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Keeping Austin weird keeps it prosperous
Austin got pretty good news in the

latest jobs report issued last week by
the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas.
The rest of the state? Not so much.

It’s worth remembering the things
that set Austin and a few other
metropolitan areas apart from the
pack, particularly when state leaders
bash our city or, as Gov. Greg Abbott
did last year, criticize Austin for
making Texas “Californianized.”

While the state had lackluster job
growth overall in 2015, Austin was a
bright spot. The city — with its plastic
bag ban, green energy quotas and
other quirky regulations state leaders
delight in maligning — had the best
job growth rate of Texas’ major metro
areas in 2015, at 4.2 percent, according
to the Dallas Fed. In 2016, three metro
areas — Austin, Dallas and San Antonio
— are projected to have moderate
to strong growth, the American-
Statesman reported last week.

That compares with the state’s
overall job growth rate of 1.3 percent
in 2015, which fell below the national
average of 1.8 percent. In 2015, the
Lone Star State added 150,500 new
jobs, but that was well short of the
410,900 jobs Texas added in 2014.
Though the Dallas Fed estimated that
the state would do better in 2016,
adding 161,200 jobs for a job growth
rate of 1.4 percent, things also could go
in the other direction.

That is because oil and gas
prices need to climb into the $40-
to $50-a-barrel range to maintain
positive job growth, according to
the Dallas Fed. If they fall to $20 to
$30 a barrel for much of the year,
job growth could slip into negative
territory, said Keith Phillips, senior
economist and researcher at the
Dallas Fed. Falling oil prices also could
cause many independent drilling

companies working in U.S. shale
fields to go bankrupt before prices
stabilize, said Fadel Gheit, an analyst
at Oppenheimer & Co.

A story by The Associated Press in
last week’s Statesman reported that
the price of oil “keeps falling. And
falling. And falling.”

Oil prices fell below $28 a barrel on
Monday, the lowest level in a dozen
years. While that is good news for
drivers filling their tanks — the Energy
Information Administration estimates
the average American household saved
$660 on gasoline in 2015 compared
with 2014 — or tourists traveling by
plane, car or cruise ship to vacation
spots, it’s bad news for a state whose
job growth is tied to oil prices.

There are several factors

contributing to falling oil prices,
including supply exceeding demand.
New technologies have helped the
United States significantly boost its
oil production in recent years. At
the same time, major oil producers
in the Middle East and elsewhere
have declined to reduce their output
as they’ve done in the past, and on
Monday, Iran announced it would
increase its production by 500,000
barrels per day now that international
sanctions against it have been lifted.
Add to the mix China’s economic
turmoil, which also has slowed
demand for oil.

But Austin, the city that likes to keep
it weird, is bucking listless economic
and employment trends.

Austin Mayor Steve Adler did a

nice job summing up the forces
that shield Austin from the kind of
economic winds blowing across much
of the state. In response to Abbott’s
comments last year that Austin-style
regulations were making Texas more
“Californianized,” Adler respectfully
weighed in: “We diversify Texas’
portfolio, as it were,” the mayor said of
Austin.

“We have 7 percent of the state’s
population, but 30 percent of its new
patents, and half of the new venture
capital investments are here,” Adler
said. “There’s a reason for that. What
looks weird to some looks like home
to others who create software, and
startups, and street art.”

Adler is right. And Austin has the job
growth to prove it. Certainly Austin
has its share of problems. But it’s a city
that doesn’t retreat from challenges
and is in a constant struggle to better
itself. Its economy thankfully is
diversified.

Keeping Austin weird, it seems, is
also keeping it prosperous. And would-
be bashers might take note of that.
— ALBERTA PHILLIPS

For more perspectives from the editorial
board, go to viewpoints.blog.statesman.
com.

Texans have always tak-
en pride in our state’s
great diversity of wild-
life and wildlife habitat.
Working with public agen-
cies and private landown-
ers, wildlife biologists and
enthusiasts have main-
tained a tradition of con-
serving our unique diver-
sity of wildlife and wild
places. This is a critical
accomplishment in a state
where less than 3 percent
of the land is in public
ownership.

