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ABSTRACT

During the summer of 1975 the City of McAllen, Texas 
undertook two projects, each of which was to be a tool for 
educating and for generating interest in and a solid founda
tion for future comprehensive planning. Due to area specific 
and unique circumstances in which the activities were under
taken, the project had limited but promising results. The 
social and political constraints far outweighed the aids to 
any planning functions in McAllen. But the "middle-range 
bridge" approach adapted under these circumstances enabled 
McAllen’s planners not only to begin to educate about the 
possibilities for planning but also to establish some cred
ibility in a somewhat hostile environment. Although planning 
efforts in McAllen tend to follow an incremental path, thus 
limiting the scope of problems and the methodologies open for 
planning, it seems slowly to be setting a stage for more 
challenging functions and strategies. At the present, a 
more radical approach would only distract from the successes 
that have been achieved. With time, the breaking down of 
public apathy and the generation of more advocate organi
zations in the area will enable public planning agencies 
such as McAllen’s to broaden their outlooks and experiment 
with promising planning models.



INTRODUCTION

The basis for this report was an internship in the 
Community Development Department in McAllen, Texas, from 
May 19 to August 15, 1975. The department consists of three 
sections, engineering, code enforcement, and plans and 
programs. I was involved with plans and programs, although 
much of the work within Community Development and among 
most of the other departments was interrelated. Cooperation 
among departments and the close working relationship between 
the planning director and the city manager were favorable for 
planning.

The Community Development Department had had several 
interns in years past, graduate students in urban planning 
from Texas A&M University and undergraduates in political 
science from Pan American University in Edinburg, Texas, one 
of the three towns making up the McAllen-Pharr-Edinburg SMSA. 
Mike Blum, head of the Community Development Department, is 
an enthusiastic advocate of internship programs. Under his 
guidance, the city has made good use of many of its interns 
and has provided a training ground for future urban planners 
and city administrators.

As my internship began, the Community Development 
Department, referred to as Planning in McAllen and in the 
remainder of this paper, was facing two exciting changes.
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Only a few months before, they had completed an application 
for federal money through the Housing and Community Develop
ment Act of 1974, one of the first times the city had 
applied for federal aid. As a result, the city was granted 
approximately $7 million. A second change was the expansion 
of the planning department and its function and influence 
within the city. A new assistant planner had been hired who 
had been an intern in McAllen, and plans for hiring a city 
engineer were developing in Planning. In addition. Planning 
was being given much authority in the projects funded under 
Community Development.

I

Most of the work in applying for community develop
ment money had been done by the planning director, Mike Blum, 
and several interns working for the city. Their research 
and proposals concerning community problems were presented 
to a twenty-three member Community Development Council 
nominated by the City Commissioners. The Council was then 
responsible for amending planning department proposals based 
on its knowledge of community needs and for advising the 
Board of Commissioners on community development matters.

It was this effort of the city of McAllen to comply 
with the standards set up by the Housing and Community 
Development Act to involve citizens in the consideration of 
broad, long-range problems that encouraged more citizens and 
the city government to think in terms of rational planning. 
In a sense, McAllen had to begin to consider the idea of
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planning in order to obtain federal aid needed to cope with 
its problems.

A corollary to the two changes facing McAllen was 
some innovative and "new" thinking throughout city government 
Departments were beginning to consider their tasks in terms 
of the effects on other elements within the city and to try 
new ways of doing old jobs. For example, the Utilities 
Department discovered that its information on utility hook
ups and disconnects could be very useful to code enforcement 
and to the tax department. Unfortunately, there was no way 
to consolidate tax, utility, and code enforcement information 
in a form usable for each department. What was needed was a 
consolidated, uniform source of information.

A second manifestation of the new thinking was a 
recognition by other than the planners of the urgent need for 
a long-range policy plan for McAllen which could actually be 
used and understood. In order to coordinate tasks of each 
department, some sort of consensus on goals was needed. But 
the information required for understanding problems and 
arriving at alternative solutions was lacking. In addition, 
was an incomplete understanding as to what planning can and 
should attempt.

Attempting to alleviate the second problem, the 
planning director, Mike Blum, had for some time been seeking 
a drastic change in the zoning ordinance. He reasoned that 
the process of zoning revision would not only be beneficial
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for the growth and functioning of the city, but also that it 
would be an educational experience. The ordinance is a very 
poor one, completely understood only by Mike Blum and his 
administrative assistant. Previous changes in the ordinance 
had been made simply by adding a new zone for a new use or 
for an amended use. Thus, dealing with zoning, and other 
land-use issues, was a full-time job, leaving little time for 
planning. If few could understand the meaning of the zoning 
ordinance, how were others to understand the purposes of 
zoning? The task of rewriting the ordinance was to include 
Planning and the Planning and Zoning Commission. The goal 
was to provide reason and flexibility in zoning with thoughts 
to future comprehensive planning. This objective of zoning 
revision was an attempt by Planning to make the public aware 
of the need for a comprehensive plan for a fast growing and 
successful community.

The lack of information was to be handled through the 
implementation of a municipal information system funded 
through Community Development. The type of information to be 
incorporated into the system was to become the foundation for 
new zoning and for future policy decisions. Thus, the work 
in Planning and much of the thinking in other city departments 
during the summer of 1975 hinged on setting up and antici
pating uses of the information system.

In addition to the day-to-day duties in Planning, I 
was involved in two major projects during my internship—



revising the zoning ordinance and doing preliminary work for 
implementing the information system. Both projects were 
entered into by all of the staff with hopes of generating 
interest in and a solid foundation for future planning in 
McAllen.

In the remainder of this paper, I intend to show how 
Planning approached the two projects in terms of unique cir
cumstances and to determine the success of such projects in 
encouraging planning in McAllen, Texas. I believe that 
planning is a function of the unique situation in which it 
occurs. Therefore, the success of a planning process can 
only be determined within this context; it must be evaluated 
on how well it is opportunizing. I do not intend to evaluate 
the planning efforts but to show how they have or have not 
encouraged an emergence of planning. I would like to inform 
the reader that after having grown up in the area discussed 
and returning to it for my internship, I was very much sur
prised at what I saw happening. I would never have expected 
even as much as was happening. In light of this fact, my 
final analysis may be somewhat biased by my lower expecta
tions for planning in McAllen.

The first section will cover the physical, political, 
and economic setting of the projects. The second will 
explain the nature of the projects and the work completed 
during the internship. In the fourth section I will analyze 
and evaluate the process used by Planning for the two

5
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projects in particular and for planning in general, as 
affected by common constraints or aids. This analysis will 
lead to a judgment concerning planning effectiveness in 
McAllen.

I

(



BACKGROUND

McAllen, Texas, is located in southern Hidalgo County, 
Texas, in the Lower Rio Grande Valley on a flat river delta.i
Seventy miles to the southeast is the Gulf of Mexico; ten 
miles to the south is the Mexican border. Three important 
highways meet in the area, US Highway 28l from San Antonio,
US Highway 83 from Laredo, Texas, and the North-South High
way from the United States to Monterrey, Mexico. US Highway 
83 continues from McAllen to Brownsville, Texas, along which 
are situated many other small towns. On this network of 
highways, McAllen serves as the economic and cultural center 
for surrounding small towns and rural populations. In 
addition, it serves as sister city to Reynosa, Mexico, an oil 
refining city of approximately 138,000 people. The two are 
connected by a bridge owned by McAllen, making this an excel
lent crossing for travelers going south into Mexico toward 
Mexico City or north toward less isolated areas of Texas.

