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Greening the City Center 
Late Inst year, City Hall anil Downtown 
Houston Inc. announced one mure step 
toward making downtown a vibrant 
center for recreation, residential life, and 
convention attraction. The announce-
ment nt ,i igi.i)<>E p.nk on the city's west 
side came in the context of a downtown 
renaissance that has included, among 
other things, the completion of Metro's 
first light rail line, the opening of the 
I l i l ton convention center hotel and 
Toyota Arena, and the expansion of the 
George R. Brown Convention Center. As 
with each of these, a great deal of quiet 
groundwork has supported the drive for 
a new downtown park. 

Since the early 1990s a number of 
undeveloped parcels west ol the George 
R. Brown have been targeted by 1 Iouston 
Endowment, l ac , one of Houston's major 
foundation benefactors, to become a pub-
lic green space. The city purchased the 
two parking lots in front of the conven-
tion center in early 2002, and waited to 
see the fate ol the remaining open space 
between the center and the Park Shops. 
In the meantime. Downtown Houston 
created a task force that invested in a 
Framework Plan, released in October 
2004. "Aiming for high density residen-
tial development, a potential for 1 1,000 
new units by 2025, the Framework saw 
the relatively undeveloped east side as 
prime ground for both residential devel-
opment and also public amenities thai go 
with such housing," notes Guy Hagstette, 
Central Houston's chief urban planner 
and a special advisor to the mayor for 
downtown urban development. 

In late 2004, when Crescent Realty 
released for sale the parcels of land 
required tor a park. Mayor Hill White 
stepped in and orchestrated their pur-
chase. With $N million from public 
sources and approximately $16 mill ion 
from private philanthropic partnerships, 
three parcels were added to the city's 
existing parcels to create a park space of 
in l ib I i acres. I:.nh.incing tlu deal was 
the citv's contribution of the Crawford 

Street right of way running through the 
park parcels. 

Though some have suggested there 
was a rush to purchase the Crescent Realty 
tracts, that downplays the bold public/ 
private partnership that was required to 
complete the deal. Moving the park from 
idea to reality is now the responsibility of 
the non-profit Houston Downtown Park 
Conservancy. While the Conservancy wi l l 
set the program strategy through design 
and construction, as well as eventually 
operate the park, it does not own the land; 
the newly organized I Iouston Downtown 
Park Corporation is the public owner of 
the land, using a similar legal contract as 
the land covenant that covers the Hi l ton 
convention center hotel. The city wi l l con-
tribute $750,000 a year to the Houston 
Downtown Park Corporation's operations. 

Downtown's proposed privately run 
public park is taking its strategy from such 
successful public/private urban park part-
nerships as Bryant Park in New York City. 
In fact, a number of the organizers ol such 
public/private partnerships are being called 
upon by the Downtown Park Conservancy 
to visir Houston and share their insights. 
While the Conservancy is still forming its 
vision for the park, clearly articulated are 
the goals to make it an active place, an 
urban destination that is green, inviting, 
and the center lor projected residential 
growth. Though the actual form is far 
from decided, a mix of green spaces, foun-
tains, and active venues is hkel\ m result. 

The Conservancy has embarked on 
intensive sin analysis, preliminar> tun, 
tional programming, public visioning, 
and designer selection through a two-step 
public selection process. A design advisory 
group has convened, representing com-
munity design forces—among them the 
Rice Design Alliance—park advocates, and 
the downtown business community. When 
the agreement was made to purchase the 
land, .i stipulation for the funding was 
th,it the park be completed and opened In 
December 2007. So the countdown has 
begun. — Rives T. Taylor 


