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By George Greanias 

ouston is commonly noted for its 
lack of planning. Hut in fact, lots 

..of planning goo on in the city 
every day. In a healthy community, after 
all, what is needed gets done. When peo-
ple perceive they need something, they 
may first look to their elected officials, 
hut if those officials fail to respond, they 
then take other steps to meet their need. 
One term for those steps is shadow plan-
ning, which is defined as planning done 
by entities other than a community acting 
through its government. 

Shadow planning happens when a 
group or individuals come to perceive the 
need for planning so strongly that they 
push past the inaction or ineffectiveness 
of the political structure. Shadow plan-
ning is what Thomas H. Ball, Kenneth 
Womack, and William Stamps Farish did 
when they created River Oaks. It's what 
frank Sharp did when he laid the founda-
tions of Sfaaipsrown, and what Gerald 
Nines pursued when he became the impe-
tus for transforming a two-lane road 
called Post Oak into the Cialleria. These 
WBIC private acts of commission with 
large public consequences. And today, 
shadow planning remains part of the way 
I louston works. Like our own shadows, it 
is always with us. I.ike a shadow, it is not 
quite the real thing. And to put another 
twist to it, much of Houston's planning 
takes place in the shadows. 

Of course, some of this is common in 

other big American cities, that the pri-
vate sector plans and executes and lias 

;e communities is 
hardly news. The difference is one of 
degree. When it comes to planning in 
Houston, the voice ol the commumt) act-
ing through its government is far weaker 
than elsewhere. Fvcn in a perfect world 
shadow planning would till the interstices 
left untouched In the community as it 
plans. What makes Houston stand out 
is the belief ot mam in power that 
government cannot and should not he 
engaged in the process ol responding to 
the market. 

Hut if the elected officials hesitate, the 
private sector does not. It is constantly 
planning. Io implement what they want, 
developers seek government action. That, 
in turn, has larger implications tor the 
Community, I or example, closing Amherst 
between Mormngside and Kelvin may 
have helped move the second phase of the 
Village Arcade forward. Hut the private 
decision ako affected public trattic pat-
terns, going against the city's longstand-
ing reluctance to close streets. A private 
plan, abetted by government concurrence, 
carried short- and long-term conse-
quences tor the community at large. 

Management disinLls are further 
examples ot shadow planning. In the cen-
tral business district and the (i.i l leri.i. 
property owners and developers saw 
unmet needs. 1'hev became convinced the 

city would not take the steps required to 
meet those needs. Their solution? Create 
entities to do the things the city would 
not. Likewise, the decision to seek tax 
abatement financing, whether on an indi-
vidual project or an entire area, is shad-
ow planning. Abating taxes on a case h\ 
case basis affects the axailahilit) and allo-
cation of the city's financial resources, 
favors one project or area over another, 
and creates entities with the ability to 
engage in planning on an ongoing basis. 
Such shadow planning has two critical 
implications for I louston. One is imme-
diate, the other longer term. Hut both 

The first implication grows from the 

narrow perspectives. The results may not 
be best for the community as a whole. 
The single best example of this is publit 
transportation. Twenty years ago, the 
people ot I louston made a far-sighted 
decision: they committed themselves to 
the goal ot creating .in efficient and effec-
tive region-wide public transportation 
ssstcni. In sustain that effort, they agreed 
to rax themselves an extra pertn) on 
many ot their purchases. The consequent 

instilled given the enormous amount ot 
work to be done. What followed is well 
known. An organized ami persistent 
opposition defeated one referendum! 
Political missteps by those charged with 

carrying out the mandate of a second, 
successful referendum allowed those 
same opposition opponents to undermine 
and stop that effort as well. In the end, 
public transportation in Houston was 
reduced to a bus system and a cottage 
industry of creativity in defining what 
constitutes an expense on behalf of 
"public transportation." 

This is where shadow planning took 
over. Those who opposed the Metropoli-
tan Transit Authority m.n have done 
away with the agency's ability to create 
and execute a comprehensive public 
transportation plan, but they did not 

greater mobility in an increasingly dense 
urban community. The consequence? 
Kfforts to improve mobility without a 
long-term mobility plan. Reliance on 
street widening, reconstruction, and 
resurfacing. More lanes of freeway to 
address needs already surpassed before 
the construction was finished. And in 
some instances, such as the debate on 
what to do with the West Loop or the 
katy Freeway, impasse and inaction. 

