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THE REGULATORY NATURE OF URBAN PORTS:   

THE CASE OF HOUSTON 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Classic urban ecology argues that cities grow by connecting economically with other places.  As 

they do, local zones of similar land use emerge, producing natural areas.  While still valuable, 

this paradigm and recent efforts to rehabilitate one of its core concepts –succession – fails to 

adequately explain how certain urban zones, born relatively free of government regulation, come 

to be increasingly defined by it over time.  The present study engages this lacuna and its 

relevance to urbanization generally.  Using the case of Houston’s Ship Channel, it investigates 

how a locally important zone develops politically through successive regulation intended to 

contain risks associated with its own development.  In this way we extend insights of urban 

ecology to consider how government not only leverages infrastructure that gives rise to certain 

urban zones but also comes to wrap them in regulation that promotes and insulates their 

continued development, at significant risk to local residents. 

 



THE REGULATORY NATURE OF URBAN PORTS:   

THE CASE OF HOUSTON 

 

 

Extensive research exists in urban studies on how economic connections with other places shape 

the internal structure of cities, resulting in today’s multi-nucleated metropolitan areas (Harris and 

Ullman 1945; Harris 1997).  Much of this literature traces in one way or another to the early 

Chicago School of urban ecology (Park, Burgess and McKenzie 1925).  This paradigm explains 

how distinct zones, or natural areas, emerge in modern cities over time, not as a result of 

deliberate planning and regulation but through market forces and needs of certain land users for 

certain types of spaces.  Business headquarters, for example, benefit from centralized access to 

finance, insurance and other professional services, resulting in a central business district.  Heavy 

manufacturers benefit from large tracts of land near major transportation routes, resulting in 

industrial zones.  And, so forth.  The over-riding point is that urbanization at the local level is 

neither random nor uniform.  Instead, it springs from interaction with other places to produce 

predictable patterns of locally differentiated zones that interact over time to drive and shape 

ongoing development of the local metropolis as it draws economic support from its larger 

environment (Hawley 1950; Wilson 1984).  

This ecological perspective continues to provide valuable insight into how cities cum 

metropolitan areas develop spatially over time.  What it does less well, however, is to anticipate 

and explain how certain local zones, born relatively free of government regulation, come to be 

increasingly defined by it over time.  The present study illuminates this blind spot and its 

relevance to urbanization more generally.  It investigates the broad question of how a locally 
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important zone, once established, develops not only spatially and commercially but also 

politically through successive regulation intended to contain risks associated with its own 

continued development.  In this way we seek to extend classic insights of urban ecology to 

consider how government not only leverages development of urban infrastructure that gives rise 

to certain urban zones, but also comes to wrap them in regulation that both promotes and 

insulates their continued development, often at significant risk to local residents. 

To advance this perspective, we take several steps.  First, we situate our study within 

recent efforts to develop a more politically and environmentally attuned understanding of 

urbanization – one that highlights the importance of government action not only for building and 

maintaining urban infrastructure but also for containing subsequent environmental risks 

associated with its ongoing use and development (Elliott and Frickel 2013; Rudel 2009, 2014).  

Next, we demonstrate the utility of this perspective through a case study of a major urban zone:  

the port area of Houston.  This case study has two primary aims.  First, it seeks to establish a 

clearer understanding of the role of public resources and oversight in the early creation and 

economic governance of this particular urban zone.  Second, it seeks to highlight the growing 

role of subsequent environmental policy and risk management regulations for keeping the zone 

going.  The overarching purpose is not only to show the role of government throughout the 

making and remaking of the port area of a major U.S. city but also to highlight how this role 

changes over time through risks generated by the zone’s own success, and by extension, that of 

the surrounding metropolis. 

For our purposes, focus on an urban port makes sense for several reasons.  First, it offers 

an iconic example of how a local urban zone develops semi-autonomously to support commerce 

with other places and thus helps to drive urbanization more generally (Fujita and Mori 1996).  
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Consider that 95 percent of America’s international trade moves by water, accounting for more 

than 2 billion tons of cargo annually (Government Accounting Office 2007).  Second, urban 

ports are ubiquitous around the world and throughout the country, with more than 130 of them 

handling at least a million tons of cargo each year in cities across the United States (American 

Association of Port Authorities 2012).  Finally, over the past quarter century U.S. ports have 

become characterized not only by increasingly complex regulation (Gregory et al. 2012) but also 

by struggles for environmental justice (Garcia et al. 2013; Houston, Krudysz and Winer 2008; 

Hricko et al. 2014; Morello-Frosch, Pastor and Sadd 2001), which feedback on each other to 

create vexing problems for local residents, planners and policy makers. 

We focus on Houston’s port specifically for several reasons.  First, despite being the 

largest urban port by volume in the United States and being located in the nation’s fastest 

growing metro area, the port of Houston remains surprisingly understudied by scholars (Mackun 

and Wilson 2011) and poorly understood by locals.  One reason for this lacuna, we believe, is the 

complex regulatory structure that has emerged through and around the port over recent decades, 

which we seek to elucidate here.  Second, urbanists widely consider Houston to be the least 

planned, least regulated urban area in the United States (Pendall, Puentes and Martin 2006).  In 

this way, it comes closest of any major U.S. city to conditions present when urban ecologists first 

formulated their models.  It also illustrates how potentially universal – if still locally contingent – 

the broad processes we highlight are.  Third, Houston’s port activity, like that of other major 

U.S. ports, is expected to grow dramatically over coming years with expansion of the Panama 

Canal.  This expansion not only implies more economic opportunity for the zone (and city), but 

also more risk and regulation.   
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Finally, a focus on Houston is underscored by the fact that the local Port Authority 

recently underwent a formal sunset review and will do so again in two years. Findings from the 

most recent review emphasize a need to increase meaningful public participation, improve 

outdated practices, and strengthen contractual agreements with key stakeholders.  How these 

processes unfold and the extent to which residents inside and outside the zone have a say, will 

depend in part on how they understand the broad processes and trends already in motion.  By 

making these dynamics more explicit, the hope is that the present study will prove useful for 

potentially informing future development not only in the local area but in other port cities around 

the country.  

 

URBAN DEVELOPMENT, INFRASTRUCTURE & RISK CONTAINMENT 

According to classic urban ecology, cities grow by connecting economically with other places 

(Duncan et al. 1960).  As they do, zones of locally similar land uses emerge.  When these zones 

require certain types of locations or facilities – say, access to a waterway for port-related 

activities – this process tends to anchor these zones in place and to dissuade incompatible land 

uses – say, housing for affluent residents – from locating nearby.  In this way, cities produce 

“natural areas” that take on lives of their own and interact in ways that influence subsequent 

development of the local metropolis (Abbott 1997).   

