
ordinances and tools for growing 
hill country communities

Leading by 
Example



Using the Guides

A compilation of methods to undertake when crafting the 

ordinance. These suggestions are widely accepted as the most 

responsible and effective procedures for the given topic.

example ordinances

resources

best practices

A selection of ordinances from the Hill Country and beyond are 

available for download throughout this guidebook. Strong components 

and necessary context are included as needed. 

City Names and underlined text link to ordinances and code sections. 

The guides are snapshots of ordinances. Resources include relevant 

organizations and guiding documents that provide more in-depth 

information about each topic. 

▶ Underlined and italicized titles link to the corresponding document.

This project is organized into topical chapters: Water, Land and Skies, 
Transportation, and Zoning and Development. Each chapter contains 
guides that focus on a particular ordinance, or aspect of an ordinance, 
your community may be interested in adopting. Each guide introduces 
the ordinance topic and includes strong example ordinances, resources for 
further research, and a list of best practices.



land & skies
The Hill Country is known for its sweeping scenic 
beauty and diverse wildlife, as well as its unique 
geological formations and water resources. Preserving 
open space, star-filled skies, native trees, and plant 
communities is essential to the health and well-being 
of the region’s residents. Protecting these iconic open 
spaces and skies ensures that future generations of 
residents and visitors will have access to the natural 
resources, quality of life, and outdoor recreational 
opportunities that make the Hill Country unique.



open space preservation...................................
tree preservation..................................................
outdoor lighting....................................................

LS-4
LS-7
LS-10



“The environment is where we all meet, where 
we all have a mutual interest; it is the one thing 
all of us share. It is not only a mirror of ourselves, 
but a focusing lens on what we can become.” 
  
- Lady Bird Johnson

“milky way over texas wildflowers”
enchanted rock state natural area 
photo courtesy of rob greebon
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Open Space Preservation

Open space is undeveloped land or land that is minimally developed for 
outdoor recreation or agriculture. Open spaces can be meadows, woodlands, 
savannahs, agricultural lands, river bottoms, floodplains, steep slopes, or 
hilltops. Preserved open spaces can be publicly owned lands or private lands 
where the owners have sold or donated the development rights, choosing to 
leave the land undeveloped in perpetuity. 

Open space preservation is a potent policy initiative because it is innately 
multi-functional and cost effective. Most preserved open spaces perform 
several, if not all, of the functions listed above for a fraction of the cost 
of traditional development. Open space can be preserved through a 
variety of approaches including overlay districts, cluster or conservation 
developments, public parks, greenbelts or corridors, and conservation 
easements. These and other strategies for open space preservation will be 
covered in subsequent portions of this guidebook. 

benefits of preserving open space

• Prevents sprawl and encourages efficient and fiscally responsible land 
use by clustering road, water, and sewer infrastructure in developed 
areas.

• Protects drinking water supplies from overuse and pollution. 
• Increases groundwater recharge and preserves water quality by limiting 

development over critical recharge features where water can cleanly 
enter our aquifers.

• Increases property values in surrounding areas.
• Provides outdoor recreation opportunities for residents and visitors.
• Reduces habitat fragmentation for wildlife.
• Preserves natural landmarks that give our communities their specific 

identities and create a sense of place.
• Preserves land for farming and ranching. 
• Provides buffers between incompatible land uses.
• Improves air quality and cools the surrounding area.
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Dripping Springs

Austin
▶ Traditional Neighborhood District

example ordinances

bonds for parks and open space

cities county Hays
     see page 47

greenbelts & corridors
Greenbelts, or green corridors, are a great way to 
link parks, open spaces, and mixed use land in cities. 
For greenbelts to add the most value, they must be 
large enough to provide opportunities for people 
and wildlife to access and enjoy. Whenever possible, 
greenbelts should provide connections between 
existing green spaces, local amenities, commercial 
hotspots, and transportation hubs.

The San Marcos Greenbelt Alliance (SMGA) is a 
non-profit organization that works to preserve 
and protect the natural areas of San Marcos while 
connecting the community to its natural beauty. 
▶ Learn more about SMGA at smgreenbelt.org.

map of future trail system along san marcos’ streams and rivers 
photo courtesy of san marcos greenbelt alliance

Public investments in land conservation can help offset the ever-growing 
impacts related to development. Conservation projects can help protect 
water quality, mitigate flood risks, preserve wildlife habitat, provide public 
recreation opportunities, and preserve rural lands that will help maintain 
the character of the Hill Country. Bonds to protect and preserve open 
space have been approved by the following communities:

• Hays County voters approved, in November 2021, a $75 million 
bond to protect Purgatory Creek Nature Preserve with a 1,068-acre 
conservation easement that permanently preserves the land from 
future development. Learn more at haysparksbond.com.

