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How do development processes impact sustainability on a citywide scale? This thesis 

initiates a significant conversation regarding city planning, design, and development processes 

through four development case studies: two in Houston, Texas, and two in Portland, Oregon. 

Houston and Portland maintain seemingly diametrically opposed land development processes, 

and as such define the outer boundaries of the spectrum. By studying the outliers, other urban 

areas should be able to place themselves on this spectrum, eventually deciding which lessons 

are applicable to their specific context. Further, I have explicitly chosen one controversial and 

one noncontroversial case study for each city to research an underlying hypothesis: does 

constructive conflict result in more sustainable development? Methods included studying 

development models and interviewing actors who participated in the development process in 

the case studies. Throughout the research, consistent themes emerged, even in seemingly 

opposite approaches to land development. First, there was overwhelming consensus among 

actors in the development process that developers hold considerable influence on the 

sustainability of the built environment, and are canonically the empowered decisionmakers in 

the process. Second, there is no ideal or one-size-fits-all development process for all cities, but 

there are consistent steps and contextual best practices which should be included. These steps 

largely revolve around broad-based community support and creation of accountability. Third 
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and perhaps most importantly, the research suggests that constructive conflict does tend to 

create more sustainable development. Fourth and last, the benefit the development provides 

to the surrounding community should be prioritized. By analyzing planning, design, and 

development processes which are often muddied and unclear, I hope to have swept some dirt 

off of the path to a sustainable built environment. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 
Since the inception of the term sustainable development from the Brundtland Report, 

cities have struggled to digest its meaning in their own context (Brundtland, 1987). The seminal 

report was one of the first efforts at reconciling the swelling population on the planet with our 

finite resources. The individual distillation of the definition asserted that “sustainable 

development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs,” which can mean different things to 

different cities (Brundtland, 1987, p. 41). While straightforward in abstraction, the 

materialization of sustainable development in cities is not quite as apparent. What may be 

sustainable to one city is unsustainable to another. What constitutes an effective and 

sustainable process in one city may not be applicable to another. The broad nature of 

sustainable development quickly became a defining paradigm for redevelopment in cities, 

which I focus on in this thesis. I provide a working definition of urban redevelopment in the 

literature review, but put briefly, is the transformation of previously developed land within a 

city’s boundaries from an existing state of development to another. Therefore, I chose two 

cities which seemingly represent the opposite poles on the spectrum of urban development 

processes when viewed through a lens of sustainability: Portland, Oregon and Houston, Texas. 

Further, I have chosen two development case studies for each city to help move out of 

abstraction and academia into the market-based realities developers adhere to.  
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This spectrum of development processes is what prompted me to question how a 

different development process, whether unique in regard to regulation or markets, might 

impact citywide sustainability. While planners lay the groundwork, define the boundaries, and 

regulate what cannot be built, developers are actively creating the built environment en masse. 

At the end of the day, developers largely have the final word on what the built environment will 

look like, how it will operate and interact with its surroundings, and which land use and 

program is deemed most appropriate. Therefore, if developers create obdurate, long lasting 

impacts on cities, we as planners and designers should yearn to understand their philosophies, 

actions, goals, and processes.  

What has become apparent in existing planning research, however, is either an 

unwillingness to engage in academic research regarding land development processes, or an 

unwitting obsession with the outcome of development. A majority of the research has focused 

on the end state of a sustainable built environment and what it might look like. While we are 

finally beginning to understand what a sustainable built environment is, we remain uninformed 

on how to get there. Worse, we seem to actively seek to portray the developer’s role in the 

construction of our cities as a malevolent profit hunt. Real estate and land development should 

not be reduced to overly simplified explanations to stroke planners’ and designers’ self-

proclaimed benevolent intentions. The developer’s role is paramount to the creation of a 

sustainable built environment. We are city planners, and they are city builders. Therefore, I 

simply argue that it is time we as a profession refresh our perspective to be truly inclusive of all 

actors in the process. 
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It is not my intention to search for a static and ideal condition of sustainability for the 

built environment, but to better describe the dynamic and iterative steps a city or community 

may take towards achieving a more sustainable built environment through creation of more 

sustainable development processes. While portions of the process will likely remain context 

dependent, lessons and best practices learned may be applicable to various cities. 

Consequently, the primary research question I aim to address is as follows:  

How do understudied planning, design, and development processes impact sustainability in 

urban areas; and does constructive conflict generate more sustainable development? 

In an attempt to elucidate the development process and its impacts on sustainability, I 

have structured this thesis is to look at the issue from the top down through meta-analysis of 

development models and processes, and from the bottom up through real world development 

case studies. I began with the general hypotheses that the development process has larger than 

anticipated impacts on sustainability, processes have a vital but context dependent relationship 

to sustainability, and that constructive conflict is a necessary, albeit difficult, step on the path to 

more sustainable development. 

 In this chapter, I begin with a brief coverage of relevant research to urban 

redevelopment, including sustainability and sustainable development, participatory and 

democratic planning, development processes and models, and financialization and 

standardization. This overview will not be exhaustive nor comprehensive, but helps frame the 

primary research question and hypotheses. Through this review, I attempt to consistently relate 
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the topics to development, aiming to identify existing gaps in the understanding of the 

development process in urban areas.  

In Chapter 2 I describe my research design and methodology, elaborating on the 

structure and methods I adhered to in answering my research questions. In Chapter 3, I analyze 

each city through a planning lens, providing a demographic snapshot to provide context to the 

case studies. I also offer brief development primers for each city, generally summarizing the 

development community in Portland, OR and Houston, TX. I then present two development 

case studies for each city as a narrative, as provided by participants and actors involved in the 

process and relevant media articles. In the last chapter, Chapter 4, I distill key takeaways for 

discussion and attempt to link the case study findings to the overarching development process. 

I conclude with a personal perspective and narrative, including a hopeful call to action for the 

planning profession.   
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Overview of Land Development & Its Structures and Influences 
 

 While seemingly disparate, the literature review itself has informed much of the 

direction of the research design. My research aims to shed light into the often-muddied 

development processes which occur in two cities with vastly different planning and land 

development toolkits. It is important to note that while Houston was chosen as a case study 

due to its lack of explicit traditional zoning, it is the uniqueness of this regulatory environment 

that I am interested in. Those close to the process in Houston, including land use attorney, 

professor, and expert Matthew Festa in Houston, have argued that the city has its own 

methods of regulating development. These typically include a combination of deed restrictions 

and various neighborhood protections (Festa, 2016). When these methods are amalgamated, it 

is difficult to discern any major deviation from traditional Euclidean zoning, aside from 

prescribing land use. Regardless, I have chosen to compare Houston’s relatively relaxed land 

use regulation to Portland’s largely prescriptive planning regime. It is the impact of these 

processes and their relation to sustainability that I am seeking to understand. The Development 

Primer sections in Chapter 3 include research related to land use regulations, policies, practices, 

codes, and ordinances, such as Portland’s urban growth boundary and Houston’s unique lack of 

formal zoning. The literature review has reinforced my inclination that development processes 

are understudied in planning academia, presenting an intriguing gap in the research related to 

sustainable cities and a sustainable built environment. 

I performed a preliminary scrape of existing literature to assist in determining relevant 

research to sustainable development processes and defining an appropriate scope. Clear 
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takeaways from this preliminary analysis include competing paradigms of sustainability and 

sustainable development, as well as existing models of development models and processes. In 

addition, due to my intensive focus on the inner workings of process, my research includes 

democratic and participatory planning. Moreover, I chose common frameworks of 

sustainability, including LEED and the STAR Community Rating System, to compare the four 

developments and the two cities. These sustainability rating systems together consider both 

processes and outcomes. However, due to the inclusion of standardized certifications, I chose 

to review the motivations behind these standardized rating systems, and their effects, as well 

as the effects of both financialization and commodification of land development. Therefore, I 

have molded the aforementioned categorization into four distinct groupings. These categories 

are Sustainability & Sustainable Development, Participatory & Democratic Planning, 

Development Processes & Models, and Financialization & Standardization. My categories and 

their relationships and feedback loops are presented in Figure 1 below. In the following four 

sections, I categorize, summarize, and process the existing literature into takeaways related to 

the research questions, including where the research remains wanting relative to a sustainable 

development process. 
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Figure 1. Literature review categories' feedback loops and relationship to urban redevelopment. 

 

Sustainability & Sustainable Development 
 

 The broad nature of this category had to be refined in order to create an appropriate 

definition of sustainability as it relates to design, development, and planning. Moreover, the 

case studies had to have a common framework in order to be able to compare outcomes of the 

process equitably. I found a multitude of visions of ideal sustainable cities, such as smart cities, 

eco-cities, and transit-oriented development. However, in order to concretely understand 
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impacts on sustainability, I chose to subscribe to multiscalar sustainability certification systems, 

including LEED and the STAR Community Rating System. These standards are detailed in the 

Financialization & Standardization section.  

The definition of sustainability and sustainable development will be shaped by the 

internal politics and decisionmakers of each city, perhaps even each community involved in the 

development. Of particular interest was the overall lack of available literature on a sustainable 

process. While planning processes have begun to tackle the issue of inclusivity and broad 

sustainability goals, development processes remain relatively obdurate.  

Some have argued that the term sustainable development is in itself an oxymoron, as an 

economy which demands infinite growth and development is inherently unsustainable (Brand, 

2012; Redclift, 2005). However, I contend that without a dramatic shift in economic philosophy 

in America, it is best to optimize land development under the current capitalistic regime. 

Without a guiding doctrine, development is solely left up to motives involving the maximization 

of financial profit, with little regard to lasting consequences. In other words, let’s not let perfect 

be the enemy of good.  

As urban areas swell in population around the world, they will face increasingly dire 

situations in terms of “deteriorating infrastructure, environmental degradation, inner-city 

decay, and neighborhood collapse” (Brundtland, 1987, p. 22). Additionally, rapid population 

growth has forced cities to expand infrastructure to accommodate the influx of people and 

cars. Even in urban areas with static populations, infrastructure is struggling to keep up with 

urban residents’ demanding lifestyles. While the first wave of the urban renaissance revitalized 
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core downtowns of major metros, the second and third waves are now underway, transforming 

smaller cities as well. Without a sustainable planning, design, and development process, cities 

are only exacerbating the effects of these issues portended by the Brundtland Report. 

Development without cognizance of urban issues only intensifies unsustainable trajectories. 

 A sustainable city must become ecologically based and livable for both humans and 

nonhumans alike. Jeffery Kenworthy, a professor whose expertise lies in international 

sustainable cities and transportation, argues that existing cities and upcoming urban 

development must follow a framework of compact, mixed-use urban form focused around 

human-oriented centers (2006). Moreover, priority should be given to the most efficient modes 

of transit, especially non-motorized transit. Cities must also protect their natural resources, 

including both food production capability and water sources. These factors combined form 

what Kenworthy defines as an “Eco-City,” the culmination of urban sustainability factors to 

produce sustainable development. The author provides ten critical dimensions of what forms 

an eco-city, adapted in Table 1 below (Kenworthy, 2006). 
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1. The city has a compact, mixed-use urban form that uses land efficiently and 

protects the natural environment, biodiversity and food-producing areas. 

2. The natural environment permeates the city’s spaces and embraces the city, 

while the city and its hinterland provide a major proportion of its food needs. 

3. Freeway and road infrastructure are de-emphasized in favor of transit, walking 

and cycling infrastructure, with a special emphasis on rail. Car and motorcycle 

use are minimized. 

4. There is extensive use of environmental technologies for water, energy and 

waste management – the city’s life support systems become closed loop 

systems. 

5. The central city and sub-centers within the city are human centers that 

emphasize access and circulation of modes of transport other than the 

automobile, and absorb a high proportion of employment and residential 

growth. 

6. The city has a high quality public realm throughout that expresses a public 

culture, community, and equity and good governance. The public realm includes 

the entire transit system and all the environments associated with it. 

7. The physical structure and urban design of the city, especially its public 

environments, are highly legible, permeable, robust, varied, rich, visually 

appropriate and personalized for human needs. 

Table 1. Adaptation of Kenworthy’s Ten Dimensions of the Eco-City. 
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8. The economic performance of the city and employment creation are maximized 

through innovation, creativity and the uniqueness of the local environment, 

culture and history, as well as the high environmental and social quality of the 

city’s public environments. 

9. Planning for the future of the city is a visionary “debate and decide” process, not 

a “predict and provide,” computer-driven process. 

10. All decisionmaking is sustainability based, integrating social, economic, 

environmental and cultural considerations as well as compact, transit-oriented 

urban form principles. Such decisionmaking processes are democratic, inclusive, 

empowering and engendering of hope. 

Table 1 Continued 

Kenworthy is one of the few sustainable development authors who references the 

importance of process, claiming that planning for future cities and development should be 

visionary, a debate and decide process, not a prescriptive model which is bastardized to a new 

locale in hopes it will fit. For a sustainable process, the key question to ask is: what kind of city 

do we want in the future (Kenworthy, 2006)? 

Sustainable urbanism also provides some clarity in concrete goals for sustainable urban 

land development. These principles are presented as sourced from Kasioumi (2011) in Figure 2 

below.  
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Figure 2. Kasioumi’s principles of sustainable urbanism. 

Extrapolating from the eco-city framework and sustainable urbanism, it has been 

postulated that our quality of life and prosperity are inextricably linked to the sustainability of 

our cities (Yigitcanlar & Kamruzzaman, 2015). Therefore, an equitable and fulfilling city is 

heavily dependent upon its ability to develop its land with sustainability as its overarching goal. 

As urban areas in the United States are primarily shaped by developers, it is vital to understand 



13 
 

their process and elucidate their philosophies and decisions in order to better coalign their 

goals with sustainability goals.  

The development process is “a complex interaction of many different actors (ranging 

from architects, engineers, urban designers, and planners to community groups and investors) 

working together to produce some alteration to the built environment” (Lombardi et al., 2011, 

p. 2). The pursuit of sustainability objectives is therefore a series of tensions and trade-offs, a 

negotiation between actors and priorities. Lombardi et al. contend that development is an 

inherently tense process, but by recognizing these tensions and trade-offs early on in the 

process, perceived costs and downfalls can be minimized, providing a compromise which 

benefits the most causes. Moreover, the interrelated nature of sustainability goals and 

objectives often has compounded effects (Lombardi et al., 2011). The wicked problem (Horst, 

Webber, 1973)  being, there is no standard development process, and the actors and 

stakeholders involved can vary from city to city, development to development.  

