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Common sense / Here's a study of Houston that will make planning and implementation easier.

IF Houston attracted a new industry for every study that has been done to envision and guide its development, there would be few companies left anywhere else. However, a new survey commissioned by the Center for Houston's Future makes several points well worth making, especially at a time when high energy costs strain the budgets of those who live in Houston's far-flung suburbs and work across town. 

A national panel assembled by the Urban Land Institute, a sort of trade association for real estate developers and urban planners, concluded that the Houston-Galveston Area Council should use the billions of transportation dollars it allots to guide growth toward higher density. The panel's report noted that Houston's FM 1960 area, developed without a master plan and serviced by one primary county road, is in decline, while better designed communities are thriving. 

From its start Houston has let market forces shape its architecture, culture and urban development. Developers resisted attempts to let government exert more control over land use or make development conform to a master plan. And most other Houstonians agreed with them. 

Those same market forces, however, now make long commutes over congested freeways as expensive as they are stressful. Simultaneously, property values in some areas of suburban sprawl are declining. 

The ULI panel recommends that the Houston areas cities and counties should plan together to make government infrastructure and private development work in harmony to enhance the entire region. Governments can no longer afford to invest in piecemeal projects that do not link residential areas with employment and shopping centers. Further, governments cannot afford to go chasing after sprawling developments with ribbons of concrete on which few can still painlessly afford to drive. 

Once those last two statements would have inspired controversy and made certain interests feel as if they and their livelihoods were under personal attack. Now, however, the idea of making the Houston area work better as a region, with housing closer to jobs and shopping and linked by rail or path to other activity centers, just seems like common sense. 

