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warehouses. Fences of every color and configu-
ration line the car lots and freestanding retail 
enterprises, speaking to the security-conscious 
sensibilities of property owners in the neigh-
borhood. Nothing here looks tidy or planned, 
but everything in the neighborhood is purpose-
fully designed in a kind of “Folk Urbanism” 
style to achieve a livable, self-organized matrix. 
Ordinary commercial activities have shaped 
this part of our city in a remarkable way.

The Airline Improvement District (AID)  
is not even in Houston: it is an island with-
in Harris County, surrounded by the City of  
Houston but not within its corporate limits. 
Located on Airline Drive one and a half miles 
north of Loop 610 and minutes south of the 
George Bush Intercontinental Airport, it is 
roughly twice the size of Houston’s Downtown. 
The majority of the local population is young 

and Hispanic. The area suffers from a number of serious infrastructure 
problems: it lacks a centralized water service, experiences repeated bayou 
flooding, affords only limited police patrol, endures soil and water pollu-
tion, and is poorly connected by roads initially conceived for rural traffic 
only. The flooding is so severe that 50 percent of the district’s land area is 
within the floodplain, which impacts investment in new housing and water/
sewer services. Fifty-six percent of AID homes were built prior to 1970. Res-
idents modify aging structures to accommodate growing families. 

Every weekend, tens of thousands of people 
converge on Airline Drive’s flea markets to shop 
and enjoy live entertainment. It’s rare to see  
pedestrians in droves in other Houston suburbs, 
but here families and teenage couples, dressed 
in their best, flock to simple outdoor eateries 
as they make their way through the pulgas. The 
selection of merchandise ranges from cowboy 
boots and household appliances to religious 
paraphernalia, records, dresses for quinceañeras, 
oversized colorful piñatas, puppies, and live 
birds. But shopping is only part of the carnival 
atmosphere of carousel rides, live music, and 
soccer matches replayed on television. Food 
counters overflow with roasted corn, tacos de 
trompo (typically pork marinated in pineapple 
juice that’s hard to come by elsewhere in Hous-
ton), and freshly prepared churros. Unlimited 
combinations of fruit dressed with chile powder, 
lime, salt, cream, and soda make for refreshing snacks on hot summer days. 
There are sculptures of elephants and giant ducks; especially popular with 
children are the life-sized fiberglass dinos in the “Dinosaur World” exhibi-
tion that was carefully rebuilt after it burned down a few years back. 

Outside the markets, hand-drawn signs mark endless stretches of auto 
salvage yards, pawn shops, tire dealers, secondhand furniture stores, and 
laundromats. Mobile vendors seem to make use of every leftover space, 
whether in driveways and strip-mall parking lots or next to gas stations and 
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In 2011, the district was awarded a grant under the Livable Centers  
Program through the Houston-Galveston Area Council (H-GAC). The pro-
gram is designed to address urban planning issues associated with popula-
tion increases in the Houston-Galveston region. The definition of improved 
“livability” normally includes new transportation options, improved envi-
ronmental quality, and opportunities for economic growth. SWA Group, 
leading a team of consulting specialists in marketing, demographics, public 
engagement, and transportation, conducted the Harris County Area Livable 
Center Study that centers on the area served by the Airline Improvement 
District. The goal was to propose a set of long- and short-term projects that 
could be feasibly implemented and that would address the long-neglected 
infrastructure systems. Envisioned was a sustainable district that can evolve 
using its existing strengths by giving residents and local businesses the abil-
ity to mold their community while preserving the existing organic flow of 
grassroots goods and services. Instead of a conventional long-range master 
plan, the study engaged in a process of inclusive design. 

In addition to the infrastructure improvements recommended to the 
Livable Centers Program, the imperative for economic development called 
for an unconventional approach that is the focus of this article. Though  
a mixture of income levels is present in the district, a large number of peo-
ple live in poverty. Given its need for major infrastructure improvements, 
the area is not ideal for market-rate development. Instead, to realistically 
improve AID’s economic future, SWA Group had to look elsewhere for solu-
tions and soon identified an opportunity in the proposed strengthening of 
its dynamic grassroots foundation. 

Land use patterns here differ from the conventional dynamics typical-
ly associated with suburbs. Although the district supports a mix of “brick 

and mortar” businesses, flexible enterprises in the form of mobile vendors  
and flea market stands are disproportionately represented. In the district, 
business owners can operate within joint living-working arrangements 
without the burden of meeting City of Houston health, building, and land-
use regulations.