More recent work in urban ecology has refined and updated understanding of these 

classic processes and patterns (e.g., Hughes 1993), but it has had little to say about the politics 

and power behind them.  Urban political economy arose in the 1970s and 1980s to help correct 

this shortcoming.  Generally, this alternative paradigm emphasizes that cities are political as well 

as economic (and spatial) entities.  As such, urbanization at the local level is best understood as a 
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process by which powerful pro-growth coalitions use superior resources and influence not only 

to compete against other places for commerce but also to capture local municipal governments.  

Once captured, local land-based elite steer these governments toward ongoing growth and 

development, often at great profit to themselves and environmental degradation to the area as a 

whole (Logan and Molotch 1987). 

Lately, scholars have begun to push this last point further to focus more intently on 

environmental dimensions of urbanization and how they feedback politically to influence local 

development.  A prominent example is Rudel’s (2009) re-framing of contemporary urbanization 

as a general process of landscape transformation with a common sequence of events.  The 

sequence begins with a strong, centralized state entering the local area to initiate or otherwise 

support large-scale transformation through a substantial infrastructural project.  Rudel (2009) 

uses highways and roads – the “infrastructure of everyday life” – as his primary example, but it 

could easily be a federally subsidized railway, port and navigation network, or other mode of 

linking places (e.g., major pipeline or fiber optic network).  Once the respective infrastructure is 

in place, Rudel argues, local pro-growth coalitions typically come to oversee, or regulate, it and 

associated development nearby.  As they do, environmental transformation of the local area 

expands and accelerates, affecting more people and land, directly and indirectly.  As these 

processes unfold, environments degrade, often prompting local counter-coalitions to form around 

such concerns as increased pollution, heightened congestion, loss of green space, or mounting 

industrial hazards.  As these counter-coalitions form, they seek allies with larger organizations 

and higher levels of government outside the region interested in environmental protection and 

justice, sometimes leading to new policies and regulations that feedback to influence local 

development. 
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To make sense of these processes, Rudel (2014) reaches back to classic urban ecology to 

rehabilitate one of its core concepts: succession.  Succession in Rudel’s framework refers not 

simply to the replacement of one set of local land users by another through a process of invasion, 

as is common in recent urban research.  Instead, he uses succession to refer to the process by 

which land users in a particular area gradually transform the local environment in ways that 

require them to adapt reflexively to changes they themselves have created.  In this way 

succeeding generations of local land users must revisit and accommodate themselves to changes 

wrought by their predecessors, setting in motion an endogenous force of urban change.  General 

types of such local environmental change include pollution and resource depletion, which can 

trigger counter-responses, or “defensive environmentalism,” by people closest to their sources 

because they are most aware of the immediate cause and extent of negative environmental 

change.  Rudel acknowledges that such counter-responses tend to be more successful when those 

involved are more socially and politically advantaged (e.g., affluent whites).  But, he also allows 

for the possibility that they can also scale up to form broader social movements that effect large-

scale change – say, in the form of new state and federal environmental regulations that filter back 

to the local level to shape how it acts and responds to ongoing environmental change of which it 

is a part. 

Recently, Elliott and Frickel (2013) advanced a parallel investigation of such dynamics.  

Using Portland, Oregon for their case study, the authors demonstrate how processes of 

urbanization successively pollute lands in zones near and around historic port facilities in ways 

largely missed by current research and policymaking.  They also show how, even in 

environmentally progressive cities such as Portland, new government regulations intended to 

address this problem commonly act as a form of “risk containment” that simultaneously 
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acknowledges associated hazards while allowing core processes that produce them to continue.  

In this way, Elliott and Frickel explain, reflexive environmental regulations of the sort 

anticipated by Beck (1992) and predicted by Rudel (2009, 2014) come, intentionally or not, to 

downplay more systemic risks that, if known, would threaten highly profitable urban zones as 

well as their future re-use.   

In developing their argument, Elliott and Frickel (2013), like Rudel, advance a 

rehabilitated concept of succession.  In their case, succession refers specifically to material 

transformation of local environments through successive, or cumulative, land-based disposal of 

hazardous industrial wastes that take generations to biograde and that tend to cluster and disperse 

spatially from historic port facilities over time.  In the present study, we build on these efforts but 

also seek to extend them.  We do so by shifting focus away from the material transformation of 

environments where urban port districts develop to highlight the regulatory transformation of 

these same areas, as risk containment strategies filter down and overlap successively to create an 

increasingly complex, locally grounded regulatory environment.  In so doing, we hope to 

illuminate how an important urban zone not only drives commerce and transforms local 

environments but also, in the process, comes to create and negotiate successive waves of 

regulation that tend to insulate it politically from the surrounding metropolis.   

To develop this perspective, we conduct an historical investigation of Houston’s port 

area, known locally as the Ship Channel.  We review how it emerged and how it became encased 

in increasingly complex regulations that impede more than empower input and adaptation to  

local environmental change of which it is (and will continue to be) a part.  By clarifying the 

broader historical process through which a city first pursues economic connections with other 

places and then regulates the zone where these types of connections come literally to take and 
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remake place, our historical approach not only contributes to recent advances in urban (political) 

ecology but also offers potential connections with recent social scientific work on (ecological) 

infrastructures.  This work, most evident in anthropology, highlights the idea that transportation 

networks – of which ports are a part – are not static things but rather dynamic processes that can 

“reveal forms of political rationality that underlie technological projects and which give rise to 

an ‘apparatus of governmentality’” (Foucault 2010: 70; c.f., Larkin 2013: 328).  In this vein, our 

case study can be read as an attempt to better understand how local, material infrastructures such 

as ports – which are so essential to urbanization – become successively encased in political 

infrastructures that make it increasingly difficult for local residents to understand and access in 

meaningful ways. 

 

METHODS & SOURCES 

Industrial areas that develop along urban ports share general traits and exhibit their own local 

peculiarities.  Besides being geographically fixed along a local waterway, their scale invites 

regulation from numerous agencies operating across federal, state, county, and local scales. So 

although much of the regulation we highlight below developed at the federal level to address 

general environmental degradation and public health risks, the historic concentration of these 

concerns in and around urban ports makes them particularly salient to these types of zones.  To 

better understand these processes and issues as well as how they unfold in locally contingent 

ways, the following sections use the port of Houston as a case study:  from its early development 

with the help of a centralized state; to its subsequent expansion and local regulation; to its current 

and highly complex regulatory environment, which has emerged through successive efforts at 

risk containment. 
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For the case study, we use primary and secondary historical documents, many of which 

come from local archives and reports housed at the Houston Metropolitan Research Center and 

Woodson Research Center at Rice University.  For more contemporary stages, we draw from a 

variety of sources to investigate successive regulation from the late 1960s to the present and how 

they came to complicate civic input and efforts by authorities charged with maintaining it.  These 

sources include federal legislation, environmental data, historical documents and maps, civic 

meetings, interviews with local experts and stakeholders, and site visits.  The aim is to use this 

body of evidence not to test specific hypotheses but rather to improve socio-historical 

understanding of how local environmental processes influence urbanization not just through 

provision of basic needs and specific instances of environmental injustice but also more broadly 

and less obviously through regulatory processes that unfold successively over time to reshape 

and maintain the zones from which they spring and become entangled. 