• City of Boerne voters approved $13 million to improve several parks, 
trails and open spaces in November 2022.

• Kendall County voters approved in November 2022 a $20 million bond 
for open space and conservation land to protect wildlife habitat and 
the water quality of creeks, rivers and springs.

https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EdxyW_NRLE5JgaX8CUYwUucBNfh1lV8FNAWp8oleGPfD5Q?e=iaYtRT
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EVTmFsPN5yhJpFraa37KG44BQjSr2TAses9xICoY2KJdvg?e=e3aFNe
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EbRt5ZK65P1Fv38bM65PmWcBKFod96lEgqb7RxZgLlfojg?e=KBu0tz
http://www.smgreenbelt.org
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Identify types of open space. Not all open space needs to 
be parkland, or even be publicly owned. Open space can be 
categorized into natural, recreational, and agricultural types, each 
representing varying levels of human impact on the environment. 
By identifying these types, a community can determine the desired 
amount of each and make informed decisions about how to 
allocate resources.

Designate policies for acquisition of open space areas in 
community comprehensive plans. Open space is a vital land use 
and should be considered in a variety of local planning efforts 
from transportation to parks and recreation. Long-term goals 
for open space preservation are necessary for reducing habitat 
fragmentation, managing municipal and regional stormwater, and 
protecting sensitive natural resources and wildlife from the effects 
of transportation projects and other development.

Connect open spaces in order to reduce habitat fragmentation 
and preserve recreational opportunities. Collaborating with other 
municipalities, regional partners, area non-profits, and land trusts 
can help in creating larger tracts of connected open space. 

Create equitable access to open space. Everyone deserves access 
to nature. While contiguous tracts are ecologically beneficial, it is 
equally as important that the benefits of open space are enjoyed 
and shared across multiple neighborhoods within a community. 

best practices
field of wildflowers between llano and mason counties

photo courtesy of rob greebon
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Tree Preservation

A tree ordinance helps a city manage and protect its urban forest by 
providing for the preservation of existing trees, communicating tree health 
maintenance practices, and setting short and long-term management 
standards. Heritage trees have been growing for decades, often centuries, 
making them precious and finite resources that are vital to protect. 

Johnson City

Blanco

Bulverde

Marble Falls
• Includes language around penalties for 

properties that are clear-cut for any reason 
making them ineligible for approval of other 
permits for three years

Helotes

Boerne

New Braunfels
• Includes one of the more extensive lists of 

protected tree and shrub species of any 
community

Austin

San Antonio
• An example of a thorough ordinance 

including helpful images, graphs and 
equations 

example ordinances

protected live oak on the capitol grounds 
in austin. sign in photo below reads “please 
help preserve this historic tree, keep off.”

photos courtesy of sydney beckner

https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EdZ5jqhFSVJNndt40NB8qNMB_sOEntS8PiQSWuyEZeTMQg?e=TbUBla
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/ERuYpp1wHWJEisKRn9PN21QB3cmOLILgwiaHPJNeRl4MoQ?e=vfGNsC
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/Edhg20QYaytErsa4i6Hr0lcBPZjJTsVjsraLfJdgH1Dg7Q?e=8mf2fH
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EU4jJZFjOJZApAfVdwMhrBkBK39vEfTAOYupsP0OsLk8VA?e=84dR9w
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EcaecR36MlVHn9GM0QZAKagBLDjR8JH9VdipGfGe8Ghs1Q?e=diCiQB
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/ESw4Ib91vahImoiQodJcQlcBXiWOYzv79LaN6A1VVg9i6Q?e=iuKD2S
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/ESiR2ndW6SNDn9B81-II7pcB8FsWC6LaN-u6Ah_z8r6YnQ?e=wXwL0Q
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EQlNq0zvSzVJohrUr4M-9MgB8fx88Wzti0QNDAyIm_B90Q?e=V3T4Bi
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EaFdLXAf8IRNiB__mHUDcXABel0yB0RMEdTm6JSz2LUTwg?e=xALvkz
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resources

This in-depth resource from the International Society of Arboriculture 
examines existing tree ordinances, discusses community forest 
management strategies, methods for evaluating tree ordinances and 
urban forests, performance standards for tree ordinances, and more. 
▶ Guidelines for Developing and Evaluating Tree Ordinances

