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TOP 10
1. Create a City of Houston Department of Transportation

2. Eliminate parking requirements

3. Install many parking meters and use to fund $2 billion of missing 
sidewalks

4. Prioritize Equitable Transit Oriented Development

5. Initiate a regional transit vision focused on ridership & quality 
service

6. Finish Uptown BRT, build the Blue, Inner Katy, Outer Westheimer, & 
Hobby Airport lines

7. Focus Economic Development on high return on investment and 
equity

8. Tear down the Pierce Elevated Freeway

9. Rebuild affordable housing system, including transportation costs, 
TOD, and expediency

10. Prioritize Complete Streets in every neighborhood

This is not a full set of what we could do, just ten good things. What can all elected officials do 
to ensure that Houston is on a path to equitable, prosperous sustainability, resilient to the myriad 
threats in our future? Houston Tomorrow recommends pursuing achievement of these goals through 
the next two terms of office to improve the quality of life for all the people of the Houston region. 
While these are based upon the essays and discussions of our experts, these recommendations do 
not necessarily reflect the opinions of any of our guests.



ESSAYS
What Can We Do By 2022 was a 2015 summer speaker series hosted by Houston Tomorrow to inject 
good policy ideas into the Houston elections and provide recommendations for the next adminis-
tration. Two luncheons, as well as essays and evening keynote lectures by an expert panel focused 
on the potential impact of walkable urbanism on tax base and transportation. What can the next 
Mayor do to develop a sustainable, walkable, urban tax base to shore up our budgets with progress 
instead of cuts? Our experts’ essays are found below:

HOU Need a Transportation Plan 
Dr. Carol Lewis            13

Give HOU the Choice of Safety 
Geoff Carleton            14

Transit for the People of HOU 
Christof Spieler            16

Work Towards Equity                                                                                          
Susan Rogers                                                                                                       18

Measure High Return on Investment Places in Houston 
Jim Kumon                      20

Stop Widening Roads and Requiring Parking 
Patrick Kennedy                      22

Mitigating the Dual Crisis of Congestion 
Sam Lott             24

Parking, Walkability and our Tax Base 
Steve Spillette                    26

The Go There Now of a Walkable Houston 
Raj Mankad                     29

A Truly Metropolitan Transportation System 
Kyle Shelton            30 
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What Can We Do By 20224

As suggested by Dr. Carol Lewis in this report 
- and advocated by Houston Tomorrow and 
others for several years - the City of Houston is 
in need of a distinct Department of Transporta-
tion, with existing elements of the Public Works 
and Engineering and Planning and Develop-
ment Departments consolidated into a new 
Department bringing together a comprehensive 
multimodal transportation planning and imple-
mentation approach.

Mayor Annise Parker’s Complete Streets Exec-
utive Order requires creation of a Complete 
Streets and Transportation Plan to pull together 
various efforts - the Major Thoroughfare and 
Freeway Plan, the Bike Plan, Metro’s long range 
planning, a Pedestrian Plan (nonexistent), a 
Rail Plan, a Multimodal Classification System, a 
Context Report, and a Master Parking Plan. This 
should also include the integration of a Vision 
Zero Action Plan. Most major American cities have 
moved toward comprehensive, multimodal trans-
portation plans, with the Great Streets LA Plan be-
ing the most recent, excellent example. This would 
be ideal work for the City of Houston Deaprtment 
of Transportation, or at least a larger transportation 
team in the Planning Department.

Further Resources
Mayor Parker Complete Streets Executive Order
http://www.houstontx.gov/planning/docs_pdfs/Exec_
Order_Complete_Streets.pdf

Great Streets LA Plan
http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/documents/cs/
impl/ca-losangeles-dot-strategicplan2014.pdf

Tomorrow Magazine: Houston’s 2nd Transit Era 
http://www.houstontomorrow.org/publications/story/
houstons-transit-future/
This Houston Tomorrow publication explores the 
prioritization theory shown at left to connect the most 
people to the most jobs with high quality transit.

1. Create a City of Houston 
Department of Transportation
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As suggested in several of the essays in this re-
port, and most fully by Steve Spillette, Houston’s 
free market remains hindered by parking so-
cialism, the bizarre concept that the city should 
require businesses to subsidize their customers’ 
choice of one particular mode of transportation. 
Soon, each council office and the Mayor’s team 
will receive a copy of Donald Shoup’s book, The 
High Cost of Free Parking, which fully explains 
the myriad problems with parking requirements. 
Crucial to note in Houston’s context, downtown 
- home to the highest concentration of jobs in 
Texas and the highest concentration of property 
value in the region - has no parking require-
ments. Where Houston has legalized urbanism 
and allowed the market to do its job, we find 
high quality walkable urbanism and a diverse 
set of parking and transportation strategies at 
play that result in the healthiest mode share in 
the region.

Further Resources
Book: The High Cost of Free Parking
by Donald Shoup, Distinguished Research Professor, 
Department of Urban Planning, UCLA
shoup@ucla.edu

2. Eliminate parking requirements

Shane Phillips with Better Institutions Blog added together 
all the space used for parking in Los Angeles County to 
show this massive investment of land. What is this number 
for Houston?
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Before parking requirements are eliminated city-
wide, we have to address the actual policy issues that 
have necessitated this unfortunate perversion of the 
market place. The City currently provides those who 
choose to drive with on street free parking through-
out most of the city, causing headaches for neighbor-
hoods and subsidizing the option to drive. The pilot 
parking benefits district utilizes parking meters to 
improve availability of on-street parking and directs 
revenues to improving pedestrian, bike and transit in-
frastructure within the district. This concept should be 
spread from Washington Avenue all across the city, 
with a massive expansion of metered parking and a 
dynamic market based approach to assigning costs. 
Popular locations will be more expensive, basically. 
Optimizing this deployment is an excellent challenge 
for Houston’s hackers and tech community.

The funds collected from this new generation of 
parking meters should be dedicated to finally tak-
ing responsibility for the City’s sidewalks. To avoid 
arriving at a $2 Billion settlement through lawsuit - as 
has occured in Los Angeles - the new administration 
should begin investing a reasonable amount every 
year to complete the sidewalk network within two 
decades, using the market based parking system.

What Can We Do By 20224

3. Install lots of parking meters and 
use the proceeds to fund $2 billion 
worth of missing sidewalks

Further Resources
Washington Avenue Parking Benefits District
https://www.houstontx.gov/parking/washingtonave-
nue/pbd-flyer.pdf

ULI Study on PBD opportunities in New Orleans, 
including case studies from U.S. cities
http://uli.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/ULI-LA-
Study-on-Parking-Benefits-District-for-New-Orleans-
FINAL.pdf

An example of some of the pedestrian improve-
ments that have been made in Austin thanks to their 
West Campus parking benefits district.

An example of the sad conditions of Houston’s side-
walk network, which stops and starts, buckles, and 
crumbles, and continues to be a barrier to equal 
access to all the riches of our city.
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The City of Houston is expected to grow by one 
million people by 2040, but these regional forecasts 
assume we will continue to massively subsidize 
automobile based housing and neglect the half of 
the people of the Houston region who wish to live 
in walkable urban places. We could meet the de-
mand for half a million people to live within walking 
distance of the existing light rail system and those 
areas would still be less dense than Brooklyn. If we 
cannot achieve this type of dense development over 
the next decade, the addition of another 2.5 million 
people outside the City of Houston will be a night-
mare scenario of traffic, environmental devastation, 
and growing inequality.

