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fighting high-rise near Rice

a3 He says the city
is working on a
tougher ordinance
for future projects

By MIKE SNYDER

HOUSTON CHRONICLE

The city of Houston will use
“any appropriate power under
law” to alter a planned 23-
story building that would
tower over  single-family
homes in neighborhoods near
Rice University, Mayor Bill
White said Wednesday.

White, in a letter to leaders
of area civic clubs. said the
project at 1717 Bissonnet
would worsen traffic conges-
tion on that two-lane street.
For future projects. he said,
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city officials are working on an
ordinance that would require
developers to “reasonably ad-
dress traffic impacts” in sur-
rounding neighborhoods.
Neighborhood protection
advocates said they hoped the
mayor’s comments, coupled
with fierce opposition from the
adjoining Southampton and

Boulevard Oaks neighbor-
hoods, would provide impetus
for stronger policies to ease the
impact of new developments
often seen as out of scale with
surrounding single-family en-
claves.

City Controller Annise
Parker, who previously served
on the City Council and has a }
longtime interest in neighbor-
hood issues, likened the city’s -
role in regulating development .
to its recent strengthening of |
its smoking ordinance.

“There is a strong reluc-}
tance on the part of many in A\
the community to infringe on!
property rights,” she said.
“But that tower in the middle ;
of Southampton is going to in-
fluence every building around
it, just like someone who lights g
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acigarette in a restaurant has an
impact on the people around
him.”

Councilwoman Anne Clut-
terbuck, whose district includes
the Bissonnet site as well as two
other recent controversial de-
velopment projects, said such
disputes have become so wide-
spread that trying to solve them
individually is impractical.

“We need to look at these
more comprehensively and col-
lectively,” Clutterbuck said.
“It’s unfortunate that we’re do-
ing them piecemeal.”

Clutterbuck said she had
asked White’s administration to
thoroughly review city ordi-
nances to look for any regula-
tions that might give the city le-
verage to require changes in the
Bissonnet project.

The developers, Kevin Kir-
ton and Matthew Morgan of
Houston-based Buckhead In-
vestment Partners, said
Wednesday that they are open
to discussions with citv otficials

but intend to proceed with the
project as planned. The devel-
opment would include high-end
apartments, shops, a restaurant
and a five-story parking garage.

“We have invested an enor-
mous amount of human and fi-
nancial resources,” Morgan
said. “We studied all the avail-
able options.”

Increased traffic

Neighborhood leaders said
the project, on the site of what is
now a small apartment develop-
ment, would pour hundreds of
vehicles every day onto Bisson-
net and Ashby, also a two-lane
street. In addition, the building
would block the sun from
nearby homes and intrude on
residents’ privacy, they said.

James Reeder, an attorney
who lives nearby and is leading
the opposition, pointed
Wednesday to a garden at a
home across Bissonnet from the
site.

“There will be a shadow on
sheir nroperty every hour of ev-

ery day, all year long,” he said.

The developers have said
that a traffic study they com-
missioned showed minimal im-
pact on the surrounding area.

Andy Icken, a deputy direc-
tor of the Public Works and En-
gineering Department, said he
had briefly reviewed the traffic
study but hadn’t yet analyzed
its methodology or accuracy.

He acknowledged that the
city now has no authority to re-
quire changes in any project
based on the findings of a traffic
study, noting that the ordinance
being developed would create
such authority.

“I think we’ll start off with
the power of persuasion,” Icken
said. “We're going to assume
that reason will prevail here.”

Working with developers

White said city officials often
are successful when they work
with developers to resolve traf-
fic impact and other issues.

“Most developers want to
have good relationships with

City Hall, and they realize there
are consequences to being un-
popular,” White said.

In his letter, however, the
mayor acknowledged that new,
denser development in central
Houston requires policy solu-
tions as well as negotiation.

“Houston’s city charter pre-
vents the city from dictating ref-
erences to landowners concern-
ing the residential or commer-
cial use” of their property,
White said.

“T believe the city does have
the power to limit or to impose
reasonable requirements con-
cerning on-site parking, flood
impacts, the amount of traffic or
trips and the reasonableness of
places for ingress and egress on
a particular property.”

The developers say they plan
to start construction next year
and achieve full occupancy of
226 apartments by 2010.

Staff writer Matt Stiles contributed
to this report.
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