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river south area coordinated 
management plan 

 
overview 
  
 introduction 
 
The River South Area Coordinated Management Plan is the 
culmination of a collaborative effort among the leadership of Bexar 

County Commissioners Court, the San Antonio River Authority 
(hereinafter ―SARA‖), the City Council of San Antonio and the 
National Park Service (hereinafter ―NPS‖). 

 
With the successful and timely completion of the Museum Reach 

section of the San Antonio River Improvements Project, attention was 
then focused on the southern portion—the Mission Reach—an 8-mile 

stretch of the San Antonio River commencing downtown and moving 
southward to the San Antonio city limits. 
 

Commissioners Court seized the opportunity to ensure that this phase 
of the River improvements would also be completed in a timely 

manner.  By working through its partnership with SARA, the City and 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Bexar County became the lead in a 
local funding plan.  The Commissioners Court committed monies from 

the Bexar County Venue/Visitor Tax and the Bexar County Flood Tax 
fund for the construction project including recreational and other 

amenities along the River to meet the community’s full vision for the 
Mission Reach.  This, coupled with the City’s efforts for neighborhood 
revitalization, and SARA’s commitment to operate and maintain the 

completed River improvements, make this a true investment in San 
Antonio’s future. 

 
Bexar County, and this area in particular, is grounded by its cultural 

legacy.  The Spanish colonial resources of San Antonio are focal 
points of the River South area.  Through an unprecedented 
collaborative partnership these tangible assets of our city and nation 
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will be protected, made accessible, and commemorated in perpetuity 
as an inheritance for future generations. This awareness and pride in 

our heritage brings the fourth partner, the National Park Service, to 
the table.  The community is committed to increasing the boundary 

of San Antonio Missions National Historical Park to that envisioned 
since the 1930s.  A proposal has been presented to the United States 
Congress by local leaders to increase the boundary of the existing 

park lands designated as a national park along the San Antonio River.  
The proposal is to establish these parcels as a comprehensive 

Spanish colonial site, the largest in the world.  This initiative is tightly 
timed for completion to meet the National Park Service centennial 

anniversary in 2016 and the potential designation as World Heritage 
Site. 
 

River South is a confluence of opportunities whose time has come. 
This Coordinated Management Plan is a program providing an outline 

and schedule of activities to ensure implementation and continued 
success of the projects and activities for generations to come. 
 

The natural characteristics of the San Antonio River were so 
amenable to domestic pursuits that Spanish Franciscans in the early 

1700s settled along the banks.  The characteristics of the River 
resulted in, and left behind the legacy of the largest concentration of 
Spanish colonial missions in the United States.  The River South Area 

is the home of the oldest continuously functioning Spanish colonial 
dam and Acequia in America.  The oldest priority water rights in the 

State of Texas also originate from Mission agricultural use within the 
River South Area and continue to influence land use in and around 
the Missions. 

 
The River has made San Antonio home to the largest collection of 

authentic Spanish colonial resources in the United States.  These 
resources impart who we are as individuals, families, a community, 

and as a nation.  Within the River South Area the Missions are sacred 
places where people experience the spirit of our cultural roots.  The 
material evidence of a significant piece of our nation’s most 

determining time, people, customs, and places can be easily found 
throughout the area.  The River and the Spanish colonial resources 
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along its banks have meaning for every American, but are particularly 
significant to the people of South Texas as our own legacy. 

 
Since the 1800s, the San Antonio River has experienced flooding 

problems due to its geographic location, increasing population, and 
its related infrastructure improvements that lead to increasing rainfall 
runoff.  In 1921 a sudden, hard rainfall over the Olmos Basin and San 

Antonio River resulted in over 9 feet of water downstream on 
Houston Street, causing flooding that killed 50 people and millions of 

dollars in damages (see Figure 1). 
 

River improvement  History 

 
Figure 1 – 1921 Flood Damage 

In response, the community made historic decisions to implement 
flood control measures, the first of which was construction of Olmos 
Dam in 1925.  The following decades saw improvements to the 

downtown segment of the River, including the work of a contingent 
of visionaries who saw the River as a benefit.  The improvements to 

the downtown section of the River–the River Walk–were inspired by 
Robert H.H. Hugman.  A second devastating flood in 1946 prompted 
a comprehensive flood study by the Corps of Engineers completed in 

1951. This study recommended the channelization or straightening of 

September 15, 2010 Page 40 of 88



4 

 

31 miles of the River and its tributaries better known as the San 
Antonio Channel Improvement Project (SACIP).  This project was 

authorized by Congress for implementation by the Corps of Engineers 
in 1954. 

 
In 1975, the National Park Service completed a suitability and 
feasibility study for a proposed San Antonio Missions National 

Historical Park along the San Antonio River.  The Study found that 
―the San Antonio River served as the lifestream of the mission 

system.‖  The study found that little remained of the river’s natural, 
untouched state since the Corps of Engineers channelization project, 

and that it could never be returned to its authentic historical 
appearance.  However, the study went on to say that the River was 
the ―single most important element influencing the initial location of 

the missions‖ and ―the disastrous effects of channelization could be 
softened by a large-scale program of relandscaping.‖  In 1978, the 

United States Congress created San Antonio Missions National 
Historical Park.  The River was excluded primarily because of the 
significant costs associated with a larger-scale restoration project. 

