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2035 Regional Transportation Plan

Preliminary Comments 

May 3, 2007

These comments are intended to be helpful in the revision of the Draft Executive Summary and the Draft 2035 RTP dated March dated March 22, 2007.  The Gulf Coast Institute will make comments again during the Public Comment period now scheduled for 6/4 – 7/2. 

Considering the rough nature of these drafts and the Transportation Policy Council’s (TPC) endorsement of the surprise agreement between Harris County and the State of Texas to finance some $21 billion of previously unfunded road projects, the Gulf Coast Institute, on behalf of a network of regional organizations concerned with the environment and land use, requests that the public comment period be extended to 60 days. The reasons are as follows:

· Because the TPC refused to allow time for public review and comment on the resolution to endorse the program

· Because the program appears to negate the general direction and goals of the draft RTP while setting a long-term land use plan for the region that is in opposition to the land use philosophies expressed in the RTP

· Because this new road plan is complex and presents new projects

· Because this agreement may tend to subvert environmental oversight and citizen input into road projects that greatly impact the environment and quality of life.

At the appropriate time, each of these organizations will request the 30-day extension of the public comment period.

These comments are not meant to be comprehensive, but are only meant to be helpful in pointing out issues that are confusing or need explanation before a final draft is prepared for public comment.

Draft Executive Summary

Throughout the run-up to this moment, most H-GAC presentations have included a proposed mission statement. However, neither the draft summary nor the draft RTP contain one (although there are references to a mission, which is not stated).  The mission we last saw is this:

“Our community will have a better quality of life through improved mobility, better access, and a healthier environment.” 

We strongly concur with this statement, but would ask that the “mobility” and “access” segments be reversed, because the purpose of mobility is to provide access, rather than having some other reason.  We request that the following mission statement be included in both of these documents:

“Our community will have a better quality of life through better access, improved mobility, and a healthier environment.” 

General comment: 

As we have said on many occasions, the philosophies and directions expressed in this RTP are progressive and a welcome change.  It is not really possible to discuss transportation policy without linking it to land use. While H-GAC professes not to be involved in land use planning, transportation infrastructure determines land use. So the recognition of this dynamic in the new RTP is very important and intelligent. We congratulate the staff on the immense amount of work and public discussion that has led to this initial draft.

Page 2 – What is the map on this page?  Shows 13 counties and odd colors. Needs labels and hi-rez version in subsequent drafts.

Page 3 – 2035 RTP Goals – By far the strongest theme of the e+HR process was the call for preserving greenspace. Why has that disappeared from the key goals?

2035 RTP Goals - Community Values from e+HR

1. less congestion (less than what? Less than we have now? Less increase than 2025 projection?) and cost (all the costs have skyrocketed. What does this “less cost” mean)

2. Building stronger communities (Is this a reference to more convenient town centers, livable centers, and so on?  Why not use “More convenient, complete communities,” which is what you mean, I assume?)

Graphs – the comparison is to “Envision.” Is this Scenario B, C, or D? All these should be properly labeled. Also, the Transit Boardings says this is 20% increase, but it looks more like about 30%.

Page 4 – the continuation from page 3 says “These reductions  translate to a significant decrease in congestion.” Decrease from what we have today? Every time this claim is made, it must spell out what it is less than or a decrease from.

In the discussion of water use and other things, it would be helpful to everybody to also know how much land is used for new development in each scenario.

The four strategies:

System Capacity - increasing highway and transit capacity

Demand Management - for peak-period travel

Operations Management – improving the efficiency of existing facilities

Livable Centers – coordinating land use and transportation investments

First, that transit is not a strategy means Livable Centers is not possible in the long term. Why is transit not a strategy to achieve the five goals, when it is clearly the one with the most promise for doing several of those? 

