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Press the Throttle or Apply the Brakes?
By: Todd Breland
Keep pursuing or let it go and move
on? It’s the challenge of everyone in business –
from a sales rep with a new prospect to a CEO
considering a new direction for the entire company. We all face these types of decisions in
whatever capacity we serve.
Sure, we all know that persistence pays
off, but when do we say when? You know how
it is. You have a new sales lead, you’ve conducted a presentation or two, followed up with the
decision maker, and then you hit a brick wall.
No answer and the waiting game goes on for
weeks, months, maybe even years. Or, you as
the department or division leader, introduced
a new product, service or management policy
to administration, and you’ve been told numerous times, “we’re considering it.” You wait for a
final decision, but the upstairs office never gives
you a definite. Or, you as the owner/president
ponder a complete new avenue for the company
(maybe a new product line, company acquisition, merger, relocation of office headquarters)
and you struggle with when to pull the trigger
or pull the plug.

What makes you stay on the path or wash
your hands of it? Certainly, a lot of factors go into the
decision to go on or to let go: homework, research, logistics, feasibility analysis, history of similar scenarios,
supply and demand, but at some point you pull the
trigger or you put on the safety. After making a pro
and con chart – actually making a list of the pluses
and minuses, you arrive at a decision because one side
outweighs the other. List making may seem time consuming and old school, but systematic approaches to
these game-changing decisions have a higher success
rate than a hurried yes or no.
In reality you won’t make the best choice every time, and that’s okay. With a methodical, logical
and realistic assessment of the situation, you make a
business decision on what is the best step going forward. That’s the key, go forward. You could mull over
the situation for too long and miss out on other profitable opportunities. Or you could make a hurried
decision and a negative outcome could result from an
irrational, not fully thought-out decision.
Sometimes, letting the idea/prospect/avenue
go and simply moving on will prove to be a better
choice for your stress level, your pocketbook, your
company. At other times, the tireless pursuit of one

more call, one more presentation, one more
study of fellow business leaders will be the right
choice and lead to a greater outcome for everyone involved. When to say when at all levels of
an organization is an unavoidable responsibility. Our best guideline is to study the options,
research and do our homework, take note of
past experiences (of our own and other colleagues who we respect), and ask ourselves if it
make sense and cents.
Mistakes will be made, but we learn
from them. We get back on our feet, and we
try again. And when we’re faced with similar
challenges next time, we take into consideration
what we did wrong and right along with all the
other factors on the pluses and minuses chart,
and we make the decision again. The universal
element here is you have to make a decision.
Taking risks is what we do; hopefully those are
educated risks.
We could press on the gas and go full
speed ahead (with all necessary caution) or
press on the brakes and wait for the train to
pass. Just don’t sit still. Go forward wearing
your seatbelt.

Visit us at www.lonestarnationalbank.com
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The Wheels are Spinning in the RGV
By Eileen Mattei
Unlike Laredo, the Valley’s trucking
industry is dominated by locally-owned, family-operated businesses. From food and furniture to clothing, electronics and medical devices, almost everything we use is delivered by
trucks belonging
to regional and
national freight
lines. The businesses that keep
all the trucks
rolling and the
supply
chain
serviced are generating enough
income to stay in
business and provide employment to a busy segment of the local
population. Retailers and maquilas that expect
just-in-time deliveries and a growing population are fueling the demand for efficient, timely
and safe long-haul truck fleets.
Trucks are the first ingredient in the
transportation equation. The Highway 281
frontage in Pharr resembles a tractor-trailer
miracle mile packed with truck dealers, freight
companies and service centers. Overseeing
sales and service of Peterbilt and Kenworth
trucks at Rush Truck Center keeps south Texas
regional general manager Mario Trevino busy.
“They are kind of like Harley Davidsons, an
elite product,” he said, and relatively, they are
equally expensive. New trucks range upwards
from $120,000, not counting the trailer. Rush
is the largest truck dealer group in the U.S.
“We believe that service sells trucks.
We afford our customers a footprint of support
that has been a big key to our growth,” said
Trevino. That support requires 83 employees
in five Rush stores south of San Antonio, with
some diesel technicians permanently stationed
at different locations, such as Halliburton’s in
Mission and at key oilfield locations around the
country.
Utility Trailer Sales in Pharr supplies
the industry with numerous tanks, trailers and
flatbeds.

estate at the northwest side of the 281/83 junction,
Royal employs 40 mechanics, 350 drivers and 30 office staff.
“We hire and sell ourselves as a long haul carrier,” said Mike Kelly. Staying in business requires
working with customers’ just in time delivery schedules while taking into account all the regulations
that govern drivers who can
cover about 150,000 miles
annually. The Pharr company delivers major brands
like Rheims, Carrier, GE,
LGTV and Panasonic as far
as Canada. “Our trailers go
into Mexico, but not the
trucks,” he said. Royal, like
many border trucking companies, works closely with ICE’s C-PAT (CustomsTrade Partnership Against Terrorism) program to fight
the criminal element that tries to smuggle contraband
into trailers.

Valley-wide, trucking companies seek drivers, but
only about 30 graduate each month from ACT’s
CDL 200-hour training program in Pharr.
(VBR)

“We believe that service sells
trucks. We afford our customers a footprint of support
that has been a big key to our
growth.”
--Mario Trevino

Logistics
The region’s biggest trucking fleets include the Garza family’s Spirit Truck Lines of
San Juan and Royal Freight. Started as Bill
Head Enterprises and running refrigerated
trucks, Royal Freight now has over 300 nonrefrigerated (dry goods) Peterbilt and Kenworth trucks which are delivering loads across
the country. Set on 60-plus acres of prime real

		
Consistent on-time deliveries
require equipment in top shape. “Every time our
trucks return to the terminal, they get inspected
and serviced,” said Royal Freight operations
supervisor Daniel Campos. During a truck’s

Mario Trevino has found that stationing diesel truck technicians both at Rush Truck Center and on-site at major customers like Halliburton is a good way to keep customers satisfied and returning to buy their next trucks.
(VBR)
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three year warranty period, it racks up between
500,000 to 600,000 miles, most of them with
the same driver. Once a truck is out of warranty, Royal trades it in, because of the expense
associated with maintaining it. The company’s
trucks have satellite tracking devices installed
that improve communications with the drivers.
“The most important thing is to keep the client
notified of the schedule,” added Kelly.

Adrian Cavazos reviews progress with a First
Choice Truck mechanic. (VBR)

At the other end of the spectrum, Adrian
Cavazos is general manager of the family-owned First
Truck Choice which runs 20 trucks. His mother,
father and sister are actively involved in running the
Harlingen company, which evolved from serving a
railroad niche market to become a general commodities trucker dealing primarily with Matamoras and
Reynosa maquilas and their freight bound for Canada
and U.S. distributors.
		
“My dad has always tried to be on
the edge of technology,” Cavazos said. First
Truck Choice was an early adopter of satellite
tracking. “It’s more for the accountability of
the equipment and real time information on
where the shipments are.” Cavazos, who has
warehouses in Brownsville and Laredo, has
adopted cloud storage for records, reducing
document storage problems. 			
Cavazos is another believer of in-house mechanics and garage in order to keep costs under control and the equipment in top shape.
“Trucks are more computerized. They have
over 100 sensors, and you need to be on your
toes.” The seven-acre gated facility on Expressway frontage in Harlingen leases parking
space to owner-operator rigs. For all the region’s truck traffic, the Valley has limited full
service truck stops.

The true independent owner-operator
of a single rig is becoming a rare species in the
trucking industry, according to Campos. Some
big companies have a group of owner-operators
under their umbrella.