The climate around McAllen is semi-arid with approx
imately 28.08 inches of rainfall annually. Summers are hot 
and humid while winters are mild with occasional severe cold 
spells. Unpredictable rainfall, often a result of offshore 
hurricanes or tropical low pressure centers, results in 

v localized flooding because drainage is inadequate. Despite 
a semi-arid climate and unpredictable rainfall, McAllen is in

7



an intensively cultivated citrus and vegetable growing area. 
Irrigation is very important to the entire Lower Rio Grande 
Valley (Community Profile and Neighborhood Analysis, 1974).

McAllen is the largest of three cities comprising the 
McAllen-Pharr-Edinburg SMSA (population about 91,141). The 
city itself is growing mainly to the north, although some 
recent annexations have been to the south in flood-prone 
areas. These annexations were made in order to manage and 
to help existing areas of residential development (See 
Appendix B). Growth of the 19 square mile city occurred in 
the sprawling fashion typical to growing communities west of 
the Mississippi River, with little thought for surrounding 
communities and suitable land for development. McAllen is 
surrounded by small towns on the north, east, and west and 
Mexico ten miles to the south. Thus, there is a race among 
the communities to annex as much land as is economically 
feasible and profitable. Given the extreme poverty of the 
area, however, there remains much land outside the cities' 
limits. Much of the land to the south of McAllen lies in 
low-lying areas used for floodways and owned by the county. 
However, the city does extend for two miles along US Highway 
336 to the Mexican border in order to insure McAllen access 
to its bridge on the Rio Grande River and to the Free Trade 
Zone nearby.

There is much open space within the city limits—  
most of it in agriculture. Irrigation serves to make the

8
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area almost lush with tropical vegetation. The nickname for 
McAllen, City of Palms, is very appropriate. Several canals 
and levees run through the city, providing the only relief in 
the area.

Building types in the area are usually low brick 
structures. Within low income areas are found many wooden 
houses and shacks. There are as yet no high rise buildings.

Dotting the city are compact areas of residential 
development known as "colonias," much like barrios or 
ghettos. The colonias are occupied by low to lower middle 
income Mexican-Americans. Density tends to be higher and 
problems with utilities, crime, land use, fire prevention, 
education, and health are more frequent than in the rest of 
McAllen.

Commercial development has moved from the core of 
the city to strip areas on the main north-south and east- 
west routes. These strips are developing very quickly as 
the community grows because McAllen serves as the economic 
center of the area. Industrial activity is limited but in 
most cases occurs in very inconvenient and misused locations. 
The nature of the zoning and the unmanaged growth of the 
colonias have led to the problems of industrial location.

Transportation networks for the city consist of air
line service from Texas International Airlines, serving 
Texas and parts of Mexico, Continental Trailways bus service. 
Valley Transit Authority, and the Santa Fe Railroad, which
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has no passenger service. Valley Transit is a local bus 
service mainly for intercity travel within the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley. Thus, McAllen depends on vehicular transpor
tation and is facing the usual traffic problems at an 
increasing rate.

The economic future for McAllen is very promising. 
Agriculture originally sustained the whole Lower Rio Grande 
area and remains an important segment of the economy. In 
19?4, Hidalgo County ranked second in Texas counties in farm 
cash income. But four other segments of the economy have 
gained importance. Oil and gas extraction continues as a 
very profitable if unpredictable undertaking; benefits of 
profit and labor are limited, however. The retail industry 
is the largest employer, as McAllen is a retail center.
Forty to forty-five percent of the total retail sales are 
from Mexican nationals. Residents from McAllen and sur
rounding towns comprise the bulk of the remaining potential 
market. In fact, neighboring towns often have difficulties 
supporting more than a few retail establishments because 
McAllen supports the quantity and quality of establishments 
demanded. In addition, new shopping centers are opening 
which are made up mainly of McAllen businesses and to which 
customers are drawn by the power of McAllen's retail 
reputation.

The fastest growing segments of the economy are 
tourism and manufacturing. Tourism is encouraged by mild
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winters, convention facilities, and access to Mexico and the 
Gulf of Mexico. Seasonal residents account for much of the 
rentals from October to May.

McAllen has been interested in developing manufac
turing for many years. The Industrial Board, a joint venture 
of the city and the McAllen Chamber of Commerce, has been 
active in investigating the need for more jobs in McAllen and 
in encouraging new industries into McAllen. Now, there are 
seventy-two industrial operations, the largest employing 
five hundred people. In the past two and one-half years, 
there have been sixteen new or expanded industries in the 
city and in the Foreign Trade Zone, providing 2239 new jobs. 
In 1974, McAllen was ranked third in the SMSAs in Texas in 
industrial expansion, just behind Houston and Dallas 
(McAllen Industrial Board, 197*0 •

In conjunction with a growing economy, McAllen city 
government has a very healthy financial situation. There 
are three large revenue sources, the one percent sales tax, 
the property tax, and the bridge toll. Of revenues
generated in 1975, 29% were from the sales tax, 21% from the
property tax, and 9.1% from the bridge toll. Of the $19
million spent in 1975, only $1 million was from property tax.
In fact, of the thirty-five largest cities in Texas, McAllen 
has the lowest total city taxes, the second lowest total 
city service cost, the lowest total effective city service 
costs, and the highest sales tax revenue per capita for any
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city in Texas the same size or larger (Annual Report to the 
Citizens, 1975).

Despite a seemingly healthy economic situation, 
McAllen is faced with extreme poverty among the people.
With a 1970 population of 37,636, the Bureau of the Census 
showed that 42% of the families earned less than $5000 per 
year and 33% of the families earned less than $3000 per year 
Of the 42% earning less than $5000 per year, 81% had a 
Spanish surname. McAllen’s estimated population in 1974 was 
45,000, 69% being of Spanish surname. In contrast, 80% of 
the population of Hidalgo County is of Spanish surname.

A summary of Census statistics compiled for the 
Housing and Community Development application reveals the 
poor conditions in McAllen.

25% of all occupied housing units in McAllen were 
overcrowded.

3% of all housing units in McAllen had no indoor 
facilities.

14% of all housing units in McAllen lacked some 
or all plumbing.

16% of all housing units in McAllen were without 
bathrooms or shared bathrooms with others.

92% of all occupied housing units In McAllen which 
were overcrowded were occupied by persons of 
Spanish surname.

76% of all housing units in McAllen which lacked 
some or all plumbing were occupied by persons 
of Spanish surname.

90% of all housing units in McAllen without piped- 
in water were occupied by persons of Spanish 
surname.



Census statistics show very well the condition of the popu
13

lation. One census tract has 2% of the land area of the 
city and 12% of its population, 17% of the Spanish surname 
population, 20% of the families earning less than poverty 
level income, 26% of all the housing units lacking plumbing, 
and 19% of all housing units that were overcrowded (Community 
Profile and Neighborhood Analysis, 197*0 • Since these 1970 
figures, however, several factors have improved the situation. 
Building permits and code enforcement inspections are 
required on all new buildings, sewers and drainways are being 
improved, many new standard apartments and more expensive 
homes are being built, and federal money has been obtained to 
combat some of the problems.

The problems caused by poverty are aggravated by 
problems of a similar but excessive nature in surrounding 
areas. The McAllen-Pharr-Edinburg SMSA is one of 233 SMSAs 
in the United States and ranks 233rd in per capita income.
In 1969, this was $1,482, with per family income at $4,761. 
The 232nd ranked SMSA is Cameron County, Hidalgo County’s 
neighbor to the east. Webb County, another Texas SMSA 150 
miles to the northwest, is ranked 231st. The median family 
income for Hidalgo County is 56% of the Texas average, and 
10.7% of families are on public assistance, twice the rate 
of the rest of the state. The situation within the city of 
McAllen is slightly better, but the surrounding poverty only 
increases problems in McAllen in its position as a regional
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center (McAllen Industrial Board, 1974).