The next administration should be seeking to shift 
the regional forecasts and allow for more people to 
live in walkable urban neighborhoods connected 
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by high quality transit. However, many of our prime 
neighborhoods for such development are historic 
low income communities with vibrant histories. The 
city has shockingly neglected to plan for growth 
in these neighborhoods. A priority for Plan Hous-
ton should be meaningful neighborhood planning 
that works with these neighborhoods to allow such 
growth in a way that the people who live there can 
stay and thrive through the inevitable changes our 
successful investment in mass transit will bring.

Equitable Transit Oriented Development will require 
a suite of policy changes, a cultural shift in real estate 
financing, and active participation by diverse stake-
holders to legalize urbanism, provide safe streets, 
and encourage mixed-use, mixed-income, low 
carbon lifestyle neighborhoods to meet the massive 
pent up demand for such housing.

4. Prioritize Equitable Transit 
Oriented Development
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The success of Metro’s New Bus Network should 
be quickly rewarded with more funding. The key 
concepts of focusing on ridership and quality ser-
vice need to be amplified to meet the demand for a 
regional transit system. Great care must be taken not 
to depart on a wasteful commuter rail quest, instead 
targeting investments where the numbers work - the 
best case scenario for 90A commuter rail will cost 
four times as much per rider than Main Street Light 
Rail. The H-GAC Regional Transit Framework study 
should be redone with a realistic vision for millions 
of Houstonians to be riding transit every day.

Anti-transit campaigners lost this election. The people 
of Houston support transit, including dedicated lane, 
high quality service according to the Kinder Houston 
Area Survey. We should move forward with a refer-
endum on the 2016 ballot to issue bonds for transit 
expansion. The people of Houston are very ready 
to vote for a significant increase in transit funding. 
Matching this with a Federal TIFIA loan backed by a 
transit oriented TIRZ could connect 160,000 students, 
five major downtowns, an airport, and a great diversi-
ty of neighborhoods to a high quality transit network. 
We need to balance our regional investment strategy.

What Can We Do By 20224
5. Initiate a regional transit vision 
focused on ridership & quality of 
service

6. Finish Uptown Bus Rapid Transit, 
Build the Blue, Inner Katy, Outer 
Westheimer & Hobby Airport Lines

GOAL
1 million
daily riders by

2024
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The Office of the City Controller should assess and publish mean-
ingful research on the geographic variance of the City’s tax col-
lection and costs. We know that in general, mono-use, low density 
areas cost cities money and mixed-use, mixed-income dense ar-
eas pay for themselves many times over. Economic development 
strategies and ETOD policies need to be optimized to this reality.

Further Resources
The national nonprofit Strong Towns partners with a consulting 
firm, Urban3, to conduct analysis of entire cities or counties, such 
as the image to right of Lafayette, Louisiana. Green bars represent 
parcels that give a net return to the city, while red parcels show 
those that cost the city more than collected in taxes.

7. Focus Economic Development 
on high return on investment and 
equity through better data

The City should work with TXDOT to expedite the 
Pierce Elevated project, but TXDOT’s initial offer 
that we trade a restoration of the historic street grid 
for expanded single occupant vehicle capacity in 
the I-45 corridor does not have to be accepted. 
Alternate, more efficient uses should be explored. 
Along with Pierce Elevated, the EaDo Cap should be 
planned as a great urban space, preceded by undo-
ing the historical damage to 3rd Ward by capping 
288 and reinstalling its historic mixed-use, mixed-in-
come walkable urbanism.

8. Tear down the Pierce Elevated 
Freeway, cap 288 & install urbanism

Further Resources
Two Dallas examples: Klyde Warren Park and the pro-
posal to tear down I-345 Downtown and restore the 
urban street grid. http://www.anewdallas.com.
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Anyone who speaks about affordable housing with-
out including the average cost of transportation for 
an area is either being dishonest or doesn’t know 
what they are talking about. We need a more mean-
ingful affordable housing strategy that abandons the 
misguided single family home prioritization and pro-
vides Houstonians with meaningful lifestyle options 
at all levels of income, allowing them to be first class 
citizens without a car.
 

What Can We Do By 20224

9. Rebuild our affordable housing 
strategy, including transportation 
costs & Equitable TOD

This map from the Center for Neighborhood 
Technologies shows the true affordability of 
Houston neighborhoods, combining the av-
erage housing and transportation costs. Most 
of our affordable areas are inside Beltway 8, 
where millions more could live. Only 32.3% 
of the people of our region currently live in 
affordable locations, with average costs less 
than 45% of median income.

Explore these maps at
http://htaindex.cnt.org/map/

H+T % of Income
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Almost everything good that we seek here and in 
most policy debates depends upon streets that prior-
itize the safety and comfort of all users, regardless of 
age, ability, or mode of transport. The Houston Coa-
lition for Complete Streets Candidate Briefing goes 
into this in greater detail and the Houston Tomorrow 

10. Prioritize Complete Streets in 
every neighborhood

Vision Zero for the City of Houston report provides 
the justification and approach for ending the public 
health crisis of traffic violence. The misguided idea 
that Complete Streets meant expensive shopping 
areas lost this election. Lets move forward with safe 
streets for all.

Further Resources
Vision Zero: Toward a Vision Zero Action Plan for the City of Houston
http://www.houstontomorrow.org/images/uploads/reports/VisionZero4HoustonReport.pdf
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What Can We Do By 20224

Year after year the annual surveys conducted by Dr. 
Steven Klineberg show transportation as one of the 
first, second or third most important concerns facing 
Houstonians.  By 2022 there should be a strategic ap-
proach to transportation by the city’s mayor and top 
administrators.  It is difficult to problem solve without 
a strategic plan designating a vision, goals and spe-
cific steps to reach the goals.  The Mayor should take 
the lead in making improved transportation a priority.  
There are a myriad of ways to achieve this concept.  
One thought, instead of being a component of Pub-
lic Works, Traffic and Transportation (T and T) should 
be a Department in the city administration with a five 
year plan and annual program aimed at identified 
mobility improvements. (Historically, the structure 
had T and T separate, but was absorbed into Public 
Works a number of years ago.)

There should also be scheduled regular coordi-
nation meetings with other governments to address 
problems that overlap, designate low cost strategies 
that might have large advantages or identify where 
working jointly could have great benefits.  The may-
or should take advantage of the mayoral leadership 
position to encourage transit ridership and flexible 
work arrangements to lessen demand on the road-
ways. METRO’s new bus system design, light rail sys-
tem and coming Uptown bus rapid transit offer an 
opportunity to create a new paradigm for work and 
recreation trip making for Houstonians.  Programs for 
ridesharing and flexible work exist, but would ben-
efit from the mayor’s Bully Pulpit encouragement of 
employers and businesses to incentivize reduction in 
single occupant trip-making. It is important that the 
mayor look to the future of transportation for our re-
gion, as well, identifying the city’s role and contribute, 
as appropriate, to the success of proposed projects 
like high speed, intercity and commuter rail.

In addition, the mayor must work to ensure the 
livability and affordability of Houston for people with 
a range of incomes.  The core of the city should not 
become an enclave for the wealthy; people who work 
in the city should not need to move to far away sub-
urbs to afford a home.  The city will thrive if low and 
moderate income residents can spend a lesser per-
centage of their incomes on transportation leaving 
them more disposable dollars. According to the Cen-
ter for Neighborhood Technology (CNT) the average 
Houstonian spends 20% of income on transportation.  
Affordable housing enabling these individuals to 
live closer to work and spend less on transportation 
would be very valuable. CNT reports living in a loca-
tion where only one car per home is needed can low-
er the transportation expenditure to 9% of income*.

