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A  Favorable Forecast for the Valley
 Isn’t a breath of fresh air refreshing? Well, 
maybe not 38-degree fresh air in the Valley in mid-
November. The fresh air I am referring to is in the 
form of a truly positive U.S. and Rio Grande Val-
ley economic outlook for 2015 and beyond.  
  I recently attended the Edwards Abstract 
& Title Co. second annual State of Real Estate 
Forum at the Holiday Inn in Brownsville, where 
Mark G. Dotzour, chief economist and director 
of research of the Real Estate Center at Texas A 
& M University, spoke optimistically about our 
national, state and regional economic forecast.  
 The U.S. still ranks as one of the top five 
countries to invest in. Americans have increased 
their spending power, high-end auto sales are on 
the rise, and more jobs are available. The overall 
prediction for the national economy looks very fa-
vorable, particularly if the Federal Reserve loosens 
its grip on Fannie Mae, Freddie Mae and other 
lenders in 2015. That should encourage a spike 
in home sales and mortgage loans. Of course, this 
news from an economic expert cheered the audi-
ence of realtors, lenders and title company staff.     
 So much of our national and regional 
economy is based upon job creation and the real 
estate market, both for sales of existing properties 

and new construction. Speaking of job creation, 
there are 4.8 million jobs available in the United 
States. New commercial and home construction 
are major contributors to job creation.  Never-
theless, the Valley and the U.S. as a whole face 
a shortage of skilled labor. That’s another reason 
why technical and skilled labor higher education 
is so important here.  
 Dotzour stressed to the group the finan-
cial strength found in owning commercial prop-
erty, especially properties with reputable tenants. 
Fertile farmland and other inflation-protected 
assets can provide financial security. Gold, which 
many feel is a safe bet, sometimes cannot hold its 
weight. Real estate, real estate, real estate: what a 
precious commodity! 
 Here in the Rio Grande Valley, we are not 
out of the woods yet from the recession that be-
gan in 2008, but we have fared much better than 
many parts of the country. While our toughest 
period of the recession endured for about three 
years, we are definitely making great strides to a 
very bright future! We have a lot to be thankful for 
in our four-county area. If you need proof, think 
back a few weeks to the record snowfalls in the 
Midwest and Northeast. Over six feet of snow in 

Buffalo! Yes, we love our Valley home!     
 As we count our blessings this holiday 
season, let’s view the turning of the calendar as 
one more opportunity to come together as a 
region. Let’s help out our neighboring commu-
nities, increase jobs and make Starr, Hidalgo, 
Willacy and Cameron counties a model region 
for others to emulate.  We at Valley Business 
Report thank you for reading and sponsoring 
our publication, VBR e-Brief and www.valley-
businessreport.com.  We ask you to Read, React 
and Refer others to do the same. Reporting and 
publishing the positives about our local econo-
my is intended to serve as a catalyst for future 
economic development. Together we make our 
Valley what it is and what it shall become! 

Happy Holidays to you and your family!

Todd Breland - General Manager
Valley Business Report - VBR e-Brief

(956) 310-8953
todd@valleybusinessreport.com
www.valleybusinessreport.com

“Connecting You To Local Pro-Business News”
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Stay updated all month long with news from around the Valley.  Sign 
up for our weekly e-mail e-Brief at www.valleybusinessreport.com.
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Artisan Eats - Local Palate Pleasers  
By Eileen Mattei
 For many of us, the holidays revolve 
around food, old favorites and new.  The Valley 
now boasts a growing number of artisan food 
businesses: small establishments that turn out 
a limited amount of their savory treats.  These 
very small (for now) businesses bring a profes-
sional consistency to fresh, flavorful  foods that 
you love to eat, week after week.  
 The food produced by these passionate 
connoisseurs can be found both at farmers mar-
kets and at the restaurants that advocate eating 
fresh, local products. If you have come to ap-
preciate the goodness of locally grown tomatoes 
and lettuce -- and citrus, of course -- it’s time to 
open your mouth for our home-grown cheeses, 
nuts, honeys and barbeque sauces along with 
cakes, breads and tamales.  

Fresh Cheeses
 The gruyere cheese Adam Thompson 
has melted in a fondue pot sends tendrils of 
enticing aroma through a Valley farmers mar-
ket. Thompson got serious about making goat 
cheese 18 months ago, so he  increased his 
Alpine goat herd and bought cheese-making 
equipment. Now the artisan goat cheeses and 
mozzarella he makes at his South Texas Cheese 
Factory cannot keep up with demand. 
 Thompson’s herd of Alpine goats pro-
duces about 30 gallons of milk per day.  By 
March 2015, he expects to double the number 
of goats being milked.  Alpine milk contains 
the lowest fat content of all the milks humans 
consume, he noted.   
 “We have a couple standard cheeses we 
make all the time,” Thompson said, noting that 
his cheeses are not the typical, soft goat cheese. 
Instead the raw goat milk is shaped into eight-

pound wheels destined to become hard, aged cheeses: 
Romano, gouda (Asche), gruyere, cheddar and fon-
tina. “A couple of commercial accounts we are devel-
oping buy a wheel a week,” Thompson said. He proj-
ects growing until they are making 250-350 pounds 
per week. Cheddars, for example, age for three to five 
months in a climate-controlled aging room.
 South Texas Cheese Factory is inspected and 
licensed by the Texas Department of Health Services, 
as is the goat dairy. While pasteurization kills harm-
ful bacteria, it also kills beneficial bacteria. “We be-
lieve that natural, unaltered milk produces a superior 
cheese that retains the natural components that are 
part of the beauty of cheese,” Thompson said.  His 
cheeses, made with cheese maker Petros  Jaferis, are 
aged at least two months “which is sufficient time to 
destroy any harmful bacteria,” according to the health 
department.  
 South Texas Cheese Factory buys local cow’s 
milk and makes about 100 pounds of mozzarella 
weekly. “We’re not limited with that one, since we 

outsource the milk,” he explained.  The fresh 
cheeses are formed into balls and sold plain, or 
flavored with garlic and rosemary or six pep-
pers, or made in paneer style. New on the menu 
is a mold-ripened cheese, similar to brie.

Saucy
 Musician and entrepreneur Lamar 
Jones developed The Jank barbeque sauce 
around 2010.  He has used a musician-friend’s 
restaurant kitchen to make up the gourmet 
sauce, which is known as “so good you can put 
it on cake.”  This fall Jones won a $10,000 in-
novation grant competition from the McAllen 
Chamber of Commerce, which is enabling him 
to take his business to the next level. 
 The Jank is in the midst of lab testing 
to determine calories, shelf life and the like. 
Jones is awaiting FDA approval while working 
on labeling, bottling, bar code and trademark-
ing his sauce. “I’m getting things squared away, 

Cheese maker Petros Jaferis offers sample of South Texas Cheese Factory’s mozzarella and aged goat cheeses.  
(VBR)

Eight pound wheels of goat cheese are aged for 
three to five months in a climate controlled room  
at South Texas Cheese Factory.   (Courtesy)



 T h e 
natural com-
panion of nuts 
is fruits.  Valley 
Pecan prepares 
dried blueber-
ries, cranberries, 
mangos, figs 
and papayas.  
“We dry all our 
fruits with no 
sugar added. 
That way you 
have a fresh 
product.”

