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C

itizens of Webster have expressed great interest for enhancing the visual appeal and aesthetics of their City.  The potential for capital investment, development and redevelopment along major corridors, both in commercial and residential areas, is prime.  Through a series of Comprehensive Plan Stakeholders meetings, it was clear that citizens visualize clean, livable neighborhoods with attractive shopping centers landscaped and well-maintained roadways, pleasant places to walk, and a good quality of life.  Business owners and residents alike want successful commercial centers that are appealing, safe and clean. 

The purpose of the Community Enhancement Element of the Webster Comprehensive Plan is to establish a framework within which the City can operate to encourage quality, attractive new development and redevelopment.  This element outlines the issues identified by stakeholders during the planning process and establishes guidelines for achieving the community’s vision.  The concept of smart development encourages well-conceived and managed projects, which are compatible not only with the surrounding built environment, but also the natural environment.  Furthermore, it is fiscally responsible pertaining to public investment in infrastructure, uses tax dollars and resources wisely and efficiently, and allows for profitable private development.

The following goals, objectives and actions were recommended by stakeholders, to address issues and needs identified by the community beginning in November 2000 and through the completion of the comprehensive plan.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

GOAL 6.1:
Maintain a strong community character that is attractive and desirable for residents, businesses and visitors to the City.
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Objective A:
Enhance the visual and aesthetic character of the community through the establishment of programs, standards, and guidelines.
Action 1:
Develop and implement guidelines and standards to enhance the aesthetic appeal of the community.

Action 2:
Create a program to organize and promote the maintenance and upkeep of neighborhoods and business districts.

Action 3:
Continue to cite code violations and strictly and equitably pursue compliance with City ordinances and regulations.

Action 4:
Review and amend, as necessary, existing codes and ordinances to ensure that each achieves the desired results of an aesthetically pleasing, attractive community.

Action 5:
Continue to publicly acknowledge residential and business property owners for their role towards enhancing the visual quality and appearance of Webster.

Action 6:
Visually enhance and maintain public infrastructure such as streets, traffic signals, signage, sidewalks, crosswalks and parks, specifically in highly visible areas of the community.

Objective B:
Continue to develop gateways and scenic corridors into and through the community to establish a recognizable identity and create a positive image and first impression.
Action 1:
Continue to enhance primary entrances and corridors in the City.  Identify specific locations for entrance gateways and portals, assess and determine corridors for entry portals and landscape enhancements, including the feeder road to Interstate 45, S.H. 3, Bay Area Boulevard, NASA Road 1/F.M. 528, El Camino Real/Egret Bay Boulevard.

Action 2:
Prepare specific gateway and corridor plans for public improvements such as bridges, traffic signals, landscaping, and entrance signage.  Partner with other groups and organizations to see projects through to fruition.

Action 3:
Continue funding and constructing appealing monument signage and install them at unmarked gateways.

Action 4:
Utilize plant materials that are proven performers in the region.  Install low maintenance, hardy, drought resistant and resilient plant materials in public rights-of-way.

Action 5:
Acquire oversized rights-of-way for landscaped open space and connectors to nodes and community destinations.

Action 6:
Consider corridor overlay districts along specified enhancement corridors to enact unique design guidelines and include provisions for signage, landscaping, lighting, building façade design, materials and other visual elements.

Action 7:
Require the use of drip irrigation on all landscaping, or encourage the use of xeriscaping, which may be exempt from irrigation requirements.

Action 8:
Review and amend the City’s sign ordinance, as necessary, to control the placement, type, materials, size and style of signs throughout the City with specific standards for the identified enhancement corridors.

Action 9:
Incorporate annual enhancement funding into the Capital Improvement Program and Annual Budget.

Action 10:
Determine and pursue additional funding sources for enhancement projects and develop a timeline for submitting applications to necessary agencies.

Objective C:
Recognize and showcase the recognizable and unique identities of different areas of the community including Clear Creek, residential neighborhoods, medical and civic centers, and other distinctive districts within Webster.
Action 1:
Consider creating a pedestrian scale commercial and entertainment area between Highway 3 and Texas Avenue upon completion of the NASA Road 1 bypass, with traffic calming measures, distinctive street signage and signals, directional signage and kiosks identifying unique areas and focal features, and community activities.  Select or design street signs, street signals, and directional signage that are unique and consistent with the context or special character of the area.  Request input and support from appropriate organizations and agencies.

Action 2:
Continue to actively enforce the landscape, sign and other related ordinances to ensure compliance.

Action 3:
Partner with Chambers of Commerce, businesses, schools, and other institutions and organizations to develop and maintain dialogue and programs to promote local businesses and other community-related activities.

Action 4:
Assess and incorporate associated enhancement and improvement costs into the Capital Improvement Program and Annual Budget.

Action 5:
Consider creating an annotated trail along Clear Creek with contextual information of the Indian tribes who resided in the region.

Objective D:
Consider upgrading the current property maintenance code and enforcement program for vacant and undeveloped properties, which provides opportunities for reuse, renovation and redevelopment.
Action 1:
Continue to promptly enforce existing ordinances regarding property maintenance and appearance.
Action 2:
Encourage and support private initiatives to landscape and beautify vacant lots, or underutilized parcels.

Action 3:
Conduct a property and building condition survey to identify priority parcels or structures. Work with owners to bring parcels within conformance of existing codes, including landscape, signage, etc.

Action 4:
Consider the implementation of a property maintenance code to provide minimum standards for property and building upkeep and maintenance.

Action 5:
Consider programs to encourage property owners to improve and maintain their property to create an asset for the City.

Objective E:
Improve the visual environment in high priority areas of the City by relocating or burying overhead power and utility lines where practical and feasible.
Action 1:
Identify and consider alternative solutions for overhead power lines.  Partner with local utility providers to determine cost, timing, and feasibility of relocating overhead lines underground throughout the City, or in targeted locations such as defined enhancement corridors and nodes. Incorporate costs to bury overhead power lines along enhancement corridors into the Capital Improvement Program and Annual Budget.