Along with their parents, brother and sister Adrian
Cavazos and Denise Delgado operate First Truck
Choice, the family’s small trucking firm. The Valley has fewer national carriers than other regions.
(VBR)
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Drivers

When 80,000 pounds of truck and
trailer are moving down the road at 65 mph,
you want someone rested and qualified at the
wheel. But nationwide, there is a shortage of
truckers. Signs seeking drivers with Commercial Drivers Licenses abound. “The issue in the
Valley is we share the same pool of drivers, and
they rotate through us,” said Campos of Royal
Freight. Royal’s employees include female drivers, noted for their punctuality, and husband
and wife teams.
Nevertheless, the high salaries offered
in the Eagle Ford Shale oil field, southeast of
San Antonio, are like magnets, pulling away
big rig drivers and diesel mechanics and leaving Valley trucking companies scrambling.
“One of our big customers has a battle
every day trying to retain drivers,” said Trevino
at Rush.
In addition, new regulations are reducing the allowable driving hours, which impacts productivity. Truck lines have to balance
keeping owners and drivers happy, while driving hours decrease and JIT demands increase.
Drivers are allowed to drive for 11 hours and
then must have 10 hours not driving. After 70
hours, they have to take a mandatory 34-hour
reset off the road. Campos said a proposed

regulation would mandate electronics log books.
ACT in Pharr offers a four week CDL training course. Rush Truck Center partners with South
Texas College on its Diesel Technology program in
a symbiotic relationship. “We employ
techs part-time as they’re going through
school, and students come here on field
trips,” said Trevino. “Our foremen and
techs go to STC for a few days to show
them new diagnostic procedures.” Of
course, that means Rush often gets first
shot at the diesel techs completing the
program.
Logistics
Trucking is an ongoing exercise in logistics, moving goods from A
to Z. The APICS course, for example,
provides a holistic view of the total
supply chain. David Ortiz of UTPA’s
Texas Manufacturing Assistance Center,
teaches APICS supply chain management methods,
which include master planning of resources, scheduling and understanding the customers’ lead time needs,
at UTPA’s McAllen site. “Some of the things we discuss in class are what a local company offers that a
big company doesn’t. We have people from different
industries saying, ‘This is the way we deal with that
problem.’ There’s a lot of cross industry exposure and
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Royal Freight mechanics check the trucks after
each trip to keep them trouble-free...and able to
accumulate 500,000 miles in the three-year warranty period. (VBR)

customer oriented material.” Individuals who
complete the program are certified as production and inventory management professionals.
Will the Valley’s biggest long-haul
trucking companies get bigger? Will the smaller companies remain successful in their niches?
Whatever the pathways chosen, the successful
businesses will keep on trucking.

at Sharyland Plantation

(956) 580-3030

4206 San Gabriel
Mission, TX 78572
For Information Email
SanPedroLeasing@yahoo.com
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Q & A with Cynthia Contreras Gutierrez
An attorney for 24 years, Cynthia Contreras Gutierrez has a civil practice in McAllen
that includes a concentration in immigration
law. For nine years, she had a weekly television segment entitled Conozca sus Derechos,
and she was also the legal analyst for Univision
Channel 48 for nine years. Contreras Gutierrez talked to VBR’s editor about four non-immigrant visas that enable Mexicans (along with
other several other nationalities) to live and
work temporarily in the U.S.
Q What has changed in the last 10 years?
A With the success of NAFTA, Mexicans businesses began seeing the South Texas as a market
place where they could invest or expand beyond
their home country. Initially most people got
investor visas, set up a business in Texas and
went back to their homes. More recently an
increasing number of Mexicans have moved to
the U.S. to work under non-immigrant visas.
They discover that they like doing business in
the U.S.
Q What are the different non-immigrant visas?

A The L-1A visa allows a Mexican executive or senior
manager to work in the U.S. while employed by a multinational whose Mexican and American companies
are related as subsidiaries, branches or
affiliates. A Mexican company can
establish a U.S. branch and petition
for L-1A visas for the executives who
will launch the company. This visa
has a seven year annual review limit.
Spouses of L-1A visa holders can file
for a work visa as well.
The E-1 Treaty Trader visa
allows a Mexican national to work
for a U.S. business that carries on international trade in goods or services
with Mexico. The principal owners
must be Mexican and invested in the
risk. Key personnel such as executives, supervisors and essential staff
are eligible for the Treaty Trader visa.
The volume of business is important
with this visa, although it doesn’t require a specific investment amount.
More than half of the trade must be
between the US and Mexico. The
size of the company dictates the number of employees

given visas. It is a two-year visa with unlimited
renewals.
The E-2 Treaty Investor and Treaty

Cynthia Contreras Gutierrez answers questions
about non-immigrant visas. (VBR)

Continuing, Professional, and Workforce Education at STC

http://cpe.southtexascollege.edu/

For more information, contact South Texas College at
956-872-6150 or otrevin3@southtexascollege.edu.

Investment Employee visa is common in this
region. It is granted to Mexicans to develop
or oversee their substantial capital investments
(usually $100,000 to start) in a U.S. business
that is majority Mexican owned. It is also issued to executives and key employees of the
company. The American company doesn’t
have to be related to the visa holder’s business
in Mexico. The one-year visa has unlimited renewals.
The TN (Trade-Nafta) visa, also common, permits professionals such as accountants,
dentists, engineers, librarians, social workers,
pharmacists and scientists to fill a specific temporary position with a U.S. employer. To be
eligible for this visa, the professional must have
a degree and his or her position in the U.S.
must be related to the degree. While the visa
is for no more than three years and temporary,
unlimited extensions may be granted.
Q Who is coming to the Valley on these visas?
A The mix has changed. Instead of the majority coming from the Monterrey area, many visa
holders are coming to the Valley from Tampico,
Ciudad Victoria, Guadalajara and other parts
of Mexico.
Q Why are they coming to the Valley?
A First they want to find a place to invest their
money. Our area has a culture with many familiar elements. It is close to strategic markets
in Mexico and Central America, and Texas
ranks first among the states in exports. The
Valley offers accessible real estate prices and a
good quality of life.
Q You are the outside counsel for the Edinburg
EDC, which actively encourages Mexican investors looking to set up local businesses. Why is
this important?
A I think it’s encouraging that the EDCs and
cities have seen the importance of the Mexican investor and take an active role to support
them, to help them find a business to invest in
or to set up a company that creates jobs. Edinburg, for one, offers competitive incentives.
The investors have a track record and business
sense. They are good people with families who
want to become part of the community.
Q What are the long term impacts on the Valley
of these visa holders?
A We are now seeing a trend that didn’t exist
before. The businesses are doing well, and the
children and spouses of the visa holders become
settled here. These families are deciding that
they like living in the U.S. They are now taking
steps for permanent residency.

A Casual
Waterfront Restaurant
Famous for the FUN,
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1 Padre Blvd., South Padre Island
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Hilltop Gardens - A Multi-tasking Business
By Eileen Mattei
Yunho Lee came to the Rio Grande
Valley to find an aloe vera supply for his Korean company Univera Aloe. A visit to Hilltop
Gardens, established in 1939 and the oldest,
continuously operating aloe farm in the U.S.,
convinced Lee to do more than simply source
aloe. He bought the company and its 517 acres
north of La Villa in 1988.
Since then, Hilltop Gardens, a part
of Aloecorp, has reinvented itself to highlight
new Botanical Gardens, the Organic Farm producing vegetables and aloe vera, and a Bed &
Breakfast with conference and retreat facilities.
A new Visitors Center, on the site of the 1939
Ewald farmhouse, includes a gift shop featuring
Hilltop Gardens-brand of aloe vera products
such as gels and moisturizers, body lotions and
creams. That is so fitting, because Lee Ewald,
who started Hilltop Gardens, and her daughter,
chemist Phyllis Ann Schmidt, were the first to
develop cosmetics which had aloe vera gel as an
ingredient.
The Gardens
“My definition of botanical garden is

a living museum, a learning experience,” said Paul
Thornton, Hilltop Botanical Garden manager and
former head of the Corpus Christi Botanical Garden.
The lush gardens, open to the public ($1 admission) for self-guided and guided tours,
captivate visitors with their color, size, variety and beauty. Divided into four themed
areas, the plantings are organized into the
sensory gardens, an aloe garden, a healing
garden, and a children’s garden complete
with a stream, playground and labyrinths to
explore.
The sensory gardens that circle the
visitor center showcase plants which provide
sight, smell, touch, taste and sound opportunities, with interpretive signs identifying the esperanza, night blooming cactus,
kapok, fragrant mock orange and bamboo
along the walk. Visitors feel transported
to a different world in the cooling shade of
the mixed native and tropical gardens with
plentiful benches and the adjoining palm
forest. The Healing Garden, centered on a
reflecting pool, is sheltered from the outside
world. Here mourning doves dominate the
sun-dappled refuge.