 

HISTORICAL RISE OF HOUSTON AND ITS PORT 

From its founding the city of Houston has been driven by a consortium of business leaders and 

elected officials working together in the dogged pursuit of economic success (Sibley 1968; 

McComb 1981; Platt, 1982).  This leadership coterie, a de facto public-private partnership, has 

consisted of business leaders from a variety of sectors—real estate, shipping, agriculture, and 

energy—working in concert with elected allies over the course of nearly two centuries to cement 

Houston’s position as a primary economic hub for the American south and southwest. While this 

group’s all-out drive for economic success brought immense wealth to the city, it also 

contributed to rise of other problems including poor public service provision, racial and class 

inequality, and environmental pollution. These secondary concerns remained unaddressed until 
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the 1960s and 1970s as leaders prioritized economic development above all else (Melosi 2001; 

Feagin 1988; Beeth and Wintz, 1992; Platt 1982; Elkind, 2011; Bridges 1997). Today, similar 

issues struggle to gain purchase in a public dialogue dominated by celebrations of the city’s 

economic strength and warnings against over-regulation.  

One of the most successful outcomes of this leadership’s work during the first hundred 

years of the city’s existence was the creation of the Houston ship channel and the port of 

Houston. Almost immediately after its founding, prominent private citizens and public officials 

agreed that making Houston into a deepwater port would turn the city into a vital commercial 

hub and keep it competitive with regional rivals Galveston and New Orleans. 

The city’s status as a rail hub, its proximity to Texas’ agricultural hinterlands and to the 

state’s significant oil deposits, a disastrous storm, and effective local leadership all factored into 

the creation of Houston’s port. Private businessmen and local officials jointly maintained a 

navigable waterway from Galveston Bay to Houston from 1840 until the establishment of the 

public ship channel in 1914. The federal government did not invest any money in Houston’s 

waterway prior to the 1870s. Even then Houston received a small sum because Galveston drew 

federal money with its coastal location. In 1900, however, a hurricane decimated Galveston and 

motivated federal policymakers to consider finding a more protected port for trade in the Gulf of 

Mexico. They settled on Houston.  

The private and public actors who had kept Houston’s port dreams alive throughout the 

1800s worked together to seize the opportunity created by the storm. The city’s national officials 

pushed Congress for federal funding for the dredging of a deepwater ship channel. Large 

allocations came to the project beginning in 1902. By 1912, local leaders and businessmen 

became frustrated with the slow pace of construction and convinced citizens to pass a bond 
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proposal that added local funds to speed the process. Once approved, these funds became one of 

nation’s first local matches to federal monies (Sibley 1968). 

The growth of the region’s petroleum industry impelled much of the development of the 

ship channel. After the discovery of oil at Spindletop in 1901, city leaders worked to make the 

city the center of the petroleum trade. Investments in the ship channel represented a central piece 

of this effort. The incorporation of new oil companies, the building of channel refineries, and the 

growth of secondary support firms gave Houston first-mover advantage over other regional cities 

like Corpus Christi, Beaumont, and Port Arthur. (Melosi and Pratt 2007) Petrochemicals and 

plastics came to the channel in the 1920s and 1930s, drawn by the existing infrastructure and 

access to raw materials. After World War II, Houston became home to one of the largest 

petrochemical complexes in the world. The city accrued more and more petroleum-related 

infrastructure and expertise as the twentieth century progressed. Driven by oil-related industries 

the port shifted from a distribution to production site, surpassing the expectations of the city’s 

founders, and, for many leading Houstonians, justifying the long history of business-first 

development encouraged by local, state, and federal governments. (Melosi and Pratt, 2007; 

Melosi, Pratt, and Brosnan, 2014; Pratt, 1980) 

The coordinated actions of local elected officials and corporate actors kept business at the 

port booming and uninterrupted during the 20th century. The city formally annexed the ship 

channel and 2500 feet of land along both shores in 1913, which allowed it to control almost all 

development in the area.1 The Harris County Houston Ship Channel Navigation District 

managed the public parts of the channel. The Port Bureau, founded in the 1920s, began to 

advertise the port at a national level. Houston consolidated its control of the ship channel by 

annexing several outlying communities—Manchester, Harrisburg, and Magnolia Park. In the 

1 City of Houston Ordinance, April 18, 1913. 
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1920s and 1930s, new industry-oriented municipalities popped up alongside major industry. 

Pasadena was incorporated in 1924. Baytown, home to a Humble Oil refinery, incorporated in 

1938. These communities began to compete with one another to claim valuable channel-side land 

and to attract businesses to their sections of the waterway. This competition continues to this 

day.2 

As the channel developed, industry increasingly abutted the residential subdivisions 

where port workers and their families lived. While these Houstonians benefitted immensely from 

the jobs offered by the port, they also lived exposed to the unregulated pollution factories 

released to the air, water, and land. Beyond labor unions, citizens possessed few formalized 

mechanisms through which to advocate for changes at the port or at the private firms along the 

ship channel. For Mexican American and Black residents who confronted racial discrimination 

in elections, low wages, and a lack of political representation, influencing civic decision-making 

prior to World War II was nearly impossible. (Bridges 1997; De León 2001; Beeth and Wintz 

1989) Indeed, prior to the passage of federal environmental laws by the U.S. Congress in the 

1970s, few Houstonians participated in the governance of the port and even fewer mechanisms 

existed to challenge pollution or other safety hazards. Until federal regulation forced them to 

adjust, businesses and the local government exclusively dictated policy in the port area, a map of 

which, with surrounding environs, is provided in Figure 1.   

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

 

 

2 City of Houston Planning Commission, “Planning Commission Annual Report: 1959,” Box 1, Folder 2, City of 
Houston Planning Department Collection, RG A 004, Houston Metropolitan Research Center.  
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LOCAL GOVERNANCE 

The environmental and citizen participation regulations passed by Congress in the 1960s and 

1970s faced implementation delays because enforcement of the laws fell to state and local 

officials with a vested interest in maintaining an unregulated industry. Most believed that 

Houston’s success depended upon a profitable port area and worried that regulations would 

stymie economic growth. As attempts to address pollution grew, local governments countered 

their costs through economic structures that eased the financial burdens faced by corporations 

and by placing industry in jurisdictional spaces with less public oversight.  

When the state of Texas passed the Municipal Annexation Act (MAA) in 1962 Houston-

area municipalities gained the ability to control unincorporated territory along the ship channel 

and to encourage industrial growth. The MAA established the concept of extra-territorial 

jurisdiction (ETJ), which permitted home rule cities to claim a set amount of unincorporated land 

each year. Larger cities such as Houston could claim more territory than smaller cities. At first 

cities used ETJ laws to claim areas leaders intended to annex at a later date. Soon, however, 

cities realized that they could use ETJ to claim territory in order to prevent other cities from 

taking it or to control development within it. This quasi-annexation allowed municipalities to 

avoid providing expensive services and let cities offer unique financial incentives to companies 

within their ETJ (Melosi 2001; Murray and Thomas 1991; Shelton, 2014). The MAA established 

a pattern of economically motivated annexation around the ship channel and set today’s 

jurisdictional boundaries.  