Why the high rate of poverty? The Industrial Board 
has identified five contributing factors.

McAllen's proximity to Mexico: Income levels in Mexico are
substantially less than in South Texas. In Reynosa, Mexico, 
(population 138,000), unemployment is estimated at H0%.
But, wages in Reynosa 'are among the highest in Mexico! 
Unemployment: The unemployment rate in December 1973 was
10.6# in Hidalgo County, which is McAllen's labor market. 
Almost a year later, September 1974, the rate was still 
10.6# compared to the national rate of 5.8#.
Subemployment: Subemployment includes the unemployed, the
discouraged workers, and the working poor— people who would 
take better jobs if better jobs were available. In 1970, 
the figure for subemployment was 3,580 people or 24.7% of 
the total labor force. The figure for Hidalgo County was 
28.9% and may be understated.
Seasonal job patterns: Agriculture creates only seasonal
employment. Workers leave in the spring to go north and 
return in the fall. Between summer and winter the number 
of workers employed in agriculture nearly doubles.
Lack of job skills: Lack of skills is related to education.
In 1970, the median number of school years completed in 
McAllen was 10 versus 12 for Texas. The census tracts show 
a range in median school years completed from 4 years to 
13 years (McAllen Industrial Board, 1974).
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The poverty in McAllen is only one burden to be borne by a 
community working for economic prosperity and new oppor
tunities for its citizens.

The group to which the job of dealing with problems 
and opportunities falls is the city government. McAllen's 
government is prominent not only in its own area but also in 
the county and neighboring counties. Because the size and 
economic impacts of the city are potentially important to the 
Lower Rio Grande Valley, the decisions made hold an interest 
for more than just McAllen's citizens. McAllen voters elect 
a mayor and four city commissioners. The city staff is 
headed by a city manager. Mayor and commissioners tend to 
hold office for several terms and are usually members of the 
wealthier segment of the community. Presently a lawyer and 
four businessmen make up the City Commission, all of whom 
hold some informal power in the metropolitan area. The city 
manager is only the second of two in at least the last forty 
years. Several boards and commissions, such as the Utility 
Board, the Bridge Board, and the Planning and Zoning 
Commission, serve as advisors to the City Commission and as 
decision-makers in their own right. In general, the decision
making segment of the city government tends to be conser
vative and wary of change.

On the other hand, the city staff is a fairly young, 
liberal one, many of them beginning work with the hiring of 
the present city manager. The relationship between staff
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and decision-makers is eased considerably by the city manager 
who is willing to back up more innovative ideas if potential 
outcome seems favorable. However, the enthusiasm for new 
methods and ideas is often stimied by the over-riding conser- 
vativism of the legislative bodies of the city government.

The informal influences on city government are found
in three areas, the McAllen Independent School District, the
McAllen Monitor (the daily paper), and the business community.
The tax systems of the school district and the city work from
the same office in the city government, and the functioning
of the school district has frequent and important effects on*
the whole community. Presently, the city and the school 
district are working together on a parks and recreation pro
posal funded through Community Development.

A second area of informal influence is the newspaper. 
The McAllen Monitor, published six days a week, is the pri
mary newspaper for the upper and middle regions of the Lower 
Rio Grande Valley. Newspapers with a larger circulation 
must come from San Antonio, 250 miles away, or from Corpus 
Christ!, 150 miles away. The Monitor covers the city 
government very closely. Because it is the major written 
news service in the area, the opinions and commentaries are 
influential. On the whole. The Monitor’s viewpoint is con
servative. Other media, radio and television, do not ssem 
to have as lasting an impact on city government as they too 
are inhibited by the informal power structure.



As the retail industry is the largest employer, the 
businessmen tend to present a well-organized influence.
This includes most of the "money" in the area who wield 
power. In addition, the Chamber of Commerce is funded by 
the city, receiving about 4$ of the city expenditures in 
1975.

Both the formal and informal structures in city 
government greatly influence the operation of the Community 
Development Department. Duties tend to be dominated by 
physical planning, much time being spent on zoning and sub
division issues. "Encouraging McAllen’s continued orderly 
growth while managing the public cost of that growth is the 
primary task of the Planning Department (Annual Report to 
the Citizens, 1975)." During the summer of 1975, Planning 
was increasing its influence and reputation throughout the 
city. Much of this was due to the informal associations and 
acquaintanceships of the director with the area Council of 
Governments, the planning directors from neighboring towns, 
and the less conservative, more receptive developers and 
businessmen in the area. Unfortunately, this same type of 
informal liaison did not exist with human resource, economic 
development, health, and education services. Most of these 
services are supported by private agencies or by pooled funds 
from various towns. Therefore, the services are weak and 
fragmented, almost impossible to coordinate with the planning 
efforts in McAllen’s Planning Department. Despite this

17
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drawback, the projects in which I participated were aimed at 
building a solid foundation for a comprehensive approach to 
planning.

#



THE PROJECTS

The zoning ordinance for McAllen was adopted in 1945 
and revised considerably since that time. The result was a 
very complex, inefficient ordinance. New zones had simply 
been added as new uses were proposed instead of an effort 
being made to integrate uses into existing zones.

In addition, the zoning ordinance had not been effec
tive in regulating uses as many people were unaware of or 
ignored the restrictions on building and uses, and the city 
had incorporated unregulated areas from the county. Hidalgo 
County has no authority to regulate housing. In 1966, 
counties were given the authority, but not the responsibility, 
to regulate building, but not housing, and to approve or 
disapprove subdivisions. In addition, coastal counties, 
which include counties bordering on the water plus the next 
county inland, were later authorized to adopt regulations 
restricting development and building on the flood plains. 
Despite this authority and the condition stipulated by the 
Flood Insurance Administration that Hidalgo County do so, the 
county has continued its hands off policy. Thus, many of 
McAllen's zoning problems stem from years of county 
indifference.

On the other hand, the city itself has contributed 
to the problem through years of inefficient application of

19
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the ordinance, numerous variances and special permits, and a 
lack of understanding of the purposes and content of the 
zoning ordinance. When Mike Blum was hired as the Planning 
Director, he sought some immediate changes in the ordinance. 
His first major change was to amend a statement restricting 
low income Mexican-Americans to a particular zone. Although 
it had not been followed in many years and almost nobody knew 
of its existence, the restriction remained a part of the 
ordinance. Other idiosyncracies plus the complexity of the 
ordinance convinced Planning that something should be done 
with it. Too much time was being spent in trying to undo 
the damage of misapplications and to deal fairly with zoning 
questions in light of the poorly written ordinance.

Because there was an urgent need for a new zoning 
ordinance and because zoning was the most visible aspect of 
planning, the revision of the zoning ordinance was to be an 
educational experience, not only for those working on it, 
but also for the citizens. The task was to be undertaken by 
Planning and the Planning and Zoning Commission. A jour
nalist from the McAllen Monitor was also included. She was 
to contribute an outside opinion of the proposed changes, 
to publicize and comment on the process in her Sunday column 
in which she covers local government action, and to provide 
expertise in wording and defining ideas. After the pre- 
functory start previous to 1975, Planning and the P&Z decided 
that a revision of the ordinance was urgent enough for extra
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work sessions. Beginning in June of 1975$ they were to meet 
every other week. In between sessions. Planning would work 
out revisions which were later to be discussed, reworded, 
expanded, and so on.

