
HOUSTOPIA 
2035
IS A NEW CONSENSUS EMERGING ON A DENSER, 
MORE ECOLOGICAL AND WALKABLE FUTURE 
FOR THE REGION?

THE MOST RECENT GROWTH FORECAST DEVELOPED 
BY THE HOUSTON-GALVESTON AREA COUNCIL 
(H-GAC) PREDICTS THAT THE HOUSTON REGION 
WILL ADD 3.5 MILLION PEOPLE AND 1.5 MILLION 
JOBS BY 2035. PRODUCED USING URBANSIM, A 
MODEL THAT FIRST “LEARNS” FROM THE RECENT 
PAST AND THEN USES THESE “RULES” TO SIMULATE 
FUTURE REAL ESTATE MARKETS, THE FORECAST 
SHOWS DENSIFICATION OF THE REGION’S URBAN 
CENTERS, BUT IT DOES NOT SHOW IN ANY 
SUBSTANTIAL WAY A SLOWDOWN OF SUBURBAN 
DEVELOPMENT. 

by Jeffrey Taebel

CYPRESS CREEK WATERSHED  PHOTOGRAPHY Sharón Steinmann

Jaime González of the 
Katy Prairie Conservancy (KPC) 
worked with volunteers to move 

rare and endangered species 
of plants and insects from the 

Saums Road Prairie before a 
road expansion paved over the 

near pristine landscape.  FA
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“WHILE I KNOW THE STANDARD 
CLAIM IS THAT YOSEMITE, 
NIAGARA FALLS, THE UPPER 
YELLOWSTONE AND THE LIKE 
AFFORD THE GREATEST NATU-
RAL SHOWS, I AM NOT SO SURE 
BUT THE PRAIRIES AND PLAINS, 
WHILE LESS STUNNING AT FIRST 
SIGHT, LAST LONGER, FILL THE 
ESTHETIC SENSE FULLER, 
PRECEDE ALL THE REST, AND 
MAKE NORTH AMERICA’S 
CHARACTERISTIC LANDSCAPE.”

Walt Whitman, Specimen Days (1883)
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The march into pastures and woodlands is a matter of increasing controversy. Climate change, peak oil production, environmental 
degradation, rising ecological awareness, demographic trends, and a new economic landscape are just a few of the burgeoning 
forces that have the potential to move the region away from this familiar trajectory.

The long-standing debate about the appropriate role of public sector planning in guiding development has intensifi ed, and for 
those closely involved, there are signs that the ground beneath common assumptions about what the region should look like in the 
future may be shifting.

Public Visioning
Long used in military war games, “sce-
nario analysis” was pioneered by Royal 
Dutch Shell to plan for the types of un-
foreseen events that led to oil shortages in 
the 1970s. Regional planning initiatives 
have increasingly employed scenario 
analysis as a tool for evaluating the likely 
benefi ts and pitfalls of potential growth 
patterns.

When H-GAC was developing its 
2035 Regional Transportation Plan 
(RTP) in 2005, the agency involved the 
public in developing alternative growth 
scenarios. Envision Houston Region was 
co-sponsored by the American Institute 
of Architects, Blueprint Houston, Center 
for Houston’s Future, North Houston 
Association, and Urban Land Institute–
Houston District Council. Community 
forums conducted with these and other 
partner organizations in eight locations 
throughout the region attracted over 800 
participants. To get a broad representa-
tion of residents and businesses, meet-
ings were held at various times in urban, 
suburban, and exurban locations region-

wide. This “public visioning” process was designed by Fregonese Calthorpe As-
sociates, a fi rm that has managed many similar efforts across the nation. 

Participants were divided into teams of eight to ten that could choose between 
three “chip sets” representing the 3.5 million people and 1.5 million jobs that 
H-GAC expects the region to add by 2035. The chip sets represented differ-
ent growth scenarios—status quo, compact development, and a hybrid option 
in between. The teams were asked to place the chips from their chosen set on 
maps of the region to indicate where they thought development should happen. 
They were also asked to record the key values they were trying to achieve on 
their maps.

This exercise provided the basis for an evaluation of three different growth 
scenarios for the Houston region. Scenario A—the H-GAC forecast—refl ected 
current trends in development patterns and served as a point of comparison for 
Scenario B, which was based on an average of the 71 maps produced by Envi-
sion Houston Region participants. For the most part, Scenario B concentrated 
growth in already developed areas and preserved more green space; it also gave 
the counties surrounding Harris County a smaller share of the region’s growth 
compared to Scenario A. Finally, Scenario C preserved the general patterns 
preferred by Envision participants, but maintained the forecast growth trends 
in population and jobs for each county. Interestingly, Scenario C produced a 
pattern of more defi ned town centers and concentrated employment than did 
Scenario B.

