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A REGIONAL MOBILITY PLAN FOR HOUSTON 
Does Adding Freeway Capacity Cure Congestion or Create It? And How Will it Play in Piano? 

. y j ^ ^ here was not much public relation when the 
« E a n 15-year, $!6.2-billion traffic-congestion reliel 
^ ^ W^ package known as the Regional Mobility Plan 

\ y (RMP for short) was unveiled in February 
1982. An effort of the Houston Chamber of Commerce 
Transportation Committee, composed of representa-
tives of the Texas Department of Highways and Public 
Transportation, Harris County, the City of Houston, 
the Metropolitan Transit Authority, the Texas Turnpike 
Authority, consultants Turner, Collie and Braden and the 
Rice Center, and Friendswood Development Company 
(a major developer and a subsidiary of Exxon; it's presi-
dent, John Turner, headed the committee) the RMP was 
coordinated by the Chamber's Roger Hord. The result 
represents an unprecedented attempt at consensus plan-
ning for a cily which looks on itself as the heartland of 
cowboy capitalism. 

Only one critic, planning consultant Ray C. Lawrence, 
dissented. In an op-ed piece in the Houston Chronicle, 
Lawrence denounced the RMP as "I960's answers to 
1980's problems." 

Said Lawrence: "I submit that (he proposed plan is out 
of date already, that it will not solve Houston's traffic 
problems, and moreover that it will only contribute to a 
continued decline in quality of life and further deterio-
ration of our city as an enjoyable place in which to live 
and work. It is at best a temporary fix that only post-
pones more fundamental changes that should be 
launched now." 

For the mosi part, however, those few paying attention 
tended to side with the Texas Society of Architects, 
which gave the Chamber of Commerce its Citation of 
Honor for "addressing the suffocating problem of traffic 
congestion in Houston in a bold and creative fashion" 
that exemplifies "voluntary community service at 
its best." 

Controversy has been reserved for two smallish parts of 
the plan—Metro's proposal for an elevated rail line 
through downtown Houston, and the proposed toll road 
north from Loop 610 along the Hardy Street corridor— 
which together add up to less than one-fifth of the total 
spending slated for the RMP. The proposed toll road and 
the Metro rail plan are hardly gnats, but while Houston 
has been straining at them the several camels in the rest 
of the RMP have been swallowed without complaint. 

Leave aside, for the sake of the argument, the impli-
cations for Houston's urban fabric of a plan that pro-
poses 30 miles of dedicated high-volume transitway 
(read Metro rail) and 300 miles of new freeways into the 
hinterlands—seeking to cure congestion by the same 
method used since the late 1940's. 

Consider: Is Houston really ready for 170 miles of 
double-decking on the West Loop, Southwest Freeway, 
Katy Freeway and 1-45 North, lending darkness and 
noise amplification to the amenities of what are already 
among the most heavily traveled roads in the nation? 
That is what the RMP suggests. The RMP calls for a lot 
more concrete in Houston—so much so, in fact, that 
current spending levels fall over $9 billion short of 
what's needed, and even several billion dollars in new 
state taxes and fees, and a 73-percenl increase in city 
and county spending for roads may not be enough to 
cover the bill. To date, Houston freeways have at least 
been democratic, allowing laborers from the East End to 
travel side-by-side with corporate lawyers and River 
Oaks matrons. Are Houstonians ready to see the upper 
levels of the newly double-decked freeways turned 
into toll roads 20 hours per day, the affluent whizzing 
above, those lacking the necessary fees crawling along 
underneath? 

Paul Burka's thought-provoking reflections on mass 
transit hereabouts ("The Subway That Ate Houston," 
Texas Monthly, May 1981) contained much to startle 
the complacent. 

"Urban sprawl, an abomination to all planners, is 
not the enemy in Houston. Companies can move far 
from downtown without diminishing the tax base," 
Burka wrote. 

Perhaps the most remarkable of Burka's assertions was 
this on traffic congestion: "Houston's traffic isn't as bad 
as its reputation. There is no problem getting around 
town except at rush hour." Burka cited his time on a 
5:00 pm "test run" from downtown to Gessner and 

Bissonnet as proof. 

