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The Subterranean 

eople who drive Houston's 
freeways are all too familiar 
with the effect circulation 
patterns have had on the way 
Houston has developed. But 

there are other concrete arteries which, 
some say, have had almost as important 
an effect on the way Houston has 
sprawled over the coastal plains— 
arteries carrying not cars but sewage. 
People who work downtown but live in 
Bear Creek or Tomball may not know it 
but development at both ends of their 
daily trip was fostered by sewers as well 
as roads. Sewage and sewage treatment 
are not subjects for polite conversation, 
so it is not surprising that little is known 
and less is publicly said about Houston's 
sewage treatment problems, or about the 
"sewer moratorium," the compromise 
that has permitted Houston to grow 
while a long-term solution is worked out. 

It became plain soon after the start of the posl-World-
War-Ii boom that Houston's phenomenal growth was 
outstripping the capacity of its sewage treatment plants; 
those plants handled all the effluent they could and let 
the rest pass, untreated, into the bayous and bays leading 
to the Gulf of Mexico. By the early 1960's the City of 
Houston, through its waste-water treatment facilities, 
had become the single worst source of water pollution 
in the Gulf coast region—a distinction it still holds. The 
situation had gotten so thoroughly out of hand by the 
early 1970's that federal and state officials, under pro-
visions of what was then new anti-pollution legislation, 
instituted legal action against the city, allowing no fur-
ther growth until pollution was cleaned up. 

The fact thai the city has enjoyed continued growth in 
the face of such a challenge is testament to (he ingenuity 
of a number of local leaders and developers who worked 
out a compromise with federal and state officials. The 
sewer moratorium, as the compromise came to be called 
(city officials prefer "sewer permit restrictions"), con-
trolled development within the 610 Loop while allowing 
downtown Houston and the newly developed areas ring-
ing the city outside the loop to grow almost without 
restriction. In the areas covered by the moratorium, new 
development was allowed only when the demand on the 
existing sewer system of a given neighborhood or ser-
vice area, usually measured in numbers of toilets, could 
be kept roughly the same as ii had been. The adminis-
tration of this compromise solution fell to the City of 
Houston's Public Works Department. The policies of 
Public Works raised questions in some quarters. Devel-
opers who cannot afford to keep up with changes in 
policy and people with small ventures, it has been said, 
are squeezed out while local big developers get all the 
available sewer rights. Bui such allegations have yet to 
be substantiated, and on the whole most people involved 
in development in restricted areas agree that Public 
Works has done the best that can be done. 

What is clear about the sewer moratorium is that the 
good news about continued development is also the bad 
news: although Houston was not shut down in the early 
1970's, the city's problems were not dealt with effec-
tively either. In fact, postponing them for a decade may 
make the eventual creation of a workable sewer system 
for Houston harder to achieve in the long run. The sewer 
moratorium was developed as a short-term strategy, but 
it looks as if it will be in force for the foreseeable future. 
That fact has profound implications for Houston's future. 
There are lessons to be learned from the way our systems 

of private and public development have responded to or 
ignored the waste water rivers flowing under our feet— 
some grim, and some surprisingly hopeful. 

Houston: Water Polluter #1 
In 1974 the Texas Water Quality Board, (now called the 
Texas Department of Water Resources) the state agency 
that oversees enforcement of federal and slate anti-
pollution statutes in Texas waterways, ordered the City 
of Houston to start complying with the limits set in its 
waste-water facility permits and to stop its chronic vio-
lation of water quality standards derived from the 1969 
federal Water Pollution Control Act. The city did not 
respond to the state's satisfaction, however: all Hous-
ton's waste water treatment facilities were functioning 
at capacity, and the only way to improve overall water 
quality was to embark on an extremely costly and politi-
cally unpopular program of building new facilities. Later 
thai year, then-Attorney General John Hill filed suit and 
won a judgement forcing (he city to establish a timetable 
for specific improvements. That judgement, along with 
TDWR Order Number 74-0122-1. required the city to 
improve its collection, treatment and management facili-
ties. At the same time, because of its inadequate treat-
ment capacity, the city was forced to impose growth 
restrictions on approximately 70 percent of its incorpo-
rated area. 

