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County growth worries planners / Experts study forecasts showing that open spaces could disappear

By MIKE SNYDER
Staff 

Over the next 30 years, most of Harris County's remaining open space will succumb to subdivisions, office buildings and shopping centers where millions of new residents will live and work, projections by local planners show. 

The spread of development, particularly west and northwest of Houston, is among the more striking trends shown in preliminary population and job growth projections developed by the Houston-Galveston Area Council for the eight-county Houston region. 

The potential loss of open space alarms conservationists and others concerned about suburban sprawl. It is among the factors driving an effort by business and civic leaders to find different ways to accommodate the region's anticipated growth. 

While continuing to support the economic benefits of new development, local leaders increasingly are seeking strategies to protect the environment and reserve land for parks and recreational use. 

If development continues at current low-density levels - roughly 3,500 people per square mile - as many as 1,000 square miles of open space could be lost throughout the Houston area by 2035, said John Jacob, a coastal community development and environmental quality specialist at Texas A&M University. The city of Houston encompasses about 650 square miles. "The implications," Jacob said, "are probably catastrophic." 

Throughout the region, the H-GAC's experts are forecasting a population increase from 5.3 million to 8.8 million by 2035. In Harris County alone, the forecasts predict growth from 3.8 million to 5.8 million residents. All of those people will need schools, office buildings and places to shop. Houses and businesses will spring up on prairies and rice fields. 

"If we continue at our current densities and patterns of development, this is what's going to happen," said Diane Schenke, executive director of the Park People, referring to the loss of open space. "Is this really where we want to head?" 

To develop alternatives, the H-GAC and the nonprofit Blueprint Houston organization are collaborating on an initiative known as "Envision Houston Region," which sponsored a series of public workshops last fall to seek ideas about how the region should grow. 

The hundreds of people who attended the workshops generally expressed support for a linear park system along bayous with no development in flood plains; more "town center" style development with housing close to jobs and shops; and a combination of transportation services to improve mobility and reduce commuting times, said Heidi Sweetnam, executive director of Blueprint Houston. 

Results of the Envision Houston Region process, expected early next year, will influence the next Regional Transportation Plan, a list of highway and transit projects for which local governments intend to seek federal funds. 

Developers and public officials agree that transportation investments are the most effective way to influence the form and direction of local growth. 

A good example is the Grand Parkway, a planned third loop around the Houston area that is expected to bisect the 10,000-acre Bridgeland master-planned community being developed off U.S. 290 in northwest Harris County. The highway will be a key access point for buyers of the 20,000 homes planned in the development over the next 15 to 20 years. 

"It matters where and how you spend that (transportation) money," said Robin Holzer, chairwoman of the Citizens Transportation Coalition, which was critical of the way the most recent transportation plan was developed. 

"This new process has made improving the quality of life an essential part of the transportation plan, which was just unheard of before." 

Debates about urban growth often break down along ideological lines. Advocates of "smart growth," who support more compact development patterns, square off against those who believe that traditional suburban development - large houses on large lots - represents the fulfillment of the American Dream. 

Local conservationists say their mission is complicated by the absence of forests or mountains in the immediate Houston area, leading some to question the value of preserving land that often seems like little more than bare dirt. 

"People think forests are majestic, and they don't necessarily understand the subtle beauty of the prairie," said Mary Anne Piacentini, executive director of the Katy Prairie Conservancy. 

The Katy Prairie, which includes the land where Bridgeland and other housing developments are planned, is an important refuge for resident and migratory birds. Scientists say prairies and the wetlands found on them improve water quality and absorb rainwater that might otherwise cause flooding. 

Executives with General Growth Properties, the company developing Bridgeland, said their plan reflects an understanding of these concerns. 

About 3,000 acres - almost a third of the project - will be preserved as open space, said Joseph Necker Jr., the project's general manager. 

A site plan provided by Necker shows water features scattered around the project and a number of good-sized tracts preserved as open space. 

Jacob of Texas A&M said the developers deserve credit for setting aside more open space than is typical. 

"But from an ecological point of view, this is still a major problem - whatever open space is preserved is totally fragmented," Jacob said. 

