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The Quilted City 
Planning for Houston 

William F. Stern 

To zone or noi to zone is no longer the 
question. Suddenly, in this season of 
unforeseen change, a growing numher of 
voices are saying that the old way is not 
good enough, thai the time has come to 
consider an appropriate form of compre-
hensive planning for Houston. Ironically, 
those economic forces that were long 
assumed to oppose any form of compre-
hensive planning - including zoning -
are the same ones suggesting a fresh look 
at Houston's future. In the preceding 
decades of rapid growth, zoning was often 
portrayed as a harrier to growth and de-
velopment thai could hotter he monitored 
by market conditions. Moreover, many 
residential neighborhoods, and even some 
commercial districts, protected themselves 
from outside encroachment through deed 
restrictions. Bui deed restrictions have 
limitations: they are often inadequate, are 
subject to expiration, and are not able to 
control development beyond the periph-
ery. As property values and the stability of 
residential communities and commercial 
development are jeopardized, the climate 
for comprehensive planning and zoning 
now becomes favorable, for both the 
good of the market and the betterment 
of the city. 

Houston can begin its perestroika with 
comprehensive planning hy absorbing the 
lessons and changes of 60 years of zoning 
practice elsewhere in America. From their 
beginnings, the fundamental principles 
of zoning have been the regulation o f land 
use by zones, the establishment of build-
ing setbacks from property lines, and the 
control o f building size and hulk calcu-
lated as a ratio of building square footage 
to property size. By the late 20th century. 
zoning has evolved from a generalized 
form of regulation and restriction into a 
much more complex instrument of 
planning and development incentives, far 
more sensitive to the character and subtle-
ties thai make a city. In concert with 
historic preservation, community redevel-
opment, transportation, protection of the 
environment, and other urban issues, 
zoning has become pari of a more general 
strategy serving an ever wider agenda 
shaping the American city. 

Wi l l i the enactment of its 1982 develop-
ment ordinance, the cily of Houston 
started lo move in the direction of pur-
poseftU land-use planning. That ordinance 
established a citywide building setback of 
25 feet along major thoroughfares and 
10 feet on secondary si reels. Wil l i the best 
intentions, its sponsors were trying to give 
more space to the public realm of the 
street. More recently, city council passed 
a comprehensive off-street-parking ordi-
nance lo replace its previous ordinance, 
which was l imited only to residential 
properties. The intention of the new ordi-
nance is lo protect neighborhoods adjoin-
ing office and institutional complexes, 
such as the Posi Oak area and the Texas 
Medical Center, from inundation by 
parked automobiles. There are problems 
with these ordinances and with those 
being discussed for the future. In attempt-
ing to address such concerns o f planning 
and land use. the planning commission 
and cily council have taken an ad hoc, 
Band-Aid approach that addresses 
concerns after they become critical rather 
lhaii before. Moreover, the ordinances 
as they are presently being enacted tend 
lo throw a blanket of uniformity over the 
city, treating the city as a single eniity 
without regard lo the differences between 
one area or neighborhood and another. 
For instance, while a ten-loot building 
setback might be appropriate for one part 
of a given neighborhood, it might noi be 
adequate for another pan of ihe same 
neighborhood. Similarly, a uniformly 
mandated supply of parking may operate 
at cross purposes with efforts to encourage 
wider use of mass transit or more efficient 
building densities in designated areas. 
A ci ly is composed of unequal parts, and 
any future plan must take this into 
account. So it would seem logical that (he 
first step be lo remove the blanket and 
make a map that wi l l more nearly re-
semble a patchwork quilt. 

To pose a few questions: Should the 
ordinance go beyond land use and build-
ing setbacks to regulate building size 
through heighi and bulk ratios, a typical 
feature of zoning laws? Wi l l the ordinance 
be written in such a way as to establish 
special districts with separate guidelines, 
such as downiown and neighborhood 
historic districts, a museum district, a 
theater district, retail districts - in other 
words, zones thai define the character of 
the city? And wi l l the many civic and 

neighborhood associations, such as Down-
town Houston. Freedmen's Town Associa-
t ion, Neartown Association, South Main 
Center Association, and Uptown Houston, 
be asked to help determine planning regu-
lations for their communities, and wi l l 
they be involved in plat approval and 
questions of zoning variances as they 
arise? Wil t zoning be used to manage 
particular kinds of future development, 
such as the inevitable growth thai wi l l 
occur near Metro rail stations? These 
questions ultimately lead to another: How 
do we see ourselves as a city, and what 
kind of city do we want to be? 

This wi l l also be the time to consider 
those broader objectives of planning that 
we deem essential lo the city's future. 
Acknowledging, for example, that without 
designating certain buildings and neigh-
borhoods for preservation, the Houston 
we care about wi l l not be the same, it is 
important that Ihe comprehensive plan 
incorporate landmark and preservation 
laws for Houslon. which is years hehind 
most oUier cities in America in recogniz-
ing ihat Ihe past preserved makes for a 
city thai attracts people from both within 
and without. Likewise, i f we admire that 
stretch of Main Streel between ihe Mu-
seum o f Fine Arts and the Texas Medical 
Center and agree that this is one of the 
truly memorable boulevards in the city. 
then we should find ways to invest other 
streets with equal grace. The pattern of 
live oaks l ining Main Street, in combina-
tion with wide sidewalks and peripheral 
landscaping, is exactly what gives the 
street its distinction. The trees act as a 
protective no less than aesthetic canopy 
lo mitigate Houston's steamy climate. 
I f landscaping, planting of trees, provision 
for new parks, and improvement of 
existing parks are all part o f Houston's 
comprehensive plan, maybe in 50 years 
Houslon wi l l realize ils full potential as 
the garden cily of Texas. As Houston 
continues lo struggle with plans for rail 
transit, a way should be deiennined to 
make iransii part o f the comprehensive 
plan. The density and mix of activities 
valued in European cities could be 
encouraged around the new rail stations 
ihrough the right set of guidelines and 
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incentives. Finally, and perhaps most 
important, where the city has neglected 
housing and community redevelopment 
a comprehensive plan becomes the perfect 
way to establish a new commiimeni to 
Ihe most fundamental aspect of any settle-
ment. For example, a workable means 
could be found for salvaging and re-
habili iating the Fourth Ward district o f 
Freedmantown and Allen Parkway Village 
as a viable neartown community. Such 
examples illustrate the potential o f com-
prehensive planning lo deal with the ci ly 
broadly and particularly, to account for 
and build on those qualities that distin-
guish this ci ly from others. 

For years Houston stood alone in the 
United States as the city that resolutely 
shunned zoning and the constraints asso-
ciated with zoning dial complicate ihe 
making of a city. For decades the status 
quo was proffered as the besl for al l . 
despite evidence lo the contrary. Bui the 
cily has changed significantly in recenl 
years. I l is larger, more complex, cultur-
ally richer, and socially far more diverse 
than it was a generation ago. Now a 
consensus seems to be building ihat the 
only way to hold the city together and 
redress neglected urban problems is 
through a process of comprehensive 
planning thai incorporates zoning. With 
a sufficiently sophisticated approach to 
this process, Houston may succeed in 
reconstituting itself as a model for the 
American city of the 21 si century. • 
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