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September 12, 2024
SH45 Gap Study

PO Box 5459
Austin, TX 78763

Submitted electronically to info@sh45gap.com

Re: Comments Regarding SH45 Gap Study

Background. Hays County, in partnership with the City of Buda, is
conducting a study to explore the feasibility of constructing SH 45 between
I-35 and RM 1626. Over the last 35+ years, most portions of SH 45 have
been constructed, including the sections east of 1-35 and west of RM 1626 —
leaving a “gap” between the two highways. Several large-scale residential
and mixed-use developments are currently planned in this area between |-
35 and RM 1626. As more development plans progress, the SH 45 Gap
Project becomes more challenging and impactful. Hays County, in
partnership with the City of Buda, is exploring the feasibility of the Gap
Project before the area is substantially developed.

Greater Edwards Aquifer Alliance (GEAA). GEAA submits the following
comments on behalf of our sixty member organizations. GEAA is a 501(c)(3)
nonprofit organization that promotes effective broad-based advocacy for
the protection and preservation of the Edwards Aquifer, its springs,
watersheds, and the Texas Hill Country that sustains it. GEAA has multiple
members who would be adversely affected by the proposed SH45Gap
segment.

GEAA’s members have serious concerns regarding the proposed SH45 Gap
roadway and regarding the degradation of Little Bear Creek, Bear Creek,
Onion Creek, and the Edwards Aquifer that will likely occur during both the
construction phase and the implementation of the proposed highway. GEAA
and its members’ specific areas of concern are summarized in the following
section of this letter.

Specific Comments on SH45 Gap. The area where the proposed SH45 Gap
would be constructed is one of the most environmentally-sensitive areas in
Central Texas, the Edwards Aquifer Transition Zone, where surface water
enters the aquifer — an aquifer that provides drinking water for tens of
thousands of area residents and is also the water source for Barton Springs.
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Polluting the aquifer in the name of reducing traffic on I-35 and several Buda side streets would be
short-sited and could result in long-term negative impacts to local water resources.

a) Impacts From Increased Traffic Across Edwards Aquifer Transition Zone and Recharge Zone.
Proponents of SH-45 Gap point to the fact that the existing 45SW spur from South Austin
to City of Hays was constructed across the recharge zone without significant negative
impacts to aquifer water quality. But missing from that argument is the massive increase in
traffic that would occur with completion of the SH45 Gap, not only across the new
proposed segment over the Edwards Aquifer transition zone, but also the existing 455SW
spur which crosses the recharge zone (see Fig. 1 below)
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Fig. 1: Edwards Aquifer flow paths are shown in dark blue. Note how these flow paths converge at
Barton Springs and how both the proposed SH45Gap and Existing 455SW cross this environmentally
sensitive area
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Currently, the heavy volume of northbound 1-35 traffic has a choice as they approach
Austin. They can exit at FM1626 in Buda, travel through 9 stop lights, then enter the 455W
spur and continue north onto Mopac expressway. Alternately, they can stay on I-35 and
deal with heavy traffic and delays by going directly through Austin. Or they can enter the
SH130 tollway via SH45 west and pay a substantial toll to circumvent I-35 traffic by
traveling around the east side of Austin.

According to recent studies, most of the northbound traffic currently stays on I-35. Austin’s
I-35 segment has more freight truck congestion than any other freeway segment in Texas.
Most trucks and vehicular traffic choose to endure delays getting through downtown
Austin rather than pay the high SH130 toll, which is currently as high as $40 for a freight
truck travelling between Buda and Georgetown.

All of this would change for the worse if the SH45 Gap connector is built, effectively
providing a beltway around the west side of Austin. Much of the I-35 northbound traffic
would be re-routed onto the new “West Austin Beltway”, and southbound I-35 traffic
would also take advantage of this new route, turning Mopac into a road it was never
designed to be. This would create unbearable gridlock on Mopac and put Austin, Travis
County, and Northern Hays County water quality at risk with thousands of idling cars and
heavy trucks sitting for extended periods of time over an environmentally-sensitive area
(Fig. 2 below shows the substantial number of wells that would be impacted by the
increase in traffic).
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Fig. 2: Hundreds of area wells (shown as brown circles) would be impacted by SH45 Gap
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Rather than risking the drinking water quality for area residents and creating a traffic
nightmare on Mopac, while incurring the cost of this new construction, the Central Texas
toll authority needs to better incentivize all vehicular traffic - and especially freight traffic -
to actually use the SH130 option to bypass downtown Austin. Currently SH130 has
approximately 30,000 vehicles per day traffic load, compared with almost ten times that
amount on |-35 through downtown Austin.

Building a new connector road and trying to convert Mopac from its current usage as a
regional highway into a “West Austin Beltway” is not only a costly approach, but one that
puts Barton Springs (see Fig. 3 below) and the drinking water of tens of thousands of area
residents at risk. The Greater Edwards Aquifer Alliance encourages local officials to reject
this plan in its entirety.

Fig. 3: The possible future of Barton Springs if the SH45 Gap is completed, as it would create new
nonpoint pollution sources over the Edwards Aquifer Recharge Zone and Transition Zone.

b) Popularity of “West Austin Beltway” Would Defeat Original Purpose of SH45 Gap. SH45
Gap is touted on the SH45 Gap website as a connector highway that would alleviate local
traffic issues in the Buda area by providing an alternate route between the Buda area and
Austin. But the fact that much of the north and southbound 1-35 traffic would use the new
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“West Austin Beltway” would bring inevitable gridlock to the entire “West Austin Beltway”
(SH45Gap to 455W to Mopac to SH45N, south to north), including and especially the
segment closest to I-35, the proposed SH45 Gap.

This conclusion follows much of the research that has been done on new roadways in
urban areas, including a new study by University of Pennsylvania which concludes that the
costs of expanding roads in urban areas are three times greater than the potential benefits.

c) Lack of Coordination With Travis County. Hays County officials have been proceeding with
their plans for SH45 Gap despite the objections of several Travis County Commissioners,
including Ann Howard and Brigid Shea, whose precincts would be directly impacted by the
substantial traffic increase on the new “West Austin Beltway”. Hays County approved a
S450M road bond to be put on the November 5, 2024 ballot, and this road bond included
preliminary funding (but not complete funding) for the construction of SH45 Gap. The
preparation and commissioner voting on this road bond was done by Hays County
Commissioners with virtually no input from Travis County, even though SH45Gap would
need to pass through almost 2 miles of Travis County in order to connect to I-35. This has
led many to dub SH45 Gap the “Road to Nowhere”, as it would require Travis County
cooperation and approval for right-of-ways between the Hays County line and I-35 —
cooperation and approval which currently doesn’t exist.

In summary, GEAA would like to see the development process for SH45 Gap slowed down to allow
more time to study the many potential issues and alternatives, and to include the Travis County
Commissioners in the process. We would like to thank Buda and Hays County officials for hosting
their three open houses and for allowing GEAA and others to submit comments regarding SH45
Gap.

Respectfully,
Annalisa Peace

Executive Director
Greater Edwards Aquifer Alliance
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