Challenging Issues Reviewed
By Planning Commission Committees

The Planning Commission is expecting reports in December from its six committees.   Blueprint Houston applauds the efforts of these committees to examine the planning process as a means to improving the quality of life in Houston. The committees have provided a valuable forum for developers, public officials and representatives of the community to discuss issues together. 

Blueprint Houston thanks its representatives on the committees for their time and effort:  Stella Gustavson (Parking), Zane Segal (Suburban), Stephen Fairfield (Neighborhood Preservation), Monique Ward (Development Impacts) and Christina Huston (Long Range Planning).

The committees have addressed challenging issues.  Below is a summary of some of the issues the committees have reviewed.
Development Impacts Committee

· Commercial development in areas where deed restrictions have lapsed.  What kind of performance standards are needed to mitigate the impacts of commercial development -a gas station, for example- in a neighborhood?

· Need to update aging infrastructure system.  How can the city pay for improvements to the infrastructure needed to support higher density development in older neighborhoods where the water and sewer system is designed to accommodate one unit per lot  rather than six?

· Flood control measures. Should development on lots of all sizes be required to take into account impact on flooding? Should each lot be required to provide open space for drainage or should the region organize a solution that allows developer to connect to sub regional drainage basin for multiple properties?

Neighborhood Preservation Committee

· Definition of a neighborhood.  Is it defined by geographic specifications? By the presence of a set of conditions?

· Accommodation of more density.  Will the location of improved infrastructure and transportation systems affect patterns of development and if so how should the city decide where to make its investments? 

· Notification of surrounding properties.  Who should be notified and how about proposed new development?

· Role of Neighborhood plans in permitting process.  What is needed for Planning Commission to consider impact of variance request on plans for neighborhood?

Parking
· Accommodation of higher density development.  Should traffic studies be required for proposals for new developments?  Should the public sector build remote parking facilities along the rail line to alleviate parking problems in other areas?

· Parking for guests as density increases in both urban and suburban neighborhoods.  What can be done in neighborhoods with narrow paving sections and open ditch drainage?

· The reduction of public parking spaces due to new construction and multiple driveways.  What kind of incentives would encourage developers to provide more parking opportunities?  Are alleys providing garage access an option?

· Variance requests for reduced parking by developers of mixed use projects adjacent to the rail line. Will the consequence be more overflow into neighborhoods?

Suburban Development

· The need for some many variance requests to meet the demand for urban type settings outside Loop 610.  What regulations and policies would permit mixed use, high density development with a high quality of life in the suburbs without the need for so many variances?

· Protection of quality open space and promotion of pedestrian friendly communities in the suburbs.  What kind of performance standards for courtyards would encourage creation of quality public spaces?  What kind of process would permit courtyards along the same public street to be unified and to promote  connectivity and walking?

· Chapter 42 requirements for street widths, minimum frontage and square foot requirements are discouraging new higher density development trends.  What can be done?

Urban Core

· Impact of new commercial development along a light rail transit corridor on adjacent neighborhoods.  What performance standards would fairly mitigate the impact on neighborhoods?  How can the rules be designed to recognize that some areas are different in character?

· Adequate circulation in neighborhoods experiencing higher density development.  How can the city provide for adequate right of way that permits circulation, garbage and fire service, parking and space for tree planting in older established neighborhoods that are now experiencing higher density development?

· Need for planning process to assure adequate roads and infrastructure to guide development

· Numerous routine variances for building set back lines, alley access and widening.
Long Range Planning Committee

· Building blocks for a long range planning process.  What is needed to develop a growth strategy for e economic development and quality of life?  A GIS system?  More focused transportation planning? A ten year capital improvements program?

· A growth strategy that is comprehensive in nature. How should Chapter 33 be addressed?  What does comprehensive mean? 

· The Major Thoroughfare Plan.  What is its role in long range planning?

· Need to adopt a long term capital improvements program.  Would a long term CIP (10 years or more) provide a means for assuring adequate infrastructure is in place as development occurs?  Would a ten year plan help allocate the city’s resources in the most cost effective manner?

Blueprint Houston will be encouraging the Commission to consider the Committees’ recommendations in the context of a comprehensive growth strategy that seeks development of the city in a manner that matches the citizens’ core values and long term goals.  The long term goals will provide the benchmark for selecting the most appropriate ordinances, budgets, policies and regulations to keep Houston a vital city for years to come. 
