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Chipping THE JUMP PAGE 
away at DEVELOP: High-rise plan put 
builders' p • -ti I 

access 
r City has been 
toughening rules 
on industry not 
used to it here 

By MIKE SNYDER 
: !OCSTO",  C l l R O N l C L E  

FIouston's real estate de- 
.-elopers, who have long en- 
joyed a unique role as the 
s:it!:'.;  inf fettered engines of 
qra~vth, suddenly find them- 
s.ives on the defensive as 
:hey scramble to confront a 
tlurry cf policy initiatives af- 
i~ct ing their industry. 

In the past year, the City 
Council has strengthened 
rules for protecting historic 
buildings, required develop- 
ers to set aside land for parks 
and tried to give neighbor- 
hood leaders more influence 
over the shape of new devel- 
opmerit surrounding them. 

Viirious officials and com- 
:r,irlees, meanwhi!e, are 
working cn new rules for de- 
veiopmont in transit corri- 
(iors, policies to encourage 
'2nd guide urban mixed-use 
developtnents and require- 
nicnts for traffic impact stud- 
ies of certain high-density 
projects. 

Collectively these efforts 
are a bit of a shock to an in- 
dustrv accustomed to limited 
local regulation in the na- 
tion's on!y major city with- 
out zoliing. 

(( I 7 , .  , t , been in this business 
for 35 years, and I've never 
seen this much change at one 
tirr.e," said Tim Box, a con- 
sultant who is active in devel- 
opment organizations and 
was ,i close associate of 
Walter Mischer Sr.. the leg- 
endary Xouston developer. 
bi~nker ~ ! l d  power broker 
who ciied in L c ) O i .  
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~ocus on issue' 
balance development and 
neighborhood interests have 
resonated at City Hall for years 
as central Houston grew denser 
and neighborhood groups be- 
came more adept at getting their 
message across. 

In the past few months, these 
issues have been brought into 
sharp focus by a dispute over a 
single structure that might nev- 
er be built. 

Responding to protests over 
a planned 23-story building at 
1717 Bissonnet, city officials are 
drafting an ordinance that 
would impose the city's first re- 
quirements for traffic impact 
studies of new developments. 
These rules, which would apply 
only to high-density buildings 
that meet specific criteria, 
would require developers to 
take steps to reduce the impact 
of their projects on congestion 
in surrounding neighborhoods. 

Regulation concerns 
Among the audience at the 

first City Council committee 
meeting on the ordinance last 
month were lobbyists for the 
Greater Houston Builders Asso- 
ciation, the Houston Apartment 
Association and Perry Homes, 
the Houston home building firm 

I whose founder. Bob Perry, is a 
/ major Republican campaign 
1 contributor. 

The GHBA represents single- 
family home builders; Perry 
Homes builds suburban subdi- 
visions and urban townhome 
projects. Neither would be di- 
rectly affected by the ordinance 
the committee was discussing, 
but the lobbyists said their con- 
cerns were more general. 

This ordinance is the latest 
in a series of city policies that 
create a sense that the rules are 
constantly changing, compro- 
mising the consistency that's vi- 
tal to getting development proj- 
ects financed, said Adam 
Aschmann, the GHBA's govern- 
inellt affairs director. 

"lt could set a precedent that 
affects the financial communi- 
ty's willingness to lend money 
for the development community 
as a whole," Aschmann said. 

Andy Teas, Aschmann's 

counterpart at the apartment 
~ssociation, said Houston's 
business- and development- 
friendly environment has 
set-ved it well. He urged officials 
to move cautiously. 

"Our members are con- 
cerned at the increase in regula- 
tion, not just on development 
but on business generally," Teas 
said, suggesting that city offi- 
cials were "trying to impose a 
government policy solution on a 
market problem." 

There are signs, however, 
that some developers have con- 
cluded that changes in the way 
they do business are inevitable. 
Aschmann and others who rep- 
resent real estate interests have 
worked side by side with city 
staffers and neighborhood lead- 
ers on committees studying 
various aspects of Houston de- 
velopment patterns. 

In addition, developers have 
raised $1.5 million, some of 
which will pay for academic re- 
search on the best methods to 
measure traffic impacts of high- 
density developments, said 
Councilwoman Anne Clutter- 
buck, whose district includes 
the site of the Bissonnet high- 
rise. 

They will provide the re- 
search to the city to help make 
the ordinance as effective as 
possible, Clutterbuck said. 

She said developers have told 
her recently that they want to 
work with neighborhoods to en- 
sure that whatever new rules 
are developed are clear and con- 
sistent. 



Neighborhood activists say 
the best way to respond to their 
concerns while satisfying devel- 
opers is through a fundamental 
reforin of the city's deve!op- 
ment code, known as Chapter 
32. The city's efforts thus far. 
they say, reflect a fragmented 

approach that's unlikely to be 
effective. 

W~despread changes? 
The current work on a high- 

density traffic impact ordinance 
is a good example, said Jane Ca- 
hill, an activist who helped her 
Old Sixth Ward neighborhood 
secure stronger protections for 
its Victorian-era houses. 

"That's a spit-and-chewing- 
gum approach that doesn't even 
come close to solving the devel- 
opment crisis in the commu- 
nity," Cahill said. "They need a 
global approach." 

David Crossley, the presi- 
dent of the Gulf Coast Institute, 
a nonprofit focused on planning 
and quality of life issues, said 
the uproar over the Bissonnet 
high-rise could inspire a new, 
form-based development code 
that seeks to keep buildings 
comparable in scale to the sur- 
rounding neighborhood. 

"The Planning Commission 
suffers this kind of fight almost 
weekly, and almost always the 
citizens leave in a frustrated 
huff. told that there's nothing 
anybody can do to save their 
neighborhood," Crossley wrote 
on a blog, Process, on the insti- 
tute's Web site. 

White, however, has shown 
no indication that he's inter- 
ested in widespread changes. 
He made it clear that the Old 
Sixth Ward historic protections 
would apply only to that neigh- 
borhood, and he has instructed 
his staff to keep the high- 
density traffic impact ordinance 
narrowly focused. 

In a recent interview, the 
mayor indicated that he gener- 
ally favors market-based rather 
than government-imposed solu- 
tions to development problems. 

"I'm perhaps a stronger be- 
liever in markets and consumer 

choice on some issues involving 
development than some people 
who might vote in the Republi- 
can primary," said White, a 
Democrat. 

Chronicle reporter Matt Stiles 
contributed to this report. 
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TOUGHER RULES 
Some city policies recently 
enacted or under discussion 
that affect the development 
industry: 

Preservation: City Council 
created Houston's first 
protected historic district in 
the Old Sixth Ward, shielding 
more than 200 buildings 
from demolition. 

Parks: Council agreed to 
require developers to set 
aside land in their 
developments or pay a fee to 
help expand city park 
system. 

Lot sizes: City Council 
amended procedures for 
neighborhoods to petition for 
minimum lot sizes to limit 
density. 

Urban transit corridors: 
Planning department and 
consultants working on new 
development rules and 
standards for streets and 
other infrastructure in transit 
corridors. 

Traffic impacts: City 
officials working on 
ordinance that would require 
traffic impact studies for 
certain high-density projects; 
prompted by furor over 
planned high-rise at 1717 
Bissonnet. 