Crunchy
 J o e l 
Brotzman-Gon-
zales has loved 
baking since he 
was 8 years old.  
In November 
he took his life-
long hobby commercial and began selling sweets, eats 
and homemade treats under the name Chez Joel at 
the Harlingen farmers market. “The whole reason I 
started is that Texas passed a law that you can sell at 
farmers market as a home baker,” he said. 
 Brotzman-Gonzales, who runs the Harlin-
gen UPS Store, sold out of his oatmeal-raisin, peanut 
butter-cocoa and organic seed (flax, sesame, poppy, 

hemp) cookies within 
an hour.  “Every-
one raved over the 
samples.  If I would 
have had more stock, 
I would have sold it 
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out easily,” he said. “One lady has ordered two 
dozen for the next time.” He also make choco-
late truffles and sea salt-chile truffles. 
 While the entrepreneur plans to up 
Chez Joel’s production to keep up with de-
mand, he’s not prepared to go full-time as a 
baker. “It’s fun, but I’m not looking to do it full 
time. It’s something that I now have the chance 
to do it on a small scale while running the UPS 
Store.”
 South Texas wild brush honey mar-
keted by Texas Sweeties carries the possibility 
of decreasing allergy symptoms since the bees 
nectar on regional wildflowers. Other honey 

Chez Joel’s cookies have sold out every time they appear at the farmers market.  
(VBR)

Business partners Shawn Elliot and Lamar Jones are preparing to take The Jank barbecue 
sauce to the next level thanks to a $10,000 innovation grant.   (VBR)

solidly in place.  Right now we’re playing a 
waiting game, waiting for lab results.”  To date, 
Jones has sold the sauce to a growing group of 
repeat customers through his website and word 
of mouth. But he has met with an H-E-B buyer 
who encouraged him to get the details cleared 
away and then place the ready-to-go product in 
his hands.  
 Jones recently began working with 
a local packaging company that specializes in 
sample sizes. “That’s something we’ll have in 
place as condiment packages.  The main thing 
is to get someone to taste it. I know for a fact 
that it speaks for itself.”

Nutty 
 For eight years, Yvonne Gentry and 
her family have grown and sold pecans under 
the name Valley Pecan. Pecans in the Valley re-
quire a bit more water than elsewhere, she said.  
Their pecan groves in Cameron and Hidalgo 
counties provide 12 different varieties (usually 
named for tribes) that mature at different times 
over three months.  The most popular varieties 
are Sioux and Desirable.
 When not in their Elsa store, Valley 
Pecan sets up shop at farmers market, bring-
ing their pecan-cracking machine with them.  
“When the nuts are gone, they’re gone until 
next season,” Gentry said. Samplers and buyers 
at a farmers market agreed the flavor of fresh 
pecans is outstanding.   

Adam Thompson offers samples of locally made aged goat cheese gruyere and 
fresh mozzarellas. (VBR)



Ernie Williams and Mike Blum, co-brokers on 
this 6.24 acre site located at Ware Road and Ash 
Avenue (Business 83), have teamed up to find a 

buyer.  The site was formerly occupied by  
Spence Concrete, and its owners chose these     
talented realtors to co-broker this property. 

3420 Ash Avenue, McAllen, Texas 78501
Property Features:
This property consist of 6.24 +/- Ac. with 3,200 sq. ft. Office bldg. 
Former site of Spence Concrete Co. 

Site has frontage on Ware road and on Ash Ave with access from Bus 
83 and Ware. Unique property for innovative developer.

www.loopnet.com/lid/18583064

For information, contact Mike or Ernie.

Davis Real Estate
  

Ernie Williams
956-688-5600

www.davisrealestate.com

NAI RGV
  

Mike Blum
956-994-8900

www.nairgv.com

&

varieties are mesquite, orange blossom and ha-
banero.  Serendipity of the Valley is one of 
the home kitchens producing jams and jellies 
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Yvonne Gentry and her family grow and sell 12 varieties of pecans through 
Valley Pecan.  (VBR)

with a border bite. 
 ‘Tis the season to try new local tastes. Arti-
san foods make wonderful gifts, too. 

Adam Thompson offers samples of locally made aged goat cheese gruyere and fresh 
mozzarellas.  (VBR)

For more information, see BBQJANK.com, south-
texasgoatcheese.com, valleypecan.com or contact 
chezjoel@yahoo.com.



rising tourism numbers.  
 “As a small city, we know what our limita-
tions are,” said Kay Wolf, Hidalgo’s assistant city 
manager who has decades of tourism experience. 
“What we have really done is find something unique 
about Hidalgo.”  To stand out from larger, nearby 
cities and to provide a one-of-a-kind experience for 
families, the Festival of Lights was launched 24 years 
ago. The economic impact in 2013 was $1.1 million 
and supported 34 jobs. 
 “We know what we are doing is working.  
We know what we are getting back (from our in-
vestment). It’s the best thing that happened to our 
community,” she added.
 The Festival of Lights, which is the largest 
Christmas light spectacle in Texas, includes 500 
large displays and over three million lights. It has 
won the top festival award in several categories both 
in Texas and internationally and has been featured 
in Texas Highways magazine.  The festival now offers 
trolley tours of the lights for a fee, along with free 
musical entertainment many evenings. 
  Border Fest alone brought in $141,000 in 
sales tax with overall impact from the event pegged 
at $2.62 million in 2014 as well as 81 jobs.  The first 
year of the event attracted only 500 people. 
 “We don’t have to have theme parks,” Wolf 
said. But being small (Hidalgo has grown to about 
12,000) does not mean you should stay invisible 
and neglect to develop your assets.  Market research 
is essential, she said.  That has revealed that Hidalgo 
tourism is heavily dependent on Winter Texans, not 
just as consumers but as volunteers for events.  
 Yet it takes time to develop a tourism asset 
and that cannot be done alone. 
 “You can’t be the Lone Ranger.  You can’t sur-
vive unless you work regionally,” Wolf said. “We’re 
not afraid to share.  We’re an open door, because 
we’ve been blessed by other people sharing. We will 

show you what we do. It has to be something 
that fits you.”  Other communities might try to 
bury the stigma of being the first U.S. home of 
killer (Africanized) bees, but Hidalgo parlayed 
that into the much-photographed Killer Bee 
sculpture and sports team.
  Success comes, Wolf said, from net-
working with regional businesses and organiza-
tions like Welcome Home RGV to tapping into 
private, state and federal grant programs, and 
actively working to develop tourism and busi-
nesses. “Steal ideas. Be creative. You can’t let a 
brick wall stop you,” she advised participants 
in the 2014 South Texas Tourism Summit. She 
recalled waiting six hours on a hard bench to 
see an official who enabled the city to win fund-
ing. “It’s up to you to find ways to tie into other 
things. If we don’t use the tools from the state 
and county, it’s not going to happen.”
 “There are things that come when you 
are doing it right,” she said.  Hidalgo has re-
surfaced the streets in old town and is the new 
home of the RGV Border Training Security 
Center and the fully functioning EB-5 regional 
center for business immigrants.  
 Hidalgo works with entities in the re-
gion to bring in new projects, such as Univer-
sity of Texas-Rio Grande Valley and SpaceX, 
according to Wolf.   “None of those are going 
to locate in Hidalgo,”  but the border town can 
offer quality of life with festivals, the historical 
Pumphouse museum, and hike and bike trails.  
 The future of Hidalgo tourism and 
economic development is being limned out al-
ready.  Look for restoration of Hidalgo Coun-
ty’s first courthouse, jail and general store.  “We 
all need to take off our rose-colored glasses,” 
Wolf said.  Then take a close look at all kinds of 
possibilities. 