To what extent do these contradict each other?  Increasing system capacity will increase demand, yet there is a strategy that wants to reduce demand. Livable Centers becomes nearly impossible in places where system capacity is increased at the expense of neighborhoods and towns. Any increase in system capacity must be recognized as increasing auto dependence and thus conflicts with the Livable Centers philosophy and the the transit strategy.

Page 5 – These policies are generally excellent and we hope they stay in the plan. However, Smart Streets remains a mystery, and really needs an appendix or something to explain them. 

In the “Increase Transit” goal, the last policy is toe “Continue commuter rail feasibility studies…) It is essential that we stop saying this, and start saying “Continue commuter transit feasibility.”  

Page 6 – What are “Green Streets”? This is the only reference I can find to this term in any of the documents.  If this is generally about “complete streets” or Context Sensitive Solutions, please say so and make this point strongly. 

Under the goal “Healthier Environment” we see a bullet that says “Formalize environmental goals and policies with the Transportation Policy Council.” What are these goals?

Today’s Trends – first sentence says the population of the MPO region is nearing five million. Yet the 2005 numbers in the forecasts say it’s already at 5.3 million and recent Census reports put it even higher.

At the end of that paragraph you note that peak period congestion is “costing the region $2.2 billion in 2003.” What does the drive time itself cost? How much cost and emissions is associated with delay in drive-in windows? What is this number a portion of?

Page 7 – In the Trend Scenario Summary, bullet 3 says “Jobs are concentrated in the central business district.” My memory is that only 7 percent of jobs are in the CBD. Then it refers to jobs in “some small employment centers scattered throughout the region.” This is terribly inaccurate picture of where jobs are and how big the centers are. Six of the Centers – four of them inside the Loop and all inside the City of Houston – each has more jobs than downtown San Diego or Miami or San Antonio. Further, Uptown is the largest satellite city in the US.  

In “The Envision Scenario,” there is another reference to “less congestion.” Less than what?

Page 8 – The low-rez maps are not very useful. Please take this as a comment about all graphics in the RTP.

Page 9 – Begins: “Our region’s low-density pattern…” That should end with “…make transit difficult to sustain or implement in suburban areas.” It’s easy to sustain and implement transit in the high-density areas; they simply need to be identified.

In the paragraph that begins “Despite the need for transit…” this drumbeat statement should also note that 40 percent of the population does not have access to any transit. Also, the statement that 10% of households have no autos might also note that 40 percent of Houstonians do not drive.

In the Environmental Stewardship first sentence, it is not going to be possible to “improve” our environment (particularly in light of the HCTRA/TxDOT commitment to Scenario A, which will destroy nearly 1,000,000 acres of the land). This should say, at best, “help preserve our environment.” But in truth, that goal is pretty much off the table now.

Page 10 – At the end of the first paragraph, just before “Goods Movement,” rather than “greatest benefit for the environment and humanity,” can it say “greatest benefit for the environment in which we live, work, learn, and play.”

In Goods Movement, 4th paragraph, in saying there may be a container facility on Pelican Island, the same problems with Galveston in the previous paragraph would apply, plus the lack of rail facilities. In the last paragraph, is Freeport “landside connections” problem attritutable to lack of rail facilities? Or are there such facilities? Are they adequate?

Page 11 – Improving Safety – Surely this should note that Houston’s serious crashes are the worst in the state.

Evacuation – should really note that people who avoided the fabled freeways had little trouble getting out of town.  During the height of the problem, we drove to Dallas in 5 hours. The point should be that the secondary road system needs much more attention. If “evacuation” is used as an excuse to widen all the freeways, and then it doesn’t work, this would be a true failure of public leadership.

Page 13 – In the last paragraph on the page, beginning “The 2040 RTP…” a comma is needed after “2035 RTP,”.  In thinking about sub-regional planning, would it be possible to have one that’s just for incorporated areas? 

Page 14 – The comment about the Urban Corridors project should end with “…and vice versa.”

Next paragraph contains “reduce congestion.” From what to what?

NOTE: a second document commenting on the Draft 2035 RTP will be forthcoming.
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