Industrial districts, permitted by a clause of the MAA, were special taxing agreements 

between municipalities and industrial corporations that served as a valuable economic 

development tool for cities. In exchange for a guarantee that a municipality would not annex 
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facilities for a set period of years, usually seven or fifteen, corporations with an industrial district 

agreed to pay a graduated taxation rate on improvements that would be capped at 73.4% by the 

end of the agreement. Persisting to today, these districts spur economic development, give 

municipalities set incomes, and give companies a tax break. In terms of governance, however, 

industrial districts obscure responsibility for risk, pollution, and safety. Municipalities are 

obligated only to provide a baseline of services. Businesses often only have to contract for fire-

fighting. Other essential planning and governance tools like platting and permitting are left up to 

the private companies. While businesses within these districts are still beholden to state and 

federal law, the districts contribute to a less-regulated environment, one removed from the public 

oversight in subtle ways.3  

The MAA also paved the way for the creation of limited-purpose annexations. In the late 

1990s, Texas permitted cities to deannex portions of their territory into limited-purpose 

annexations.4 This allowed cities like Houston, which had a great deal of private industry within 

its city limits, to reclassify those areas as limited-purpose and, subsequently, to negotiate 

beneficial industrial district agreements with companies.5 Economic tools such as industrial 

districts and limited-purpose annexations complicate the governance of risk-heavy spaces like 

the ship channel.  

 

3 Municipal Annexation Act passed as HB13 by Texas Legislature in 1963, for text see 
http://www.lrl.state.tx.us/LASDOCS/58R/HB13/HB13_58R.pdf#page=104 last accessed January 9, 2015. Industrial 
District Agreement information taken from sample Houston industrial district contract made available by City of 
Houston Economic Development Office. Other area municipalities including Pasadena, Baytown, and La Porte 
(http://www.ci.la-porte.tx.us/civica/filebank/blobdload.asp?BlobID=6553, last accessed January 9, 2015) have 
similar agreements. 
4 Limited Purpose Annexation legislation can be found in the Texas Local Government Code, Section 43.052; 
Section 43.0751. 
5 A recent and controversial Industrial District classification in Houston was for the Valero Refinery, 
http://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/politics/houston/article/The-numbers-behind-the-Valero-tax-break-
5960466.php last accessed January 9, 2015.  
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SUCCESSIVE ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION AND RISK CONTAINMENT 

As Texas rolled out the MAA and Houston struck its first industrial district deals, national 

debates about the governance of risk and accountability for pollution reshaped the nation’s 

industrial areas. Three flashpoint periods after World War II—the creation of the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) and the passage of a package of environmental reforms in the 1970s, 

the passage of environmental right-to-know laws in the 1980s, and the creation of new industrial 

security measures after the 9/11 terrorist attacks—led to major governance reforms and new 

regulatory frameworks for American industrial areas.  

The two sets of environmental regulations grew from public concerns about widespread 

environmental problems and opaque oversight of industrial America. The 9/11 attacks led to the 

creation of new security measures meant to protect vulnerable infrastructure. In each of these 

periods new regulations interacted with preexisting laws—sometimes superseding them and 

sometimes accruing atop them. The resulting regulatory web changed the governing of industrial 

spaces and limited the public’s knowledge of the risks inherent to those areas.  

In each period the federal government enacted new regulations and passed the 

responsibility of enforcing those laws onto the states. Because state and local governments had 

close ties to area businesses they openly worked in opposition to the federal environmental 

mandates, resulting in incomplete or ineffective implementation. Enforcement of the federal 

environmental laws was weakest in states like Texas, where legislators resisted environmental 

regulations or established purposefully ineffective state bodies to head off federal oversight. In 

one case, Texas attempted to maintain state control over water pollution and comply with the 

federal Water Quality Act of 1965 by establishing pollution zones in the ship channel. The 

zones, however, established acceptable pollution limits at existing levels, allowing the largest 
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polluters to continue business as usual. Federal policymakers rejected the state’s plan.6 Unlike 

the environmental reforms, elected officials at all levels and corporations jointly embraced post-

9/11 security measures that separated the public from industrial areas physically and politically. 

Many public citizens, especially those living in close proximity to the channel, believed that the 

lack of information these measures instituted made industrial areas even more dangerous.  

Local variation in enforcement meant that federal regulations never completely addressed 

the problems they were intended to solve. This reality inaugurated a cycle that has led to today’s 

complex regulatory environment. This cycle began with public focus on a problem, the passage 

of federal regulation to address it, mediation of that regulation by local governments and 

industry, a renewed wave of public pressures in response to the failures of earlier regulation, and 

then a new round of federal regulation. Such a cycle began with the popular environmental 

movement of the 1960s. Public concern about pollution led to the passage of a slate of 

environmental laws in the 1970s. In response, corporations and local officials found new ways to 

pollute or used legal maneuvers to slow enforcement. As environmental problems worsened, 

public pressure for reform reemerged. In response, Congress passed the 1980s right-to-know 

legislation. Then the pattern started anew. Houston-specific examples of this regulatory cycle 

will shed light onto how layers of regulation and response have complicated the governance of 

industrial spaces today.  A general timeline of key events and legislation is offered in Figure 2. 

 

[Figure 2 about here] 

 

 

6 “Texas Moves to Keep the Right to Regulate Pollution of Water,” New York Times, December 5, 1965; Zarko 
Franks, “County Officials Not Buying New Pollution Zones,” Houston Chronicle, November 14, 1965. 
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1970s Environmental Regulations 

After decades of unfettered, business-first development, in the mid-1960s the port of Houston 

and other major industrial areas encountered regulatory challenges in the form of federal 

environmental legislation. Industry grew immensely between 1945 and 1960 behind demand for 

chemical products, energy, and consumer goods. With increased production came elevated 

environmental and human risk. The publication of books like Silent Spring and media coverage 

of major environmental disasters such the Cuyahoga River fire in 1969 prompted concerns about 

the dangers of pollutants in the nation’s food, water, and air. In response Congress passed a slate 

of environmental regulations. 

Because of its concentrated industry, the Houston ship channel contained many of the 

dangers the public feared. As early as 1953 Harris County had established a county pollution 

control office to deal with water and air pollution. While the director of the office, Dr. Walter A. 