I argue that the eco-city dimensions and sustainable urbanism principles provide a 

robust and comprehensive framework to gauge cities’ sustainability trajectories. Additionally, 

my definition of sustainability is broadened beyond the traditional triple bottom line of 

environment, equity, and economy, to include fiscal, cultural, and social considerations. 

However, the importance of the debate and decide process cannot be overstated. To answer 

the question posed, where is our city heading and where should it be heading, a living 

conversation must be initiated and nurtured throughout all steps of the development process. 

Therefore, with a vision of how future sustainable development should be framed, and a keen 

focus on the process of this envisioning, we must analyze how developers should be engaged 
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and held accountable to their developments to create this sustainable development process. 

The questions remaining to be answered include how this sustainable development process 

manifests itself, where sustainability can be integrated into this process, and how large of an 

impact development has on cities’ sustainability.  

 

Participatory & Democratic Planning 
 

 As the primary focus of this research is on process, I provide an overview of research on 

stakeholder involvement, community engagement, and democratic planning processes. The 

majority of this research involves analysis of power relations between stakeholders, a highly 

relevant and applicable topic when studying the development process. Additionally, there are 

always competing priorities during the process, in which decisionmakers vie for influence and 

beneficial outcomes for their constituents and colleagues. This battle for outcomes and 

resources has key impacts on social justice and sustainability, as it relates to different actors in 

the city and development process. By searching for a holistic process, sustainable planning and 

development processes aim to be communicative, inclusive, and proactive. I also cover material 

related to constructive conflict, largely in the realms of sociology and psychology, to assist in 

answering the research question, does constructive controversy or conflict create more 

sustainable developments? 

 A democratic planning process aims to be equitably inclusive of all voices and 

perspectives related to the impacted area being planned for or developed on. Effective and 

participatory community engagement will largely be context dependent, but maintains a few 
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common principles including “geographic focus on local communities, an attempt to address 

comprehensively the needs and circumstances of people in these communities, and a focus on 

citizen participation, along with professionals, in the planning and implementation of 

community-change efforts” (Chaskin, 2005, p. 408; O’Connor, 1999; Halpern, 1995).  

Chaskin also maintains that there are inherent tensions between the canonically 

bureaucratic and goal-oriented approach of rational city planning and voluntary, participatory 

organizations and actors (Chaskin, 2005). I contend that these tensions are not necessarily 

counterproductive, if there is an appreciation and overarching perspective that these 

negotiations will produce the best outcome for all. Collaborative compromise maintains a 

process of push-and-pull, a give-and-take that must unfold. An equitable constructive conflict 

which leads to more sustainable development demands an equalizing force of influence and 

power, yielding each participant an equal voice and force in the community change. Chaskin 

concludes that three factors help balance the competing priorities present in planning, 

development, and community changes. First, a level playing field likely requires a collective; 

one individual is unlikely to feel empowered to voice their opinion. Second, the presence of 

“bridge people” (professionals in the field who are also residents in the community) help align 

the agendas of both groups, as each feels they have a liaison who understands their needs and 

issues. Third, there must be continuity in staff and related professionals involved in order to 

build community trust and create effective and genuine compromise (Chaskin, 2005).  

 Sustainable planning and development processes require a value judgment and 

envisioning of a better city by the community that the development is occurring in. Strategic 

and effective processes will be context dependent, but there are consistent factors between 
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cities that can be noted. Magari contends that successful sustainability processes have seven 

components: strong commitment to a common vision for sustainability, ongoing education and 

training of staff and the community, executive level support and consistent participation, broad 

based community support, stable and non-partisan funding sources to support long term goals, 

active and ongoing community outreach, short and long term action plans and goals, and a 

constant revision and reassessment of vision and goals on a flexible and accessible platform 

(2008).  

 An unfortunate outcome of sustainability’s obsession with outcome and output is the 

sheer lack of evidence of a sustainable process. Posterchild green developments report their 

accolades in terms of successful features that involve water, energy, and waste, not the number 

of participants or the quality of engagement in the process of planning, design, and 

development. While this is likely inevitable due to the enhanced marketability aspects of green 

developments, it is still important to note the absence of qualitative metrics. Kasioumi 

contends that there are three sets of important planning processes to consider in successful 

sustainable development. These include control of the planning process, presence of a vision, 

goal, and means to achieve these, and finally communication and collaboration strategies 

(2011). These are then distilled into three sets of opposed planning processes: proactive versus 

reactive, goal-oriented versus process-oriented, and consensus building versus alliance building 

planning. Consensus building focuses on engaging all actors and stakeholders as broadly as 

possible, while alliance building focuses on collaboration and coordination between often 

siloed city departments. I utilize these criteria and approaches to assist in studying the four 

development case studies in Chapter 3. 



17 
 

 One emerging process in participatory planning and development processes is the 

concept of enforceable community benefits agreements (CBAs). These documents aim to 

ensure accountability of the developer to the community. CBAs are “legally binding agreements 

between a private developer or governmental body and a coalition of community-based 

organizations, labor unions, environmentalists and other advocacy groups” (Parks & Warren, 

2009, p. 89). For example, a CBA may include a multitude of stipulations, such as building in a 

certain percentage of affordable housing, hiring local workers, providing a living wage to 

employees, or even creation of open space. CBAs are beginning to stabilize as a concrete 

method of helping ensure accountability and equitable development.  

However, planners and designers must remain vigilant to include even those that are 

not organized into active community organizations, as these are the groups that typically vie for 

influence and power in CBAs. One of my case studies, the Alberta Commons development in 

Portland, is currently undergoing the process of implementing a CBA. I contend that this 

method of social empowerment via community engagement is a vital piece of the sustainable 

development process puzzle. While historically CBAs have been utilized in high profile and 

publicly visible development, I argue that the value creation of developer accountability is vital 

at all scales for communities. How this process can better be integrated into and expanded 

upon the sustainability framework is what I aim to address. 

 A chief area of interest for my thesis is the concept of constructive conflict or 

controversy. To begin, an important distinction must be made between controversy and 

concurrence. Controversy and conflict exists when one’s ideas, information, conclusions, 

theories, or opinions are incompatible with or challenged by another, ideally with the goal of 
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reaching a meaningful agreement. This is not always the case, as is portrayed by the NIMBY-ism 

attitude (Not In My Back Yard), which seems to only serve as being contrarian to any proposed 

change in communities and neighborhoods. Concurrence, on the other hand, is when members 

of a group actively inhibit and suppress discussion to avoid disagreements or arguments, with 

an emphasis on shallow agreement or compromise (Smith et al., 1981). Conflict can elicit 

powerful solutions which have far greater societal benefits, but require a willingness to 

disagree and negotiate, as opposed to pacifistically seeking agreement for the sake of reaching 

a rapid solution. 

While perhaps unintuitive at first glance, I lay the sustainable development constructive 

conflict framework as follows. Development is inherently a negotiation of stakeholders and 

actors, sometimes many, sometimes few, that vie for the benefits produced by the land 

transformation. The bargaining process is largely dependent upon who is involved and the 

relative power relations between stakeholders. I contend that involving more actors in this 

process organically produces more conflict, as competing priorities are presented. This tension, 

however, can be constructive, if effective leadership and cooperative parties remain flexible in 

discussions. By bringing more options, opinions, perspectives, and shared costs and benefits to 

bear, the development becomes a more sustainable solution to more stakeholders. While 

diversity has long been recognized as vital to solving wicked problems (Horst, Webber, 1973) 

(including sustainability and sustainable development), I expand upon my hypothesis further in 

my case studies, as I was wholly unable to find relevant literature which attempted to combine 

theories of sustainable development processes and constructive conflict. 
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Development Processes & Models 
 

 I also performed a review of existing and theoretical development processes and 

models. These are generally very highly abstracted so as to be inclusive of the general steps of 

land development in cities. It is important to note that I have intentionally chosen to primarily 

focus on urban redevelopment, as opposed to greenfield land development or subdivision 

development. Therefore, for the purposes of my thesis, I offer the following working definition 

of urban development: the transformation of previously developed land from one state to 

another. I expand upon the creation and foundations of this working definition towards the end 

of this section. 

While generally understudied, a seminal piece of literature on the topic has provided 

some structure and clarity. Gore and Nicholson contend there are four approaches to 

development, summarized as the redevelopment process. These models can largely be 

categorized into four conceptual models: sequential descriptions, behavioral models, 

production-based analyses, and structures of provision approaches. The authors and I agree 

that is it futile to search for a generally applicable development model. However, it can be 

useful to abstract development to assist in the search for sustainable development process. 

Gore and Nicholson argue that the fourth approach, the structures of provision model, provides 

the most utility in its ability to mold to each development sector (1991). The end state for the 

structures of provision approach would then be a comprehensive set of specific models for 

each development category. I summarize the four development model approaches in Table 2 

below, then expand upon each approach in subsequent paragraphs. 
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Sequential or 
Descriptive 
Approaches 

Behavioral or 
Decisionmaking 

Approaches 

Production-Based 
Approaches 

Structures of 
Provision Approaches 

chronological 
sequence of stages, at 
each of which certain 
events occur 

emphasizes roles of 
different actors in the 
process and the 
importance of 
decisions they make 
in ensuring its smooth 
operation; events 
secondary to 
decisions 

specialized form 
of productive 
economic activity, 
viewed from the 
perspective of the 
economy as a 
whole 
(macroeconomics) 

diverse types of 
development 
characterized by 
different institutional, 
financial, and 
legislative 
frameworks; each 
development has its 
own distinctive 
structure of provision 
and specific model 

Table 2. Summary of Gore & Nicholson's models of the land development process. 

The sequential or descriptive approaches view development as a linear process, within 

which certain steps must be taken at certain stages of the process. Gore and Nicholson refer to 

Cadman and Austin-Crowe to describe the four principal stages of the linear model: evaluation, 

preparation, implementation, and disposal (1978). While eventual overlapping of these stages 

is inevitable, they do describe the primary functions which are typically observed during 

development. The structure of the framework typically reads as a decision tree, in which 

affirmative or negative responses guide the user to the following branch. Although the stages 

are explicit and assist in defining the process, I tend to agree with Gore and Nicholson, in that 

this model oversimplifies development and its inherent complexities (1991; 1978). A sample 

linear sequential model by Ratcliffe is presented below in Figure 3 (1991; 1978). 
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Figure 3.  Linear model of the development process.  

Source: Ratcliffe, 1978. 
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The fundamental issue of this model is that the “postulation of the development 

process as a rigid sequential framework, with a definite beginning and end, fails to capture 

either its cyclical nature or the diversity and flexibility that characterizes the development 

industry” (1991, p. 709). Moreover, the model makes no reference to context or setting, which 

is of vital importance to urban development. By treating each development as an isolated 

incidence, the framework fails to produce realistic expectations of financial and communal 

realities.  

A refinement to the linear model was hypothesized by Barrett et al., who contend that 

development operates cyclically (1983). As opposed to the rigidity of the linear model, the 

cyclical model allows external forces to influence the proposed development by framing the 

process as a set of three events. These events include development pressures and prospects, 

development feasibility, and implementation. Each event serves as an inflection point in the 

development process, or development pipeline as the authors describe. A criticism against this 

model would be that while it claims to be inclusive of external influences on the development 

process, they are not defined nor described, leaving the influences as abstract externalities 

whose influence is uncertain. As one of my case studies, Alberta Commons, began as city 

owned land, a public-sector cyclical pipeline development model proposed by Gore and 

Nicholson is presented below in Figure 4 (1991; 1983). 
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Figure 4. Public sector development process, cyclical model.  

Source: Gore and Nicholson, 1985. 

The second category of development processes are the behavioral and decisionmaking 

approaches. This model chiefly focuses on identifying and examining the roles that different 

actors and stakeholders adopt in the development process, stressing the decisions and actions 

that the actors take. Two distinct subcategories arise in this model: individualist and interactive. 

Whereas individualist descriptions pronounce each actor as independent and autonomous, 

uninfluenced by others, and maintain agency to pursue their interests individually, interactive 

descriptions stress the fact that any successful pursuit of an actor’s interest can only be 

accomplished in conjunction with other actors in the process (Gore and Nicholson, 1991). These 

actors and the power relations between them determine the relative benefits to particular 

interests. There are general principal actors and roles which are required to participate in all 
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developments, including the developer, the funder, the builder, the advisers, and the public 

sector (planners, civil engineers, etc.). One drawback of this model is the limited caricature of 

the actors involved in the process. Regardless, the framework will provide utility in studying the 

development process ethnographically.  

The third category of development processes, production based approaches, primarily 

focuses on the tangible creation of the development and the actors responsible. This model 

views development principally as commodity production. Therefore, the model depicts the 

development process as materialization and construction of the built environment from raw 

materials. In this framework, financial institutions maintain the power, and development is 

viewed as the physical manifestation of various circuits of capital. These circuits are categorized 

as industrial (loan to a developer or general contractor from a financial institution), commercial 

(loan to property company for purchase of the building), and interest-bearing (property 

company charges rents to repay the borrowed capital to the financial institution). A circuit of 

capital can be explained by “the fact that any capital invested usually requires repayment with 

interest or profit, either at some point in the future or over a period of time” (Gore and 

Nicholson, 1991, p. 721). A logical progression, then, is the relationship of development to 

financialization, commodification, and globalization of capital, detailed in the following 

literature review category. While I do not consider this approach holistic nor comprehensive, it 

is helpful as a foundation for understanding the motivations and requisite alliances of 

developers necessary to produce a profitable piece of the built environment. 

The fourth and final category of development processes presented is the structures of 

provision (SOP) approach. This approach has proved to be the most concrete and useful in 
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terms of studying real-world case studies. The core of the framework revolves around the 

contention that “the production and consumption (i.e. provision) of buildings are not only the 

physical process of creating and transferring such artifacts to their occupiers, but are also a 

social process dominated by the economic interests involved” (Gore and Nicholson, 1991, p. 