Many motorists would disagree and be able lo cite a 
good deal more direct evidence. Burka was unassailably 
on target, however, when he suggested that business 
connections between Metro and most of Houston's pro-
fessional traffic specialists had the effeel of stifling crii 
icism of the project's technical flaws. 

That goes for the RMP, in spades. There are not many 
traffic professionals in the Houston area who don't work 
for the state, the county, the city, Metro, Metro-hired 
consultants like Houston Transit Consultants and the 
Rice Center, or Turner, Collie and Braden. The handful 
left would have to be crazy to slap the hands of all these 
largesse-doling agencies. The RMP. if it accomplishes 
nothing else, has solemnized the de facto merger of the 
bureaucracies involved. 

That accounts for much of the silence since the RMP's 
release. None of the transit professionals contacted for 
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this story would talk on the record, and few would talk 
critically at all. beyond a few whispered charges that the 
plan is "just business as usual for the highway lobby," or 
"It's postponing disaster at best." 

Representatives of the Houston Chamber of Commerce 
and the Texas Department of Highways and Public 
Transportation have made public speeches urging popu-
lar support of the RMP. Other measures have been taken 
by a few private citizens, like those of the Texas Crushed 
Stone Company, which invested more than $30,000 for 
radio spots deploring Houston's traffic congestion in 
1982, and paid for billboard signs (on 1-10 at the West 
Loop and 1-45 at Little York) urging motorists to make 
their feelings known. 

"We are in the business of selling roadbuilding materi-
als, but we're also concerned about the deterioration of 
the area's roads. Our trucks get held up by traffic and 
damaged by chuckholes just like other vehicles," says 
James Isbell, a spokesman for Texas Crushed Stone. 
"We decided lo contact some officials about our views 
and then we heard that the Chamber of Commerce was 
working on the RMP. We met with Roger Hord al the 
Chamber and with some of the technical people in-
volved in drafting the RMP and got a look at what they 
were doing." 

Explains Isbell: "Our reaction was, 'Hey, this is just 
what we were trying to promote.' " 

Strife in the Fast Lane 

The RMP is published as two documents: an 80-page 
report and a brief summary (available from the Houston 
Chamber of Commerce; the report costs $20 and the 

summary is $2). The plan consists of three parts. The 
first is an assessment of traffic congestion in Houston 
and its costs. The second part presents suggestions for 
alleviating traffic congcslion and reversing the "trend 
of mobility demand outstripping supply." The third part 
identifies possible "funding resources" to cover costs 
for the additional roads and other facilities called for in 
part two. 

There is many a shudder of masochistic pleasure lo be 
had in reading the RMP's first part. It's like having your 
doctors switch their diagnosis from hypochondria to lep-
rosy. Houston planners qualified for large chunks of fed-
eral highway funds by getting an early start—the outline 
of the area's freeway system was laid down in the late 
1940's. The intention then was to alleviate the traffic 
jams afflicting major thoroughfares; it was believed that 
building freeways that radiated from and ringed the city 
center would end traffic jams for the rest of the century. 
During the decades since then, Houston has continued 
the population growth il has historically shown— 
roughly doubling every 20 years since the city was 
founded. Most of Houston's freeway system was com-
pleted by 1970. In the next 10 years, freeway miles 
available grew 22 percent. Population, however, grew 
38 percent, and vehicle registration in Harris County 
grew 71 percent, almost twice as fast. Vehicle-miles-of 
travel in the county increased even faster—77 
percenl—and the portion of vehicle-miles traveled on 
freeways (as compared to total road surface available) 
lore off at a 106 percenl increase. By 1981, 40 percent 
of the vehicle-miles traveled in the county were on 
freeways—a jarring statistic, considering that freeways 
represent only about two percent of total road surface. 
By nationally-applied standards (more conservative than 
those applied by the state highway department) free-
ways are considered adequate to serve no more than 
13,000 vehicles per lane per day. In 1981, the Houston-
area average daily traffic per lane of freeway was al-
ready more than twice that—26,650 vehicles per day. 

