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smart growth principles

B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

INTRODUCTION
Smart Growth is a term applied to describe 
a number of principles that address issues 
surrounding community planning and 
development. Real estate development is a 
central part of our market economy, and new 
development projects, as well as infill projects 
and redevelopment, are certain to continue in the 
future. Smart Growth is supportive of this growth, 
but recognizes that future development can have 
a negative impact on quality of life unless guiding 
principles that represent the community’s values 
are in place. The issues addressed by Smart 
Growth principles positively influence the quality 
of life, the design of new development, economic 
development, environment, public health, 
housing, and transportation. 

In response to the challenges presented in seeking 
to balance these issues and to foster a vitality in 
the community, a number of approaches to growth 
are possible. Smart Growth seeks to:

• provide a variety of housing types
• promote citizen collaboration and involvement
• develop neighborhoods with a sense of place
• make the decision process for new 

development predictable and cost-effective
• mix land uses
• preserve agricultural land and environmentally 

critical landscapes
• promote redevelopment and infill 
• cluster buildings to promote connections and 

land preservation

Smart Growth can positively impact quality 
of life at a scale ranging from individuals to 
municipalities and regions. For a government, 
goals which can be addressed through Smart 
Growth initiatives include: 

• support existing communities, target 
development in areas with existing 
infrastructure

• save valuable natural resources
• reduce taxpayer expenditures that support 

far-flung development
• provide a high quality of life in cities, towns, 

suburbs, and rural areas

Many governments have embraced Smart 

Growth. For governments, a valid implementation 
strategy is key to fully realizing the promise of the 
initiatives. The City of Brownsville could establish a 
geographic focus as a way of specifying the kind 
of program needed in certain areas, and then tie 
funding to the geographic analysis. For example, 
an area within the city limits might receive funds 
to facilitate redevelopment, while a rural area 
might receive funds or programming to preserve 
the landscape. The tools used to implement the 
goals are the Smart Growth principles.

The desired outcomes of Smart Growth overlap with 
the vision outlined by the citizens of Brownsville 
during the public process of Imagine Brownsville. 
While Brownsville faces many challenges, the 
aspirations of its citizens are similar to those of all 
people. Smart Growth can lead to outcomes that 
further this public vision, including:

• Liveable neighborhoods -- safe, convenient, 
affordable, attractive

• Efficient transportation -- less congestion, 
pollution, and loss of productive time

• Thriving communities -- resources are directed 
to existing communities, not distant new ones

• Equitable benefits -- mixed use neighborhoods 
provide level access to jobs and education

• Stewardship of public funds -- focus on existing 
communities and infrastructure directs tax 
dollars efficiently, leaving money for other 
purposes

• Preservation of open space -- parks and 
recreation, natural landscapes

The Imagine Brownsville Smart Growth Principles 
create a vision of urban form that can facilitate 
social, economic, and infrastructural initiatives, 
and the Principles also inform an approach to 
urban design that brings order, a civic presence, 
and a higher level of organization to the City. 
This urban form and design seeks to create 
identifiable neighborhoods, to support a sense 
of community, to reduce the cost of providing 
infrastructure through infill development, and 
to build a community that offers an accessible 
cognitive understanding of the City’s form and 
organization.
This vision of Imagine Brownsville is interpreted 
for the Smart Growth Principles by the meta-
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themes outlined below. Meta-themes supplement 
the vision themes of other sections and specifically 
relate to the phycial environment. The meta-
themes summarize and provide structure to the 
Smart Growth Principles, and are present with 
each Principle with varying levels of correlation. 
A chart is included for each Principle that explains 
which meta-themes are expressed, ensuring 
ample coverage of each theme.

Meta-Themes related to Smart Growth Principles 
for Brownsville:

1. Economic Development: Enhancing the 
economic health and growth of the community 
through increased opportunities for value 
creation, capture, and transfer. 

2. Equity: Focus on increasing accessibility 
and opportunities for all members of the 
community. 

3. Connectivity: Creating physical and natural 
linkages between blocks, neighborhoods, 
and the overall region. 

4. Transitions: Methods by which hard edges 
can be softened and a gradient can be 
created between different intensities of 
development and land uses. 

5. Legibility: Generating cognitive awareness 
of place through wayfinding and distinctive 
elements of design.  
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

1. Create walkable neighborhoods, communities, and developments.

Residents and visitors should have the ability to access shops, restaurants, parks, schools, and civic 
institutions within a reasonable walking distance of residences and key points of interest. Taking these 
actions also lays the foundation for a comprehensive mass transit system in the future. Residents should be 
able to reach these facilities from their homes and places of employment, while visitors should be able to 
park once and access on foot key amenities and focal points within the area. The definition of a reasonable 
walking distance, or walkshed, varies by type of area, as discussed below.