725; Ball, 1983). In other words, development is both tangible and intangible, a process both of 

applied assembly of materials and abstract negotiations between social actors. The SOP 

approach is deeply embedded in everchanging, shifting, and evolving context, intimately 

understanding that development is intrinsically context-bound. An example of a SOP for owner-

occupied housing by Ball is presented in Figure 5 below (1991; 1986). 

 

Figure 5. Example structure of provision for owner-occupied housing.  

Source: Ball, 1986. 
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Consequently, Gore and Nicholson argue that a set of common hypotheses arises. First, 

the production, exchange, and consumption of buildings as a physical entity features 

interactions between social actors and relevant institutions, a legality and regulatory 

framework, and the financial arrangements which allow the development to occur. Second, 

social actors are sorted by their economic relationship to the physical processes of provision 

(production, exchange, distribution, and use). Third, each type or category of building provision 

is defined by unique combinations of the first and second hypotheses and the relations 

between them. When a common relationship materializes, this is categorized as a separate 

structure of provision of the built environment. Fourth, these SOPs can only be identified by 

studying real world development with a keen focus on the social actors and the power relations 

between them. Fifth and final, SOPs are fundamentally dynamic due to worldly pressures and 

the context that social relations exist in, a constant state of conflict and collaboration (1991). 

Therefore, in an optimal structure and framework, an SOP would be produced for a city or 

community based on each development sector, such as industrial, commercial, office, 

residential, and each of their relevant subcategories. While a noble pursuit, my thesis will not 

attempt to create an SOP for each case study. Rather, I will reference this framework as I 

analyze the case studies from a top down approach. 

Recent literature has also identified and lamented the lack of focus on development as a 

research pursuit. Jonathan Drane aptly summarizes past studies on the topic as piecemeal and 

niche, each analyzed through their own academic lens (2013). The two primary forces which 

have gained the most ground are the institutional and macroeconomic lenses, yet a unifying 

theoretical model of development remains elusive. However, from this past research, a few 
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common themes can be found. First, property development is bound to the site, which has its 

own dynamics and context. Second, development is the transformation or transition of the 

current state of the land to another state. Third, this transformation is primarily denoted by a 

change in value and ownership. Fourth, the change in ownership is a function and product of 

both engaged and disengaged, transient and tenured social actors. Fifth and final, this function 

is dependent upon forces and phenomena typically outside the control of said social actors 

(Drane, 2013; 2012). I also defer to Drane’s definition of development throughout this thesis, in 

which development is a transformation of the state of land. Extrapolating this concept to urban 

redevelopment then yields the following working definition: redevelopment is the 

transformation of previously developed land from one state to another. 

Drane also presents a contemporary model of development which acknowledges these 

common themes and the forces that drive them (2013). The author proposes three essential 

elements in development which operate concurrently, with eventual influence shared between 

them. These elements are land parcels, developer actors, and collective manifestations. Each 

element has its own structure and dynamics; each is a self-reliant world which intervenes 

during the development process. Land parcel dynamics revolve around land as an economic 

resource, asset, and commodity, which purportedly results in value creation. Developer 

dynamics focus on the actor’s endless search for developable land and the highest return on 

investment and lowest financial risk. Collective manifestation is the amalgamation of social 

actors and their interests, from local authorities and regulatory bodies to political lobby groups 

(Drane, 2013). Expanding upon Drane’s model, developer dynamics should also likely include 

reputation and pride, as long-lasting developments are a direct reflection of the quality of the 
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company’s products. The contemporary development model by Drane is presented in Figure 6 

below. 

 

Figure 6. Contemporary development model based on land transition.  

Source: Drane, 2012. 

Drane’s approach towards a unifying model aligned most closely with my hypothesis 

that development is both bound by uncontrollable external forces existing at higher orders 

(superstructures), and influenced by the highly contextual social actors and processes involved 

in the process (social structures). As such, I utilize Drane’s contemporary development model as 

the foundation for examining the four case study developments. While the dynamics may vastly 

differ between new or greenfield development and urban redevelopment, Drane’s model 

seems flexible enough to be applicable to the four redevelopment case studies I have selected. 
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I have specifically chosen the development processes of Portland, Oregon and Houston, 

Texas, as these approaches are seemingly the opposite poles of the planning, design, and 

development spectrum. Further, I have chosen four case studies, two for each city, to help 

elucidate the development process and move out of abstraction. For each city, I’ve chosen one 

controversial and one noncontroversial case study to assist in answering my research question 

regarding constructive conflict. For Portland, the controversial development is the proposed 

Alberta Commons (colloquially referred to as the Trader Joe’s development) and the 

noncontroversial the Two-Thirds Project. For Houston, the controversial development is 1717 

Bissonnet (colloquially referred to as the Ashby High-Rise), and the noncontroversial is 

CityCentre. These case studies will be narrated, studied, explained, and parsed in depth in 

Chapter 3.  

 

Financialization & Standardization 
 

 While perhaps not immediately intuitive, the impact of financialization and 

standardization on sustainability and the urban built environment is profound. It could be 

argued that the commodification of land and the financial institutions enable the current land 

development process to exist. These impacts can largely be evidenced by the commodification 

of land through valuation and speculation. Financialization and standardization mutually 

reinforce each other, allowing industry adopted practices to define the norm for land 

development. Financialization can be summarized as the transformation of tangible assets into 

capital flows, while standardization typically refers to an industry adopting a common set of 



30 
 

standards for effective comparison (Fainstein, 2016). Sustainability standards primarily revolve 

around value creation. This can be evidenced most clearly by the rapid adoption and spread of 

the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certification and rating system, with 

Sustainability Tools for Assessing and Rating Communities (STAR Community Rating System) 

being less well-known. These two differently scaled rating systems assisted in providing a 

common framework for comparison between the four development case studies and their 

broader sustainability impacts upon the city. 

 

Figure 7. STAR Community Rating System framework, credits, and objectives.  

Source: STAR, 2017 

Moreover, the rationality of stakeholders is largely influenced by these standards, which 

are often written by private industry. Moral values are integrated into standards, and are 
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written primarily to maximize profitability and industrial efficiency, a narrow view of 

sustainability to say the least. Standardized sustainability is quickly becoming the economic 

failsafe to elevate sustainability conversations in a capitalist framework. While I may have 

reservations about the creation of standards and their inherent industry bias, I contend that 

they are most effective tool for sustainability in the United States’ neoliberal capitalist 

economic framework. The neoliberal framework contends that “the market is the most 

effective and efficient governing mechanism” (Busch, 2010, p.11). This is likely especially true in 

the profoundly market dependent land development process. However, as land development is 

largely under local control, the process is regulated more thoroughly than many other 

capitalistic activities. Therefore, a privately-produced, industry-backed certification process and 

standardization of sustainability is most suited to the workings of North American economies of 

development. The US Green Building Council provides some backing to this theory, claiming 

that green building and development accounted for 44 percent of all commercial and 

institutional construction in the United States in 2012, a value of near $100 billion dollars, and 

was projected to grow to upwards of 55 percent by 2016 (Potts et al., 2014).  

 So how do the commodification of land and the financialization and standardization of 

sustainability affect a sustainable development process? Fainstein, an expert on urban 

resilience and environmental justice, claims that these phenomena transform real estate into a 

liquid asset, shifting the conversation of the built environment from governmental to financial 

institutions. This is not a new phenomenon, the author argues, but has been both enabled and 

intensified by neoliberalism and the globalization of capital (2016). I contend that while 

globalized capital has muddied the local development process, it is not intrinsically detrimental. 
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Local land use regulations have evolved to encompass the broader development process, 

limiting the impact of unrestrained capital.  

Whereas governmental bodies are ideally tasked with spreading benefits equitably, 

developers, largely due to their dependence upon financial institutions, aim to concentrate 

wealth and profit. This is of course not always the case, as the loudest voices and opinions are 

typically catered to, as depicted in the manifestation of NIMBY-ism. Regardless, Fainstein claims 

that private investors seek to minimize risk and put their money in the most potentially 

profitable places, creating uneven development due to the incentive to invest in areas which 

are already expanding and booming (2016). This inequity built into the land development 

process is only reined in by regulations or incentives: a slap on the hand or a carrot for doing 

the right thing. To reverse these trends and increase equity, and therefore sustainability, 

Fainstein argues that policy reformation must shift focus to finance (2016). How this financial 

policy refinement affects sustainable development, has yet to be answered. I consider this 

question intriguing as I attempt to define the pieces of a sustainable development process.  

 Expanding upon this perspective, some clarity is offered by Lützkendorf and Lorenz, who 

argue that the creation of sustainable building practices has been almost wholly unsuccessful in 

translating technical knowledge and knowhow into appropriate financial appraisal (2007). 

While their argument is largely focused on green building as opposed to my definition of 

sustainable development, the argument still stands: how do we as designers and planners of 

the built environment translate genuine sustainable development into transformational value 

for property investment markets and financial institutions? While green building has 

certifications such as LEED to create this value, other aspects of sustainability, such as social 
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equity, are still lacking this tangible value creation. While this question remains largely 

unanswered, I begin to describe one emerging approach through the Social Economic 

Environmental Design Certification (SEED) in the final chapter. 

One piece of this market puzzle revolves around demand; if we as a society demand 

sustainable buildings and are willing to pay for them, the market will supply them. This can be 

evidenced through examples such as Fair-Trade Certifications, which apply to a singular 

product. On the surface, it appears as if development may be too complex a process to apply 

equity standards to. However, if the outcome of development is truly a commodity or product, 

then theoretically a similar standard could be established.  

Another piece presented by Lützkendorf and Lorenz is the ability to utilize the private 

developers and financial institutions methods and instruments, to adopt their language and 

convert the value added by true sustainable development. These could include risk analysis, 

valuation, and transaction analysis, as well as an ability to write the returns into a pro forma. 

The authors contend that the calculation of property worth, property market valuation, and 

property risk assessment or property rating are the three most effective methods to convey the 

financial advantages of sustainable buildings (2007). As these tools are universal in the private 

development markets, I argue that they may also be appropriate in translating my definition of 

genuine sustainable development into value for developers, and will likely be of vital 

importance in any sustainable development process. While I am personally unable to perform 

this translation myself, it is an intriguing topic for further research. 
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 In the following chapter I describe the research design of this thesis. I begin with a brief 

summary of the pragmatic and narrative reasoning paradigms I utilize. Next, I further expand 

upon my central research questions and the subquestions which arose during my research.  

Following this reference material, I describe the methodology and methods I used during the 

meta-analysis and ethnography of development processes. Finally, I provide some insight into 

the expected contributions and limitations of the research I performed.  
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CHAPTER II 

Research Design 

 The following sections depict the primary research questions and ensuing subquestions 

which arose while researching the topic of development processes and their relation to 

sustainability. My first research question centers around the larger thesis topic, while my 

second research question focuses on the hypothesis regarding constructive conflict. I then 

describe the mixed-methods approach of pragmatic and narrative reasoning which I utilized to 

piece together the development stories into logical and cohesive narratives. 

 

Research Questions 

The following questions and subquestions informed the direction of this thesis. While it is 

impossible to definitively answer all of the questions presented, the unanswered questions 

present interesting further research opportunities. The primary research questions and 

subquestions I attempted to address in this thesis are in bold. 

1) How do understudied planning, design, and development processes impact 

sustainability in urban areas? 

a. Does the process itself have direct or indirect impacts on sustainability in 

diverse urban planning contexts? 

b. What can the development outlier cities of Houston, TX and Portland, OR 

offer in terms of studying sustainable development processes? 
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c. Which model of the development process is structured most 

appropriately/fittingly for sustainability? 

d. How well do LEED and the STAR Community Rating System perform when 

studying specific developments’ impact on sustainability? 

e. Does prescriptive planning or market driven development tend to create 

more sustainable development? 

2) Does constructive conflict generate more sustainable developments? 

a. In what way does the relative public acceptance or controversy over a 

development affect the development’s success and sustainability? 

b. Does the conflict that occurs in development processes lead to more 

sustainable outcomes; i.e. do ugly processes create more beautiful 

outcomes?  

c. Which stakeholders/actors in each development process have the greatest 

perceived influence? 

Methodology & Methods 
 

The following diagram illustrates the general research design, methodology, and 

perceived outcomes of this thesis. 
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Figure 8. Research design diagram. 

 

My research aims to further understanding of useful processes in creating a sustainable 

built environment. By studying the process itself, I contend that useful practices can be gleaned 

and extrapolated to other cities. I have chosen to use a mixed methodological approach, 

combining aspects of both practical and narrative reasoning. The power of joining these logics 

lies in their ability to describe the interrelationships of constructivism, pragmatism, and critical 

theory. It is my belief that these crossovers and relationships can assist in mapping out a city’s 

path towards genuine sustainability. 
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The choice of sustainability as the paradigm requires a judgment and determination of 

sustainable and unsustainable codes, policies, and practices. Existing frameworks of 

sustainability can be utilized to place these on a scale. I have chosen two key frameworks for 

measuring cities’ overall sustainability, LEED and the STAR Community Rating System. While 

these are useful tools, it is important to be explicit about their rigidity and the stringency of 

their categories. Moreover, as these frameworks’ weaknesses lie in their vague description of 

process, further research on process had to be separate from these frameworks, requiring the 

inclusion of case studies.  

Again, it is not my intention to create a universally applicable development model which 

can be applied to any built environment. In fact, it is my belief that abstracting to universality 

reduces the value offered by the context-rich settings found in cities. A universal model for 

development would require a stripping of context, and therefore a stripping of its value. In 

cities, context is king. However, researching both context dependent and context independent 

processes requires a value judgment from myself as researcher, as well as decision-makers 

determining what is applicable to their respective city’s structures of provision. 

I utilize practical reasoning in the study to assist in filtering findings which are context-

free or context-bound so as to better guide those using the research to modify the existing 

process of development in their respective city. Pragmatism also offers a foundation based on 

utility, which help extrapolate and theorize from the ground level results gathered. Moreover, 

the logic of practical reasoning assists in uniting theory, practice, and action, and the judgment 

required of decision-makers in the process.  
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While practical reasoning helps digest the findings, it alone cannot tell the whole story. 

Therefore, I decided to employ narrative reasoning due its power in identifying key actors and 

plots in the process, as well as its ability to conceive of potential conclusions and resolutions. 