Paul Thornton, Joseph Kim and Maria Wissinger
have each played a part in readying Hilltop Gardens for visitors and the opening of the Inn at
Hilltop. (VBR)
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“There is no place in the U.S. where
people can see all the aloe species we have here,”
Thornton said. Two hundred aloe species flow
up and over hillocks in a landscape designed by
an Austin firm. “The gardens are all brand new
business for the company. There are a lot of
adaptions as we go along. Adaptability is the
key to sustainability. The goal is to have a sustainable operation using green technology.” The
gardens and farms have achieved certification as
Global GAP (Good Agriculture Practices.)
“We intend to be part of Valley nature
tourism, not competing with existing places,”
but adding to the attractions, said Thornton.
“The more nature tourism facilities we have,
the longer people will stay in the region. We’ve
gotten an extremely positive response from
people who come out. It’s just a matter of getting people out to see what we are doing.”
Joseph Kim, vice president, explained
that Hilltop Gardens and Aloecorp are sister companies sharing the premises. The aloe
vera processing facility was relocated to Mexico
about two years ago, although Hilltop continues to grow and harvest its acres of the “relief in
the leaf.” Backed by the Global GAP, Aloecorp
has long range plans to operate an aloe consumer product production facility at Hilltop

John Knox
Village

Independent living
with a Carefree lifestyle
at an Affordable price.
(956) 968-4575
1300 S Border
Weslaco, TX 78596
www.johnknoxvillagergv.com

JK
V

Gardens.
The B&B
The mile-long, palm- tree lined drive past
aloe fields and organic produce also leads to the
hacienda-style Inn at Hilltop Gardens which welcomed its first guests in September. Beyond the
graceful arches and Mexican tile, the wide terraces
and the palapas at the pool, Hospitality Manager
Maria Ravelo Wissinger works to make guests feel
pampered during their stay. “I want to make sure
they feel like they are in another part of the world.
Here they can unwind and be completely at ease,
and they leave wanting to come back.” Wissinger,
who runs the Cornerstone restaurant in Edinburg,
helped develop the inn’s healthy breakfast, lunch
and dinner menus. Guests come for a memorable
experience, with gorgeous sunsets, a fitness room
and privacy as part of the package.
Kim and Thornton pointed to a layout
depicting Hilltop Gardens’ next phases. The botanical gardens are expected to double in size and
include a cantina garden for onsite food and beverage
service as well as a spa garden with a day spa. The
Inn has room to expand around a second courtyard.
While vegetables from the organic farm are shipped
out of the region because the local market does not yet
generate enough demand, an organic vegetable pro-

Valley Business Report 11

Botanical gardens manager Paul Thornton sees
the Healing Garden as a haven to enjoy natural
beauty and tranquility. (VBR)

cessing plant is slated in addition to the Nature
Tech USA aloe manufacturing facility.
In the future, Hilltop Gardens should
be a showcase of applicable green technologies
and a destination for birders, nature lovers and
those seeking a respite from the chaos of everyday life.
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Bayside Marine Builds Boats
By Pat McGrath Avery
If you love fishing on the Laguna Madre Bay, you want the best boat to chase fish.
Bayside Marine, located at 613 Highway 100
in Port Isabel, sells boats constructed specifically for the shallow waters of the bay. The company offers a trial ride for the buyer to check the
boat’s performance before making a purchasing
decision. Free test rides are not a common practice, but it’s one way that Bayside offers customers a special experience. In contrast, most
boat dealers require
a
nonrefundable
deposit before they
put a boat in the
water.
“I love designing and building boats,” Ruben
Fuentes, owner of
Bayside Marine in
Port Isabel and Shallow Stalker Boats in
Brownsville, said.
“I’ve worked in
many aspects of the boat business all my life. I
enjoy the challenge of improving the fishing ex-

perience.” Fuentes owned a marine repair shop in Port
Isabel. In 2005 he purchased Bayside Marine, which
was established in 1973. Noticing the difficulty of
finding good boats, Fuentes bought
Shallow Stalker Boat Manufacturing
in 2008. The manufacturing company now builds custom boats for
Bayside Marine and Shallow Stalker
dealers in Corpus Christi, Hitchcock
and McAllen.
Fishermen need a boat able
to handle rough
waters but they
understand the
value of shallow or flat boats
in the Laguna
Madre. Bayside
Marine in turn
understands the needs of bay
fishermen and concentrates on
building, selling and servicing
boats that provide the best bay
fishing experience possible.
“We build our boats with
cutting-edge composite materials,” Bayside general
manager Daniel Cortez said. “We design models that

“Fishing is a recreational
sport for most people but
they take it very seriously.
In tough times, they’d rather give up their truck than
their boat.”
--Daniel Cortez

The Shallow Stalker boat behind Bayside Marine
general manager Daniel Cortez is built at Bayside
Marine in Port Isabel. (VBR)

meet the needs of different types of fishing.
Our scooter is designed for wade fishing, the
V model offers a smoother ride and the Cat,
styled after a catamaran, accommodates bigger
fishing parties. Buyers have to determine their
needs before they buy.” Cortez said business
has been steady with the company building
boats upon order for the Laguna Madre niche
market.

1912-2012
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Bayside Marine offers a number of
options: the Shallow Stalker Scooter, an ultralight flat boat, in both 17- and 20-foot models (SS17 and SS20); a 20-foot Tunnel Vboat
(the V20); and two Cats (catamaran-style) in
20- and 24-foot boats (Cat 204 and Cat 240).
They custom build special party boats with
Cat hulls that combine family fun with serious
fishing ability, something that pontoon boats
sorely lack.
Building a boat is a hot, dirty job
that requires manual labor. “Fiberglass gets in

Ruben Fuentes had a boat repair shop before he
became the owner of Bayside Marine. (VBR)

everything, and it’s hard to get it out,” Fuentes said.
“We build our molds of fiberglass; each boat contains
approximately seven layers of fiberglass, in varying
thicknesses. Each layer of fiberglass is put on
the mold followed by a layer of resin that is
painted on and worked to a smooth surface.
At each phase, we have to eliminate bubbles
and other imperfections that will show in
the finished hull. The manufacturing shop
isn’t much to look at, but we have enough
room to fill our needs at the present time.
We want each new boat to be the best we’ve
built yet. Once the boat is sold, we want
to be there for our customers. The relationship doesn’t end when the boat goes out the
door.”
Bayside Marine has between 15 and 20 employees who keep the manufacturing, sales and service
departments running smoothly. Finding and keeping
good employees is a challenge.
According to Cortez, sales suffered during
the recent downturn. However, they’ve experienced a
strong upswing in 2012, and he has high hopes for
the future. “Our positive response from our customers tells us that we are doing things right,” he said.
Customer Arthur Cook and his wife think they are
doing just that. “Their boats and service are good.
They are knowledgeable, friendly and go out of their
way to help you,” the Cooks said. “They work to save
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The Shallow Stalker was designed specifically to
give fishermen access to the shallow waters of the
Laguna Madre. (VBR)