Nodes
Amenities in these areas should cater to both 
residents and non-residents, with a diverse mix 
of goods, services, entertainment, civic, public 
transit, and parking facilities. The walkshed is 
smallest in nodes, as densities are higher, diversity 
of uses is increased, and there are more people. 
The target walkshed for nodes should be 500 feet 
to 800 feet.

Corridors
Corridors should contain an ample mixture of 
facilities to serve both residents and non-residents. 
As densities and diversity of uses are slightly lower 
than that in nodes, the walkshed is expanded. 
The target walkshed for corridors should be 1000 
feet to 1300 feet.

Civic 
Building

Prototypical 1/4 mile (5 minute) walk to basic needs, services, and facilities. 
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Districts
The emphasis in districts should be on goods, 
services, and amenities for residents. In the 
predominately residential and less dense districts, 
there are fewer people and a decreased diversity 
of land uses. For this reason, residents will be 
willing to walk further to access facilities such as 
parks, schools, and neighborhood shops. The 
target walkshed for districts should be 1500 feet 
to 2000 feet. 

Meta-Themes related to Walkability:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY

W A L K A B I L I T Y
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

2. Facilitate useable, convenient, and safe transit.

An interconnected network of mass transit should be developed for Brownsville and should include rail, 
bus rapid transit (BRT), streetcars/trams/trolleys, and standard bus lines. There should be an intensity of 
development, higher density, and wide range of uses around major transit stops, which is also known 
as Transit Oriented Development (TOD). The walkable service area for a major transit stop is typically 
1/2 mile, and park and ride opportunities should be made available for those who live outside the 1/2 
service area. All major transit stops should be intermodal, allowing for connections to other transit lines 
and thereby increasing the reach and efficiency of the network. An effective transit system reinforces and 
is the result of urban design and Smart Growth principles, and can be used as one of the benchmarks or 
measures of success of the planning efforts of the city.

Nodes
The nodes are the location of major transit stops 
and points of transfer between the regional 
(rail and/or BRT lines) and the local (bus lines) 
transit systems in the network. Transit oriented 
development should be encouraged around 
these nodal stops and should provide a variety of 
amenities and a range of services. Transit stops 
in nodes may be themed around a use, such as 
serving a medical complex, entertainment district, 
or educational campus. The density around transit 
stops is greatest in nodes, and there should be 
between 1,500 and 2,500 housing units within 
walking distance and FARs close to or exceeding 
1 to support the station and surrounding amenities. 
This density and range of uses also increases 
safety by providing many “eyes on the street”, or 
a sufficient number of users described by urban 
design author Jane Jacobs as critical to people’s 
comfort and safety. 

Corridors
Transit in corridors should consist of BRT and/
or bus lines that create connections between the 
larger transit stops in nodes and thereby extend 
the energy from nodes into corridors. Density 
around transit stops is lower in corridors than in 
nodes, and development should focus more on 
the transit line and not as much on the transit stop. 
As corridors transition into nodes, development 
should front the transit line to serve people 
coming and going from the stops. In the middle of 
corridors, away from nodes, development should 
front roadways and parking should be located 
along rail lines. BRT and bus lines should be sited 
in roadway right of ways, increasing connectivity 
and access to transit and amenities. 
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Districts
Districts should be primarily served by bus lines 
that increase both local mobility and access to 
regional transit and services. Transit stops should 
be more frequent and will not necessarily be 
sites of increased density or use. Rather, transit 
within districts will serve local residents within 
the district, as well as provide feeder connections 
to BRT and rail transit lines within corridors and 
nodes. The service area around transit stops in 
districts should be small, typically with a transit 
stop every 2 to 4 blocks. 

Meta-Themes related to Transit:

Core

1/8 mile 
between stops

1/4 mile 
pedestrian shed

1/2 mile 
pedestrian shed

1/2 mile 
pedestrian shed

1/4 mile 
between stops

variable 
distance

1/2 mile 
between stops

1 mile 
between stops

1 mile 
between stops

2 miles 
between stops
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between stops
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between stops
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between stops

Transition

Edge

Bus

Bus Rapid 
Transit (BRT)

Light Rail

T R A N S I T

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY

Transit types and stop frequencies in relation to pedestrian walksheds. 
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

3. Enhance and create quality street environments. 

A high quality street environment makes for a comfortable, safe, and enjoyable place for residents and 
visitors. Street environments can also signal activities and welcome users, thereby encouraging lingering, 
shopping, and engagement. High quality street environments are associated with a dynamic economic 
environment, usually in the form of retail establishments. Capital Improvement Projects (CIP) for streetscape 
enhancement also contribute to land value stability and viability for investment. Elements of quality streets 
include street furniture (benches, lighting, etc.), trees and plantings that buffer pedestrians from vehicles, 
and a consistent interface between buildings and the street. A buffer, also known as a “shy zone”, should 
be provided adjacent to building frontages as pedestrians typically avoid walking within 2 feet of buildings  
All streets should have sidewalks for safety and to provide a physical transition between different areas. 

