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TRAFFIC & TRANSIT / How to add 3 .2 million to the mix /Planning agency begins to gather ideas for the Houston -Galvestonarea 30 years out 

By RAD SALLEE
Staff

The problem is easy to state: Squeeze 3 .2 million more people into the Houston area by 2035, alongside the 5 million already here. But it's not so easy to do, even on paper, as participants in a recent planning workshop discovered. 

Houston -area residents hate feeling cramped, so one of the 10-member teams seated around 40 big table maps at the University of Houston Hilton started out with a "moderate-density" development plan. 

But its members soon realized this would mean covering most of the map with orange stickers representing towns and subdivisions. Whoops. Not nearly enough green space left. 

"We ended up choosing the high-density alternative," the team's leader, or "facilitator," explained to the audience after the exercise. "For downtown, we decided to go ahead and plop another city on top of it." 

The planning exercises took place Sept. 17 at Envision Houston Region workshop at UH. It was the first of five led by urban planning consultants Fregonese Calthorpe Associates of Portland, Ore., and Kimley-Horn & Associates Inc. of Raleigh, N.C. 

Each team produced a map with stickers attached that will be photographed, summarized in a digital format for analysis, and displayed on the Web page of the Houston -Galveston Area Council, the planning agency made up of governments in the eight-county Houston region . 

H-GAC, which says it will use the results to help update the Regional Transportation Plan, paid $150,000 for the workshops. Other sponsors include Blueprint Houston , a local planning advocacy group, and business and civic groups. 

"It's a board game for adults," said company principal John Fregonese, "but it allows us to build real-world models of what might happen if you did this or that. We're trying to get people's best thoughts on how the region might develop." 

After the results are compiled, they will be presented in a series of meetings in March. 

A couple of hours spent strolling among the tables gave some idea what to expect. Unlike the city of Houston , participants envisioned having considerable authority over land use. "We just said, `This is the way it's gonna be!' " one said. 

Another team wanted "industrial centers placed as far outside of the city as we could put them," its leader said. Near the industries they placed "towns" - stickers the same size as cities but representing fewer people - and connected it all with rail transit. 

A third team "did not put any new development in the Third Ward or Fifth Ward because we wanted to preserve the housing stock," its leader said. Another barred development in the Katy Prairie to protect waterfowl, and one laid out "green connecting corridors that will allow wildlife to move around." 

Several teams, with Hurricane Katrina fresh in mind, barred development in Galveston. 

They started out by wielding green felt-tip markers to mark coastal areas and floodplains as off-limits to development. Ideas associated with the "smart growth" movement were also a common theme - linear parks, green belts, town centers, heavy use of transit. 

On the other hand, several participants wanted to complete the Grand Parkway, a proposed outer loop around the city that environmentalists have called unneeded and sprawl-inducing. 

Despite the common themes, the finished maps certainly didn't look alike. On some, stickers were clustered in the urban core, on others they encircled the distant outskirts, and one map had a doughnut layout with stickers placed around Beltway 8. 

"I think it's real clear that there are a number of common issues everybody is talking about, although their approach to those issues is different," said Alan Clark, in charge of transportation planning for H-GAC. 

Several teams ran out of time before they could agree where to put all those people. H-GAC air quality planner Lily Wells said one participant glanced at an unused map and remarked, "That's the one I want!" 

.... 

CRUCIAL TOPICS 

Frequent themes from Envision Houston Region workshop: 

•Protect floodplains and other sensitive areas 

•Bring high-speed transit to the suburbs 

•Move freight rail out of residential areas 

•Protect and preserve neighborhoods 

•Live near your job 

•Provide open space, clean water, clean air and linear parks along streams 

•Improve drainage 

•Design better roads, with fewer driveways feeding traffic into them 
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