Using a Geographic Information System and Travel Demand Model, H-
GAC then compared how the scenarios would perform according to various 
regional mobility and environmental metrics. 

The analysis showed that both the citizen-derived Scenario B and H-GAC’s 
modifi ed Scenario C would produce mobility and environmental benefi ts whose 

REGIONAL PLANNING INITIATIVES HAVE INCREASINGLY EMPLOYED 
SCENARIO ANALYSIS AS A TOOL FOR EVALUATING THE LIKELY 
BENEFITS AND PITFALLS OF POTENTIAL GROWTH PATTERNS.
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differences in degree were far from staggering. But before dismissing these 
outcomes as small beans, it should be noted that the modeling comparison 
only used the roadways and transit network already on the ground or in ad-
opted transportation agency plans. The 
effects of METRO implementing its 
plan for light rail and new bus services 
were accounted for, as were those of a 
completed Grand Parkway, but not the 
effects of the new investments in com-
muter rail, bus service, sidewalks, and 
bikeways that would likely be central to 
a coordinated public strategy to achieve 
a “Houstopian” vision of future growth.  

Also, it is interesting to consider how 
well Scenarios B and C perform when 
we take into account how each would 
distribute new growth. The studies 
presented here are comparisons of how 
Scenarios B and C would allocate new 
growth differently from Scenario A in 
the 100-year fl oodplain, in Hurricane 
Evacuation Zone A, within existing 
wastewater treatment service areas, and 
within existing dense street networks. 

The main lessons from Envision Houston Region were (1) that changing 
growth patterns alone would produce a comparatively less car-dependent 
region, while potentially yielding more substantial environmental benefi ts, 
and (2) that those outcomes were desired by a consensus of the participants. 
It also appears that money could be saved by focusing growth in areas with 
existing infrastructure. Whether this represents enough evidence for public 
agencies to signifi cantly shift the current mix of planned transportation in-
vestments or enact supportive land use and economic development policies 
remains to be seen. It does, however, seem to be worthy of continued study 
and public discussion.

Livable Centers
Public input from Envision Houston Region led to the establishment of new 
goals in H-GAC’s 2035 Regional Transportation Plan and also fueled the 
launch of a new H-GAC program, Livable Centers, designed to provide 
fi nancial support for planning and infrastructure that will result in the cre-
ation of more mixed-use, walkable places. 
One empirical basis for pursuing Livable 
Centers as a regional transportation strategy 
was established by Australian researchers 
Peter Newman and Jeff Kentworthy, whose 
analysis of multiple urban regions revealed 
that achieving a critical mass of people and 
jobs, or activity density, produces a signifi -
cant increase in the share of people’s trips 
made by walking and transit versus by car. 

This principle is on display even in the 
Houston region’s hot and mostly un-pedes-

trian-friendly landscape. For example, the 
percentage of Downtown and Texas Medi-
cal Center workers who commute by transit 
or carpool is much higher than the regional 
norm. And since those workers have left 
their cars at home, they make their daytime 
trips for lunch, errands, meetings, and ap-
pointments on foot, albeit often through a 
tunnel or a skywalk. Each of these walking 
trips is a potential car trip that the worker has 
not made, either during the workday or, as is 
also likely, during the commute home when 
congestion is at its peak.

More evocative of the new type of activ-
ity centers that could one day dot the region’s 
landscape are The Woodlands Town Center 
and Sugar Land Town Square. These places 
have a mixture of offi ce, retail, and civic ac-

tivities along with some housing, all organized around public spaces and 
connected by walkways and pedestrian-friendly streets. At a smaller scale, 
individual mixed-use developments like Post Properties in Midtown, West 
Ave in Upper Kirby, and CITYCENTRE in West Houston also create 
activity density. That developers have sensed a greater public demand for 
walkable mixed-use environments is evidenced by these developments and 
the many similar projects that were put on hold by the economic downturn 
and credit crunch. On the suburban fringe, Tomball and Waller are plan-
ning to revitalize their downtowns to take advantage of these trends as well 
as to eventually connect to the central city via commuter rail.