Nodes
The focus in nodes should be on aesthetic street 
environments that work to recreate the street as 
a type of public “living room”. Sidewalks should 
be at least 12 feet wide in nodes, and buildings 
should be actively and closely engaged with the 
street, accomplished by a requirement of 0 to 5 
feet front setbacks for all lots. There should be 
ample street furniture, including seating, signage, 
decorative pedestrian lighting, and trash cans. 
Head-in parking should be encouraged along 
streets in nodes as a method for slowing traffic on 
these streets. Sidewalks should be buffered from 
parking and roadway areas by bollards, large 
planters, grassy areas, and/or trees. Ornamental 
trees can be used to signal a special or distinctive 
area. 

Corridors
Corridors should focus on providing functional 
street furnishings and amenities, such as 
informational signage and lighting. Sidewalks 
should be at least 8 to 10 feet wide. More 
flexibility should be permitted in the interface 
between buildings and the street, with 5 to 20 
feet front setbacks for lots, but buildings should 
still engage the street. In part, this can be assured 
by placing parking to the rear of buildings, 
preventing an expanse of parking from coming 
between the pedestrian zone and the buildings. 
On-street parking should be limited in order to 
improve the flow of traffic on the street. 

Shy 
Zone

Set 
BackWalk/Talk 

Zone
Walk/Talk 
ZoneFurniture 

Zone
Furniture 
Zone
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Districts
Districts will have minimal street amenities, but 
streets must still provide safety for pedestrians. 
Sidewalks should be a minimum of five feet wide, 
and buildings may be set further back from the 
street, separated by yards and/or parking areas. 
Parallel parking along streets should be optional 
in districts. The use of street trees, plantings, and 
grass areas may be helpful in providing a sense 
of distinction or recognition to different areas and 
neighborhoods. 

Q U A L I T Y  S T R E E T S

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY

Set 
Back Walk/Talk 

Zone

Meta-Themes related to Streets:
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

4. Establish identifiable neighborhoods with distinct characteristics.

Distinct neighborhoods with names, boundaries, and identities should be encouraged and enhanced in 
order to create a pride of place and a sense of belonging for residents. Distinct neighborhoods also reinforce 
the diverse visual character of the city. The small scale of an intact neighborhood within a larger city can 
also increase the sense of community felt by residents. These distinctions can be made by consistency in 
signage, plantings, and amenities within the neighborhood, as well as maintaining uniformity of building 
size and massing. A range of services and infrastructure should be provided within each neighborhood, as 
appropriate to its size, including multiple types of housing, schools, civic institutions, and shopping choices. 
The provision of these services will reduce the need for car trips and encourage pedestrian activity in the 
neighborhood.

Nodes
Neighborhoods within nodes will have a small 
geographic area and a diverse range of uses, as a 
result of higher levels of density in nodes. Schools 
and office buildings should be larger in nodes, 
and more multi-family housing options should 
be provided. Neighborhoods in nodes may be 
themed around a predominate set of uses, such 
as medical, educational, or institutional. Elements 
that will help provide a collective identity for nodal 
neighborhoods include shorter block lengths, a 
grid street pattern, and wayfinding signage. 

Corridors
Neighborhoods in corridors will tend to be linear 
in form and oriented around the roads and transit 
lines that provide the backbone of the corridor. A 
grid street pattern should form around the main 
corridor roadway. The diversity of uses will be 
lower in corridor neighborhoods than in nodes, 
and neighborhoods should not be themed around 
a concentration of uses. Instead, cohesiveness 
in corridor neighborhoods should be achieved 
by consistency in building size and architectural 
details and the neighborhood’s orientation to the 
primary corridor.  

Blocks in nodes should be the smallest, ranging 
from 1 to 3 acres in area in order to facilitate 
traffic and maximize the amount of building 
frontages. 