Action 2:
Amend applicable ordinances, as necessary, to require utility lines to be buried, and utility easements to be located at the rear of lots, or along the perimeter of subdivisions.

GOAL 6.2:
Improve aesthetics throughout Webster by improved site planning to include vehicular and pedestrian mobility, paths, roadway and parking area layout, usable open space, and appropriate landscaping and lighting and other amenities.

Objective A:
Enhance the appearance of major thoroughfares and residential streets throughout Webster.
Action 1:
Consider establishing standards and guidelines to address the appearance of all corridors.  Allocate funding to implement the proposed enhancements.

Action 2:
Devise, fund and implement corridor enhancement plans for Highway 3, NASA Road 1, Egret Bay Boulevard/El Camino Real, Hercules Avenue and other thoroughfares as determined appropriate and necessary.

Action 3:
Review and monitor TxDOT’s Master Landscape Plan for proposed enhancements and implementation along Interstate Highway 45.  Monitor, support and co-fund TxDOT’s landscape improvements for NASA Road 1 and NASA Road 1 By-Pass, including bridges and walls and overpasses. 

Action 4:
Consider enhanced development standards for public improvements of bridges, sidewalks, drop curbs, crosswalks, streetlighting, traffic signals, and directional signage.

Action 5:
Utilize marginal access roads to create additional open space adjacent to major thoroughfares.

Action 6:
Devise and implement landscaping and irrigation standards and specifications for all classifications of roadways.

Action 7:
Monitor the construction plans for the NASA Road 1 By-pass and partner with TxDOT and adjacent municipalities on the implementation of the landscape improvements proposed for NASA Road 1 from Interstate 45 to Highway 146.
Action 8:
Devise and implement a street tree-planting program along defined enhancement corridors, considering utility location and placement and long-term maintenance issues.  Determine grant opportunities and work with businesses and residents to fund and implement said program.

Action 9:
Meet with Houston’s non-profit tree planting organization, “Trees for Houston” to determine the process, approach and funding employed to create, maintain and fund a non-profit tree planting organization.  Discuss opportunities to expand their project area to include Webster.

Action 10:
Work with municipal landscape, public works, planning and other relevant entities to devise and implement a corridor improvement plan funded through the Capital Improvement Program and Annual Budget.  The plan should detail costs for conceptual design, construction documentation, installation, and long-term maintenance.

Action 11:
Implement a program to visually enhance the railroad corridor along Highway 3 through landscaping and public art.

Action 12:
Strengthen the City’s tree preservation requirements and ensure they are strictly and equitably enforced.

Objective B:
Continue to install and maintain gateways and entrance signage along major thoroughfares, and at entrances into community neighborhoods and other defined districts such as the civic center, commercial/shopping areas, parks and other valued areas throughout Webster.

Action 1:
Amend the City’s development codes and standards, as necessary, to allow provisions for flexible building and parking setbacks, minimum parking ratios and requirements, open space area and easements, raised street medians, traffic calming improvements and banner districts at entrances to neighborhoods, distinct areas, and special districts.

Action 2:
Consider amending the City’s design criteria, as necessary, to incorporate provisions for use of traffic calming techniques at the entrances of neighborhoods, distinct areas, and special districts.

Action 3:
Consider a plan review process for non-residential uses which also considers review of building facades, materials, etc. and the new building’s relationship to its context.  Potential design considerations include special architectural features and themes, façade treatments and materials, paving materials and patterns, unique lighting and landscaping, entrance monuments, increased open space, raised street medians, and other special features such as earthen berms, retention/detention ponds, reflecting pools, fountains or statuary.

Action 4:
Amend the City’s development regulations, as necessary, to require entry monuments at all major entrances to residential and commercial uses, industrial parks, and other distinct areas to create a unique identity.

Objective C:
Create public open spaces pedestrian pathways throughout the community to create a network of greenbelts and parks providing recreational opportunities, visual relief from development and public infrastructure.  Consider acquisition of additional open space and begin to determine, acquire and construct bike and pathway linkages between community parks, neighborhoods, nodes and facilities.  (Refer to the City of Webster Parks System Master Plan)

Objective D:
Conserve and preserve existing open space throughout the community, including areas along easements and thoroughfares, within neighborhoods, and specifically environmentally sensitive and natural resource areas.

Action 1:
Adopt, fund and implement the recommendations, land acquisition and other components contained in the Webster Parks System Master Plan.  Incorporate project funding into the Capital Improvement Program and Annual Budget.  Seek and pursue other funding sources.

Action 2:
Preserve adequate rights-of-way to accommodate increased setbacks for open space easements and pedestrian mobility.

Action 3:
Amend the City’s development regulations, as necessary, to require provision for reasonable site triangle setback requirements and height restrictions at intersections of collector and arterial roadways as well as points of ingress and egress to commercial and other uses.

Action 4:
Consider utilizing increased buffer widths between non-residential and residential uses to minimize potential adverse impacts associated with major thoroughfares.

Action 5:
Consider acquiring and maintaining excessive rights-of-way, vacant lots, drainage and utility easements as well as areas beneath power lines, irregularly shaped and other less desirable parcels as public green space and connectors between parks and recreational areas.

Action 6:
Foster pedestrian activity between commercial, natural resource and other sites and character areas through the use of safe and ample crosswalks, sidewalks, bikeway, and arcades to provide an interesting and varied articulation of experiences and street space.

Objective E:
Enhance the appearance and long-term maintenance of properties adjacent to collector and arterial roadways as well as other highly visible areas.

Action 1:
Amend the City’s development regulations, as necessary, to require consistent, compatible, and cohesive perimeter fencing and buffering adjacent to subdivisions as well as nonresidential developments and require assurances for their long-term care and maintenance.