Currently, the city operates 44 waste water treatment 
plants, with over 4,000 miles of sanitary sewer pipe, 
some 350,000 connections, and 250 pump stations. The 
sewage treatment plants vary in capacity. The smallest 
handles an estimated 250,000 gallons of wastewater per 
day. The largest treatment plant, the Northside facility, 
has a 55 million gallon per day capacity. Altogether, the 
city can process an average of 233 million gallons per 
day of wastewater. The improvement program projects 
that the city will abandon 10 of the existing plants, and 
replace them with larger facilities to achieve higher ca-
pacity, improved efficiency and greater flexibility for 
expansion. 

Although state regulators have focused on the quality of 
the effluent leaving Houston's sewage treatment facili-
ties, problems with sewer capacity don't stop there. 
There are also inadequacies in portions of the city's 
lines and pump stations. At ihe same time three factors 
work against improving the quality of the system. First, 
the population grows yearly at accelerating rates, and 
this growth places additional demands on an already 
overburdened system. Second, federal and state effluent 
standards have become stricter since 1969. Third, in-
flation and rising costs have seriously decreased the 
public sector's buying power. The funds available for 
any improvements are increasingly limited, and the City 
of Houston would be forced either to increase laxes or 
lose iis Triple-A bond rating to come up with the esti-
mated billion-plus dollars needed to bring the total sys-
tem up to par. As a result, timetables for the necessary 
improvements have slipped backward year by year. The 
annual operating budget for the city's waste water treat-
meni division has risen from $20 million in 1975 to a 
projected SI00 million in 1982. But still the magnitude 
of the problem outstrips any hope of a near term solu-
tion. Permit restrictions will remain in effect indefi-
nitely, and serious overflows will continue to pollute 
our bayous and bays. 

Averting A Shutdown 
With federal and state officials pressing them for a solu-
tion to the city's waste water problems, Houston's deci-
sion makers held a series of meetings in 1974, searching 
for a way to maintain the city's unprecedented growth 
and ai the same time mollify the regulators breathing 
down their necks. A series of meetings reportedly took 
place at which then-Mayor Fred Hofheinz, William 
Cape and Charles Williams of the City Public Works 
Department, and a representative of the City Attorney's 
office put together and worked out the solution. William 
Cape, the brilliant former head of Public Works, legend-
ary for the independence and power he asserted in the 
department while mayors came and went, is credited 
with coming up with the compromise. 

The answer worked out in these closed-door sessions 
was to restrict building in almost 70 percent of the city, 
and to require a review of each new building permit 
request to determine that there would be adequate sewer 
capacity to serve it. At the same time, the city would 
undertake to improve the entire system, lifting restric-
tions on different areas within the city as adequate capac 
ity became available. The $175 million upgrading plan 
($100 million to come from increased sewer rates and 
$75 million from federal funds) poured more money 
into improvements per year than had been expended in 
the entire 10-year period from 1964 to 1974, Federal 
EPA officials were reportedly opposed to the plan— 
noting that it left development in downtown Houston 
relatively unrestricted. In fact this was the most brilliant 
stroke of Cape's solution—artificially stimulating 
growth in Houston while other downtowns withered. 
Houston architect/developer Burdette Keeland, then and 
still a member of City of Houston Planning Commis-
sion, recalls that then-Public Works Director William 
Cape argued that immediate improvements to the San 
Jacinto lift station and continued routing of sewage to 
the Northside treatment plant would allow enough lee-
way for commercial and office-space expansion through 
the decade. Cape's compromise was accepted. As it 
stands now downtown is unrestricted for office and 
commercial development, but restricted forhighrise res-
idential buildings with their much more intense demands 
on sewer capacity. The residential development re-
strictions are supposed to be lifted when the Sixty-Ninth 
Street treatment facility, now several years behind 
schedule, is completed. Some observers have ques-
tioned whether this will happen, however, noting for 
example that when the Sims Bayou plant (also years 
later than scheduled) was completed in 1981, develop-
ment restrictions were lifted in the neartown Binz area 
for only a few days—the highly touted excess capacity 
of the new facility was taken up almost immediately by 
backlogged demand from high-rise condominiums and 
other development around Hermann Park. 