By Eileen Mattei
 To boost its economy 30 years ago,  
the city of Hidalgo began passing out shop-
ping flyers to drivers and pedestrians crossing 
the Hidalgo-McAllen International Bridge. 
Tourism spurs economic development and cre-
ates jobs, a fact that city leaders decided could 
transform their pass-through community into a 
destination with a vibrant reputation. 
 The surge in tourists and the growth 
of city businesses did not happen overnight.  
But today Hidalgo hosts the Festival of Lights, 
which brings in approximately 500,000 visi-
tors in December, Border Fest, which attracts 
90,000 in March, the Old Hidalgo Pump-
house/World Birding Center, and State Farm 
Arena with its myriad music and sports events 
drawing 400,000 annually.
 The initial efforts aimed to divert pass-
ers-by to Hidalgo convenience stores. Now the 
city runs shuttles every 30 minutes between the 
international bridge and the new Wal-Mart.  
While some towns might consider being in the 
midst of three international bridges a negative 
because of the intense truck traffic, the bridge 
is a major factor in Hidalgo’s economy and its 
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Lighting the Night and the Economy

WORK HARD.    
PROTECT HARD. !
Shepard Insurance gets you                                                   
the Right Coverage for                                                                    
the Right Price.  

Home•Auto•Business

956.686.3888•5801 N. 10th St. Ste.300,McAllen• www.shepins.com

Kent Shepard     Mike McLarty

Millions of lights and hundreds of displays draw about 500,000 to Hidalgo’s Festival of Lights each December, 
boosting the city’s economy.  (Courtesy)
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By Eileen Mattei
 Hydro Systems Inc. founder Don Gray 
believed that water would become a big issue 
for maquiladoras along the border. When he 
started the now-global company in 1978, Gray 
perceived that usable commercial water was go-
ing to have great value, according to Don Mc-
Ghee, current owner.  Today the company spe-
cializes in custom designing industrial process 
and potable water treatment systems. 
 “Water is a valuable commodity here, 
but it’s even more valuable in Mexico,” said 
McGhee, who joined the company in 1987. 
The cost of potable water south of the border 
can easily run ten times the cost north of the 
border. “For big plants, the cost factor is signifi-
cant. This drives strategies focusing on water as 
a precious resource.”  
 Using reverse osmosis and other high 
tech filtration methods, Hydro Systems con-
verts unsuitable or brackish water into a usable 
fluid. “We can do it in an economical way so 
the return on investment makes the process 
very worthwhile.  We offer strategies for water 
usage and for improving water quality to meet 
the standards needed for industrial processes, 
such as metal finishing or process rinses.  It’s 

Hydro Systems Turns Water into Revenue  
not uncommon to have a facility 
where we treat water to four or five 
quality levels for different processes.  
It’s complicated, but that’s what 
makes it fun.”
 Often enough, the water 
that has been used in a manufactur-
ing process is still much higher in 
quality than the water coming into 
the plant. But less and less of the 
“improved” water is going down the 
drain, McGhee said. Recycling and 
reuse of water has become the larg-
est growth area for Hydro Systems. 
“A lot of our corporate customers 
are Fortune 500 companies which 
have sustainability programs. What 
we do fits in their quest for sustain-
ability,” he said. “Making water bet-
ter and then reusing it has become a 
major motivation for them.”  
 Some plants recoup their entire investment 
within 12 months, so economics drives a lot of the 
re-use decisions.  Hydro Systems’ technology presents 
companies with  ‘low-hanging fruit’ options. Using 
reverse osmosis on brackish water or even captur-
ing rainwater or condensate from air handlers can 

be  cost-effective ways of  using or recycling 
water. “Some companies would like to achieve 
zero discharge. That is hard to do but we come 
closer each year,” Mc Ghee said. 
 Currently Mexican factories account 
for the majority of Hydro Systems’ business. 
New system design and maintenance contracts 
remain the bread-and butter of the Hydro Sys-
tems’ maquila income. 
 “What we do now is a whole lot more 
fancy than what we did years ago. The technol-
ogies we apply are quite varied,” said McGhee, 
who noted that reverse osmosis only became 
commercialized in the 1990s. In addition to 
setting up bottling plants, Hydro Systems in-
stalls and maintains water treatment systems 
designed down to the micro-, ultra-, and nano-
filtration levels along with filters that remove 
arsenic or iron or disinfection processes using 
chlorine, ozone or ultraviolet.  
  “From this office, we’re far reaching. 
Our worldwide markets have different ways of 
operating.  This is Texas, so we operate by hon-
oring our handshake and our word,” McGhee 
said. Hydro Systems has grown by selling more 
than the physical products. “We sell the con-
fidence that we are going to deliver what they 
need, and it is going to work.  The customers 
trust us to understand how to make the quality 
and type of water they need.” 
 Over the years, sister companies have 
been launched.  McGhee formed Hydro Source 
LLC, which distributes a volcanic ash-based fil-
ter and reverse osmosis equipment worldwide. 
“Right now we have containers on ships headed 
to Australia, Hungary, Peru, Columbia and 
Chile,” said McGhee. 
 North of the border, the company’s 

Don McGhee, owner of Hydro Systems, describes some components 
in a reverse osmosis system that the company sells worldwide.  (VBR)



Cardiac catheterization, often called a cardiac 
cath or heart cath helps cardiologists examine and 
determine how well your heart is working. 

During the procedure a thin, hollow tube, the 
catheter is inserted into a large blood vessel that 
leads to your heart. The tube allows the cardiologist 
to measure the pressure and blood flow in the heart 
and the arteries. 

Why have a cardiac catheterization? 
This procedure provides physicians with important 
information on how well the heart is working and 
it can help identify problems with the heart. It also 
gives the cardiologist an opportunity to perform a 
percutaneous coronary intervention (PCI) or coronary 
angioplasty with stenting to open narrowed or 
blocked segments of a coronary artery, if needed.

A catheterization is done in the hospital so that 
patients can be monitored closely before, during  
and after the procedure. 