Additionally, this logic focuses on identifying patterns and themes, which proved useful in 

comparing the four case studies. By gathering multiple perspectives, I was able to formulate a 

complex collective opinion.  

Practical methods in this study revolved around the gathering of existing data and 

pragmatic analysis. Specific methods included a literature review of sustainable built 

environments and their codes, policies, practices, and processes. I also performed an analysis of 

the overall demographic make-up of Houston and Portland, including population growth, 

housing cost and affordability, and relative diversity. Furthermore, the LEED and STAR 

Community frameworks were utilized to consistently compare both cities’ overall sustainability 

at varying scales. This “grading” of Portland’s and Houston’s conditions assisted in assessing the 

sustainability of the development and city overall.  

I primarily collected development data from online GIS sources, open city databases, 

and relevant municipal codes and regulations, as well as descriptions of the city’s development 

process. Specific documents included zoning ordinances, development regulation and review 

process websites, comprehensive plans, and development proposal applications. 

I also conducted site visits of each development case study. These site visits primarily 

focused on documentation, photography, and how people interact with the development. I 

spent 30 minutes observing each site and its dynamics and context.  
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Narrative methods involved piecing together the story of the four developments chosen 

in Portland and Houston. The overarching strategic method involved the selection of four case 

studies, two in Portland and two in Houston. Two developments have been chosen for each 

city, one controversial and one noncontroversial. I chose the developments based on specific 

criteria, including recent urban redevelopment (within past ten years), proximity to urban core, 

uniqueness versus normality, and relative controversy. Controversy was largely measured by 

the amount of attention and scrutiny given to the development, including reviews of timely 

media and press from various relevant actors involved in the process. Specific ethnographic 

methods included identification and interview of key stakeholders and research into the overall 

success or failure of the process in the development’s relative controversy. 

I also conducted semi-structured interviews of involved actors in the case study 

development processes. I performed a total of 13 interviews, ranging from thirty minutes to 

one hour in length. These actor interviews were of relatively public stakeholders, including 

developers, city planners, city development department leadership and previous development 

commission members, architects, designers, sustainability professionals, organizational 

leadership, lobbying group leadership, and academic researchers. For the Alberta Commons 

development in Portland, I also attended a public meeting. 

After transcribing the interviews, I analyzed the responses for consistent themes and 

opposing opinions. By researching those involved directly in the development process, I have 

interpreted the ground level decisions being made in the dynamic process of planning, design, 

and development. The stories and perspectives created were evaluated based upon their 

overall coherence, substance, and context. I believe that understanding these actors’ 
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motivations and involvement in the development process assisted in my analysis of process’ 

impacts upon sustainability and of constructive conflict’s impacts on sustainable development. 

Expected Contributions & Limitations 
 

I expect my research to begin a conversation on the influence and clout of developers, 

as well as their intense impact on the built environment and its relative sustainability. 

Moreover, these actors are largely considered outside of planning academia’s reach. By 

conversing with developers and teasing out their worries, issues, motivations, and processes, 

we as planners and designers can better understand our complex relationship in the creation of 

a sustainable built environment. My hope, therefore, is to enliven a comprehensive 

conversation with those who build our cities and better integrate the broad definition of 

genuine sustainability I adhere to.  

With a topic this broad, it is to be expected that a certain level of depth cannot be 

achieved, primarily due to time and resource constraints. Therefore, any preliminary takeaways 

from this thesis should be researched further before considering implementation. Further 

limitations may arise out of my choice to study seeming outliers in the planning, design, and 

development fields. While I believe impactful research and findings were discovered due to 

Portland and Houston’s relatively unique processes, it may be found that the average city has 

little to learn from these particular settings. Moreover, the research is bound by both temporal 

and financial resources, and therefore will focus on two developments in each city and their 

associated processes. Whereas an ideal research design would comprehensively study recent 

development processes using a more holistic method, the decision to limit the research to a 



42 
 

controversial and non-controversial development for Portland and Houston was a necessity. 

Further, it is important to note the difficulty of extrapolating from only a handful of case 

studies. 

In the following chapter, I present a brief primer on both Portland and Houston’s 

development framework, as well as demographic analyses. Initial takeaways from the site visits 

are also summarized. I then introduce the case studies, beginning with the controversial 

developments of Portland and Houston, followed by the noncontroversial developments of 

Portland and Houston. The results gathered via interviews will be presented as a narrative from 

various perspectives. The case studies will also be graded according to the LEED and STAR 

certification systems in the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER III 

Portland Development Primer 

Portland, Oregon is the purported planner’s paradise, and developer’s nightmare. In this 

city, an array of tools is available and readily utilized to keep the city accountable to its vision 

created in the comprehensive plan, which the city is currently in the process of updating (City of 

Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, 2017). Regulations are placed to consolidate 

growth to areas which are better accommodated to new development and redevelopment. An 

urban growth boundary encircles the city, protecting prime farmland outside the city from 

fiscally irresponsible suburbanization and leapfrog subdivisions. Neighborhoods are 

empowered and maintain power in the direction of their community’s future. And it’s 

important: Portland is growing at an explosive rate for a larger metro area. And yet, does the 

city actually produce more sustainable development? Table 3 below provides a brief snapshot 

into the demographics and growth of the City of Portland and City of Houston as census places 

in 2016 to provide for easier comparisons. 
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STATISTIC PORTLAND HOUSTON 

TOTAL POPULATION 639,863 2,303,482 

ANNUAL GROWTH RATE (%) 1.47 0.82 

POPULATION DENSITY (PEOPLE/SQ. MILE) 4,588 3,689 

LAND AREA (SQ. MILES) 133 600 

AVERAGE HOUSEHOLD SIZE 2.3 2.7 

MEDIAN AGE 36.6 32.6 

ETHNICITY (%) 

WHITE-NON-HISPANIC 

BLACK-NON-HISPANIC 

HISPANIC 

ASIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER-NON-HISPANIC 

ALL OTHERS 

 

71.6 

5.7 

9.8 

8.0 

4.9 

 

25.5 

22.7 

43.9 

6.4 

1.5 

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME ($) 55,698 46,771 

OCCUPIED HOUSING UNITS – RENTER 

(UNITS – %) 

119,632 – 47.1 458,732 – 56.3 

OCCUPIED HOUSING UNITS – OWNER 

(UNITS – %) 

134,535 – 52.9 355,867 – 43.7 

MEDIAN GROSS RENT ($) 983 884 

MEDIAN HOUSE VALUE ($) 298,829 133,364 

Table 3. City of Portland and City of Houston demographic snapshots. 

Source: Social Explorer Tables: ACS 2015 (5-Year Estimates) (SE), ACS 2015 (5-Year Estimates), Social 
Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau. Adjusted for inflation to 2016 US dollars. 
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One issue of studying land development and urban redevelopment trends is that there 

is no singular source of data to provide accurate and up to date information. While city issued 

permits provide insight into approved construction, renovation, and demolition, this figure does 

not account for speculative or rumored developments, which are numerous in cities with 

rapidly growing populations. In order to gather some insight into these undocumented 

developments, I chose to include sources such as business journals, independent planning and 

development websites, and development blogs.  

One intriguing tool, Devmap.io (powered by REscour), aggregates crowdsourced intel on 

development, categorizing each as proposed, under construction, or completed. Unfortunately, 

these kinds of tools are highly dependent on interested persons inputting and sourcing the data 

on development, and as such data may quickly become obsolete or outdated. When studying 

these sources, it is important to note they often do not include single-family development. 

Moreover, an active userbase is necessary to maintain accuracy and temporality, yielding 

undercounting in cities with a low userbase. For my chosen cities, the userbase in Houston is 

much more active than in Portland.  

Regardless, these sources, while not as reliable as city documents, provide at least a 

broad portrayal of land development and redevelopment in their respective cities. Therefore, 

these tools should be considered supplemental to official records. Figure 9 below displays the 

broad strokes of development and permitting occurring or proposed to occur in Portland. 

Figure 10 is the crowdsourced development map. While I’ve included this map for consistency 

purposes, it is important to note its distinctly low user contribution, offering a largely 

inaccurate view of development occurring in the city. 
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Figure 9. Portland development map.  

Source: Next Portland 
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Figure 10. Crowdsourced development map of Portland.  

Source: Devmap.io, 2017 

Houston Development Primer 

 Houston, Texas, in direct contrast to Portland, is the purported planner’s nightmare, and 

developer’s paradise. It is a city which supposedly took keenly to the notion of the Wild West of 

development, and snubbed its nose at the thought of formal use-based (“Euclidean”) zoning. It 

lies in a region with highways twenty lanes wide, where planning tools seem few and far 
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between. Regulations are limited so as not to constrict the free market and its asserted rational 

wisdom. The region continues to swell in both land area and population. 

Suburbanization continues almost autonomously, further entrenching the automobile 

dependency of the city and region. No urban growth boundaries exist here, where private 

markets rule. And yet, could the city which avoids using the “z-word” provide key lessons 

regarding sustainable development? While no zoning exists, the city’s development and land 

use regulations end up looking quite a bit like a zoning ordinance, if in inchoate form. Deed 

restrictions are another primary channel of development control, which are often set in place 

by residents with abundant time and resources. 

One interesting plot to follow is the recent adoption of Houston’s first general plan, Plan 

Houston, which could mark a shift in the winds for the guidance of growth for the fourth largest 

city in the United States (City of Houston Planning & Development Department, 2015). Table 4 

below provides a quick snapshot of the City of Houston as a census place in 2016.  

Unfortunately, the City of Houston does not offer a database to comprehensively study 

development as in Portland, and as such I was unable to create a holistic view of the 

development occurring in the city. Therefore, Figure 11 depicts the platting activity in Houston 

over the past two years, provided by the city’s planning department. This platting activity is 

primarily occurring in the city’s extraterritorial jurisdiction (ETJ). In Texas cities, the ETJ is not 

technically within the city’s boundaries, but the city maintains some regulatory power in its 

development patterns. Figure 12 is the crowdsourced development map. 
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STATISTIC FIGURE 

TOTAL POPULATION 2,303,482 

ANNUAL GROWTH RATE (%) 0.82 

POPULATION DENSITY (PEOPLE/SQ. MILE) 3,689 

LAND AREA (SQ. MILES) 600 

AVERAGE HOUSEHOLD SIZE 2.7 

MEDIAN AGE 32.6 

ETHNICITY (%) 

WHITE-NON-HISPANIC 

BLACK-NON-HISPANIC 

HISPANIC 

ASIAN/PACIFIC ISLANDER-NON-HISPANIC 

ALL OTHERS 

 

25.5 

22.7 

43.9 

6.4 

1.5 

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME ($) 46,771 

OCCUPIED HOUSING UNITS – RENTER 

(UNITS – %) 

458,732 – 56.3 

OCCUPIED HOUSING UNITS – OWNER 

(UNITS – %) 

355,867 – 43.7 

MEDIAN GROSS RENT ($) 884 

MEDIAN HOUSE VALUE ($) 133,364 

Table 4. City of Houston demographic snapshot. 

Source: Social Explorer Tables: ACS 2015 (5-Year Estimates) (SE), ACS 2015 (5-Year Estimates), Social 
Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau. Adjusted for inflation to 2016 US dollars. 
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Figure 11. City of Houston platting activity, 2015-2016.  

Source: City of Houston Planning & Development Department, 2017 
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Figure 12. Crowdsourced development map of Houston.  

Source: Devmap.io, 2017 
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Results 

 As the central research question revolves around constructive conflict, I have chosen to 

structure the results in categories of controversial and noncontroversial, as opposed to 

grouping by city. As a reminder, I largely determined the controversial nature of the 

developments by analyzing media coverage and by the process which unfolded. I review and 

narrate the four case studies in similar styles, sourcing from topical media and news as well as 

personal interviews conducted of actors involved in the development processes. The purpose of 

this section is to construct a coherent narrative sourced from diverse perspectives. Discussion 

and rumination will be reserved for the final chapter. The aerial maps below provide general 

context as to the location of the development sites within the cities of Portland and Houston.  

 

Figure 13. Aerial photo of the two Portland development case studies.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 
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Figure 14. Aerial photo of the two Houston development case studies.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 

CASE STUDY CATEGORY SIZE (ACRES) STATUS 
ALBERTA COMMONS, 
PORTLAND OR 

Controversial 1.78 Under Construction 

1717 BISSONNET, 
HOUSTON, TX 

Controversial 1.65 Previous structure 
demolished, currently 
vacant; construction to 
begin soon 

TWO-THIRDS PROJECT, 
PORTLAND, OR 

Noncontroversial 0.31 Completed 

CITYCENTRE (INITIAL/PHASE 
I DEVELOPMENT), 
HOUSTON, TX 

Noncontroversial 37.0 Completed 

Table 5. Case study category, size, and development status. 

 

Controversial Developments 

Case Study 1 — Alberta Commons/Trader Joe’s Development (Portland, OR) 

 The Alberta Commons development case study is a mixed-use project located in 

northeast Portland. The development is sited at the intersection of NE Alberta Street and NE 
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Martin Luther King JR Boulevard, around two miles from the city’s central business district, as 

can be seen in Figure 15 and Figure 16. 

 

Figure 15. Alberta Commons development site aerial.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 
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Figure 16. Alberta Commons development site perspective.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 

Alberta Commons received national media attention after controversy was ignited 

surrounding the lack of transparency in the methods of financing and selling of the land by the 

city’s Portland Development Commission (PDC), as well as the proposed addition of a Trader 

Joe’s grocery store in the development sparking gentrification worries (Theen, 2015). The PDC, 

a quasi-governmental body, recently underwent a rebranding and restructure this year, 

becoming Prosper Portland, whose focus shifted to equitable reinvestment in communities. 

Prosper Portland simultaneously functions as the economic, redevelopment, and urban renewal 

agency of the City of Portland. This primarily entails management of the city’s tax increment 

financing (TIF) districts and business development. The agency also has the authority to 

participate in redevelopment, including the ability to buy, hold, sell, and lease land towards the 

city’s goals and strategic direction, as well as forming public private partnerships and forming 
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five-year action plans for urban renewal areas and communities (Director of Development at 

Prosper Portland, personal communication, August 16, 2017). 

