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Introduction

Central Houston, Inc. is proposing a multi-year initiative to ensure that current downtown revitalization results in the goal of a sustainable and highly desirable urban center at the heart of a competitive region that interfaces effectively with center city neighborhoods.  Our overall direction will be to facilitate an urban living and working environment that supports a very desirable urban quality of life.  

The Urban Collaborative Program will be built on the principles of partnership, collaboration, knowledge, and assistance with the City of Houston and interested communities. The program will be a special project of Central Houston Civic Improvement, Inc., the 501(c)(3) affiliate of Central Houston, Inc. Central Houston employees will staff it; however, stakeholder partners in urban center revitalization will assist in setting direction and funding.  This proposal explains the program concept and activities.

The Vision

The strong renewal of Houston’s center city (roughly defined as a two to three mile radius around the perimeter of downtown) is well documented.  After several decades of decline, growth is occurring within Loop 610.  Planning & Development Department records indicate over 30,000 new residential units were permitted over the past ten years, although this is a small fraction of all new residences in the region.  Perhaps even more dramatic is that over 8,500 units have been constructed or are in development within a quarter mile of the freeway loop that defines downtown.  Finally, there is now intense interest in an emerging urban center along the Main Street Corridor where METRO has begun operating its light rail system. From a regional context, this emerging urban center is becoming a viable alternative choice as a place to live, work and play. This dramatic comeback is recognized nationally, and market studies indicate strong demand for urban center residences of all types.  Dr. Stephen Kleinberg’s Houston 2004 Houston Area Survey noted a sharp increase of a desire of suburbanites to return to the central city.

A number of questions arise about this trend. Will the resulting urban community be sustainable, providing the full complement of housing, employment opportunities and services in an environment that is safe, attractive and evokes the cultural diversity of our population?  As downtown and center city revitalization progresses, will a highly desirable place to live, work, and play result?  How can we assure that pedestrian environments that delight the senses result?  Will there be a strong urban place that endures from one generation to the next? 

We have a unique opportunity in the urban center to protect established single family neighborhoods and provide a delightful highly convenient pedestrian environment with a higher density of residential units.  Development standards should provide for wider walking surfaces and supportive public spaces. Neighborhoods should be easily traveled by the physically challenged. Transit should be a central focus of neighborhoods. Residents should recognize that fewer cars per household are needed. Walking to transit should be a pleasant experience.  Pedestrians and residents should feel safe. Street lighting becomes more important.  Trees and landscaping must be sensitively placed. Overhead power lines should not overwhelm the visual environment.  New development should orient to and not turn its back on the street. The pedestrian should not be overcome by traffic. Neighborhood retail and services should be present, and oriented to the pedestrian user.  The design of the environment should recall and respect the past history of the community.  Our community’s culture should be understandable within the environment.  Public art could assist in that interpretation. The physical and cultural uniqueness of neighborhoods should be reinforced as new development takes place. The full economic spectrum of the Houston community should be able to afford to live in the center city.  

The encouraging fact is that there are numerous public and private entities, individuals and businesses that are working very hard towards a sustainable vital urban center.  Every sector and neighborhood of the urban center has some sort of management district, redevelopment authority, non-profit and/or for-profit development corporation, neighborhood or civic association or enlightened individual working tirelessly toward community revitalization. The task is large and there is a sense of urgency---a sense that the dynamics and energy of revitalization are perishable.  Almost all of the individuals and entities are undercapitalized and overwhelmed by the task.

City of Houston Government is supportive of creating a vital urban center, and the Bill White administration is open to new, creative ideas and partnerships. Today, policies, procedures, and ordinances developed for a Houston of fifty or one hundred years ago often work against the commonly accepted community goal of a dynamic urban heart for Houston.  Thus, the structure, laws and policies of the City as they apply to this unique area of Houston require refinement  in order to achieve the urban center that most stakeholders envision.

The Urban Collaborative Program is offered by Central Houston to assist this situation. It is proposed that Central Houston becomes a partner to assist the City, downtown and eventually neighboring stakeholders with revitalization..

Program Goal

Achieve a vital urban center that embodies the diverse cultural heritage of our region and is attractive, convenient and desirable for all residents to live, work and play.

Strategy   

The City of Houston, working in partnership with other entities, becomes an effective change agent for creating a vital urban center in the Main Street Corridor.  To achieve this, the Mayor appoints a Special Assistant for Urban Design made available by the Urban Collaborative Program to lead needed changes to properly support high quality public and private urban development.

Objectives
· Collaborate with the Planning & Development, Public Works & Engineering, Finance & Administration and other departments to ensure that all facets of city government are working together toward the goal of a vital urban center.

· Establish new public policies that effectively promote high quality, dense urban development served by an accessible recreational and cultural amenity package while also protecting adjacent single family residential neighborhoods from inappropriate development.

· Integrate transit planning and urban policies to encourage urban development that promotes transit usage and an urban lifestyle.

· Assist non-city agencies and organizations active in the urban center so that they can help achieve this broader goal while also addressing their specific agendas.

· Review existing ordinances governing public and private development in the urban center, and make changes required to make the city’s code of ordinances a tool for positive change.