City Hall Essentials, a Texas-based firm, provides background on 
legal issues related to tree ordinances, specifically private property 
and takings law precedents. The document also contains example 
ordinances and best practices for providing a sound legal backdrop to 
your city’s legislation. This resource is specific to Texas communities.
▶ Municipal Regulation of Trees and Landscaping

Penn State College of Agricultural Sciences provides an overview of a 
maintenance strategy for your community’s urban forest.
▶ Annual Working Plans for Tree Commissions

NC State provides a broad overview of tree ordinances that covers types 
of tree ordinances, ordinance components, aspects of community 
involvement, and offer guidance on the ordinance writing process. 
▶ Developing Successful Tree Ordinances

trees along south grape creek in luckenbach.
(cc) diann bayes / flickr

https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EUzWB3vDdbJNp1NX5SuNA6MBmtBezezhLcHgHzYXyDS74A?e=im9Njm
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/ETe8ZMzKG4ZNqCFAdhW0M_gB9wgoVoUb_gWZI2sXHlOOiA?e=fyTT1v
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EcI18svKMXJDkfpKN5a5La0BkTDubVNI5_-yhdFIekGdgQ?e=f3cn5p
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/Ee9_XDadKhFHizXyg_QoAHcBCXLmnWiunVF8H_inqTV_Bg?e=Cm1OQj
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Fostering community support is critical to an ordinance’s 
effectiveness. Before drafting an ordinance, develop a working 
relationship with interested civic groups, such as neighborhood 
associations, environmental groups, community clubs, etc.

Consider establishing a citizen advisory board and/or 
appointing a city arborist. This approach gives appointed 
residents the authority to propose and review revisions to the 
tree ordinance to city council. It also provides an avenue for 
community education of tree conservation and provides an 
additional forum for public input. Another approach can be to 
appoint a city arborist with expertise in forestry or horticulture to 
oversee compliance. 

Develop and implement a master tree management plan. 
A successful management plan reflects the goals and values 
of the community and helps ensure that tree preservation is 
part of a community’s larger natural resource management 
strategy. Successful implementation of a master tree plan 
requires commitment of personnel and resources. Developing 
an implementation schedule, delegating roles, and setting aside 
resources will ensure the success of an ordinance.

best practices

on private property, the city of austin uses three classifications of trees for 
protection purposes: 8- to 18-inch diameter, protected trees, and heritage trees.

 source: city of austin 
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Outdoor Lighting

Blanco
• Addresses the city’s extraterritorial jurisdiction (ETJ).

Wimberley

Liberty Hill
• Uses the Texas Model Outdoor Lighting Ordinance (from Texas IDA).

Fredericksburg

example ordinances

Outdoor lighting ordinances help communities keep their rural nighttime 
character, preserve star-filled skies, and maintain public safety while growth 
occurs. To be clear, outdoor lighting ordinances do not prohibit outdoor 
lighting - they simply limit the amount of light pollution. When nighttime 
lighting is shining where it’s not intended - onto neighbors’ properties, into 
the eyes of drivers and pedestrians, or up into the sky - it is considered light 
pollution. Reducing light pollution in our communities benefits human 
health, safety, and quality of life while also saving money in energy costs. 
Proper outdoor lighting protects starry views, which increases the tourism 
draw of our communities, benefits wildlife, and preserves a connection to 
the stars for children and adults. 

Remember, it’s not about “no lighting,” it’s about thoughtful lighting.

The Hill Country Alliance Night Sky Program helps Hill Country 
communities minimize the impacts of light pollution through 
education and outreach, the establishment of outdoor lighting 
policies, and the celebration of designated Dark Sky Places in our 
region. 
▶ Explore our resources at hillcountryalliance.org/our-work/night-skies

https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EWoveQ8INdBFm1Z65LHSLBUBdkCoKW4rj_puQ2csczLEAA?e=iDdoQX
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EaUGBzdN7vdCgYWbA4PArS4BPGRU9IDe-Nz1EM0TvoM6AQ?e=LJbsQD
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EVK6Ok8a9MdLutzD8zNQLCABX99mjYPRy2p47_CQdXnOFw?e=kx06CX
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EXDyGJtq-bFKttFE9kcag-kBedmvzUQaCKVbZ8r-yRrj2w?e=U0L5Of
http://
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(cc) illustration by bob crelin
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Chapter 3000 of the Texas Government Code mandates that any 
municipality that adopts or enforces an outdoor lighting ordinance must 
also adopt a resolution stating the community’s intention to pursue 
an International Dark-Sky Community (IDSC) designation through the 
International Dark-Sky Association (IDA). The resolution does not need to 
indicate a timeline for pursuing the IDSC designation.  
▶ City of Liberty Hill Resolution Supporting Dark-Sky Certification

