Patterns of leisure in Houston, Texas, USA

The leisure and tourism model (LTM) is a model that suggests that there is an observable pattern of leisure facilities found throughout different city zones ranging from the Central Business District (CBD) to the rural-urban fringe. 

Fig 1: The LTM
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Fig 2: Map to show some selected leisure facilities throughout Houston:
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The LTM suggests that the leisure facilities that typically located in a city’s CBD are high order leisure facilities that have a high range and a wide sphere of influence. This means that these are specialist facilities and services that people are willing to travel great distances and from a wide area to obtain. The reason for this is because the CBD is the most accessible part of the city. Major transport interchanges typically exist in the CBD, for instance it is often where the main bus and rail terminuses are located and where major roads meet. This is the case in Houston – the Greyhound bus depot is located on the edge of the CBD, as it the Amtrak rail station and major road routes e.g. the I10 and I45 routes run towards it. The facilities that can be found in Houston’s CBD include:

The Main Street Shopping District – including high order shops such as Macy’s department store.

Bayou Place – which houses the House of Blues (concert venue), restaurants and shops and the Sundance Cinema. 

Many major hotel chains e.g. Hilton. 

The Toyota Centre – a sport’s stadium and arena concert venue.

All of these facilities have a high range and large sphere of influence. They are located in the heart of a city that contains 4 million inhabitants as a large number of people are needed to support them. Not only is the CBD the most accessible region of the city for residents but it often forms the Tourism Business District (TBD) of a city. Tourists are drawn towards the CBD because it is accessible and because it provides a wide range of accommodation options. Houston’s CBD contains everything from luxury 5* hotel chains to youth hostel accommodation to meet the needs of every traveller. An increased number of tourists in this region means that there are more people to support high order services e.g. the Toyota Centre. 

Although there are facilities in Houston’s CBD that are similar to those found in the leisure and tourism model there are some important things to note about Houston. Although the Main Street Shopping District is an area of high order shops in the CBD it is definitely not the most important shopping district of the city of Houston or the shopping area with the greatest sphere of influence. Houston has seen the majority of its growth post 1950 and as a result it is designed around the use of the car.  Houston has many large shopping malls e.g. the Galleria in its western suburbs and Memorial Mall towards the rural urban fringe. These malls are accessible by car, via the two ring roads that encircle it (610 loop and Beltway 8), they provide free parking and the stores have ample floor space. 

The leisure and tourism model suggests that inner city regions of the city contain facilities like football stadia, bingo halls, betting shops and shopping parades. Many of these facilities would not be able to afford the high rates of the CBD and so are located on its outskirts. Houston has some similar facilities e.g. the BBVA Compass Stadium; a new purpose built soccer stadium. The inner city is often a zone of transition within cities and the stadium has been developed in the area to help rejuvenate it; the zone where the stadium is located has previously been plagued with prostitution and drug dealing. 

However, some of the other facilities that are mentioned in the model are not common in Houston’s inner city e.g. betting shops and bingo halls. These facilities are more specific to Britain, upon which the model is based, and so are not found in Houston. 
Another aspect of Houston’s inner city that is similar to the pattern suggested in the model is the presence of shopping parades. Much of the inner city towards the west of Houston has undergone regeneration and gentrification and so many inner neighbourhoods e.g. Montrose and Midtown have their own restaurant and shopping parades to serve their new wealthy residents.

The leisure and tourism model (LTM) suggests that Houston’s suburbs ought to contain facilities to meet the needs of the residents who live there e.g. parks, leisure centres and sports clubs. Houston’s suburbs do contain such facilities – there are many neighbourhood parks that serve local residents and there are several large district parks such as Hermann Park and Memorial Park. Sports clubs e.g. River Oaks Country club is found in the wealthy inner suburb of River Oaks – this club serves the needs of the very affluent residents of the suburb (average house price in excess of $2 million!) 

Another wealthy inner suburb, Rice Village, houses Houston’s museum district. According to the leisure and tourism model it would be usual for a city’s main museum district to be located in the CBD, however, due to the fact that Houston has no zoning regulations this means that the city has grown in a more haphazard way. 

The LTM predicts that the rural urban fringe would contain facilities such as golf courses, that need a lot of space, and facilities that require a more rural setting e.g. equestrian centres. Golf courses are located at Houston’s fringes, however, shopping malls are also common here as they provide more floor space and parking and are accessible by ring roads e.g. Beltway 8 and freeways e.g. I10.



Houston’s CBD:

Main Street Shopping area including high order shops and department stores e.g. Macy’s.
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