Quebedeaux, was committed to enforcing pollution standards he was handcuffed during the 

1950s and early 1960s by weak enforcement powers and resistant local officials.7 Despite these 

challenges Quebedeaux used nuisance lawsuits to sue polluters and consistently blamed Ship 

Channel industries for local pollution problems.8 By 1964 and 1965, the national push for 

environmental protection aided local efforts like Quebedeaux’s and placed pressure on 

polluters.9 

7 Quebedeuax was seen as a rabble-rouser by most local politicians and corporations. They saw the pollution control 
office as a paper tiger, necessary from a public relations perspective, but ignorable. Quebedeaux was rarely cowed 
by this position, though, even before he had popular support for tougher pollution regulations he published articles 
with titles like “Active Prosecution as the Key to Air Pollution Control,” in 1957. For Quebedeaux’s records see the 
Dr. Walter A. Quebedeaux Collection, MSS 234, HMRC.  
8 Anti-pollution Law Criticized by Quebedeaux” Chronicle, 11.11.1964, Box 2, Book 8. 
6. “Fish Kill is Blamed on Industries” Chronicle 11.11.1964, Bob Johnson, box 2 book 8. 
9 Publicity is Pollution Weapon,” Post, 1/6/67. Box 2, book 7 “Stay on Backs of Politicians For pollution Bills, 
Quebedeaux Urges,” Post, 1/17/1967. 
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Nationwide public pressure compelled the U.S. Congress to pass several pieces of 

environmental legislation aimed at documenting and reducing pollution and punishing polluters. 

The creation of the Environmental Protection Agency (1970), coupled with the passage of the 

Clean Air Act (1970), the Federal Water Pollution Control Act (1972), and the National 

Environmental Policy Act (1969), positioned the federal government and EPA administrators to 

regulate the most problematic forms of pollution by the early 1970s.  

The acts shifted the relationship between industry, the government, and the public. For 

the first time, polluters were held to national standards and were accountable for their waste 

products. The legislation established pollution ceilings on the release of toxins to the air or water. 

Violators could be sued or fined by the EPA for failure to comply and the agency could force 

recalcitrant states to follow national guidelines.10 The initial acts successfully reduced point 

source pollution coming from major polluters such as steel manufacturers and oil refineries. 

Additionally, the acts empowered publicly initiated action against polluters. Building upon the 

right of citizens to sue federal agencies that was established by the Administrative Procedure 

Act, the environmental legislation included “Citizen Suit” language that permitted citizens (and 

advocacy groups) to initiate cases against violators. (Salzmann and Thompson, 2007, 77)  

While the pollution controls are cited as the major positive outcome of this legislation, 

the right to sue and the resulting increase in public involvement were just as significant. The 

participation guarantees meant that environmental advocacy groups and local community groups 

could confront polluters.11 The most imposing body, though, remained the EPA. In late 1970, the 

agency filed one of its first pollution lawsuits against an Armco Steel coke burning facility on the 

10 EPA Plan gets tough in Texas” Post Carolyn Raeke, 6/15/1972, box 2, book 7. 
11 There were several lawsuits filed by the Sierra Club and other organizations to impel the EPA and other 
government agencies to impose pollution controls on Houston Ship Channel industries or to prevent the construction 
of what the Sierra Club saw as problematic projects. See for example, “Sierra Club v. Robert F. Froehlke,” United 
States District Court, Southern District of Texas, Civil Action 71-H-983, February 16, 1973.  
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Houston ship channel.12 The facility had been dumping both cyanide and phenols into the 

channel in violation of the River and Harbors Act of 1899. The ensuing legal battle demonstrated 

the new power government regulators possessed, but also displayed how business-friendly 

politicians and resistant corporations continued to limit their effectiveness. 

 The EPA won its case against Armco in 1971. The plant was required to cease dumping 

into the ship channel and faced total shutdown unless it substantially improved its removal 

methods. The outcome was hailed as a major victory for the EPA. Just months later, however, 

the government accepted a consent decree that permitted Armco to continue dumping regulated 

amounts of effluent into the channel and to build an incinerator flare to dispose of their cyanide 

byproducts. Many were suspicious of the sudden change in direction and fights over the building 

and operating of the incinerator, which the Texas Air Quality accused the company of operating 

without a permit for several weeks, kept the case in the national eye.13 Soon after the incinerator 

began operation, news broke that the White House had pushed the EPA to accept the consent 

decree in order to soften the punishment faced by Armco.14  

 The Armco case exemplified the limitations that environmental regulators faced when 

enforcing the 1970s laws. While the EPA successfully sued Armco, the company’s political 

connections reduced its penalties. The fact that national officials helped skirt federal law showed 

how difficult implementing the legislation proved to be. Additionally, the Armco case 

highlighted a shortcoming of the EPA’s stringent rules-and-deterrence approach. By regulating 

only specific chemicals and particular practices the EPA limited its ability to respond to changes 

12 United States v. Armco Steel, No. 70-H-1335 (S.D. Tex. November 14, 1971). 
13 Harold Scarlett, “Armco incinerator fired up to beat federal deadline,” Houston Post, June 30, 1972; Harold 
Scarlett, “State demands Armco cease cyanide burning,” Houston Post, July 11, 1972; Harold Scarlett, “Armco 
insists notice given on startup of cyanide incinerator,” Houston Post, August 5, 1972.  
14 Marjorie Hunter, “Rep. Reuss Charges Justice Department Cover-up in Armco Pollution Case,” New York Times, 
November 23, 1972; “Ex-Aide Changes Armco Testimony,” New York Times, December 23, 1972. John W. Finney, 
“Senator Calls Flanigan ‘Mr. Fixit’ for Business,” New York Times, March 15, 1972. 
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in polluters’ tactics. Corporations made sure that they met the minimum standards of the new 

laws, but rarely improved beyond what was required. Additionally, the Armco case captured how 

many polluters simply redirected the dumping of their waste from the water to the air.  

 

1980s Right-to-Know Regulations 

Continued problems with point source pollution and the shortcomings of the 1970s legislation 

led environmental protection organizations to redouble the pressure on government leaders 

during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Internationally notorious chemical and toxic waste spills 

in Bhopal, India, Love Canal, New York, and Three Mile Island Pennsylvania, heightened 

concerns about environmental protection and propelled issues of toxic waste and chemical 

accidents to the fore of environmentalist agendas. These topics hit home for Houstonians who 

lived near the ship channel and were literally surrounded by formerly or actively toxic sites.  