you money, too.”
Cortez enjoys working in sales and service. He described the company’s customers as
Mexican nationals, Winter Texans and dyed-inthe-wool Texas fishermen. He takes pride in the
number of bay fishing guides who have chosen
Shallow Stalker. “Fishing is a recreational sport
for most people but they take it very seriously.
In tough times, they’d rather give up their truck
than their boat.”
Either www.shallowstalker.com or www.baysidemarineonline.com will take you to their website.
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Problem Resolution Drives a New Business
By Eileen Mattei
Soluciones, the name of Salomon Torres’ strategic consulting firm specializing in
government and Legislative affairs, tells you
from the beginning about the La Feria native’s
approach to problem solving with government
agencies. “It says let’s approach the issue not in
an adversarial or political way. We look for a
resolution, a middle ground we haven’t found
yet,” Torres explained.
Three months after launching Soluciones, Torres has discovered he’s tapped into
a market eager for help in navigating federal
agencies and state bureaucracies. He is experienced at finding the right agency persons to
talk to and then working with them to solve a
problem.
Soluciones’ rapidly growing roster of
clients - individuals, corporations, cities and
counties - has turned to Torres although he
hasn’t done any marketing and does not yet
have a website or a brochure. “It’s a matter of
having established good relationships over your
career,” Torres said. “How I have treated people
in the past is reflected in the confidence that
people have in my ability to help them.” Tor-

res’ business plan is based on his skills at facilitating,
as in making something easier.
Torres graduated from St. Edwards University, earned a Master’s in Public Affairs from the University of Texas’ LBJ School of Public Affairs and went
on to get a law degree from Columbia University. After law school, Torres headed straight to Washington,
D.C., where he worked for a contractor and lobbyist
before becoming San Benito’s Economic Development director for a year. Then Rep. Ruben Hinojosa’s
hired him as District Director, a position he filled for
eight years.
This spring, following a failed primary run
at the new congressional seat for District 34, Torres
resurrected and tweaked a business plan he’d written
years before. “I saw myself doing this much earlier in
my career, but I’m glad I’m doing this now when I’m
older and wiser,” Torres said. “I don’t see things with
rose-colored glasses now. If I had done this at 28, I
would have been so idealistic. I have a more realistic
understanding of the political and power structures in
our communities.” His Capitol Hill experiences helping constituents matured him and forged a personal,
non-partisan path. “My services are based on realistic
forecasts of where programs are going to go. I do not
give clients false expectations.”

Salomon Torres. (VBR)

		
Solutions can come through
educating and informing the parties, offering
viable alternatives to the present course and
through negotiation.
Torres is preparing to register as a lobbyist because sometimes his services cross over
into legislative advocacy. “As a private consultant you choose what you are best suited for,”
he said. “The projects that I’ve said yes to are
all consistent with good public policy,” such as

For more information, contact South Texas College at
956-872-6150 or otrevin3@southtexascollege.edu.

brownfield remediation, bilingual education,
green technology. ” He relishes the control of
his schedule that comes from running your
own business. And he sees the irony that, in
having lost the primary, he is nevertheless going to D.C., regularly.
Torres is already working with agencies such as the Department of Homeland Security for one city and with the EPA for a second city that wants to improve an abandoned
industrial site. Among his clients are a whistle
blower and an entity needing help to secure
funding from the Department of Justice.
In addition, two outside-the-Valley
corporations (in educational and engineering
services) have retained Soluciones to negotiate
their entry into the border market.
Torres himself located Soluciones in
Harlingen’s downtown, as a way of supporting the downtown revitalization program and
the historical roots of the community. Just
by placing his office there, he expects to bring
people to the downtown district. As a facilitator, that’s how he sees his job: making things
work better by bringing people together.
Salomon Torres can be contacted at 956-3415202 or salomontorres22@gmail.com.
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All Star Metals Merges
By Eileen Mattei
Last October, when Nikhil Shah, president of All Star Metals, talked about the Port
of Brownsville ship recycler with us, he suggested VBR return in one year to see the changes
slated to take place.

Nik Shah. (VBR)

Today the largest recycler in the RGV, All Star
Metals (ASM) has grown from a small shipyard to one
of the largest ship recycling and metal scrap processing facilities in the nation.
On August 8, 2012, ASM
completed a strategic
merger with SMS (Scrap
Metal Services, LLC) a
Chicago-based, privately
held recycling industry
leader with seven commercial scrap processing
facilities and three mill
services facilities spread
across Illinois, Indiana, Pennsylvania, Ohio and Texas. SMS, which had a half billion dollars in turnover
last year, buys and processes ferrous and nonferrous
scrap metals which it markets directly to steel mills
and foundries. ASM is the only ship breaker in the
mix.
ASM developed its location on the Brownsville Ship Channel to the point that it employed 200
people and had earned industry accolades. But Nik
Shah recognized that, led by the family unit that includes his wife and his brother, the recycling company
could only grow so far. He viewed a strategic merger

as a good opportunity to expand the business
without taking risks.
All Star Metals assembled a package
to market themselves
with the help of an investment banker well
versed in the scrap
metal industry. Multiple suitors expressed
interest in ASM,
which was a finalist
for the 2012 American
Metal Market Scrap
Company award and
has the highest environmental and safety rating
from OSHA. Shah said that the brothers who
operate SMS had the same from-the-groundup knowledge of the metal industry as the Shah
family. “We felt they were the right fit. We are
really fortunate to find a strategic partner that
will not only mentor us but take us in as part of
their family.”
“They were not only interested in the
assets of our company; it was the management
team that attracted them,” Shah said. “We have
a young management team that will stay in
place.” ASM has short-terms plans for growing
not only in Brownsville but across the Valley
during the next six to eight months. Without
the merger, an expansion would have stretched
over several years. “We are going to be able to
grow our company at a faster pace. SMS is going to help the Valley grow.”
Shah continues to wear steel-toed work
boots and move easily around the shipyard. “I
still do exactly what I did before. The only thing
that has changed is we are now able to market
more tons into Mexico because of scrap avail-

“We are going to be able to
grow our company at a faster
pace. SMS is going to help
the Valley grow.”
--Nik Shah

The metal ASM recovers from this ship will be sold
to steel mills. (VBR)
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ability from our other locations,” said Shah.
“Now it gets fun. It’s not less responsibility. It’s
more, because as a group, you have to account
to others. In the same sense, because of our integration, everyone is supporting you to make
the right decision. We run our divisions, our
operations, independently, but we support each
other in what we do,” from equipment to programs and sourcing.
Now when Shah says ‘our’ company he
could be referring both to ASM, in which the
Shahs still retain an ownership interest, and to
SMS.
The first month together brought integration with SMS’s IT, operations, policies and
procedures and financial systems, elements
which smaller companies tend to outsource. At
the same time, ASM’s expertise in safety and
environment and trucking was spread company
wide, cementing the ideal of partners helping
each other. Shah mentioned a crane that broke
down. “Our mechanic called the mechanic at
another location and found a solution to the
problem. I see many emails asking, ‘How do
you do this? Do you have this in Spanish?’”
SMS’s mill servicing, the handling of
scrap within a steel mill, has provided a steady
customer for ASM. “We are very aware of the
product they need and when they need it. That

gives us stability,” Shah said.
ASM last year lessened its dependency on
marine scrap like ships and barges by installing an automated car shredding system. “The
only way to diversify was to put in a
process where we could buy from the
general public,” Shah said. All Star
Shredding LLC has already gained a
share of the south Texas scrap market. The company services industrial
accounts such as maquilas that produce scrap. “We are now a regional
player on land as well in the water,”
Shah said. “That has given us the diversity we need to control scrap on
both ends of the spectrum.”
But ASM hasn’t abandoned
its marine core. In September, ASM
was taking its first marine oil rig
through the remediation and recycling process. Shah sees the rig business becoming a significant source
of metal as rigs are pulled out of the
Gulf of Mexico. “We’re in a great location.”
“Our vision in the next three
years is to be a major full service recycling center,”
Shah said, predicting growth in ASM’s personnel and
infrastructure. “We’re fans of finding Valley people
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All Star Metals has begun recycling a marine oil
rig, expanding beyond ships, barges and vehicles.
(VBR)

who we can train in the (company) culture and
motivate them.”
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Interpreting Success
By Nydia Tapia-Gonzales
Wasting no time after obtaining her
Masters of Arts in Spanish Translation and
Interpreting from the University of Texas at
Brownsville, Lourdes Pumarejo Le Tour fulfilled her long-awaited dream by opening
Lourdes Pumarejo Translation and Interpreting
Services, a home-based agency in Brownsville.
A native of Tampico, Mexico, Pumarejo’s passion lies in helping people through multi-language communications. With her new business, she aspires to do just that, although the
path to starting her own business was not easy.
Pursuing a career in translation and interpretation was not possible when Pumarejo finished
high school, so she earned a degree in Business Administration. “It was not bad because
everything, even a home, is a business,” said
Pumarejo.
In Switzerland, Pumarejo studied
French and tourism, which led her to work for
airlines such as Aeromexico and British Airways, and rekindled her dreams of becoming
an interpreter. She came back to Brownsville,
which she considered a second home because of
summers spent there during childhood. Soon,