The Heart Clinic …  
Comprehensive Specialty Cardiac Care
The Heart Clinic has locations through the Rio 
Grande Valley and the staff specializes in identifying, 
treating and helping to prevent heart disease.  
We want you to know the signs of possible heart 
disease and take steps to improve your health.

Federico Azpurua, MD, 
is one of the cardiology 
specialists on staff 
dedicated to helping 
you achieve better heart 
health. He is specialty 
trained in interventional 
cardiology and certified 
by the National Board 
of Echocardiography  
and the American  
Board of Internal  
Medicine.

Taking good care of your heart 
When a cardiac catheterization is needed …

For an appointment with Dr. Azpurua  
or other specialists at The Heart Clinic, 

Call 956-926-4317
Learn more about heart disease  
and treatments available at  
www.heartclinicpllc.com

Convenient locations NEAR YOU

EDINBURG • MCALLEN • MISSION •  RIO GRANDE CITY • WESLACO

Federico  
Azpurua, MD

clients include not only industrial but commer-
cial restaurants, hotels, and even ranches.  Water 
quality is a big issue on ranches, McGhee said. 
The solution is often reverse osmosis which turns 
brackish water into the high quality needed for 
expensive homes, lodges, vineyards and valuable 
horses. 
 “What we’ve learned dealing with diffi-
cult water issues has made it an interesting train-
ing ground for topics important nationwide.  
Opportunities for me to work beyond just my 
own company came about from working here 
with very challenging water needs,” McGhee said. 
 He sits on the Texas Water Development 
Board’s Regional Water Planning Group (Region 
M). He also serves on the boards of the Texas Wa-
ter Quality Association and the National Water 
Quality Association, where he will be president in 
2016.  
  “Now we have a greater ability to test 
for water contaminants and are finding things we 
don’t want. Knowing how to address these issues 
along with dealing with the scarcity of this natu-
ral resource will drive much of what we do in the 
coming years,” McGhee concluded. 

For more information, see hysdrosystemstx.com or 
call 423-4932.



but Gallegos retired from 
the military after promis-
ing his dying mother that 
he would take care of his 
father. From 1991, his 
schooling and early civil-
ian work took place while 
caring for his aging father 
and raising two children 
as a single parent. “Setting 
up in the Valley was hard,” 
Gallegos said. “I had to 
start from the bottom 
with no contacts. It’s very 
hard to start in this busi-
ness with no contacts.” 
 Initially, he was 
employed by attorneys 
on an in-house basis. Af-
ter working on several 
criminal gang-related and 
drive-by shooting cases, 
he noticed drive-bys and 
people checking him out. 
“I was always alert to any-
one following me and de-
cided I needed to work from an office so not to com-

By Anita Westervelt
 His résumé would read like a best-sell-
ing detective novel were he of a mind to switch 
careers. But private investigator David Gallegos, 
owner of Kingdom Investigators in Edinburg, 
is doing what he loves. He has the credentials. 
Drafted during the Vietnam War and proudly 
serving in infantry in the United States Army 
through the first Gulf War, Gallegos’ last tour 
of duty was with the Department of Defense. 
His mission was training army, navy and air 
force doctors in escape and evasion skills in the 
event of capture, during rigorous three-month 
courses.
 Now, his skills include keeping up 
with advanced technical equipment in order to 
outfox the bad guys. Gallegos received a crimi-
nal justice degree from Houston’s San Jacinto 
College after military retirement. He was hired 
by an investigative agency and soon received his 
PI license. He had an office in San Antonio for 
four years prior to moving to the Valley. After 
completing advanced criminal justice courses at 
the University of Texas Pan-American, he be-
gan operating an investigative business from his 
home.
 It may sound like an easy progression, 
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Outfoxing the Bad Guys

promise my family.”
 Gallegos has worked death row, gang-
related and murder cases for Hidalgo County.  
Often, a year or more after the event, he has 
collected evidence and interviewed witnesses 
for the defense throughout the U.S. and Mexi-
co. Since establishing an Edinburg office, Gal-
legos has been involved in a broad spectrum of 
investigative ventures. Clients notice his dis-
crete plate glass sign when visiting other offices 
in the building near the courthouse. He is well-
known by attorneys who refer clients. Word-of-
mouth advertising has done him well.
 Finding attorney work somewhat re-
strictive, Gallegos got involved with a seques-
tered case in Mexico where a toddler had been 
taken from a day care. He had death threats 
aimed at him. Working with other agencies 
and Mexican authorities, the perpetrator was 
eventually apprehended, and the child reunited 
with her mother. “That case changed my whole 
life,” Gallegos said. “I know God helped me. 
There are no coincidences. You take risks and 
thank God.”
 Criminal work and court-appointed 
cases bring him great satisfaction.  Not ev-
ery case is life-threatening. Gallegos performs 
background and asset checks, fingerprinting for 
security companies, hand gun qualifications, 
accident investigations for insurance compa-
nies, surveillance, corporate mail-out citations 
and witness statements. He also investigates 

Private investigator David Gallegos loves the challenges of his job.  (VBR)
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Private investigator David Gallegos describes important features for surveillance equipment.  (VBR)civil cases, skip tracing, process serving as an of-
ficer of the court, locating run-aways and miss-
ing persons, and undercover operations. Lately 
he has taken on many infidelity, adultery and 
sexual assault cases. To protect himself, he does 
a background check on every client.
 “Every case is different,” Gallegos said. 
“I love meeting clients, listening to them, con-
sulting and getting involved to assist them with 
what they want.” Gallegos’ fee varies from $65-
95 an hour with a four-hour minimum and 
retainer up front. “I have to be very careful. 
Anything I do has to be legal and I state that in 
my contract.”
 Writing reports, investigative sum-
maries and statements using software that im-
beds date-stamped photos in the documents 
are standard procedures in his trade. Gallegos 
operates mainly alone, hiring interim staff, in-
cluding other investigators for surveillance or 
tailing, as needed. To keep his license updated, 
Gallegos takes continuing education courses 
such as software classes for programs that re-
trieve deleted electronic data.
 “Technology today, you wouldn’t be-
lieve,” the private eye said. “It’s important to 
keep up with it.” Gallegos might edit video sur-
veillance at the office until 3 a.m. On the job, 
he dictates into a recorder that can be down-
loaded directly to his computer or iPhone. His 
photographic equipment delivers quality imag-
ing: he has a video camera that mounts in his 
car and a pocket pen camera with surprising 
long-range sharpness. He keeps shoes, changes 
of clothing and hats in his office and vehicle, 
ready for any situation the job brings on.

For more information, call 460-9283.

December 2014      Valley Business Report   13

High-tech video cameras can be mounted to a ve-
hicle.   (VBR)



• Do you want to have the business lend the 
funds or make it a personal loan?