The second implication of shadow 
planning arises from the fact that, ulti-
mately, it seeks to make use of tools for-
merly thought reserved to government, 
l'hose who reiect community planning as 
a wrongful intrusion by government into 
the private sector now seek to exercise 
the ven powers thev would denv the 



• ~ % 

•Hit* • 
• * • 

t ' s t h e way H o u s t o n w o r k s , f o r g o o d — 

community at large. Up until recently, 
those opposed to community planning 
through government have tended to limit 
themselves to keeping the community a 
largely ineffectual player. In this process, 
the private sector has developed increas-
ingly sophisticated techniques for main-
taining the status quo. 

Foe instance. Neighborhoods to 
Standard, Parks to Standard, and now 
Libraries to Standard are all good pro-
grams. They repair streets and add side-
walks, put in street lamps, and fix Up 
neighborhood parks, To the extent that 
these programs make the infrastructure 
more useful and m e n attractive, or to 
the extent that they put in infrastructure 
that was not there before, they are 
good. When coupled with the occasional 
initiative by city government to fix a 
particular problem causing irritation to 
neighborhoods — the presence of sexually 
oriented businesses, the siting of cellular 
towers — the package is one that satisfies 
many neighborhoods' immediate needs. 
But they are programs for maintenance, 
not planning. 

At the same time, these programs have 
focused each neighborhood on itself. They 
have removed much of the incentive to 
look beyond a neighborhood's borders 
and consider larger issues. Neighborhoods 
that are happy about their own situation 

extensive public transportation, or the 
ability of private developers to affect 
the nature of a neighborhood without 
significant involvement in that decision by 
that neighborhood. 

Those who have long held the reins 
of planning in Houston have learned to 
disarm their opposition by meeting their 
most immediate concerns. True, when 

streets and roads, the lack of good and 

the financing issues — they have gone to 
the community to seek authorization 
for a particular pro|cct. but once that 
authorization has been secured, commu-
nity participation usually comes to an 
end. Again, the private sector asserts 
its dominance. 

l-'or the private sector to engage in 
shadow planning as the natural conse-
quence of those acts within the range of 
appropriate private activity is one thing. 
I'or the same private sector to transform 
shadow planning into the equivalent 
of community planning and to arrogate 
to itself the powers of government is 
quite another. 

The clearest examples of this phenom-
enon are the management districts, tax 
increment financing districts, and redevel-
opment corporations that have increasing-
ly been approved by the city, often at the 
behest of private development interests. 

Today the management districts are 
actively planning their futures; they levy 
additional taxes to implement those plans. 

Redevelopment corporations increasingly 
ask for authority that the private sector 
has opposed giving to the public sector: 
the power to zone and the power ro con-
demn through eminent domain. 

The very people who defeated zoning 
on the argument that the market regu-
lates land use better than the government 
does now seek the powers of government 
to zone. I lie same people who oppose 
government using the power to condemn 
for redevelopment seek that power for 
themselves. Why? Because the market 
demands it. Banks wil l not lend without 
the assurance of stability they believe 
zoning provides. Redevelopment areas 
wil l not be attractive to potential 
investors without the promise eminent 
domain otters that conflicting land uses 
wil l be eliminated. Such public power 
privately exercised makes shadow plan-
ning something very close to the real 
thing, but without one crucial element: 
direct accountability to the citizens of 
the community, 

This brings us to the challenge shad-
ow planning presents Houston. In a bal-
anced planning environment the public 
and private sectors are equally vigorous 
in exercising their planning roles. Shadow 
planning is a necessary, natural, and 
appropriate counterpoint to the commu-
nity's planning decisions as expressed 
through government. Community plan-
ning as expressed through us government 

acts as the counterweight to shadow 
planning's shorter-term focus on individ-
ual needs rather than a longer-term view 
of the community's best interests. 

But in Houston, where the communi-
ty's voice in planning is weak, there is no 
such counterweight to the shortcomings 
<it shadow planning. Just as important. 
shadow planning in Houston increasingly 
seeks to play its own role as well as that 
of the government. Those engaged in 
shadow planning more and more seek to 
exercise the powers of government, with 
one critical distinction: the lack of public 
involvement. Shadow planning in Hous-
ton is becoming a question not just of 
who plans, but who governs. 

Houston's current revitalization 
efforts wil l slowly but surely put this 
question before us. Our current growth 
forces those who have opposed a broader 
role for the community acting through its 
government to face a serious contradic-
tion: they want for themselves powers 
they do not want for government. More 
precisely, they want for themselves those 
powers they are not will ing to give the 
community. Arguing that those elected by 
the community are not wise enough to 
exercise those powers prudently, they 
seek to give those powers to the unelect-
ed and the unaccountable. They seek to 
make shadow planning shadow govern-
ment. If they succeed, the implications 
wil l be profound, • 