Administering The Moratorium 
For restricted areas, the city's Public Works Department 
worked out a development threshold correlating use and 
location to determine the point at which formal review 
of an application for new construction would be re-
quired. The limits sel are: for commercial development, 
15,000 square feet per acre; for multi-family residential 
use, seven dwelling units per acre: for single-family res-
idential use, five dwelling units per acre. For any appli-
cation for a project of this size or greater, the city must 
automatically review treatment plant and sewage carry-
ing line capacities in the project's service area to make 
sure that the system can handle the additional effluent 
from the proposed project. 

As a matter of course when a development is envisioned, 
the developer is required to submit a formal request to 
the city's Waste Water Treatment Division for a sewer 
connection. After a review is conducted, the request 
is either granted or denied, by means of a letter signed 
by the Director of Public Works. Connection permits. 
once granted, arc valid for a period of one year, and 
usually can be renewed at least once. When permit 
applications arc denied, the requests are kept on file in 
the order in which they were received against the possi-
bility that capacity will become available to grant the 
request. 

But there is opportunity for confusion in this process. 
Connection permits are often granted on one parcel and 
denied on another in the same sewer service area—there 
have been cases in which the two parcels arc around the 
corner from each other or even adjacent. This has hap-
pened often in the Montrose area, observers say. where 
sewer mains are also overburdened. Developer Burdette 
Keeland recalls a not uncommon condition for approval; 
the city requests thai a given developer replace a lateral 
line connecting his property to a larger sewer main 
several blocks away. In the case Keeland cites, the cost 
of such a line overburdened the project and made it fi-
nancially impossible. Large projects often have a better 
chance of absorbing the shock of such additional costs. 
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Zoning of Houston 

Trading Toilets 
In cases where a project exceeds the development 
threshold and additional sewer capacity cannot be 
granted by the city—a situation which has existed in 
most neartown neighborhoods for the past five or six 
years—there has developed a somewhat more contro-
versial way of building in restricted areas—trading 
sewer rights. 

"Obtaining sewer rights is nothing more than brokering 
commodes," says one Houston architect. "The process is 
really quite simple. If there are many properties in the 
area that are vacant or underutilized—that is, use less by 
way of sewer connections than they did in the past—the 
developer can either buy these properties, or buy the 
sewer rights to the properties from the owners. There are 
rumors that sewer rights from football stadiums, parking 
lots and cemeteries have been sold. Then the developer 
can submit these additional sewer rights as belonging to 
the property he wants to develop." The other properties 
then cannot be developed until further capacity is added 
or sewer rights from other properties can be obtained, 
the architect explains. "This maintains homeostasis in 
the general area, while allowing at least some projects 
to go ahead." 

Eyebrows have been raised over some of the aspects of 
this type of arrangement, however. Perhaps the most 
important thing it has done is put a strange backspin on 
property value, adding a new component to the old saw 
about the three principles or real estate development 
("Location, location and location"). A parcel of land in 
a great location with five water closets permitted is more 
valuable under this system than a parcel with none, but 
is less valuable than a parcel in an inferior location with 
a permit for 150 water closets. This is one of the reasons 
that some developments of significant intensity are 
showing up in unpredictable locations. For example. 
The Huntington, a 40-story condominium on Kirby near 
San Felipe is in a restricted residential area to the south 
of River Oaks. Its location seems strange from the tradi-
tional developer's standpoint—the building is not near a 
major freeway, and it doesn't have the visibility such 
projects are thought to demand to be profitable. How-
ever, the building's promoters were able to secure a con-
nection permit for development far beyond the original 
plan making the land extremely valuable—"Valuable 
enough to warrant a 40-story building in a questionable 
location," says one local architect. 

