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Briargrove apartments

would displace families

The housing authority failed
to consider school crowding
in plans for $50M project
By Harvin C. Moore

Citizens expect government bodies to
act with coordination and advance plan-
ning to avoid waste and dysfunction. Met-
ro works with local colleges to locate rail
lines near current and future campuses.
State highway builders consult municipal
planners to predict future traffic patterns,
and build accordingly. Communities can
flourish when governments act like team
players, not isolationists.

By contrast, Briargrove residents are
seeing how governments should not oper-
ate.’

They learned — extremely late in the
planning process — that the Houston
Housing Authority plans to spend over
$50 million of tax dollars to build a 233-
unit apartment project for families with
children, and chose — without public
input — to place the project inside the at-
tendance zone of severely overcrowded
Briargrove Elementary. Briatrgrove is di-

verse, with a 55 percent non-Anglo stu-.

dent body.
' The area is also diverse, not only with
expensive homes, but also numerous af-
. fordable apartments. If HHA builds at

current neighborhood students will be
displaced. In fact, even many future resi-
dents of this proposed building will be
forced to travel elsewhere for school.
HHA defends its location choice by
citing a recent U.S. Supreme Court rul-
ing that requires federally funded hous-
ing projects be placed in neighborhoods
with relatively low minority concentra-
tions. But as HHA’s own map shows, al-

most half of all territory in Houston west

of Interstate 45, downtown and U.S. 288
meets this criteria. In other words, HHA
has many options. If building housing
for families with children is HHA’s goal,
then the agency needs to consider school
capacity. AT ;

HISD overlaid school zones on HHA's
‘map to make it easy to see all areas that
meet the federal qualification and also
have available school capacity. This sim-
ple analysis should have been done or
requested by HHA, but it wasn’t. While
there are many qualifying areas with
school capacity, several even within a six-
mile radius, the proposed Fountainview
Drive site is not among them.

- When some residents voiced their ob-
jections at HHA'’s January board meeting,
board members dismissed the objections
as being driven by racism and a not-in-
‘my-backyard mentality. ; ;

HHA shortly thereafter began distrib-
uting factually inaccurate written ma-

terials in hopes of dispelling concerns.
Among five inaccuracies was a false state-
ment that Briargrove’s overcrowding will
be solved by a new relief school opening
this fall. ' _

In fact, HISD is building Mark White
Elementary School to relieve massive
regional overcrowding not only at Briar-
grove but also at Emerson, Piney Point
and Pilgrim, which has cascaded into ad-
ditional overcrowding at St. George Place
and other schools. Mark White Elemen-
tary is expected to open at full capacity
— with Briargrove still overcrowded and
with a waiting list. The new school will
help, but not eliminate, the severe over-
crowding in area schools. : i

This is not the first time HHA has tried
to place a project aimed at families with
children into an already overcrowded
school. Just one year ago, the public
learned of a plan to build a similar proj--
ect near Smith Elementary on Houston’s
north side (96 percent non-Anglo). Plans
were canceled after school-capacity objec-
tions were raised.

~ HHA’s unfortunate attempts to cover
foritslack of site analysis hasresultedina
litany of unfair and ugly suggestions that
residents simply want to exclude minori-
ties and low-income housing. But both
the school and area already welcome such
students in large numbers. Nor are resi-
dents objecting to the proposed project’s

“appearance — withitSenormous price tag

of $224,000 per unit, it blends well with
nearby high-end apartments.

Moreover, the proposed project isn’t
“low-income” but rather “affordable”
housing, with several subsidy levels. As
planned, it will be accessible to a wider
range of eligible tenants and income lev-
els. Area residents are not afraid of the
building or its tenants.

Finally, what about density created by
nearby upscale apartments? First, none
of the recently built or planned private
developments are targeted at families
with children; they have not and will not
bring numerous children into the school.
In addition, little can be done in unzoned
Houston to stop private developers with
valid permits.

But citizens can and should try to stop
their own government from using tax dol-
lars to displace families from their neigh-
borhood school when the same project
can be built nearby — in a community
where thereis school capacity.

Doctors learn a simple overriding rule
in medicine: “First, do no harm.” It is not
enough to do good.

Governmental entities can achieve
their objectives to help people without
harming others. All it takes is some ad-
vance analysis.

Moore represents District 7 on the Houston
Independent School District board.
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