Blocks in corridors vary and should be between 3 
and 5 acres in area, allowing for a wider variety 
of development types. 
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Districts
District neighborhoods should provide amenities 
for residents and be centered around a key feature 
such as a park, school, library, or neighborhood 
store. The street pattern in district neighborhoods 
should be a modified grid. This pattern allows for 
some curved and diagonal roads, but cul-de-sacs 
should be discouraged in all neighborhoods as 
they limit walkability and the number of routes 
in an area. District neighborhoods should rely on 
architecturally and spatially consistent residential 
form to confer identity. 

N E I G H B O R H O O D S

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY

Meta-Themes related to Neighborhoods:

Blocks in districts should be limited to no 
longer than 1300 feet to be flexible enough to 
accommodate the most types of development and 
to also prevent pedestrian hostile envrionments. 
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

5. Emphasize implementation to encourage quality development in appropriate locations.

There is a wide variety of implementation and financing tools available for cities to use to encourage 
development, preserve buildings and neighborhoods, and improve infrastructure. Several key options are 
presented here, and the most pertinent to each area are discussed further below. 

As boundaries and a sense of order are identified, these tools can be applied by the city’s leaders in the 
nodes, corridors, and districts.

 Business Improvement District (BID)
 Capital Improvement District 
 Enterprise Zone
 Historic District
 Municipal Management District

 Neighborhood Empowerment Zone
 Design Overlay District
 Public Improvement District (PID)
 Targeted Planning Zones
 Tax Increment Financing District (TIF)

Nodes
Key tools and designations to pursue in nodes 
include Business Improvement Districts (BID) and 
Tax Increment Financing Districts (TIF). A BID is 
an organizing and financing mechanism used by 
property owners and merchants in a designated 
area. Members of the BID contribute to a fund 
that is used to provide additional services and 
improvements, such as maintenance, security, and 
marketing. These types of visible improvements 
made through BIDs have been shown to increase 
economic activity in the designated area. With 
a TIF, a particular area is designated as a 
redevelopment area and a baseline property 
value is established. Any increase in property tax 
value above the baseline is collected in a separate 
fund, which can then be used for redevelopment 
projects within the district. TIF projects tend to be 
large in scale, such as new buildings, transit lines 
and stations, and infrastructure provision. 

Corridors
The establishment of design overlay districts 
and enterprise zones are recommended for 
corridors. Overlay districts provide requirements 
and incentives to preserve a defined form or 
character and to encourage development of a 
certain quality. By defining standards for visual 
form and appearance, the designation of an 
overlay district would help corridors to develop 
distinctive character and value. Enterprise zones 
can be established to provide both State and 
local governmental incentives to encourage 
development, particularly related to job creation 
and capital investment in economically distressed 
areas. In this way, both the local government and 
developers make commitments to revitalization 
efforts.

BEFORE

A

A

B C D

D

AFTER

These diagrams show development before and after the creation of the TIF district. Parcels A, B, and C have 
been consolidated into 1 parcel and a new office building has been constructed. 
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Districts
Historic district designations and the creation 
of targeted planning zones will be useful in the 
districts. Establishing historic districts preserves 
buildings, streets, features and the fabric of 
a significant area and makes funds available 
through the National Register of Historic Places 
and the Texas Historical Commission. These funds 
can be used to preserve, enhance, and redevelop 
historical areas. A targeted planning zone is 
appropriate when a certain area is in need of 
a greater level of detailed planning and actions 
than as specified in a Comprehensive Plan. These 
zones are eligible for Community Development 
Block Grant funds for activities related to the 
removal of blight and the provision of low income 
housing. 

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY

I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

PARCEL ORIGINAL TAX 
CAPACITY

POST DEVELOPMENT TAX 
CAPACITY

CAPTURED TAX 
CAPACITY

A   (substandard bldg.)

B   (substandard bldg.)

C   (substandard bldg.)

D   (substandard bldg.)

$224,000 $200,000

$124,000 0

$348,000 $200,000

$280,000 (tax rate x captured tax capacity)

$18,000

$3,000

$3,000

$124,000

$148,000

1.4

TOTAL

TAX RATE

TAX INCREMENT

Meta-Themes related to Implementation:

Breakdown of the TIF district tax capacity shift after development.
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

6. Generate public open spaces.

Open spaces exist along a transect that includes active/recreation, hybrid, and preservation areas. 
According to this model, open space serves a range of uses and purposes, from ball parks to stormwater 
management to wildlife habitat. Open spaces and trails also serve as important connections between 
various areas and land uses within the community. It is well documented that open space amenities increase 
adjacent property values and serve as key focal points that confer identity and legibility. All development 
should set aside land for public open spaces or participate in a meaningful cash-in-lieu program that links 
contributions to land value, thereby making it financially feasible for the municipality to develop public 
open space in a comparable area. Open spaces make up an important part of identifiable neighborhoods, 
as well as an amenity for residents.