Participants in a public 
visioning place chips 
representing jobs and 
people to create a 
scenario for 2035.
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METRIC           2005  SCENARIO A             SCENARIO B           SCENARIO C

Daily Vehicle 
Miles Traveled 133.3 million 247.7 million 231.6 million 231.2 million

Daily  Transit 
Boardings 394,000 758,000 845,000 944,000

Nitrogen Oxides 
Emitted* 170.6 tons/day 46.6 tons/day 46.4 tons/day 43.7 tons/day

Volatile Organic 
Compounds Emitted* 87.7 tons/day 50.7 tons/day 48.7 tons/day 47.7 tons/day

Impervious Surface 586 square miles 892 square miles 853 square miles 864 square miles

* Emissions reductions assume new automotive technology.

NEW DEVELOPMENT (2005-35) VS. SCENERIO A    SCENARIO B        SCENARIO C

In Floodplain               -3%               -32%

In Hurricane Evacuation Zone A           +8%                         -29% 

In Existing Wastewater Treatment 
Service Areas            +30%              +30%

In Dense Street Networks           +57%               +61%

THE STUDIES
THESE TABLES AND MAPS COMPARE DATA FROM 2005 AND SCENARIOS FOR 2035. SCENARIO A REPRE-
SENTS THE CONTINUATION OF TODAY’S TRENDS. SCENARIOS B AND C, DEVELOPED WITH PUBLIC INPUT, 
CLUSTER NEW HOMES AND JOBS THEREBY LOWERING CAR TRIPS AND EMISSIONS, AND RETAINING OPEN 
SPACES. EIGHTY-THREE HIGH-DENSITY “LIVABLE CENTERS” OF VARIOUS SCALES AND LOCATIONS WOULD 
ACCOMMODATE GROWTH WHILE REDUCING VEHICLE MILES TRAVELLED BY TEN PERCENT. 
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Regional 
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2005

SCENARIO A

SCENARIO C

THE KATY PRAIRIE CONSERVANCY 
OWNS AND MANAGES 14 PRESERVES IN 
THE CYPRESS CREEK WATERSHED. 
TOGETHER THESE PRESERVES COVER 
OVER 13,000 ACRES OF HABITAT, AN 
AREA LARGER THAN MANHATTAN.  

The Houston-Galveston region is surrounded by 
an outer greenbelt of farms, prairies, wetlands, 
and woods. The largely undeveloped western 
portion of the Cypress Creek Watershed is the site 
of the planned but unfunded Segment E of the 
Grand Parkway connecting highways 290 and 10.

If current trends continue as projected, 
population density will increase in some 
areas. Farms, prairie, and other open 
space, including the western Cypress 
Creek Watershed, will give way to low-
density suburbs. 

The alternative 2035 scenario, conceived with 
input from the public, would cluster new 
single-family homes and dense livable centers 
in areas already developed. The western 
Cypress Creek Watershed would remain open 
and better able to serve as a resource for 
recreation, fl ood control, hunting, and farming. 

FROM TOP: 
Tri-colored Heron, 
Buckeye Caterpillar, 
Rough Conefl ower, 
cattle, and Pitcher Sage.
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So, how can we best gauge the potential mobility improvements achievable through a Livable Centers strategy? Conventional 
travel-demand models are not well suited for estimating the pedestrian trips and transit ridership that active mixed-use centers 
would generate.

H-GAC staff has developed its own model, based on activity density. Using this tool, H-GAC projects various combinations 
of different-sized centers that could achieve a 10 percent reduction in future Single Occupant Vehicle (SOV) trips. The Livable 
Centers table in this piece shows the number of each center that would be needed to achieve a 10 percent reduction should all 
types of centers be built.

The mix of centers to be built in the blended 
scenario would absorb about 40 percent of the 
region’s anticipated 2035 population and job 
growth. Based on past trends, realizing such a 
goal of concentrated development seems like a 
daunting proposition, especially when the mo-
bility rewards appear small. But when we con-
sider the environmental (less surface parking), 
economic (utilization of existing infrastructure), 
and quality of life (fun places to be) benefi ts, it is 
an attractive option.

While H-GAC had previously funded indi-
vidual pedestrian projects in places like Mid-
town, Uptown Houston, and The Woodlands, 
the Livable Centers program was its fi rst effort 
to specifi cally encourage, as well as gauge, lo-
cal government support for the activity density 
concept. A total of $1.5 million in federal funds 
were made available by H-GAC to support local 
planning studies and another $17 million was al-
located for planned projects that were ready for 
implementation. 

