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A proposal for action
The time has come for us to work together to define a shared vision – a comprehensive plan - for the future of our city.

It’s time to create the future we want by coordinating plans for transportation, revitalization of neighborhoods, flood management, land development, stewardship of our cultural heritage and natural resources, and many other issues. 

Citizens of the City of Houston should immediately begin a meaningful and comprehensive planning process with broad community participation, as mandated in the City Code of Ordinances (Chapter 33, Sec.33-22)

The City should join with local philanthropic foundations to sponsor the creation of a Houston plan.

A Draft Plan should be completed, submitted to an extensive public hearing process, and adopted by the Planning Commission and City Council by December 15, 2002. 

Council should then instruct the Planning & Development Department to create a new development code based on the plan. The new code should be optional for private development but mandatory wherever public assets are at risk. 

The Plan and the Code should be offered to the voters in the 2003 elections. 

If approved, Comprehensive Plan and Code should go into immediate effect in the public realm, and work should begin on a new incentives program to encourage use of the Code in the private realm.

The Comprehensive Plan should be reviewed annually.

Why does Houston need a plan?

Four big reasons:

· Our image has suffered

· Houston is perceived as an undesirable place to live

· Knowledge workers are looking for desirable places to live

· Houston deserves to be a better place to live, for us and for those after us

Everyone working and living in Houston wants to have a high quality of life with a broad array of choices for living, working, and playing. Parents want that for their children, and their grandchildren.

A broad cross-section of Houstonians believes the time has come for a public planning process to improve future development of the City.

A comprehensive plan is necessary to make the most efficient use of public assets to create and maintain the complex infrastructure that enables quality private development.

The key to future success is to attract and keep the diverse web of talented people who create and sustain metropolitan economies. 

We need to protect and leverage our assets to create the kind of community character desired by many people.

People who are able to work anywhere look for quality places with thriving, diverse neighborhoods served by mixed-use centers, with efficient mobility choices. We need to create more of those.

Surrounding municipalities and counties with plans have competed successfully against the City, and the best ones have significant planning processes. 

No prudent business or major institution would consider operating without a plan. 

Houston’s last valid comprehensive plan was published in 1929.

A comprehensive planning process is mandated by the City Code of Ordinances. (Ch. 33, sec 33-22)

What is a comprehensive plan?

· The result of a public process that reflects citizen values and wisdom about principles and goals to make our city a more attractive place to live and visit. 

· An agreed-upon framework for turning our visions into processes and places over the next 20-30 years.

· A plan for efficient, fair, and productive use of our taxes to make a safe, interesting, innovative city with a wide variety of choices.

· A plan that encompasses all geographic parts of the community and addresses all interdependent quality of life issues simultaneously, such as land use, environment, transportation, and public facilities.

· An official public document adopted as a policy guide for decisions about the physical development of the community.

· The basis for effective government.

What are the benefits?

The greatest benefit is the process itself - bringing citizens together to define a shared vision for our collective future.

Other benefits:

· better use and management of public resources

· a more orderly pattern of growth and efficient land use

· revitalization and protection of neighborhoods

· greater stability for communities

· capital improvements program tied to preferredpatterns of growth

· control of visual blight

· protection of the natural environment

·  clarity and predictability regarding private development  

Who decides what’s in it?

Everybody who lives within the City limits has the opportunity to participate and decide goals.  The process must be open to anyone willing to contribute.

A team of professionals and managers facilitates the process, compile the input, and draft a plan that is derived from the visions of the participants.

The plan will pass through many filters, the City Council.  Ultimately, the plan should go to the voters. It is critical, therefore, that everyone involved at all stages of the process be committed to work toward broad agreement, then work to communicate the plan to the voters.

The whole objective is to reflect, as accurately as possible, the fullest possible set of principles and goals that can survive broad public scrutiny and become Houston’s vision of the future. 

How do you create a comprehensive plan?

Comprehensive planning is a serious endeavor requiring resources, time, and the involvement of many people.  

A modern planning process alternates between citizen input and professional design work.

Resources include innovative, skilled professional planning staff and consultants.  

A comprehensive plan requires a concerted, efficient effort over approximately a year.  

Is this about the Z word?
No, this isn’t about zoning - it’s about devising a vision and a plan.  

Mostly, such a plan is about the public realm – the streets and sidewalks, parks and squares, public buildings, public transit, public housing, municipal services, water drainage, and more.  

Modern planning principles actually struggle against traditional zoning codes that separate uses and make our daily lives less convenient, less equitable, and more expensive. 

Everyone is aware of the need to protect individual rights, while improving the safety and well being of the whole community. 

Of course, no one can foresee what our common desires may be, and a variety of tools will be needed to achieve those desires.

A comprehensive plan could establish preferred patterns of development and support for that could come from corresponding public investment decisions, but zoning is not necessarily a given at the outset.

In any event, the whole community will decide.

Connecting our visions

In a study exploring more than forty Houston-area planning and visioning processes undertaken during the last two decades, it clear that Houstonians desire the following:

· Focus on neighborhoods

· Design for people more than cars

· Protect our natural resources

· Provide for clean air and water

· Provide more open space and parks

· Protect our existing historic and cultural assets

· Create “people places” and “urban villages”

· Provide better access and mobility choices

· Protect and plant more trees everywhere

· Provide more recreational opportunities

· Create a vast network of bayou-based linear parks connected to neighborhoods with pedestrian and bicycle paths

Some issues to study 

· Air and water quality

· Neighborhood protection and quality
 

· Education and schools

· Economic progress

· Access and transportation choices

· Social capital and diversity

· Physical attractiveness

· Flooding

· Stewardship of natural resources

· Cooperation among public agencies

Suggested milestones for the plan
Houston will be 200 years old in 2036. What should the city be like then, when it is expected there will be nearly twice as many people?

We suggest the far date for a comprehensive plan be 2036, with these milestones for improvement along the way:

2004
January - Super Bowl


July – Baseball All-Star Game 

2012
Olympics

2036 Houston Bicentennial

The Native Americans who first lived in this region would have planned ahead for seven generations.  

That kind of long range planning is aimed at “sustainable development,” a concept invented in the Houston region more than 30 years ago by George Mitchell. 

What can you do?
· Discuss the subject with your civic association.

· Discuss the subject with other community organizations and associations.

· Bring the proposal to the attention of candidates for election.

· Ask the Mayor and Council members to activate the process mandated by the City Code of Ordinances.

· Consider addressing Council at public sessions on Tuesdays at 2 pm (713-247-1840).

· Learn more about the proposal and about ideas for livable cities (www.livablehouston.org, for a start)

· Become one of the 1000 Friends of Houston (www.1000friendsofhouston.org.)

Where I can you get more information about all this? 
www.houstonplan.org (September 1)
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