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Julia Heilrayne sits wheezing on the ground, waiting for park rangers to find her and her friend.
Stranded on a hiking trail in Austin, she is unable to catch her breath.

Diagnosed with severe and persistent asthma from an early age, she requires a breathing
machine, which needs to be plugged in to operate. Situations like this have caused her to avoid
taking part in much of the park culture that Austin is known for.

“We ended up having to call the park ranger people,” Heilrayne said. “I ended up in the ER and
that would really have been avoided if I had something with electricity closer.”

Heilrayne, born and raised in Austin, has been diagnosed with asthma, postural orthostatic
tachycardia syndrome, reflex sympathetic dystrophy syndrome and more. Due to these
diagnoses, she has had a hard time enjoying the many parks Austin has to offer. The
accommodations she needs are often overlooked when dealing with increasing accessibility.

In recent years, Austin Parks and Recreation has pushed to make its public parks and facilities
more available. Even with that, many parks and public facilities still remain inaccessible to the
6.4% of Austin's population classified as disabled, which is upward of 60,000 people. The City
of Austin has been very slow in supporting these upgrades as very little money every year is
dedicated to increasing accessibility in the parks.

“We received $3 million for (Americans with Disability Act) improvements… and those we have
implemented has been a priority. But that’s still just a drop in the bucket,” said George
Maldonado, Austin Parks and Recreation development manager. Maldonado said more than $81
million is needed to complete the entire plan.

Paralympic athlete David Wear has seen how Austin's accessibility level has changed over time.
In 1976, he was hit head on by a drunk driver, which left him paralyzed from the waist down. A
year later he started college at the University of Texas at Austin.

When he started living in Austin, Wear said it was almost impossible to get around without help,
so he started working with organizations like Paraplegics on Independent Nature Trips to
increase awareness. Due to his help and these organizations, the City of Austin began to slowly
become more accessible.

“There was nothing accessible. There weren't even wheelchair parking spots. There were chairs
that were not modified to do stuff,” Wear said. “But as it’s developed, there's getting more and
more awareness and more and more progress.”



While working a fulltime job as an aircraft technician, Wear dedicated much of his time to
POINT. He also began working to increase accessibility for sports, which came hand-in-hand
with increasing accessibility of public parks and sports facilities. With support from the Austin
Parks and Recreation Department, Wear co-created a wheelchair basketball team called the
Austin Rec’ers in 1978. The team has grown into a complete organization with teams at all
levels.

“It's been a partnership with the City of Austin since its inception,” said Mike Haynes, director
of LoneStar Paralysis. “They've always helped provide facilities for practice and for
tournaments. So it's a public kind of partnership.”

Haynes, also a wheelchair user for 40 years, was injured in his 20s. He added an adaptive sports
program to LoneStar Paralysis in 2006, which helped support the Austin Rec’ers.

Even with LoneStar Paralysis’ continued work with Austin Parks and Recreation, there is still a
major lack of adaptability with parks. The 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act passed by
George H. W. Bush signified a step forward in establishing equal rights, but caused little
immediate change in Austin parks.

Starting in 2015, the parks department decided to reevaluate the parks and facilities of Austin to
deal with this issue. The department observed more than 300 public parks, walked all 166.9
miles of trail networks through the city and analyzed infrastructure of the older, rundown
facilities. The parks department took intensive notes and released a plan in December 2016.

“We had a group here in town come and do a complete assessment of our department and that
included every single mile of trails,” said Kipa Smith, Austin Parks and Recreation program
supervisor and inclusion unit member. “Facilities, pools, and picnic tables, everything that I think
is a plan for how we can make everything out there more accessible.”

The city began working on the plan in 2016, but has made slow progress. The complete
transition is estimated to cost at least $81 million, and fixing parks takes up just half of the
amount. Austin has slowly put aside money to the parks department, but nowhere near enough to
complete the promise of accessibility in the near future. Even this isn't stopping those like Smith,
Wear and Haynes.

“The price tag was ridiculous, I mean it will take us 20 years probably to accomplish all those
things,” Smith said. “But little by little we're doing it and that's little by little we're getting doors
open at our rec centers, little by little and we're improving our trails where we can where it
doesn't have the negative effects of the environment.”



Since the pandemic, the parks department made many upgrades, starting with older facilities that
lower income Austinites use for sports and recreation. Now, as the pandemic is drawing to a
close, the Austin Parks and Recreation department has begun to try to push its plan ahead, even
revamping Pease Park, adding art installations and brand new lit paths for the community to
enjoy. Although the department still has a long way to go, like expanding the plan to
accommodate people like Heilrayne, they are working to make Austin parks as inclusive as they
can.

“We're here to serve everybody and that means everybody, so I think the city leadership and the
city manager show their support by finding that money for us and dedicating it to us,” said
Smith. “I think that shows the best support there is, and that's unique in Austin.”