Pumarejo enrolled in UTB’s newly introduced online
Translation and Interpretation courses.
“My father taught
me to work hard and never
deny work,” said Pumarejo,
whose petite frame hides her
determination. She reflected
that some people do not appreciate the work of interpreters like her. Pumarejo, who
adheres to a strict etiquette of
confidentiality, is a professional who knows the importance
of respecting an ethics code.
Like other interpreters, she
has undergone extensive testing and background checks
because they are exposed to
confidential information.
Pumarejo, who speaks Spanish, English,
French and Italian fluently, pointed out the difference
between translating and interpreting: the first is written and the second is strictly spoken. On a daily basis,
she translates documents and takes part in conference
calls with doctors, nurses and patients from the Unit-

Lourdes Pumarejo. (Courtesy)

ed States and Mexico. She interprets everything
from ordering breakfast to pre-operation details and consent information prior to signing.
“The worst thing I had to tell a patient was her
baby died. It was very hard for me, and I had to
change the words around. I had to select the
right words.”

Join SAN JUAN.

The spirit of the Rio Grande Valley.

San Juan’s prime location offers opportunities that are ideal
for industrial development and expansion.
(956) 783-3448

www.sanjuanedc.com

Pumarejo explained the difference between medical and legal interpretations. “Legal
has to be exact, while medical interpretation
utilizes a method called Sosa, where you can
work around and not go directly as you soften
things to make them easier.” She said she would
not do medical interpretation for a family member, for it can be heartbreaking. Not everybody
can handle the medical work, but Pumarejo has
learned she likes doing it because she can be
compassionate, help people deal with pain and,
at the end, everybody is grateful. Customer service interpretations for banks and live interpretations are also part of her job.
On the other hand, providing legal interpretation for trials, where the subject matter
can be far from pleasant, was not what she desired to do. In the near future, Pumarejo would
like to write movie subtitles. “It’s very hard
and stringent because your work can change
the meaning of an entire movie, plus there are
many specific rules and it’s time consuming,”
she said.
Interpreting and translating agencies are legally responsible for their services; it
is certainly not a job to be taken lightly. Pumarejo remembers when a journalist from Brazil approached her after an interview interpretation and asked her to repeat what was said,
something she cannot do unless the person
interviewed came back to repeat the words.
Something so seemingly innocent could trigger
misquotes and further consequences.
Pumarejo prefers when clients come
through word of mouth recommendations. “I
don’t believe that you can just make a brochure.
You have to show what you are able to do – it’s
like a restaurant that has the best TV advertising, and you go try it, and it’s a different story,”
she said.
The hard working Pumarejo seems relentless when it comes to reaching her goals and
will not take no for an answer. “It is never too
late to start something,” she said, after reminiscing about the time during her childhood
when a doctor said she could not dance ballet
due to a foot condition. Years later, in Brownsville, she enrolled in beginner ballet lessons
that she shared with five-year-olds. Today, she
teaches ballet at the Allegro School of Ballet in
Los Fresnos, Texas.
The interpreter-translator enjoys the
freedom and flexibility of being her own boss
because it allows time for family. A dedicated
professional whose hard work and dedication
led her to fulfill her lifetime goals, Pumarejo
still believes that at the end of the day, it is family that matters most.
Contact her at lourdespumarejo@aol.com
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Hiring Small Group Leaders
By Susan LeMiles Holmes
		
Organizations need leadership at
every level - up, down
and sideways.
True
leaders are a rare commodity. It is easy to
recognize the results
achieved by these precious few, but hard to
recognize people with
potential and to attract
them to your company.
Remember, a “leader” is he who goes
first. And, don’t confuse a “leader” of people
with a “manager,” who controls things, processes and sometimes people. A good manager
might be a good leader, but not always.
You know the one we want: the confident, organized, trustworthy, positive, selfless, respectful, competent one who positively
affects others and gets things done no matter what the adversity. This person can solve
problems, make decisions, lead from the front,
influence from the background. Through the
subtle magic of all his actions and attitudes, a

team develops. The small group then distinguishes
itself, creates its own identity and succeeds.
The field of leadership has become so important and complex that a person can get a PhD in it.
But for identifying the potential of the person sitting
in front of you during an interview, the following
questions are my favorites.
A person of integrity is the same on the outside and on the inside. Such an individual can be
trusted because he never veers from inner values, even
when it might be expeditious to do so. Revealing
questions: What values do you admire most in leaders? How would you demonstrate these values? What
do you think “integrity” means?
Someone who leads by example usually enjoys teaching others. Small groups are where most
skill development is accomplished. Revealing questions: Have you ever acted as a mentor to a co-worker?
Tell me about it. Give an example of when you had to
present complex information in a simplified manner
in order to explain it to others.
It is the small group leader’s responsibility
to help team members feel good about themselves.
To elevate others, to “spread the fame and take the
blame” is a hallmark of effective leadership. Revealing
questions: What are the best ways to empower team