The idea on which the new ordinance was to be based 
was that of conditional uses and performance standards. The 
purpose of the ordinance and its use districts was to read 
as follows:

The purpose of the Use Districts described herein 
is to group together into zones those uses that are 
reasonably compatible with one another according to 
their normal characteristics of operation:
1. To permit in connection with these uses those 

customary and necessary accessory activities 
which are incidental to the principal use; and

2. To permit certain other uses which may be 
established in some situations and subject to 
specific conditions so that such special uses 
will also be compatible with the uses allowed 
as a matter of right (Draft Ordinance, City 
of McAllen, 1975)•

The term "a matter of right" was very important because uses 
in each district were to conform to the purposes set forth 
for each district. Districts could be grouped into four 
general uses— agricultural, residential, commercial, and 
industrial. Essentially, each general use was exclusive, 
with specific use districts overlapping between the general 
uses. Uses overlapping between the general uses could be 
conditional, requiring a use permit, if the use was com
patible with the purposes set forth for the use district.

\
New land annexed to the city would automatically be
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A-0 (Agriculture-Open Space) unless otherwise determined at 
the time of annexation. At a later time, the land could be 
rezoned to a use consistent with the local plan. Previously, 
newly annexed land remained unzoned so that homes were usually 
built in the area. If the area were zoned to a non-residential
iuse, there were then many nonconforming, incompatible uses. 
Ideally, the A-0 district would be a reserved area in which 
the future growth of the city could occur.

The basic approach to the revision was to consider 
the reason for segregating uses and to justify the permitted, 
conditional, and prohibited uses. Only those uses considered 
a right were specifically allowed. In order to determine 
what uses were rights, each member of the P&Z as well as 
Planning staff and miscellaneous other people were given a 
shortened and revised copy of the Standard Land Use Code.
From this list each person was to determine, in light of the 
purposes of each use district, what uses could be permitted 
by right, what uses could be conditional, and what uses could 
be prohibited in each district. Using the results, the P&Z 
and Planning tried to come to a consensus concerning use 
districts. Surprisingly, there was very little argument 
about permitted and prohibited uses, and after some debate, 
agreements about conditional uses, and the conditions for 
allowing them, were reached. The Standard Land Use Code 
proved to be an excellent means for defining similar uses 
and allowing flexibility within use classifications.



One typical characteristic of zoning ordinances that 
the revisers wanted to avoid was a laundry list of uses for 
each district. Relying on the Standard Land Use Code, many 
uses were consolidated and stated in terms which would allow 
new but compatible uses previously unknown. For example,
C-3, Commercial-Industrial, would allow ". . . uses of a 
commercial retail or wholesale nature requiring large out
door storage or loading areas, generating heavy truck or 
rail traffic and requiring access to major transportation 
channels and/or generating volumes of noise pollution not 
acceptable in the C-l or C-2 Districts (Draft Ordinance,
City of McAllen, 1975)•" Examples included bakeries, lumber 
yards and commercial laundries.

The most difficult part of the ordinance to write 
proved to be the section on performance standards. At the 
end of the summer of 1975, no progress had been made to 
determine reasonable, economic, quantitative, and environ
mentally and socially sound standards which could also be 
monitored and enforced. Standards were to concern smoke 
particulate matter, odor, toxic materials, glare, vibration, 
noise, fire hazards, and water pollution and were to be based 
on requirements of the Texas Air Control Board, the American 
Conference of Governmental Industrial Hygienists, the State 
Department of Health of the State of Texas, and similar 
agencies. But, the revisers were uncomfortable with phrases, 
such as "offensively affect the sense of smell" and "noises
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shall be controlled so as not to become a nuisance to adjacent 
uses." They were striving for explanations and requirements 
to be understood by the citizens and to be interpretable and 
measurable by the enforcers.

The P&Z and Planning were trying to complete an
iordinance which could guide the citizens and the decision
makers in managing growth and development in McAllen. At 
the same time, they wanted to present the decision-makers 
with more than a list of permitted and prohibited uses; they 
wanted to provide a policy statement concerning planned change 
while allowing flexibility for uncertainty. In addition. 
Planning was attempting to educate the P&Z and, through the 
P&Z, government officials and the citizens about zoning as a 
planning tool. The second project more clearly illustrates 
how this proposed type of zoning ordinance was merely an 
attempt toward more meaningful planning.

The second project consisted mainly of preliminary 
work in developing a management information system to coor
dinate tax, utility, and geographic information. Funding 
for the project was from the Housing and Community Develop
ment grant. The design and technical work of developing the 
system was contracted to National Printers of America (NPA) 
in Austin, Texas, who had developed a system for Corpus 
Christ!, Texas, and included aerial photographs and accurate 
base maps of McAllen, consolidated information of the Tax, 
Utility, and Community Development section on microfiche.
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and computer design expertise. Mapping and numbering for the 
system was based on a grid derived from degrees of latitude 
and numbered by areas of decreasing size. Each area could 
then be identified by specifying the complete file number 
which was also used to call forth information from the com
puter files. Because the grid system is based on latitude, 
the system can be expanded as the city incorporates more land, 
or neighboring communities and the county can adapt the system 
which will extend over large areas and provide mutually com
patible information. During the summer of 1975, NBA was 
presenting a proposal to Hidalgo County, which was seriously 
considering such a system.

Each participating department in the system was pro
vided with a set of microfiche adapted to their special 
needs, and additional information was stored in the computer 
for analysis and changes. The Utility section's information 
was to be updated weekly along with critical changes from 
other departments. The Tax Department's block and lot infor
mation was transferred to microfiche, also to be used by 
Planning to identify land uses, vacant and substandard 
structures, utility line and street patterns, and so on.
The intention was to have a record of the physical conditions 
and changes taking place in McAllen to encourage orderly 
growth while managing the cost of that growth to the public.

The uses to which the information system is to be 
put are of two types, operational and analytical. Tax and



26
Utility are to use the system for strictly operational uses 
while Planning would not only use it for operating decisions 
but also for analysis. There were two options for central
izing the system. One was the local commercial computer 
service, ADAP, and the other was a terminal to the Texas Water 
Development Board computer in the Texas Department of Commu
nity Affairs. The first option was sufficient for operational 
uses whereas the second would accommodate both operational and 
analytical. In a memorandum to the city manager of McAllen, 
the Planning director summed up the advantages of using the
Texas Water Development Board computer and, in the process,»
provided a concise explanation of the purposes of the infor
mation system.

With ADAP, the City has operational capabilities 
in Data Processing, meaning that scheduled data 
processing functions will continue to occur on a 
regular basis. The Utility Department will be able 
to send out its monthly bills, the Tax Department 
can carry on its accounting operations, and the 
Code Enforcement and Planning Office can maintain 
accurate, updated files. The Management Information 
System will work effectively for these departments 
using ADAP for operational purposes.

However, ADAP * s system does not have the analy
tical capability that the City needs for the system 
to be fully effective. For example: Without this
analytical capability, land use and housing analysis 
will be difficult and costly. A new, accurate land 
use plan requires an analysis of land use by type, 
the relative density and distribution of the popu
lation and activities, and their distribution. The 
need for this capability is to provide an information 
base and analysis of this base so that the City 
departments can plan for future needs. With it, we 
can forecast and predict areas of future growth and 
the demand for zoned areas to accommodate that 
growth. This would allow us to determine future
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demands on City services and plan for the expansion 
of utilities, streets, fire stations, schools, etc. 
This type of analysis is a basic requirement- for 
land use plans and capital improvement plans.

