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youngest population of all the states; the 
population is predicted to double in the 
next 35 years, and with the economic 
impact of NAHTA contributing to that 
growth, the average age wilt remain low 
in the coming decades J Mobility, anoth-
er important factor, is high — almost 30 
percent ot I loustonians move every 15 
months, making this the nation's fifth 
most mobile city,2 These factors make 
Houston more dependent on rental hous-

Does the construction and design 
quality of Houston 's recently built 

housing result from consumer demand, 
greedy developers, cautious lenders, or 
careless politicians? Market forces attect 
the design and location of new apart-
ments, townhouses, and speculative hous-
ing projects more than they do those of 
commercial and institutional develop 
ments. And several factors peculiar to 
I [ouston make the marker 's influence 
even stronger than in comparable cities. 

The need for security, both real .tnd per 
ceived, is unquestionably driving residen-
tial design in Houston. Both renters and 
In line buyers are demanding safe, crime-
resistant neighborhoods. Therefore, the 
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The Park al Westgate, in the Calleria area. Design and location ol rental property are increasingly dictated by lenders 
rather than architects or even developers. 

Reala Apartments on Allen Parkway: packing in apartment units, tenement style, and sacrificing open space and sunlight. 

rental and condominium development 
currently successful in Houston is a type 
of feudal compound or walled enclave 
located in what is perceived as a "neu-
t ra l" or "bet ter" area of the city. This 
kind ot development creates an unpro-
tected no-man's-land between the walled 
compounds , defeating any larger sense ot 
neighborhood or community . 

The few close-in neighborhoods 
perceived as safe arc going for top dollar. 
Developers and individual homeowners 
are building single-family houses in estab-
lished subdivisions such as West 
University Place, Southampton, River 
Oaks , and Tanglewood, replacing older, 
modest houses with new ones that have 
twice the square footage — or more. 
Overscaled and often unimaginatively 
designed, these houses are built for own-
ers who pay a premium tor the property 
and want a showy structure to fill up 
their valuable land. Both the homeowners 
and the developers want maximum 
square footage tor a bottom-dollar 
construction price. Design and quality 
are sacrificed. 

Another crucial factor iti building trends 
in Houston and statewide is our sizable 
per vapita renting population, fewer than 
60 percent of Texans owned their own 
homes in 199?, which placed the state 
44th nationally in that regard. Home 
ownership in Houston has declined more 
th.in 5 percent since 1970, a period in 
w hich iIn- nationwide rate increased. Mi, 
ability to afford a down payment on a 
house is a function of age, marital status, 
income, and mobility. Texas has the third 

ing ill.in most in.it"' s i tus , and .is a 
result, developers have been more influ-
ential than in places where buyers speak 
with greatei authority. 

Developers, in turn, claim that design and 
location of their projects are dictated by 
lenders. This means that lenders become 
the interpreters of demand. In the past, 
local savings and loans or bank loan 
committees, who were familiar with the 
developers, sympathetic, and willing to 
take business risks, financed both large 
and small projects. Today, fiscal conser-
vatism fed by rhe saving-and-loan deba-
cles of the last decade guides loan policy. 
Lenders are now large insurance compa-
nies, pension funds, university endow-
ments , and real estate investment trusts. 
They are more interested in portfolio 
management than in design or creation of 
neighborhoods. Formerly, developers with 
large-scale projects were rhe tastemakers. 
N o w lenders have become the arbiters. 

M i d t o w n : A C a s e Study 

Within Loop 610 there is a great deal of 
underused real estate located south ol the 
Pierce I levated freeway and north of the 
South Lnd/Museum District between 
Louisiana Street and State Highway 288 . 
Called Midtown, this zone is convenient 
to most ot Houston 's cultural institu-
tions, jobs both downtown and m the 
Texas Medical Center, parks and recre-
ational facilities, churches, and commer-
cial centers. Although tins could be an 
extremely desirable residential area, 
development is not occurring. It will take 
a long-range, comprehensive, cooperative 
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effort by the c i t y , the coun ty , the state, the 
school d is t r ic t , ma jo r developers, lend ing 
inst i tu t ions, and insurance companies to 
give rise to a s igni f icant number of hous-
ing nun*, in this i i inei cits area, \ l r hough 
the M i d t o w n area d id receive a g lamorous 
makeover in Houston Life.* the art ist 's 
concept ion o f the ne ighborhood had l i t t le 
g round in g in real i ty and may even have 
exacerbated the areas' prob lems by ra is ing 
landowners ' hopes, wh ich in r u m can 