The RMP quotes figures from the Texas Transportation 
Institute and engineering consultants Turner. Collie and 
Braden that compare freeway congestion in Houston 
with that in other cities, using a "congestion index" on 
which 1.0 is pretty good, anything over 1.5 is seriously 
crowded and 3.0 is "critical." 

In 1969 the average congestion index value for Houston 
freeways was 1.2. Only the Gulf Freeway, at 3.1, was 
critical. In 1981, all of Houston's freeways were con-
sidered worse than critical, with an average congestion 
value of 4.6. And in 1983? No figures exist, but it is 
estimated that the average congestion value has gone 
over 5.0, with several freeways close to 6.0. 

Texas Department of Highways and Public Trans-
portation studies show average afternoon peak-period 
travel speeds fell from 36.6 to 24.4 miles per hour be-
tween 1969 and 1979. During the same period, the stud-
ies show, the land accessible within 30 minutes from the 
downtown central business district decreased from 457 
square miles to 282 square miles. 

Worse yet. the "peak period"—remember when it was 
called "rush hour"—spread out like a cloud of humid, 
polluted air. 

"The average duration of traffic congestion city-wide 
increased from less than two hours in 1969 to an esti-
mated 7.5 hours by 1981. Some especially critical lo-
cations experience continuous congestion for 12 [to] 14 
hours per day," the RMP report says, citing examples on 
five out of six Houston-area freeways and seven major 
thoroughfares. The development of 12 to 18 additional 
suburban employment centers before the year 2000 will 
spread congestion throughout the region, the report 
contends—initially alleviating some demand from exist-
ing centers but later adding their own commuters to the 
mix, the way Greenway Plaza did in relation to down-
town. The report suggests soberly, "Peak period con-
gestion has offset the mobility benefits our freeway and 
street system is intended to supply." 

For those inclined to shrug off the deterioration in 
mobility, the Chamber Transportation Committee added 
another filip—they figured out the cost of the congestion 
to the average Houston-area resident, resulting from 
time lost, increased insurance costs and higher fuel 
consumption. 

"Houstonians are paying a 'congestion tax' estimated to 
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be $1.9 billion per year, or almost $800 per county resi-
dent per year," the RMP report concludes. 

What the framers of the RMP propose is first catching 
up with what is already needed, then allowing for an 
additional one million people in the area's population in 
the next 15 years. At the end of that period, if the RMP 
is followed, congestion in Houston will be no worse 
than it was in 1975—definitely the good old days com-
pared to what it would be in 1995 without the improve-
ments called for in the plan. The way to achieve this, 
they suggest, is to build 1000 miles of new streets, 300 
miles of new freeway, add 170 miles of freeway lanes to 
existing freeways, mainly by double-decking them, 
build 30 miles of high capacity commuter rail lines, 
construct or straighten out intersections and grade sepa-
rations, toss in a toll-financed highway and a couple of 
toll bridges and a couple of dozen park-and-ride facili-
ties. The list of projects runs 24 pages in the report. 

It has been argued in all seriousness—particularly by 
opponents of funding for mass transit—that nothing 
should be done to alleviate traffic congestion in situ-
ations like this. The reasoning goes that if no new facili-
ties are built, development will move to less congested 
areas and Houston will become an even-density city 
with diffused population and employment. The second 
version of this argument is that centralized planning is 
too ponderous to respond to future growth and develop-
ment and that by the time facilities are constructed, they 
will be in the wrong place. 

