


G L O S S A R Y
Accessibility - the practice of making information/activities/environments as sensi-
ble, meaningful, and usable for as many people as possible. (source: seewritehear.com)
ADA - Americans with Disabilities Act
Displacement - the process of forcing people or communities to leave the place 
where they live or work, often due to economic or social pressures such as rising 
property values, development, or natural disasters.
H-GAC - Houston-Galveston Area Council. The Houston region’s Metropolitan Plan-
ning Organization (MPO) who distributes federal and state funds for large initiatives. 
EIS - Environmental Impact Statement. A document outlining all the impacts of a 
proposed project on things like housing, tax revenue, flooding, wildlife, air quality, 
and connectivity.
Environmental Racism - the disproportionate and unjust exposure of certain com-
munities, often marginalized or minority groups, to environmental hazards, pollution, 
and degradation.
FHWA - Federal Highway Administration
Grassroots - movement by ordinary people using collective action to enact change.
Induced Demand - the phenomenon where increasing the supply of a transportation 
facility, such as a road or highway, leads to an increase in the demand for that facili-
ty, often resulting in more traffic and congestion.
MOU - Memorandum Of Understanding. A formal document that outlines an agree-
ment between parties, but is not legally binding. 
NEPA - National Environmental Policy Act. Federal law determining environmental 
review processes and acceptable impacts for a proposed project.
SVI - Social Vulnerability Index. This scores a census tract based on a number of 
factors from poverty to housing availability and infrastructure accessibility. SVI can 
be used to identify communities who are at-risk in a hazardous situation or will need 
additional support after one. 
Title VI - Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 protects communities from dicrimina-
tion on the basis of race, color, or national origin by a project using federal funding. 
Transit Justice - the equitable distribution of transportation resources and ser-
vices, such as public transit, to ensure that all members of a community have safe, 
affordable, and convenient access to essential destinations such as jobs, schools, 
healthcare, and social services.
TTC - Texas Transportation Commission. The governing body of TxDOT, appointed 
by the Governor.
Urban Infill - the process of developing or redeveloping vacant or underused parcels 
of land within an existing urban area, often in denser or mixed-use configurations 
that complement or enhance the surrounding built environment.
Urban Sprawl - the rapid expansion of urban areas, resulting in the growth of 
low-density, single-use development patterns that consume large amounts of land 
and often rely on automobile transportation.
UTP - Unified Transportation Program. TxDOT’s 10-year plan for projects. 
VMT - Vehicle Miles Traveled
VRA - An agreement between an agency of the federal government and another 
agency or institution subject to federal jurisdiction. A common way to resolve civil 
rights complaints. Describes the specific remedial actions that the recipient will un-
dertake to address issues identified in the investigation. 



Why don’t W I D E R  H I G H W A Y S fix traffic?
Growing population in a region is the primary reason a DOT 

will claim they should be allowed to expand a highway
→ when they widen the freeway, existing housing and land is paved over; 
livable spaces become concrete.
→ when the wider road opens, there’s more room for cars, so more 
people start to drive on it.
The road fills up with more cars and traffic becomes worse than before. 
This cycle is called induced demand.
→ as housing inside the city is destroyed, more people are forced to live further 
outside the city. People who infrequently used the freeway while living within the 
city become daily commuters.
Housing is continually destroyed inside the city and rebuilt outside it. 
This cycle is called sprawl.

As long as we build our cities around cars, 
we will be forced to keep driving. We must create usable 
and accessible living space so residents can live close to 
their communities, resources, workplaces, and amenities. 

So... what does work?
•	 Community-led solutions like participatory budgeting, community planning, 

and advocacy, can ensure that transportation solutions reflect the needs and 
priorities of all community members!

•	 Multi-modal transit that gets people out of their cars, and drastically           
decreases pollution

•	 Affordable Housing near multi-modal transit means fewer people need cars 
to regularly get where they’re going. 

•	 Designing Complete Streets that prioritize the safety and comfort of all 
road users, including pedestrians, cyclists, and transit users

•	 Grass and Greenspace, which create clean air and mitigate flooding
•	 Integrating housing, retail, community spaces, healthcare hubs, to 

help build thriving communities that meet residents’ needs without long or 
frequent car trips.

Amsterdam (above), is the poster child for a walkable, bikeable, accessible city 
center. Did you know it wasn’t always like this? City planners chose to convert 

car space into livable space and undo the car-centric design of the 70s!

Which Houston 
street would you like 
to see closed to cars 

and transformed 
into a fully livable 

and enjoyable 
space?

Eerste van der Helststraat, 1978                  Eerste van der Helststraat, 2016
(Source: Amsterdam Archives) 		  (Source: Thomas Schlijper)











U P D A T E :  T H E  L E G A L  B A T T L E S  F O R 
C H A N G E S  T O  T H E  I - 4 5  E X P A N S I O N

In 2021, two separate legal proceedings began against TxDOT over the 
proposed I-45 expansion. 

