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With all of the new projects in Texas registering 
for LEED certification, it is easy to get “green 
fatigue” when talking about the newest devel-

opments. At first glance, Historic Real Estate Inc.’s newest 
mixed-use project in Pearland, Texas, known as Water-
Lights District, seems like much of the same. But a look 
just below the surface shows that Historic has taken its 
commitment to sustainability to new heights.

“Our goal is not to achieve a LEED level,” says David 
Goswick, executive director of Houston-based Historic 
Real Estate. “Our target of LEED-Gold is important, but 
our true objective is to produce a place that raises the bar 
from a technological standpoint; [a place] that conserves 

energy, that does not require much energy, and that pro-
duces its own energy.”

It is that last point that separates WaterLights District 
from the rest of the LEED-certified projects going up in 
Texas right now. The $700 million project, which is located 
on 150 acres along Highway 288 south of Sam Houston 
Parkway, is seeking to produce a portion of its own energy 
through green methods. Goswick notes that the hurricanes 
that recently struck Texas highlight the importance of the 
project being able to produce and store power separate 
from the grid. When others lose power, WaterLights will 
keep running.

CREATING A GREENER DISTRICT
Pearland’s WaterLights District raises the bar for sustainability. 

  By Coleman Wood

AdditionAl mixed-use 
projects feAtured in  

this issue:

Vitruvian Park

Quarry Village

UDR Inc., is developing Vitruvian 
Park, a $1 billion redevelopment 

project, in Addison, Texas.  

Embrey Partners is developing its 
first vertical mixed-use project, 
Quarry Village, in San Antonio.  

SEE PAGE 31

SEE PAGE 30
SEE GREENER, PAGE 28

A special report on hurricane ike’s impact on 
texas commercial real estate: 

SEE PAGE 38

plus...

how the lodging industry has been on hand to help texas’ cities  
rebuild in the aftermath of the storm.
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The project’s energy production 
methods begin with the use of pho-
tovoltaic cells (also known as solar 
panels), which will be placed on south-
facing rooftops and garages, as well 
as within the Presidential Park & Gar-
dens. And with 1.9 million square 
feet of space currently planned, there 
will be no shortage of rooftops. Some 
would balk at this idea, though, bring-
ing up memories of the expensive, 
inefficient solar panels of the 1970s. 

“Efficiency in photovoltaics has 
improved a lot in the past 30 years,” 
says Steve Biegel, CEO of Matrix 
Spencer Architects, which is oversee-
ing the master-planning of the project. 
“Whereas, they used to be 30 to 35 per-
cent efficient, there are now PV cells 
that are 85 to 90 percent efficient.”

Another key to the project is itswater 
usage, which is both for aesthetics and 
for energy production. WaterLights is 
located on the banks of Clear Creek, 
adjacent to a wetland that Historic is 
preserving. Part of the project’s design 
will consist of the Grand Canal, a 
man-made canal system that will wind 
through the project, ultimately con-
necting to a 40-acre lake. Historic is 
also incorporating elevated water con-
tainers into the project, which will 
both retain water and generate hydro-

electric power via falling water over a 
turbine. Steps are also being taken to 
conserve water, including the reclama-
tion of stormwater for landscape irri-
gation and the use of porous sidewalks 
and roads to help with the absorption 
and filtration of stormwater. 

Overlooking the Grand Canal will 
be 14 to 16 restaurants and bars to 
serve visitors and residents of the proj-
ect, as well as contribute to energy 
production in WaterLights District 
through the recycling of food grease 
into biodiesel. To make this and other 
green energy production methods pos-
sible, Historic has sought the help of 
nearby Rice University. The college 
has also been instrumental in securing 
a deal for Nano World Headquarters, 
a nanotechnology research campus to 
be located within WaterLights District. 

“The strategic relationship with Rice 
is a natural one,” says Goswick. “There 
are so many companies that are started 
up from discoveries made at Rice, but 
these companies tend to end up in San 
Diego, Boston, Germany and other 
areas. By being in close proximity to 
Texas Medical Center and Rice, we 
feel confident that many of these com-
panies will be born and grow within 
WaterLights District.”