Action 2:
Consider amending the City’s development regulations, as necessary, to require open space set asides, or fee in lieu of for park development, around or through new residential subdivisions and nonresidential developments, when adjacent to major or minor arterials, collector roadways, and public facilities and properties.

Objective F:
Utilize standards and policies to guide the visual appearance of buildings and other facilities and improvements.

Action 1:
Establish design standards and/or architectural guidelines for multiple family dwellings, commercial, industrial and public buildings that are consistent with the community vision and compatible with the existing built and natural environments.

Action 2:
Develop a site plan review process to ensure conformance with standards and policies pertaining to architectural and site design.

Action 3:
Utilize the planned development district provision of Chapter 98 to encourage specialized development to include features such as retention/detention ponds, lakes, fountains, open space, and other visually appealing landscape elements.

Action 4:
Develop design and compatibility standards for commercial, office and retail buildings when contained in a special district or area, or when adjacent to or near single or two family residential development.

Objective G:
Consider enhanced signage controls in areas adjacent to major or minor arterials and collector roadways, residential neighborhoods, and other highly visible areas.

Action 1:
Continue to review and approve the appearance, location, scale, materials of proposed signage, particularly adjacent to major and minor arterials, collector roadways, residential neighborhoods and entrances to the City.

Action 2:
Consider creating a corridor overlay district with enhanced regulations pertaining to the location, type, style, color, size, scale and illumination of signage.

Action 3:
Amend the City’s sign ordinance, Chapter 66 to include provisions for submission and review of master signage plan concepts and working drawings for commercial and office uses.

Action 4:
Require signage that visually blends with a proposed development and also fits into the context or character of the surrounding area.

Objective H:
Enhance the appearance of nonresidential parking areas.

Action 1:
Coordinate and partner with property owners to install site and parking lot landscaping per current municipal landscape standards.

Action 2:
Amend the City’s development regulations, as necessary, to require enhanced periphery and interior landscaping standards within parking and vehicular use areas.

Action 3:
Partner with owners of large and small-scale commercial centers to bring sites in conformance with current landscaping requirements.  Provide flexibility in parking requirements and standards.  Assess parking demands and current parking allocation per current standards.  If excessive parking is provided, allow for removal of hard surfaces for additional street tree and bufferyard planting areas.  Partner with property owners to determine and acquire funding and additional support mechanisms. 

Action 4:
Consider amending existing landscape island standards to require islands to be designed and grouped together to create defined aisles, entrances and pedestrian walkways.

Action 5:
Consider implementing landscape installation and maintenance standards for trees, shrubs, and other landscape materials.

Action 6:
Consider perimeter parking lot screening to fully screen the parking and service areas from non-residential to adjacent residential uses.

Objective I:
Screen accessory and incidental uses, equipment, storage and service areas.

Action 1:
Amend the City’s development regulations to upgrade screening of refuse enclosures; exterior ground-mounted or building-mounted utility and mechanical equipment including meter banks, air conditioners and coolers; rooftop equipment; and storage of materials, products and equipment, and service bays.

Action 2:
Implement a site plan review process (include building elevations) to ensure conformance with all development codes and in particular for review of screening requirements.

GOAL 6.3:
Establish a vibrant mixture of uses including specialty shops, restaurants, entertainment, and a variety of residential dwelling types throughout the City.

Objective A:
Encourage the renovation, reuse, and redevelopment of structures along NASA Road 1 between I-45 and Old Galveston Road/Highway 3.  Redevelopment should be compatible with and reflective of the existing small scale, neighborhood character of the area and should strive to bring small-scale businesses, visitors, and nearby residents to the area.

Action 1:
Provide flexibility in the application of development codes when reusing older structures to include parking requirements, stall dimensions and aisle widths.  Continue to enforce life-safety components of the existing building code, including electric, plumbing and fire codes. 

Action 2:
Adopt streetscape enhancements and design elements to create a unique character/appearance of “Main Street” Webster to include sidewalks, parking, lighting, landscaping, and banners.

Action 3:
Utilize incentives to encourage redevelopment and adaptive usage of underutilized buildings and significant structures.

Action 4:
Provide tax and other incentives to owners of underutilized commercial property to restore, or improve their properties.  Tax abatements should be proportional to the restoration or financial investment realized over a prescribed period of time.

Action 5:
Require newly developed and redeveloped buildings and sites to blend with the context of the area to include design, scale, predominance of materials, building heights, etc.

Action 6:
Encourage lease/purchase arrangements of commercial properties owned by trusts.

Action 7:
Promote a safe, clean and well-maintained environment through design and community/business-based enforcement.

Objective B:
Create an aesthetically, visually and physically appealing character in Webster that identifies it as unique.

Action 1:
Utilize urban design guidelines consistent with the existing mixture of architectural styles and uses to create a strong and cohesive "sense of place."

Action 2:
Consider design guidelines or standards in cooperation with property owners and other organizations, agencies, and stakeholders.

Action 3:
Incorporate distinctive design standards and physical improvements such as street, crosswalk and sidewalk paving patterns, decorative street signage and lighting, and other pedestrian scale amenities.

Action 4:
Continue to construct entrance markers and gateways at municipal boundaries to include identification signage and signature landscaping.

Objective C:
Attract quality entertainment and dining establishments to Webster including, restaurants, and sidewalk cafes.
Action 1:
Partner with the Chamber of Commerce and other stakeholder organizations and agencies to establish an aggressive commercial and retail development program to attract and retain desirable commercial uses.
Action 2:
Consider incentives to property owners who lease or develop their buildings with restaurants and other desirable uses.

Action 3:
Offer a clear and expedited permit process for specialty and other desirable uses.

Objective D:
Establish business development incentive programs that offer financial assistance and technical expertise to commercial property owners within targeted redevelopment areas in Webster.  Incentive funds should be used for façade renovations and parking lot landscaping projects, in accordance with the areas character and established design guidelines and themes.
Action 1:
Consider a Business Development Loan Fund, Building Loan Improvement Program, Sign Replacement Program, Paint Program and Tax Abatement Program to assist property owners with the improvement of properties, facades, and other physical enhancements.