Nodes
The public open spaces in nodes should consist 
of plazas, playgrounds, gardens, courtyards, 
dog runs, and areas for events such as farmers 
markets and small festivals. These open spaces 
are civic gathering areas and should be located 
for maximum use and visibility. Open spaces in 
the nodes should be up to one acre in size and 
have a service area of one quarter mile. 

Corridors
Corridors should emphasize public open spaces 
that are linear in nature, which may take the 
form of trails and greenways that connect nodes 
and districts. These linear parkways should 
accommodate multiple users, including people 
walking or biking to work, dog walking, and 
recreational hiking and biking. Open spaces 
within the corridors should range from one to ten 
acres and have a service area of one half mile.

Playground:  0.5 to 5 acres 
in size; 0.5 mile service radius. 

Plaza:  0.5 to 2 acres in size; 
0.25 mile service radius.

Square:  0.5 to 5 acres in 
size; 0.5 mile service radius.
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Districts
There should be a range of open space types 
within districts, as there is room for large parks 
as well as demand for small neighborhood parks 
and playgrounds. This variety will serve local 
residents as well as those willing to travel out of 
their neighborhood for the opportunities offered at 
a large park. These large, community parks can 
offer a range of activities including amphitheaters, 
ball parks, boat launches, swimming pools, 
playgrounds, and wildlife viewing stations. The 
size of these parks is typically greater than ten 
acres and the parks will have a service area of 
two miles.

O P E N  S P A C E

Meta-Themes related to Open Space:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY

Green: 0.5 to 8 acres in size; 
1 to 2 mile service radius.

Park:  8+ acres in size; 3 mile 
service radius.

Preserve:  20+ acres in size; 
10+ mile service radius.
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

7. Pursue practices that preserve and enhance the environment.

All urban design and development should be conducted with an awareness of environmental impact and 
efforts to improve environmental quality. Development should seek to utilize renewable energy sources, 
mitigate stormwater runoff, and increase water quality. Waterways which have been diverted or piped 
underground should be “daylighted”, or allowed to return to their original paths above ground. These 
waterways will provide drainage, habitat, and recreational functions, as well as create new ecotourism 
opportunities and improve connections between different areas of the community. Equal access to 
environmental resources should be a top priority in development projects. Special precaustions should 
be taken in Industrial development to mitigate potential environmental threats. Additionally, all new 
development and redevelopment projects should strive to follow Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED) guidelines. Homebuilders should be responsible for minimizing impacts on resacas and all 
environmental resources in the course of development. A more detailed description of the environment and 
actions to protect and enhance it can be found in to Section ??? the Environmental Plan.

Nodes
Environmental resources can be enhanced in 
nodes by creating parks and plazas (as discussed 
in relation to Smart Growth Principle 6) and 
using permeable paving and surfaces wherever 
possible. LEED guidelines for New Construction 
should be followed, as the guidelines address a 
range of environmental issues including mitigating 
heat island effects, water efficient landscaping, 
recycled and renewable building materials, and 
indoor environmental air quality. 

Corridors
In corridors, environmental preservation can be 
tailored to the inherent linear roadway focus. 
Drainage and runoff should be addressed 
through the use of permeable surfaces and paving 
materials, and by constructing bioswales along 
roadways. Bioswales are grassy catchment areas 
that collect, filter, and absorb the often polluted 
runoff from roadways. Trees planted in bioswales 
and along streets without bioswales will enhance 
air quality, contribute to noise abatement, and 
also assist with runoff and drainage management. 
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Districts
Retention and detention systems can be used 
in districts to collect and convey stormwater 
throughout the system easing stress on drainage 
ways, while rain gardens can be used in private 
yards and parks to achieve the same goal on a 
smaller scale. LEED guidelines for Neighborhood 
Design, which integrate principles of smart 
growth, urbanism, and green building into a 
neighborhood-wide system, should be followed in 
districts. Goals of this LEED program are to reduce 
urban sprawl, encourage healthy living, protect 
threatened species, increase transportation 
choice, and decrease automobile dependence. 