“We see our role as translating policy and regulatory goals into implementation that 
the private sector buys into with us. And vice versa, translating private sector 

constraints and opportunities back to the regulatory bodies as they’re thinking about 
policy on development and regulation on development. That’s the world we live in, 

having feet in both the private sector in the community, and the regulatory or 
infrastructure role.” 

Director of Development at Prosper Portland - 2017 

 Prosper Portland broadly defines urban renewal as the following: “Urban renewal is a 

state-authorized redevelopment and finance program designed to help communities improve 

and redevelop areas that are physically deteriorated, suffering economic stagnation, unsafe or 

poorly planned” (Prosper Portland, 2017a). Urban renewal areas are often comprised of several 

TIF districts as well. Alberta Commons is located in the “Interstate Corridor Urban Renewal 

Area”, as can be seen in Figure 17 below. Interestingly enough, my second case study in 

Portland, the Two-Thirds Project, is located on the fringe of the same sizable urban renewal 

area.  
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Figure 17. City of Portland urban renewal areas.  

Source: Prosper Portland, 2017 

For the case study of Alberta Commons, of particular importance is the fact that north-

northeast Portland and its communities and neighborhoods are primarily composed of minority 

households, specifically African American (US Census, 2017). As the City of Portland has 

experienced a rapid dwindling of its minority population from the central city in recent years, 

the remaining communities are keenly aware of and sensitive to proposed changes in their 

neighborhoods. Figure 18 depicts the increase in white population in the neighborhood, 

exacerbating displacement of the black population from the central city.  

ALBERTA COMMONS 

TWO-THIRDS PROJECT 
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Figure 18. The significant increase in white population in central Portland.  

Source: The Oregonian, 2011 

The census block groups of the case study and immediate surrounding area are on 

average 18.4% African American, ranging from 7.4% to 46.5%, compared to 6.3% citywide (US 

Census, 2017). The Albina neighborhood, where the development was slated to materialize, is 

also a historically African American neighborhood.  

  The general narrative of the development appears to be that the city owned the piece 

of vacant land for as many as 15 years. After an inability to sell the land, the PDC discounted the 

land to bring in Majestic Realty, a potential developer located in California. Around 2013, the 

developer purchased the land and performed a series of community engagement events. 

Alberta Commons hit a bottleneck after the announcement of a Trader Joe’s grocery was to be 

included in the development in 2014. While many planners in the city argued that the area 

existed as a food desert, this may have been more due to a stringent definition than an actual 

lack of grocery options. A few key grocery stores existed in the area at the time, including the 

Alberta Cooperative Grocery around a half mile away, amongst other small marketplaces.  
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The African American community again felt that they had been left out of the 

conversation, and that the introduction of a Trader Joe’s would exacerbate gentrification woes 

in the neighborhood. This inflection point sparked the involvement and activation of the 

Portland African American Leadership Forum (PAALF), a local organization focused on 

coalescing members of a multitude of black organizations in Portland around a shared issue and 

strategy (Former Director of PAALF, personal communication, August 14, 2017). PAALF’s 2014 

cohort had chosen gentrification as their issue to tackle and campaign for at the time. 

Moreover, the organization argued that its overarching goal was to highlight the inequity 

present in the development commission’s process and lack of transparency in projects that 

affect the black community (Theen, Ashby, 2014).  

 

Figure 19. Protesters of the Alberta Commons development.  

Source: Khalil Edwards, The Oregonian, 2016 
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Figure 20. Alberta Commons timeline prior to finalized development plan.  

Source: PDC Presentation, 2015 

The development quickly became the focal point of the PAALF campaign. A letter was 

drafted by the organization and sent to the mayor at the time, Charlie Hales, as well as the 

then-executive director and director of business and social equity of the PDC. The letter in its 

entirety is displayed in the Appendix. PAALF’s letter marked a turning point in the story, making 

a series of demands from the City of Portland and the PDC, displayed on the following page. 
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“As a community, we demand that the City of Portland and Portland Development 
Commission commit to the following: 

Suspend all further TIF funded development in Interstate Corridor Urban Renewal 
area. 

Account for all spending in the Interstate Urban Renewal Area since its inception to 
include individual recipients and amounts and make that information readily 

available to the public. 

Suspend the development of the property on NE MLK Jr. Blvd. and Alberta St. until a 
sufficient amount of affordable housing is incorporated and an independent, 

community-controlled body can negotiate a legally binding community benefits 
agreement. 

Publicly endorse the position that Legacy Emmanuel Hospital must relinquish the still 
vacant property on the corner of North Russell and Williams, and bequeath it to the 

African American community in the form of a community land trust. Formerly the 
location of a Black business district, the Emmanuel Hospital expansion razed and 
displaced hundreds of African American homeowners and businesses on this site 

almost 40 years ago.” 

The Portland African American Leadership Forum - 2014 

 PAALF’s letter likely spurred Trader Joe’s reversal on the development, demarcating a 

pre-and-post letter Alberta Commons development. Widespread attention was garnered, with 

statements produced by the NAACP chapter and even mentions on national media, such as 

Conan O’Brien (Parks, 2014). At this point, Majestic Realty distanced itself while the community 

dialogue occurred and its vision took shape. A lengthy delay on the scale of years occurred, 

rendering some of the initial community input gathered by the developer outdated, as the 

neighborhood was transforming at a rapid pace. However, the developer largely chose to move 

forward with the previously collected input, creating dissent within the current residents of the 

neighborhood. The development quickly became a point of contention for the neighborhood, 
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primarily based upon historic underrepresentation of the community (Former Chair of the PDC, 

personal communication, August 14, 2017). At a macro scale, there were also citywide issues of 

housing affordability, gentrification, and displacement of long term residents present, seeming 

to materialize particularly poignantly in the predominantly African American Albina 

neighborhood. 

 Following PAALF’s letter to the city and PDC, Prosper Portland and the community have 

transformed Alberta Commons into a multifamily development with affordable retail, including 

a Natural Grocers. The city has committed $20 million dollars for affordable housing in the 

development. A project working group (PWG) resulted in the formation of an advisory 

committee for the development, the Implementation, Monitoring and Accountability 

Committee (IMAC). IMAC is comprised of community members who are tasked with ensuring 

the Community Benefits Agreement (CBA) is adhered to. The CBA maintains benchmarks that 

the development is required to meet, such as a certain percentage minority workforce. The 

prime general contractor for the development, Colas Construction, is a minority-owned family 

business, which is responsible for ensuring the hiring procedures adhere to the CBA 

benchmarks. Prosper Portland maintains the master lease and tenanting of the retail portion of 

the development (Prosper Portland, 2017b).  

While visiting, I happened upon a public IMAC meeting regarding an update on Alberta 

Commons, hosted by Prosper Portland and led by Colas Construction. The development is 

currently under construction, with no set opening date, but a general timeline of finishing by 

late 2017 (Prosper Portland, 2017b). The delay from the expected opening of May 2017 was 

largely due to a backlog in the city’s public works department permitting system. As the project 



63 
 

went through Prosper Portland, it will be at least built to minimum LEED Silver standards. I will 

be eagerly following the conclusion of the Alberta Commons development and both its initial 

tenants and community impact. Below is a development timeline, site plan, and building 

elevations from a PDC presentation given in February, 2016. Following this is a set of photos I 

took during a site visit on August 17, 2017. 

 

Figure 21. Alberta Commons development timeline post-PAALF letter; occupancy has still not occurred as 
of my site visit in August 2017.  

Source: PDC Presentation, 2016 
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Figure 22. Alberta Commons site plan.  

Source: PDC Presentation, 2016 
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Figure 23. Alberta Commons elevations and materials.  

Source: PDC Presentation, 2016 

 

Figure 24. Alberta Commons under construction at the intersection of Alberta and MLK., the heavily 
trafficked southeast corner. 
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Figure 25. Alberta Commons along Alberta St., the southern boundary of the development. 

 

Figure 26. Alberta Commons along Garfield Ave., the western boundary, displaying the transition to a 
traditional single-family neighborhood. 
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Figure 27. Alberta Commons along NE Sumner St., the northern boundary, displaying architectural details 
intended to harmonize with the surrounding context. 

 

Figure 28. Alberta Commons along NE Sumner St., the northern boundary, with a view into interior spaces. 
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Figure 29. Alberta Commons along MLK St., the eastern boundary, with similar density to surrounding 
context. 

Case Study 2 — 1717 Bissonnet/Ashby High-Rise (Houston, TX) 

 My second controversial case study is located in a primarily residential neighborhood 

west of downtown Houston, around two miles away from the city’s central business district. 

The site is proximate to Rice University, and is somewhat colloquially referred to as the Rice 

neighborhood. The official name of the development is 1717 Bissonnet (the address of the site), 

but was commonly nicknamed the Ashby High-Rise, so I’ve included both names as a reference 

for further research.  

The site is being developed by Houston-based Buckhead Investment Partners, a “real 

estate development firm focused on the development, ownership and operation of multifamily 

residential properties” (Buckhead Investment Partners, 2006). The site is located along 

Bissonnet Street and Ashby Street, a major collector and quieter neighborhood street, 
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respectively (City of Houston Planning & Development Department, 2017). Figure 30 and Figure 

31 below display an aerial and perspective view of the 1717 Bissonnet development site. 

 

Figure 30. 1717 Bissonnet aerial view of development site.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 
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Figure 31. 1717 Bissonnet perspective view of development site.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 

 I chose the 1717 Bissonnet development as a case study due to its intriguing and 

complicated process, which I believe may provide utility in understanding constructive conflict 

and sustainable development. The development timeline for the 1717 Bissonnet project 

unfolded through a series of events which seemed to almost strike a death knell to the project, 

but yet it persisted. Buckhead Investment Partners purchased the site in 2006, hiring EDI as the 

project’s design firm. At this point, an antiquated apartment complex existed on the site, 

largely housing students and staff from Rice University.  

The development plat was submitted a year later, in mid-2007, and shortly thereafter 

the site plan was approved by the city planning department. A traffic impact analysis was then 

conducted and approved by the appropriate city department, but approval was nearly 

immediately retracted after public outcry occurred regarding the development (Buckhead 
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Investment Partners, 2013). The affluent Ashby neighborhood then organized an effort to block 

the development, coining the monikers of Ashby High-Rise and the Tower of Traffic.  

 

Figure 32. Residents adjacent to the site posted signs protesting the development.  

A temporary moratorium on permitting was then issued by the mayor, and city efforts 

began to draft a high-density ordinance to confine dense development to targeted areas in the 

city. However, as the developer had vested rights from submitting the plat, the development 

was grandfathered in under the regulations in effect at the time of submittal. 

 Under Texas development law, vested rights are established as soon as the 

development plat is submitted. Vested rights essentially refer to the right of the developer to 

continue the project under the development rules and land use regulations in effect at the time 

of submittal of the permit. Vested rights extend as long as the development is not perceived to 

be dormant and as long as the permit has not lapsed or expired (Wilson, 2012). 
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 The developer then held public meetings with residents in the neighborhood to attempt 

to arrive upon a compromise design which would appease all parties. These attempts at a 

mutually agreed upon alternative were rejected by both the neighborhood and the mayor. New 

permit applications were then submitted for lower density and different program alternatives, 

but rejected by the city in accordance with a citywide Driveway Ordinance. After several 

attempts at negotiation appeared to be futile, the developer eventually succeeded in its 11th 

permit attempt, gaining approval by all necessary departments, including traffic analysis. The 

development at this point had been reduced in height, with certain amenities removed which 

were perceived to increase traffic in the area.  

After gaining approval in 2010, the developer files a lawsuit against the City of Houston, 

which was settled two years later. Under the settlement, the “developer agrees to reduce 

height of building to 21 stories, limit maximum of net traffic trips, restrict driveway usage, 

provide resident shuttle service and make various design changes to the Project” (Buckhead 

Investment Partners, 2013). The settlement also initiates the formation of a third-party 

committee to perform as the arbiter between the developer, the city, and the neighborhood. 

This committee hosts monthly forums to hear neighborhood concerns and development 

updates. 

By 2013, the existing apartment complex undergoes demolition, leaving a vacant site 

prepared for construction. Less than a month after demolition, a collective of residents files a 

lawsuit against the developer, claiming that the proposed development would be a nuisance by 

damaging property values and creating traffic issues in the neighborhood. Interestingly enough, 

the foundations of Euclidean zoning were largely built on avoiding these nuisance lawsuits. The 
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lawsuit sought to block the development from being constructed, as well as award damages 

proportional to the supposed nuisances (Buckhead Investment Partners, 2013). In 2014, the 

court initially sided with the residents’ nuisance argument, awarding damages, but not the 

moratorium on the development, as it was legally sound. The developers then appealed the 

lower court’s decision to a state appellate court. The state court recently reversed the decision 

last year in 2016, claiming that nuisance was inappropriate for a building that was yet to be 

built. In other words, damages cannot be awarded for prospective nuisance (Festa, 2016.) The 

court’s decision sets a precedent on Texas development: if the correct permits are received and 

the development adheres to existing land use regulations, it is allowed to proceed and be built. 

“If an owner follows the rules, then his or her property rights should be protected. If 
someone wants to use and develop their property, and his plans comply with all of 

the legal requirements, he shouldn’t be vetoed by neighbors. NIMBY arguments tend 
to restrict freedom, deny property rights and thwart the development that the 
market desires, just to try and keep undesirable projects and people out of the 

community.” 

Matthew Festa, Kinder Scholar at Rice University – 2016 

 The site of 1717 Bissonnet remains vacant more than a decade after plans to develop 

the site were initiated. Few updates are made public, but the project is expected to move 

forward with construction in a timely manner, and both a design firm (EDI Architecture) and 

general contractor (Linbeck Group LLC) have been hired. The development is also aiming for 

LEED Silver certification. Nonetheless, the residents have also made clear their potential intent 

to file a second lawsuit after the development is built. This attitude resounds of NIMBY-ism and 

unconstructive contrarianism, and therefore facilitated unconstructive conflict as no 
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compromise was sought. I expand upon the impacts of the conflict which occurred in the Ashby 

High-Rise development in Chapter 4. 