In addition, we can determine the effects of 
policy decision, new ordinance, and zoning changes 
in advance. Me could have known exactly how many 
parcels we made substandard because of the 50-foot 
lot requirement, or how many parcels did not meet 
the parking ordinance. If and when we do implement 
a new zoning ordinance, we can determine the impact 
of rezoning areas according to that ordinance and 
how many nonconforming uses are created. If there 
are too many, it would indicate that zoning classi
fication is unrealistic as applied to that area.
The Utility Department could have studied the garbage 
rate problem by size and class of commercial customer 
with little effort. The Tax Department could eval
uate and analyze values in given areas to determine 
the equitability of assessments. The Code Enforce
ment Office could analyze the actual neighborhoods 
and blocks to determine vacant substandard rental 
property which had a utility disconnect, and from 
this, assist them in the elimination of substandard 
housing. Monitoring the activity within a neighbor
hood could aid in forecasting changing conditions.
The Planning Department, if it had had this capa
bility, could have done the land use and neighborhood 
analysis report in an afternoon, rather than the five 
months it took. The private sector could take advan
tage of this system also. Market analysis and trends 
could become a service available from the City which 
could assist in guiding future growth plans financed 
in the private sector. There are many other tasks 
which could be performed, but the data would have to 
be manipulated within the computer to determine the 
possibilities, much like looking in a card catalog 
in a library, finding the subject you are looking for 
and then moving to the rack and browsing through the 
shelves until you find what you want. . . . The 
benefits to having NPA arrange this are many.

This arrangement would work as follows: First,
NPA will set up the Water Board computer to provide 
the analytical capability under the cost of our 
existing contract. Second, they will encode all the 
information from the land use and housing survey, 
coordinate the information with the tax and utility 
rolls, and perform enough analysis of the data to 
help get us started. The cost of this service was 
not included in the existing contract. NPA will not
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be able to include this using the ADAP computer.

Another advantage is the computer mapping and 
other various computer graphic capabilities for 
displaying analysis results that their computer is 
already programmed for. In addition, if there are 
any statistical analysis problems or programming 
problems, the Water Board computer center has the 
technical staff that can be utilized. This gives us 
a capable computer staff, on demand, without having 
to pay the overhead of full-time, in-house per
sonnel. The final advantage is the fact that the 
rates for the Water Board are less than those at 
ADAP, or any other commercial computer center, 
allowing us to do analytical computer work at a 
reduced cost.

The major benefit to this arrangement with the 
Department of Community Affairs and the Texas Water 
Development Board is that the City of McAllen has 
complete analytical capability for as long as the 
existing contract with National Printers runs, at no 
cost to the City other than the terminal rental. If 
at the end of the contract period, the City is dis
satisfied with the Water Board Computer, finds a 
better deal with a local operation providing analy
tical capability, or has not found any advantage to 
having this capability, it can terminate the whole 
thing without having invested any money. The City 
has only to stop renting the terminal and return it. 
The entire cost of setting up the system is provided 
by NPA (Blum, 1975).
The bulk of the developmental work in which Planning 

was involved during the summer of 1975 was determining the 
pertinent variables to consider in a city-wide survey and 
developing the survey. In addition, much time was spent in 
learning the analytical capabilities of the system and plan
ning for practical, applicable potential analyses. In order 
for Planning to acquire the information that was to be 
included in the computer file, a rather careful building sur
vey was required. This survey had to include information 
useful to Code Enforcement, such as quality of the walls and
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roof and presence of outdoor toilets, as well as land use, 
zoning, conformance, and general information required by 
Planning. To get such information, a survey form was adapted 
from the Texas Department of Community Affairs' pictorial 
housing survey. It was based on a comparison of pictures to
ibe judged on a one to five scale. The survey process was to 
be conducted on foot over much of the city and by car in the 
newer and less dense areas. There was to be no interviewing 
of residents or building occupants. The city staff felt that 
the majority of citizens would consider such a survey an 
invasion of privacy or a "communist plot."

The procedure for Planning's survey started in-house. 
Information on lot, block, subdivision, and ownership of land 
was transferred from the Tax Department's microfiche to sur
vey forms. Any information that could be obtained in-house 
was included on the forms. Next, survey teams went out by 
subdivision to complete the forms. During the process, pre
vious information was to be verified, discrepancies noted, 
and conditions needing attention from other departments 
flagged. The survey process, being new to Planning, took 
much time to devise and revise. Initially, the plan was to 
finish the survey during the summer, but there were crucial 
delays. There were delays by NPA in processing the Tax 
Department's microfiche. NPA was to use aerial photographs 
to establish the original grid but due to a summer of 
unusual cloudiness and rain, air photography was limited.
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On the few occasions when skies were clear, the sugar cane 
growers were burning stalks. Devising a less effective 
method, NPA finally processed and delivered the microfiche 
in mid-July. With the microfiche in hand. Planning was then 
delayed not only by the process of devising a survey system 
through trial and error but also by heavy rains. The final 
delays involved unforeseen time and staff limitations. 
Although the system for Utilities and the Tax Department was 
complete by December of 1975, the input from Planning was 
still to be added.



ANALYSIS AND EVALUATION

The two major projects undertaken during the summer 
of 1975 were the core of the concept of planning in McAllen. 
While the surface intent of the projects was to provide some 
useful tools for dealing with physical problems, the intent 
expressed by Planning to be of utmost importance was to 
educate for and generate interest in comprehensive planning. 
Planning as a function of city government in McAllen was 
described to serve to manage the continued orderly growth of 
the city. As an intern, I saw that this function was the 
most acceptable but felt that a much broader perspective was 
needed to encompass the concept of comprehensive planning.
A functional definition of planning which I think better 
describes the scope of comprehensive planning is presented by 
John Friedman who sees planning as a way of managing the non
routine affairs of the city, which includes

(1) economic expansion, full employment, efficiency 
of government operations,

(2) social welfare, crime, juvenile delinquency, 
racial integration,

(3) educational programs and facilities,
(4) housing construction, redevelopment, neighbor

hood conservation,
(5) public transportation.
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(6) sanitation and public health,
(7) cultural and recreational programs and 

facilities,
(8) control of land uses, and
(9) urban design values.

Comprehensiveness is the recognition of the city as a system
of interrelated social and economic variables over space.
Programs, with their cost and benefits, must be considered
in light of this fact (1965)• In addition, management must
be responsive to disruptive change in dealing with affairs
for the near- and long-range future. In terms of this#
concept of comprehensive planning, how well did the two 
projects accomplish what had been intended?

In relation to the general public, the rewriting of 
the zoning ordinance accomplished only one thing. It 
brought the concept of planning as controlling land use to 
the forefront. The general public seemed to grasp the con
cept of zoning as a building control although they remained 
ignorant of further implications of zoning, such as managing 
growth and managing services extension for other than growth 
control measures. The newspaper. The Monitor, contributed 
much to the spread of planning issues and information.
Since a staff member was present at many work sessions as 
well as all meetings open to the public. The Monitor was 
able to present a thorough and informed account of the 
zoning revision and other zoning matters bearing on the
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revision. The tactic of seeking active participation from the 
local news media paid off in that there were fewer, if any, 
misunderstandings about planning actions.

