6/17/25, 12:35 PM Dallas Morning News

Renters, welcome to Texas!

Yep, you heard me right. And a new state law will help
us add much-needed housing for all those transplants
headed our way
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Construction of the Lincoln Katy Trail rental project along Carlisle Street
was pictured in February 2024. Dallas Cothrum writes, “All those Californians
and Yankees continue to fuel our economy, so if I have to wait one additional
cycle at the traffic light, it’s OK by me.” ( File Photo/Staff)
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A rendering of the Bonton Gardens apartments was posted at the site of the

future apartment complex in December, for a ribbon-cutting ceremony. (Staff
Photo)
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I've been worried about Texas losing its
momentum toward becoming the largest
state by population by 2050. The “Texas
miracle” seems often to hit snags at the
local level. Some North Texans are tired of
all the growth. They’ve gotten themselves
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aboard and now they want to pull up the
gangplank. They don’t want any more
Texans.

It’s shortsighted, if not downright un-
Texan. Since our founding, we’ve been built
by various surges of Gone to Texas.

“We’ve always had people coming from someplace else to throw in on that Texas
idea,” Don Frazier, director of the Texas Center at Schreiner University in
Kerrville, told me.

Frazier said Texas saw population growth during Mexican rule, the Republic of
Texas period, the Civil War and both world wars. People move to Texas and then
Texas moves into them. We are the only state with a distinct national identity and
it includes a willingness to create new Texans.

Sam Houston moved here; he turned out all right. We need more like him. All
those Californians and Yankees continue to fuel our economy, so if I have to wait
one additional cycle at the traffic light, it’'s OK by me.

Another part of the secret sauce of the Texas experiment is only allowing the
Legislature to meet every other year. This way, they cannot do too much damage.

This term, Texas Senate Bill 840 might have done some real good. The legislation
prevents cities with populations greater than 150,000 from restricting multifamily
development in areas zoned commercial. There’s a lot of empty office and retail
space waiting to be part of the solution to our housing crisis. Once this legislation
is signed by Gov. Greg Abbott, cities won’t be able to create planned development
districts, overlays or other special-purpose districts to keep that from happening.
I'm hopeful this will spur growth.

America is a country of largely polite people who try to be fair to others. But there
is open and widespread discrimination against renters. I see it happen all time,
mostly by people who at one time rented. We've all gotten just a little too bougie —
renters need to live “somewhere else.”

Agent of change

I work with developers. I've spent 30 years making “somewhere else” come true for
my multifamily clients. Now they may not need me.

This piece of legislation may provide relief for local representatives. I often believe
they want to do the right thing and increase density and add to their tax base, but
they can’t because they get a room full of good-old-days voters who aren’t having
it.
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There are far too many shopping centers that have slipped from national anchor to
discount store before landing as a bounce house for kid birthday parties. When
this happens it means the shopping center is dying. Shopping centers rarely
rebound. Under SB 840, owners will be able to look at changing those sites to
apartments.

Basil Koutsogeorgas, a developer at Provident Realty Advisors, noted, “Now every
vacant junior box in a lightly leased shopping center is a possible apartment
opportunity.”

The Legislature has acted as an agent of change. The new law is going to give
developers some new leverage in dealing with neighbors and cities reluctant to
change.

Two years ago, I hoped we would see office conversion by demolition. It has not
happened because most suburban cities foolishly believe people are coming back
to the office in their city.

Las Colinas in Irving has numerous empty office buildings with commercial
zoning. Thus far, the city has been unwilling to consider allowing many of them to
be converted to multifamily. Soon, it won’t have any say in the matter.

SB 840 protects developers who want to build up to 36 units per acre or whatever
the densest multifamily category is in that city — whichever is greater. This is
where things get interesting because Plano, McKinney, Irving and others have
apartment standards allowing a density in the low 20s per acre and requirements
for parking that hamstring multifamily housing. These standards to thwart
multifamily housing will no longer work.

The 36 units per acre works because cities also cannot require structured parking
and developers must provide only one space per unit. We are going to see more
surface-parking solutions for three- and four-story apartments. I've spent a career
solving for parking, rather than creating the best project. Despite the whine of
homeowners, developers almost never underpark the demand of their renters.
Under SB 840, the market can decide.

Under SB 840, the much-debated Pepper Square zoning case my firm handled
would not have been needed. It has a retail zoning district that would allow 54 feet
in height and the most dense multifamily zoning, MF-3, which allows 60 units per
acre. Under SB 840, the developer will be able to develop more than 900 units
across the 15 acres — more than the Dallas City Council allowed.

Interesting response

The cities also will not be allowed to regulate the allowed maximum floor area.
That’s the volume of rentable space as a ratio of how large the lot is.
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The bill provides for an allowed height of at least 45 feet. If the existing
commercial zoning allows more than that, then the development can be built at
that height. In Dallas, numerous zoning districts allow heights of 9o feet or more.

I don’t suspect this additional height will be seen much because of the expense of
structured parking. But cities should act assertively and ask developers to build
even taller. Citizens need to quit being afraid of height. Steel-and-concrete
buildings are built for 100 years and provide a huge boost to the tax base. Height
ensures quality. Once developers have some leverage, we may see some more
interesting developments.

How cities respond to the regulations will be interesting. Previous legislatures
tried to take away the ability of cities to regulate design, but it continues to happen
regularly.

Cities won’t be allowed to require retail use as part of housing developments to
create mixed-use projects. As much as they are loved by academic planners,
mixed-use developments fail more often than they succeed. Letting the market
decide makes more sense than letting planning directors decide.

The Legislature has acted boldly to ensure there are more Texans in coming years.
This may go a long way in helping the Dallas-Fort Worth area reach the 12 million
mark by 2050.

“Make way for the newcomers,” Frazier declared. “As long as they can find their
place in the Texas story, it should end well.”

We are a state of immigrants who have overcome every obstacle. In the 19th and
early 20th centuries, the state held little sway in national politics, but we are
emerging as the most powerful and populous state. We’ll all adjust to it; we've
been doing it for hundreds of years.

Dallas Cothrum is the CEO of Masterplan Consultants, the oldest land use and
zoning firm in Texas. And he is a Dallas Morning News contributing columnist.
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