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Filling in the Gaps Brownfields Program helps determine if possibly toxic sites are ready to reclaim 

Earlier this year, Ron Sandbcrg, the 
Brownfields Program manager tor the 
(i ts ' ut Houston, faced a problem unusu-
al for most government officials: I le 
had money to hand out, and not enough 
people asking for it. 

The money had come in the form of 
two grants from the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency; their purpose was to 
help pay lor environmental assessments 
of hrownfield sites around the city. This 
was not something that most major devel-
opers needed; they tended to have their 
own environmental assessment teams and 
funds. But it was something that non-
profits and community development cor-
porations might find uselnl. 

Unfortunately, too few of these 
groups knew the money was available, 
or even that the city had a Brownfields 
Program designed to give them a hand. 
So Sandbcrg began spreading the word. 
One group he met with was the I lonston 
Parks Board, which had some nine 
sites it was hoping could be made into 
parkland. Before that could happen, 
though, tiles needed to be sure that the 
sites were environmentally fit. That, 
Sandbcrg said, was something lie could 
help with. "What we could offer is 
free environmental site assessments," 
Sandbcrg notes. "It's the type of thing 
that can make a difference in whether a 
project is workable versus undoable." 

That Houston is awash in brownfields— 
defined .1-. .ui\ propern « here redevel 
opmenr is complicated by the presence 
or potential presence ot environmental 
contamination—is nothing unusual. Most 

major cities are dotted with plots of land 
that were once home to businesses or 
industries that can leave toxic substances 
behind in the soil, substances that can 
cause health problems fur workers or 
residents if a site is redeveloped before 
it's cleaned. 

The importance of these sites has 
increased in recent years as I louston 
has become more interested 111 building 
on existing abandoned land rather than 
expanding into undeveloped territory. 
These sites can often be a gap in the 1 its 
fabric, land builders avoid out of fear 
that they'll end up entangled in environ-
mental problems. It was to encourage the 
reuse Ol such properties that the city's 
Brownfields Redevelopment Program was 
established a decade ago. The program's 
primary purpose was to administer money 
provided by the EPA: the city would 
apply for EPA grants, then distribute that 
money to those who applied for it to the 
Brownfields Program. 

The Brownfields Program wasn't set 
up to restore damaged properties itself, 
though it could help people bud funds 
for that purpose. Rather, the program 
was designed to help determine just what 
sort ot remediation, if any, a plot of land 
might require. Until such an assessment 
could be made, nothing else could be 
done. And since not everyone was inter-
ested in spending the money, or had the 
money, to roll the dice and see if a proper-
ty could be rehabilitated, land laid fallow. 
It was in part to get people looking .11 
such properties again that the Brownfields 
Program was starred. 

The program began in 1996 with 

$200,00 to hand o u t In 1998 it was 
awarded another $200,000, and got the 
same amount again in 2001. In 2005, 
though, the city won two grants totaling 
$400,000, something that came as a bit 
M| .i surprise given the intensity ol the 
rivalry from other cities around the coun-
try for the funds. Since the program slill 
had $100,000 it had not yet disbursed, 
that meant it had fully half the money it 
had received over 10 years ready to give 
away. Only there were not enough people 
asking for it. 

"There are groups out there who 
could use the funds, but don't know our 
program is available," says Sandbcrg, who 
took over as manager of the Brownfields 
Program last September. "We clearly have 
to do more to get the word out. Our 
plan is not to do business as usual, hut to 
grow the program. We want to market it, 
to bring in more sites. We'ie looking at 
spending what we have, and then asking 
for more." 

What the program offers is free envi-
ronmental site assessi tents to determine 
the nature and exten> of contamination 
on a site; help in participating in a State 
Voluntary Cleanup Program; coordination 
among local, stale, and federal agencies; 
and placement of each site or project on 
the city's brownfields website (www.hous-
toiibrosvnlields.org). "What we do," says 
Sandbcrg, "is help a property move as fast 
as possible through the cleanup to a letter 
of completion Irom the EPA, and then the 
development anil reuse ol the property." 

The program has already scored some 
notable successes, among them the reuse 
of 550 acres ot brownfields. Some 30 

properties are currently in the program, 
and about half that number have already 
been assessed and remediated. Sandbcrg 
likes to cite the Washington Courtyards at 
250 S Washington Avenue as an example 
of svhat the program can do. The site 
was one that had been used for car lots 
and car repair, Avenue CDC thought 
the property would be a good place lor 
affordable apartments, but didn't kimsv 
if the ground had been contaminated by 
petroleum products. So they turned to the 
Brownfields Program to help with a site 
assessment. As it happened, the property 
was clean and didn't need remediation. 
Such a result is unusual, but until the 
assessment was done questions remained 
about whether the site was useable. 
Once the site \sas approved, though, the 
Washington Courtyards followed. Similar 
stories occurred with the Pleasant I l i l l 
Senior Retirement Village at >S 14 Lyons 
Avenue, built on the site of a former dry 
cleaners and commercial laundry, anil the 
John Goldberg Senior Housing Complex, 
located on an area of land once known as 
the East End dump. 

Among its other projects, the 
Brownfields Program is hoping to develop 
a brownfields inventory or map so that if 
a developer calls asking about a potential 
site, they'll have information at hand on 
it. But for now, the priority is finding 
more people to give money to, and get 
more sites assessed and ready for con-
struction. "We would be very happy 10 
have more applications for money than 
sve have money to give." says Sand berg. 
"It's better than having what's here go 
unused." — Mitchell I. Shields 


