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Faulty tower

Houston needs a tool to protect its neighborhoods from inappropriate development.
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Led and influenced by wealthy developers, many of

whom reside in zoned communities, Houstonians have

repeatedly rejected all but the most rudimentary regulations on land use. Given the city's history,
perhaps residents shouldn't be surprised or alarmed when inappropriate projects encroach on
their neighborhoods.

But sometimes they are taken by surprise and become alarmed, and with good reason.

The most recent cause célébre is a proposal to erect a 23-story mixed use building on the corner
of Bissonnet and Ashby, near Rice University. The outsized project would literally tower over the
houses that make up the upscale Southampton and Boulevard Oaks subdivisions.

Showing appropriate leadership, Mayor Bill White supports opponents of the tower. The mayor
recognizes the desire of many Houstonians to move closer to their work, which will add density to
the central city. However, White said in a statement to concerned parties that he believed the
proposed project would impede traffic on two-lane Bissonnet, already congested during rush
hours.

White said he would use "any appropriate power under the law to alter the proposed project as
currently planned.” The challenge going forward is that city officials have few tools at their
disposal. The city asks developers to study how each project will affect traffic, but no law yet
requires them to do so.

Influential opponents of the Ashby Tower have won considerable support at City Hall and are
represented by prominent litigator Rusty Hardin. Their clout has led some Houstonians to charge
favoritism and inequity.

Well, of course. Well-heeled, civically active voters wield more influence than low-income
residents who might have less time or inclination to vote and take part in civic affairs. Human
nature is not easily repealed, but that's not all bad in a democracy in which politicians are
supposed to consider their constituents' concerns.

Chris Amandas, a leader of the neighborhood task force opposing the Ashby Tower, said the
project might never be built because of physical limitations. The property is not large enough to
accommodate the required construction materials and equipment.

Whatever the outcome, he said, the city needs some kind of system based on the building code
to review projects' impact on traffic, particularly fire and emergency equipment. Such a system
would give all of the city's residents a fair, uniform method to keep unwanted, inappropriate,
damaging development from encroaching on their neighborhoods.

Houston probably will never have strict zoning, and no zoning proposal is on the table now. But
the city needs a better way to protect all its neighborhoods, regardless of how much their
residents make or how much influence they wield with elected officials.

Readers are solely responsible for the content of the comments they post here. Comments are
subject to the site's terms and conditions of use and do not necessarily reflect the opinion or
approval of the Houston Chronicle.
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gary302 wrote:

Marinedaughter: 1 completely agree with you. When interviewed by the West U Examiner, one of the
developers said that because of the employment growth in the Medical Center, if they didn't build this high-
rise, someone else will. So they would rather destroy the neighborhood themselves and make the bucks than
let someone else try to do it. $0 much for their claim of being sensitive to the neighborhood, what a couple of
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hypocrites.
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4 nativehoustanianSs wrote
Hstnnative, the Chronicle's agenda is the same as the mayor's agenda. The business of Houston ts corporate
business.

Time to lobby, citizens, before it is your neighborhood. All you have to do is drive around and see what has
happened to our neighborhoods because of this development first, citizens fast attitude on the part of the City
of Houston.

1021AHexpress, before you get that precious deed restricted neighborhood, there is a lot you need to learn.
The first is that just because it is deed restricted today does not mean it will be deed restricted in the future,
That means you, your property and family will be on the line in the future. Man, are you naive!
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nativehoustonian5S wrote:

Nathou, Houstonian555, and Vikinghou: thanks, go get ‘em! I do not believe that the majority of people here
understand the problem completely until the some developer starts to destroy their neighborhood. Houston is
the only city 1 know that does not listen to the taxpayers.

We need hearings for the effected neighborhoods before these things start. People should have a say on what
goes on in their neighborhood, especially if the neighborhood no longer has deed restrictions. As it is, it is
hard enough to get the City of Houston attorneys to enforce our deed restrictions,

The subdivision I ive in has deed restrictions that have been to the U. S. Supreme Court, yet we cannot get
rid of a business on the corner of Braewick and Beechnut. There is an adjudicated agreement, that the City
attorneys have been ignoring, so the business stays. Mayor White's actions are unacceptable.
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BeingHonestRU wrote:
You mean like ZONING????7? Wow, what a great "new" idea.......... scheesh.
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Charli wrote:

Anne Clutterback is quoted in a story in the Rice Thresher as saying she supports enacting a 120 day
moratorium to allow City Council to either amend an existing ordinance or enact a new one to "address” the
probiem, she wasn't real clear about that although what she obviously meant was to do something to "block'
the problem. The real problem is that the developers bought the land and submitted the plans and upgraded
the sewer system under the existing ordinances and they have abided by the ordinances as they exist.

There is something wrong with changing the ordinances to block development already in the planning stages
and in this case where the developer has gone beyond the requirements of the ordinances by providing a
traffic study, which the city approved, and upgrading the sewer system which would indicate that the city
indeed approved the project at some point and now has decided to "unapprove" it. The attitude seems to be
that the developers shouid be thanked for upgrading the sewer system and then told to move on down the
road and upgrade someone eise’s sewer system and build their hirise there. Obviously the city approved this
or the developer would not have gone to the expense it has gone to. Now the city, again, wants to
"unapprove" it. That is, again, appalling. And reeks of the very favoritism the mayor has denied.

As for a moratorium, will this apply, along with any amended or new ordinance, to all planned development in
the city or just to this particular planned development in Anne Clutterback's neighborhood? will it apply to
other developments in her neighborhood which the residents of Southampton and Boulevard Oaks are equally
opposed to, and opposed to on basically the same basis, or just this one? Law, and ordinance, is supposed to
apply equally to everyone. It doesn't appear to be applying at all here,

Obviously the "important people” in Southampton and Boulevard Oaks don't want it. The equally "important
people” in Tanglewood and River Oaks didn't want any number of highrise buildings either but they were told
there was nothing they could do about it as were the "important people” in Southampton and Boulevard Oaks
initially. The only difference between the "important pecple” in Tanglewoad and River Oaks and the "important
people” in Southampton and Boulevard Oaks is the {atter decided to "throw their weight around” while the
former didn't feel the need to and instead decided to respect the voters who, again, have consistently rejected
zoning in this c¢ity. That respect apparently isn't shared by the opponents of 1717 Bissonnet including, and
particularly, the politicians whao have become their voice. It is a voice that is speaking to the voters, And the
voters are listening. And are not really happy. No zoning means no zoning. That property has sat there on the
corner of Bissonnet and Ashby for years and everyone knew eventually it would be redeveloped. Southampton
and Boulevard Oaks should have addressed a potential problem before the fact. Not attempted to after the
fact.

Someone should start a petition for the developers. I will be the first to sign that one.
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