E N V I R O N M E N TA L I S M

Meta-Themes related to 
Environmentalism:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

8. Connect existing developed resacas to residents, visitors, and other natural systems

Systems of resacas may be the most unique natural features in the Brownsville area. Their role ranges 
from ecological habitat to aesthetic amenities. Some resacas in Brownsville are encroached upon by 
development and many have detrimental affects on their overall quality and restricted access by residents 
and visitors. Efforts should be made to provide as much access as possible and also in a variety of forms.  
Development abutting resacas should consider retrofitting their properties to reduce pollutant runoff into the 
resacas. Buildings and other impervious surfices can implement LEED practices and techniques to increase 
surface water infiltration and reduce toxic contaminants. Private land owners can sell, donate, or through a 
private association return riparian areas to public / semi-public open spaces. Resacas are part of a larger 
ecosystem and should be connected with adjacent natural systems to provide continous open space and 
corridors for flora and fauna. Measures should be taken to restore and maintain previously mismanaged 
resacas and promote better management through education and code enforcement. A more detailed 
description of resacas and actions  to enhance them can be found in to Section ??? the Environmental Plan.

Nodes

Resacas in Nodes add aesthetic value to property 
and offer additional public activity options and 
even cultural centers. Public access should be 
available, with active recreation being the most 
prevalant. Shoreline stabilization in Nodes needs 
to be a priority.  Softwall vegetative shorelines 
are preferred where building and activity 
setbacks allow, but hardwall shorelines are 
appropriate in high traffic areas.  Runoff from 
streets and parking lots should be diverted away 
from resacas to reduce pollutants. Development 
in Nodes surrounding resacas needs to provide 
easily accessible trash collection and removal 
in the form of garbage cans, dumpsters, and 

Corridors

Vehicular thoroughfares greatly influence resaca 
systems in Corridors. Large amounts of impervious 
paving creates stormwater runoff carrying oils, 
rubber residue, and other synthetic pollutants.  
Runoff should be directed to drainage ditches or 
detention ponds where possible. Corridors often 
have associated trails systems, which should be 
directed to interact with resacas at key public / 
semi public spaces. A mix of passive and active 
public uses helps to preserve wildlife habitat and 
allow residents and visitors access to natural 
amenities in a variety of ways.



156

Districts

Stress and degradation of resacas can be 
the most mitigated in Districts, where the 
lowest intensity of development surrounds the 
resacas. Softwall vegetation should ring most 
of the resaca to stabalize the shoreline and 
provide phytoremediation to remove pollutants. 
Surrounding development can install rain 
gardens, pervious paving, and native vegetation 
to improve water quality and wildlife habitat. 
Public institutions should acquire land directly 
adjacent to the resaca edge for use as trails or 
public open space and should monitor vegetation 
for invasive species.  Resacas in Districts should 
have more passive public activity associated with 

R E S A C A S  D E V E L O P E D

Meta-Themes related to 
Developed Resacas:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY
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B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

9.  Nurture undeveloped resacas to showcase the environment

The Lower Rio Grande Valley hosts a varied range of flora and fauna that provide the area with many 
benefits, including millions of dollars in ecotourism trade each year.  It is essential to protect and utilize 
existing pristine resacas to promote ecotourism, provide open space amenities to residents and visitors, 
and enhance the natural ecosystem of the region.  Future development around undeveloped resacas should 
place special attention on preserving habitat and mitigating any sort of negative impact on the resacas 
water quality.  Setbacks with clear-cutting restrictions should be preserved to retain the natural softwall 
shoreline edge and promote phytoremediation and surface runoff infiltration.  Public access to the resacas 
should be promoted with the riparian areas of the resacas being public open space, but with passive 
public uses as the primary activity.  Development around undeveloped resacas should have increased 
LEED development standards that decrease pollutant runoff and increase stormwater infiltration. For a more 
detailed description of resacas and actions that can be done to enhance them, refer to Section ??? the 
Environmental Plan.

Nodes

Development is most intense in the Nodes, and 
resacas create added value to land as a natural 
amenity. Access to resacas should be highest in 
the nodes, yet actions should be taken to mitigate 
habitat and water quality degradation in the form 
of soil stabilization, preservation of key wildlife 
habitat zones, and diversion of stormwater runoff 
from thoroughfares and parking lots.  Hardwall 
shoreline edges are discouraged, except where 
additional environmental protections are taken.