Action 2:
Consider the creation of a municipal improvement district or public improvement district within Webster, which have the authority to levy an assessment apportioned for the improvements.

Action 3:
Encourage private businesses to supplement a program grant fund.

Action 4:
Solicit the involvement of local financial institutions to establish a low interest loan program for property and facade improvements.

Objective E:
The City should seek to create an attractive pedestrian friendly environment throughout the City of Webster to attract residents and visitors to the area.

Action 1:
Promote and fund the installation and use of decorative sidewalks, paved and raised crosswalks, pathways and trails to create a variety of pedestrian-friendly environments, i.e. textured or stamped concrete.

Action 2:
Identify high use pedestrian areas and future opportunities and demand to determine need, demand and appropriate response.

Action 3:
Incrementally implement the pedestrian and bike pathway recommendations contained in the Webster Parks System Master Plan.

Action 4:
Seek grant and other funding opportunities and include improvements in the Capital Improvement Plan and Annual Budgets.

Objective F:
Encourage festivals and other community activities to focus attention on the community of Webster.

Action 1:
Create, publicize and encourage local participation in community activities including festivals, celebrations and concerts.

Action 2:
Create positive partnerships between businesses and property owners to sponsor festivals and other community related activities.

Enhancement Issues in Webster:

Citizens, business owners and municipal representatives identified a series of issues throughout the Stakeholder meetings, including:

· Strengthening and improving neighborhood and commercial district character.

· Continuing to install new gateways in the city, and continuing to maintain existing improvements.

· Improving neighborhood character and stability with continued infill development, utility improvements and street tree planting.

· Beautifying specific major corridors to include Interstate Highway 45, Highway 3, Bay Area Boulevard, NASA Road 1 and others.

· Partnering with commercial center owners to bring them within code standards for landscaping, buffering and screening.

· Requiring buffers between dissimilar uses and screen service and refuse areas.

· Creating recognizable character areas throughout Webster to include the civic center complex, specialty commercial and entertainment district along NASA Road 1 between Highway 3 and Texas Avenue.

Urban Design Themes

Urban design is a combination of function and aesthetics.  Urban design isn’t only how the City looks and feels to residents and visitors, but also includes how neighborhoods, commercial districts, civic services and recreational areas are linked and work together.  Urban design is a mechanism to create an identifiable sense of community, one that is unique to Webster, which defines its “image”.  Achieving an appropriate urban form requires collaboration on behalf of residents, elected and appointed officials, businesses, the development community, homeowners associations, chambers of commerce, other business organizations, economic development agencies, civic organizations and other key stakeholders in the community.  When done well, an urban design program is an asset to the community, which enhances its identity, improves its competitive position for attracting new development and opportunities for redevelopment, and genuinely enhances the sense of community, quality of life, and community livability.  Reasons for the community to invest in beautification initiatives through urban design are:

· Desirability as a place to live;

· Enhanced quality of life;

· Improved aesthetics and attractiveness;

· Increased economic development benefits;

· More sustainable development;

· Enhanced visual and aesthetic qualities;

· People-oriented value system;

· Dynamic and pleasant living environment; and, 

· Environmental awareness.

All of these factors serve to create a complete system or environment - a community that is an ideal place to live, thrive, work, shop, visit and recreate in.

Webster has many assets that are not readily recognized, albeit even hidden in some instances.  The City tends to be perceived as a commercial crossroads and not for its stable and improving neighborhoods and inherently good quality of life.  These and other positive qualities must be recognized, strengthened and marketed.

Community Theme

The creation and acceptance of a community wide theme will serve as a recognizable vision for Webster.  Themes or visions often evoke images of where a city has been and what it sees itself becoming.  Webster’s “Link to the Future” conjures images of forward movement and progressiveness.  While the phrase may have a direct relationship to Webster’s proximity and ties to NASA and the Johnson Space Center, it may also have other meanings and symbolism to residents, business owners and visitors.  An accepted citywide theme or vision may serve as a guide and impetus for future development, redevelopment and enhancement type projects.

City Beautification

To be fully effective in achieving the community’s vision for the future, a beautification program needs to be implemented citywide.  However, needs often outweigh the financial resources available to achieve the desired outcome.  Therefore, it is recognized that there are areas in Webster that have greater visibility and thus, may serve as a starting point to initiate or continue with the current beautification program. Priority areas are concentrated at the entrances to the City and along its major thoroughfares. A hierarchy of importance should be assigned to identified entrances and corridors depending upon their location, relative visibility and transportation usage.  Primary and secondary gateway locations, pedestrian pathways and bikeways opportunities, and community character areas including stable neighborhoods, the civic center and commercial areas are illustrated in Figure 6.1.

Community Gateways and Entrances - Stakeholders expressed a desire and interest in creating a recognizable identity for the City.  This has already begun to occur with the construction of gateways at the city’s western border, along Bay Area Boulevard and NASA Road 1.  Future funding should be allocated to continue this treatment at other points of entry.

The City has lead the Clear Creek, Galveston Bay region in the construction of “gateways” to the community.  In so doing, the City not only conveys the value Webster places on attractive identifiers, but also the pride residents feel for their community.  Aesthetics however, should not end at the entrances to a community.  The City should continue to enhance its roadways in terms of their visual appearance, functional use, and overall condition.  The construction of gateways at other primary and secondary entrances is recommended.  The stakeholders group identified additional locations for gateways including Highway 3 at the city’s north and south border, NASA Road 1 to the east and Egret Bay at Clear Creek.  Funding sources other then through the City’s Capital Improvement Program and Annual Budget should be pursued.
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An attractive gateway with lush landscaping along Bay Area Boulevard creates a clean tropical look and positive City image
Thoroughfare Beautification - The provision of landscaping in medians, rights-of-way, and parking areas greatly enhances visual appeal to those entering and traversing the major corridors throughout the City while also reducing the heat island effect created by large expanses of impervious materials.  Notable examples of median landscape treatments include Bay Area Boulevard between Interstate 45 and Highway 3, and along Medical Center Boulevard.