The problems with these arguments are numerous. First 
of all, the diffused employment/population hypothe-
sized for the future is already under way. That's what 
Greenway Plaza and City Post Oak and Park 10 are all 
about. Houston is already a diffused city. The problem 
remains, however, that even with this diffusion the traf-
fic congestion is suffocating and costly. Of course there 
are other options—businesses and workers could decide 
to locate in Austin or Dallas or Little Falls, Minnesota. 
The point is exactly to prevent that from happening—to 
keep Houston and its tax base growing and to delay as 
long as possible the day when the city begins its inevi-
table decline. The problem with the second argument is 
that it ignores the already enormous investments in in-
frastructure made in the Central Business District, the 
Medical Center and other employment centers. Cur-
rently there are 175,000 people working downtown, and 
this number will increase, according to recent estimates 
from the Rice Center, between 20 and 40 percent, even 
without additional transit facilities. In any foreseeable 
future these areas will remain focal points for employ-
ment, as will other nodes in the Houston-area grid. The 
CBD and other employment centers either can be prop-
erly served or they can be ignored, so as to provide a 
stimulus to as-yet-undeveloped areas. Clearly, it is in 
Houston's interest to choose the former alternative. The 
chaotic, sprawled development of Houston in the past 

20 years didn't happen entirely by accident—it was a 
by-product of a series of conscious decisions to rely on 
freeways as a tool for determining Houston's urban 
structure. There are manifest advantages to such deci-
sions, but there have been side-effects as well—the low 
quality of over-extended sewers and police- and fire-
protection, for example. 

The diffused-city arguments are irrelevant to the RMP, 
moreover. The five agencies involved in its imple-
mentation all represent entrenched bureaucracies with 
enormous budgets. They would not wither away if the 
RMP had not been devised. They would be spending 
(and in some cases, collecting) billions of tax and tax-
backed dollars in Harris County in the next 15 years 
anyway. The great virtue of the RMP is that for the first 
lime Metro, the agency charged with providing mass 
transit in Houston, has joined with the Texas Department 
of Highways and Public Transportation and the rest of 
the agencies; and they are at least trying not to work at 
cross purposes. Perhaps if this kind of coordination had 
been undertaken 10 years ago, we wouldn't be in such 
a spot. 

It's a pity there is no evidence to suggest that Hous-
tonians (with the exception of those already in van-pools 
and using park-and-ride buses) are really willing to use 
public transportation regularly. If that were the case, the 
RMP shows, optimum spending would not be four-fifths 
road-building, one-fifth transit. The best thing would be 
to spend every penny on mass transit. 

In a section on capacities afforded by different modes of 
transportation in the RMP. the following equation is ex-
plained: one lane of freeway traffic equals 13,000 vehi-
cles per day; one freeway lane dedicated to buses or 
"high occupancy vehicles" equals 2.5 freeway lanes, 
and one "high capacity transitway" or rail line equals 14 
freeway lanes. Thus a double track two-way transitway 
equals 28 lanes of freeway—twice the current capacity 
of the North and Eastex Freeways. 

Take the case of the North Transportation Corridor for 
example. Hardy Street runs north-south between 1-45 
and US-59 where the two freeways run parallel less than 
six miles apart. Analyses quoted in the RMP show that 
this North Transportation corridor will require 60 free-
way lanes by 1995 in order to meet the RMP's 13,000 
vehicle/lane/day goal. In fact, the corridor is already 
some 20 lanes in arrears. The RMP proposes increasing 
the present capacity of US-59 and 1-45 to the equivalent 
of 28 lanes, leaving a "shortfall" to be filled by a toll road 
along what is now Hardy Street, to be constructed and 
operated by the Texas Turnpike Authority, which al-
ready operates a loll bridge across the Houston Ship 
Channel in east Harris County. The toll road would be 
built in such a way as to allow for a future rail-transit 
line connecting downtown to the Intercontinental Air-
port. The rail line would be added in 10 to 15 years. 

Roger Hord of the Chamber of Commerce admits that 
building a six-lane tollway first, at a cost of approxi-
mately $400 million, then adding a rail line costing 
approximately $750 million (adding the equivalent of 
28 freeway lanes) looks like a lot of overlapping 
expenditure. 

"You have to remember," Hord says, "that we're talking 
about funds available over this period. Metro could put 
a rail line in that corridor, but there wouldn't be any-
where near the ridership needed to justify the cost. 
Metro could probably spend that money serving other 
areas more effectively, until the density of the Hardy 
corridor merits a rail line. The toll road would not re-
quire either MTA or state tax funds, meaning that those 
funds can be spent on the east and southwest sides of 
town where they'll do the most good. The different 
agencies worked out this coordination in informal give 
and take. There's no way we can pay for everything we 
need without at least $2 billion coming from toll-
financed facilities, and the Hardy Toll Road is the 
right place to start." 