The rewriting of the zoning ordinance was much more 
productive as a means for education on an individual basis and 
among select groups. Zoning issues became more important to 
certain individuals as restrictions became evident, especially 
those seemingly arbitrary and unclear restrictions in the 
current ordinance. Incremental attempts to clarify, to ease, 
or to more effectively implement such restrictions were more 
often leading to direct and thoughtful challenges from 
affected individuals. For instance, the new off-street 
parking ordinance is presently being challenged, bringing the 
issue before the public and giving the city a chance to voice 
its stand regarding the need for such restrictions in a 
rapidly growing city. In the past, such an ordinance would 
have been blindly followed or blatantly ignored, with no 
attempts to understand the reasons for its existence. Cer
tain groups also benefitted from participation in the zoning 
ordinance revision. Builders and businessmen were consulted 
about locations for business and industry, construction and 
location criteria, and performance standards. In return, 
they had input into the process and were thoroughly briefed 
on the process. Thus, members of this group began to under
stand the need for and problems involved in land use controls. 
The group benefitting the most from the revision in
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educational value was the Planning and Zoning Commission,
As problems and alternatives to solutions were threshed out 
and as terms were defined and redefined, the P&Z began to 
understand their role as a planning and zoning advisory body. 
Zoning was now seen as a means not an end for planning, and 
the implications of rezonings and variances were recognized.
A.request for a rezoning under the present ordinance was 
understood to be a permanent change which allowed for many 
diverse and perhaps adverse uses within a zone. Although 
the short-term use could have been acceptable to the citizens 
in the area, the P&Z was beginning to look into the future 
for Use possibilities allowed by right. Their goal in the 
hew ordinance was to provide more flexible, performance 
Oriented use districts for which decisions concerning 
variance and rezoning request would be more clear-cut and 
in Which compatible uses could be mixed while excluding 
incompatible uses allowed in the present ordinance. On the 
side, members of the P&Z began expressing new views of 
planning and zoning, with the stress on planning, to inter
ested citizens and to the City Commission. More than an 
advisory board, the P&Z became an advocate of the concept of 
planning.

Despite the success of the ordinance revision as an 
educating tool regarding the management of the physical 
development of the city, the process failed to be a con
vincing argument for comprehensive planning as defined here.
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Zoning addressed only the issues of land use control, urban 
design, and housing construction and redevelopment.• The 
social variables and, to some degree, the economic variables 
were ignored in this exercise in planning education so that 
the concept of comprehensiveness was still buried in the 
routine issues of subdivision and zoning restrictions.

The work done on the information system had the same 
limited success. The system and the work undertaken stimulated 
interest among the departments in the city government. The 
Tax Department began to initiate more contacts with Planning 
in order to learn the analytic value of the system. Code 
Enforcement had for some time been working on the problem of 
substandard housing. In some of the older colonias, owners 
were renting shacks without toilets, running water, and 
adequate ventilation to very poor families at high rents.
Code Enforcement could not condemn most of these structures 
because it was never sure when the structures were empty. 
However, Utilities knew when there were disconnects, most of 
the structures being located in areas served by the city, and 
through the information system could know which structures 
were problems. Thus, city departments were beginning to 
work together, anticipating future needs.

Planning was the only department to realize the 
greater potential of the system as an analytic tool. Having 
been responsible for several Federal grant applications 
requiring land use, housing, and service analyses. Planning
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was eager for a method to acquire, consolidate, and manip
ulate data for predicting needs and effects. What was never 
voiced, however, was its potential for a comprehensive 
approach to planning. Although the system’s capabilities 
for market analysis were recognized, its capabilities for 
coordinating with other private sector activities were over
looked. Social welfare, crime, health, education, culture, 
recreation, and employment data were not considered important 
inputs to the system.

The success of the two projects as tools for educating 
and for generating interest in and a solid foundation for 
future comprehensive planning in McAllen was limited.
Although the idea of planning for future needs in accordance 
with some public ideal was beginning to catch on among select 
groups, the concept of comprehensive to accompany planning 
escaped. On the whole, even this limited success is com
mendable in an area as politically conservative and with as 
many problems as that in which McAllen is located. Planning 
in McAllen was looked to for innovative ideas, for expertise 
in previously untried activities, and for enthusiasm in 
tackling unusual problems. Unlike other planning agencies 
in the area. Planning in McAllen had the potential for 
becoming successful. Any gains from the two projects, however 
small, were a plus not only for McAllen's future but also for 
the Lower Rio Grande Valley. By demonstrating the advantages 
of planning, McAllen was setting an example for others in the
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area.

This example showed others that even against strong 
resistance some success in planning is possible. The major 
problem confronting the planners was explicit and implicit 
resistance to change. Life is not possible without change,
iand planning is one means of dealing with the changes that 
occur. Change cannot simply be ignored, whether it be 
beneficial or adverse change. The constraints on Planning 
to deal with the local problems are many and limited its 
success in conducting the projects. The nature of the 
political jurisdictions was a constraint in that the numerous 
small communities had neither the money, the talent, nor the 
inclination to cooperate in experiments in planning. Merely 
providing the necessary services was a financial strain in 
most cases. The idea of cooperation was too much like relin
quishing power, limited as it was. The county was in a 
better position to deal with some problems than were the 
communities, but had few controls. Thus, outside community 
jurisdictions was often a situation bordering on chaos.

Another constraint was time. There was never enough 
time for the City Commission to address all of the issues. 
There was never time for city departments to adequately 
study problems and to prepare alternative solutions. Infor
mation was scarce and required time, money, and expertise 
to acquire and use to advantage. Much worse, there was never 
enough time to deal with problems before they became
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unmanageable.

Yet a third constraint was the lack of popular under
standing of planning and public apathy. Planning was a new 
idea to which many reacted with the idea that they had gotten 
along without it before; why did they need it now? This 
constraint is the one to which the projects addressed them
selves . But their limited success was due to a fourth and 
all encompassing obstacle— the existing social organization 
and the norms and symbols that legitimated that organization.

A complete understanding of this obstacle would 
require an in depth anthropological/sociological study of 
the Lower Rio Grande Valley. But, some manifestations of 
it mentioned before are the make-up of the City Commission 
and the length of terms served on the Commission, the 
resistance to government controls, and the hesitancy to take 
Federal aid. In addition, there is the conflict of two 
cultures, the American and the Mexican, bringing about mis
understanding and ethnic prejudice. All of these and more 
are obstacles to the cooperation necessary for any planning 
activity to be successful and must be faced despite the 
inability to explain them.

The gains from the two projects were due to aids 
which offset, in a small way, some constraining factors. 
Rapid growth in McAllen necessitated anticipating future 
needs and dealing more effectively with present problems. 
Although revenues were healthy, more money was needed.



Federal assistance was an option which became more attractive 
over the years so that the requirements accompanying Federal 
money encouraged planning. There was a need for someone to 
look to the future in planning for the use of the money.

Planning activities in the past had been done by con
sultants and were often done poorly. Feeling that money was 
wasted this way, the decision-makers, encouraged by the city 
manager, felt that planning should become an in-house function. 
If planning activities were required, they should be done from 
City Hall. The City Commission was determined to keep close 
tabs on any new ideas which could influence the functioning 
of McAllen. Fortunately, each Commissioner held a different 
view of planning so that rarely did they present a solid 
front against an idea. But, by various means, they often 
could be persuaded in favor of it.

Much of the credit for any gains would have to go to 
the Planning Director, Mike Blum. He approached his job not 
only as a planner but also as an administrator and a manager. 
He nurtured a strong relationship with the city manager so 
that ideas could be passed back and forth for revision. His 
opinion as staff was respected because of the hard work and 
necessary changes he had instigated on taking his job. In 
addition, he made personal contacts with the news media, 
businessmen, developers, and others who might have some input 
into planning. Through such non-planning activities, many 
of the real achievements were made.