It is critical that the next mayor consider transpor-
tation as a priority item in his platform.  He should es-
tablish a strategic approach to the mobility problems, 
leverage the initiatives underway, take advantage of 
the solid base of support for more public transporta-
tion and less auto dependence shown through the 
Klineberg surveys and position the city to move for-
ward beyond 2020.

* http://htaindex.cnt.org/ and http://www.fhwa.dot.
gov/livability/fact_sheets/transandhousing.cfm

Dr. Carol Lewis is an associate professor 
in Transportation Studies and Director of 
the Center for Transportation Training 
and Research at Texas Southern Univer-
sity. Dr. Lewis spent 15 years as manager 

and director of planning at Metro. She serves on the 
Technical Advisory Committee of H-GAC and the Gulf 
Coast Rail District.

HOU Need a Transportation Plan
by Dr. Carol Lewis                                                                                                                        August 3, 2015
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What Can We Do By 20224

Thinking about what the next Mayor can do by 2022 
takes me back to where we were before the current 
administration took office. Six years ago, few people 
were talking about complete streets, city bike plans, 
reimagined transit networks, a new Memorial Park, 
high speed rail, removing freeways or Vision Zero. 
These are all now in planning stages or implementa-
tion setting a new baseline for the next six years. We 
are really set up for great things if we can just execute. 
Here is where I would focus for 2022:

1) Give people a choice – In some ways, regional 
roadway congestion is a measure of success, as all 
cities with desirable economies experience some lev-
els of congestion, especially in peak travel periods.  
You know where congestion has gotten better? De-
troit. Developing regions like ours must strike a care-
ful balance to ensure that the congestion levels, or 
the region’s response to them, do not undermine the 
quality of life and opportunities that attracted people 
to the region in the first place. While roadway capaci-
ty enhancements represent one path to (temporarily) 
address congestion relief, many cities have looked to 
provide people choices that allow them an escape 
from the burden of congestion. It is time to provide 
people safe, attractive options to move about our city 
in every neighborhood including a well-connected 
network of comfortable bike lanes, transit that comes 
frequently and can move quickly, and simple side-
walks with shade from trees or balconies. These don’t 
have to cost a lot of money but do sometimes require 
trade-offs in how we use our valuable city roadway 
corridors. An idea worth considering: charge for all 
on-street parking in streets and districts with com-
mercial activity and put all of the money into intersec-
tion and sidewalk improvements.

 
2) A laser focus on safety – Houston is an energy 

town filled with global energy leaders who achieved 
their place, at least in part, due to a laser focus on 
safety. Many companies start every meeting with a 
safety lesson that reinforces that culture. I recall sto-
ries from friends who were sent home from work be-
cause they entered a work plant without their seatbelt 

on. We need to take this same attitude to the design 
of streets and the way we move around the region. 
Over 3,000 people die every year on the roads in 
Texas including at least one every day since 2003, a 
streak of 4,592 days. Houston performs better than 
most regions in Texas on safety outcomes per capita, 
which is a good start, but not the bar we should hold 
our self to. We can do more. Lower speed limits and 
banning texting while driving can go a long way. An 
idea worth considering: Pass distracted driving and 
25 mph speed limit on local streets laws with resourc-
es to enforce.

Houston has also started to make great strides in 
the way we design our streets. The City’s new street 
design manual provides new guidelines and tools 
to rethink our streets to serve all users based on the 
surrounding context. In our city we have world class 
designers who know how to create great places. We 
need to focus that energy on creating safe, attrac-
tive places that serve the needs of our communities.  
We have talented engineers who know how to solve 
problems. We need to make safety the top problem 
for them to solve.

 
3) Get the details right – Successful execution of-

ten comes down to the details. And designing places 
that are safer, where more people have choices in how 
they get around, means getting many small details 
right. Walk, bike or take the bus around the city. Bor-
row a friend’s wheelchair and try and roll around for 
an hour. See all the little things that could have been 
done just a bit better. Sheltered bus stops with plat-
forms for front and back doors, small gaps filled in the 
sidewalk or bike lanes that connect to our bayou trails 
and make the last mile connection. We are at a launch-
ing point for major investment in the reconstruction of 
city streets and are building out a world-class trail sys-
tem. We all need to be part of the process to make sure 
the details get done right. An idea worth considering: 
Innovate and try new things in building great streets 
across the city so that everyone has examples to look 
to and say “I want that in my neighborhood!”

Give HOU the Choice of Safety
by Geoff Carleton                                                                                                                        August 3, 2015
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Our streets and bayous are our most valuable 
assets and serve as a platform for our region to 
continue to thrive. The last six years have seen ma-
jor steps forward. Let’s carry that momentum and 
make the next six truly transformative.

Geoff Carleton is a Principal at Traffic 
Engineers, Inc., where he manages the 
firm’s transportation planning group. He 
believes in fact-based analyses of difficult 
issues to support better decision-making 

and works to find creative approaches to engage a 
broad spectrum of the community. Among various 
regional projects, he worked on Metro Transit System 
Reimagining and is working on the Houston Bike Plan.
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What Can We Do By 20224

Houston needs better transit if we are going to con-
tinue to be an economically competitive city, and 
we’re falling behind our peers. Cities like Dallas, 
Denver, Salt Lake City, Seattle, and Los Angeles have 
been rapidly expanding their transit systems, and 
they have ambitious plans for more. In Houston, with 
the current round of light rail complete and Uptown 
BRT going under construction, we don’t have a plan 
for the next step.

The new mayor, then, has the opportunity to 
set the agenda. We have money—federal New Starts, 
federal formula funds, toll credits, state funds, MET-
RO sales tax, and the city’s Rebuild program—to build 
something. We have lots of needs. We have broad 
public support for improved transit. And we know, 
with one of the most successful light rail lines and 
one of the most successful suburban commuter bus 
systems in the country, that Houstonians will ride high 
quality transit if we provide it.

But first let’s talk about goals. Our goal shouldn’t 
be to build lots of transit; it should be to build transit 
that serves lots of people. The two aren’t the same 
thing. Dallas, for example, has 4 times as many miles 
of light rail as we do, but less than 2 times as many 
riders.

To make transit useful to lots of people, we need 
to do three fundamental things.

First, we need to put transit where lots of people 
are. The potential ridership at a station is determined 
by what’s around the stations. The more residents and 
jobs there are within a quarter mile walk of a station, 
the more ridership we get. Houston has lots of places 
that are dense enough to fill transit. Single family sub-
urban development has under 3,000 people + jobs 
per square mile, but large parts of Houston’s core—a 
zone stretching from Downtown West and Southwest 
as far as SH 6—have over 15,000. This is also where 
the majority of Houston’s low income residents live. 
These are the areas where METRO’s new bus system 
is dramatically improving service, and those are the 
areas where new transit will get the most ridership.

Secondly, we have to make sure that the transit 
is there when people need it. We do not live in a 9 to 
5 world. Lots of people work nights and weekends. 
Moreover, if we want to make transit truly useful to 
people, we need it to be there for all trips, not just 
home to work. That’s why the new bus system is dra-
matically increasing midday, evening, and weekend 
service.

Finally, we need to make sure the total trip time 
is reasonably fast and really reliable. A trip has three 
parts: getting to and from the transit stops, waiting, 
and riding. To minimize the access time, we need to 
put transit right into the middle of neighborhoods 
and activity centers, not somewhere at the edge. To 
minimize waiting, we need to operate frequently. 
Come August 16, Houston will have one of thebig-
gest frequent transit networks in the country, but we 
need to keep growing it. To minimize riding time, and 
ensure reliability, we need to get transit out of traf-
fic. That doesn’t require complete grade separation 
(though that’s a great thing); a dedicated lane—for 
light rail or for bus—makes transit significantly faster 
and more reliable, and if we’re willing to convert gen-
eral traffic lanes, it can be quite inexpensive.