It seems foolish to some observers to sell or trade away 
sewer rights on land you own in a restricted area— 
would that not preclude its future development? Land is 
restricted not just by sewage treatment plant capacity. 
Insufficient line and lift station capacity also must be 
addressed in many areas, particularly the Montrose, 
scene of some of the hottest trading. Solving all of these 
problems may take many more years. People who have 
traded away sewer rights may hope to recover them as 
new capacity is added for the area. As the area served 
by the Sims Bayou treatment plant has shown, however, 
the window in time available for regaining sewer rights 
opens and closes quickly. Nevertheless, particularly as-
tute landowners and developers have made speculating 
in sewer rights a profitable business in its own way, 
trading sewer rights to the same property more than 
once, within weeks or even days, by being aware of the 
schedule of waste water service improvements. 

Some observers wonder privately if such trades arc or 
should be legal. Many times in the interviews conducted 
for this story—developers, none of whom u anted to 
have their names used, since they will have to continue 
to work with the city bureaucracy they were criticizing 
—called the system unconstitutional, accused the city of 
illegally using its police powers and denying due process 
of law—charged thai small local developers and most 
out-of-town companies were placed in a competitive 
disadvantage, and said the sewer moratorium amounted 
to de facto zoning to the detriment of the city inside 
the loop. 

The system as it works today has no checks and bal-
ances; it's administered solely at the discretion of the 
Public Works Department. That makes it potentially 
abusable, critics say. The only basis of legal or pro-
cedural legitimacy for the whole system seems to be 
a provision within the city's ordinances which estab-
lishes the right of the Director of Public Works to review 
and approve or deny plans for development. Critics say 
that a court challenge could show that provision should 
not extend to the present system. 

"Why is there no written policy on the permitting pro-
cess for the public to see," asks one developer with 
extensive interests north of downtown Houston. "The 
city's policy is a moving target," says another. 

In a recent conversation James Sullivan, Deputy Director 
of Public Works, indicated that the city will no longer 
allow trading of sewer rights. Within the last year, 
Sullivan said, requests for permits mushroomed and the 
city has been forced to put a stop to open and free trading 
In the future, excess capacity will be transferrable from 
one property to another only if the properties are in close 
proximity, and the applicant owns both properties. 

Several suits have reportedly been threatened against the 
city, but to date none have been filed. No city official 
has ever been charged with colluding with any particular 
set of interests; rumors about the improper handling of 
certain projects have never been substantiated. 

In fact, the consensus within the development commu-
nity is that, as PIC Realty's JeffToia says. "The system 
is workable, development is continuing, and nobody 
wants to rock the boat." Architect-developer John Spear 
says. "EPA could shut us down, but ai least the system is 
manageable as it is." 

Manageable though it may he. Houston's system is not 
the only one possible, and based on the experience of 
other cities, is neither the fairest nor the most workable 
one available. As it is, the system relies largely on the 
resourcefulness of the individual developer. In other 
American and European cities facing similar kinds of 
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Because of permit restrictions inside 
the loop, developers are forced to 
perpetuate Houston's urban sprawl. 
growth management problems, a formal system known 
as Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) has been em-
ployed with some success. Most often utilized for his-
toric preservation in the U.S. and (lie preservation of 
agricultural land in Europe, the TDR system involves a 
public body with jurisdiction overseeing and assigning 
development rights increments, which can then be 
traded as a commodity in full view of the public. In 
Houston, such a system modified to handle sewer rights 
could serve several purposes. It would be possible to 
quantify the amount of sewer rights available at present 
and project them into the future as far as possible. It 
could fix a price for each right increment, on which a 
tax or percentage of the fee could go to the city to con-
tribute to wastewater improvement funds, with the view 
of eventually lifting restrictions entirely. The TDR sys-
tem would bring public scrutiny and equal access to 
sewer rights. Such steps would remove the process from 
suspicion of abuse and allow smaller developers with 
fewer resources at their disposal to obtain development 
rights without incurring the costs involved in constantly 
monitoring service area improvements. 