 If you don’t want to become a lender, con-
sider other ways to help a needy employee.
 You could advance one paycheck. If there is a 
short-term need that can be met by simply accelerat-
ing the payment of wages that will become due soon, 
consider suggesting an advance. Make sure you and 
your employee understand what an advance means.  
It’s just a timing issue for payment. You might also 
warn an employee about taking a “payday” loan from 
a commercial lender because these short-term loans 
entail very high borrowing costs.
 Advise about loans from your retirement 
plan. If the employee has an account in your 401(k) 
and the plan allows loans, the business doesn’t have to 
become a lender. Instead, the employee can borrow 
up to 50% of his/her account balance (up to a maxi-
mum of $50,000). The plan must charge a reasonable 
rate of interest and repayment must be made in level 
payments over a period of no more than five years 
(there’s an exception to this repayment period for 
loans to buy homes). But caution the employee that 
if he or she leaves the job -- voluntarily or otherwise 
-- the loan must be repaid in full, usually within 30 
or 60 days. The failure to do this results in having the 
outstanding balance treated as a taxable distribution.  

By BarbaraWeltman, SBA blogger 
 From time to time, an employee going 
through a rough financial patch may turn to 
an employer for help. Many owners view their 
staff as members of their small business fam-
ily and would like to be helpful. But lending 
money to an employee should only be done af-
ter considering all the issues. 
 Your decision to help out often de-
pends on the particular facts and circumstanc-
es. But before you make a loan to someone on 
your payroll, here are some of the questions you 
might want to ask:

• Do you have serious concerns about 
being repaid? If you aren’t repaid, will the 
loss materially impact you or your busi-
ness?
• What happens if you need to termi-
nate the worker before the loan is repaid? 
Your business  could slow down or the em-
ployee’s performance becomes unaccept-
able.
• Will you be setting a dangerous prec-
edent and become an easy mark for other 
employees? Don’t think that word about 
the loan won’t get around, because people 
talk.
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Lending Money to Employees
If the employee is under age 59-1/2, the distri-
bution is taxable and subject to a 10% penalty. 
Find details about plan loans from the IRS at  
irs.gov/Retirement-Plans/Retirement-Plans-
FAQs-regarding-Loans. 

Make it Formal
 If you decide to lend funds to an em-
ployee, be sure that the employee signs a prom-
issory note to repay the loan. The note should 
spell out repayment terms (frequency of pay-
ments, interest rate, what happens in case of a 
default). There are numerous templates online 
that you can use to create a binding promissory 
note, but you might want to run it by your at-
torney to make sure you protect yourself.
 Be sure to carry the loan from your 
business as such on your books. This ensures 
that loan repayments from the employee won’t 
be reported as income.
 If you want to be magnanimous when 
setting interest, keep the below-market loan 
rules in mind for tax purposes. If your busi-
ness lends money to an employee and fails to 
charge interest at the applicable federal rate, or 
AFR (an interest rate set monthly by the IRS 
and which varies according to the length of the 
repayment period), you are treated as having 
received phantom income (the uncharged in-
terest, which is the difference between the AFR 
and interest, if any, that has been charged). This 
must be reported as income for your business. 
 However, there is an exception: 
there’s no imputed interest if the loan is below 
$10,000 and tax avoidance is not the main 
purpose of the loan arrangement. And, if you 
personally lend the money, different rules apply 
to so-called gift-loans. Currently, AFRs are low 
because of the low-interest environment, but 
they may rise.  Also, loan repayment may ef-
fect minimum wage payments, so check on that 
angle. 
 It’s great to be helpful to your staff, but 
a business needs to be run as such. If you have 
any concerns, to quote Nancy Reagan, just say 
no. And as always, check with your lawyer or 
accountant for guidance.

The SBA is an independent federal agency that 
works to assist and protect the interests of Ameri-
can small businesses. The agency delivers the an-
swers, support and resources small businesses need 
to start-up, grow and succeed through district 
offices throughout the U.S. and a network of re-
source partners. 
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owner of 2013.  The company’s top award is based 
on year-over-year growth, company involvement, 
community involvement, revenue and profit.  She 
had taken home the same award in 1999.  Addition-
ally, the Amsterdam-based global corporation which 
owns Spherion gave her their top accolade in 2013 
in its U.S. franchise division.  
 Koon said a staffing company has two differ-
ent customers:  companies seeking employees and 
individuals seeking employment.  “We prefer to take 
a consultative approach, to go in and learn about 
a business, its cultural makeup. Each company has 
unique hiring criteria. We can align our service offer-
ings to their criteria. Our marketing focus is we are 
your locally owned service provider, solving prob-
lems. We are not order takers.  There’s no benefit to 
the customer in that.” 
 You will hear ‘we’ much more than ‘I’ when 
talking with Koon. “It’s not about me. It’s about my 
team and how engaged they are about growing their 
careers. Spherion truly trains internal staff to be pro-
fessional recruiters and understands the industry,” 
she said. “When we expanded to Corpus, the dy-
namics changed.  It gave internal staff the opportu-
nity to grow.” She named vice presidents and area 

By Eileen Mattei
 When Vicki Koon bought the Rio 
Grande Valley Spherion franchise early in 2013, 
she had 34 years of experience in the staffing in-
dustry and owned six other Spherion locations. 
Her Corpus Christi office had begun servicing 
Spherion’s national accounts in the Valley in 
2008, providing both staffing and professional 
searches or executive placement.
 “I fell in love with the Valley,” Koon 
admitted.  “It has so much energy and is dif-
ferent from Corpus Christi. This is a huge mar-
ket, especially with both Hidalgo and Cameron 
counties.”  
   That’s why, when the opportunity 
came last year to take over the region, she did 
not hesitate.   The office has been moved from 
Pharr to McAllen, in part to have space more 
conducive to executive interviewing. “It made 
financial sense to own our space,” she said, as 
remodeling was wrapping up on the North Mc-
Coll Street building.   
 Today Koon spends 50% of her time 
in the Valley.  Backed by her executive manage-
ment team, Koon has made such a success of 
her offices in Waco, Temple and Corpus Chris-
ti that she was named the Spherion franchise 
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Staffing Company Serves Two Markets 

managers. 
 The staffing division of the company 
focuses on traditional temporary positions, 
temp-to-hire positions, long-term staffing 
and direct hire.  “In the first three, we’re the 
employer and pay all labor costs, including 
health,” Koon said. “Temp work is a great way 
to get your foot in the door.  You might become 
the perfect candidate for a full-time job,” she 
said.  Temp-to-hire is a two-way street, letting a 
company and a candidate see if they are a good 
match.  
 With all of those options, Koon said 
some people apply to Spherion because it is 
understood that they supply temps to certain 
major corporations locally. “We’re the baby in 
this market, but we have national accounts.”  
Because staffing is a reactive industry, Spherion 
has to maintain a pool of candidates who are 
immediately available.  “We are an extension 
of a company’s HR department. They call us 
when they need help.” 
 Koon said her offices take a proactive 
approach to recruiting candidates with differ-
ent skill sets, from office, non-clinical health-

Vicki Koon realized the Valley is fertile grounds for Spherion’s staffing and executive placement services.  (VBR)
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care, and administrative to manufacturing and 
logistics.  “But we don’t hire everyone who 
comes in (as a Spherion temporary).  We want 
an individual who will represent us well,” she 
said.  “Our philosophy in recruiting is that ev-
erybody who comes in contact with our office 
is treated with the utmost respect and dignity. 
We want to make a good impression on them, 
and we try to refer them somewhere else.”   
 When it comes to professional search-
es and placements, from CEOs to accoun-
tants, most companies prefer to hire someone 
who is currently working elsewhere, Koon 
said. “There’s a misperception that if you are 
unemployed there is something wrong.  But 
that is not the case in today’s world.  There 
are highly talented people who are willing to 
work in many types of jobs while searching for 
their next career opportunity. And temporary 
work is a great way to earn income during this 
time.”    
 Koon, who has purchased a second 
home in McAllen with her CPA husband, has 
said she does not intend to acquire any more 
franchises. 