This formula is why the Main Street line carried 
more riders per mile in its first year than any other 
modern light rail system in the United States. It’s the 
core idea behind then new bus network. And it works, 
because it’s really just simple math.

But there’s also another, harder to measure part 
of making transit work in Houston. We need to build 
a city where it’s possible to be a first class citizen with-
out a car.

Today, Houston often feels openly hostile to 
people trying to go about their daily lives on foot, 
on a bike, or on transit. They deal with missing side-
walks, with crosswalks spaced so far apart that it can 
take a 5 minute detour to cross the street, with bus 
stops that lack shelter or benches, with loose dogs 
and dark streets, and with public facilities like clinics, 
colleges, schools, and government offices located 

Transit for the People of HOU
by Christof Spieler                                                                                                                          July 29, 2015
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far off of sidewalks, bike lanes, and bus routes. At its 
best, walking, biking, and riding transit in Houston 
is a wonderful experience—and where we make it a 
wonderful experience people do it. At its worst, it’s 
inconvenient, uncomfortable, and unsafe.

This environment is the result of a deliberate 
set of government policies that favor drivers over all 
other citizens and taxpayers. If we look at all of those 
policies, from development ordinances to street stan-
dards and funding to traffic enforcement to the loca-
tion of public facilities, can we build a city where tak-
ing transit can be a great experience.

Thus, in the end, transportation isn’t about in-
frastructure; it’s about people. And if the next mayor 
keeps people in mind in making transit decisions, we 
can make Houston an even better place to live. 

Christof Spieler is a structural engi-
neer and an urban planner. As Director 
of Technology and Innovation, he leads 
firmwide initiatives at Morris Architects 
in green buildings, project process, and 

Building Information Modeling (BIM). On the board of 
Houston METRO, he was instrumental in completely 
reimagining Houston’s local bus service and helped 
build three light rail lines.



18

What Can We Do By 20224

Are we caught in an information cascade? A condi-
tion where the same ideas are snatched up, repeated, 
and forwarded regardless of their importance. Why 
does this matter? Because too many mayoral can-
didates are betting success on a standard and tired 
political platform. Candidate Bill King says it with the 
most gusto: “Fix the Streets; Catch the Crooks; Bal-
ance the Budget.” I want to simultaneously interro-
gate this ubiquitous, though not universal, platform 
and move towards a discussion of the real challenges 
that face our city, our neighborhoods, and our peo-
ple, focusing on equity. 

What do I hope we can do by 2022?

1. Address equity. It is imperative that we rec-
ognize and address the fact that our city is funda-
mentally unequal. This means we should commit to 
spending more resources where they are the most 
needed, instead of using public monies to subsidize 
multi-national corporations, such as Walmart, or pri-
vate developers. Our challenges are significant and 
impact the daily lives of about 425,000 people, the 
number of people in Houston who live below the 
poverty line (the federal poverty line is $23,834 for a 
family of four).  In the city overall 39% of those below 
17 years of age live below poverty, that is more than 
one of every three. And 47% of households headed 
by single mothers live below poverty. These statistics 
beg us to address the question of how we can ex-
pand affordable housing, provide excellent educa-
tion, transportation, adequate child care, after school 
and summer programs, and other basic services to 
families and their children. A recent study found that 
for every year a child spent in Harris County their po-
tential earnings declined by $190. This means over 
20 years their annual income would be $3800 less 
simply because of where they grew up.

2. Adopt a real commitment to affordable hous-
ing. Houston’s leaders have touted housing afford-
ability as a major locational advantage for decades. 
But today the median sales price for a home in Hous-
ton is above the national average, and in many areas 

much, much higher. Housing is becoming a crisis for 
far too many. 32% of Houston households pay more 
than 35% of their income on housing. 129,319 hous-
ing units are required to meet the needs of extremely 
low-income households in Harris County. For every 
100 extremely low income renter households there 
are only 17 affordable units. 19,500 families are cur-
rently on the Houston Housing Authority’s waiting list 
for a Section 8 voucher. The expected wait for these 
families is roughly two years. The wait list has been 
closed to new families in need for nearly three years. 
As of July 5, 2015 there were only 63 apartments 
available for someone with a Section 8 voucher, with 
2 bedrooms and 1 bath for $1200 a month or less, 
according to a search on Social Serve. Amidst this cri-
sis the city has set aside $75 million to subsidize the 
development of luxury housing downtown without 
requirements to make a percentage of this housing 
affordable.  $75 million would house 5,200 families 
for a year in an apartment costing $1200 monthly; or 
7,800 families in an apartment costing $800.

3. Embrace transparency. More accountability 
and transparency are needed in our city both for-
mally through our governmental agencies and in 
our quasi-governmental organizations, such as TIRZ’s 
and Management Districts whose boards are neither 
elected nor accountable to voters. Public engage-
ment should be considered a basic right for all stake-
holders in every neighborhood. Engagement is not 
dependent on whether the neighborhood is orga-
nized or powerful. We have to be willing to engage 
in open and at times contentious debate on what we 
will spend our resources on, and where.  Power and 
wealth should not be the determining factors in pub-
lic decision-making.

4. Eradicate the place-based bias that differenti-
ates the quality and type of public investments occur-
ring in the inner versus the outer Loop. By this I mean 
that public investment in our neighborhood streets, 
parks, public buildings, and infrastructure should oc-
cur equitably across the city. Equity should in fact be 
a driving force in decision-making.  If some areas are 

Work Towards Equity
by Susan Rogers                                                                                                                                July 5, 2015
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getting needs met with private dollars, spend public 
dollars elsewhere. Today some of our neighborhoods 
have an abundance of resources while others starve, 
both literally and figuratively. 

5. Recognize that traffic is simple, the city is com-
plex. Traffic shows up on every survey of the biggest 
issues in Houston, and is among the trifecta of plat-
form issues shared by too many of the current may-
oral candidates.  As Jane Jacobs so aptly pointed out 
in 1961 traffic is easy, the city is complex: “The simple 
needs of automobiles are more easily understood 
and satisfied than the complex needs of cities, and 
a growing number of planners and designers have 
come to believe that if they can only solve the prob-
lems of traffic, they will thereby have solved the major 
problem of cities.” Under every circumstance multi-
ple needs—of the pedestrian, cyclist, transit user, and 
driver—need to be weighted equally. Airline Drive, for 
example, should have been designed and construct-
ed with pedestrian, transit, and bicycle amenities, the 
same can be said of Bellaire Boulevard and Broad-
way.  It is imperative that our elected officials under-
stand and respect the qualities of each and every of 
Houston’s diverse neighborhoods, and know that 

walkability and other mobility improvements should 
not be isolated in the inner loop, particularly given 6 
of our 10 densest neighborhoods are outside of this 
boundary, including the densest neighborhood Gulf-
ton.

6. Know the facts. I expect and hope that all of 
our elected officials are flooded with information and 
data on the areas and neighborhoods they serve. We 
have to use this data to make decisions, and adopt 
metrics to evaluate success.

7. Above all else, be visionary. Great cities are 
not built for tourists, or for the few. Great cities are 
built for us all, and only then will we all prosper.