 My site visit to the 1717 Bissonnet site was enlightening. It was difficult to imagine how 

a purported tower in the park might affect a seemingly serene neighborhood. With feet on the 

ground, I experienced the development in a different light. While it’s true that the area was 

relatively low density and the development would be uniquely lofty in its context, the impact of 

a mixed-use multifamily complex seemed more beneficial than harmful. Bissonnet serves as a 

major thoroughfare, although it is only a three-lane road. At midday, traffic was a nonissue, 

though there were more vehicles passing by than I would have thought. Nearby the 

development were a medical center, an elementary school, and Rice University. The 

surrounding area also housed neighborhood scale retail, as well as an active bus line. Walking 

the neighborhoods, it was clear the remnants of protest were consolidated to those 

immediately adjacent to the development; tower of traffic signs all but disappeared only a 

couple blocks outward. It will be interesting to see the development in its final form, the 

precedent set for development in Houston, and the residents’ reaction moving forward. Below 

is a set of figures provided by Buckhead Investment Partners’ website illustrating elevations, 

plans, and renderings of the proposed development. Following this is a collection of photos 

taken during my site visit on August 21, 2017.  
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Figure 33. 1717 Bissonnet ground floor plan.  

Source: Buckhead Investment Partners, 2013 
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Figure 34. 1717 Bissonnet streetscape plan.  

Source: Buckhead Investment Partners, 2013 
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Figure 35. 1717 Bissonnet perspective rendering.  

Source: Court of Appeals of Texas, Fourteenth District, Houston, 2016 

 

Figure 36. 1717 Bissonnet street level elevation.  

Source: Buckhead Investment Partners, 2013 
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Figure 37. 1717 Bissonnet pedestrian plaza.  

Source: Buckhead Investment Partners, 2013 

 

Figure 38. 1717 Bissonnet street level section.  

Source: Buckhead Investment Partners, 2013 
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Figure 39. 1717 Bissonnet section displaying proposed townhomes.  

Source: Buckhead Investment Partners, 2013 

 

Figure 40. 1717 Bissonnet site along Ashby St. 
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Figure 41. 1717 Bissonnet development site, currently vacant. 

 

Figure 42. The edge of the 1717 Bissonnet development along Ashby St., showing the relationship to 
existing homes. 
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Figure 43. 1717 Bissonnet along Ashby St. 

 

Figure 44. 1717 Bissonnet along Bissonnet St. 
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Figure 45. 1717 Bissonnet along Bissonnet St. 

 

Figure 46. 1717 Bissonnet along Bissonnet St., showing the eastern edge. 
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Figure 47. A view of the 1717 Bissonnet development site from the NE corner. 

 

Figure 48. Signs protesting the development still remain along Bissonnet St. 



84 
 

 

Figure 49. Neighborhood scale retail and office along Bissonnet St. 

 

Figure 50. Bissonnet St. 
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Figure 51. Bus stop along Bissonnet St. 

Noncontroversial Developments 

Case Study 3 — Two-Thirds Project (Portland, OR) 

 The second Portland case study is located in the established northwest St. Johns 

neighborhood. This neighborhood is commonly referred to as old Portland, and is largely 

unaffected by the development pressures occurring elsewhere in the core of the city. The Two-

Thirds Project was a unique brownfield redevelopment located at the intersection of N. 

Lombard St. and N. Baltimore Ave., around five miles distance from the city’s central business 

district. Figures 52 and 53 below display aerial views of the development site.  
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Figure 52. Two-Thirds Project aerial view of the development site.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 

 

Figure 53. Two-Thirds Project perspective view of the development site.  

Source; Google Earth, 2017 



87 
 

 The Two-Thirds Project was developed in 2016 by Guerrilla Development, a Portland-

based development company. Guerrilla Development has begun to make waves in the Portland 

development community by shifting focus away from highest and best use – i.e. highest return 

on investment – to highest and best benefit for the community. This typically results in a non-

maximized square footage development, with smaller and more affordable residential, retail, 

commercial, or office units. This was also the case in the Two-Thirds project, which was named 

due to the decision to only utilize two-thirds of the maximum allowed square footage on the 

site. As I was speaking with a project manager in the company, it quickly became apparent that 

the firm truly believes in responsive and responsible development which benefits the 

community. 

 The development site was on a brownfield, triggering certain city processes and unique 

funding opportunities through the EPA’s federal brownfield grant program. The costs of 

cleaning up brownfields can be alleviated somewhat through the city’s efforts, as the grants can 

be applied to environmental site assessments for developments. The city can also assist in the 

clean-up process itself. For this particular site, the city had purchased the land in 1976, where a 

former service station and car garage had existed. The city removed underground tanks and 

contaminated soil with a $200,000 Brownfield Cleanup Grant from the EPA. (City of Portland 

Environmental Services, 2014).  

The city eventually published an RFP (request for proposals) to architects and 

developers to brainstorm ideas and designs for the site. The submitted designs were all 

reviewed by a St. Johns community panel. At first, the project was awarded to a different set of 

local developers, whose plans were largely to adhere to the traditional highest and best use 
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strategy to maximize square footage and floor area ratios (FAR). However, the developer 

eventually determined that they could not create a profitable development and reneged on the 

project. Guerrilla Development’s Two-Thirds Project was the runner up choice, and was then 

awarded the development (Project Manager at Guerrilla Development, personal 

communication, August 15, 2017). While there was no official community engagement process, 

the community selection committee seems to have played the role of facilitating feedback and 

speaking for the community as a whole. Figure 54 below displays the site plan of the Two-

Thirds Project.  

“I think it [the Two-Thirds Project] is a really good program for the site, now that 
everything has kind of been wrapped up, and figured out, it’s a really nice place for 

St. John’s… I think it’s a lot cooler, and a lot more positive for the community than if it 
had been just this monolithic block. I mean it’s hard to say, because obviously what 
they chose at first was not that, it was the typical solution. But however it worked 

out, it worked out, and people really like it… there’s a lot of pedestrian traffic on that 
street and a lot of curiosity about it.” 

Project Manager at Guerrilla Development - 2017 
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Figure 54. Two-Thirds Project site plan, displaying the non-maximized square footage strategy.  

Source: Guerrilla Development 

After the community’s selection, the project seemed to follow a typical development 

timeline, with few moments for pause, aside from a delay in the construction process likely due 

to the site’s status as a brownfield and the general contractor selected. While this project was 

intriguing due to its unique process, the city RFP process is much more formal than a typical 

development process. A large majority of development happens at the community level, with 

localized interest and actors. RFPs happen at the scale of an entire city, or sometimes at an 

even larger scale, and may endure higher levels of scrutiny from the community at large. Local 

developers tend to be more in tune with the surrounding community, and are able to practice 

more reflexive planning and development. In Guerrilla Development’s case, this amounts to a 
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dialogue between community members and the developer. A tight-knit public is formed around 

this process, including architects, designers, developers, and financial institutions.  

The canonical development process for Guerrilla Development is entirely informal and 

grassroots. It begins with the founder and principal of the firm finding a suitable site for 

development, either through self-led research or a colleague or partner bringing the site to 

their attention. After referencing the zoning code, the principal formulates an agreement with 

the building owner on a fair purchase price, and begins brainstorming appropriate 

programming for the development. At this point, a vision for the site is materializing, as well as 

a barebones pro forma, which is then conveyed to investors and financial institutions. Then, a 

vague sense is gathered whether the project is feasible with available capital. If feasible, the 

project moves forward with design, where either an architecture firm is engaged, or if simple 

enough, done in-house (Project Manager at Guerrilla Development, personal communication, 

August 15, 2017). 

“Very few people come to an architect and say, ‘I have this piece of land, I have no 
idea what to do with it.’ They usually have some pretty specific ideas of what they 
want to do. So I guess I view my role [as an architect] as helping land owners and 

developers see their vision through, while hopefully doing no harm to the community 
as a whole, offering suggestions to their program if I see there’s a way to benefit the 
community better. But I have to admit, the first and foremost, architects are going to 

be beholden to whoever is paying them at the time, but never to the detriment of 
doing something unethical or that we think is harmful to the environment.” 

Principal Architect at Brett Schulz Architecture – 2017 

 As the design matures, the construction phase of the development is initiated. This 

involves setting final design and construction documents being submitted to the city for 
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approval. Simultaneously, contractors are brought into the conversation, who typically begin a 

dialogue on the true costs of the project. If costs are higher than estimated, then the financial 

institutions are reengaged and the developer negotiates for more upfront capital (Project 

Manager at Guerrilla Development, personal communication, August 15, 2017). Construction 

begins after all permits are approved and finances squared away. The construction period is 

heavily dependent upon the contractor, size and type of development, worker pools, city 

infrastructure, materials, and weather.  

After construction is completed, many developers sell the finished built commodity to a 

new owner or owners, which introduces an important issue that I expand upon in Chapter 4. In 

Guerrilla Development’s model, building ownership is retained within the firm, allowing control 

over the management, tenanting and master leasing, and maintenance processes (Project 

Manager at Guerrilla Development, personal communication, August 15, 2017). Initial tenanting 

is usually vital to the success of the development, so it is critical to find occupants that 

complement each other. This in-house management has yielded successful results for the firm, 

typically pre-leasing 100% of developments (Project Manager at Guerrilla Development, 

personal communication, August 15, 2017).  

 The Two-Thirds development has now been completed for over a year, and seems to be 

successful. My site visit to the development resulted in a relaxed afternoon of people watching. 

Pedestrians and cyclists often stopped and craned their necks to see what the uniquely situated 

buildings offered, with a sizeable portion eventually drawn into the restaurants, even during off 

hours. The St. John’s neighborhood is for the most part walkable, with tree lined streets, wide 

sidewalks, slow speed limit streets, and less vehicular traffic. I explored most of the surrounding 
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area, including back-of-house areas, and never felt uncomfortable or dismayed by the scale or 

program of the new addition of the Two-Thirds project. The project fit well within the 

surrounding context. The transition of public face, to quasi-public space, to private residences 

seemed natural and mutually benefited from each other’s presence. The development is surely 

an understated value add for the community which delights in non-assuming buildings, hyper 

locality, and steadied transformation. The following is a series of photographs from my visit to 

the Two-Thirds Project on August 17, 2017. 

 

Figure 55. Two-Thirds Project along N. Lombard St. 
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Figure 56. Two-Thirds Project along N. Lombard St., displaying the open-air patio. 

 

Figure 57. Two-Thirds Project along N. Lombard St. 
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Figure 58. Two-Thirds Project frontage and sidewalk. 

 

Figure 59. Two-Thirds Project open-air interior corridors. 
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Figure 60. Two-Thirds Project community garden. 

 

Figure 61. Two-Thirds Project outdoor seating area. 
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Figure 62. Residential units in the Two-Thirds Project towards the rear of the development. 

Source: Sam Tenney, DJC Oregon, 2016 

 

Case Study 4 — CityCentre (Houston, TX) 

 CityCentre served as a vital catalyst for urban redevelopment in Houston. The 

development has received numerous awards and was chosen as a case study by the Urban Land 

Institute in 2015. My research primarily focuses on Phase I of CityCentre, which was the initial 

arm of the development, cementing the area as a new gathering place in the city. CityCentre is 

located at the meeting of Katy Freeway and the Sam Houston Tollway, around eleven miles 

from the city’s central business district. The case study is by far the largest of my research and is 

seemingly an outlier. However, I believe the lessons learned from the revitalization of the built 
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environment were vital to understanding the development process, especially so in the United 

States, as traditional shopping malls become outmoded and ripe for redevelopment. 

 

Figure 63. Aerial view of the CityCentre Phase I development.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 

 

Figure 64. Perspective view of the CityCentre Phase I Development.  

Source: Google Earth, 2017 
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Figure 65. CityCentre development site plan, focusing on Phase I which has been completed.  

Source: Urban Land Institute Case Studies, 2015 

 CityCentre was developed by Midway Companies, a large and established real estate 

development and investment firm based in Houston. The firm has an expansive portfolio in the 
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Houston area, creating developments for nearly the past 50 years, with an intent focus on 

mixed use since the mid-2000s (Midway Companies, 2017). At the time of purchase, the site 

which would house CityCentre was occupied by a declining regional shopping mall. 

Interestingly, the actual center of population of Houston is shifting westward, which likely 

prompted Midway to preemptively invest in the area. Midway purchased the property in 2004, 

but patiently held the land as existing easement agreements with large retailers expired or 

were also acquired. Table 6 below summarizes the development timeline of CityCentre (Urban 

Land Institute, 2015).  

“We are the developer, so we’re the ones that identify and generate investment 
ideas, we do all of the planning and concept work, we raise capital around those 

ideas, and then actually execute them. We also manage all of our properties, except 
for hotels. We’re investing our own capital on the theories that we have, and we win 

or lose based on that. We’re not fee developers, we develop our own account 
primarily. We live and die with the choices we make.” 

Chairman of Midway Companies – 2017 
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DEVELOPMENT TIMELINE      
Year 

MALL SITE PURCHASED/PLANNING BEGAN May 2004 
NEIMAN MARCUS SITE PURCHASED 2004 
MALL DEMOLISHED Early 2005 
CONSTRUCTION STARTED January 2007 
PHASE I COMPLETED (HOTEL, OFFICE, 
MULTIFAMILY, RETAIL) 

August 2009 

GRAND OPENING Spring 2010 
CITYCENTRE TWO SOLD September 

2011 
ALASKA PERMANENT FUND CORPORATION 
INVESTS 

September 
2011 

CITYCENTRE THREE OPENS 2012 
CITYCENTRE FOUR OPENS Summer 2013 
FOUR POINTS HOTEL ACQUIRED August 2013 
ADDITIONAL 6.4-ACRE NORTH PARCEL 
ACQUIRED 

2014 

ASCENT APARTMENTS OPEN 2014 
CITYCENTRE FIVE CONSTRUCTION BEGINS February 2014 
COMPLETION EXPECTED FOR ORIGINAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

August 2015 

Table 6. CityCentre development timeline.  

Source: ULI Case Studies, 2015 

 Midway’s development process, while elongated, revolved around acquiring ownership 

of the expansive site at an early stage in 2004. At the time, a deteriorating mall existed on the 

site, but overall was well situated in terms of infrastructure and transportation. The site sat 

near major employment centers, namely the Energy Corridor and the Westchase Business 

District, and was adjacent to some of the wealthiest zip codes in Houston, as well as synergizing 

with the high performing shopping center, Town and Country Village nearby. These criteria 

weighed heavily into investment decisions regarding real estate (CEO of Midway Companies, 

personal communication, August 24, 2017). In Midway’s case, there was not a clear indication 

of a vision for the site, but the movement of the markets demanded quick acquisition. 