Though the salvage yards present hazardous environmental conditions 
and, in the view of some residents, detract from neighborhood appeal, the 
flea markets create an intensely and sensually rich cultural experience found 
nowhere else in Houston. These markets are concentrated along the area’s 
major economic corridor, Airline Drive, and readily invite people into open-
air gathering places. Out of the 400,000 square feet of retail space within 
AID, 46 percent is occupied by flea market vendors. Considering that 30  
percent of residents make less than $25,000 annually, these flea markets serve 
as incubators for entrepreneurial growth. Small businesses pop up around 
the flea markets each weekend to take advantage of the dense crowds. A lot 
of permanent businesses in the area started with a simple rented counter and 
a market stall. Still, though signing up for a table might be very simple, the 
process of building a successful business and becoming a permanent part of 
the district economy is more difficult. The question of whether this situation 
can be measurably improved was one issue facing the designers.

Though flea market activity is the district’s strongest socioeconomic 
asset, the AID management is more heavily focuses on local infrastructure 
as an economic and investment driver than on direct business develop-
ment. Taking this cue to provide complimentary outcomes, SWA proposed 
a unique branding and networking strategy that brings together local busi-
ness and district representatives. Because of the need for basic community 
services and economic growth, as well as AID management’s desire to con-

 This collage, created by SWA group, shows the one-mile stretch of airline near Beltway 8 discussed here.
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a rebranded stretch of airline drive between west 

and canino roads would turn this local phenomenon 

into a well-known and popular houston destination.

market mile
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nect their work to the community, a programmatic structure was designed  
to bring new services to the area. This structure, called the Market Mile 
(MM) and Mobile Community Infrastructure (MCI), leverages the con-
centrated entrepreneurial and social activity surrounding the flea markets 
to create a dynamic partnership between business and home owners, and 
AID management. 

market mile

The first step, which is to rebrand the stretch of Airline Drive between West 
and Canino Roads as the “Market Mile,” would turn this local phenomenon 
into a well-known and popular Houston destination. In addition to that, 
partnerships between AID management and flea market vendors would 
lay the foundation for a new kind of dialogue between business and home 
owners and planning agencies. This dialogue would give managing gov-
ernment entities an entrepreneurial role in improving the district, provide 
business owners with a forum and a resource network, and actively market 
the area’s goods to the greater Houston region. The incentive for business 
owners to join the network would be its ability to advertise, include them 
as a local resource, and aid in the process of their entrepreneurial growth. 
To grow support for the Market Mile at a local level, the district would 

organize family-oriented events and activities and provide free advertis-
ing to participating establishments. Eventually, streetscape modifications  
and signage along Airline Drive would solidify the campaign’s branding 
component.

As a district initiative, the Market Mile would seek to stabilize local 
businesses and initiate tax-base expansion. New tax revenue could then be 
spent on building water, sewer, street, and flood mitigation infrastructure. In 
addition, the resulting network of Market Mile business owners could lobby 
for important measures like flood mitigation from the Harris County Flood 
Control District. 

mobile community infrastructure

Where the Market Mile would begin the dialogue between business and 
home owners and AID management, the MCI program would extend that 
conversation to locations not always associated with the commercial spine 
of Airline Drive. Learning from how people in the district currently use their 
space, MCI would take shape in the form of a mobile fleet of trucks. Mobile 
food and retail currently operate very successfully within the existing vac-
uum of public services and regulation. At a fundamental level, expanding 
this network would provide people with basic things that could improve, ph
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even transform, their lives: help in borrowing a book or renting a computer, 
language lessons, or assistance with paying tickets and applying for permits 
and loans. Part of the fleet could be set up to provide additional commercial 
services, like bicycle repair or programs that involve kids in music, art, and 
design. Many of these amenities are not available now and are not likely 
to become part of the district’s hard infrastructure in the near future. The 
mobile fleet would leap over this deficiency and formalize the burgeoning 
community network by seeding it with the basics, cultivating culture, and 
offering easily accessible educational opportunities to residents of all ages. 
The vision is flexible and scalable to what is needed most. With a minimum 
design intervention (paint on pavement and some movable planters), park-
ing plazas could be strategically set up throughout the district to host the 
fleet on a rotating schedule.  

The proposed coupling of physical and social infrastructure allows for 
the construction of an organized foundation to leverage existing district  
activities as well as provide services that enhance and redefine the district. As 
the physical infrastructure is developed and the area undergoes change that 
is both desired and inevitable, the community will be able to take ownership 
of the area and become an integral part of the planning conversation. 

Through the branding campaign and the mobile fleet, 

the district can redefine its future and invite others to 

participate in this unique Houston destination. The 

Market Mile and Mobile Community Infrastructure 

not only aid in the district’s growth, but also act as 

catalysts for the projects necessary to improve the res-

idents’ health and create a truly livable community 

and unique Houston destination. 
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