In Houston, groups such as the Citizens Environmental Coalition (CEC) worked to shore 

up the 1970s legislation and pushed for new laws regulating toxic materials. The CEC was a 

consortium of citizen environmental groups that confronted a number of issues in the Houston 

area ranging from conservation to air pollution.15 The group organized many public forums to 

draw attention to key problems in the city. One such event, held in 1974, looked closely at the 

environmental health of the ship channel. By the time the CEC convened “The Houston Ship 

Channel: An Inquiry,” the limitations of the 1970s acts were clear. The attendees of the 

conference agreed that the 1970s acts had successfully cut much of the point source pollution, 

but that secondary, nonpoint pollution such as that which came from Houston’s abundant storm 

15 Both the HMRC and the Special Collections Library of the University of Houston have extensive collections that 
include documents from the CEC. At the HMRC, see the EEC and the Citizens Environmental Coalition Collection, 
RG F 019. At the University of Houston see the Citizens Environmental Coalition Collection, 07/2007-001 and the 
Sarah Emmott Collection, 07/2009-028. 
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water run-off remained unchecked.16 As toxic waste and the threat of chemical instability 

became national issues, groups like the CEC transitioned away from their focus on improving the 

1970s legislation in favor of pushing for new, more stringent regulation.17 

With protests over the presence of toxic sites gaining momentum, the U.S. Congress 

passed new legislation that attempted to fill some of the gaps of the 1970s legislation and to 

respond to concerns about toxicity. In an attempt to stop the redirecting of pollutants from water 

to the air and ground, Congress passed the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) in 

1976. The act forbade ground dumping after 1983, established a comprehensive list of monitored 

hazardous materials, and set stricter standards for their disposal. In response to the public uproar 

about toxic sites in American communities, Congress passed the Comprehensive Environmental 

Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) in 1980. More commonly known as the 

Superfund Act, CERCLA identified the most polluted landscapes, provided funds for cleaning 

them up, and allowed the EPA to assign responsibility for the waste to polluting companies. 

Finally, fears about chemical leaks and a lack of public knowledge about the associated dangers 

led to the addition of the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA) to 

the renewal of CERCLA in 1986. The law established the Toxic Release Inventory (TRI), which 

required companies to report the type and size of all chemical releases to the EPA.  

Each of these “sunshine” laws offered formerly hard-to-come by information about the 

types, location, and risks associated with certain materials available to the public. In the same 

way that the citizen suit powers of the 1970s legislation gave citizens the ability to confront 

polluters, the public information statutes placed pressure on companies to report pollution and to 

16 “The Houston Ship Channel: An Inquiry Conducted Under the Sponsorship of the CEC,” November 1974, EEC, 
Box 1, Folder 4. 
17 The CEC formed a Toxic Substance Task Force that worked throughout the 1980s to identify and remediate toxic 
sites around the city, see the Sarah Emmott Collection, 07/2009-028, University of Houston Special Collections, 
Box. 
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lower emissions to avoid negative public relations. The TRI ensured that the public could find 

out what types of chemicals were used and dumped by nearby facilities. CERCLA and RCRA 

brought new legal ramifications to the owners of polluted sites by holding them accountable for 

mitigation.  

After companies and local officials digested the new regulations, however, they once 

again found ways to follow the letter of the law without making major changes to their processes 

or effecting their bottom lines. While the TRI and other public information laws required the 

reporting of pollution, they did not install more stringent standards against pollution. As long as 

a company did not mind opening itself to potential criticisms of its waste practices they could 

continue to pollute as before. While many companies did lower emissions, others simply 

continued business as usual.  

As in the 1970s, legal slowdowns and political gamesmanship became key elements of 

industry’s response to the sunshine legislation. When confronting CERCLA and RCRA, 

corporations began to argue about responsibility for polluted sites and about how the laws 

defined mitigation. One long-running example in Houston involves the San Jacinto River Waste 

Pits Superfund Site near the ship channel. Pollution began in the 1960s and when a new 

company bought the site in the 1990s they were sued for the cleanup 

(http://www.epa.gov/region6/6sf/texas/san_jacinto/, last accessed January 7, 2015).  In the 

intervening years and since, industry’s political allies have worked to slow or weaken the new 

laws upon which the suit was filed (Andrews, 2006). 

One of the most effective corporate responses to the sunshine laws was the creation of 

Citizen Advisory Panels (CAPs) by the chemical industry in the late 1980s through its 

Responsible Care initiative. Not mandated by any regulation, these bodies convened residents, 
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plant operators, and local politicians on a regular basis to discuss issues at plants within a CAP’s 

boundaries. Houston houses a number of these groups. The chemical industry frames CAPs as a 

public feedback mechanism, but they essentially act as a public relations tool. While the CAPs 

offer citizens a modicum of information about area facilities, they provide no meaningful 

opportunities for input and come with absolutely no regulatory powers. Chemical corporations 

highlight CAPs as a sign of corporate transparency, but unlike the sunshine laws that placed 

significant statutory requirements upon companies, CAPs and other citizen boards rarely 

influence policy. Since the 1980s other industries have used the CAP model as a strategy to 

incorporate citizens nominally into the governance of industrial areas. To date, however, no CAP 

models vest citizens with significant powers.18 

 

21st Century National and Chemical Security Regulations 

Between 1990 and 2001, CERCLA, EPCRA, and TRI helped amass publically available data on 

America’s industrial sectors. Companies remained hesitant to embrace full reporting measures 

and often claimed that environmental regulations were lowering profits and stymieing 

innovation. Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the federal government under President George 

W. Bush prioritized the protection of sensitive industrial infrastructure, particularly the 

petroleum and chemical industries. These priorities also provided corporations and the federal 

government with cover for removing the regulation of risk-heavy industries from the public 

realm and rolling back some of the public information gains made in the 1980s. (Andrews, 2006, 

380-382)  

Federal regulations now require firms to create risk management plans (RMPs) that list 

the most toxic substances on site and outline the populations vulnerable to catastrophic incidents 

18 Documents of the Bay Area Citizens’ Advisory Panel, in possession of the authors. 
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involving those materials. These plans, however, are only available to the public after a formal 

request of the EPA. The viewing of RMPs must take place in one of a small number of federal 

offices and requires a formal registration process. The plans cannot be copied or distributed 

publically. While increased security precautions are legitimate, their implementation has had a 

limiting effect on what everyday citizens know about the facilities situated in their 

neighborhoods.  

In addition to new protocols on public information, access to physical spaces of industry 

has been curtailed. The Maritime Transportation Security Act, passed in 2002, created regional 

Area Maritime Security Committees responsible for overseeing the development of safety plans 

for each port region and individual safety plans for all coastal facilities. Unlike RMPs, these 

plans are not publically available.19 The AMSC also coordinates with the U.S. Coast Guard on 

safety drills and on general port security measures ranging from passport and clearance checks 

for sailors to freight inspection. At the port of Houston a plant-funded and organized security 

district augments public security forces. The Houston Ship Channel Security District, supported 

by approximately $4 million dollars in annual payments from channel area businesses, aids the 

work of the U.S. Coast Guard and local policing agencies by funding security improvements and 

purchasing equipment used to protect the port.20 Such public-private coordination is increasingly 

popular at American ports (Donahue and Moore 2012: 128; 133-158). 

The result of increased physical and informational security is to make areas such as the 

Port of Houston more invisible—from both a security standpoint and a risk perspective. While 

security needs are real and the public invisibility of a major economic center might be a desirable 

19 Discussion of the non-disclosure of plan emergency plans, in Section 70103 of the Metropolitan Transportation 
Security Act, pg. 1214-9. 
20 Houston Ship Channel Security District, http://www.hscsd.net/go/doc/4739/1275495/, last accessed December 12, 
2014. The main district site also stores a number of district reports and projects. 
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outcome, limiting public knowledge puts risks behind another layer of regulation. Physical 

security makes the port more restrictive. Communities that rest in the shadows of industry now 

live alongside security cameras and patrols. These security structures sour the relationship 

between residents and industrial facilities and compound residents’ lack of knowledge about the 

contents of plants that sit just feet away from homes, schools, and workplaces. 