Existing tropical landscape treatment along Medical Center Boulevard creates a clean, green appearance

These types of landscape treatments should be replicated along other major vehicular corridors and easements including NASA Road 1, Egret Bay Boulevard, Texas and most importantly, Old Galveston Road/Highway 3 and the adjacent rail line.

The City should remain involved and informed on issues related to Highway 3 thoroughfare improvements, flooding, beautification and funding.  This arterial road is one of the most heavily used north-south corridors in the area and has many enhancement possibilities.  One opportunity for this stretch of roadway and adjacent rail easement is the incorporation of pedestrian pathways and bikeways.  Easement and property agreements would be necessary to occur as well as the installation of an adequate physical buffer between Highway 3, the railroad and proposed bike and pathways.
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Another opportunity exists with the new construction of the NASA Road 1 by-pass.  Partnering with TxDOT now would ensure adequate and identifiable landscaping design and installation along proposed rights-of-way.  The City should tap into TxDOT’s 1% set aside for beautification and forestation along urban freeways.  Other funding opportunities and partnerships should be established now, so landscape and buffering is immediately installed.

Webster should coordinate with neighboring communities on creating and establishing scenic districts where issues dealing with compatible signage, consistent landscaping, ornamental lighting and billboard reduction are being addressed.

Identify, research and erect interpretive signage about historic sites and activities, which today may no longer exist.  Work with the Harris County Historical Commission to identify, recognize and list historic sites.  Incorporate historic and interpretive signage along thoroughfares and into greenspaces or parks where appropriate.  Potential historically significant themes for markers include:

· Farming/Agriculture - production of oranges, rice, strawberries, figs, jessamine and other crops (resulted in Webster being known as “Gardentown”)

· Transportation - interurban rail stop between Galveston and Houston

· Petroleum/Oil - Humble Oil Company

· Space Flight - NASA and the Johnson Space Center
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Historic postcard enticing farmers to settle in Webster, Texas
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Historic postcard highlighting Webster's strengths as an agrarian based commercial hub
Parks, Greenspace and Pathways

Three neighborhood parks, Texas Avenue, Walnut and Green Acres currently provide sites for leisure activity.  The stakeholders identified the need for additional basketball courts and lavatory facilities at existing parks where they are currently lacking.  The Webster Parks Master Plan identifies undeveloped parcels adequate for additional parkland and recommends the implementation of a network of hike and bike trails and connections.  The recommendations of the master plan should be funded and implemented over time.  In particular, the passive recreational program elements including fishing, canoeing, bird watching, hiking, biking and picnicking, etc. provide fine family-oriented recreational opportunities in a natural setting and recognize and utilize a great community asset in the Clear Creek Estuary.

[image: image15.wmf] 


Existing pathways such as this in Walnut Park should be expanded to connect residential, commercial and natural areas throughout the City

Community Character:

Civic Center - With the groundbreaking of Webster’s new municipal building, expansion to the existing police department and relocation of the Parks Department to the former civic building, the potential exists to create a recognizable civic complex at Pennsylvania and Highway 3.  Gateways here would serve to announce arrival at the town’s civic center.  Specialized directional and street signage would guide visitors to and through these and other community facilities.  Stakeholders discussed the continuation of paved crosswalks and the addition of banners, decorative street lighting and statuary as appropriate identifiers for this district.

Monument signage, flags and attractive landscaping announce arrival at the current civic center
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Perspective drawing of the new city hall building

[image: image4.jpg]



Expanded police department building

The existence of two nearby historic public schools (Webster Intermediate School, 1955-George and Abel Pierce, architects; and Margaret S. McWhirter Primary School, 1939-R. H. Schneider, architect) serve to strengthen the notion that this area is the civic center for the City of Webster.

Pedestrian Scale Neighborhood Commercial – The potential of establishing another character area exists with the impending construction and completion of the NASA Road 1 by-pass.  Once complete, a bulk of the existing vehicular traffic along NASA Road 1 will utilize the bypass roadway.  A diminished traffic load provides an opportunity to rethink the segment of NASA Road between Highway 3, Texas Avenue and Interstate Highway 45.  This stretch of road contains smaller scale, neighborhood serving commercial uses, which abut Webster’s oldest, intact residential neighborhood, Webdale.  Through incentives, abatements, grants, and a flexible development code, a pedestrian friendly commercial district may be created promoting rehabilitation where viable and new construction that fits into this development scenario.  One potential redevelopment scenario is of the now vacant Jalapenos restaurant and adjacent strip center.  The existing scale and type of structures could provide an ideal location for a mixture of uses, including commercial-type specialty [image: image17.png]


and service-oriented shops.

Existing commercial uses along NASA Road 1 could do more to create or enhance an identifiable positive self-image
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A revitalized commercial center featuring specialty and service-oriented shops, attractive landscaping and lighting, and usable public spaces serves to create an attractive and enjoyable shopping experience while also creating a positive, identifiable City image

Stakeholders endorsed the concept of creating a unique commercial district, Webster’s main street.  They discussed the possibility of using traffic calming measures, on-street parking, a center landscape median, and raised cross walk to slow vehicular traffic and create a more accessible pedestrian environment.  Other physical improvements discussed by the group included providing opportunities for strollers to sit, trash receptacles, pedestrian level lighting and wide sidewalks and crosswalks.  This redevelopment scenario can be achieved with the creation of an overlay zoning district with specialized development, site design and infrastructure standards.