 
Since that time, SARA has agreed to serve as the local agency and 

sponsor with the Corps to oversee the program.  SARA has partnered 
with the City of San Antonio and Bexar County to plan, implement 
and maintain projects included in the SACIP.   

 
Since the completion of the channelization of the River south of 

downtown in the 1970s, the community has benefited from the flood 
protection provided by channelization, and continued to desire a 
solution that would maintain the flood protection, but allow for the 

River to be more than just a drainage ditch.  In the 1990s, improved 
engineering techniques allowed for the possibility for the River to be 

restored to a more naturalized setting without jeopardizing flood 
protection.  The creation of the community-based vision for 

improvements to the River emerged and in 2001 the partners’ scope 
of work transitions from the San Antonio Channel Improvement 
Project flood control focus to the broader San Antonio River 

Improvements Project (SARIP).  The SARIP has evolved today into a 
$358.3 million investment by Bexar County, the City of San Antonio, 

September 15, 2010 Page 41 of 88









18 

 

 

Map 4 - River South  Zoning Overlay Districts 
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Zoning initiatives in River South include the Mission Historic 

District designed to protect the four southernmost Missions– 
Concepcion, San Jose, San Juan Capistrano, and Espada, their 

acequias and fields, and secondarily the significant preserved historic 
and prehistoric sites in the area. 

 
In August of 2009, City Council adopted the first ever strategic plan 
for historic preservation.  The Strategic Historic Preservation Plan 

objectives include promoting historic preservation as an economic 
development tool to help revitalize neighorhoods and commercial 

districts, enhance tourism, and manage change.  Since the adoption 
of the plan–specific recommendations have been implemented to 
encourage development.  For example, the local tax incentive has 

been enhanced to encourage investors to rehabilitate structures 
because now the tax incentive remains with the property and could 

be used to help sell the property after it has been rehabilitated.   
 

The River Improvement Overlay (RIO) Districts are established to 
provide regulatory protections to preserve and enhance the San 
Antonio River and its improvements through design standards and 

guidelines for properties located near the river.  The districts cover 
six geographic areas.  River South lies in a portion of RIO-4 and all of 

RIO 5 and 6.  Design objectives for these areas are to enhance the 
historic elements while maintaining residential and rural character of 
the specific districts.  Each of these districts encourages mixed-used 

developments, riverbank restoration, neighborhood services and 
family recreation.  In 2010 a joint effort of City Council members 

whose districts encompass this area requested the RIO District 
guidelines be reevaluated to strengthen design requirements (see 
map 4 on page 18). 

 
Mission viewsheds will be studied at Council request to protect the 

new corridor of the individual Missions. 
 

The South Presa Corridor is the most recent area approved by City 
Council for study.  On March 28, 2010, staff was assigned to 
undertake land use and other background studies necessary to 

recommend to Council 1) a corridor overlay district along both sides 
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Tax Increment Reinvestment Zones (TIRZ) is a defined area in which 
Tax Increment Financing can be used by local governments to 

publicly finance needed residential and commercial public 
improvements and enhanced infrastructure within the zone.  

According to Chapter 311 of the Texas Tax Code, to be designated, 
areas must be economically distressed, unproductive, 
underdeveloped, or blighted and impair the City’s growth because of 

those factors.  There are six TIRZ areas in River South: Inner City, 
Mission Drive-In, Brooks City Base, Brookside, Mission Creek and 

Westside (see map 5 on page 21). 

 
Figure 2 - Inner City TIRZ 

Inner City TIRZ #11 is a City–initiated project, designated in 2000.  A 
portion of its southernmost boundary is in River South.  Proposed 
developments include land acquisition, streets and drainage, utilities, 

sidewalks and other amenities. 
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Mission Drive-In TIRZ #32 is a City– 
initiated project, designated in 2008.  

All of TIRZ #32 is in River South.  
Proposed developments include a 

public library on Roosevelt Avenue, 
over 900 single family and 
apartment units and one million 

square feet of commercial, retail 
and office space. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4 - Brooks City-Base TIRZ 

Brooks City-Base TIRZ #16 is a being developed by the Brooks 
Development Authority. Designated in 2004, 225 acres are expected 

to be developed for commercial activity including relocation of 
Southeast Baptist Hospital and 140 acres of park land and multi-
family development. 

Figure 3 - Mission Drive Inn TIRZ 
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Figure 7 - Westside TIRZ 

The Westside TIRZ #30 was designated in 2008.  The southernmost 

border of this TIRZ lies in River South near Clay and Probandt 
streets.   

 
The united states congress established the San Antonio Missions 

National Historic Park in 1978.  Today, the NPS maintains four 
Spanish colonial Missions, portions of farms and ranches, two 
national historic landmarks, seven acequias and adjacent irrigation 

canals and numerous associated historic features.  The Park site has 
recently been nominated as a World Heritage site.  All this has seen a 

dramatic increase in visitors to over 1.5 million in 2009. The Bexar 
County Commissioners Court is leading current efforts to gain 
Congressional approval to conduct a Boundary Study to identify lands 

suitable for inclusion of historically significant Spanish colonial 
resources.  Also, the Commissioners Court requested the NPS to re-

evaluate the proposals for a National Mission Parkway stretching from 
Mission Concepcion to Mission Espada.  The Service will develop a 
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Figure 9 - Fishing along River Banks  
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