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E r n e s t o L u i s M a l d o n a d o 
a n d F r a n k W h i t s o n 

A F T E R THE S P R A W L 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
CORPORATIONS WORK TO 
RECLAIM THE INNER CITY 
Houston is a city without boundaries 

— cither geographic or legislative. 
Its western prairies stretch to the Brazos 
River, with no natural boundary stopping 
its potential expansion. The fact that 
Texas law allows for continual annexa-
tion ot land in the city's extraterritorial 

on the edge of all U.S. cities easily acces-
sible for subdivision. Houston, with its 
flat lands, has been particularly prone to 
sprawl: its area is now 594 square miles, 
with a population density ol 4.6 people 
per acre, l.os Angeles, the other "car" 
city, has an area of 453 square miles and 

building rather than profit. CDCs gener-
ally are formed by concerned citizens 
who have learned from civic activism that 
change is best accomplished through 
coalitions of many stakeholders focused 
on one task. The task they choose is 
developing their neighborhood. 
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Navigation Boulevard, in the neighborhood of the Second Ward Community Development Corporation. 

jurisdiction diffuses any pressure for 
redevelopment ot the inner city. 
Houston's development communit) has 
always preferred to build new housing 
with new infrastructure on newly subdi-
vided land, while neglecting or abandon-
ing the city's historic neighborhoods: the 
original six wards, the communities of 
Harrisburg and Magnolia, and other 
such neighborhoods developed before 
World War U. 

The availability of federal and st.ite suhsi-
dies for the construction of new roads, 
highwavs, and ring roads has made land 

.i population density of 12 people per 
acre. Chicago — like Houston, founded 
in the 1830s — occupies 234 square 
miles, with 18.6 people per acre.' 

But there are forces bucking our city's 
ingrained habit of suburban spread. In 
the late 1980s, a group of community 
development corporations (CDCs) began 
working to build bclow-market-rate 
housing in Houston's older inner-ciry 
neighborhoods. The function of CDCs is 
to generate development and new con-
struction, much like private development. 
Their focus, however, is on community 

Currently, 39 CDCs throughout Houston 
have projects planned, under construc-
tion, or completed. How has the CDC 
movement fared in Houston, in the face 
of a culture based on individual rather 
than community initiative? 

On 12 December 1994, New Foundations 
for Neighborhoods — a program of the 
United Way and the Local Initiatives 
Support Corporation, a national interme-
diary organization that provides technical 
and financial support to CDCs — con-
ducted a bus tour to show corporate 
leaders, bankers, and local legislators 
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Houston's largest community 
development corporations. 

Assoc ia t ion , are cur ren t ly w o r k i n g o n 
master p lann ing and m m i n u i i i h centei 
developments. A l l these ef forts po in t to 
iIn- benefits that v.in acci ne f rom the 
ma tu ra t i on o f the C D C s ' hoards o f direc-
tors and their relat ionships w i t h the cor-
pora te , f inanc ia l , and governmenta l 
ent i t ies o f the c i ty o f Hous ton . These 
relat ionships are the key to the fu ture o f 
the C D C movement in H o u s t o n . 

I he 1\ pk . i i l I K project lakes scvci .ll 
years to design, pe rmi t , b u i l d , and sell . 
The long gestat ion per iods f rustrate many 
par t ic ipants and jeopardize projects w i t h 
cont ingent f und ing . For example. 
C o m m u n i t y Deve lopment Block G r a m s 
or H o m e Investment Partnership Program 
money f r o m the U.S. Depar tment o f 
Hous ing and Urban Deve lopment may 
leverage hank loans, w h i c h may leverage 
founda t ion grants. Thu s a h i tch in one 
fund ing source can imper i l a l l . Delays are 
due to several factors. Inevi table d i f f i cu l -
ties result because the board members o f 
the C D C s are largely novices: fo r many 
this is the f irst e f for t at unders tand ing the 
complex i t ies o f bu i l d i ng pe rm i t t i ng and 

hous ing developed by four o f Hous ton ' s 
leading CDCs . A t the f irst s top , at the 
corner o f G a r r o w and Palmer in the Kast 
Knd near N a v i g a t i o n , were t w o houses 
bui l t by the Second W a r d C D C — the 
f irst s ing le- fami ly houses bu i l t in Second 
W a r d in SO years. Nex t were 30 uni ts o f 
new single- fami ly hous ing bui l t by the 
Fi f th W a r d C o m m u n i t y Redevelopment 
C o r p o r a t i o n , par t o f an extensive pro-
posal to redevelop Fi f th W a r d w i t h new 
hous ing ( inc lud ing m i i l r i f am i l y hous ing) , 
new businesses to revital ize Lyons 
Avenue, an educat ional fest ival scheduled 
for Oc tobe r 1996, par tner ing w i t h the 
Ne ighborhoods to Standards p rog ram, 
and be.uiEif icati i in and t ree-p lant ing pro-
jects. A lso on the tour were seven houses 
just being comple ted by the Acres I Ionics 
CDC" o n huge Acres Homes lots (o r ig i -
nal ly p lat ted to accommodate subsistence 
fa rm ing) , outs ide the L o o p and west o f 
Interstate 45 a roun d L i t t le Y o r k ; and 13 
new single- fami ly houses bu i l t by the 
Greater Hous to n Urban Redevelopment 
C o r p o r a t i o n in the Laura Koppe area o f f 
59 Norths 

Mor tgage f inanc ing for most o f the hous-
ing o n the t o u r was p rov ided by a zero-
percent mortgage p rog ram admin is tered 
by N e w Foundat ions and the Hous to n 
Hous ing Finance C o r p o r a t i o n , a pub l ic , 
nonp ro f i t hous ing f inance agency, w i t h 
permanent f inanc ing avai lable f r o m area 
banks such as First Interstate and Texas 
Commerce . T h e city has of fered f und ing 
assistance in the fo rm o f " s o f t " second 
mortgages: when the f irst mortgage is 
pa id , the second mor tgage is forg iven. 