For more information, see Spherion.com or call 
961-4298.
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All Spherion applications for staffing positions -- temporary to permanent -- begin online.  (VBR)
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By Eileen Mattei
 “It’s like a license to go have fun,” said 
Alan Stewart, of the “six-pack” course taught 
at Stewart Training Center. Stewart knows be-
cause he did it himself:.  He passed the 56-hour 
course for the U.S. Coast Guard Operator of 
Uninspected Passenger Vessel or six-pack boat 
captain’s license, and began working as a fish-
ing guide in the Laguna Madre.  The license 
is required of captains who take aboard up to 
six paying passengers.  The additional master’s 
license allows a captain to take out vessels up to 
100 tons, which covers charter or head boats 
filled with anglers, bay sightseeing boats, and 
service or supply boats. 
 Stewart had planned out his encore ca-
reer as a fishing guide, going through captains’ 
school on South Padre Island before he retired 
in 2001.  When the school owner asked Stew-
art to teach classes, he got certified as an in-
structor. The next year, when the owner moved 
away, Stewart bought the business and named 
it Stewart Training Center.      
 Since then Stewart has observed that 
about 30% of his students follow his initial 
path and become fishing guides. “A lot of peo-

How to Make a Boat Your Office

ple retire and want a second career.  Others do it as 
an avocation, a second business on the side.” 
 The demand for people holding a captain’s 
license has not diminished. That has helped make 
Stewart’s business a success.  “I get people attending 
the school where their company pays for the course 
so they can run the banana boats, Aqua dogs and 
parasail boats for tourists.  Captains on dolphin 
boats come and go all the time.  Kids do it for one 
year. Some captains just move on.  There is so much 
turnover, I was surprised.  I thought it would satu-
rate.”
 While 75% of the trainees are from the Val-
ley, Stewart’s courses draw students from across Tex-
as, the U.S. and internationally.  He enrolls many 
students from Houston (the closest other six-pack 
school) and from California.  One reason is the tu-
ition. At $850, Stewart Training Center’s fees are 
half that of many other schools.  Stewart’s connec-
tions to lodgings simplify logistics for those taking 
the seven-day, eight-hours-a-day course.  The six-
pack classes cover navigational rules, general naviga-
tion, chart plotting and dead reckoning, sea rescue 
and firefighting. “You can’t miss a day. We go like 
gangbusters.” 
 Trainees take the Coast Guard exams at 
Stewart Training Center and on passing become, 
officially, U.S. merchant marine officers and, unof-
ficially, holders of a captain’s license. In addition, 
the upgrade provided through the 24-hour master’s 

license course remains popular.  
 Stewart has contacts with companies 
looking for people with captain’s licenses, in 
and out of the region.  “Companies ask me for 
captains to run crew boats and supply boats 
and to work on rigs.  They know if they have 
the license they also know the safety codes and 
firefighting,” he said.  “It baffles me why people 
would want to go to college if they like working 
outdoors. You can make a lot of money with a 
captain’s license, about $50,000 a year. Dedi-
cated captains are worth their weight in gold.”  
 With a six-pack license you can be self-
employed, Stewart added.  “You can write off 
your boats, licenses, storage and fuel as business 
expenses.  A lot of people come in on coattails 
of other captains,  taking their overflow. That’s 
kind of how I started.”
 Stewart has USCG approved offices 
in Port Aransas, San Antonio, South Padre Is-
land and  Bayview, where he and his instructors 
teach the captains course. He provides safety 
seminars on federal regulations related to boats 
and teaches the First Aid-CPR course required 
of all captains, too.
 But school is not in session every week.  
“It works out good for me. I have time to do 
my other stuff, which is play music,” he said. 
Stewart belongs to the Beach Bums, which he 
said is the official band of the island.  He is 

Alan Stewart.  (VBR)
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also an outdoors sports writer whose 
column “Rules of the Waterway” has 
run in Coastal Current for 15 years.  
South Texas Sportsman also features 
his articles. 
 Still, every now and then, 
Stewart takes out people as a fish-
ing guide. In very few jobs do people 
tell you they wish they had your job, 
Stewart admitted. “They go, ‘what a 
life!’ It’s a topic that comes up almost 
every time you’re out.  Some of them 
come down on vacation and stay and 
get a license. They just love living 
here and there’s a lot you can do with 
a six-pack.”  
 This winter Stewart will be 
combining music and marine careers 
when he performs and acts as tour 
guide on Breakaway Cruises’ new 
historical tours down the Brownville 
Ship Channels past the ex-aircraft 
carriers in the shipbreaking yards.  
“For me, everything is boat-based 
now.”

For more information, see captain-
school.net
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To pilot a day fishing boat or a dolphin watch boat, individuals can attend Stewart Training Center’s courses and then 
pass the Coast Guard “six-pack” and master’s exams.  (Courtesy)
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By Eileen Mattei
 Dressed in original evening gowns, five 
young models posed as camera flashes lit up the 
Art Village Main Event Center during Project 
Runway.  The event, organized by independent 
Mary Kay sales consultants and directors, show-
cased five Valley fashion designers while raising 
funds for research on women’s cancers through 
the Mary Kay Foundation and supporting local 
women battling cancer.  
 Gracie Yarritu, who identifies herself as 
a Mary Kay future executive sales director, said 
Mary Kay gives the opportunity for women to 
make changes in their lives. “Mary Kay gives 
hope on so many levels.  With Project Runway 
RGV we can each make a change, both for our-
selves and to make it better for others. We have 
to start today to make it happen tomorrow.”
 A portion of Project Runway’s proceeds 
remain in the Valley to benefit patients at Van-
nie Cook Children’s Hospital, Doctors Hospi-
tal at Renaissance Cancer Foundation, Texas 
Oncology, and  two local Mary Kay consultants 
recently diagnosed with cancer.  Nationwide, 

the Mary Kay 
F o u n d a t i o n 
has  awarded 
$1 million in 
grants to can-
cer researchers  
and donated  
$400,000 to 
the Touching 
Hearts pro-
gram which 
provides free 
p ro f e s s i o n a l 
help to people 
with cancer.
  “ T h e 
moment we 
started look-
ing for design-
ers, it all began 
coming togeth-
er,” said Yarritu, who was Project Runway’s emcee.  
“People had wondered how we would find designers, 
but there is a lot of local talent.  In fact, we had to 

