meeting planned tentatively for 
Saturday, October 24, 2009. Please check the Master Plan’s website at 
www.wallercreekplan.org in the upcoming weeks for details. 

Monthly Waller Creek Citizen Advisory Committee Meetings 
Committee meetings are open to the public and provide an opportunity 
for stakeholders to voice their opinions to the tunnel and master plan 
teams. These meetings are generally held at 6 p.m., on the third 
Thursday of each month at City Hall, 301 W. 2nd. If you plan to attend, 
please check in advance at www.cityofaustin.org/wallercreek, since the 
meetings are sometimes rescheduled.

Stakeholder Updates
Stakeholders adjacent to the inlet in Waterloo Park, the outlet in Lady 
Bird Lake and the 4th Street creek side inlet will be updated on the 
tunnel project in separate meetings in late 2009 and early 2010. Please 
watch for emails and other notifications.

Tunnel Project Open House 
This open house hosted by the Waller Creek Citizen Advisory 
Committee is currently set for Tuesday, March 9, 2010, at the Thompson 
Conference Center on the University of Texas campus. More details 
will be forthcoming in the months ahead.

The City of Austin is committed to gathering community input on this 
project and to providing timely, accurate information to the public. To 
accomplish this goal, the City added a pre-design phase specifically 
to gain public input. During this phase, which took place in 2007 and 
2008, the project team conducted extensive public outreach to learn 
what amenities would be desirable.  Outreach activities included:
• The creation of the Waller Creek Citizen Advisory Committee, 

consisting of 15 individuals representing various community 
organizations

• Stakeholder workshops on the tunnel, inlet and outlet areas
• Two community workshops, hosted by the Waller Creek Citizen 

Advisory Committee 
• Presentations to the Austin Parks Foundation, the Trail Foundation, 

the Downtown Austin Alliance, the Downtown Austin Neighborhood 
Association, the Austin Rowing Club, the Bicycle Advisory Council, 
the Mexican American Cultural Center, the UT Campus Advisory 
Committee as well as to all relevant City Boards and Commissions

• Presentations to individual stakeholders and business organizations 
• Four briefings to the Austin City Council

users for the inevitable inconveniences caused by construction. As 
a result, these two sites will serve as attractive gateways to the 
Waller Creek corridor.  

The concept plans will also identify ways the City could invest in the 
Waller Creek District in the future. For example, they will include 
recommendations for making Palm Park the great urban park that 
it could be. They will also include fairly detailed recommendations 
for pathways alongside the creek and ways to make it easier for 
pedestrians, bicycles, and vehicles to move through the Waller 
Creek District with the goal of helping people experience both the 
natural beauty of Waller Creek and the excitement of a revived 
urban district. 

In addition, the notion of a “Sabine Street Promenade” is beginning 
to emerge. Currently most of the stretch of Sabine Street between 
4th and 7th Streets functions as little more than a parking lot.  
Coincidentally, the parallel stretch of Waller Creek has some of 
the most constrained conditions – narrow channel and existing 
development right up against the creek. Though still a concept that 
needs refinement and public input, the Sabine Street Promenade 
would respond to these conditions and constraints by proposing a 
vibrant, pedestrian-friendly urban “village,” with tree-lined streets 
and limited vehicle traffic.

The planning team will present the draft concept plans to the 
community and stakeholders during a Town Hall meeting planned 
tentatively for Saturday, October 24 2009. Please check the Master 
Plan’s website www.wallercreekplan.org for upcoming public 
events. 

Concept Plans Taking Shape for Waller Creek Master Plan Want to Get Involved? 

Waller Creek District Master Plan Preliminary Concept