Susan Rogers is the Director of the 
Community Design Resource Center 
(CDRC) and an Assistant Professor at the 
University of Houston’s College of Archi-
tecture.  She is a practicing community 

designer and planner, and her research and teaching 
focus on design as a strategy for community change.
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The auto-oriented development pattern, commonly 
referred to as suburbia, has found a loving compan-
ion in Houston over the last 50 years. This mutual ad-
miration has propelled the city to being the fourth 
largest in America, having eclipsed two million peo-
ple in the last census by doubling in population since 
1960. Congrats on that huge accomplishment.

As an on and off visitor to Houston since 2009, 
I’ve gotten to experience the very many sides to a 
city this big through co-workers at my previous em-
ployers’ satellite office in town (out by US 6 if you are 
wondering).  While I’m no expert on Houston, by ex-
periencing it with help from those who know it best, 
I’ve probably been to a few more of the out of the 
way places. I am in awe of the range of things that 
comprise this fair city, especially the interplay of its 
land use, transportation infrastructure and municipal 
finances.

The awe I have can be summed up by two signs I 
saw entering Houston on I-10 driving from Katy a few 
years ago: First ‘Welcome to Houston’ and shortly 
thereafter ‘Downtown Houston: 26 miles’.  With over 
16,000 lane miles of streets to keep up with spread 
over 600 dis-contiguous square miles, I hear that 
maintaining existing infrastructure is becoming a sig-
nificant financial challenge.

My colleagues and I at Strong Towns travel to 
towns and cities across the country each year to pri-
marily discuss three things:

- How do we continue to have prosperous local econ-
omies?
- How do we keep up with maintaining the infrastruc-
ture we have already built?
- How do we try do the first two, over time, without 
major tax increases or cuts in services?

There is a lot to learn from Houston on this front, 
particularly where transportation investments can be 
made to complement land use and create more fi-
nancially productive, tax-paying properties.  Houston 
Metro has undertaken a major overhaul to transit ser-

vice to increase overall performance while spending 
no additional operating dollars. Likewise, Houston 
has helped support a major infrastructure investment 
on I-10 freeway that expanded a physically ailing and 
clogged freeway from 8 to 23 lanes.

The next Mayor and City Council can look close-
ly at the results of these bold moves and measure ac-
cordingly to guide the next wave of financially driven 
policies for Houston. Since I was asked to posit some 
advice in this endeavor, I will be as bold to suggest a 
few ways city leadership should consider benchmark-
ing success.

First, measure the relationship between the tax 
revenue (sales and land taxes) of each property in the 
city and compare it to cost to maintain the physical in-
frastructure serving each parcel accordingly. I’d sug-
gest measuring the revenue via value per acre and 
establishing a baseline of where you are getting the 
most bang for your buck.  I understand that Houston 
cannot annex any more land, so identifying the best 
of what you already have would be prudent exercise 
to maximize this finite resource.

Likewise, get your engineering staff to research 
the cost each parcel bears to support the infrastruc-
ture that actually services it. If you live on or near a 
road with many lanes, it’s going to cost more to main-
tain - but likely there are more people to share that 
load, too.  Slice and dice accordingly to have each 
parcel chip in a little. Likewise, the further from the 
sewer treatment plant the parcel is, the more pipe it 
takes keep the process flowing. Figure out the costs 
for maintaining that infrastructure over a 40-50 year 
window, essentially the next lifecycle of its revitaliza-
tion. Add up the bill and then see what it looks like 
against the tax revenue over the same period. Re-
member, that only a fraction of the total city tax reve-
nue goes towards maintaining physical infrastructure, 
so take the rough percentage of the overall budget 
and apply as such.

I know this all sounds like a lot of work, but if a 
city in Louisiana can do it, I’m sure one in Texas could 

Measure High ROI Places in Houston
by Jim Kumon                                                                                                                                    July 3, 2015
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do it better.

Second, I would start to figure out strategies for 
helping each type of place you find by grouping sim-
ilar economic performers together. Look for champi-
ons who are costing you little and bringing in a lot of 
revenue.  Over-achieving, one might say. The city will 
want to examine how those places got so successful 
and encourage what is working to be built elsewhere. 
There will likely be some laggards though, some 
properties just not pulling their own weight.  Others 
may want to point out that the rest of the city is sub-
sidizing those properties with the proceeds from the 
over-achievers. No matter, the City of Houston has 
one of the most flexible zoning codes in America, so 
there’s no reason why the laggards couldn’t shape up 
with a little help and a nudge of encouragement. I 
mean if the city budget is at stake, all Houstonians are 
going to all have to pitch in to help.

Finally, take stock of who might be vulnerable or 
left behind as neighborhoods evolve, as they natural-
ly do over time. If there are large concentrations of 
under-performing properties when comparing cost 
to revenue, those might be problem spots that will 
also cost the city in police, fire, and other social ser-
vices.

I would challenge you to not pre-judge where 
you think those places will be before doing the re-
search. Remember, we are speaking about a ratio of 
cost to revenue, not pure numbers. A house that costs 

several hundred thousand dollars is only a winner if 
the costs to service that parcel are less than the actual 
tax revenue. A high value place that also has high cost 
of infrastructure is a zero sum game. People with the 
fewest choices need to be treated well so they can do 
their part of contributing to the local economy. Thus, 
special strategies may be necessary to raise up Hous-
ton’s least productive neighborhoods. 

Just one more thing - If along the way anyone 
comes across some 5-7 lane thoroughfares with 45 
mph speed limits come back and check out this vid-
eo for what to do about them. They are a little tricky 
to figure out and are giving other places some real 
financial headaches.

That’s it. Start with a little number crunching. 
Squint. Start a conversation in your community about 
fiscal solvency, not because it’s sexy, but because it is 
the foundation of everything else great about Hous-
ton. 

And if you serve some barbeque at that public 
discussion, don’t forget to invite me!  I am not coming 
to Texas in the middle of the summer for nothing. 

Jim Kumon is an urban designer, com-
munity organizer, and spreadsheet geek 
based in Minneapolis. He is the Execu-
tive Director of the non-profit, Strong 
Towns - a leading voice for financial-

ly sound decision making in cities and towns across 
America.
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Houston 2022.

By a Dallasite – Take it for what it’s worth.

I come in peace.

I don’t know Houston very well.  I admit.  I do 
know ‘Houston’ quite well.  I know the stereotype 
much like I know the Dallas stereotype.  I know the 
stereotypes because we need them to differentiate 
our cities.  Otherwise, on the global perspective from 
a statistical, behavioral, and development dynamics 
standpoint, we are nearly identical.

I know the real Dallas.  I work to build upon and 
improve the little pockets of soul that exist.  Forget 
brands and branding that either collude with or at-
tempt to cover the stereotype.  The best neighbor-
hoods are expressions of its inhabitants.  We know 
them by their soul.  We don’t have to apply a brand.  
We know it intuitively.  The best cities are a collec-
tion of an expression of the quilt of unique neighbor-
hoods.

However, for a neighborhood to be unique 
and a city to have soul, it has to facilitate connectiv 
ity.  The sole purpose of cities is to facilitate social 
and economic exchange, bring people together to 
trade ideas, goods, services, skills, laughs, and even 
genes.  Bring two people together, a spark will occur, 
and you’ll get something entirely new.  Cities are fu-
sion reactors.  They can’t have barriers at the core of 
the reactor.  A highway by nature is ‘limited access.’  
Cities must design and foster abundant accessibility.  
For all ages and incomes.