turn away three other designers who wanted to 
compete, because we didn’t have the sponsors.” 
Sponsors, such as Pena Eye Institute and Art 
Village, contributed funds that, beyond adver-
tising and other expenses, enabled each of the 
five designers to have a budget of $500 for ma-
terials to create an evening gown appropriate 
for a gala or black-tie wedding.   
 The designers submitted sketches and 
had three weeks to create the gowns.  Leticia 
Guerra Cantu, Gina Villarreal and Leila Bird, 
who are Valley women involved in fashion de-
sign, served as Project Runway RGV judges. 
They saw the gowns firsthand before the fash-
ion show, inspecting their construction, feeling 
the material and talking to the designers.  The 
judges rated the gowns on creativity of design, 
the use of material and originality.  
 Behind the scenes at Project Runway 
RGV, Mary Kay consultants volunteered to do 
the makeup for the models.  Other business 
owners contributed their time and expertise. “I 
saw the ad for Project Runway, and I called and 
offered my services,” said Brownsville photog-
rapher Rogelio Salazar, who specializes in wed-
ding and fashion shots. He expects his photo-
graphs will be used by the designers.  Weslaco 
professional photographer Pamela Oliver Mu-
noz, who concentrates on portrait and com-
mercial headshots along with fashion, likewise 
photographed the event pro bono. 
 Yarritu promised the audience, “This 
runway is going to shine,” before the models 
stepped into the spotlight.  Designer Dina 
Chavez, a Pharr native whose label is SixChel, 

Fashion mavens (r-l) Leticia Guerra Cantu, Gina  Villarreal and Leila Bird judged the de-
signers’ work for creativity, construction, and how the gowns moved with the model.  (VBR)
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had created a vision in 
slinky teal silk, satin 
and organza. The judg-
es, who watched how 
well every garment 
moved as the model 
walked, described the 
jewel-toned gown as 
“sensually classic.  It 
shows the modern 
woman comfortable 
with her sensuality and 
her place in the world. 
Her workmanship is 
really well done, and 
it showed in her drap-
ing.”
 Alyssa Garza, 
a recent graduate of 
the University of the 
Incarnate Word with a 
degree in fashion mer-
chandising, designed 
a beaded, taupe gown 
that appeared demure 
with a high neckline, 
but left the back en-
tirely bare.  “This is 
classic, sexy and per-
fect for any formal oc-
casion,” the judges agreed. “We loved the sim-
plicity and elegance of it.” The designer hopes 
to open a custom design boutique.
 Laisa Macias launched her LaLa label 
in Austin before opening Urban Boutique & 
Studio in her hometown of Harlingen.  Her 
pale green gown with sparkling ropes of silver 
beading evoked Hollywood glamor, said the 
judges, who praised her fabric draping skills.  
 Alexandra Pena, who teaches fashion 
design at Sharyland High school, created a silk 
and lace strapless red gown with a plunging 
neckline and a train, an ensemble the judges 
praised as a “design for people looking for 
something unique.”
 McAllen designer Carmen Sanchez, 
who creates original gowns for beauty pageant 
contestants from her McAllen shop, debuted 
a white and flesh-tone creation covered in se-
quins.   “It’s a showpiece. It’s glamorous,” the 
judges said. 
 Chavez received the grand prize for 
her gown. The live auction of the five gowns 
brought in $3,150. The audience voted with 
dollars to determine the People’s Choice Award, 
which went to Pena. 
 Yarritu said Project Runway RGV will 
become an annual event. “A lot of women are 
really creative and this would give them a show-
place.” 
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Models show the evening gowns created by Valley designers for the Project Runway RGV competition.  (VBR)
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Demotivation Insight
The trick is to not destroy the intrinsic motivation 
that every employee has about something.  
 In coping with demotivators and my own 
frustrations over the years, I have amused myself by 
categorizing and naming them.  I know you will rec-
ognize the situations, and I hope the name-tags make 
you smile.  
 Barney Fife Rules are forced on the many due 
to the bumbling, incompetence or misbehavior of the 
few.  Remember in the TV sitcom where Barney was 
only allowed to have one bullet?  Organizations need 
policies and rules to create a legal, ethical, effective 
workplace. They do not need a policy to solve every 
little problem. Why burden all employees with a pol-
icy or a procedure when you really need to individu-
ally address the behavior of the few?  Is it cowardice 
or convenience?
 The Gotcha’ Technique focuses on the most 
trivial employee mistakes without comparing them to 
successes.  Stop that!  Take a deep breath and analyze 
the positives versus the negatives.  Make a T chart and 
list them if you must.  Let’s get real; if a manager is 
merely expressing his own frustration, it’s demotivat-
ing.  If an employee is making critical errors all of the 
time, man up!  Improve your team’s motivation and 
get someone else.

By Susan LeMiles Holmes
    Fortunes have 
been, and continue to 
be, made studying and 
teaching the art of hu-
man motivation in the 
workplace.  Businesses 
want more from their 
employees, and turn-
over is so very costly.  
We can’t seem to get 
enough of this stuff we 
call motivation.  Well, 

we are Americans.  We want more, of every-
thing; and we want it better, faster, cheaper.  
 The reasons people work are as unique 
as individuals themselves.  But we all work be-
cause we obtain something that we need from 
work.  That something may be self-esteem, so-
cial interaction, money or the love of competi-
tion, love for a cause.  Everybody is different.  
Good managers help employees find ways to 
experience that motivation at work.  
 Although motivators are vastly differ-
ent for each person, it seems that workforce 
demotivators are eerily the same for all people.  

 The Filibuster Factor is a sneaky thief.  
The guilty manager holds meetings, coaching 
sessions and performance reviews in which 
he does all the talking.  Only a rare employee 
finds being “talked at” motivating. This man-
ager may be afraid that if he stops talking, the 
employee will make demands he can’t fulfill, or 
worse, the employee might be able to explain 
his actions. The manager may be uncomfort-
able with the silence needed by the employee to 
gather his thoughts.  The non-stop talker could 
be completely unaware of his own behavior. 
Even in organizations that encourage employee 
involvement, managers are not always skilled at 
engaging the concept.  
 The Pull the Rug Out Postulate in-
volves telling employees that they are empow-
ered, but then reviewing and retaining veto 
power over the smallest decisions. Employees 
learn quickly what you mean by empower-
ment. Managers may pay lip service to empow-
erment, but employees know that the organi-
zational hierarchy or chain of command is still 
the all-powerful ruler.
 Godzilla Management squashes every 
suggestion underfoot. Stomping on employee 
initiative and new ideas is disheartening.  Ev-
ery employee idea is not worthless. Not every 
employee idea is going to light your fire either. 
If nothing else, the initiative and motivation 
that inspired the employee to seek a solution is 
worth noting.  Encouraging generation of new 
ideas will eventually bring brilliant ideas.  
 The Fall Guy Principal measures as-
pects of an employee’s performance that the 
employee cannot control.  It’s the best way to 
promote turnover I know.  Even if it takes an 
employee some time to figure things out, the 
end result is anger.  
 Barbi Doll Figure Objectives set un-
attainable goals and penalize employees for 
not meeting them.  The negative effects are 
instantaneous.  I still remember the way I felt 
when a boss delivered a sales goal to me that 
the entire company could not have met.  When 
questioned, he proudly announced that he had 
never met one of his own goals in his lifetime.  
I immediately updated my resume. 
 Employees who don’t speak up may 
still show up, but, knowing they are doomed, 
have no heart to give to their jobs.  
 