Nature & Heritage Festival
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members, make them feel invested in the work
and part of the team? Give examples of steps
that can be taken to make each team member
feel important.
In the field, upper management is
not around to approve every move you make.
Sometimes events and circumstances require
split second decision making. Revealing questions: Give an example of a risk that you had
to take. Why did you decide to take the risk?
Describe how you make decisions.
In a professional atmosphere, it is a
miracle that all the people in a team are on
good terms with each other all of the time.
The leader’s job is to make the team a cohesive force instead of one wracked by problems.
Revealing questions: Provide an example of a
situation where you had to create an agreement
between parties that originally differed in opinion, approach and objectives. Describe a time
when you had to convince others.
What are the right answers to these
questions? You will know them when you hear
them. Listen for a sense of humor and a passion for the candidate’s chosen field. You hope
to hear words like open-minded, fairness, celebrate, communication, respect, motivate, plan,
compromise, honesty and goals. For more
questions to ask potential group leaders, check
out www.job-interview-site.com/team-leaderinterview-questions-for-team-leader.html.
Now comes the tough part. Is your
company the place this person wants to work?
If you are selling your company based on benefits, job security and a discount card at Sam’s
Wholesale Club, you are barely covering what
I call employment hygiene. If “good communication” at your company is making sure that
instructions are clear, it’s not enough.
The person who has the potential to
help a small group succeed wants communication that includes being part of the planning and decision making. She wants an open
learning environment and perhaps a mentor
for herself. Top talent loves to “make a difference” and wants to be allowed to so. She wants
to be appreciated for who she is. Miss the opportunity to sell and deliver these things, and
your company will get beat by the company
that does.
Susan LeMiles Holmes is Director of Career
Services at Texas State Technical College and a
published novelist. You can inquire about hiring TSTC graduates by emailing susan.holmes@
harlingen.tstc.edu or learn about Susan’s novel set
in The Valley, Touch the Mayan Moon at www.
susanlemiles.com.
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Ruby Red Entices with Capital Funds
By Eileen Mattei
“Entrepreneurship is a hot topic in the
Valley. We wanted to do something that fosters
the entrepreneurial spirit,” said Alex Meade,
Executive Director of the Mission Economic
Development Corp. While EDCs are perceived
to work exclusively with big businesses, the
Mission EDC’s strategic plan includes a focus
on entrepreneurship. “We decided to create a
program that creates small businesses, micro
businesses.”
In July, Mission EDC launched Ruby
Red Ventures, a $100,000 venture capital project designed to nurture Valley small businesses.
Anyone in the Valley can apply to Ruby Red
Ventures to help fund the startup or expansion
of a small business in Mission, with $50,000
available in six month cycles. The Ruby Red
grapefruit was one of the early ventures in the
Valley, Meade noted. The venture capital project wants to encourage that same spirit that led
entrepreneurs and risk takers to develop the
Valley.
Meade said the EDC had two reasons
to start the venture capital fund, the first being
to change the perception that the EDC is concerned only with large companies. “The second
is to counter the Valley’s reputation as a population with low educational attainment. A general lack of education doesn’t mean we lack innovative ideas,” he said, noting that Proton in
Brownsville and FibeRio have received Emerging Technology Funds from the state. Ruby
Red Ventures hopes to coax entrepreneurial
and innovative ideas to the table, particularly
from the younger generation.
Starting September 15, individuals
could submit their brief online applications to
the EDC. “It asks who you are, where you are
from, and your idea, what you’re trying to start.
It doesn’t ask for a business plan,” Meade said.
The first applications must be received during a
narrow three week window. “We have found if
you shorten the window, the interested people
will jump on the opportunity right away. It’s
free money, after all. We are trying to tap those
innovative minds. We are hoping we get at
least 20 applicants.” If the people are passionate about their business, they will move quickly,
added Meade, who helped start a small business
competition while an MBA student at UTB.
Applying for Ruby Red’s venture
capital funding is only the first step, of course.
Qualified competitors, notified later in October, are expected to follow through and attend
three three-hour workshops led by the SBDC
at the Mission Chamber during late October.
The training will provide applicants with an

understanding of business plan preparation.
With continued feedback from SBDC, the
most committed applicants will complete their business plans and submit them by January 21, 2013. The
Ruby Red Ventures committee will review and score
the business plans, which request a specific funding
amount for specific purposes. Each participant will
then make a presentation to committee, which will be
included in the final scoring that determines which if
any businesses will be funded. People with business
ideas are out there, Meade said, but getting them to
put their ideas on paper is something else. Those
who go through the process will at least end up with
a document to take to the bank. “The goal is to give
them some form of an asset. We hope at least half of
them complete a business plan.”
The most any one entity can get from Ruby
Red Ventures is $25,000 in a six month period. But
just because the funds are available doesn’t mean they
will be awarded next February, Meade pointed out.
Five applicants may be awarded $10,000 each, or two
applicants may go home with $10,000 each, or if no
candidates meet the criteria, nothing may be awarded.
The Mission EDC and Ruby Red Ventures
accept the possibility that the new ventures may lose

Alex Meade. (Courtesy)

money. “It’s innovative. We want to give it a
chance. We’re running this like a venture capital fund, like the Emerging Technology Fund
funding the ideas, the visions and the small
business expansion,” Meade said.
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Life in the Fast Lanes
By Eileen Mattei
Has it been years since you last went
bowling? A visit to McAllen’s Flamingo Bowl
shows how much things have changed since
then: high ceilings, a well-lit and cheery facility
with colored neon signs, computerized scoring,
and flamingo pink bowling balls as well as more
masculine football brown ones.
Flamingo Bowl owner Bryan Senker
grew up in the business. His father was a professional bowler who opened a bowling shop
in San Benito. His mother also bowled at one
time on the Ladies Tour. When Fiesta Lanes
went up for sale in 1990, the family bought the
business, moved to McAllen and renamed the
bowling alley. The Senkers expanded the Flamingo from 24 to 40 lanes. After a childhood
immersed in bowling, Bryan Senker went off to
earn degrees in business administration in Illinois and in hotel and restaurant management
at Penn State. A few years ago, he took over as
the Flamingo’s owner and since then has run
the day to day operations of the 23rd Street entertainment center.
With leagues filling the facility six days
a week, Flamingo Bowl turns into a bustling

place. The Men’s League has 38 teams; the Monday
Night League has 17 teams; the Ladies’ League has 12
teams; the kids’ league bowls on Saturdays. “When
I used to bowl in the kids league, we had something
like 24 teams,” Senker recalled. “The people I grew up
around are our league bowlers now.”
Yet nowadays more people
drop in to bowl a few games instead
of joining a league, Senker said.
“Bowling is changing from league
play to more open play. People don’t
want to commit for 32 weeks, at a
cost of $14 to 18 per week. When
the recession hit we knew it here because things slowed down, although
it’s coming back now.” The past few
months brought in a lot of people
who wanted a group activity away
from the summer heat.
Now, with league play under way, Flamingo Bowl is gearing
up for its annual influx of Winter Texans, including
some who drive in from Rio Grande City. The senior
bowlers, enticed by senior rates in a comfortable setting, at times occupy all the 40 lanes, although they
are not formalized into a league. A Free Shoes for

The opportunity to have a good time out with
friends is a prime attraction of Flamingo Bowl.
Bowling entices everyone from children to Winter
Texans to get a little exercise, improve their handeye coordination, and hang out with friends.
(VBR)

women night (free bowling shoe rental) lures
another bowler demographic to Flamingo’s alleys. Another inducement: Mondays through
Fridays, buying a snack lunch results in a free
game. The Rock and Bowl special on Friday
and Saturday nights encourages customers to

5601 Padre Blvd.
South Padre Island
(956) 761-7700
spicasabella@yahoo.com
www.casabellaspi.com

For more information, contact South Texas College at
956-872-6150 or otrevin3@southtexascollege.edu.

linger and enjoy themselves from 11 p.m. to 2
a.m.
Senker has just completed major renovations at Flamingo Bowl, noting that, “We
like to keep it extremely clean.” Forty-inch flat
screen panels were installed over the 40 lanes in
September, making scores easily viewable by all.
The Brunswick computerized scoring system,
which uses durable table-based entry pads, relieves the pressure of calculating scores correctly. New carpeting has brightened the common
areas and new colored lights over the lanes are
enhancing the festive atmosphere. As part of
renovations, laser light shows have been added
to the weekends’ cosmic bowling and rock and
bowl events.
Flamingo Bowl is not a one-note song.
The snack bar cook makes everything fresh to
order, from mushroom Swiss burgers and mac
and cheese to egg rolls and nachos. The Lost
Pocket is a pool hall with arcade games at Fun
Works. The 25th Lane Lounge gives bowlers
and non-bowlers a place to unwind and, on
Saturdays enjoy a live band. Of course, there is
a well-stocked pro shop for bowling equipment
and accessories (a white bowling ball painted
with dimples like a golf ball!). Friendly staff
handle everything from meeting rooms and
birthday parties to shoe rentals and lockers for
ball storage.
Senker, who employs an onsite manager, splits his time between McAllen and Dallas,
but said that the Flamingo is the investment to
which he devotes all of his time. He is already
planning for next year’s renovations which will
bring changes to the lounge and snack bar.