I also know that Houston is doing great things 
led by your great outgoing mayor, Annise Parker.  
She makes me jealous.  I don’t like when I’m jealous 
of Houston.  In fact, to better ingratiate myself with 
you (read: pander) I would suggest Houston and 

Los Angeles are doing some of the most interesting 
things nationwide.  It irks me to no end that you might 
beat us to highway tear-out.  The one place I thought 
we were out in front of you.  [You should totally tear 
out the Pierce.]

I’m also jealous of the on-going transportation 
related initiatives and the thoughtfulness of their 
planning and execution.  Has anyone ever told you 
that we in Dallas have the longest light rail system in 
the country?  Not coincidentally we also have the low-
est fare box recovery ratio and the highest subsidiza-
tion rate per passenger mile.

So what do I have to add when you’re so clearly 
on the right path?  I have no idea.  Again, I don’t know 
Houston very well.  I think I’ve only been to Houston 
twice in my twelve years a Texan.  I think I’ve been to 
San Angelo more often.

These may not even be new ideas.  If not, I hope 
they might provide additional support towards the 
cause.

We recently hosted the national Congress for the 
New Urbanism in Dallas, where we as an organization 
began the necessary shift from debating building de-
sign aesthetic (the tired and nauseating modern vs 
traditional) to more impactful reform of development 
codes, transportation infrastructure design, and fi-
nance.  These subjects are more often than not at the 
root of a failed or failing place – to paraphrase Lewis 
Mumford, even if no stone has yet crumbled.

They function as the DNA of place.  If you get 
them right, great places will emerge.  Investors and 
entrepreneurs will flock.  Designers will have a play-
ground.  Jobs and opportunities will proliferate.  
People will love them.  Based on Donella Meadows 
work in systems thinking, these are the places to in-
tervene if the built environment fails.  With further 

Stop Widening Roads & Requiring 
Parking
by Patrick Kennedy                                                                                                                           July 3, 2015
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study and analysis we can identify the leverage points 
where gaps can be filled, breaks connected, barriers 
dropped, and maladies remedied.

My talk Monday evening will focus on these 
three topics and how cities around the world are ad-
dressing them to build better, more profitable (in all 
senses of the word) places.

The first leverage point is zoning.  No, I won’t 
suggest ‘the only city without zoning’ to adopt zoning.  
In fact, your lack of zoning is infinitely better than the 
byzantine development code that is rather optional if 
you’re willing to spend a year creating a Planned De-
velopment District, aka customized zoning, which ev-
eryone does.  There’s now about 1,000 of these.  It’s a 
barrier to empowering the small developer.  But you 
don’t really have no zoning whatsoever.  It isn’t the 
Wild West.  But I’ll grant you the mythos and move on.

The next leverage point is transportation, the 
planning and design of the infrastructure of move-
ment.  Or, when links function more as barriers.  In 
the Houston metro, roughly 95% of trips are by car.  
In DFW, about 96%.  I told you we were virtually iden-
tical.  Houston should adopt context sensitive traffic 
modeling in order to avoid the incessant over-widen-
ing of roads.  You already have a great grid.  Widening 
and speeding up roads is an incentive to the market 
to spread out, leading to more and longer trips.  And 
voila, induced demand.

In Dallas, we have found significant vehicular 
trip reduction based on context, whether an area was 
suburban (how the model is calibrated, the baseline), 
walkable suburban where there is a 20% reduction of 
car trips, and urban (or as close to Dallas gets as ur-
ban) – a 40% reduction of automobile trips.  As areas 
densify, the model tells you to widen roads while trips 
are increasingly by other means and the widening is 
proven unnecessary provided you didn’t widen in the 
first place.

Regarding finance, I suspect Jim Kumon of 
Strong Towns will address public sector finances.  I’ll 
address private sector finance, an idea which is zon-
ing related.  If you lower barriers to entry while build-
ing towards a great place, private finance will find its 
way.  One way to reduce upfront costs is to reduce or 
remove minimum parking requirements.  Target ar-

eas for amended parking strategies.  I’m for abolish-
ing all minimum parking requirements and letting the 
market sort it out.  The market is far more adaptable 
than calcified codifications.

However, that may be too extreme.  Instead, 
establish regional center and local center parking 
overlays.  Create parking management districts at re-
gional centers (which should be around multi-mod-
al hubs) to manage supply, demand, and fluctuating 
market-oriented costs in order to maximize the re-
source at all hours rather than empty office garages 
at night and empty residential garages by day.  Es-
tablish parking maximums at areas intended to be 
walkable, local neighborhood centers.  The Bishop 
Arts District in Dallas has thrived since its parking re-
quirement was slashed in half, allowing for economic 
agglomerations.

Lastly, explore ways such as a Land Value Tax in 
order to maximize the private utilization of land in re-
lation to the cost of the public infrastructure that it is 
tied to.  In practice, this might mean decoupling im-
provement from land and taxing at different rates.  If 
you drastically reduce the tax rate on improvements 
while increasing the tax rate on land, you will encour-
age development and infill.  Existing building owners 
will love reducing their taxes while cash flowing sur-
face parking lots and run down underdeveloped sites 
will have impetus to improve.

My presentation Monday night thanks to Hous-
ton Tomorrow will expand on these issues with exam-
ples from Dallas and around the world.

Patrick Kennedy is co-founder of Space 
Between Design Studio where he leads 
the planning, urban design, and de-
velopment consulting practice.  He is 
out-going president of the North Tex-

as chapter of the Congress for the New Urbanism, 
founder of A New Dallas, a non-profit promoting 
transportation alternatives and equitable economic 
development as well as co-founder of Coalition for A 
New Dallas, a political action committee dedicated to 
transparency in government, electing leaders to build 
a better Dallas, and holding those elected officials ac-
countable.
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ridors developed by the Gulf Coast Rail District’s studies of 
the Fort Bend Bypass, create a 200 mile long triple tracked 
freight rail corridor system that is completely grade-sepa-
rated from all other forms of transportation. 

2. Regional Long Distance Commuter Rail System

When the existing freight rail system is expanded to 
include a high capacity freight corridor system, then large 
passenger trains can be operated on multiple corridors 
through the existing rail network during peak commute 
times of the day.  These long distance commuter rail trains 
with 1,000 or more passengers would travel out from 
Downtown and the Urban Core employment districts for 
50 to 100 miles in all directions.

3. Grade Separated Automated Transit Circulator System 
Within the Largest Employment Districts for Last Mile Con-
nections

With the arrival of trains that discharge 1,000 people 
at a time at a rail station along the edge of each major em-
ployment district, we will face new challenges for moving 
commuters the “last mile” to reach their ultimate destina-
tion within the major employment districts.  The best way 
to create enough capacity for moving these large quanti-
ties of people quickly and efficiently is with grade-separat-
ed transit circulator systems.  Aerial guideway systems are 
the least expensive option and they can be integrated into 
the urban fabric of each major employment district.  When 
transit systems are completely grade separated, then the 
trains can be fully automated and operate on very close 
headways in very short trains.  This allows small station 
footprints and a very high level of customer service.

Sam Lott is Sr. Vice President at Kimley-Horn 
and Associates, Inc. He has a Bachelors and 
Masters degree in Mechanical Engineering 
and has worked in the field of transporta-
tion planning and engineering for the last 30 

years. His project work spans many aspects of aviation, ur-
ban transit, and multimodal ground transportation.

Crisis Point #1 – Massive Roadway Congestion

Houston is facing a transportation crisis unlike 
anything it has experienced before – massive 
traffic congestion on a level like that in Los An-
geles.  Within the urban core, the freeways will 
be operating at operational failure conditions 
(Level-of-Service F) throughout the entire day in 
many places.  The resulting congestion will stack 
back into the radial freeway and tollway system, 
and onto the arterial street system as well.