Central Texas was one
of the first places in the
nation to address potential
conflicts between endan-
gered species conserva-
tion and the need for land
development. In 1996,
the golden-cheeked war-
bler, which nests exclu-
sively in a few Central Tex-
as counties, was formally
recognized as endangered
under the federal Endan-
gered Species Act, enact-
ed in 1973. Rather than
fighting the law, the city of
Austin and Travis Coun-
ty came together to make
it work for the region.
Engaging federal, state
and local officials and cit-
izens, they created one of
the nation’s first region-
al multispecies habitat
conservation plans under
ESA, our nation’s safety
net for animals and plants
at risk of extinction.

The resulting Balcones
Canyonlands Conserva-
tion Plan is protecting the
warbler and other Texas
endangered wildlife spe-
cies. In turn, the plan has
freed other lands to allow
much-needed construc-
tion of public schools,
housing, roads and infra-
structure to accommo-
date our growing popula-
tion. Today, the Balcones
Canyonlands Preserve’s
30,428 acres of preserved
lands are helping ensure
the future of 27 at-risk spe-
cies and another eight
endangered species.

The preserve is a tre-
mendous asset to the Aus-
tin region. Its preserves
are improving our water
and air quality, replenish-
ing groundwater, main-
taining habitats for endan-
gered birds and oth-
er wildlife and provid-
ing hiking trails and oth-
er recreational opportu-
nities. Drivers on South
MoPac may not realize
that the beautiful unde-
veloped green spaces they
pass are part of the pre-
serve. This highly success-
ful approach to balanc-
ing endangered species
conservation with devel-
opment needs is now a
model being adopted in
other areas in Texas and
beyond.

Unfortunately, some
elected officials and oth-
er critics have revived
old efforts to dismantle
this visionary conserva-
tion plan by claiming false-
ly that the species it pro-
tects are not really endan-
gered. The Statesman’s
Jan. 10 article, “No harmo-
ny in songbird dispute,”
reveals the extent to which
current and former state
officials, notably former
state Comptroller Susan
Combs, are challenging
scientific decisions that
should be left to profes-
sional biologists at the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service
and state resource agen-
cies. Texas Land Commis-
sioner George P. Bush has
joined this chorus, even
claiming that the ESA and
its protection of the tiny
songbird pose a threat to
our national security.

This latest skirmish in
Texas mirrors the nation-
al battle over the ESA. In
2015 alone, members of
Congress proposed 88 leg-
islative actions to under-
mine the ESA, override
core provisions, and strip
or block federal protec-
tion from a wide range of
imperiled species. Alle-

gations about the sup-
posed catastrophic con-
sequences of endangered
species conservation are
on the rise despite experi-
ence and data that direct-
ly refute them. An arti-
cle prepared by staff at
Defenders of Wildlife, a
highly regarded national
group, was recently pub-
lished in the Proceed-
ings of the National Acad-
emy of Science. It found
that not one of the 88,000
proposed federal, state,
local and private proj-
ects reviewed by the Fish
and Wildlife Service over
the last seven years was
stopped because it would
threaten the survival of a
species listed as endan-
gered.

The extreme rhetoric
pitting the conservation of
declining species against
the economy isn’t based in
reality or science. It’s an
assault coming from the
same powerful econom-
ic and ideological inter-
ests that have asserted a
false choice between the
need to protect our envi-
ronment and the need to
enhance our economy.

Austin and Travis Coun-
ty can be proud of their
success in protecting and
conserving our natural
heritage. The Balcones
Canyonlands Preserve
is living testimony that
through thoughtful, prag-
matic and science-based
conservation efforts, we
can leave our children and
grandchildren a world
rich in both economic
opportunity and biologi-
cal diversity.

Rieff has more than 30 years
of experience in environmental
protection and resource
conservation, working for
and with national, state, local
and nonprofit organizations.
She led the Science Advisory
Committee for the Balcones
Canyonlands Conservation
Plan in the late 1990s.
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Abbott’s real aim?
Secede fromU.S.

Re: Jan. 13 letter to the
editor, “Abbott does not
understand history.”

Make no mistake, Gov.
Greg Abbott is well aware
of the failures of the Arti-
cles of Confederation, and
he’s counting on it to hap-
pen again; as his real aim
is not “a more perfect
Union” but to secede from
it through the back door.
For confirmation, one
only needs to listen to the
secession talk that keeps
bubbling up through the
ranks of the state GOP.

Abraham Lincoln, who
did so much to preserve
our Union, must be rolling
over in his grave.
STEPHEN SHACKELFORD,
AUSTIN

Enlisthomeless to
curb rock throwers

Re: Jan. 13 article,
“$10,000 reward offered
for information on I-35
rock-throwing cases.”