39
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Planning, and specifically the two projects undertaken 

in the summer of 1975, have injected a bit of optimism in 
dealing with present and future problems in McAllen, Texas. 
Despite its failure to win followers to a classical ideal of 
planning, the process has adjusted to the circumstances and
Iaddressed some major problems. It has failed to encourage a 
comprehensive approach, a regrettable failure. But less 
regrettable, it has encouraged an incremental approach to 
problem solving. I see an ideal approach to planning in 
McAllen at this time as a combination of a comprehensive 
outlook and incremental action to override the constraints 
on any planning at all. Since formal planning is a new and 
not enthusiastically acceptable activity in McAllen, any 
planning activity is a gain. The projects and accompanying 
conflicts served to bring issues into the open. The 
Planning Director used the conflicts to induce an examination 
of views in order to achieve more creative, acceptable, and 
realistic resolutions. Even more commendable is the acknow
ledged efforts of Planning to use these activities to educate 
about and to encourage a more comprehensive approach to 
planning. In this limited context, the future for planning 
is promising. But let’s consider the future for a much 
broader and very much different approach to planning.

Can the method of planning used in McAllen be 
defended against such models utilizing advocacy, community 
control, citizen participation, and "the middle-range bridge"



concepts of planning? On the basis of pure speculation, it 
can. In the face of the constraints described, the planning 
function in McAllen does not have all the options available 
for experimenting with more current or more challenging plan
ning models. From a pragmatic point of view, the incremental 
approach allows them to achieve results and establish some 
credibility. Their approach to problems assigned to them by 
the City Commission has been "here's a method that may get 
results— if it works, the problem has been temporarily solved—  
if it does not work, nothing has been lost— try again." If 
the problems require using some new concept, the political- 
social constraints on methodology have to be considered 
because challenging the power structure may result in no more 
of a gain than the trial-and-error method. The loss, however, 
may be a setback in any progress in planning. The hackneyed 
expression, "You have to learn to walk before you can run," 
is the best defense. The advocacy and community control 
concepts make the planners run; they are required to address 
the questions of legitimacy, responsibility, authority, and 
equality. But in McAllen, their role has been defined in 
terms of efficiency in the public interest. They are not 
asked to determine the public interest, it is assumed.
Planning is an arm of the City Commission. The Commission 
has been delegated the authority to act in the public 
interest and seems quite willing to make the decisions.
Until the public decides that the representative process is



no longer sufficient, I think the evolution of the planning 
function will continue as it has.

The many planning models developed over the past 
years are not mutually exclusive. In the long run, planning 
may become a selective process in which models are combined 
and/or adapted to specific circumstances. One approach to 
planning which I think McAllen has adopted, either inten
tionally or unintentionally, is the middle-range planning 
function described by Martin Meyerson in "Building the 
Middle-range Bridge for Comprehensive Planning." He sees a 
need for planning functions to provide a framework for 
decision-making not provided by ad hoc decision-making or 
long-range comprehensive planning (1956). The projects 
undertaken by the planners in McAllen closely follow 
Meyerson's description. And, to go one step further, it's 
this middle-range bridge which will enable the planners to 
develop other, more challenging planning functions and 
strategies when the institutional environment can deal with 
the changes. The ground is being set for such a change 
among some minority organizations, for one, (Appendix B), 
but the change is constrained by the same factors faced by 
McAllen planners. There are other planning organizations 
more able to run with the issues involved than an indivi
dual community planning body at this time.
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Appendix B

O n S c e n e

Manana
Officially, the colonias do not exist. 

You won’t find them on a state map. No 
road signs point their way. But they do 
exist, and they represent possibly the 
worst poverty area in America. Nearly 
100,000 people, most of them Mexican- 
Americans, live in these unincorporated 
collections of tiny houses and shacks on 
small lots throughout the “magic valley” 
of the Rio Grande, the writhing river that 
forms the U S. boundary with Mexico.

It’s called the “magic valley” because 
everything from grapefruit to sugarcane 
grows in the fertile ground of south 
Texas. On the surface, the vallev is now 
enjoying unprecedented prosperity.

I New houses and light industrial plants

Peter S. Green here—Newsweek

De Hoyas family: ‘Now we are trapped’

are blossoming near McAllen. The 
Chamber of Commerce likes to boast that 
bank deposits have more than doubled 
since 1970.

But the statistics are deceptive. The 
booming towns and farms hide a vicious 
circle of poverty that is showing little 
sign of disappearing in the more than 200 
colonias like Las Milpas, El Gato, Balboa 
and Hidalgo Park. They are the forgotten 
places of south Texas—no-man’s-land 
“developments” left to decay.

Plot: Nine years ago, Francisco de 
Hoyas and his wife, Josefina, moved to 
Hidalgo Park. A penny-ante entrepre
neur had managed to purchase 200 acres 
and was selling lots to migrant workers. 
De Hoyas managed to scrape up $300 and 
bought a 50- by 50-foot plot. He was now 
a landowner, and in the magic valley, he 
thought, prosperity was sure to follow.

It didn’t work out that way. An un
skilled laborer, he found no steady em
ployment. The developer had offered de 
H o y as land^TTm r u l ing mort .̂ There

N e w s w e e k ,  N o v e m b e r  2 4 ,  1 9 7 5

was no water, no sewer, no paved roads 
or streetlights. When it rained, the ensu- 
ing flood engulfed the small h o m es and  

ade it literally impossible to enter or_ 
1 e avc thecolonia for days.

Almost a decade later, conditions are 
still the same. The floor in de Hoyas’s 
one-bedroom shack sags dangerously. A 
single 40-watt bulb burns in the tiny 
living room, which serves as the bed
room for the four de Hoyas children. A 
mosquito-infested drainage canal runs 
alongside the house. The children often 
get sick from the water de Hoyas brings 
in from an 80-foot well he dug behind the 
house. “None of them,” he says resign
edly, “has ever been sick more than two 
weeks. It usually clears up by then.” 

Stamps: Now 39, de Hoyas can still find 
only occasional work. In a recent week, 
he earned $38 driving a tractor for a 
rancher. Last year, he made $2,000. This 
year he will make slightly less. Helped 
by a monthly allocation of food stamps, 
the de Hoyas family barely survives.

“I came here to better myself and my 
family and to go away from what this has 
turned out to be. Now we are trapped,” 
he sighs. “We are the prisoners of the 
colonias.”

De Hoyas’s experience is typical. For 
years, the chicanos of the magic valley 
have been plagued by self-perpetuating 
illiteracy and unemployment. In Hidal
go County, where the Spanish-speaking 
population totals nearly 80 per cent, 74 
percent of the adults have not completed 
more than seventh grade.

Dick of nutrition is a problem, and 
what that doesn’t accomplish, lack of 
potable water does. Colonia Balboa is 
perhaps the best example of this. Locat
ed on 250 weed-choked acres^ust out
side McAllen, Balboa has five unpaved 
streets and more than 200 M exican-  
American families living in deep pover
ty. Like Hidalgo Park, the subdivision 
has no water lines, no sewer system and 

7*no adequate drainage. Ninety-five per 
1 cent of the homes have outdoor toilets. 

Most have been hand-built and are badly 
in need of repairs.

Balboans have to haul in household 
and drinking water in broken-down pick
ups and trailers from a faucet nearly a 
mile away. The water comes from an 
irrigation ditch with an abnormally high 
concentration of fecal organisms.