Older Established Neighborhoods – Neighborhoods are the foundation of any community.  A community’s quality of life is often defined by its established residential neighborhoods.  Two existing stable single family enclaves exist in Webster - Webdale and Green Acres.  Provisions to ensure continued improvement and complimentary infill development is essential.  Dialogue should continue to occur between neighborhood leaders and city staff to assess and recommend physical improvements including safety, utilities, open space, and general appearance.  The implementation of a street tree planting and entry monument/signage program in both neighborhoods would serve to further define and enhance these two neighborhoods.  The continuation of semi-annual community wide neighborhood clean up days is a great way to educate, and instill public pride, as well as meet neighborhoods all working for a common goal.
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New compatible infill single family residential development in Green Acres subdivision

Physical improvements, enhancements and upgrades should not only be provided for single-family neighborhoods, but also for multi-family townhouse, condominium, and apartment communities.  Staff should work closely with homeowner’s associations and partner with management companies to determine community needs, funding opportunities, and implementation strategies and timelines.

The effectiveness of the newly installed permanent traffic diverting elements in Webdale should be reviewed over time

Older Commercial Structures, Corridors and Areas – Major commercial corridors including Interstate 45, Bay Area Boulevard, NASA Road 1 and Highway 3 all have opportunities for improved aesthetics and appeal.  Additional landscaping (street and parking lot trees and buffer plantings), façade rehabilitation, improved lighting, scale and material sensitive signage all contribute to visual aesthetics.  Funding opportunities including low interest loans, tax abatements and other funding mechanisms should be assessed and presented to individual property owners for the purpose of bringing structures and parcels up to current codes.
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Several existing strip commercial centers throughout the City can use some sprucing up
Many of the older commercial centers appear to have an over abundance of on-site parking and large expanses of pavement devoid of landscaping.  One way to bring these larger commercial centers into partial or total compliance with the city’s landscape ordinance is to provide incentives for property owners to install landscaping.  The City can be proactive by selecting the most visible non-conforming commercial centers and systematically determining each center’s landscape requirement, parking demand and parking allocation.  If excessive parking is provided, the City could approach the property owner with a recommendation for maximizing parking yield, by providing funding alternatives, with the intent to install trees and shrubs.  For centers with pavement to the right-of-way or property line, parking and striping layout should be reassessed, adequate parking ensured, and excessive hard surface areas reclaimed to allow for trees, shrubs and buffers.  Flexibility is the key.  If only a portion of the total landscape requirement is installed, the objective has been met.

A revitalized strip commercial center along NASA Road would be a desirable place to visit and shop
Barriers to Revitalization – Often an impediment to rehabilitation or revitalization of aging commercial sites is the parcels of land owned by a relatively few property owners or family trusts.  These trusts have fiduciary responsibilities that sometimes limit their ability to sell or donate property.  The costs associated with renovating older structures and bringing them into conformance with current codes are often prohibitive.  Care should be taken in the review process for adaptive use projects of office and commercial structures.  Flexibility in code enforcement and discretionary authority by the building and planning officials can enhance a project’s success rate.  Another opportunity is to streamline the permitting process by instituting a “one stop permitting center”.  Low interest loans and tax abatements are other viable incentives.  Every attempt should be made by city staff to not only bring vacant, abandoned or underutilized structures and properties up to code, but to also educate property owners as to redevelopment possibilities or alternatives.  If successful, the city will benefit from not only promoting sustainable reuse practices, but also from an improved or expanded tax base.

[image: image22.jpg]




Implementation:

Public Improvement District - In accordance with the Texas Local Government Code, Chapter 372, Improvement Districts in Municipalities, a municipality may initiate or receive a petition requesting the establishment of a public improvement district in the municipality or its extraterritorial jurisdiction.  An improvement project may be undertaken if the governing body finds that an improvement district would promote the interests of the municipality.  A public improvement project may include a variety of improvements that influence the quality of development and aesthetic appearance of an area, including landscaping, signage, sidewalks, art, parking, utility infrastructure, parks, acquisition, and special services for improvement and promotion of the district, which may include the aesthetic appearance and architectural significance of the district.

Establishment of a Public Improvement District requires a petition, findings as to the advisability of the proposed improvement, its estimated cost, method of assessment and apportionment of cost; a feasibility report to determine whether an improvement should be proposed; appointment of an advisory body; a public hearing on the advisability of the improvement; authorization to create an improvement district; preparation of a service plan to define the annual indebtedness and projected costs of improvement; preparation of an assessment plan and apportionment plan; and preparation of an assessment roll.

Urban Renewal – In accordance with the Texas Local Government Code, Chapter 374, Urban Renewal in Municipalities, a municipality may exercise its urban renewal powers upon adoption of a resolution that a slum area or blighted area exists and that rehabilitation, conservation or slum clearance of the area is necessary for the public health, safety, morals, or welfare of the residents of the municipality.  A majority of those voting in an election must favor adoption of the resolution in order to enact urban renewal.  An urban renewal project includes any of the following activities:  (1) activities in the urban renewal area that are designed to eliminate or prevent the development or spread of slums and blighted areas; (2) slum clearance and redevelopment; (3) rehabilitation or conservation; and/or (4) development of open land that, because of location or situation, is necessary for sound community growth and that is to be developed, by replatting and planning, for predominantly residential uses.

Tax Increment Financing (TIF) may be used as a method to fund the improvements within a defined urban renewal area.  TIF requires majority approval by the voters of the municipality.  TIF is a municipal financing tool that enables a municipality to encourage redevelopment of a designated area or areas in partnership with private development.  Public improvements within the designated urban renewal area are financed using tax revenue generated by new investment.  The advantage of this financing technique is the ability to capture all or a portion of the increased tax revenue generated by private investment.  The increment is placed in a tax increment fund to be used only for public purposes within the urban renewal area.  With tax increment financing, the existing tax base would be noted as the base year.  The increase in tax revenues resulting from private investment would create a positive increment that would be held in the tax increment fund rather that distributed to the various taxing jurisdictions.  The special fund is used to finance public purpose expenditures or to repay bonds issued to finance the expenditures.  Through creation of a TIF district, a municipality may enter into agreements regarding the architectural design and aesthetic appearance of the property and buildings within the district.