Following the purchase of the site, Midway performed traditional market research, such as 
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demand for certain types of buildings and land uses, as well as absorption rates in the region 

(CEO of Midway Companies, personal communication, August 24, 2017).  

One key asset, especially in Houston, was the existing parking garages, which were the 

only pieces of the site untouched by demolition. The eventual program for the site, which 

included office, retail, multifamily, and hospitality, was partially written to fit within the scope 

of these parking garages (CEO of Midway Companies, personal communication, August 24, 

2017). After the program took shape, Midway held an architectural competition to identify the 

eventual design firm to create the vision of the development. The firm chosen was Gensler, a 

sizeable architecture and engineering firm known for designing dense urban environments, 

who organized a trip to research similarly situated developments and takeaways for the future 

CityCentre development. Following the research trip, Midway began creating their 

development plans, such as the phasing and pro forma. Kirksey Architecture was also brought 

into the collaborative team as a sustainability consultant, primarily in the role of pursuing LEED 

certification for many of the buildings in the development. The firm then sought capital from 

various sources, with a mix of both equity and debt (CEO of Midway Companies, personal 

communication, August 24, 2017). After solidifying financial backing, construction of Phase I 

began in 2007, and was completed by 2009.  

“There is, at least within our organization, a level of stewardship. You kind of have 
the obligation to do it right. That’s not to say you shouldn’t make money, it’s not a 
philanthropic effort. But you know, you can do the right thing and make money.” 

CEO of Midway Companies – 2017 
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No formal community engagement or public participation process occurred in the 

planning and development of CityCentre. In this sense, Midway retained control of the 

development process in-house, creating a streamlined progression from conceptualization to 

constructed development. On a related note, the timing of the development was critical to its 

financial success. Delays in the project could have resulted in the development unraveling and 

markets disappearing, leaving only a derelict shopping mall behind. However, this internal 

process may have excluded certain perspectives and limited community benefit, which I will 

expand upon in Chapter 4.  

I visited CityCentre on Tuesday, August 22nd around midday. Despite the pounding 

summer heat, the entirety of the mixed-use development was lively with shoppers, visitors, 

residents, and workers alike. While surrounded by suburban style development, CityCentre 

manages to feel pedestrian oriented, urban, and like a true place. A subtle spike in density at 

CityCentre from the surrounding context provides enough patronage to feel dynamic. Parking 

was kept to the edges, but internal streets were still fairly crowded with vehicles. The 

development at times felt as though its designers had been cautious not to overstep the 

transition from suburban to quasi-urban. Regardless, CityCentre has established itself as a 

resounding success and serves as a proof of concept that thoughtfully planned and well 

managed mixed-use development should rightfully exist even in un-zoned Houston. It will be 

interesting to follow the evolution of development in Houston now that the precedent has 

been set. Below is a set of pictures taken during my site visit to CityCentre. 
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Figure 66. CityCentre Plaza at center of development.  

Source: Visit Houston, 2017 
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Figure 67. CityCentre mixed use retail and office. 

 

Figure 68. CityCentre pedestrian realm, with wide sidewalks and canopies. 
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Figure 69. CityCentre interior courtyards with moments for pause and respite from the heat. 

 

Figure 70. CityCentre, viewing restaurants surrounding the central plaza. 
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Figure 71. CityCentre central plaza. 

 

Figure 72. CityCentre central plaza. 
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Figure 73. CityCentre high density office building. 

 

Figure 74. Transition to traditional strip center retail outside of CityCentre development. 
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Figure 75. Nearly completed Phase II multifamily of CityCentre, with Phase III under construction. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Discussion 
Significance of Constructive Conflict 
 While we must remain leery of any new hypothesis, results seem to suggest that 

constructive conflict does indeed create more sustainable development. The broad definition of 

sustainability adhered to in this thesis may overestimate this contention, but I argue that it is 

still a useful paradigm to explore. The case studies offer various perspectives on conflict and 

negotiation, with vastly different impacts on the built environment and sustainable 

development.  

 Let’s begin with the controversial case studies, Alberta Commons and 1717 Bissonnet. 

These projects seem to stray from the typical development timeline of prospective purchase, 

market research, design iterations, community feedback, construction, leasing, and eventually 

demolition or renovation and reuse. These projects expanded the definition of a development 

process to include political clout, affluency, and even judicial branches of government. What 

did this expansive definition of development process produce? I argue, a more appropriate and 

inclusive depiction of urban redevelopment. 

 Development is a messy, social, creative, and complex process. While it may seem there 

is a clear beginning and end to development due to the finality of the end product, in reality 

development is more a series of inputs and responses from actors in the process. Actors with 

power inevitably shape the eventual form of the development. The tug-of-war between 

competing priorities at differing scales, from community to planet, are essentially negotiations 
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between actors. This results in materialization and elicitation of power dynamics consolidated 

around a common tangible and obdurate object of the built environment. 

 Alberta Commons would likely not have become controversial if citywide issues had not 

come to an inflection point in Portland. The case studies I researched have further cemented 

my belief that development is entirely context-bound. Sustainable development is therefore 

responsive to contextual development. While designs, certifications, and pro formas may 

inevitably be copy-paste templates, pulling proven practices from other novel contexts, it must 

be the community which decides if the development reflects its desires and should proceed.  

There of course must be a balance; NIMBY communities which serve only to halt 

inevitable community change should not retain the power to stop all development. These 

communities also tend to be affluent and politically connected, coalescing clout to maintain 

power relations which favor their vision of the neighborhood. Therefore, a sustainable 

development process would be cognizant of these power relations and their impact on the 

development. Community engagement performed in good faith coupled with developer 

accountability seems to strike this balance. This community approval process will of course vary 

for each city. 

For example, the Portland communities seemingly retain much more influence on the 

outcome of development, while Houston typically defers to the developer. Community benefits 

agreements in Portland at least hold developers accountable to measurable metrics which the 

community agrees upon. In Houston, developers are not required to create this binding 

document, and are not required to perform any form of community engagement. Texas’ strong 
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property rights body politic typically means developers are allowed to do with the land what 

they wish, as long as the correct processes are followed, including platting and permitting. 

 Moreover, the outcome of Alberta Commons’ development process will inarguably 

produce a more sustainable development. The pre-PAALF development appeared unresponsive 

to local community woes. The new development includes both an ecologically focused grocer, 

funding for affordable housing, and a renewed citywide discussion on development and its 

impacts on existing communities. Without this constructive conflict, Alberta Commons, and 

perhaps even Portland itself, would be less sustainable.  

“Affordable housing is what everyone is talking about now. That would not have 
happened without us having drawn a really clear political line, yet we don’t really get 
credit for that. And many people felt uncomfortable drawing that strong political line. 
But it’s really clear that that’s what actually led people to have a conversation around 

affordable housing in Portland now. I think it’s just a reminder of how change 
actually happens. You know, it might not always feel popular at the time… but really 
it was the people who were unpopular who were saying and doing the right thing… 

which led to the conversation today.” 

Former Director of the Portland African American Leadership Forum – 2017 

 The reverse of this process seemed to occur in 1717 Bissonnet, where conflagrations 

flared at any proposed change to the community. This radical end of the spectrum, commonly 

referred to as NIMBY-ism (Not In My Backyard), is unconstructive and unsustainable. Change is 

inevitable, especially in cities. This is especially true in marginalized communities, such as in 

Alberta Commons. The question then, is how to both empower communities to guide change, 

but not halt it. While communities should have influence on the final outcome of development, 

I argue that unconstructive conflict is both inefficient and unsustainable. Unconstructive 
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conflict occurs outside of internalized processes, requiring supplemental time and resources 

from most actors involved. 

However, even in the case of 1717 Bissonnet, sustainability progress can be found. 

Largely due to the divergent process which occurred in this development, a citywide 

conversation on the equity of neighborhood protections was elevated. Eventually, new 

ordinances were drafted and adopted which gave marginalized communities similar 

opportunities to create neighborhood scale deed restrictions, as opposed to just affluent 

individuals with supplementary time and resources.  

While the constructive conflict which occurred in 1717 Bissonnet more equitably 

distributed power to guide development occurring in communities, it could also be argued that 

Houston’s affordability could suffer due to the slowing of residential development markets. 

Moreover, the case study was also a dense infill project, which would inherently be more 

sustainable than greenfield development. On the other hand, it is likely that any development 

project next to an affluent community will likely receive pushback. Other examples of dense 

infill development have occurred in Houston and will continue to occur as long as the 

development community sees the value and return on investment. 
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“I think [conflict] does expedite a more sustainable city. I think to the average citizen, 
you go about your day, you about your week, you go about your month. You’ve got a 

family, a job, maybe you go to a neighborhood association meeting every other 
month. But you’re not typically involved or paying attention to what’s outside your 

scope. It typically takes a water main breaking in somebody’s house, a busted 
sidewalk, or a crappy bus stop that you can’t use… before you get people civically 
impacted and engaged. So when a high profile issue such as the Ashby High-Rise 

comes along, and it raised that level of public awareness on something, and it’s being 
written about constantly… it initiates a certain level of discussion that maybe you 
wouldn’t have beforehand. And the city is typically the glue that kind of holds that 

together, brings all these different interest groups together to begin working on these 
issues.” 

Executive Director of Houstonians for Responsible Growth – 2017 

 One potential pitfall, however, of constructive conflict development, is the elongated 

process. An extended development process likely equates to a more expensive development 

process, whose costs are inevitably passed on to the users and consumers of the development. 

While this argument does hold some weight, I contend that constructive conflict does not 

inherently demand a longer process, just a more productive and responsive one. Once a 

community is comfortable with the current design iteration, the developer and community can 

create a binding agreement of accountability, ensuring a streamlined and efficient process 

moving forward. 

 I contend that constructive conflict, facilitated negotiation in search of meaningful 

compromise, creates more sustainable development due to three primary reasons. First, 

conflict forces communities to view development through the lens of benefits and pragmatic 

tradeoff, creating a development which is more than the sum of its parts. Second, constructive 

conflict which seeks meaningful resolution and compromise demands the dispersal of power, as 

well as illuminates different actors’ positions and priorities. Third, conflict elucidates and 
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expedites difficult yet impactful conversations and discussions. These contentions also spotlight 

the importance of the first half of the term, constructive. 

“Potentially one of the most important aspects of sustainability is, do people want to 
use the project, do people like it? So, you could build it super green with materials 
that will last thousands of years, but if it’s not the right program for the site, and 

nobody needs that building there, no one wants it, then it’s not sustainable because it 
will eventually get demolished.” 

Project Manager at Guerrilla Development – 2017 

Conversely, unconstructive conflict creates a cyclical development process with no exit 

or end in sight, until one set of actors is exhausted of either time or resources, or regulatory or 

judicial power steps in and determines the course of action. Constructive conflict demands 

powerful negotiation, mediation, and facilitation, which we as planners are supposedly experts. 

Therefore, we as planners and designers must brush aside past diachronic notions of private 

developers as evil and public development as good. It is not my intention to overstate the 

importance of planners embracing private development, but sustainable development will not 

progress quickly without a swift shift in attitude. Private developers are the city builders, 

building the vast majority of the building blocks of cities, and we must understand and facilitate 

this process better than our predecessors if there is ever to be a sustainable built environment. 

 

Ideal Development Process versus Contextual Best Practices 
Building from my previous argument that development is inherently context dependent, 

my research suggests there is no ideal development process, only consistent steps, or 

contextual best practices, which must be performed along that process. The quality of the 

performance of these steps, however, does affect the qualitative judgement of the process. 
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Therefore, there should be periodic reviews conducted, either by the city or a third party in the 

case of a certification, to ensure that the quality of the development process maintains 

integrity. Both cities I studied provided oversimplified diagrams to illustrate the permitting, 

platting, or site planning process for development, shown below. These simple diagrams focus 

only on the developer’s required actions, but assists in framing their process.  

 

Figure 76. Portland development process.  

Source: City of Portland Development Services, 2017 
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Figure 77. Houston development platting process.  

Source: City of Houston Planning & Development Department, 2017 

 

Figure 78. Houston development site plan process.  

Source: City of Houston Planning & Development Department, 2017 
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Moreover, cities take vastly different approaches to development, yielding different 

ideal development processes. An ideal process would also contend that there is a universal 

ideal outcome of development, which seems unlikely given the diverse nature of social actors. 

In both cities, I heard guffaws at researching the opposite city’s process. Truly, on the surface, it 

appears absurd to research the two. A Portland developer wouldn’t operate well in Houston, 

and a Houston developer wouldn’t operate well in Portland. Their respective approaches to and 

perspectives on the development process could not be starker in contrast. But I argue that it is 

these poles on the spectrum which elucidate the most valuable lessons.  

Even in seemingly diametrically opposed Portland and Houston, there can be found 

common themes to a more sustainable development process. To begin, the importance of 

locally responsive programming cannot be understated. Tone deaf programming and land uses 

create unnecessary hostility from the start, elongating the process and creating cost for the 

developer, who passes these costs on to the eventual patrons and residents.  

Therefore, an ideal development process would seek to minimize uncertainty and risk 

for the developer. One example of this was depicted in Portland, where developers actually 

supported community benefits agreements, as it gave them concrete and tangible benchmarks 

to meet which would satisfy the community. While the Houston development community 

would likely scoff at CBAs as a form of extortion or exaction, it is interesting to debate the 

reduction of uncertainty and minimization of risk provided by laying out clear goals, 

benchmarks, and metrics, as long as they do not go so far as to disincentivize development 

from occurring at all.  
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Another piece of the ideal process would include a strong encouragement towards 

redevelopment. In Portland, this is accomplished at the macro level via the urban growth 

boundary. While some may argue this forced density increases costs of development, I would 

counter with the fact that low density, sprawling residential development vastly increases 

infrastructure costs without a sustainable tax revenue base to support the horizontal growth 

(Carruthers, Ulfarsson, 2003).  

