
MOBILITY FRAMEWORK CONCEPT

REAL | REGIONAL EXPRESS ACCESS LANES

The Regional Express Access Lanes (REAL) are 
an interconnected system of managed express 
lanes and mobility hubs. They are planned to 
connect and integrate the greater Houston region's 
roadway, transit and freight systems to provide an 
efficient, equitable, flexible, and seamless multi-
modal network. Mobility hubs provide multi-modal 
connections to activity centers and provide direct 
access to the REAL system. The REAL concept 
fulfills our region's vision for a safe and 
connected transportation system that moves 
both people and goods. 

The REAL Plan is envisioned as a long-range 
comprehensive plan that the Texas Department 
of Transportation (TxDOT) Houston District will 
use to guide the orderly development of regional 
system improvements. It is the District’s roadmap 
for future REAL projects that, once completed, 
offers continuum of connectivity and create a more 
seamless intermodal system. The plan will leverage 
existing transportation infrastructure and serve 
as guidance for mobility and transportation equity 
across all stakeholders in the greater Houston 
region.
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1 Regional Express Access Lane connecting 
Activity Centers

2 Mobility Hubs close to Activity Centers to 
feed and transfer vehicles to REAL system
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WHY REAL?
More and more commuters in our region have 
recognized the convenience and benefits of various 
regional express access lanes such as high-
occupancy vehicle (HOV) lanes, high-occupancy 
toll (HOT) lanes, and managed lanes (ML). These 
facilities provide a variety of benefits to all road users 
including travel time savings and reliability, improved 
flow for goods movement, travel options and 
convenience, enhanced corridor mobility and safety, 
especially for vulnerable populations. They promote 
effective travel demand management by providing 
an infrastructure backbone to ridesharing and 
transit usage.

The Houston District, in conjunction with other 
transportation partners, operates approximately 
143 miles of various HOV, HOT, and other managed 
lanes with an additional 70 miles planned for future 
projects on facilities such as I-69, SH-288, I-45, 
Hempstead Road, and I-10. These do not include 
general toll roads operated and maintained by 
regional toll road authorities. 

However, the current network has several 
deficiencies: 

•	 Discontinuity along the same corridor. For 
instance, there is a gap in katy freeway managed 
lanes within I-610 loop.

•	 Incomplete network – regional travelers cannot 
commute seamlessly from one corridor to the 
other using the current facilities. 

•	 Inconvenience in corridor/mode transfer – in 
most cases, commuters do not have direct 
access to park-and-ride facilities. 

•	 Inconsistency in managed lane policies and 
operations. 

•	 Current network generally follows the spoke and 
wheel network layout and directs everything to 
Downtown and circular / loop facilities (I-610, 
BW8, SH 99, etc.) while missing the connection 
between other regional activity centers.

These deficiencies have limited the choice of 
commuter and travelers in the greater Houston 
region. In addition, the current network is not 
compatible with other stakeholders’ initiatives such 
as Houston METRONext plan. 

In order to maximize system efficiency for the 
greater Houston region, the District needs a 
plan to guide the development of a future REAL 
network that provides advanced connectivity and 
flexibility for tomorrow's transportation system.
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A REAL VISION
The District envisions REAL as designated lanes or 
roadways with an uninterrupted flow of people and 
goods with controlled access points that are used 
based on vehicle eligibility. They may be flexible in 
various operational strategies such as HOV, HOT, ML, 
bus toll lanes (BTL), freight or even future technology 
lanes dedicated to next-generation vehicle 
technologies such as Connected and Automated 
Vehicles. They may or may not incur a toll price to 
certain types of road users. At strategic locations, 
these REAL lanes will connect to future mobility hubs 
that serve people and goods as a transfer point for 
both passenger and freight traffic. 

The REAL Plan is the District’s blueprint of future 
REAL projects that enhance and reshape the region’s 
roadways to provide express mobility choices to 
people and goods in an effort to reduce regional 
congestion. It will achieve the following objectives:

•	 Eliminate linear gaps within current express 
lanes and enable two-way express lanes on 
major highway corridors to support regional and 
local initiatives such as Houston METRONext 
plan.

•	 Provide seamless inter- and multi-modal 
connections and uninterrupted system-to-
system flows (between different types of 
facilities along the same corridor or between 
corridors).

•	 Locate strategic mobility hubs with conceptual 
design to enhance intermodal connectivity and 
facilitate corridor/mode transfer.

•	 Enhance access to high-capacity transit 
modes such as bus and light rail, as well as 
active transportation modes and first/last mile 
connections.

•	 Promote equity with better access to 
transportation through mobility hubs that 
will increase employment opportunities and 
access to medical care, shopping, recreation, 
especially for vulnerable and disadvantaged 
communities.

•	 Accommodate next-generation vehicle and 
communication technologies in the conceptual 
design.

•	 Provide resiliency to adapt to changes in future 
travel needs.