real po l i t i ca l interest in m a k i n g the 30 - o r 
40-year c o m m i t m e n t fo r tax abatement , 
police p ro tec t ion , pub l ic t ranspor ta t i on , 
h igh-qua l i ty school p rog rams, and public-
bu i ld ings. In a d d i t i o n , large-scale devel-
opmen t w i l l require expendi tures for 
in f ras t ructure improvements . A n d the 
rac ia l , e thnic , and class-based issues o f 
d isplacement — or ass imi la t ion — of the 
ne ighborhood 's current residents w i l l 
have t o be addressed. 
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and planners alone. But redeveloping the 
area in progressive steps is a design 
problem as well as a political, social, and 
economic one. 

H ous to n has a few wel l -designed it iner-
a r y residential projects tha t prov ide 
posit ive models o f m u l t i f a m i l y hous ing. 
A r l i n g t on Cou r t townhouses in the 
Heights (1985 , W i l l i a m b. Stern & 
Associates, Arch i tec ts i is a clear example 
o f a wel l -designed, smal l townhouse pro-
ject that in scale and tex ture slips gracefu l -
ly in to .i ne ighborhood thai is beginning 
to redevelop but retains its histor ic charac-
ter and sma l l - t own scale. I~hc Cou r t at 
Museum 's Gate on M o n t r o s e (1985 , Jay 
baker for C o m p e n d i u m ) is another suc-
cessful example of a b lock-square develop-
ment , w i t h underg round pa r k i ng so fu l l 
use can be made o f the dense urban neigh-
b o r h o o d site. Th is pro|ect was inf luenced 
by Lovet t Square (designed by th is art ic le 's 
co-au thor , W i l l i a m T . Cannady ) , w h i c h 
set .\n example back in 1978 o f w h a t 
m igh t be done w i t h the area later k n o w n 
as M i d t o w n . Isabella C o u r t ( 1929 , W . D. 
Bordeaux) on M a m Street in M i d t o w n 
is a classic example o f ha rmon ious 
urban hous ing. 

g rows everywhere. Poor cons t ruc t ion and 
inadequate maintenance w i l l most cer-
ta in ly lead to rap id decay. 

M u l t i f a m i l y hous ing design is especially 
comp lex because marke t considerat ions 
impose demand ing f inancia l goals and 
constra ints , t i i n t r i b u t i n g to the design 
p rob lem are land-use con t ro ls , bu i l d ing 
codes, ami convent ions of cons t ruc t i on . 

M o s t mu l t i f am i l y -un i t designs are repeats 
and var iat ions on marke t -p roven p rod -
ucts. Lenders believe that i nnova t i on in 
design means unwar ran ted add i t i ona l 
r isk. Even so, ou ts tand ing models have 
been bu i l t over the years, some o f w h i c h 
are st i l l appl icable today . For example , 
the ISth-century Georg ian terrace houses 
nt L o n d o n , Ed inbu rgh , and D u b l i n cou ld 
be prototypes tor Hous to n t o d . u . 
Twent ie th -century types, especially in 
Eng land , Scandinavia, and Europe, are 
relevant to Hous ton 's needs. 

Sino spci nlarive housing is a major pan 
o f the fabric o f th is c i t y , designers, 
lenders, developers, and po l i t i c ians share 
responsib i l i ty for the qua l i t y o f residen-
t ia l const ruc t ion in H o u s t o n . If a 

The Remington, stands an the site at the old Batlelslein's department store on South Shepherd. 

raise land values, m a k i n g redevelopment 
more d i f f i cu l t . 

Deve lopment in M i d t o w n w i l l have to 
counter a number o f obstacles. These 
include a percept ion o f a high level of 
cr ime and danger, pour publ ic schools, 
and land ownersh ip f ragmented in small 
parcels tha t are d i f f i cu l t to assemble in to 
sites suitable tor ma jo r deve lopment . 
L iab i l i t y exposure and insurance costs 
f igure centra l ly in to the lender's ami 
developer's caut ious approach to such 
a loca t ion . 