“In the vast majority of cases the best thing to do is work with what’s already built 
and adapt it, rather than just knocking it over and putting something new up. I guess 

you start with a sort of philosophy that mixed use is generally the best in an urban 
environment. You want to have people be able to live, and work, and play on the 

same site. That’s good for sustainability of course, because the more mixed use you 
have, and the more density, the less people are driving all over the place for their 

needs… and denser buildings are more energy efficient.” 

Project Manager at Guerrilla Development – 2017 

This thesis does not dig into the externalities of this form of low density development, 

such as inefficiency, time lost via commuting, reduction of air quality, etc., but they are also a 

vital piece of the puzzle. Redevelopment can also be encouraged and targeted in the form of 

tax-increment financing districts, but this tool can quickly become a topic of controversy, as it 

requires an increase in property values to finance itself. This rapid rise in property values is 

typically the primary reason longstanding residents of communities are forced out of their 

rooted homesteads. So, if TIF is chosen as the mechanism, a parallel effort must be made to 

keep costs steady for these established communities.  

Another somewhat obvious step in the process is to simply require new development to 

achieve certain certifications or standards to receive permitting approval. While this regulation 
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would likely require offsetting of costs, it is the simplest method to achieve a more sustainable 

built environment. Certifications will never be perfect, and could potentially be a crude tool to 

achieve sustainability. Nevertheless, it has proved itself the most universally accepted tool in 

the most diverse development contexts. Having a third-party conduct and verify results may 

not increase transparency in the process, but it does assist in removing bias and politics. 

Additionally, having a universally recognized sustainability process, as well as a shared 

vocabulary and language, creates cross-cutting performance improvements, allowing for more 

efficiency and sustainability over time as innovation occurs. 

The generic process the city requires of a developer appears to be site research, plan 

submittal, approval or disapproval of current plan by city staff, revision if necessary, permitting 

to begin construction, and final review of the development. This simple flowchart of check-ins 

and approvals sets the requirements of a developer to satisfy the city and be allowed to 

develop. This process fails to highlight the fact that the city is but one actor in the development 

process. There is a critical difference between an allowed development and a successful one. 

Genuinely sustainable development requires the process to include both macro and micro level 

of approval, from the top down and from the ground up, from the city and the community. 

Resultant contextual best practices from my research then suggest the following 

development process to provide the best benefit to developer, community, city, and 

sustainability writ large: site research, community engagement, responsive design and program 

iteration, confirmation of broad based community support, creation of accountability between 

actors, plan submittal, city review and approval or disapproval, revision if necessary, 

community benchmark checks to receive permitting, permitting, construction, final review and 
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inspection, and creation of accountability between community and building owner(s). This 

proposed development process aligns well with Drane’s development model, effectively 

accommodating and facilitating discussion and negotiation between the three elements: 

developer, land, and collective. 

 

Reproduction of Figure 4.  

Source: Drane, 2012. 

 A development process based on contextual best practices would also aim to 

incorporate and internalize both the superstructures and social structures which shape the 

eventual development. Superstructures are ethereal and intangible, such as regulations and 

markets. Social structures are the involved actors and their relationships. These structures 

affect the land development process dramatically, and a better understanding of these 

interactions in urban redevelopment would assist in creating more sustainable development. 
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The diagram below attempts to elucidate examples of these structures and how they might 

integrate into the typical urban redevelopment process. 

 

Figure 79. Superstructures and social structures and their relationship to development processes. 
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Towards a Sustainable Built Environment 
One of the more dramatic lessons learned is the sheer incompatibility of sustainability 

and the economy’s dependence upon limitless growth and development. While academics have 

long questioned the usefulness of sandwiching the words sustainable and development 

together, the query has become ever more topical as cities struggle with new population 

migration. Is the act of development itself unsustainable if it consumes irreplaceable resources? 

Should growth be encouraged or even managed if it is fundamentally unsustainable? I do not 

pretend to provide these answers, but the questions I pose remain imperative for the fields of 

planning and design. However, I do contend that under our current system development is 

inevitable, and we as planners and designers of the built environment should give our best 

effort to work within this system.  

“I think basically development is contrary to sustainability. We had this idea, two 
decades ago, called sustainable development, and it was immediately criticized as 

being an oxymoron. Well that’s the nut to crack. When we can start to develop 
regenerative buildings, which start correcting the problems that we’ve built up over 
the past 200 years, we’ll be going in the right direction. That’s all there is to it.. so 

when do we start getting a critical mass, when do we start reaching a tipping point, 
when does this happen? Sustainability comes in, to be perfectly honest, in how can 
we sustain this magnitude of development on the planet in a growth mode, before 

we realize that growth is not what we want? We have a business model that depends 
on growth, and we’re going to hit a wall.” 

Director of the Green Building Resource Center in Houston – 2017 
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 LEED STAR COMMUNITY 
RATING SYSTEM 

ALBERTA COMMONS Silver (Pursuing) Portland 
4-Star Certified 

Community TWO THIRDS PROJECT Uncertified 

CITYCENTRE Silver & Gold Houston 
3-Star Certified 

Community 1717 BISSONNET Silver (Pursuing) 

Table 7. City and development case studies sustainability ratings and certifications.  

Source: LEED and STAR Community Rating System, 2017 

 It is exciting to see the development communities in both Portland and Houston actively 

seeking sustainability certifications. As seen in Table 7, both cities have participated in the STAR 

Community Rating System, with Houston earning a 3-Star rating (up from Reporting Community 

in 2012) and Portland earning a 4-Star rating, the second highest. Three of the four case studies 

either earned LEED Silver or higher, with only the Two-Thirds Project not seeking certification. 

From speaking directly with the architect on the project, this does not necessarily mean the 

building was not built sustainably or to LEED standards, but simply did not seek certification by 

the third-party through USGBC. The architect himself is also LEED AP, meaning he has passed 

the LEED examination and is an accredited associate member (Principal Architect of Brett Schulz 

Architecture, personal communication, August 2017).  

LEED has quickly become the industry standard in both cities. All new city owned and 

occupied buildings in Portland must at least achieve LEED Gold certification, with many 

achieving Platinum certification (City of Portland Green Building Policy, 2015). Houston 

maintains a similar requirement, with any new building or major renovation having to achieve 

any level of LEED certification (City of Houston General Services, 2017). It quickly became 
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apparent that the power and value of a national sustainability standard is the ability for cities to 

quickly adopt the regulation without having to spend time and resources to create their own.  

Furthermore, private developers have also noticed the demand for and value of 

certifications like LEED. According to the architecture sustainability consultant on the 

CityCentre project, LEED can provide nearly a five percent increase in return on investment in 

the Houston market, which is primarily commercial, office, and multifamily buildings. This 

investment far outweighs any fees associated with documentation, as well as any material or 

design change which pays off in less than five years. (Ecoservices Director of Kirksey 

Architecture, personal communication, August 2017). Since LEED’s inception, Portland has 

certified over 439 projects, and Houston has certified over 501 projects (USGBC, 2017).  

Extrapolating from green building certifications, it is enticing to imagine a nationally 

successful equitable building standard. Equity, however, may not be nearly as simple to 

measure, and may be woefully ill equipped to address longstanding and complex community 

issues. Nevertheless, this does not mean we should not attempt to emulate LEED’s success. 

LEED itself has added equity-minded credits in the past few years, giving points to projects that 

address social equity within the project team, community, or the supply chain (Todd, 2014). 

Much of LEED’s success can be contributed to its widespread industry adoption, and the fact 

that the return on investment is quite healthy (Ecoservices Director at Kirksey Architecture, 

personal communication, August 2017). 
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“Tenants love the idea that they are getting a building that is going to be healthy and 
environmentally responsible. They will say, ‘yeah, I might pay a little more for that 

building.’ And in reality, I guess the market is showing they’ll about 5% more for that 
building. And so, I guess I would say that is why [LEED] has expanded so much. When 
you compare that amount to how much it costs to do it, it becomes a really sensible 

economic decision. And I love that, when the sensible economic decision and 
sustainability go together.” 

Ecoservices Director at Kirksey Architecture – 2017 

One emerging example of an equity focused certification is the SEED Network, or Social 

Economic Environmental Design Network. The standard is just beginning to gain adoption, with 

over 75 projects ongoing in the United States (including one each in Portland and Houston), but 

remains a niche certification at the moment (SEED Network, 2017). It will be interesting to see 

how equitable building standards evolve in the future. The primary principles of SEED are as 

follows: advocate with those who have a limited voice in public life; build structures for 

inclusion that engage stakeholders and allow communities to make decisions; promote social 

equality through discourse that reflects a range of values and identities; generate ideas that 

grow from place and build local capacity; and design to help conserve resources and minimize 

waste (SEED Network, 2017). It is promising to note the keen focus on process and 

engagement, which I argue is the vital portion of a genuine sustainable development process. 

What I refer to as genuine sustainability, which considers everything from municipal 

fiscal sustainability to social sustainability, is an impossible standard to satisfy in a singular 

development. The sheer number of competing priorities nearly guarantees this outcome. 

Regardless, it is the bargaining, compromise, and constructive conflict which creates a more 

sustainable development for the particular community. Moving forward, the development 
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process must yearn to absorb, encourage, and amplify these critical steps on the path to a more 

sustainable built environment. 

One interesting discussion which surfaced during my research was the distinction 

between development companies and “merchant builders.” Development companies can be 

broadly categorized as large lot developers which typically maintain single ownership over the 

land. This reduces risk by removing actors from the development equation, in that the company 

is no longer dependent upon extraneous development partners. These companies have an 

invested interest in creating dynamic and successful places, as their brand and image will suffer 

if they fail, resulting in lower return on investment or even financial losses. Moreover, 

development companies often retain ownership of a majority of the development so as to 

maintain power over the tenanting and leasing processes. This allows greater nuance and 

synergies to emerge from tenants who support each other.  

“Pretty much everything about how Houston’s downtown looks is because of that 
dynamic, between the tenants who will lease, the developers who build, and the 
brokers who mediate between them. And a lot of it isn’t good. A lot of it doesn’t 

necessarily lend itself to the most vibrant or most sustainable city. I don’t know what 
I would say about how you fix that, except that it would be great if the developers 

had more of a stake in the long-term life of the buildings now.” 

Ecoservices Director at Kirksey Architecture – 2017 

Merchant builders, on the other hand, build quickly and cheaply to sell at maximum 

profit. They typically do not retain ownership, creating a disincentive to build sustainably, as 

they will often not see the longer-term payback of more expensive processes and materials. 

Merchant builders introduce an interesting dilemma in a sustainable built environment. If they 
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are not required, and do not have the financial incentive, then what rational profit-seeking 

merchant builder would choose a higher upfront cost via sustainable development process over 

one which has the shortest and highest return on investment? The discussion presents an 

intriguing opportunity for further research. 

“You may not be familiar with this, but the reality is that 95% of the people in our 
industry that call themselves developers, are what we call merchant builders. 

Meaning, they build something, lease it up, and they sell it. So, that perspective is 
fairly short term… it exacerbates the [sustainable development] situation. The way 
capital is structured, the merchant builder is incentivized to generate a return, and 

they’re generally IRR driven, so time is not your friend. The quicker you can be in and 
out, the better off you are.” 

CEO of Midway Companies – 2017 

 

“Here’s the example I always use: let’s say you have a car, and you need to change 
your tires. You go into a tire store, and they say I have these over here for $45 dollars 

apiece. Or I have these really good ones over here that’ll go 100,000 miles, but 
they’re $200 apiece. In your mind’s eye, the first question you’re going to ask is, how 

long am I going to own my car? Okay, that mindset is exactly the mindset of 
merchant builders. So, when it comes down to something, they’ll say how long am I 
going to own this. And if he’s only going to own it a short period of time he puts the 
cheap wheels on; if he’s going to own it a long time he puts on the more expensive 

ones. If your first question you ask yourself is how long am I going to own this… 
you’re not going to necessarily get the right product for sustainability.” 

Chairman of Midway Companies – 2017 
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Conclusion 

 As I was corresponding with potential interviewees for my thesis, Houston’s built 

environment was put to the test. My final morning in Houston, I cancelled two interviews and 

left an old friend’s apartment, avoiding one of the worst flooding events in the history of the 

city, causing over $150 billion dollars in damage. If I had not left when I did, I would have 

remained in Houston, trapped by walls of water for at least an extra week. While the 

devastation was apparent, planners quickly grasped that it would be a hot topic, claiming that 

Houston’s distaste for the z-word was the culprit of their nontrivial flooding woes. While zoning 

may have been useful as a tool to dissuade development from flood prone areas, it is only that, 

a tool. Houston has many other tools at its disposal, from deed restrictions to construction 

practices to development process. I believe it is a lack of attention and refinement of these 

tools and processes that exacerbates these devastating natural disasters. While I avoided the 

term resilience in this thesis, it will likely take the front seat in city conversations in the near 

future, as evidenced by the timely release of the Downtown Houston Plan and its integration of 

green infrastructure in urban areas. When viewed through the lens of history, Hurricane Harvey 

should be denoted as an inflection point, from where constructive conflict between social 

actors can create a more sustainable built environment. 

If I am pursuing graduate degrees in community and regional planning and sustainable 

design, then why did I choose to research urban redevelopment processes? It was largely the 

absence of the topic in planning academia which intrigued me. I wanted to better understand 

the relationship between what we plan and the process of developers creating the built 

environment through interpretation of regulations, markets, communities, and visions. As 
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urban planners try to grasp what the potential futures of our cities are, then why did 

communication between planners and developers of the built environment seem severed and 

soured? With an open mind I sought out answers to these questions of mine, and my research 

returned wholly mundane and unexciting observations; we simply do not view developers as 

the builders of our cities and refuse to entertain dialogue. I was a unique beast, an academic 

planner and designer speaking with developers, trying to understand their daily struggles, the 

processes they work in, and their views on the built environment.  

And yet, developers are simply that, developers of the built environment. We must 

refine the development process to be responsive and communicative between social actors. 

We must aim to cultivate a shared understanding of sustainable development through a 

common vocabulary, pragmatic solutions based in fiscal realities that respond to market signals, 

and through living conversations with the communities of our cities. My research suggests that 

this is the path we must follow; now we must take the meaningful next steps towards a 

sustainable built environment. 
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APPENDIX 

Interview Protocols 

Portland, Oregon 
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Houston, Texas 
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PAALF Letter 
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