Responses to new security measures invert the regulatory cycle explored earlier in the 

context of national environmental legislation. In that case public sentiment drove the creation of 

regulation and industry responded to new laws. With the security regulations, government and 

industry jointly pursued stricter standards and mainly citizens challenge the new guidelines. 

Environmental justice groups are among the most active critics of the security upgrades. While 

not dismissing the real threat that terrorism represents, these groups argue that public information 

is vital for those living in close proximity to industrial facilities. Since its founding in 2006, 

Texas Environmental Justice Advocacy Service (TEJAS), has been one of Houston’s most active 

environmental justice groups. TEJAS has focused most of its work on Manchester, a small, 

mostly Mexican-American and lower-income neighborhood along the ship channel. The 

community is surrounded by major industrial facilities including a Valero Oil refinery and a 

Goodyear Tire plant. Residents have long campaigned to lower their exposure to industrial 

pollutants and for the right to know what chemicals are at work in neighboring plants. Tired of 

the health costs linked with living in close proximity to industry, many Manchester residents 

wish to be bought out by surrounding companies. This approach, thus far, has been a political 

non-starter.  

Struggling to garner action on community-level issues related to pollution and health, 

TEJAS and a national consortium of environmental justice groups have turned their focus to 
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chemical security. Citing the risk of terrorists targeting industrial areas, this consortium has 

forwarded several steps that could reduce both the everyday dangers chemicals pose to fenceline 

communities and the consequences attacks on industrial areas might cause. First, they call for 

making information about the chemicals present in a given facility public, arguing that first 

responders and residents need to know what they are dealing with in case of emergency. Second, 

they advocate for the passage of regulations that force companies to use less volatile, but still 

effective chemicals in their industrial processes in order to reduce explosion risks. Third, they 

seek adjustments to the transportation of chemicals through residential areas to prevent 

unprotected train cars laden with chemicals from idling alongside homes. Taken together, this 

group is encouraging federal and state regulators to shift their perspective toward chemical 

security from risk management to risk prevention.21  

Framing environmental and health concerns as security issues allows TEJAS and other 

groups to address pressing problems through a topic with more political traction. Chemical 

security reform efforts were buoyed by deadly industrial accidents in West and La Porte, Texas 

that highlighted shortcomings in the regulation of volatile chemicals and an absence of public 

knowledge about the risks associated with industrial facilities.22 The combination of citizen 

pressure and ghastly accidents led President Barack Obama to the sign Executive Order 13650, 

which established new oversight, called for better coordination between regulatory bodies, and 

insisted that plants be held to best practices for the storage and use of dangerous chemicals.23 

21 Environmental Justice and Health Alliance for Chemical Policy Reform, “Who’s in Danger: Race, Poverty, and 
Chemical Disasters, A Demographic Analysis of Chemical Disaster Vulnerability Zones,” May 2014 available at 
http://comingcleaninc.org/whats-new/whos-in-danger-report, last accessed January 14, 2015. 
22 On the La Porte chemical explosion, see http://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/news/federal-investigators-
chemical-industry-has-a-safety-crisis/, http://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/news/new-safety-proposals-aimed-at-
deadly-chemical-accidents/. For a comprehensive look at the West, Texas explosion see The Dallas Morning News 
special coverage at http://res.dallasnews.com/West/, last accessed January 14, 2015. 
23 Executive Order 13650, August 1, 2013, http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/08/01/executive-order-
improving-chemical-facility-safety-and-security, last accessed January 14, 2015. 
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 While the executive action and the consortium’s publication of “Who’s In Danger: Race, 

Poverty, and Chemical Disasters,” helped focus attention on the dangers inherent to ports and 

other industrial areas, groups like TEJAS still struggle to gain access to full political 

participation. The group has tried for years to influence the governance of the channel area. After 

participating in CAPS for several years, leaders left the groups out of frustrations over the 

bodies’ lack of regulatory bite. Even a new CAP set up by the Port of Houston has not 

accomplished much and, according to TEJAS leaders, has not focused on the concerns of people 

from communities like Manchester.  

 In chemical security we have an example of citizens responding to regulation by 

repurposing it in ways that make it serve their own needs. While increased security at America’s 

ports has pushed a great deal of information out of the realm of public knowledge, citizens 

continue to find ways to assert themselves into an ever more closed-off regulatory space, the 

contours and risk of which are depicted in Figure 3. 

 

[Figure 3 about here] 

 

 

THE ROAD AHEAD:  SUNSET REVIEW & PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT  

The above account is not to condemn the port.  It continues to play a vital role in Houston’s 

economy, and the central county of which it is a part (Harris County) has reduced annual 

hazardous emissions reported by industry by more than 100 million pounds since 1988 (the first 

year of reporting)  – a decline of 75 percent.  Yet even with these reductions, hazardous releases 

to the environment still top 34 million pounds per year, ranking the county among the most 
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actively polluted in the United States, with related cancer risks more than double those of the 

state average (scorecard.org, accessed Jan. 16, 2015).  Assessments by race and ethnicity also 

indicate that, relative to non-Hispanic whites, cancer risks in the county are 27 percent greater 

for people of color and relative exposure to Superfund Sites is more than 500 percent greater 

(ibid).  In addition, severe storms threaten approximately 4,200 aboveground storage tanks near 

the port used to store hazardous materials at energy production and industrial sites, which if 

comprised could trigger unprecedented spills, with significant social, environmental and 

economic consequences (Christian et al. 2015). 

Faced with these concerns as well as potential expansion of industry along the port in 

years ahead, the State of Texas conducted a sunset review of the Port Authority of Houston in 

2012.  At stake was $200 to $300 million generated annually by an ad valorem tax assessed 

across Harris County to support operation of the port (a rate of 1.5% on all taxable property in 

the county, including residential).  A major conclusion of the formal review was that the Port 

Authority needed to greatly improve public engagement and trust as well as public health and 

safety around the port – a conclusion consistent with our investigation above.  Indeed, a survey 

of approximately 120 private individuals and community groups conducted by the Sunset staff 

found that roughly half of them rated the Port Authority “poorly” in its openness and 

responsiveness to the public.  Qualitative feedback also consistently indicated that, “the 

Authority has not built trusting relationships [with interested stakeholders] that would make them 

feel their concerns or interests are being represented or taken seriously” (Sunset Advisory 

Commission 2012: 26). 