CLOSING THE
BLINDS HELPED
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A MOVIE.
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A bowler tries to pick up the spare during the
Monday Night Mixed bowling league. (VBR)
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Painting the Town Vibrant
painting. At the same time a contractor spent over a
year getting the wiring, plumbing and structural upgrades completed.
In the process,
a totally claustrophobic
and airless space at 409
E. 13th Street was transformed into an attractive art gallery that every
six weeks or so launches
new exhibits with a jampacked reception. Mark
Clark called his first
show Uno, and in September he hosted Seis,
the sixth invitational
exhibition which showcased 28 Valley artists—
painters, sculptors and
ceramicists. “We show art of the Rio Grande Valley,
which I feel is an underexposed area. There are a lot
of fine artists here. There are just not enough galleries
to handle them,” said Clark, who shows artists from
both sides of the border. “I want to look at what they
are doing.”
Galeria 409 sold four pieces the opening
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By Eileen Mattei
Retiring after 22 years with the Smithsonian, Mark Clark left his curatorial position
at the National Museum of the American Indian and moved to Brownsville in 2005 to get
warm. In the seven years since, he has turned
up the heat on the Brownville art and music
scene and helped reenergize the historic downtown district. Above all, through his investment in the historic Miller -Webb building and
the opening of Galeria 409, Clark has changed
the perception of Brownsville’s historic downtown and who goes there.
Clark, who had lived in Corpus Christi as a child and then majored in art history,
had his own art studio and gallery in southwest
Washington, D.C. After that property was
acquired for the city’s new baseball stadium,
Clark reinvested the proceeds in Brownsville’s
second oldest building, which dated back to
1859 when it was a drug store. Clark stripped
the walls down to the old tan brick, took out an
interior staircase and the dropped ceiling. He
added iron balconies and replaced the aluminum doors and windows. He himself handled
the demolition, trash removal and of course the

Galeria 409 has showcased--and sold--the work of
Valley artists for six years. (Brad Doherty)

night of Seis with Clark taking a modest 25
percent commission. “I’m not in this to get
rich,” he explained. He is very selective of the
artists he invites to exhibit. “I have to look at
their stuff for more than a month, so I am kind
of particular about what I hang on my walls.”
Contenders is the name of the Galleria show
opening in October and it will showcase Valley
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2012 South Padre Island
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Expo & Hotel: Pearl South Padre
310 Padre Blvd., SPI, TX 78597
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1 Golf House Rd., Laguna Vista, TX 78578
For more information
contact Maggie Trevino
956.425.7048
maggie@smsdc.org
www.smsdc.org
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artists such as Veronica Jaeger, who are showing
their work nationally.
Clark’s own studio is upstairs, where
a balcony gives a good view of the nearby Rio
Grande, “despite what (Homeland Security
Secretary) Michael Chertoff did to my view
of the river,” said the artist. “I’ve responded
to the culture, and it’s had a profound effect
on my painting.” He’s working on Brownsville
Calle, paintings of contemporary downtown
scenes. He’s also expanding his Aztec paintings
series, which have been on display at the McAllen Library and will be moving to the Mexican
Consulate later this year.
The Miller-Webb Building, the art gallery’s home, has become a must-see stop for
tours of Brownsville historic buildings. “We’ve
had architectural historians crawling all over
this place,” Clark said. The old building truly evokes a different time and place, and that
earned it a major scene in the Robert Duval
movie “A Night in Old Mexico”, which was
filmed in and around Brownsville.
“They shot up Duval’s Cadillac next to
the building,” Clark recalled. “It was quite an
evening. They staged 40 extras here, and I kept
them amused until it was time to perform.”
Besides art and film, Mark Clark has
been heavily involved in downtown music. He

might even be considered the godfather of downtown
music. Galleria 409 has hosted numerous performances of jazz, indie, folk and rock bands.
“I wanted to demonstrate that people would
come downtown and that people would have a great
time,” Clark said.
“There are now a
number of other music venues downtown,
the Bora Bora, Haven
and the Half Moon
club. La Mision, the
group that played every Sunday at Galeria
409 now has its own
café El Hueso Fraile
a few blocks down
Elizabeth
Street.”
With others picking
up the musical ball,
Clark has backed
off a little on music
presentations. “I’m
getting lazy,” he said,
but he also welcomes
the time to devote to
painting.
“No one is going to get rich selling art in the
Rio Grande Valley, but you can certainly have more
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fun than anybody else in town. You can become
part of the community and move it along.”
Galeria 409 is open Saturdays and Sunday
and by appointment.

Mark Clark has both an art gallery and a studio
where he paints pieces heavily influenced by life he
sees on the border. (Brad Doherty)
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Brownsville’s second oldest building (the 1859
Miller-Webb) has been restored to life as an art
gallery and in the process has become a catalyst for
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Sexual Harassment Policies
By Michael Pruneda
In last month’s article, which is part of
the series, “Top Ten Ways to Prevent a Lawsuit,”
we learned the #5 reason on how to prevent your
business from a lawsuit. Having firm and detailed
anti-fraternization policies can protect your business from unwarranted litigation.
#4 Sexual Harassment
Kimberly worked at a small company
for more than three years when a new sales employee was hired. At first, he was friendly. Then
he began to make comments that made her uncomfortable. When she told him his comments
were inappropriate, he told her she was being
too sensitive and not to make too much of it.
After that confrontation, his comments
become more explicit and centered around her
physical appearance. He made them repeatedly
and made her the butt of office jokes. She grew
depressed and couldn’t concentrate at work.
She complained to her boss but he didn’t say
anything because that employee was the company’s top salesman and he didn’t want to fire
him. She was told to ignore him and not cause
any more problems.

When the issue became impossible to ignore
and the employee became hostile toward her, she
hired an attorney and filed a sexual harassment lawsuit against her employer. She won her case against
the employer because he did not take appropriate action when she had complained. The sales employee
was fired and the employer had to pay damages to
Kimberly for failure to control the behavior of one of
his employees.
For a small business with less than 15 employees, Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act does not
apply. This law protects employees from unwelcome
behavior in the workplace. This includes physical,
verbal or visual behavior sexual in nature that affects
the workplace environment. Every state has laws to
protect employees from such illicit behavior, no matter the size of the company. The most effective way to
protect your business from sexual harassment lawsuits
is to prevent them. Educating your employees about
what defines sexual harassment is crucial to creating a
positive and productive work environment.
There are two ways an employer can be held
liable for a sexual harassment claim. Quid Pro Quo
and Hostile Environment involve unwelcome sexual
advances or conduct. In Quid Pro Quo, an employee
must submit to sexual advances to receive a promo-

tion or to stay employed. Employers and supervisors are usually guilty of propositioning
their subordinates for favors and extra benefits.
Employees are then faced with the decision to
either submit or be fired.
Hostile Environment occurs when
there is harassment in the workplace. Conditions become so unbearable, the employee is
forced to endure it or quit. Victims of a hostile
environment are often subjected to intimidation, lewd and offensive behavior.
Both these types of harassment can be
humiliating and result in loss of self-esteem and
poor work performance. Alternatively, there
doesn’t always have to be psychological damage
for an employer to be held liable. If the environment is perceived to be hostile, the courts will
rule in favor of the employee. The circumstances surrounding the harassment claim are evaluated and included in the decision on whether
there is a basis for a claim and also for the final
judgment. Circumstances include severity, frequency, threats and emotionally abusiveness.
Employers can reduce their business’
liability by implementing policies to prevent
sexual harassment. A zero tolerance initiative
should be at the forefront of any policy you
adopt. Detailed definitions of what sexual harassment is and what the grievance procedures
are should be included to avoid misunderstandings and loose interpretations. This should include confidentiality and a different contact to
file a grievance to.
A hierarchy of warnings and consequences should be established to protect you
from any wrongful termination lawsuits. When
an employee makes a complaint, it is important to take the claim seriously and investigate
the incident thoroughly and without prejudice.
Maintaining accurate incident reports is essential in proving that appropriate action was
taken and if there were any disciplinary actions
as a consequence.
The best course of action is to consult with a business attorney to create a sexual
harassment policy that outlines rules and consequences that are specific to your business.
Implementing proper procedures can save a
business expensive lawsuits, while preserving
employee morale and the business’ reputation.
If you have questions about creating a sexual harassment policy, or if you need counsel regarding an
existing lawsuit due to an employee issue, contact
Michael Pruneda from The Pruneda Law Firm at
956-702-9675, or via web at: www.themcallenbusinesslawyer.com or www.michaelpruneda.com

