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Moneymakers / FIVE QUESTIONS WITH MAYOR BILL WHITE / Mayor maps out his methods for city's continued progress

By NANCY SARNOFF
Staff 

Before he was elected leader of the nation's fourth-largest city, Mayor Bill White ran an investment company with interests in oil and natural gas, engineering and real estate. 

At Houston-based Wedge Group, he oversaw a portfolio of more than 1 million square feet of commercial properties. 

At the dawn of his second term in office, White sat down with reporter Nancy Sarnoff to discuss how a new wave of real estate development is shaping Houston's future. Here are excerpts from that interview. 

Q: What is your administration doing to improve neglected neighborhoods? 

A: We are looking for ways to have more housing available closer to employment centers. 

We have a lot of vacant, or underutilized land, mainly in some of our most neglected neighborhoods, that can be developed for residential uses. 

We need to do that. It makes the city safer and helps our growth. 

We have over 5,000 lots that haven't paid taxes for 10, 15, 20 years, and I've initiated foreclosure proceedings on over 2,000 of those. Five hundred of them have been sold at auction; some to public entities who have taken them in for redevelopment. 

This year we will build a couple of hundred houses using private developers and community-based organizations - single-family houses in our most neglected neighborhoods - and offer additional incentives to developers who acquire properties in these neighborhoods and build affordable housing. 

We want more Houstonians to own a piece of property that yields more stability in the neighborhood; more young families moving into some of our older, more neglected neighborhoods. That also expands the property tax base. 

Q: It has been about two years since the Main Street light rail line began running. Why hasn't there been more development along the 7.5-mile corridor? 

A: The first thing I'll say about real estate development is that you see, not just here but everywhere, these patterns. And the pattern is that first the raw land values go up adjacent to your rail lines and then new development comes in. It's not done all within 18 months or 24 months, but within 10 years you go back and you look and you can't recognize the place. When I first got in, the downtown commercial office building (market) was in the dumps, appraisals were going down, and now we've seen increased occupancy. 

The rail line is part of that. It's an important amenity. The park will be a significant driver of development downtown. There are several real estate developers looking at high-rise residential, looking at tracts adjacent to the downtown park. You have seen new retail emerge in the Midtown area. I believe Metro will lead a spectacular development on the tract it has. Real estate development takes a while, but you're seeing dollars enter the market. Metro itself is assembling land on the near northside, and you're seeing land values and development interest increase. 

Q: Do you think we would have seen more development along the rail line if Houston had zoning? 

A: No, I think it would have been less. I think the lack of end-use zoning allows our community to respond quickly and flexibly and have some affordability. What other cities are finding is that the 1920s type end-use zoning where you segregated a city on commercial, industrial, residential, runs counter to what the modern urban citizen wants. The modern urban consumer wants to live, shop and work close together in a neighborhood. What we do need, and what the Main Street Coalition did very well, is create some performance standards, such as setbacks for a pedestrian environment. Right now, major American cities are finding that restrictions of what can be residential versus commercial can get in the way of dense urban development. But there ought to be some restrictions such as setback requirements, signage, as well as some planning on green space. 

Q: How do we accomplish this? 

A: There are committees of the planning commission that are working on it. A new neighborhood protection and regulation committee will look at Chapter 42 of the code of ordinances which deals with some development controls. We want to encourage growth in the city limits, and we don't want to drive up the cost of development excessively or create a slow, unpredictable political process in order for somebody to break ground. 

Q: How do you feel about the city's tax increment reinvestment zones, where tax revenue above a set level is funneled back to the zone to pay for improvements to the area of these so-called TIRZes? 

A: Some have outlived their purpose. 

During this year, I want to have somebody who becomes the expert on the finances with the TIRZs within the city of Houston. Some have done good jobs. But you have some TIRZs where consulting fees are most of the budget. 

Things are changing for the better, but I'm a businessman, and I think overhead costs should be contained and more spent on infrastructure and safety and less on studies. 

Too often in government, something gets started to accomplish a purpose and it continues on forever. 

I want to have things that have some type of sunset provision in them. 
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