There is a bad side to this amiable collegiality, however, 
according to some transit professionals—it looks and 
feels like political deal-cutting and back-scratching, 
wherein each agency's funding and clientele are pro-
tected. Consider Metro and the Texas Turnpike 
Authority. 

Persuasive as it is, Hord's argument is bolstered by an-
other fact which draws its force from the friendly give 
and take Hord says resulted in the RMP. The Texas De-
partment of Highways and Public Transportation has 
three commissioners, one of whom is John Butler of 
Houston, an entrepreneur in energy exploration, ap-
pointed by former Governor Bill Clements. The Texas 
Turnpike Authority has a board of directors, on which 
sits John Butler. TTA has been pushing for the Hardy 
Toll Road for most of a decade. An agreement on 
RMP plans that left out the TTA's Hardy Toll project 
might not have had Highway Commissioner Butler's 
complete support. 

The RMP achieves a lot in practicability with these kind 
of trade-offs. The problem is that the plan never ad-
dresses why Houston's freeways failed to alleviate traf-
fic congestion the way they were supposed to—why. in 
fact, they have seemed to generate congestion. And 
as a result, the RMP is already planting the seeds of its 
own failure. 

The reason freeways seem inevitably to become over-
crowded is because freeway access is valuable. The 
RMP ignores this fact in its planning, which means that 
the new freeways in the plan will quickly fill up beyond 
their capacity, just as our present freeways have. 

The RMP calls for 300 miles of new freeway, including 
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1 think it's pretty clear that no matter what kind of mass 
transit system we have. 90% of the people aren't going 
to use it. There are 10% of the people who are either too 
old or too young or too poor or loo nervous or too sick 
and have to be driven around. The other 90%, 1 believe, 
would really prefer not to have any mass transit. 

There's a kind of crocodile thinking to all this. Consider 
the girl who's sitting in her Mercedes waiting for four or 
five minutes on the freeway at 59 as it approaches 610. 
She's smoking a cigarette and reading The Walt Street 
Journal and complaining about being a couple of mo-
ments late. The reality is that you're never going to get 
her out of her Mercedes and into a public conveyance, 
no matter how much traffic there is. It doesn't make any 
difference if the public conveyance is of French design 
and runs on rubber wheels and is air-conditioned and 
flys through the air a la Walt Disney World or any-
thing else. I believe people moved to Houston largely 
because of the low density. They don't want any of 
the appurtenances of high density living. And the 
most obvious, of course, is the discomfort of public 
mass transportation. 

The present proposal for an 18-milc train system is so 
easily confounded when you think of the cost. The ad-

mitted cost is $2 billion. And if my proposal seems a 
little bit foolish at first, a lot of things that sound foolish 
sometimes have a grain of sense about them. If one 
were to take—starting with a single unit—say. a 
Mercedes 400 SL, which is everybody's dream, and say 
that it costs $50,000. Say that you bought ten of them, 
that would be $500,000. And 100 would be $5 million 
and 1,000 would be $50 million and 10,000 would be 
$500 million. Well on the purchase price of the so-called 
"hardware," we've only spent a quarter of what they're 
proposing to spend on trains. And if you take the re-
mainder of the $1.5 billion to maintain the Mercedeses 
and for people to drive them, then there are all kinds 
of possibilities. 

I use the term "Mercedes" because it's just a very 
attractive car and it's everybody's dream. The word 
"Mercedes" is to give it some magic and to catch your 
attention. Not only is it irresponsible to be spending $2 
billion on a 19th-century transportation system such as a 
train, it's equally irresponsible to be buying Mercedeses 
from abroad or any other kind of vehicle that can be 
made in the United States. Of course, American cars 
probably wouldn't cost $50,000 a piece, but $16,000 or 
$18,000, so that you're not really dealing with $500 mil-
lion but with $250 million, if that. 