Real estate expert War ren I to ld ot l \ v > n 
Land Management po ints ou t tha t visible 
first steps by both the pub l ic and pr ivate 
sectors are needed to spark fur ther lender 
and developer interest in M i d t o w n . Those 
in i t ia l ef for ts m igh t be focused on at t ract-
ing urban professionals w i t h o u t ch i ld ren 
to the area, bur long- term development 
must inc lude fami l ies. T o a t t ract such a 
diverse popu la t i on , good educat ional 
faci l i t ies, as we l l as securi ty prov is ions to 
deal w i t h cr ime and allay the percept ion 
of danger, are essential. Any large-scale 
residential development in the area, even a 
coord ina ted pub l ic -pr iva te e f fo r t , w i l l in 
its early phases con f ron t the choice 
between wa l led- in compounds and street-
related complexes. W h i l e the preponder-
ance o f new hous ing in M i d t o w n w i l l 
certainly be rental projects, fu ture devel 
opment on a large scale shou ld include 
owner-occupied s ing le t . i n i iK and condo-
m i n i u m hous ing. W i t h o u t such s tab i l i ty , i t 
is hard to create successfulneighborhoods. 

I lie big u n k n o w n is whether there is any 

There are p o w e r f u l negative factors in 
deve lop ing the M i d t o w n area, but prece-
dents in o ther cities w i t h s imi lar cond i -
t ions have been successful. New Yo r k 
C i t y has been facing an analogous si tua-
t i on in redeveloping 3 0 7 acres o f beach-
f ron t p roper ty in Queens, vacant since it 
was cleared by the Lindsay adminis t ra-
t i on in the late 1960s. Since al l plans for 
large-scale, sweeping redevelopment o f 
the area have fa i led, the Republ ican 
( .m i l . im admin is t ra t ion is s tar t ing mod-

Electric meters at the Reala. 

est ly, m a k i n g just a few blocks avai lable 
for developers, w h o w i l l bu i l d 180 t w o -
fami ly townhouses , aided by inf rastruc-
ture improvements p rov ided by the c i ty . 
It is a small demons t ra t i on , not a ma in -
mo th deve lopment . Unsubs id i /ed hous-
ing, reliance on pr ivate deve lopment , and 
modest scale seem more in keeping w i t h 
the po l i t i ca l spir i t o f the day. 

Is There a Place for Architecture? 

D o the design professions have a serious 
parr in al l this? O r is archi tecture super-
f luous to the p rov is ion o f mass hous ing 
in Hous ton? Obv ious l y , the prob lem of 
M i d t o w n cannot be solved bv architects 

Parking at the Pork at Weslgale. 

These projects give their ne ighborhoods a 
sense o f permanence and set an example 
of qua l i ty design and cons t ruc t ion . Some 
of the newer speculat ive hous ing projects, 
however , appear to be good candidates to r 
instantaneous s lums. W i t h designs dr iven 
by u t i l i t y and eff ic iency, the projects of ten 
have no shared c o m m o n space except for 
pa r k i ng lots, ha l lways, and f ire stairs. 
Finished w i t h some cobb led- togcthcr his-
tor ica l detai ls — one new project is 
described in its o w n marke t i ng brochure 
as " p u r e 18th-century Paris today . . . 
d r a w n f r o m the t rad i t i ona l residences of 
the Parisian Left Bank . . . the pediments 
and pilasters are Greek, the Mansard 
T o w e r s are Louis X V , and the I ta l ian and 
Go th i c inf luences are apparent . . . the 
design is at once classical and p u r e " 4 — 
they of fer no views (except in to ne ighbors ' 
w i n d o w s ) , and an incredible harvest o f 
mechanical and electr ical equipment 

t u r n a r o u n d is to come fo r areas such as 
M i d t o w n , the arch i tectura l profession 
needs to lead a movement fo r a pub l ic -
pr ivate concord t o w a r d a type of new 
const ruc t ion that is bo th durab le and 
conduc ive to ne ighborhood s tab i l i ty . This 
could generate a major improvement in the 
our city's qual i t \ ot l i te. The alternatives 
for Houston 's future are nor attract ive. • 
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