The C D C s whose projects were presented 
on the tou r arc four o f 2.1 cur ren t ly 
assisted by N e w Foundat ions , up f r o m 
only three in 1 9 9 1 . A l t h o u g h this to ta l 
pales in compar ison to the Chicago 

& 

Two homes on Gorrow Street (Karen Hamilton, architect), built by the Second Ward COO Ihe first new housing in this 
neighborhood in the last 50 years. 

area's 100, the g r o w i n g number o f C D C s 
in Hous to n does show that the idea is 
catch ing o n . The Heights C D C is wel l on 
its w a y t o comp le t i ng eight new houses in 
1995. T h e Hous ton Area C D C is redevel-
o p i n g a d o w n t o w n hote l , the 1414 
Congress H o t e l , i n t o a 57-un i t single-
room-occupancy (SRO) fac i l i ty , designed 
to p rov ide subsidized housing as a tr.nisi 
r iona! step fo r those w i sh ing to get ou t o f 
area shelters bu t not yet able to a f fo rd 
permanent hous ing at market rates. 

The Greater Park Place C D C , the 
N e a r t o w n C D C . and the Associat ion for 
the Advancement o f Mex i ca n Amer icans 
CDC" ( A A M A - C D C ) have o n g o i n g pro-
grams to rehabi l i tate or develop new 
hous ing capaci ty in their service areas 
wh i le they foster ef forts to reviral ize or 
beaut i fy their ne ighborhoods. O ther 
C D C s , such as the T h i r d W a r d C D C 
and the French town C o m m u n i s 

cons t ruc t ion . The process is fur ther 
s lowed by the I n / . m t i n e process of devel-
opmen t p la t t i ng , survey ing, designing, 
pe rm i r t i ng , con t rac t ing , and sel l ing p rop-
erty in o lder ne ighborhoods. Extended 
schedules and inf lated development bud-
gets may result w h en redeveloping land 
w i t h hidden env i ronmenta l hazards, 
such as those that deterred the ci ty of 
H ous to n f rom comp le t i ng a 59 -umt pro-
ject at the M i l b y Bus Bam site despite 
an extensive, expensive, and successful 
remediat ion ef for t . 

Mos t C D C s begin h\ bu i l d ing single-
fami ly detached houses in the $55,00(1 to 
$65 ,000 range, but these smal l i nd i v idua l 
projects fai l TO address the cr i t ica l need 
for 20 ,000 uni ts indicated by Hous ton ' s 
hous ing a u t h o r i t y . ' A n d , except for the 
Fi f th W a r d C R C , few o f the C D C s have 
looked beyond house cons t ruc t ion t o the 
larger forces that create viable ne ighbor-

hoods: safe parks and meet ing places, 
good schools, and shopp ing oppor tun i t ies 
s temming f r o m ne ighborhood in i t ia t ive. 

T rue to Hous ton ' s suburban bias, the 
f irst C D C projects have f i l led vacant land 
in older ne ighborhoods w i t h suburban-
style, s ingle- fami ly detached hous ing. 
O n l y the Fi f th W a r d C R C has realized 
that the area it is redeveloping is n o w a 
par t of an urban ent i ty . A t some po in t in 
the fu ture the inner-ci ty ne ighborhoods 
must make a c o m m i t m e n t t o a housing 
type other than the s ingle- fami ly 
detached house, one that w i l l permi t 
greater density to offset the high cost o f 
redeveloping o lder ne ighborhoods. 

In The Death ami Life of Great American 
Cities, Jane Jacobs describes the d i s i i i u 
t i on between catast rophic redevelopment 
(when an area is a l lowed to deter iorate 
complete ly so that developers can just i fy 
demo l i sh ing the ent i re ne ighborhood 
every 50 years o r so and begin construc-
t i on w i t h a clean slate) and incremental 
redevelopment (when smal l increments o f 
f und ing are p rov ided cont inuous ly so 
that a con tex t is left for the new bu i ld ings 
and addi r ions ro the ne ighbo rhood) . 
Catas t roph ic redevelopment results in 
single-age ne ighborhoods that are bu i l t in 
a short per iod o f t ime and whose b u i l d -
ings age s imul taneous ly . Securing new 
mortgage fund ing Is d i f f i cu l t fo r o lder , 
single-age ne ighborhoods in decl ine. I bus 
begins a d o w n w a r d spiral o f deter iora-
t i on that reinforces the logic o f scrapping 
the ne ighborhood and beg inn ing again 
w i t h yet another single-age neighbor-
h o o d , w h i c h is later vu lnerable t o the 
same p rob lem. 

Fund ing incremental redevelopment can 
preserve a ne ighborhood and even a l low 
oppor tun i t ies for new deve lopment to 
respond to the ex is t ing con tex t . The suc-
cessful C D C s w i l l be rhose rhat create a 
c o m m u n i t y o f ind iv idua ls w o r k i n g 
t o w a r d a development process based on 
incremental f u n d i n g , to preserve the his-
to ry and substance of the ne ighbo rhood . 
A relat ively new mechan ism o f develop-
ment , the C D C projects have the poten-
t ial of redef ining strategies for the renewal 
o f Hous ton ' s inner-c i ty ne ighborhoods. • 
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