· Assist the Mayor and relevant departments in reviewing and responding to major development proposals in the urban center.

· Collaborate with the Planning & Development Department to have the “transit corridor” concept adopted as a means to achieve coherent, unified public policy for the urban center.

· Quickly complete the Downtown Development Framework update, using this process as a working laboratory to daylight issues and effective strategies that can be applied elsewhere in the urban center.

· Educate community leaders about urban development issues so that community dialogue is improved, and assist the Mayor in communicating with other cities about urban design.

Outcomes

· Gain stronger public policies and programs that promote high-quality urban development and neighborhoods.

· Forge and pursue consensus revitalization plans for the urban center that are supported by the City and stakeholders.

· Work out a companion real estate market strategy that is realistic and broadly supported.

· Establish an infrastructure and public amenity concept plan for the urban center that supports the vision in the above revitalization plan.

· Achieve the highest possible quality in urban center design and construction.

Proposed Work Plan: Create a Position of Special Assistant to the Mayor for Urban Design

The City of Houston’s programs and policies work reasonably well for most areas of the city where development and neighborhood issues are relatively well-known; however, the urban center is experiencing some radical changes in development density and mixture of use that are very exciting but also risky.  In essence, issues that are often dealt with independently in low-density areas must be looked at in a more integrated manner if the type of high-quality urban development and places that the community desires are to be achieved.

The Special Assistant to the Mayor for Urban Design will serve as a focal point for creating Houston’s urban center.  The key functions of this position will include:

· Act as the liaison for the Mayor with key organizations affecting the economic development, quality of life and mobility of the urban center.  This needs Mayor’s input specifically:

· METRO – urban design context for transit facilities.

· Tax increment zones in the urban center.

· Buffalo Bayou Partnership Master Plan.

· TxDOT – urban design context for freeway projects.

· Oversee work in key areas, often in conjunction with stakeholder organizations:

· Review and action on code of ordinances.

· Complete the Downtown Development Framework update (downtown plan).

· Orchestrate production of a transit corridor plan(s) for the Main Street Corridor.

· Orchestrate study, design and build an intermodal center serving the urban center.

· Overall thrusts of the work:

· Shape the public right-of-way to better serve an urban community.

· Encourage high-quality urban development.

· Create a clear public policy framework for the urban center.

· Transform the city into a “player” on issues where the city has been absent historically.

· Procedures for converting stakeholder planning into public policy where appropriate.  This would include adoption of “plans” for certain areas that can form the broad framework for subsequent public and private actions.

· Modification to ordinances that do not address urban conditions.

· Better ability to address big projects and ideas that cross departmental boundaries.

Proposed Work for Balance of 2004

Work in 2004 will be oriented to downtown in order to rapidly build off of ongoing initiatives and to build experience in the City.

· 1.
Focus is on completing the “Downtown Development Framework” for use as public policy at the city.  Only those aspects of this stakeholder plan that are deemed appropriate for use by the city will be included.  Some aspects of this process could involve no more than day lighting or better coordinating policies that have already been put in place (street lighting, developer-funded infrastructure, TIRZ contributions, etc.).  At another level, more ambitious ideas that are beginning to emerge out of this stakeholder process could be the focus of community discussion.  
2.
Work with the Planning & Development Department on the “Transit Corridors” planning ordinance, which could provide the enabling legislation for urban center plans.  This will also help form a public policy framework for specific ordinance and policy questions.
3. Research will begin on possible modifications to certain ordinances or policies.  These might changes include the following that affect Public Works & Engineering among others.

4.
In addition, the Mayor will determine other urban design-related issues that require attention.

Proposed Work for 2005
It is hoped that success in downtown will generate support for expanding the scope of the effort to a limited number of adjacent areas where urban development is desired.  If the support is in place, then other sources of funding would be pursued for work in these areas.

Probable candidates for an expanded scope of work include some areas of Midtown and the Museum District.  A key issue in these areas will be protection of adjacent single family neighborhoods, as part of the “quid pro quo” needed to proceed with dense urban center development nearby.  This set of issues becomes especially important when gentrification concerns of various ethnic communities are included in the mix.

Before any work begins outside of the continuation of downtown planning, The Special Assistant to the Mayor will seek guidance and input from many within the City of Houston.  Only those initiatives that seem to have a reasonable chance for success will be targeted initially.  The goal is results, not studies.

Staff and Resources

Current and added Central Houston staff would conduct the Urban Collaborative Program.  We envision synergies with current responsibilities so that sharing of staff makes sense. The program is conceived to fit the time frame of the White Administration.  Estimated expenses for 2004 and 2005 are as follows:

Staff:
Program director
50% time
$  105,000

Program associate
full time
  60,000

Administrative assistant
half time equivalent
17,550


          $182,600

Indirect personnel expense:
@ 26%
$  48,516

Overhead:
@ 26%
          $  47,133

Out of pocket expenses:
Travel & meetings

4,500

Graphic & electronic communication

1,000

Materials & data

1,500
Long distance phone/ other

1,000


$  8,000

Total program expense 2004-2005

$286,249
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