If you had 10,000 fine cars driving around the city there 
are various systems for hailing them. For example, you 
could have a telephone system like the present taxis, 
only it would have to be developed because of the en-
larged nature of it. But when you have that many units 
chances are you could have free taxi service (or virtually 
free taxi service) from any single point in the city to any 
other point. Another system is the Mexico City jitney 
system, with a car travelling a known route but just for a 
total of five or six people. Or another system is the New 
York or London cab system of just roaming and picking 
up when hailed. 

There are certain things you would have to do for 
example. You would have to restrict these cars from the 
freeways. There's certainly no point in aggravating the 
present freeway system. But the streets are not generally 
overcrowded. Vast portions of the streets are in residen-
tial areas and so lightly travelled that they are hardly 
ever used at all. Children play in the middle of the 
streets and don't even have to move. 

I don't know where the Mercedeses—let's call them— 
would sleep. I guess they'd roam all night-
Howard Barnstone 

Beltway 8, a new Northeast Freeway and a new Alvin 
Freeway. In addition, the plan calls for adding elevated 
structures to 170 miles of existing freeways. Most of the 
freeways in Houston currently have entrance- and exit-
ramps at intervals of 1.5 miles or less. The proposed 
elevated lanes would allow entrances/exits at approxi-
mately five mile intervals. 

In addition, says the Chamber's Roger Hord, most of 
these elevated lanes are to be dedicated, at least during 
peak periods, to bus/high occupancy vehicle use, mak-
ing each of them equivalent to 2.5 conventional freeway 
lanes. Tucked away in an appendix of the RMP report, 
says Hord, is a suggestion for financing these double-
decked lanes. "What we're thinking now is that at off-
peak hours they'll be toll lanes." Hord explains. 

Around 20 hours per day? "That's right." 

The stretched-out access of the elevated lanes is im-
portant, according to Peter C. Papademetriou, author of 
the study. Transportation and Urban Development in 
Houston 1830-1980, published in January 1982 by 
Metro. The upper lanes will do what freeways are sup-
posed to do (although with considerable cost in noise 
pollution and visual insult)—carry people on long 
distance trips, providing extra capacity that is qualita-
tively different from the capacity of already existing 
freeway lanes. 

Papademetriou uses the West Loop as his example to 
explain the "feedback loop" syndrome in freeway con-
gestion. The method used to handle access to the West 
Loop, Papademetriou writes, "may be seen now as the 
cause of the eventual evolution of urban development... 
and a major contributing factor for the distance between 
original intent and current reality." 

Expanding on this assertion, Papademetriou explains 
that the West Loop, once at the western fringe of the 
city, was intended as a "by-pass parkway loop," a belt 
road linking the routes radiating from the city center— 
and it was envisioned as primarily carrying through 
traffic from the radial routes. The "distance between 
original intent and current reality" arises here, since 
local traffic on the West Loop has severely curtailed 
its function as a by-pass bell road. 

Road planners have two options on how to treat access 
to highways. One is to purchase all access rights from 
the adjacent land, making the road a "throughway" with 
widely spaced entrance- and exit-ramps. The second and 
less expensive option, and the one almost invariably 
chosen in Texas, is to forego buying access rights from 
the adjacent properties and to construct the highway 
with parallel frontage roads, allowing frequent access to 
the highway. This access, Papademetriou says, citing the 
West Loop example, "generated increases in land value 
and a de facto prescription of probable land use," re-
placing residences and small businesses with high-
density commercial development, generating traffic 
which used the West Loop as if it were a local street 
or a collector street. Such a traffic pattern, exactly the 
opposite of what was intended, swamped the freeway's 
capacity to handle by-pass traffic and eventually threat-
ened to throttle development served by West Loop ac-
cess (requiring additional capacity). 

This is why, Papademetriou says, double-decked free-
way lanes can help: with their limited access, they will 
function more like the originally-intended loop road. 
The .100 miles of new freeways proposed in the RMP. 
however, with their frontage roads and high-rent access, 
will soon be generating their own hyper-congestion. 