•	 Function as a blueprint to inform and 
collaborate with regional stakeholders. 

•	 Develop guidelines and templates to guide 
and inform other corridor planning efforts in the 
region.
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A master plan of the REAL system that is complete, continuous 
and consistent and provides seamless connection between region's 
transportation, transit, and freight systems for continuous traffic flow 
through REAL lanes.

A master plan of mobility hubs that facilitate system-to-system 
connections with direct access to multi-modal opportunities. The mobility 
hubs provide a wider variety of transportation options, which leads to 
increased access to local and regional locations for people and goods.

An engagement framework for other regional agencies and stakeholders 
to get engaged. It is an all-inclusive document for all agencies to plan for 
an equitable future that improves access to employment opportunities and 
amenities for vulnerable communities.

A strategic document that will help guide investment priorities and assist in 
innovative leverage funding and a checklist of consideration factors. 

Flexible and adaptable systems to accommodate future needs, such as 
mobility hubs to accommodate future technologies.

A collaboration document to foster cooperation between various agencies 
and private sector to address current and future transportation challenges, 
serving all modes and population needs.

EXPECTED BENEFITS OF THE REAL PLAN
REAL SYSTEM

MOBILITY HUBS

EQUITY

INVESTMENT

AGILITY

COLLABORATION
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REAL APPROACH
The District, working with its consultant AECOM, is 
using an agile project approach to develop the REAL 
Plan that is grounded in reality yet visionary.

Identify Activity Centers

Activity centers are areas with concentrations of 
residential, commercial, and other land uses that 
attract people for living, working, studying, shopping 
or recreation. They include specialized centers of 
activities such as medical centers, special event 
centers or freight logistic hubs. Travel between these 
activity centers is the foundation to a need-based 
REAL Plan. 

Activity centers can vary greatly in size from a large 
downtown area to a large residential neighborhood. 
Each one may have different population and 
employment density, commodity tonnage, and trips. 
The REAL plan uses these criteria to classify activity 
centers into regional, major, and minor centers. They 
are further classified into residential, commercial, 
and freight centers. 

Develop REAL network supported by 
geospatial analysis
The REAL network is developed by looking at the 
activity centers and associated trip patterns from 
different perspectives including: 

•	 Conducting geospatial network analysis to 
evaluate routing options of trips and identify 
optimal topology with minimal travel time/cost 
and without constraint of the existing network. 

•	 Perform reality check to the topology by 
leveraging existing roadway network and REAL 
lanes. 

•	 Consider multi-modal connections to various 

core “boxes” of highly concentrated traffic flow, 
such as the below passenger travel box and 
freight loop.

Locate mobility hubs
Mobility hubs provide a focal point in the REAL 
Plan that aim at seamlessly integrating corridor-to-
corridor, mode-to-mode transfer in activity centers 
and critical points of intersecting transportation 
infrastructure. The hubs would go beyond basic 
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park-and-ride facilities and provide access to all 
modes in the region through an integrated network. 
The vision is to strategically locate these hubs to 
provide the system-to-system connectivity between 
different facilities and between modal options at 
major existing or future interchanges. 

In addition, innovative design concepts will be 
developed to meet other demands such as parking, 
transit and other future Mobility-As-A-Service (MaaS) 
options. Hubs could be stand-alone or integrated 
into interchanges to serve as multi-purpose 
centers – combining functions such as parking, 
transit transfer, retail, and local delivery distribution. 
These hubs will become destinations in their own 
right with public/private development options 
and the possibility of increased development or 
redevelopment in surrounding communities.   

Below is an example of how to incorporate future 
technologies at a mobility hub.

Coordinate with regional stakeholders
Coordination and engagement with stakeholders 
throughout the REAL Plan development process 
is critical to the Plan's success. TxDOT will use a 
Project Advisory Committee to guide the technical 
development of the REAL Plan. TxDOT will also use 
a Peer Review Committee, composed of subject 
matter experts in their field of expertise to assess 

the validity and quality of The REAL Plan concepts 
and to ensure state of the practice standards are 
integrated into the methodology.    

Coordinate with other corridor studies and 
develop guidelines
The REAL Plan is intended to provide guidelines for 
future REAL and mobility hubs so that they can be 
used for other corridors in the Houston region that 
are undergoing planning study. 

This guidance will include templates for activity 
center heat maps, regional express access lane 
conceptual layout, corridor examples, and mobility 
hub conceptual layouts and provide guidance 
for consultants who are conducting Preliminary 
Environmental Linkage (PEL) and other corridor / 
feasibility studies in the Houston Region.

Prioritize short-term opportunities
The REAL Plan also will prioritize short-term 
projects to take advantage of opportunities for 
planned projects such as North Houston Highway 
Improvement Project (NHHIP) in the Downtown area 
and the high speed rail between Dallas and Houston. 
Conceptual layouts to utilize the real estate along 
these corridors will be developed by and coordinated 
with regional stakeholder and other consultants. 

Source: Corgan