IDSC
international dark-sky community 

texas idsc cities 
dripping springs (2014)

horseshoe bay (2015)

wimberley valley (2018)

lakewood village (2019)

fredericksburg (2020)

blanco (2022)

bee cave (2023)

Established by the International Dark-Sky Association (IDA), the IDSC 
designation is granted to towns, cities, or otherwise legally organized 
communities that show exceptional dedication to night sky preservation 
through the implementation and enforcement of a quality outdoor 
lighting ordinance, dark sky education, and citizen support of dark skies.

The IDA is an advocacy network working to protect night skies.
▶ Learn more about IDSC and IDA resources at darksky.org
▶ Visit the Texas chapter at idatexas.org

The IDA and Illuminating Engineering Society (IES) developed a Model 
Lighting Ordinance  to simplify the ordinance process (see Liberty Hill).
▶ Model Lighting Ordinance

https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/ETxQGdKMbCVClTFpmpfdNWABWatrT5cIcKrJQ9BWiTqzkg?e=fXvYBE
http://darksky.org
http://idatexas.org
https://hillcountryalliance-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/leah_hillcountryalliance_org/EeePf1MDzEhJudZJf940ZMEBHkSD1JwqOK8A1VCyivYrtA?e=rvSopK
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Use visual aids and approachable language to encourage 
understanding and support. Lighting is a visual subject and 
diagrams and images are helpful for illustrating permitted 
designs. Lighting is also a technical subject and uses terms and 
concepts that will likely require community education. Some 
terms, like “lumens” and “correlated color temperature (CCT)” are 
less important to understand technically, and more important to 
simply get the gist (e.g. “lumens” is a measure of brightness, and 
“CCT” refers to the color of the light). It is important to discuss the 
value of an outdoor lighting ordinance with the community to 
gain support and cooperation.

Limit the amount of unshielded lighting per acre. One of the 
primary  components of an outdoor lighting ordinance is the 
requirement that outdoor lighting be fully shielded. However, it is 
typical to allow for some low output lights to remain unshielded, 
to accommodate string lights and other special uses, provided 
they do not shine onto neighboring properties or into streets. 

best practices

“the stargazer”
photo courtesy of todd winters
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Require that outdoor lighting be warmer (amber) in color, 
using a cap of 3000 Kelvin, CCT. The move to LEDs has led to 
the proliferation of bright blue-white or “daylight” fixtures in our 
night time streetscapes. Warmer tones - lights that have less blue 
in them (lower CCT ratings) - are better for our bodies as well as 
those of animals and plants. They also create less glare in the eyes 
of drivers and pedestrians and do less to wash out our view of the 
stars in the sky. While warmer tones from LEDs were once more 
expensive, that is no longer the case.

Limit the total amount of lighting on an acre of commercial 
property or residential property. Typical numbers to use are 
17,500 lumens per acre of residential property and 75,000 lumens 
per acre of commercial property. It is a best practice to define the 
acreage of the property using “net acres,” meaning the portion of 
the property not covered by a building.

Prohibit light trespass. Light trespass occurs whenever light 
shines directly across a property line. Reducing light trespass is 
a key motivator for many residents to support outdoor lighting 
ordinances. A fully shielded light will not create light trespass, 
unless it is very close to the property line, so the requirement to 
fully shield lighting will address most, but not all, instances of 
light trespass.

Address streetlights and sports lighting. In general terms, the 
same standards (e.g. CCT maximum of 3000K, full shielding, 
light trespass restriction) should apply to street lighting. Sports 
lighting policies should follow similar standards, and have a 
curfew for what time the lights go out if no scheduled game is 
underway.

Allow nonconforming lighting to stay in place for a set number 
of years before needing to be replaced. Grace periods of 5 years 
or 10 years are typical for this provision.

Address signage, if there is not a sign ordinance that already 
addresses sign lighting. Lighting for externally lit signs should 
conform to the same standards as other lighting. Internally lit 
signs should have a dark background with lighter lettering, as 
opposed to a white background with darker lettering.

Require a lighting plan and inspection. It is best to require 
evidence (e.g. an inspection) that the ordinance has been 
followed, prior to issuing a certificate of occupancy.
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http://hillcountryalliance.org/leadingbyexample

