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Northside renewal plan: Where to?

By Beth Wilson

Sunday, August 17, 2008

CORPUS CHRISTI — For a $43,000 fee, a consultant has delivered a report that tells city officials and residents what they already knew about the Northside -- that it's a low-income residential area pinned between refineries, the ship channel and highways, with a dwindling number of resident property owners. Also, it is at risk of becoming further isolated when the Harbor Bridge and an aging sewer plant are replaced.

For an additional $60,800, the consultant has written a renewal plan for the Northside that depends heavily on private investment, which commercial real estate brokers and some Northside residents say is unlikely to occur.

James Hill, a principal with Houston-based Civic Design Associates, has been reviewing the area and meeting with residents. He is finishing a renewal concept for the primarily residential area bounded by the ship channel, freeways and refineries.

"It is having a plan, a vision for what the area should be and also having some steps -- a road map -- of how to get there," Hill said.

A revitalization and redevelopment plan helps determine an area's future, he said.

About 30 people gathered recently to see what Hill found.

"It's a long-term process to try to revitalize a community like this," he said.

Hill's report suggests:

Increasing the buffer zone between the refineries and the neighborhood

Consolidating and relocating houses in the Hillcrest neighborhood in a core area and building new housing, perhaps Habitat for Humanity homes

Offering incentives to Port Avenue businesses to move to Nueces Bay Boulevard, which would allow Port Avenue to become a mixed-use corridor with retail such as a grocery store.

The Washington-Coles neighborhood would be more of an incremental change. That area has fewer owner-occupied homes, and many owners are willing to sell, which makes the area more likely to begin renewal on its own by selling to developers, Hill said. The area also has several city-owned properties that could be turned over to private development to spur the efforts.

Hill also suggested an alternative to the planned relocation of the Harbor Bridge, which many have said will further separate the Northside. The alternative, which Hill indicated isn't likely to be approved, would route the bridge to Nueces Bay Boulevard to enhance the buffer between the refineries and neighborhood.

The bridge project is as many as 20 years in the future.

Hill said he hopes the area can capture 3 percent to 5 percent of the city's growth over the next 20 years.

"That begins to be enough activity," he said. "Then you can talk about that area being successful," he said.

Any growth rate in the Northside would be a reversal of the trend there. The area's population has shrunk 15 percent since 2000, as the citywide population grew 2.5 percent. That citywide growth rate means the rest of the city had to grow more to offset the shrinkage in the Northside. Projections included in this study show a further 11 percent drop for the Northside and a 1.3 percent growth citywide. The study also describes the area's retail market as depressed.

Hill also recommends the city turn the area into a dedicated redevelopment zone and offer incentives to businesses and reinvest the tax increases into the area.

Rufus A. Avery Jr., who owns property in the area, doubts anything will happen.

"The city isn't going to do a thing," he said. To him, Hill's presentation was just talk.

Councilwoman Nelda Martinez disputed that, saying things are happening now. Those things, she said, are the city's decision to hire Hill and involve all stakeholders in this process.

"It's a beginning, moving forward instead of doing nothing," she said.

The area's homes are in a mix of conditions, some with boarded-up windows and others getting a fresh coat of paint. The buffer between the homes and the refineries is mostly vacant land, with some foundations of removed houses still visible through the sparse trees. Businesses along Port Avenue are mostly of the service and industrial variety housed in large tin warehouses.

Daniel Peña lives in the Hillcrest block that Hill's study recommends become another buffer.

He's not interested in moving his home.

"Absolutely not," he said.

The buffer zone is a good idea, Peña said, but his block is one of the largest in the neighborhood and clearing it out would decimate the neighborhood.

"It's nearly a ghost town as it is," he said.

Peña is disappointed with the plan, disagreeing with the recommendation to put more light industrial businesses along Nueces Bay Boulevard. He would rather see more new home construction, parks enhancement and recreation centers to attract people back into the neighborhood.

Despite his preferences, Peña expects some aspects of Hill's plan will happen.

"I would hate to see it," he said.

While Hill's report recommends development, it's unclear whether real estate brokers will invest in the area. Wayne Lundquist and Matthew Cravey, local brokers, said they don't plan to put any of their money into the Northside.

"The way it is right now, I'm not interested," Cravey said. "If you could figure out a way to clean house and came to me then, and asked if now I was interested, yeah, maybe."

Cravey said the area doesn't appear poised to be a development hot spot, but he points out that he did not foresee the renewal of the ship channel area where Whataburger Field and Brewster Street Ice House were built.

Real estate agent Jack Ormberget has seven industrial Northside acres listed for sale at Kennedy Avenue and West Broadway Street. He doesn't see that acreage turning into the type of mixed-use development urged in Hill's plan.

"That land is definitely in the industrial area," Ormberget said. "We wouldn't recommend anything different."

Asked if she would invest her money in the Northside, Martinez said she previously considered but didn't follow through with personal investments there, and she must refrain now because it would be a conflict of interest. The at-large councilwoman is seasoned in the real estate industry, having established and sold a successful title services business. Martinez said she would recommend investing in the Northside to friends -- if the city demonstrates sufficient involvement.

That involvement would start with a plan residents support, she said, and would include development incentives and an offer of city property.

"We need to stop talking and start putting action in this," she said.

City Manager Skip Noe said the city stands ready to put up its vacant property in the area to complement that vision.

"Once there is a plan, if we can use the city-owned property to leverage, we'll do that," he said.

What form that takes is still undecided, he said, as it would need to fit with the vision.

"I think there are opportunities to invest in that area," he said.

Hill incorporates that into his latest plan, suggesting the city can offer those properties at lower costs to developers to stimulate renewal efforts.

Noe has not reviewed Hill's latest plan and expects a presentation on it soon.

"Over the last decade, we've struggled with different approaches on how to deal with the two areas, Washington-Coles and Hillcrest, with what vision, what plan, we should have for this neighborhood, keeping in mind its unique challenges," he said.

Officials with Flint Hills Resources and Citgo, two of the nearby refineries, said they are supportive of the dialog the development plan spurred but have no plans for immediate expansion or additional buffer zone purchases.

Hill is continuing his work, and a final report will be a to-do list for the city to stimulate the area's renewal, he said.
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