We will have at least 5 million new residents 
move to the region over the next 20 to 30 years, 
and H-GAC forecasts that 4 of the 5 million will 
live outside of the Beltway in the suburban ring.  
Even so, the largest employment centers (by a 
wide margin) will remain inside 610 loop and will 
be the magnet that draws an increasing number 
of people into the urban core in their daily com-
mutes. 

Crisis Point #2 – Doubling of Railroad Train 
Movements

Originally known as the city where seven-
teen railroads meet the sea, Houston’s rail net-
work forms an impressive spider-web of right-
of-way and track that have a radial pattern. Like 
the freeway system, our approach of continuing 
“business as usual” by fixing capacity bottle-
necks one at a time will not be able to keep up 
with the surge in freight rail activity over the next 
20-30 years when freight trains moving through 
the system will double over today’s train activity 
level.

Steps to Mitigate the Crisis -
Three Missing Elements

1. High Capacity Freight Rail Corridor System

Using the model of high capacity freight cor-

Mitigating the Dual Crisis of
Congestion
by Sam Lott                                                                                                                                      July 22, 2015
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The negative impacts on walking as a means of 
mobility and access are pretty obvious.  Massive on-
site parking supply pushes destinations apart, mean-
ing fewer destinations are available within a reason-
able walking distance, diminishing the practicality 
of getting around on foot.  Off-street parking facili-
ties are also generally unpleasant to walk next to or 
through, reducing the qualitative experience of be-
ing a pedestrian as well.  With such conditions, even 
folks who might not be predisposed against walking 
will be more likely to drive to and between their des-
tinations (thus creating more traffic and pollution).  In 
short, excessive on-site parking and walkable envi-
ronments are not terribly compatible.  

Of course, the traffic congestion and health im-
pacts are becoming more widely known as conse-
quences of a lack of walkability. Not to mention the 
burden placed on those who walk because, for what-
ever reason, they’re unable to drive.  Finally, from a 
more purely qualitative perspective, there are those 
who actually like walking in cities and who are denied 
that experience.

The negative impact of the financial burden of 
excessive and poorly located parking may be even 
more pernicious, however.  It would be silly to declare 
parking unnecessary at the present time, especially 
for most commercial uses in Houston; our relative-
ly lower densities and sparse public transit network 
(hopefully being improved now) mean that outside of 
the Central Business District parking is necessary for 
a sufficient number of employees, customers, and vis-
itors to access destinations.  But onsite parking, man-
dated by Houston city code (outside the CBD) and 
perceived as necessary regardless of code by most 
developers, comes at great cost – it takes extra mon-
ey to build parking, not to mention to acquire and 
use the underlying land for that purpose.  What ends 
up happening is that enormous resources are spent 
purely for vehicle storage, rather than using that cap-
ital and land for actual economic activity.

It’s often said that in Houston, and Texas, we love 
our cars.  And I venture to say that as much as Hous-
tonians are devoted to driving, they are obsessed 
about parking.  Perhaps some Houstonians think 
that having convenient free off-street parking at the 
front door of just about everywhere is something 
that makes our city great, and better than those older 
“walkable” cities, where parking is often a hassle, or 
expensive, or both.  In this perspective, when conve-
nient free off-street parking next to your destination 
is missing – meaning you have to search for a park-
ing spot on the street, or go to a garage blocks away, 
or actually pay for the privilege of storing your car 
temporarily while you go about your business – then 
something is, well, sub-optimal, and hurting quality 
of life.

I suppose if you strongly dislike walking, biking, 
taking transit, or using services such as taxis and ride-
share, then such a reaction is logical.  I would venture 
to say that the perceived dominance of this perspec-
tive has been a major driver of land use regulation 
in Houston over the last few decades – specifically 
expressed by minimum onsite parking requirements 
– because people who are upset about what they 
consider parking injustice can get pretty noisy, and 
elected officials and bureaucrats generally pay atten-
tion to noisy.

However, I wonder if people who endorse this 
perspective realize the prices paid for all the vast 
supply of parking that is deemed to be needed to be 
just about everywhere.  While I could highlight many 
ways that the omnipresence of parking as a land use 
can negatively impact us, such as excessive and pol-
luted storm runoff and urban heat islands, I want to 
focus on two main impacts:  the reduced appeal and 
effectiveness of walking and the terrific financial bur-
den our obsession with parking places on both the 
private and public sector.

Parking, Walkability and our Tax 
Base
by Steve Spllette                                                                                                                            June 30, 2015
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Where does the Houston economy actually 
take place?  Usually in buildings, not in parking lots 
or garages – yet how much underutilized financial 
resources are locked into parking? How much more 
expensive, or financially tenuous, is a development 
project than it would have been if more land could be 
used productively? How might our built environment 
improve if more could be spent on creating quality 
buildings and more affordable housing rather than 
creating more parking?

There are serious ramifications for the City’s fis-
cal health in this regard.  Inspired by the work of the 
Strong Towns organization, I researched an example 
of how unwalkable parking-oriented development 
produces a dramatically less productive tax base.  I 
examined the 2014 assessed value of the Sawyer 
Heights retail center, near the Taylor Street exit from 
I 10.  This typical big-box commercial development 
covers nearly 24 acres.  The combined assessed val-
ue of its various property parcels was nearly $58 mil-
lion.  That’s about $2.4 million per acre, which seems 
pretty substantial.  But then I looked at the nearby 
apartment complex recently built at the corner of 
Washington Avenue and Sawyer Street.  That prop-
erty, on approximately two and half acres, was valued 
at over $31 million, or nearly $13 million per acre.  In 
that project, structured parking is stacked under the 
residential units – there’s no surface parking lot.  In 
the retail center, it’s all surface parking lots; a typical 
suburban-style strip or big-box center will be at least 
two-thirds parking by land area.

Even single family housing beats a typical strip 
center when it comes to property tax generation.  I 
looked at a townhouse pod just off Washington Av-
enue, where HCAD has valued the individual homes 
generally in the $400,000s.  The sum of the lot sizes 
totaled under ½ an acre, but the total assessed value 
was approximately $4.5 million.  Assuming a 20 per-
cent homestead exemption on all units, it works out 
to $8.4 million per acre.

One might point out that while retail lags on 
property tax generation, it also produces sales tax 
for the City.  This is true, but my calculations indicate 

that Sawyer Heights would need to contain 300,000 
square feet of retail space generating $500 annual-
ly per square foot in taxable sales to even approach 
the fiscal productivity of the apartments.  For the vast 
majority of one-story retail centers in Houston, such 
sales productivity will be well above what they are ca-
pable of. 

I can tell you from my other experiences in con-
sulting work that these examples of assessed value 
generation are quite typical.  Parking, however seem-
ingly necessary, hurts walkability, and hurts municipal 
fiscal productivity.

So where does this leave Houston?  The city has 
enormous fiscal challenges.  While certainly manag-
ing the expenditure side of the budget is critical re-
gardless of how much revenue is coming in, allow-
ing or encouraging low fiscal value development 
forced by both the mandatory and perceived need 
for excessive on-site parking is not a situation that 
should continue.  Solutions will likely include some 
mix of relaxation or elimination of onsite parking re-
quirements, community shared parking facilities, im-
proved public transit, and eventually autonomous 
(self-driving) vehicles that do not have to be parked 
right at the destination.  And as or more importantly, 
Houston needs improvements in both in the design 
of developments and in the public rights of way to fa-
cilitate safe, comfortable walking.  Houston’s current 
densification trend provides a great opportunity to 
try out these options.