October 2012

Valley Business Report 27

Small Firms Raise Skill Levels with TSTC
By Dave Ralph
Texas State Technical College (TSTC)
Harlingen now ranks first among 37 Texas colleges that help small businesses apply for and
receive employee training services through connections to the Skills State Development Fund
Grant. More than 20 Valley businesses already
participate in the Skills for Small Businesses
(SSB) Program and are receiving continuing
education courses through the college.
Ninety-five percent of business applications for the SSB that have gone through
TSTC have been approved by the Texas Workforce Commission within two to three weeks,
said Rodolfo Marks, director of TSTC Corporate Education. Bowman Distributing Co. in
San Benito is the most recent firm approved for
the program. The grant of $34,800 will train
24 employees in safety, technical and computer
skills. Some of that training will lead to employee certifications. Small businesses (having
between one and 98 employees) may apply for
funds through the SSB program.
“My conversation with business owners usually goes something like this: They ask
me what I’ve got, and I reply by asking them
what do they need,” Marks said. “Our goal is
to develop partnerships with our business community and provide training to develop the
skills of the employee at absolutely no cost to
the businesses. Small businesses are welcome to
apply to the TWC for the program or contact
TSTC to assist with the application process.
We share information with business owners on
how to succeed with the application, work with
them to plan the training project, and provide
the services to complete the training. We want
to maximize these opportunities for businesses
to gain short-term benefits.”
Guidelines of a SSB employee training
grant allow a business to qualify for a reimbursement of at least $725 annually per employee.
TSTC delivers any course within the college’s
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Premium Automotive Services is an independent business specializing in the service and repair of Land Rovers, Volvos, and
Jaguars. We are not an authorized Land Rover/Volvo/Jaguar dealership, we do not sell new Land Rovers/Volvos/Jaguars, and
we’re not otherwise affiliated with, originating from, sponsored by, or approved by Land Rover/Volvo/Jaguar in any way.

Continuing Education curriculum. The list of possible training courses is long but includes computer
software, customer service skills, cardio-pulmonary
resuscitation (CPR) and the federal privacy of information act.
Marks said that the program funding will be
available through June 2013 and he expects the Legislature to extend the program through 2015.
Collision Center Auto Body & Glass with locations in McAllen, Weslaco and Harlingen has sent
more than 50 employees to courses through the SSB.
Some of the training involved team building and professional certification presented by the Auto Collision
Technology Program at TSTC for the Inter-Industry
Conference on Auto Collision Repair (I-CAR).
“We encouraged our employees to take advantage of this opportunity because we take great pride in
providing the best workmanship as well as customer
service,” co-owner Lucy Regalado said. “Our technicians are required to complete continuing education
due to the many changes that the auto industry has
made in materials used to manufacture vehicles and
advanced technology for repairs such as new paints.”
Collision Center Auto Body & Glass will be
ranked in the I-CAR Gold Class after their technicians finish the training provided through the SSB
Program. Office personnel in bookkeeper, recep-

tionist and estimator positions also take the
classes. Lucy and Armando Regalado said that
their small business is grateful to TSTC and the
TWC for the assistance.
Marks said that as auto collision technicians earn credits in community education
courses, the business is rewarded with an improvement in its industry standard rating, and
it becomes a preferred vendor for auto insurance companies. The updated skills for auto
collision technicians also are an example of the
unique, custom training in the SSB that goes
beyond a classroom environment.
Businesses that trained employees
thanks to SSB funds include Boggus Ford,
Luke Fruia Motors and Tip-O-Tex Chevrolet.
Other businesses with employees that received
SSB training through TSTC are Aloe Laboratories, Sun Valley Enterprises, Megamorphosis,
Bradwell Diversified Services, South Texas General Education, Mexican Snacks, Medaforce, A
Clean Porto, Valley Children’s Clinic and the
Brown, Leal & Survey Co.
“We want the SSB program’s success to
spread to more businesses and to TSTC campuses in Marshall, Sweetwater and Waco because this is a statewide mission,” Marks said.
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Enhancing Property Assets
By Eileen Mattei
As the COO of Synergis Property
Management LLC, Fernando Vieto has a clear
idea of the role and responsibilities of property
managers. “We are basically the representative
of the owner of the asset. We create value to
preserve the asset. Most of the time, the owners
have other things going on.” By taking care of
and operating the owners’ commercial, industrial and retail buildings, Synergis enables the
investors to concentrate on what they do best,
which is growing their portfolios.
Synergis LLC originated in 1990 as an
in-house property manager for the commercial
real estate firm NAI-RGV. About four years
ago, Synergis started reaching out to third party property owners and acquired a stand-alone
office while maintaining a relationship with
NAI.
“Much of the business that comes to
us is word of mouth, from people seeking this
kind of service in the Valley,” said Vieto. “They
do their research and find we have a team with
many years of experience and a big portfolio.”
Clients have chosen Synergis to manage large
property holdings such as one owner’s 650,000
square feet of industrial buildings in the McAl-

len Foreign Trade Zone, South Industrial District and
Sharyland Business Park. That single portfolio totals
17 buildings which are used as distribution centers for
maquilas, warehouses, and production centers.
Synergis manages the day-to-day operations
of the facilities from collecting rents and dealing with
fire and health inspections to contracting for janitorial
and landscaping services and managing tenant relations by keeping the lines of communication open.
That includes making sure prospective tenants understand the building’s rules and how common area expenses are calculated. They also manage a few owners
associations. “We’re a small team of nine, and we can
all wear different hats when needed. I think being a
small operation helps a lot to make us more efficient,”
Vieto said.
“Every type of asset has its own challenges.
My experience in the Valley is that retail is more challenging than industrial,” Vieto said. “In a retail plaza
there are many small businesses. The startups most of
the time are short on cash and can have trouble meeting a budget. That makes retail not as easy as to manage as industrial and office buildings.”
When businesses are negotiating a lease, they
often request customization of the space. After a determination of who will pay for which changes, the
property manager goes in and makes sure the cus-
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tomization happens as specified. “We have
a list of vendors and contractors that we’ve
worked with over the years. We know they are
reliable and insured and have everything needed to work on commercial properties.” The list
includes plumbers, electricians, roofers, carpet
installers and landscapers.
“We still work closely with NAI not
only because we have a shared ownership,” Vieto added, “but because we provide the management for properties they have listed from Mission to Brownsville.”
Vieto noted that Mexican investors
seem more active than American investors at
the moment, and the Valley seems poised for
a growth spurt in the commercial arena. “It
is not growing much now, but there is activity
with people looking at this point in time. I
think that the market is getting better slowly
but surely,” Vieto concluded. “People want to
invest as they see the market is trying to come
back. We have a nice sized portfolio, and we’re
very excited about some projects in the pipeline
that will happen soon. It is all helping us grow
and get better established.”
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In the Spot light

On September 19, Clark Knapp Honda in McAllen unveiled the all new 2013 Honda Accord.
Management and sales associates answered questions about the revolutionized sedan from the
invited guests. (VBR)

The McAllen store of
Mission Restaurant
Suppy celebrated its
first anniversary with
sales and prizes. The
San Antonio-based
firm was named
2012 Dealer of the
Year by Foodservice
Equipment magazine. (Courtesy)

The Janine Marie Photography booth was all
smiles at the Harlingen Chamber of Commerce
Summer Showcase on September 12 & 13. Exhibitors showcased their businesses and organizations to fellow exhibitors and attendees at
Casa de Amistad in Harlingen. (Courtesy)

Edna De Saro received the 2012 Award for
Outstanding Service to AACT. AACT and
members of the media vowed to encourage
voter registration in the RGV. (VBR)

At Colletti’s on September 20, a reception was held to welcome HEDC’s new
Executive
Director, Raudel Garza.
Garza
previously
held same position at
RSTEC, Included
in photo Mr. & Mrs.
Raudel Garza and
Dr. Caesar Maldonado. (Courtesy)
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