Municipal Management District – In accordance with the Texas Local Government Code, Chapter 375, Municipal Management Districts in General, a municipality may create a management district for, among other reasons, to further promote the health, safety, welfare, morals, convenience, and enjoyment of the public by landscaping and developing certain areas within the district that are necessary for the restoration, preservation, and enhancement of scenic and aesthetic beauty.  The general purpose of a management district is to promote and benefit commercial development and commercial areas.

A Municipal Management District may be created only in an area devoted primarily to commercial development and business activity.  In order to create a district, a petition requesting creation of a district must be received by the owners of a majority of the assessed value of the real property in the proposed district or 50 persons who own real property in the proposed district.  Upon creation, the district has all the rights, powers and privileges of a taxing authority.

Planned Development District – A planned development district (also referred to as a planned unit development) is defined as a development of land that is under unified control and is planned and developed as a whole in a single development operation or programmed in stages of development.  Planned development districts are designated for the purpose of encouraging and requiring orderly development at a quality level that exceeds that commonly found in projects developed in conventional zoning districts.  A planned development district allows flexibility of normal and established development techniques in exchange for innovative designs to increase compatibility, enhance imaginative site planning, create amenities, provide greater open space, and improve the architectural appearance and overall quality of development.  An advantage of planned developments is that continuing maintenance and compliance with the final development plan is binding upon all successors and assigns unless the plan is amended.

When property is rezoned to a planned development district designation, a preliminary development plan is considered and approved as part of the rezoning application.  The content and submission requirements include all necessary information needed to approve site development including preliminary engineering.  Upon approval of the zoning classification and preliminary development plan, a final development plan may be submitted and approved administratively if there are no modifications from the approved preliminary development plan.

Article III, Zoning District Regulations, and Section 98-50, Planned Development Districts, of Chapter 98 of the City of Webster’s Code of Ordinances addresses the procedures and requirements for planned developments in the City.  The procedures establish the submittal requirements for a major or minor development site plan or preliminary plat.  In addition, there are specific criteria to be used by the Planning and Zoning Commission in reviewing and making a recommendation to the City Council.  The article also addresses requirements such as property controls, public services, building height, and roadways.  The specific development requirements address density, required frontage, yards, and minimum project size for commercial and industrial developments.  The supplementary district regulations address specific uses such as domestic livestock, breeding kennels, bed and breakfasts, and accessory uses.

Conditional or Special Use Permit – Generally, a conditional or special use is defined as a use other than a use permitted by (or as of) right.  A conditional or special use permit is a process by which a particular use is reviewed in relation to a specific site to determine whether the proposed use, with or without the imposition of conditions, is appropriate for the premises.  Certain uses of land, buildings or structures may not be appropriate under all circumstances in any given zoning district, but may be appropriate and suitable where adequate precautions can be taken to assure compatibility with surrounding uses, public need, and the city as a whole.  Approval of a conditional or special use typically requires an additional level of review by the Planning Commission, City Council, Architectural Review Board and/or other special-purpose review board.

A conditional or special use permit applies to the property that is legally described in the application and is not transferable to another property without similar proceedings to determine the appropriateness and compatibility of the use on a new property.  A conditional or special use is typically subject to expiration if the use permitted by the ordinance is not fully established and operational within a specific time period, such as one year from the date of the ordinance granting the permit.  In addition, the use permit may be revoked by the City Council if any of the terms are violated.

Uses that require a conditional or special use permit are identified within the standard zoning districts depending on the nature and intensity of the use.  To insure that there is adequate review of the application, including public notice and comment, an application for a conditional or special use is required and processed in the same manner as a change in zoning classification.  In addition to a required application, a site plan is required to show the details of the proposed use and its relationship to surrounding properties.

Overlay District – Overlay districts allow establishment of special regulations within parts or all of a zoning district or several zoning districts.  The provisions of overlay districts supplement the base zoning district regulations and typically do not preempt the regulations of the underlying base zoning district, although they may allow exceptions under certain circumstances.  Overlay districts may be indicated on the official Zoning District Map, may include a boundary description in the text, or contain a list of specific parcels or buildings subject to the overlay regulations.

A City may adopt a single overlay district that is broadly applied to all defined areas, or may establish more than one overlay district with specific regulations tailored to the area’s architectural character, scale of development or other unique characteristics.  Examples of regulations that may apply within an overlay district include sign control, height and density requirements, setbacks, landscaping and screening, open space, and design standards and architectural guidelines.  Site review would be required with the adoption of overlay districts.

Site Review – The zoning ordinance may include provisions for consideration of site plans in standard zoning districts.  Generally, within nonresidential zoning districts, preliminary site plans are required for submittal to be approved by City staff and the Planning Commission (or City Council).  Approved preliminary site plans are typically valid for a specified time period such as one year, with time extensions available up to one additional year if authorized by the Planning Commission or City Council.  Disapproval of a preliminary site plan by the Planning Commission may typically be appealed to the City Council.  Content and submittal requirements for preliminary site plans are specified in the ordinance.  The site review process often allows considerable discretion to be exercised by the governing body since it may deal with hard to define aesthetic and design considerations.

The purpose of a site review process is for an applicant to demonstrate a satisfactory quality of design in the individual buildings and its site, the appropriateness of the building or buildings to the intended use, and the aesthetic appropriateness of the development to its surroundings.  Satisfactory design quality and harmony involves among other things:

· Appropriate use of quality building materials and harmony and proportion of the overall design;

· Architectural style that is compatible with the overall character of the district or neighborhood;

· Height and color of the proposed structure as compared to adjacent and abutting structures; and,

· A plan that is consistent with sound land planning, good site engineering design principles and good architectural principles.