We often think of walkability’s potential to im-
prove our health, our natural environment, and our 
city image.  But just as importantly, it can help save 
our collective checkbook.

Steve Spillette is an urban develop-
ment strategist providing real estate and 
urban planning guidance to both public 
and private sector clients. He headed 
his own firm for 12 years and in 2013 

merged with CDS Market Research, a Houston firm 
with nearly 40 years experience in real estate market 
research and urban development economics.
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Walkable urbanism is a social norm not a physical 
structure. Sidewalks help, of course. As do narrower 
streets, bulbouts, shade trees, and storefronts with 
awnings. In that respect, many Houston thorough-
fares are lacking, and nearly impossible to navigate 
by foot or bicycle, isolating one neighborhood from 
the next. As a result, Houston is made of islands. Many 
of them are dense, mixed-use, and punctuated by 
beautiful public spaces, but they are still islands. The 
main barrier to walkability, however, is not the physi-
cal structure of the streets but our behavior.

James Baldwin writes, “[T]he future is like heav-
en—everyone exalts it but no one wants to go there 
now.” I go there and I am not alone. Houston tomor-
row is already now.

I take METRO everyday to work for $1.25. During 
the 45-minute commute from N. Main to Rice Univer-
sity, I read, listen to podcasts, or talk with fellow pas-
sengers. I enjoy rubbing shoulders with port workers, 
maids, engineers, retirees. For me, Houston is an in-
timate and kind-hearted city. A city as innovative as 
New York but with a Southern pace and a Western 
openness.

Sometimes I am in a hurry. A few weeks ago, I had 
a meeting at Rice that ended at 2:30 p.m. and I need-
ed to get to my daughter’s school in the Woodland 
Heights by 3 p.m. And it was raining. So I ran to the 
METROrail stop, rode it Downtown to Preston where 
I had pre-ordered an Uber ride to Travis Elementary, 
and I arrived at the meeting on time. The whole trip 
cost me about $7. (My hope is that Uber changes its 
practices or a more ethical alternative emerges but 
the car-sharing app is a game-changer that I cannot 
ignore.)

My bus-rail-Uber strategy will become more and 
more viable as new and existing technologies con-
nect Houston’s walkable islands—our activity centers—
into a new form of urbanism.

We have a public with an intense aspiration for 
walkability, and new and old generations willing to 
act on it. The question is how hard will it be for the 
public that’s increasingly empowered by technology 
to drag the political system behind us. The question  
is whether it will take one decade or two before those 
gorgeous, over-engineered downtown parking ga-
rages get converted into housing.

The bad news about walkability as a social norm 
is that changing behaviors is hard. The good news is 
that when the change comes it can be swift. Whereas 
car dependency pushes us into a fiscal crisis, walkable 
urbanism can unlock a virtuous cycle of increased rev-
enue and reduced burden for city government. With 
the economic winds behind us, the now of walkable 
urbanism really is now.

Look at Sunday Streets HTX, when a stretch of 
street is closed to cars, and for a few hours thousands 
of pedestrians and cyclists fill the whole public realm. 
It is a collective visioning exercise. It is a temporary 
“go there now,” and a sign of more to come.

Raj Mankad has been Editor of Cite 
magazine since 2008. He has a B.A. 
from Northwestern University and a PhD 
in Literature and Creative Writing from 
the University of Houston. He rides a 

unicycle, shares founding credit for bringing Sunday 
Streets Houston to reality and publishes his own ani-
mated unofficial guide to each one.

The Go There Now of a Walkable 
Houston
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Between 2016 and 2022, I would encourage the new 
mayor to focus on two elements of mobility improve-
ment:

1) Make the City of Houston a leader in the effort to 
implement, improve, and promote a truly metropoli-
tan transportation system. 
2) Engage with Houston communities to understand 
local transportation needs and improve neighbor-
hood mobility.

These two areas offer the Mayor a chance to 
shape mobility and transportation at both the region-
al and local level.

Too often transportation choices are viewed 
in “us vs. them” terms. “Highways are for suburban-
ites.” “Light rail is for urban residents.” “Commuter rail 
would just serve Sugar Land, not me.” “I don’t ride the 
bus, why should I care how effective it is?” “Bike? In 
Houston? Are you crazy?”

Instead of allowing this type of compartmental-
ization of modes to continue, the new mayor should 
focus on promoting the idea that the metropolitan 
transportation system is just that, a system. Highways 
are essential for moving people around the city. Light 
rail is an important mode for connecting dense urban 
places. We are not all served by the various modes 
of mobility in the same ways, but that does not mean 
that all of the elements we have at our disposal can-
not work together to form a cohesive transportation 
network. Our daily movements are interconnected to 
those of others. My driving effects your walking. More 
commuter buses change highway traffic. A better-co-
ordinated regional transportation network can lead to 
positive outcomes for everyone’s mobility.

Of course, the City of Houston is just one actor 
in the complicated process of regional transportation 
planning, but it’s a strong one. If the next mayor can 

encourage regional decision makers to view inner 
city bus improvements and exurban highway con-
struction as part of the same system, rather than as 
discrete or even antagonistic projects, we stand a 
better chance of improving these elements in ways 
that best serve the entire region.

Metropolitan level discussions, though, can 
also quickly drown out local voices from the mobili-
ty discussion. The next mayor must also be willing to 
grapple with the community-level mobility needs of 
Houstonians. In particular they should find ways to 
improve neighborhood mobility.

The comprehensive metropolitan network I 
discussed above is knit together as much by neigh-
borhood streets and sidewalks as by freeways. Many 
of those local pieces are in disrepair or unsafe for 
pedestrians and bicyclists. Moreover, many neigh-
borhoods are disconnected from nearby amenities 
whether by design (dead ends and cul-de-sacs), ob-
stacle (highways or major thoroughfares), or inac-
cessibility (lack of sidewalks).

The next mayor should learn directly from 
Houstonians about their neighborhood mobili-
ty needs and build on existing localized programs 
such H-GAC’s Livable Centers. Each Houston com-
munity can provide the city with a vision for what its 
residents want or need. And the mayor should work 
to implement those in ways that work with the larger 
system.

Balancing localized and regional transporta-
tion is no easy task. Finances and politics make it 
more difficult. But understanding our transportation 
as a simultaneously regional and local organism is 
an; essential step for our next mayor.

A Truly Metropolitan Transporta-
tion System

What Can We Do By 20224

by Kyle Shelton                                                                                                                                July 22, 2015
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Kyle Shelton is a Postdoctoral Fellow at 
the Kinder Institute for Urban Research 
at Rice University. He has a PhD in Amer-
ican History from UT-Austin. His research 

focuses on how the intersections of transportation, 
urban development, and politics shape the built and 
natural environments of cities in the past and today.



What Can We Do By 20224
Houston Tomorrow offers briefings and technical 
assistance to all candidates and elected officials of the 
Houston region. If you are interested in pursuing any of 
these issues further, please contact us and ask for help. 
Through our extensive network of partners in the Hous-
ton Coalition for Complete Streets, the Houston Food 
Policy Workgroup, the Texas Children in Nature - Hous-
ton collaborative, and academic partners, we can bring 
a substantial knowledge base to optimize policy oppor-
tunities that will benefit all the people of Houston.

Houston Tomorrow is an independent 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organization dedicated to improving 

the quality of life for all the people of the Houston 
region. Our vision is that the Houston region - on its 
200th birthday in 2036 - will be home to the healthi-
est happiest, most prosperous people in the nation.
Find out more at http://www.houstontomorrow.org

@HoustonTomorrow or call 713-523-5757