Our investigation suggests that this assessment results from systemic challenges that have 

arisen historically throughout the port’s development, making them difficult to solve overnight.  
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Yet, based on practices and examples at other urban ports – especially in Los Angeles and Long 

Beach – we might offer two broad proposals, each intended to improve industry-resident 

cooperation and to provide dedicated resources for community health and development in areas 

most at risk from the port and its activities.  One option is to develop a subcommittee within the 

Port Authority that allots equal seats to community and industry representatives, with ear-marked 

funds from the Port Authority’s budget to engage, identify and pursue community-directed 

improvements in health and quality of life threatened by port activities and potential expansion. 

Another option would be to use a unique type of public-private district model that has 

emerged in Houston to pursue similar aims and resources but outside the formal scope of the Port 

Authority.  This model is known as a Municipal Management District (MMD), and currently 19 

of them operate in the Houston area.  Empowered and approved by the Texas state legislature, 

stakeholders of an MMD agree to an increased taxing scheme on commercial activity and to a 

format of self-governance for a discretely defined coverage area. A board of directors 

representing tenants and property owners must be identified and approved by the local city 

before MMDs are approved by the state (Martinson 2013).  Although most existing MMDs 

exclude private residents and residential areas generally (Warner 2011), such exclusion is not 

required.  In this option, dedicated funds would not come from a container tax, as it does in the 

case of California ports, or from a county-wide tax, as it does in the option of a Port Authority 

subcommittee.  Rather, funds would come largely from port industries themselves while also 

calling for them to engage with community stakeholders in decisionmaking about how best to 

use these funds to mitigate local public risks. We are not so naïve as to think such arrangements 

could be swift or uncontentious.  But, over time they could encourage industry and residents to 
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work together to undo successive regulation that has simultaneously come to define the port area 

and block public engagement. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Urban ports that sustain metro areas by linking them to other places do not just emerge and 

transform local material environments in successive fashion, as recent research in urban and 

environmental studies highlights.  They also produce successively complex regulatory 

environments, even in cities known for having limited planning and no official zoning.  This 

regulatory production occurs because ports are complex entities with multiple stakeholders, 

governed by a vast array of regulatory agencies and frameworks.  These dynamics feedback 

through local power structures and landlord-tenant relationships between public managers of 

ports and private users to make meaningful public engagement increasingly difficult, even as 

local risks grow.  Rising competition from other ports and modes of transportation as well as 

heightened concern over homeland security only complicate the situation.  In the case of 

Houston’s port, these general challenges are compounded by high levels of environmental 

pollution released by the transformation and storage of enormous sums of petrochemicals.  The 

present study has tried to illuminate this complexity.  It has also sought to demonstrate how an 

important and ubiquitous type of urban zone that was once classically theorized to arise without 

the hand of government has come increasingly to be defined (and obfuscated) by it over time.  

One theoretical implication of these developments is that recent efforts to rehabilitate the 

classic concept of (ecological) succession may be usefully – if metaphorically – extended to 

consider transformation not just of local material landscapes but political ones as well, which 

remain locationally anchored in the types of zones highlighted by early urban ecologists.  Of 
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course, these pioneers were not indifferent to the emergence of local institutions and governance.  

Hoyt’s (1933) research on the Chicago Real Estate Board, for example, stressed the role that 

emergent institutions can play in regulating local lands.  But, nearly a century later, it makes 

increasing sense to update and extend this analytical focus to account for how particular types of 

urban zones can remain not only important economically to the metro areas in which they are 

embedded but also increasingly removed from them through regulatory structures that come to 

encase and obscure them over time and space. 

Another theoretical implication of the present study involves Elliott and Frickel’s (2013) 

concept of risk containment, which we think can be usefully refined and extended in light of 

evidence presented here.  In Elliott and Frickel’s account, risk containment refers to public 

amnesia that residential churning can create about industrial hazards as well as the tendency of 

government agencies to “manage” risks that such hazards present to the public.  This 

management occurs through policies and practices that focus regulatory attention on publicly 

visible (and often clearly dangerous) facilities and blighted urban lots at the same time that they 

ignore far more numerous sites that appear less dangerous, often because they are smaller or 

have since converted to more seemingly benign uses.  In this way, risk containment has been 

conceptualized as an unintended consequence of well-intentioned regulatory policies that 

reinforce and legitimate ongoing accumulations of industrial hazards in urban spaces.  

The present study does not challenge this conceptualization of urban risk production so 

much as extend it to account for how regulatory policies, like the industrial hazards they target, 

can accumulate over time to transform local environments administratively as well as materially.  

In this extension, risk containment occurs not just by targeting obvious sites and facilities of 

concern while letting others fly under the regulatory radar by the thousands.  It also occurs by 
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trying to successively regulate particular zones where major sites and facilities cluster.  In these 

hotspots, hazards become hidden in plain view by increasing regulatory complexity that limits 

public information, frustrates civic engagement, and threatens public agencies charged with 

operation and integration of the zone with the rest of the metropolis.  This sort of complexity 

invites and reflects an “apparatus of governmentality” that Larkin (201: 328) via Foucault (2010: 

70) warned us about with regard to large-scale, state-supported infrastructure, such as ports.  It is 

an apparatus that expands bureaucratic mechanisms of governance while presenting the 

diminished power and heightened risk that results as rational. 

Of course, the extent to which such insights and implications are useful to scholars, 

residents and policymakers remains to be seen.  In the meantime, we acknowledge several 

limitations and offer thoughts on where improvements might lead for researchers.  First and most 

obviously, our study focused on a single, albeit important, case.  Future research would do well 

to extend this research design to develop a more explicitly comparative framework.  Good 

candidates for inclusion include not only other major ports on the Gulf of Mexico – e.g., Lake 

Charles, New Orleans and Mobile – but also those on the east and west coasts, where 

community-based coalitions have successfully implemented policy changes aimed at 

empowering community involvement in port activities.  Another limitation of our study is that it 

did not investigate changes in communities near the port over time, as local employment and 

residential demographics have shifted.  Future research would benefit from such focus, with the 

broad aim of placing industrial, residential and environmental changes along the port in deeper 

spatial and temporal context.  The aim would be to better understand changing trajectories of 

exposure and vulnerability that contribute to present and future risk, while also demonstrating 

how risk along port areas is a process, not a thing, which shifts and accumulates over time.   
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Finally, our study limited its empirical purview to everyday risks associated with 

industrial hazards that commonly defined historic urban ports.  It did not highlight small but 

growing local concern over the potential catastrophe that a hurricane might cause along the port, 

should high winds and storm surge compromise local petrochemical tanks.  Related simulations 

are alarming and could invoke even more regulation and infrastructural investment in the years 

ahead. Future research should not only endeavor to incorporate these types of low-frequency, 

high-intensity events and associated regulations into their accounting, but also maintain a clear 

focus on how they invite, inform, and influence public engagement.  We look forward to these 

and related lines of research in the future. 
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Figure 1.  Houston Ship Channel and Surrounding Environs 

 



Figure 2.  Historical Timeline of Major Developments Affecting Houston’s Port Area 
 

 
 



Figure 3.  Schematic Depiction of Hazards, Risks and Regulatory Blockades to Civic 
Engagement and Metropolitan Integration of Port Area 
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