In fact, the evidence is strong that the process has al-
ready started. Beltway 8, the new ring road planned for 
the outer reaches of Harris County, is intended to do 
what Loop 610 was supposed to do when it was built. 
Current traffic congestion already justifies building the 
road. But, according to a speech by RMP task force 
chairman John Turner, reported in the press in January, 
construction of Beltway 8 is already being delayed by 
an unanticipated problem. Land prices along the pro-
posed route are skyrocketing. 

FOR THOSE INCLINED TO 
SHROG OFF THE DETE-
RIORATION IN MOBILITY, 
THE CHAMBER TRANS-
PORTATION COMMITTEE 
FIGURED OUT THE COST 

OF CONGESTION TO THE AV-
ERAGE H O U S T O N - A R E A 
RESIDENT—ALMOST $800 
PER YEAR. 

"In the southwest part of the county, land prices have 
gone from a few thousand dollars per acre to $2 per 
square foot," Turner said during a recent interview in 
his Greenspoint area office. 

"Increases like that could deplete the funds available for 
acquiring land and significantly delay the project," 
Turner said, adding that the only thing to do was press 
ahead quickly before prices started rising on the land 
needed for other projects called for in the RMP. 

The land prices are rising partially to cash in on the 
possibility that they'll be purchased for highway right-
of-way. More importantly, however, they are rising be-
cause the access provided by the new freeway will make 
the adjacent properties hot for development - as land 
along Loop 610 became when that road was begun. As 
happened along the existing freeways in Houston, this 

will cause the development to turn Beltway 8 into a 
giant local street, instead of the loop road it's supposed 
to be. 

It's not hard to imagine, along about 2005. that there 
will be another RMP with its own bold solutions to the 
mobility crisis plaguing Houston's 300 miles of 
10-year-old freeways. 

Freeways—Not Free 

There are indications that the really hard part of the 
RMP is going to be coming up with the necessary 
money, even for agencies as adept at prying money out 
of taxpayers' fingers as the highway department and 
Metro. The third part of the RMP report identifies possi-
ble "funding resources" to close the $9.6 billion gap be-
tween current spending levels and the costs of the RMP 
Getting the funds delivered, the report says, will require 
"a consensus among our political representatives that 
transportation is our area's number one problem." 

It will also require a great deal of cooperation from state 
officials and legislators with constituents to serve in 
other, competing, districts. How will the State Represen-
tative from Piano fee! when it is suggested that not only 
must Texas almost double its annual highway budget, 
but that the proportion of that total budget going to Har-
ris County must be increased from 25 to 30 percent? Or 
that the moribund Public Transportation Fund must be 
reinstated, given a minimum of $15 million, and 50 per-
cent of it dedicated to Houston for the next 15 years? 
How will Mark White, pledged to no new taxes, react to 
suggestions that the state motor fuel tax be revised and 
increased, that a separate state sales tax be applied to 
motor fuel, that the four percent motor vehicle sales tax 
be dedicated to the Highway Fund, or that the motor 
vehicle registration fee be doubled? Lots of people who 
voted for him might take it amiss if he went for all this. 
particularly when the RMP also calls for taking money 
from General Revenue and Education funds. Mark 
White says his first priority is education. 

The RMP also calls for the city and county to increase 
their road budgets by 75 percent per year. Several local 
officials have already said that it's not likely to happen. 
And will local voters, many still steamed at Metro, ap-
prove the creation of the proposed Harris County Turn-
pike Authority to collect the "user fees" on those 
double-decked freeways? 

Both Roger Hord and John Turner say they are con-
fident the funds can be arranged. The Lieutenant Gov-
ernor is from Houston, the Harris County legislative 
delegation is big and seniority-heavy. The new Speaker 
of the House is closely allied with the head of the Texas 
Municipal League. And, of course, stories about the 
highway lobby not getting what it wants are as rare as 
orchids on the Southwest Freeway median. The out-
come of the effort on the state level will be apparent 
soon, as the legislature will either approve or kill 
the proposed state funding mechanisms in the cur-
rent session. 

From there it's just a countdown to RMP II. 