"The real problem with the process in Houston is that it 
lacks any public constituency," says Architect-developer 
Milton McGinty. Like many developers, McGinty says 
he thinks the Public Works Department is doing a fairly 
good job of administering a shaky set of guidelines, and 
that he prefers the present system with its faults to any 
possibly worse alternative. 

Sewers And Leapfrogging The Inner City 
Developers Bruce Conway and Rick Lundell say that, 
because of permit restrictions inside the loop, "devel-
opers are being forced to abandon the inner city where 
densities should be increasing. Instead, to survive, they 
must develop outside the city and further perpetuate 
Houston's urban sprawl." 

According to Conway and Lundell, "Infill housing 
(building on vacant and underutilized properties within 
already developed areas) is important, and it's only ac-
complished by the little guys. The way things are in 
Houston, little guys are Tast becoming an endangered 
species." The sort of residential restructuring (hat is tak-
ing place in Montrose, the Heights, the Bin/ and other 
older close-in neighborhoods is performed mostly by 
small developers, they point out. These areas are also 
some of the most restricted in ihe city. The restrictions 
prevent major reinvestment and restructuring in such 
areas which could make them once again solid neigh-
borhoods thai provide good and accessible in-town 
housing—although many residents of these neighbor-
hoods would quarrel with the implication that neigh-
borhood vitality depends on the presence of highrise 
condominiums. What they mean, the developers say, is 
that the small home builder, if he or she is to survive, 
must build in remote suburban subdivisions, increasing 
the commuting distance for residents. This contributes to 
the outward growth of the city, which exacerbates such 
problems as traffic, pollution, and over-taxing of city 
and county service networks. 

Most of Houston's growth since 1974 has occurred out-
side the 610 Loop and in downtown, and the area inside 
the loop has been, by comparison, in a kind of peaceful 
slumber. The relative calm of Montrose or the Heights in 
the swirl of the 1970's is easily explained by the mora-
torium: these and other inner-city neighborhoods are 
served by the oldest and most overloaded sewage treat-
ment plants, and this makes new development permits 
extremely difficult to obtain. But the boom outside the 
city's corporate limits could not have happened if what 
was then called the Texas Water Rights Commission had 
not been empowered by the Texas Legislature to create 
Municipal Utility Districts—MUD's for short. 

MUD's allow a developer to create a new water and 
waste water district with its own taxing powers, em-
powered to issue bonds so that city services can be 
infilled and maintained in areas beyond the reach of 
existing city or county systems, until those areas are an-
nexed by the city. Although this legislation had been in 
effect for several years prior to 1974, it was only after 
sewer permit restrictions went into effect that MUD's 
came into their own as a means to facilitate development 
outside the boundaries of Houston. Without MUD's and 
sewer rights trading, growth would have come to a stand-
still in Houston. 

"MUD's shift the costs of utilities to those who benefit 
from them," says Kevin Cavanaugh of the Rice Center. 

But MUD's have not brought with them unmixed bless-
ings, as people sitting in traffic on 1-45 or 1-10 or 1-59. 
commuting to and from their relatively low density out-
lying suburbs, to and from their downtown jobs. 

"My problems with MUD's have nothing to do with 
water quality and everything to do with environmental 
quality," says Jim Blackburn, environmentalist and pro-
fessor at Rice University. Says University of Houston 
professor John Mixon. "Municipal Utility Districts pro-
mote leap-frog development." Cities normally develop 
outward along their major roadways, both say, but 
MUD's have encouraged poorly placed and designed 

subdivisions far beyond the city's limits, contributing 
to more traffic congestion, air pollution, Hooding, 
ground water recharge problems, strip commercial 
development and other forms of general decline in 
regional environmental quality. 

