Center for Houston’s Future hopes for best, prepares for worse
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Emergency response in the crucial hours after Hurricane Ike struck on Sept. 13 was likely aided by Galveston and Harris County judges having previously worked together at a Houston nonprofit dedicated to solving hypothetical issues and identifying tomorrow’s leadership.

Catherine Mosbacher, new chief executive officer of the Center for Houston’s Future, said that situation is a good example of what the organization does in its mission to prepare the 10 counties in the Greater Houston region to meet the demands of the future. 

After her first weeks at the helm of the group, 1200 Travis, Mosbacher said she is excited to find a new venue among her several other board posts and charitable activities.

She works with the center’s board to research ways to improve the region, identify leaders and engage communities.

“One of the things we’re also doing is cultivating regional leadership,” said Mosbacher, 57, a River Oaks resident. “We’ve worked to get elected officials as well as appointed officials and private-sector leadership from each of these counties and engage the general public.”

Various groups at the center consider issues that may affect the region one day. 

The groups then formulate responses to those issues by exploring data and presenting “what-if” situations, creating scenarios e_SEmD a world-wide planning tool e_SEmD to prepare for the future, Mosbacher said.

“We engage the community in a series of issues, interviewing folks from all walks of life, how they view the issues,” she said. “Groups in the past have gotten very specific e_SEmD transportation, land-use planning, environmental factors, natural disasters.

“Later, after research is done and the scenario process is completed, we go back and engage the leadership again, allowing for discussion in a community forum.”

One forum broadcast by KUHT-TV focused on immigration. Another forum, which will cover regional growth, is scheduled to air in January 2009.

BEAR founder 

Mosbacher said she will continue to support BEAR e_SEmD Be A Resource for CPS Kids. The nonprofit, which she founded in 1997, offers support to abused and neglected youth in the custody of Child Protective Services. 

She also plans to continue serving on the board of the Austin-based Center for Public Policy Priorities and the advisory board of the Greater Texas Community Partners, an umbrella for such groups as BEAR. 

Though she no longer practices law, she is a former legislative council for Texas Eastern, a former pipeline company, and taught law classes as an adjunct professor at the University of Houston. 

Her work and affiliations since coming to Texas are far different from her years growing up as “an Army brat” who graduated high school in Fort Knox, Ky.

“I spent several summers at girls camps, Girl Scouts, Camp Fire Girls,” Mosbacher said. “I was a canoeing instructor with Campfire Girls.”

She graduated in 1973 from the University of Alabama with a bachelor of science degree in psychology. 

Two years later, after working as a psychologist at an Alabama state hospital for mentally challenged patients, she received a law degree from Antioch School of Law in Washington, D.C., and went to work for the Federal Register.

“It was part of the plain English movement — I called it ‘me, Tarzan; you, Jane’ e_SEmD to write regulations to be understandable to the people who need them,” Mosbacher said.

In 1981, she met husband and energy company owner Robert Mosbacher Jr., and came to live in Houston. 

One of her first assignments with Texas Eastern was to write the argument for locating the George R. Brown Convention Center on the city’s east side. 

She took a consulting role at the pipeline company when the Mosbachers’ first child, Peter, was born in 1983. He now works for NASA.

Two years later, Jane was born. She’s now 23, a graduate of Georgetown University School of Foreign Service and works in counterterrorism for the State Department in Washington, D.C.

The youngest Mosbacher, Merideth, attends Brown University.

In the 1990s, Catherine Mosbacher was appointed by Harris County Judge Jon Lindsey to the county’s Child Protective Services board.

Through that post and by helping to raise funds from corporations and foundations, she became involved with the Texas Department of Protective and Regulatory Services. 

She was later appointed by Texas Govs. George W. Bush and Rick Perry to chair the Department of Family and Protective Services’ advisory board.

Mosbacher attended the Center for Houston’s Future’s business/civic leadership forum in 2003. She showed that she understood the idea of approaching ideas from an unusual vantage point.

Dressing up

“I was facilitating a regional planning session on thinking out of the box,” Mosbacher said. “I dressed up in a Halloween costume as a duck. I presented as a mother duck, viewing decreasing wetlands available to me e_SEmD as a duck.

“It was a different, more colorful way to impart information.”

Mary Bass is an executive with Spencer Stuart & Associates, 1000 Main St., a search firm engaged by the center’s board to find someone to head the organization.

Bass said Mosbacher was a standout because of her history of community service, her experience and her character.

“She is an articulate, enlightened public speaker and she cares deeply about Houston and Texas,” Bass said. “She’s very much a strategic thinker and she has a background e_SEmD an intimate knowledge — of public service. 

“She also has a high degree of emotional intelligence that will be pivotal in this role.”

Mosbacher looks forward to helping to raise awareness about the center and its work.

“Houston has been a terrific community to me and for me,” she said. “I‘m not a native Houstonian, but I got here as fast as I could. I can’t think of anything more exciting than working for my city.

“This job is an opportunity to, and I’m delighted to give back to this place that’s given me so much. That’s home.” 