Adoption of architectural guidelines and/or design standards is necessary to complement the site review and approval process pertaining to the definition of quality development, specification of architectural style and harmony of design.  Design guidelines should consider subdivision regulations, deed restrictions, the existing built and natural environments, local culture and history, public streetscape improvements, and local public policy.  Their legal basis should be firmly established in the comprehensive plan, particularly associated with specifically defined areas of significance.  Design regulations are most suitable in a separate section of the Code of Ordinances, but integrated with the zoning regulations.

Implementation of a successful Community Enhancement Plan will rely on four critical factors:

· Public/private cooperation;

· Regulatory consistency;

· Marketing of opportunities; and,

· Financial resources.

The business development climate in Webster must remain strong and even be strengthened through a joint public-private initiative to promote establishment and growth of desirable retail, service, restaurant, and entertainment businesses.  A strong spirit of cooperation between property and business owners and the City of Webster can be fostered in adopting and implementing or strengthening regulations regarding landscaping, lighting, signage, and property maintenance to improve its appearance.  The City should provide the organizational capacity and resources needed to implement such a Plan.

An area specific enhancement plan must be considered as an economic development plan as well as a building renovation and appearance plan.  Economic Development is the cooperative action between the public and private sectors, which results in widespread and sustained private investment in the marketplace.  The community’s economic development program relates to community actions designed to attract and encourage business growth and promote job creation.

Implementation Funding Options:

Potential financial resources include a variety of funding sources, such as:

· Creation of a self-assessment benefit district which levies a special assessment tax on businesses and property owners in the district for the purpose of carrying out specific public physical improvements. 

· Creation of a special service area in which property owners are taxed with a mill levy or a special assessment and the funds generated are used for infrastructure improvements, maintenance programs, public parking, etc.

· Sales tax funds dedicated for revitalization and redevelopment of commercial areas. The City may utilize non-profit development corporations to promote the creation of new and expanded industry and manufacturing activity with in the city and surrounding vicinity.  A Section 4A-development corporation is funded by the imposition of a local sale and use tax dedicated to economic development.  The Section 4B one-half cent sales tax can be used to promote a wide range of civic and commercial projects.  These are possible if the city has room in the local sales tax structure.

· Bar and Restaurant tax.

· Work to obtain State approval of Transportation Enhancement funds for improving sidewalks and installing unique streetscape features within a target area.

· Utilize Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funds for public infrastructure and community services programs.

· City of Webster Capital Improvement Program and Annual Budget.
· Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21) and State Highway Funds can be used for a variety of transportation enhancements and improvements. For example, the Surface Transportation Program may be used for improvements on roads that are not functionally classified as local or rural minor collectors.

· Texas Recreation and Parks Account Program allows local units of government to apply for park grant funds for outdoor recreation from the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department.  This program provides 50 percent matching grant assistance to eligible local governments for the acquisition and development of public recreation areas and facilities.

· Venue taxes - Cities may adopt a venue project tax whereby they can collect taxes to fund a specific voter-approved economic development project.  Projects may include sports stadiums, convention centers and related improvements, or tourist development along an inland waterway.  Venues that may be taxed include admissions, motor vehicle rental, event parking, hotel occupancy, and facility uses.

· Local Property Tax Incentives that may be utilized by cities to attract commercial enterprise are:

1. Property Tax Abatement in which a city may enter into an agreement to abate (waive and/or postpone) property taxes in a "reinvestment zone". 

2. Tax Increment Financing is a tool to publicly finance needed structural improvements and enhanced infrastructure within a defined area.  The costs of the improvements are repaid by the contribution of all of a portion of future tax revenues that are attributed to the increase in the property values due to the improvements in the reinvestment zone.
· Economic Development Through Tourism - A city may adopt the following programs to augment tourism programs that bring visitors to the area:

1. Local Hotel occupancy tax provides an important source of funding for maintaining a city's tourism program.

2. Designation under the Texas Program for Historic Landmarks with the owners' approval provides eligibility for ad valorem tax exemptions and state grant preservation funds, technical preservation assistance, and inclusion in travel guides. 

3. Designation under the National Park Service as a registered historic district, landmark or archaeological site provides for certain tax credits available for certified rehabilitation of income producing buildings, sales tax relief paid on labor costs and allows for federal historic preservation grants-in-aid.

· Grants and Loans for Economic Development - A city may provide a grant or loan of city funds or services to promote economic development, but must insure that the public purpose of economic development will be pursued by the business through the creation of jobs, or expansion of the tax base by construction of or enhancement of physical facilities.  Safeguards and demonstrable benefits should be stipulated in a contract agreement in which there are tangible means for measuring the business' meeting of its obligations.

· A city may provide land to promote economic development by obtaining and even partially developing a site to show to businesses that may relocate to the area.   Examples may include the purchase of land for municipal facilities including water and sewer treatment plants, industrial parks, municipal airports, and city streets.

· Issuing Debt for Financing Economic Development - If permitted by the city charter, a city may issue bonds to finance infrastructure improvements and certain manufacturing and commercial facilities.  These bonds may be issued through the development corporation, a tax increment-financing district.  Commercial buildings must be subsequently leased to a private entity.  Bonds may also be issued by an industrial development corporation and are payable solely from the sales tax proceeds. 

· Economic Development through Infrastructure Improvements - Public Improvement Districts (PIDs) are a means for undertaking public improvements by allowing a city to levy and collect special assessments for property within the city or its ETJ.  Improvements include water, wastewater, sewer drainage, sidewalks, streets, mass transit, parking, libraries, parks and recreation, landscaping, art installation, pedestrian malls and other similar projects.  Also included are safety services and business-related services such as advertising, recruitment and development.  The city or affected property owners must petition for the creation of a PID.  The revenue from the special assessment must be used for the specified improvements or developments in the PID. 

· Municipal Management Districts are a relatively new way that commercial property owners may enhance a defined business area to finance facilities and improvements above and beyond what is already provided by the city or property owners.  The improvements may be paid for by a combination of self-imposed property taxes, special assessments impact fees and other charges against the property owner.  Such a district is meant to enhance, not replace city services in the area.
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