Regarding the rock
throwing, I have two sug-
gestions: Since there
seem to be enough home-
less people, pay a few of
them a fair amount to sta-
tion themselves, with a
cellphone, along I-35 at
night to watch for per-
sons of interest; have a law
enforcement helicopter
with infrared scopes occa-
sionally check out the I-35
corridor where the rocks
are being thrown, with
police units ready nearby
if the pilot/observer sees
someone suspicious.
GLEN WOOD,
AUSTIN

Informedparents
avoidspanking

Re: Jan. 9 article, “Cruz
says voters have a way of
delivering ‘spanking.’”

When Ted Cruz
announced that Hillary
should be spanked, per-
haps he thought he was
clever. I thought he was
disgusting. But when he
bragged that he spanked
his 5-year-old daughter for
telling a lie, I realized his
rules of fatherly behavior

were outdated, inept and
even dangerous.

Well-informed parents
know that spanking does
not make children bet-
ter; it makes them bit-
ter. And as for spanking a
child so young, Cruz, you
have endeared yourself to
no one. Cut out the spank-
ing business for all gener-
ations. Hugging, praising
and talking with little ones
brings in the accolades.
ELIZABETH TEST, AUSTIN

Born inTexas,but
aU.S. citizenfirst

Re: Jan. 14 editori-
al, “Abbott wants us to
respect the Constitution —
by changing it.”

Gov. Abbott’s call to
overturn the U.S. Consti-
tution is inexplicable as he
routinely ignores and sub-
verts it every chance he
gets. The editorial laid out
the reasons he should be
ignored, but there is a per-
sonal reason I oppose him.

Though born in Texas, I
am first and foremost a cit-
izen of the United States
and as such I expect the
Constitution to protect
me from the predations of
creeping tea party fascism
as embodied by the gover-
nor, a lieutenant governor
who considers himself the
emissary of Jesus to the
state senate, and a poten-
tial jailbird attorney gen-
eral who can be counted
on to rule against anyone
who doesn’t subscribe to
his worldview.

Nullification of feder-
al law was defeated in the
Civil War — there is no
need to revisit it because
of the petulance of our
benighted governor and
his aspirations of tram-
pling on the rights of
American citizens.
JOHN DAVID HENGST,
AUSTIN

Water restriction
proposal is asham

Re: Jan. 9 editorial,
“Once-a-week watering
should be enough for Aus-
tin.”

Austin has a water cri-
sis! So says the Austin
Water Utility, which has

struggled to make a prof-
it in light of the city’s bur-
densome water restric-
tions and high water rates.
Market forces should
have driven a reduction
in these constraints so
the utility could cover
its cost. Instead, Austin’s
City Council approved a
“reserve fund surcharge”
empowering the utility to
continue operating at a
loss. The utility changed
its business model to
incorporate the added rev-
enue and wants the city
to make the water crisis
restrictions permanent.

Folks, this is a sham.
In the name of “conser-
vation,” the utility is try-
ing to leverage last year’s
drought as a permanent
water crisis and reason
to overreach its monop-
olistic authority to raise
water rates and reduce
access. This is a backhand-
ed way of increasing Aus-
tin’s property taxes and is
no small matter. Austin’s
water cost is the highest in
Texas and the fourth-high-
est in the U.S.
STAN FIELDS, AUSTIN

Trumpcouldbe
thebestofabad lot

Re: Jan. 15 article, “Win-
win. After last night, it’s
Trump v. Cruz.”

In response to all pres-
idential candidates: They
should all go away. In each
party, the candidates are
all terrible choices.

One year ago, I never
would have even consid-
ered supporting Donald
Trump for president; now,
however, he might be the
best choice in the bunch
— the one who may be
able to shake upWashing-
ton and the corporate sec-
tor, as well as give China,
Russia, North Korea and
Arab nations something
to think about. We need
a strong capitalist as CEO
of the U.S. to get us back
onto the right economic
track, and Trump has the
industry record to do that.
In any case, American citi-
zens are the ones who con-
tinue to lose most.
PETER STERN,
DRIFTWOOD
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Protecting wildlife won’t
curb economic growth

Austin is a city that
doesn’t retreat from
challenges and is in
a constant struggle
to better itself. Its
economy thankfully
is diversified.
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