Sickness: Each morning, farmworker 
Pablo Castaneda drives his battered 
orange-and-green pickup truck to the 
faucet to haul water for his wife and 
seven children. He’s lived in Balboa for 
thirteen years and says that his children 
are sick much of the time from the agrni 
peligrosa. “I feel anger and I feel pain, ” 
he says. “People want to shut their eyes 
and not think about us. But we have 
suffered for quite a while now.”

Castaneda’s neighbor, Jose Marmo- 
lejo, lives in a three-room prefab with his 
wife and six children. He hauls his water
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CAty of Palms
By VIRGINIA ARMSTRONG 

' Texas Rural Legal Aid staff has notified4 
City Manager Calvin Gibson that anytime he, . 

. or any of his staff talk to anyone else, or any * 
j agency, about Balboa Acres improvements, 

they want to be present. ‘ * ‘ ^
♦; Claiming to “represent” some of the 

Balboa residents, they referred specifically to 
any talks with Eliseo Sandoval of the 
Associated City-County Economic Develop- 

i. mentCorp. (county anti-poverty agency) ...  
Gibson told

in three 55-gallon drums on ce used  to 
hold p esticides. “Sure, w e drink the 
water, ’ he says. “W e do not have a 
choice. But w e try to b e careful. W e cover 
the drums to keep  the m osquitoes out."

At night, Marmolejo, like the other 
m en, sits outside in the darkness, rolls 
his own cigarettes and swaps stories o f  
the fields anti the workers. Som etim es, 
w hen  the crop-picking has b een  esp e
cially good, a few  o f them  w ill share a 
b eer at the Palmita L ounge, a w eather
beaten  cinderblock structure with two 
aging pool tables and a jukebox that plays 
M exican favorites slightly  off-speed.

- - - - |, although as he has stated previously, he’ll b e , . , ^ served through Sharyland Water Supply
|, glad to talk any Balboa people personally Corp. Fabian said he cannot obtain service 
iv anytime. . . .  . . . . . .  . • V from the Sharyland ’agency because they

. * * * * * * * :  * have used up their alloted share of water from
l. Lalo Flores, city code enforcement officer, McAllen. : ‘ •
\ has been in consultation with Sandoval about The request was not totally rejected, but 

using ACCEDC manpower training crews,
I learning the building trades, to assit Balboa,. j homeowners or others in the city with labor

televized, along with the judge.AAAAAA
But, back, to the McAllen utility board 

session, where the subject of colonies, and 
Balboa, cropped up. • .

Engineer C.L. Fabian was on hand to 
request a maximum daily allotment of 19,200 
gallons of water to serve a 32-lot rural sub
division he is developing in Pharr’s territorial 
jurisdiction. The request was based on 128 
persons at the rate of 150 gallons per day.

The area is being subdivided in accordance

T he colonias have other health  prob
lem s. T here are d iseases in the mAgic 
valley  that w ere virtually w ip ed  out 
years ago in other parts o f  the country—  
w hooping cough, tuberculosis, typhus 
and am oebiasis. Infant mortality is also 
very high, and Dr. Paul M usgrave, m ed i
cal director for tw enty o f  Texas’s south
ernm ost counties, says, “W e don’t exact
ly  advertise it, but it’s not uncom m on for [. for * building bathrooms, so they can take . 
us to have leprosy dow n h ere .’’ ' j .advantage of new water lines in Balboa. 1 •.

Another longtim e valley  physician. Details will be submitted to city com-'

s r  ^ ,biy * **-"**̂used  to think if  w e could  just get these  
p eop le to a doctor that it w ould  so lve all 
their problem s, but I was wrong. W e get 
the p eop le  w e ll,” he says, but they are 
continually reinfected  b ecau se o f  the 
liv ing conditions. “W e’re k eep in g  p eo
p le from dying,” he lam ents, “but w e  
can’t im prove the quality o f their life .” 

Future: The future o f  the colonias isn ’t 
totally bleak. S ince 1967, C olonias del 
Valle, formed by the Texas C ouncil o f  
C hurches, has b een  lobbying for water 
and sew er system s to be installed  in the 
colonias near existing water lin es. Last 
summ er, one o f these lobbying efforts 
paid o ff w hen  the city o f M cA llen d ecid 
ed  to annex C olonia Balboa. Already, the 
city has started to gravel som e o f  the 
roads. Street signs now  id entify  the old  
roads, and a water system  is about to be  
installed.

“W e got them out o f the m ud,” says 
M cA llen’s part-time mayor. Jack W hct- 
sel, “and w e ’re trying to be responsible  
about all o f this.” T h e city is running  
water and sew er lin es out to Balboa, but 
W hetscl insists that b eyond  that, it w ill 
be the responsibility  o f  the individual 
residents to install their ow n plum bing. 
“D em ocracy says that w e ’ll take these  
p eop le in ,” says W hetsel, “but they’ve  
got to pay, just like everyon e e ls e .”

That is scant solace for the poverty- 
strick en  Balboans, as is a popular politi
cal slogan in the valley  w hich  proclaim s 
“Manana is today.” For the colonias o f  
the m agic valley , m anana still seem s a 
long way away.

— PETER S. GREENBERG

" Meanwhile, Flores has, for some of'the j families, located used plumbing fixtures that 
• owners were willing to donate, one donor a s ' 
far away as Harlingen. Flores collected an " 

I assortm ent of water heaters, sinks, 
lavoratories, toilets and tubs, although, he 

; said not nearly enough to assist as many as 90 
! families. . . . . . . .  «.A A A A A A A 1 v.

Gibson noted there are some 47 colonias 
(Scattered about the Valley area, but Balboa* 
[gets most of the attention from the national 
imedia. . -
J “Balboa has more good things going for it 
{than any, but it gets the worst publicity/* he 
'said. -  )
!• A television crew from the University of 
Texas, working under a Lyndon B. Johnson 
Foundation grant was in McAllen last week to . 1 
do still another film report on Balboa, plus 1 
other colonias as well. As part of the work'on 1 
advanced degrees and theses in public *i 
administration, they are working up a 1 
documentary, which they promise will :ber\ 
objective, including what progress has, or&s •• 
%ing made. It will be shown on the public 
roadcastingnetwork. * . ■ •V-.;-; ;-v

Mayor J ack Whetsel and City Planner Mike ^ 
Mum, among those interviewed/ said the \  
Students were pleasant, asked meaningful /; 
Questions, and had none of the abrasive 
Approach which some outside newsmen have 
displayed in their visits. ‘ . •?
• Reporters arrived at County Judge Ramiro * 
Guerras press conference Friday to find his. 
office set up like a fuli-scalle studio (the LBJ • 
group brought much sophisticated equipment 

Fwith them). Local media people became

utility trustees were not too encouraging, 
repeating their usual words of caution that 
projections of McAllen future needs come first, last the city become over-committed.
* Military Highway Water Users Association 
sometime ago was turned down by McAllen 
and finally obtained a supply from Harlingen. 
McAllen officials are apprehensive these 
projects, can lead to expansion of sub-stan
dard conditions. ! 'A A A A A A *■

The interest of legal aid personnel in the 
Balboa Acres was another stumbling block 
for Fabian. Gibson pointed out, “if you 
provide sendees for one area, you might be 
forced to provide to anther,” andhealsosaid. 
“Allow a water allotment outside McAllen 
territorial jurisdiction and you’ve committed 
yourself. It could create a precedent hard to 
live with/’ ; v ’, A A AAA A*

Sun./Mar. I I, ’76
Hit* Miihitnr 
Mi ’li**h«*
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