Corridors

New development in Corridors has an opportunity 
to direct development to preserve the quality of 
currently undeveloped resacas.  Stormwater runoff 
from major thoroughfares should be diverted 
away from resacas to reduce pollutants left by 
vehicular traffic. Litter management is a key issue, 
and programs to preserve the environmental 
quality of the resacas must be implemented. 
The shoreline of the resacas should be primarily 
publicaly owned to be used as parks, trail 
systems, and other public open spaces, and to 
ensure maintenance to preserve the habitat and 
wildlife of the area.
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Districts

Habitat preservation is the most sustainable in 
Districts where development is the least intense.  
Resacas can be used for the central public open 
spaces for residences. Areas around the shoreline 
should be primarily publicaly owned or be run 
by an environmentally associated organization. 
Opportunities to promote birding and other 
ecotourism activities would be most appropriate in 
Districts and acquiring larger tracts of land would 
help enhance the experience and attraction.  
Development in proximity to undeveloped resacas 
should strongly follow LEED standards and 
programs and organization should be developed 
to help reserve the quality of the resacas.

R E S A C A S  U N D E V E L O P E D

Meta-Themes related to 
Environmentalism:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY
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10. Utilize infrastructure and public facilities to manage growth. 

Provision of infrastructure and public facilities, both existing and planned, can confine development, promote 
redevelopment and infill, and limit sprawl. Instead of prohibiting activities through legislative action, a city 
can inhibit undesirable development practices through management of infrastructure. Typically, an adequate 
public facilities ordinance (APFO) is enacted to only allow development where sufficient infrastructure 
exists. The municipality retains greater control over development and is able to prevent leap-frog (or non-
contiguous) development, guide development away from environmentally and/or culturally sensitive areas, 
and encourage infill and redevelopment. Coordination with surrounding jurisdictions will ensure greater 
effectiveness of an APFO. Regular maintenance is critical to protect infrastructure investments and ensure 
dependable service throughout the system. 

Nodes
As nodes are sites of greater density and higher 
intensity of uses, the most intensive infrastructure 
systems, with the highest capacities, should be 
located in nodes. Once these high capacity 
systems are in place, nodes will be well suited to 
infill and redevelopment to utilize the available 
capacity. 

Corridors
Major roadways are typically convenient 
locations to run main infrastructure lines. The 
existing infrastructure capacity of corridors should 
be assessed and redevelopment encouraged 
where surplus capacity exists. Capacity should 
be increased along corridors to accommodate 
planned growth and development projects. 

Leap-frog development is the occurence of new 
development outside of the already developed city, 
connected only by infrastructure lines.  This type of 
development is very inefficient and costly to city 
infrastructure provision. 
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Districts
Infrastructure capacity and provision should 
be assessed, maintained, and improved, as 
necessary, in districts. An adequate public facilities 
ordinance should be used to manage and direct 
new development projects. Additionally, impact 
fees should be levied on developers to lessen the 
burden of infrastructure provision on the City. 

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

Meta-Themes related to Infrastructure:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY

Population: 10,000

Population: 1,000

Capital/Infrastructure Costs: $109,948

Capital/Infrastructure Costs: $164,620

Maintenance/Operating Costs: $18,731

Maintenance/Operating Costs: $21,109
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11. Embrace the multi-cultural diversity in the city form. 

Good urban design should seek to preserve a city’s cultural and historic integrity and create locations 
that allow expressions of diversity. These expressions of diversity can promote tourism activities and 
other economic drivers. The first step toward this goal is to identify cultural and historic sites, events, and 
neighborhoods and to catalog local vernacular architecture. Once these features have been identified, 
they can be preserved, enhanced, and celebrated. This can be achieved through thematic signage, 
interpretive trails and monuments, maps for self-guided tours, and programming of events and celebrations. 
In Brownsville, it is particularly important to recognize and enhance cross-border cultural connections. 

Nodes
Nodes should be focal points for expressions of 
diversity, and should contain monuments, signs, 
and civic gathering spaces for cultural events and 
expressions. These focal points should display the 
unique identity of Brownsville to residents and 
visitors. 

Corridors
Gateway features should be constructed in 
corridors that announce arrival in cultural and 
historic sites and neighborhoods. Interpretive 
trails through corridors can be used to strengthen 
connections between cultural sites in nodes and 
districts. 
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Districts
Within districts, the existing diverse fabric 
and neighborhoods should be documented, 
preserved, and enhanced. The creation of a 
historic preservation ordinance may be useful 
in achieving this goal. Typically, neighborhoods 
express distinct cultural identities through 
vernacular architecture, traditional patterns of 
development, and shops and restaurants that 
reflect the culture, all of which should be retained. 

D I V E R S I T Y

Meta-Themes related to Diversity:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY
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12. Augment development structure to enhance place.

