Planning Fever:  Is It Contagious?

While the Houston Planning Commission examines various aspects of Houston’s planning environment, management districts, super neighborhood councils, and coalitions of civic and area organizations are busy developing plans for their areas.

Several initiatives are common to much of the discussion, regardless of the location, demographics, or primary land uses:  

· enhance and expand connection

· build on existing assets

· plan collaboratively

· examine mixed use development

· increase density

Questions, often implicit, arise from this activity.  Is there a mechanism for the City to adopt/enforce the plans once made?  How will these plans work together in the broad public interest?  Do the City’s current development regulations help or hinder the implementation of the plan?

For more detail of some these plans, click the links below.  Blueprint Houston is interested in news of other planning efforts.  Email us at hsweetnam@blueprinthouston.org.

Westchase

Westchase is a 4.5 sq.mile area of office towers, retail, and apartment complexes.  Inside the city limits at Beltway 8 and Westheimer, Westchase, like most of Houston, has developed under a suburban mentality codified in the current city development code.  The Westchase plan focuses on a few big ideas for the public realm:  

· Infill streets to create walkability and connectivity

· Capitalize on utility corridors

· Creative use of drainage ways.

These interventions will encourage and support increased density and enhance the quality of life.  Lessons learned from the Westchase study:

· Well done open space and streetscapes enhance the quality of life in an area

· Multi-use density is good

· Large areas of surface parking hurt a sense of place

· Well designed and executed projects achieve market premium.

Fondren Southwest Area/Harris County Improvement District #5 
Created by the Texas Legislature during the recent regular session, this new management district grew out of a need for street and right of way enhancements and neighborhood identity.  Spearheaded by a civic organization umbrella group, Southwest Houston 2000 and funded in part by the Houston Architecture Foundation, the District has engaged Wilbur Smith and Associated to develop a service plan and development guidelines. 

Sunnyside/South Park Community Partnership Collaborative

A “plan for planning” is the result of a two-year community-wide effort of a coalition of five (5) Super Neighborhoods with more than 40 civic clubs and many churches.  Stimulated by a need for an emergency and disaster plan and a community economic development plan, the discussions expanded to address many other needs:

· Residential stock in poor condition

· Open ditches and poor drainage

· Streets and sidewalks in need of repair

· Youth and seniors in need of supportive programming

· Crime

· Unemployment

· Environmental degradation 

It also identified community resources, including a solid homeownership base, strong infrastructure of civic and religious organizations, and impressive grassroots leadership.  

A report of progress toward a plan is expected in October.

East End

In the formative stage, a draft of strategic priorities for the area is due out in November.  This project is sponsored by the Greater East End Management District and the Houston East End Chamber of Commerce in collaboration with the Gerald D. Hines College of Architecture at the University of Houston.  Four public forums will test the priorities and goals to lead toward the development of a master plan.  Balance and coordination are the keys to success for an area that celebrates its proximity to downtown, its transportation links, and its vibrant blend of residential, commercial, and industrial uses.  Priorities identified include:

· Education 

· Image of the area 

· Expansion of retail 

· Parks and open space 

· Infrastructure 

· Strong neighborhoods 

· Preserve, respect, and promote the history of the area
North Side Village Economic Revitalization Plan

www.houstontx.gov/planning/planning_studies/ps_links.htm
In 2002 the Planning Commission received a masterplan for the near north side focused on commercial development and transportation/connectivity.  The plan addresses quality of life and the area’s economic future through several tools:

· Urban design guidelines

· Identification of opportunities for economic development and infill potential

· Implementation strategies

Pleasantville Strategic Revitalization Committee

www.neighborhoodlink.com/houston/psrc
Formed in January, 2005, the coalition of the Pleasantville Super Nieghborhood Council, the Civic League and CDC, with assistance from the Barbara Jordan-Mickey Leland School of Public Affairs at TSU and the Houston Planning Department, aims to develop a strategic plan for economic growth and development.  Some emphases will be:

· Expansion of affordable housing

· Attraction of young people to the neighborhood

· Completion of infrastructure improvements, and

· A creative blending of industrial, commercial, and residential uses.