In January 2021, Harris County Judge Lina Hidalgo sent a letter to the 
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) requesting they intervene in 
the I-45 expansion. In March 2021, Harris County Attorney Christian 
Menefee filed a lawsuit in federal court alleging that TxDOT failed to 
follow National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) laws. In November 
2021, Harris County paused their lawsuit to negotiate with TxDOT behind 
closed doors for changes to the development process and design. This 
pause lasted until December 2022, when both City of Houston and 
Harris County announced Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) with 
TxDOT - they had reached agreements - and the lawsuit was dropped. 

In 2021, Air Alliance Houston, LINK Houston, Stop TxDOT I-45, Texas 
Housers, Texas Appleseed, and several impacted individuals filed 
complaints with the federal government claiming that the I-45 
expansion violates Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In March 
of 2021, the FHWA asked TxDOT to pause soliciting contracts while 
they investigated the design and development of the I-45 expansion 
to determine if the project was disproportionately affecting Black and 
Hispanic communities against federal law. This pause lasted two years 
until February 2023, when the FHWA announced a Voluntary Resolution 
Agreement (VRA) with TxDOT - they had reached a compromise - and 
the investigation was complete. 

All three of these agreements have promised incremental changes to the 
project, but fail to address the underlying issues that drove both 
complaints: the project is harmful to residents, the expansion will not 
improve traffic, and TxDOT refuses to accept feedback or meaningfully 
engage with the communities who have been harmed by decades of 
freeway construction. The VRA, however, includes increased 
enforcement mechanisms from both the federal government and local 
agencies and individuals - we can be watchdogs on this project to ensure 
TxDOT meets the requirements they’ve been given. 

Houston deserves a project that prioritizes safety, centers the lived expe-
rience of those most impacted by the project, actually relieves traffic, and 
moves us toward a more equitable future. There is still time, and we will 
not stop fighting for our city and our lives. 





We Can Stop a Freeway!
In the 60s and 70s, residents organized and mobilized against the 
Harrisburg Freeway in Houston. They fought and won.

The story of the successful fight against the Harrisburg Freeway can 
be viewed as an inspirational roadmap for fighting freeway 
expansions in Houston today. 

We can learn from them today. A better world and a better Houston 
is possible.
	 In 1961, TxDOT and 
City of Houston planners pro-
posed a massive freeway proj-
ect: the Harrisburg Freeway. 
This planned freeway sliced 
through some of the city’s oldest 
neighborhoods, displaced thou-
sands of residents, and destroyed 
homes, businesses, and historic 
sites. The planned Harrisburg 
Freeway would have begun at 
the end of Highway 225 at the 
610 loop and cut through Mag-

Washington, D.C., 1965 protest
Source: Houston Freeways, Eric Slotboom

	 East End residents knew the Harrisburg Freeway would destroy 
their communities: they had already witnessed the effects that construction 
of I10 and HWY59 had on Fifth Ward. David Theis writes in the Texas

Observer, “before being cut off 
from the city by the two high-
ways, the Fifth Ward was a 
thriving working-class neigh-
borhood.” 			 
	 Building on local and 
national movements for social 
justice and civil rights in the 
1950s and 60s, African Ameri-
can and Hispanic communities 
rightfully saw the planned free-
way as yet another example of 
the city’s disregard for their in-
terests and well-being..
	 A coalition of commu-Public meeting poster, 1973

Source: Houston Freeways, Eric Slotboom

nolia Park, Harrisburg, and Second Ward into downtown.



nity members, activists, and journalists formed groups including the An-
ti-Freeway Coalition and the La Porte Freeway Extension Information 
Committee, which later became the East End Preservation and Develop-
ment Association. Community member Richard Holgin and journalist 
Maggie Landron, writing for Papel Chicano, were two of many bold 
individuals who organized to stop the Harrisburg Freeway.

   So, what did they do? 
•	 Groups and individuals held multi-

lingual political education sessions and 
community discussions across the city

•	 Groups organized affected residents 
to comment at public hearings and 
protests

•	 When the federal government issued 
new regulations requiring transportation 
projects to consider their impact on the 
environment and local communities in 
1972, they challenged the project in 
court arguing that it would violate the 
new federal regulations and harm the 
health, safety, and welfare of nearby 
residents.

Community journalist 
Maggie Landron, 
writing in Papel 
Chicano in 1970, 

argued that “freeways 
are out of date before 
they are finished” and 
that the city should 
invest in mass transit 
to provide transpor-
tation “for residents 
within the city … for 
fifty and seventy-five 
years from now, not 
just tomorrow.”

	 And it worked! The Harrisburg Coalition's efforts paid off in 1976 
when TxDOT agreed to cancel the Harrisburg Freeway project. TxDOT 
cited the high cost of acquiring land and relocating residents, opposition 
from the community, and the new federal regulations as reasons for the 
cancellation. The victory was a significant milestone that demonstrated the 
power to challenge and change established systems through grassroots 
organizing. The victory also highlighted the need for more transparent 
and democratic decision-making processes that consider the needs and 
aspirations of all residents, regardless of their race, class, gender, ability, 
or political power.

Think about something 
you are skilled at. How 

much could you achieve 
if there were 100 of you 

doing it together? 

Sources:
Houston Chronicle, Aug. 26, 2021
Power Moves, 2017
Houston Freeways, 2003

The end of 225, never expanded into the Harrisburg Fwy
Source: Houston Freeways, Eric Slotboom 