The type and quality of development has the potential to enhance existing neighborhoods and create new 
neighborhoods that are meaningful, comfortable, and enjoyable for residents and visitors. By making the 
area more appealing, the style of development can also provide significant economic benefits. Examples of 
good development practices include a focus on intersections to avoid strip development; context sensitive 
design; awareness of multi-modal transportation methods; well-designed parking solutions; careful transitions 
between uses; a legible street pattern; and placing civic buildings and spaces in prominent locations. 

Nodes
Good development in nodes should focus on the 
transition from intersections and on characteristics 
that enhance the greater density in nodes. 
Structured parking could be appropriate in nodes, 
and curb cuts should be combined and limited 
within blocks. Buildings should be aggregated 
and have little or no setback from sidewalks in 
order to create a solid and engaging building 
plane. Fenestration of buildings along a block 
should be consistent and display a high level 
of ornamentation and detailing. High quality 
building materials should be used. 

Corridors
Corridor development should emphasize the 
transition from main roadways to the local 
fabric and should be integrated with adjacent 
development in districts. Entry features should be 
included in design and development projects to 
signal a sense of approach and arrival. One way 
this can be done is to use infrastructure (such as 
the sides of bridges and walls) as a canvas for 
decorative and informative displays that relate 
to the community. Development along corridors 
should also be tailored to enhance and frame 
views of distinctive features in the surrounding 
districts and neighborhoods. 

Development has a uniformity of massing and size, and density of development transitions from a higher 
level at intersections in nodes to a lower level within residential districts.
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Districts
Development in districts should serve to provide 
a transition from nodes and corridors into the less 
dense districts. A variety of housing options should 
be provided in districts and should be designed to 
accommodate a range of income levels, include 
households that participate in the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development’s Section 
8 rental voucher program. Wherever possible, 
alley-loaded residential development should be 
encouraged in districts. 

D E V E L O P M E N T

Meta-Themes related to Development:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY
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13. Foster a density gradient emanating from the downtown core. 

As communicated in the Brownsville Framework Plan graphic and description, there should be a general 
density gradient that transitions from highest density in the downtown core to lowest density in the furthest 
reaches of Brownsville’s ETJ. To establish this gradient, infill and redevelopment should be promoted in the 
downtown core areas before new greenfield development is allowed in other areas of the City. Additionally, 
each of the three areas described below should have a smaller-scale version of a density gradient around 
them as a way to signal transition and arrival in a new area. 

Nodes
While downtown Brownsville should have the 
greatest density as the center of the density gradient, 
nodes should serve as pockets of increased 
density to capture the energy from the downtown 
core and transfer that energy out to corridors 
and districts. Outside of downtown, nodes are 
the best locations for infill, redevelopment, and 
increased density of development. Nodes should 
have concentric circles of gradually lessening 
density around their central intersections. 

Corridors
Corridors should be the sites of linear patterns of 
density that connect and transition between the 
higher density of the nodes and the lower density 
of the districts. Corridors should have linear rings 
of gradually lessening density around their main 
roadways. 
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Districts
Districts should have the lowest densities within 
the City, but should experience a gradient of 
gradually lessening density from the districts 
that are closest to downtown to the districts in 
the further reaches of the City and its ETJ. In this 
situation, the districts closest to downtown should 
allow greater densities to respond to the energy 
created by the downtown. 

D E N S I T Y

Meta-Themes related to Density:

Existing Density 
Gradient in 
Brownsville:

Proposed Density 
Gradient in 
Brownsville:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY
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14. Generate a land use gradient across the City. 

The Brownsville Framework Plan illustrates that natural systems and land forms in Brownsville direct residential 
growth to the northwest of the City, while resources in the eastern part of the City, such as the airport and 
shipping port, are most conducive to industrial and employment centers. This creates a gradient of land 
uses that transitions from residential and institutional in the northwest to industrial and employment in the 
east. The ability to aggregate similar land uses potentiates economic development and confers a system 
of organization and legibility to the City. The land use gradient also aids both the City and developers in 
determining markets and making decisions about how to direct and manage growth. 

Nodes
Nodes should have the greatest diversity of land 
uses, but individual nodes may be themed to target 
particular markets such as medical, educational, 
and entertainment/tourism. 

Corridors
Corridors serve to connect and provide transitions 
between the different land use areas, both from 
west (residential) to east (industrial) and from 
downtown (most diversity of land uses) to the City 
borders (less diversity of land uses).  
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Districts
Individual districts define the land uses that make 
up the City-wide gradient and provide stability of 
use to enhance economic potential and value. 

L A N D  U S E

Meta-Themes related to Land Use:

DIRECT INDIRECT

ECONOMICS

EQUITY

CONNECTIVITY

TRANSITIONS

LEGIBILITY
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