For example, high rise buildings can be seen along 1-10 
west of Dairy-Ashford and along FM 1960-Highway 6 
in northwest Harris County. Large residential projects 
are found in remote areas between FM 1960 and Katy. 
These buildings are 25 miles or more from downtown. 
Without MUD's these projects would not exist in such 
locations, as they would be beyond the reach of Hous-
ton's utility network. The result of such leap-frog 
growth is large tracts of passed over vacant and un-
served land. Such development further perpetuates the 
outward growth of the city, but at very low densities— 
in a word, sprawl. 

In addition to fostering sprawl, MUD's create new prob-
lems for the city after they are annexed. Where older 
MUD's are in place, the city often faces inadequate line 
and plant capacities in the sewage treatment facilities. In 
effect, the city is reduplicating on its borders the same 
problems that caused the sewer moratorium in the inner 
city—only on a catastrophically greater scale. Even when 
MUD treatment plants are adequate for all projected 
future development, they go against the economies of 
scale in maintenance and workforce requirements. 

Sewer permit restriction 
and outward growth areas 
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"Large centralized sewage treatment plants are better 
than a multiplicity of small temporary plants," says 
Charles Williams, formerly with the city's Public Works 
Department. 

Not all agree. The city has worked hard in recent years 
to improve the quality of MUD's planned within its ex-
traterritorial jurisdiction, says James Sullivan, Deputy 
Director of Public Works. "Now what is annexed is usu-
ally cheaper to operate than equipment within the city 
limits." He points to Friends wood's Copperfield devel-
opment on Highway 6 as a good example of a cost-
effective MUD. But other city workers admit that many 
MUD's will develop into serious headaches for the city 
in the next decade. 

Houston will arguably find it necessary to impose the 
same kind of restrictions on its outer reaches as now 
hamper its inner core when these problems surface— 
except that by then the problems will be much larger. 

There is a new twist to development in the Houston area 
that goes along with MUD's and the sewer moratorium 
—growth along the bayous. Normally the degree of in-
tensity in an area's development is directly related to 
both its accessibility and its visibility. However, as a 
result of the Harris County Flood Control District's 
control of the bayous, and its ability to license the use 
of "package" waste water treatment plants, residential 
development kept out of Ihe logical growth corridors 
in Houston has begun to move along the bayous and 
some observers predict that eventually they will mul-
tiply like so many thickets of elephant ears. 

There are, for example, Charles Leyendecker's The Park 
at White Oak Condominium on White Oak Bayou and 
Campeau Homes of Texas. Inc.'s Bayou Bend Tower. 
Both projects are inside the 610 Loop, and thus in highly 
restricted areas. However they both utilize self-contained 
"package" sewage treatment plants which resemble regu-
lar full scale city treatment plants but process the sewage 
from their projects only and then discharge the effluent 
directly into the adjacent bayous. When capacity in their 
service areas is available (it is hoped within the next sev-
eral years, sources say} both these projects will be con-
nected to City of Houston sewer lines and the package 
plants will be removed. Insiders predict a wave of 
high intensity development along Houston bayous in 
the near future. 

New sewer treatment systems making more such de-
velopment possible have sparked considerable interest 

in the Houston real estate community. These systems 
are based on the use of enzymes and other natural de-
composition compounds first developed for the U.S. 
Navy over 20 years ago. Such units, installed directly 
in the building being served, produce a high quality 
sewage that is even potable, manufacturers claim. How-
ever the system produces a sludge that needs to be re-
moved each year by tank truck. By recycling purified 
waste water and using onc-gallon-per-liush toilets (most 
need five gallons) the amount of liquid effluent released 
is also reduced by 50 to 90 percent, it is claimed, which 
means that such plants could be hooked into existing 
lines with a proportionally small demand on both line 
and plant capacity. 