Houston-based Blue Marble Part-

When Historic Real Estate started looking at the topography of some of the development areas around WaterLights District, the company felt a park was very, 
very important, says David Goswick, executive director of Historic Real Estate, the developer of WaterLights District. “We felt like we needed something 

that would be an entertainment attraction, but also educational,” he says.
After a meeting with renowned sculptor David Adickes, Goswick found 

what he was seeking. At the time, the artist was working on 20-foot tall stone 
busts of each of the U.S. Presidents, and the idea interested Goswick so much 
that he acquired all 43 of them to place in WaterLights District’s newly chris-
tened Presidential Park & Gardens, located on the southern edge of the project 
along Clear Creek. 

Dirt is moving at the 12-acre site right now, with 
Historic planning to relocate the statues to the park in 
late November. It is also at this time that Adickes will 
begin work on the 44th statue of the newly elected 
president. 

Once the park is completed and WaterLights District 
opens, the city of Pearland estimates that the park 
will attract up to 2 million visitors annually. On top of 
this number, there are the scores of people that will be 
attracted to the miles of walking trails that meander 
through the park and connect with the city of Pearl-
and’s existing trail system. With a sizeable portion of 
the project devoted to green space, Goswick believes 
that he is providing a component that is missing in 
many of today’s mixed-use projects, and that the park 
will be just one more factor that will ensure the proj-
ect’s success. 

— Coleman Wood

WaterLights’ PresidentiaL Park & gardens to add entertainment, education to district
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waTerliGhTs disTricT: a closer look:
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ners, a clean technology consultant 
to Rice University and board mem-
ber for the National Corrosion Cen-
ter, sees WaterLights as a “watershed” 
for Houston-area land development. 
“WaterLights is leading by example,” 
says Todd Colpron with Blue Marble. 
“Renewable power, distributed gen-
eration and gray water recirculation, 
combined with advanced architecture 
and a drive to proactively address its 
carbon footprint, sets the bar for envi-
ronmental stewardship.”

The nearby Texas Medical Center, 
known as the largest medical district in 
the world, is doubling in size between 
now and 2016. Historic is using the 
nanotech campus and WaterLights’ 
600,000 square feet of Class A office 
space to draw hi-tech users to the 
area.

“Our growth and business plan is 
totally centered around the growth of 
the Texas Medical Center,” Goswick 
says.

In addition to the offices, the project 
will contain 1,400 residences, consist-
ing of luxury apartments, brownstones, 
condominiums and lofts. The project’s 
100,000 square feet of retail space will 
serve residents and visitors, along with 
700 hotel rooms in three luxury hotels, 
conference facilities and a 7,500-seat 
enclosed arena. The 12-acre Presiden-
tial Park & Gardens will contain miles 
of walking trails that connect to Pearl-
and’s trails system, as well as statues of 
all of the U.S. presidents. 

The name WaterLights District 
comes from one of Matrix Spencer’s 
design elements, the creative use of 
water and light as a replacement for 
physical objects. For example, the proj-
ect will not have lampposts on the 
sidewalks, opting instead for columns 
of water powered by natural water 
pressure that are lit from below. Dur-
ing daylight, the columns disappear 
and reappear at night when sidewalk 
lighting is needed. In addition, water 
is being used as a divider, instead of 
physical walls between restaurants, 
retail and other public spaces. Details 
such as this are what Biegel thinks will 
ultimately make the project a destina-
tion for people across the Houston 
metro area.

“The key to success in a project like 
this is that people come here, stay 
here, enjoy being here and don’t want 
to leave here,” Biegel says. “And if 
they do leave, they want to come right 
back.”

Construction is under way for Phase I 
of the project, which consists of 300,000 
square feet of office space, the entire 
retail component, 12 of the restaurants, 
two of the three hotels, approximately 

500 residential units, Presidential Park 
and the canal system. The site will 
be ready for Phase I construction to 
begin in the first quarter of 2009, with 
the buildings ready for occupancy by 
the first quarter of 2010. The rest of 
the project will be constructed in two 

more phases, which will take approxi-
mately 5 years to complete. With its 
strategic location along the Highway 
288 corridor, and its proximity to the 
Texas Medical Center and the Shadow 
Creek Ranch master-panned develop-
ment, Goswick believes that Water-

Lights District is positioned perfectly 
for success. 

He says, “We believe that we have 
the most strategic physical location, 
probably in the state of Texas.” q
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