Based on positive response from many quarters 
to its initial rollout, H-GAC anticipates further 
expansion of the Livable Centers program in 

Using UrbanSim, H-GAC created a hypothetical sce-
nario in the fast growing Cypress Creek watershed that 
drains the prairies and wetlands to the northwest of 
Houston to illustrate the impacts of low-density growth 

and what may be a more sustainable path forward. The scenario 
involved modeling what would happen if all new growth expected 
by 2035 was blocked from the watershed that lies west of US 
290. This growth was reallocated to the section of the watershed 
east of US 290, using UrbanSim’s trend-derived “rules.” An excep-
tion was made for Bridgeland, west of US 290, which was allowed 
to continue its build-out since it was already under way.

The scenario focuses growth in the eastern watershed, where 
the biggest damage to water quality has already occurred, and 
would save 3.6 miles of impervious surface in the western portion. 
This equates to an area 14 times larger than the combined parking 
lots of Reliant Stadium and the surrounding exhibition complex.

But how could such a thing be 
achieved? Counties don’t have 
the ability to limit growth in unin-
corporated areas. Regional tools 
used elsewhere, like urban growth 
boundaries, appear unlikely to take 
hold any time soon in a state which 
values strong property rights. 

One idea that might fi t here 
would be to establish under state 
law some type of Greenfi eld Impact 
Fee, based on the value of the eco-
logical services that would have to 
be replaced when natural areas are 
developed. To play this idea out a 
little further, let’s say that under this 
arrangement development in the 

eastern Cypress Creek watershed would not be subject 
to this fee, since it was already substantially urbanized, 
but development in the western section would be. 
Proceeds from the fee could be used to acquire private 
land in the western watershed for conservation or to 
provide additional tax incentives for property owners 
to keep their land in its natural state.

The advantage of a largely market-based approach 
is that no one would be prohibited from developing 
greenfi eld sites. But the value of their ecological ser-
vices would be factored into the cost of development.

WHAT WOULD HAPPEN IF ALL NEW 
GROWTH EXPECTED BY 2035 WAS 
BLOCKED FROM THE WATERSHED 
WEST OF US 290?

CAN CAPITALISM 
SAVE THE WILDS? 
Putting A Price Tag on the Cypress Creek Watershed

ABOVE: Switchgrass 
towers over Mary Anne 
Piacentini, executive 
director of the KPC, in 
a seed nursery. LEFT: 
Bridgeland develop-
ment expands nearby.
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future long-range plans and continues to track this type of development at the local 
level. That the Houston region might no longer be solely defi ned by its car culture 
and car-oriented development is much more plausible than would have seemed a 
decade ago.

Addressing the complex issues faced by dynamic, growing metropolitan areas 
like the Houston region will require better information than ever before. The good 
news is that it is possible at least hypothetically, with the tools and techniques now 
available, to test drive various policy choices (freeways 
vs. transit, land use controls vs. laissez faire). Planners, 
policy-makers, and even the general public can draw 
upon scenario analysis as a means to guide decisions 
affecting regional growth.  

In addition to H-GAC, several local non-govern-
mental organizations are now involved in scenario 
analysis activities. Houston Tomorrow, a non-profi t 
whose mission is to promote sustainable develop-
ment, has prepared alternative growth scenarios us-
ing H-GAC’s forecast data. The Center for Houston’s 
Future, another non-profi t whose mission is to make 
Houston a leading place to live and work, is engaged in 
a major scenario development process. H-GAC itself 
is planning to again use scenario modeling, along with 
new online tools, to get public input on growth and 
transportation options as it prepares its 2040 Regional 
Transportation Plan.

It is possible to imagine a day in the not too distant future when public agencies, 
think tanks, and universities will pool their resources to develop robust scenario-test-
ing tools that are easily accessible online to the public. With this capability, an exercise 
like Envision Houston Region could have hundreds of thousands, rather than hun-
dreds, of participants. What kind of Houstopian vision would be the result? Tune in. c      
www.h-gac.com/livablecenters.com

ABOVE: Woodlands Town Center could serve as a model for dense livable 
centers. RIGHT: Low-density homes in the Bridgeland development spread 
across the western watershed.  

Dove hunter Jeremiah Carstensen of 
Waller tramps through a cornfi eld in the 
Katy Prairie Conservancy.

 < TWO DEVELOPMENTS FORETELL DIFFFERENT FUTURES >
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