Houston's Waste Water Treatment Division has recently 
approved several such units. The impact could be sig-
nificant. Plants, lines and pumping stations would not 
have to be expanded as rapidly or as much to accommo-
date development utilizing such systems. Some question 
remains as to whether such plants will be cost effective 
for the developers who use them and whether they will 
perform as promised. But should they live up to expec-
tations, such plants could be the key to development 
inside the loop, decreasing the city's need for more 
and more land to sprawl into. 

It appears that Houston's population will continue to 
grow for the foreseeable future and that large portions 
of the city will remain under restrictions for sewer use. 
Although the city's sewage treatment capacity will be 
greatly enhanced by the Northside/Sixty-Ninth Street 
and Almeda/Sims Bayou plants when they arc com-
pleted, the permit applications already on file for the 
Almeda/Sims Bayou plant exceed its planned capacity. 
Developers may have nowhere else to tum but to the 
package plants. 

"Developers would rather contribute money to plant 
improvement costs than wait while paying taxes and 
18 percent interest (on money they've borrowed to pur-
chase and improve) raw land," says James Sullivan of 
the Public Works Department. In an effort to maintain 
its Triple-A bond rating, Houston has traditionally issued 
public improvement bonds in approximately $50 million 
increments. With most sewer treatment facility costs 
running into the hundreds of millions of dollars, the road 
to a final publicly financed solution looks very long in-
deed. The only way out may be to increase revenues and 
develop a method to allow private contributions by ser-
vice area, as James Sullivan suggests above-
Lessons From The Moratorium: Houston Needs 
Development Controls 
No discussion of growth patterns in Houston would be 
complete without taking note of the fact that Houston is 
the only major city in the country without zoning. 

Houstonians are proud in their belief that this city re-
mains a pure expression of the free enterprise system, 
and that land owners are free to use their land as they 
please, without the encroaching controls of government. 
The reality underlying this belief is somewhat different, 
however. Most residential and many commercial sub-
divisions are protected by deed restrictions and protec-
tive covenants. All buildings are subject to rigorous city 
building codes. Height restrictions are dictated by the 
Federal Aviation Administration. Various lending institu-
tions have their own requirements. 

And then, of course, there is the sewer permit system. 
The list of restrictions, although short of zoning, adds 
up to a significant degree of control over land develop-
ment in the laissezfaire city—with the difference that 
the controls are uncoordinated and often seem to work 
at cross purposes. If Houston's land use, locational and 
growth patterns were compared to those of most other 
cities in the U.S., few differences would be found. 
However, one critical difference is immediately 
apparent. 

The difference is that Houstonians have voted down 
efforts to force public control of the city's own destiny 
—its government reacts but does not direct. Traditional 
forms of zoning are not the answer for Houston. But 
given the amount of controls already in place in the city, 
is it now time to face up to the fact that unless the city, 
through open public process, sets some goals for such 
things as environmental quality and mobility, the city 
will continue to deteriorate. Houston docs not need to 
be out of control. There arc tools for shaping develop-
ment at hand, as the sewer moratorium, with all its un-
foreseen consequences, has shown. The city has the 
right to review all plans for building, subdividing and 
engineering within its corporate limits and its five mile 
extraterritorial jurisdiction. The city can construct water 
and waste water facilities to direct growth and develop-
ment. All that's missing is a sense of direction. The 
sewer moratorium represents an important lesson to the 
city—Houston can and has exercised control over itself 
to achieve a goal. Unless such a commitment is made to 
the future, there is little hope that the problems already 
visible on the horizon will not overwhelm its residents 
in the decades to come. Setting such goals will require 
an extraordinarily broad base in the private sector and 
other institutions. A plan developed by public officials 
alone would likely go nowhere. The sewer moratorium 
has shown that the same people who are most in favor 
of continued growth and vigorous development can ben-
efit from coordination and planning. Developers are the 
natural constituency for planning in Houston. 
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