Susan LeMiles Holmes is director of Career Ser-
vices at Texas State Technical College and a pub-
lished novelist.  You can inquire about hiring 
TSTC graduates by emailing susan.holmes@har-
lingen.tstc.edu or learn about Susan’s novel set in 
The Valley, “Touch the Mayan Moon” at www.
susanlemiles.com.  
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MAE Powers Family Business 

ciation, serving as its president in 1982.  He worked 
with the startup of the Texas service dealer association 
and service certifications. 
 In his teens, Oscar started working with 
his father.  He joked that his first official title was 
pest control officer, cleaning up the lawnmowers 
displayed outside that were bird targets.  Soon he 
was sanding, painting and rebuilding lawn mowers.  
“Taking things apart and putting them back togeth-
er” gave Oscar a ground floor understanding of the 

By Eileen Mattei
 Sixty years ago, Ben 
Cavazos opened Mission Auto 
Electric with a short-term partner. 
After working a full day, the Valley 
native attended business school on 
the GI Bill at night.  The name has 
changed to MAE Power Equip-
ment, and the company’s focus 
is now on commercial and high-
end outdoor power equipment. 
But Ben Cavazos, 84, is still a big 
part of the company that his son 
Oscar, 42, presides over as general 
manager.
 The company, which has 
expanded on its original site, used 
to sell batteries and parts to Chevy 
dealers and did electrical systems 
warranty work.  They repaired 
speedometers, did the frequent 
tune-ups that cars once required 
and worked on a variety of small 
engines.  
 Ben had been instrumental in estab-
lishing the RGV Lawn Mower Dealer Asso-

family business.  
 After Oscar got a business degree from 
UTPA, Ben welcomed his son into the busi-
ness.  “I could see how his input would help 
us. He expanded our showroom. He has done 
marketing that I was sitting on before. And I’m 
not much on the computer.  That’s all his deal.” 
 With the advent of electronic ignition 
and fuel injection, the playing field shifted. 
During the mid-90s, the Cavazos introduced 

New York Deli
829 W Dove Ave

McAllen
(956) 631-8787

New York Deli II
122 North A Street

Harlingen
(956) 425-3500

New York Deli III
1631 East Price Road

Brownsville
(956) 550-0025

New York Deli IIII
1400 Westgate Drive

Weslaco
(956) 647-5703

NOT Your Average 
Sandwich Shop!

Ben and Oscar Cavazos have kept the family business, MAE Power Equipment, responsive to customers’ needs.  (VBR)

Ben Cavazos and MAE’s shop supervisor work on an engine.  (VBR)



zero-turn mowers to the Rio Grande Valley. 
The machines were comparatively costly, but 
enabled productivity to double at a time la-
bor regulatory compliance costs were rising, 
Ben said.  A zero turn mower can cut five to 
10 acres per day, compared to three to four 
with old machines. 
 “We differentiated ourselves from 
the box stores.  For us, the commercial (con-
tractor) guys and zero turn mowers were the 
way to go,” Oscar said. MAE geared their 
business to landscape contractors needing 
equipment that enabled them do work ef-
ficiently and profitably.  Today sales to the 
commercial market account for 90% of 
their business. That is divided into 50% new 
equipment and 25% each for parts and ser-
vice. Brands range from Gravely, Scag and 
Exmark to Echo, Stihl and Kohler engines.  
“We have three major U.S. brands so people 
have a choice. All have slightly different fea-
tures.”
 Oscar took over as general manager 
in 2000.  Ben, for his part, took a retired 
friend as a role model.  “He wanted to be the 
most expendable person around, and that’s 
what I’ve tried to do. If they need me, I’m 
here. The thing I enjoy most is going to the 
back (the repair shop) and working on some-
thing. I just like to fix things, to know what 
make things tick. It’s like therapy to be here, 
to watch things evolve.” 
 Walking away from the automotive 
repair aspect, MAE adopted its new name in 
2004, the year the building underwent a ma-
jor facelift.  The company was named its in-
dustry dealer in the $1-3 million  category in 
2004 and SBA’s regional family-owned busi-
ness in 2008, among many other professional 
and civic accolades.
 MAE has worked with several equip-
ment manufacturers on product testing. Os-
car recalled that one product did not have an 
air filter tough enough for the Valley’s dusty 
conditions, and the manufacturer had to im-
prove the specifications.  Ben added, “Manu-
facturers tell me ‘we love to have you guys do 
warranty work, because you can tell us what 
is going wrong.’”
 When MAE begins selling a new 
piece of equipment, the store stocks up on 
parts for it.  “We order so customers don’t 
have to wait on repairs.”  The large parts in-
ventory acquired for the convenience of their 
custoemrs indicates MAE’s commitment to 
service.  The Cavazos recognize that equip-
ment which is out of service is equipment 
that’s not contributing to their clients’ in-
come. 
 MAE’s customers include the Border 
Patrol buying generators for their sky watch 
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MAE’s Casey Venegas (r) helps a customer with a problem.  (VBR)

Crystal Santos Breland
Independent Beauty Consultant
(956) 283-4243
www.MaryKay.com/CrystalBre

Happy Holidays!

equipment and RVs needing service to school dis-
tricts and municipalities within a 100-mile radius.  
Still, Ben said they try to service anything with an 
engine that comes through door.  Meanwhile MAE 
staff stays busy uncrating and assembling mowers, 

prepping them and doing demos. “This is very 
hands-on business,” Ben said. 

For more information, see maepower.com.



Above: First Community Bank in partnership with the Harlingen Area 
Chamber of Commerce hosted a Business After Hours Mixer to celebrate 
First Community Bank’s 35-year anniversary.  It was an opportunity for 
chamber members and the public to network with businesses and organi-
zations in the Harlingen area.
 
For consideration in one of our featured sections (Moving On 
Up, Connecting the Dots or In the Spotlight) email your photos 
and captions to info@valleybusinessreport.com.
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In the Spot light

Above: During the last week of October, IBC celebrated Teller Appreciation Week.  The 
week of festivities showed appreciation and recognition of the 200-plus IBC tellers in 
29 Hidalgo County locations.  (Courtesy)

Below:  The South Texas Tourism Summit covered nature, heritage, cultural, eco- and 
agri-tourism topics.  Nancy Devinney, excutive director of Texas Tropical Trail, Kay 
Wolf, assistant city manager of Hidalgo, and Valerie Bates, Port Isabel marketing di-
rector, were among the facilitators of the Raymondville event.  Speakers from the State 
Comptroller’s Office, Office of the Governor: Economic Development and Tourism, the 
Texas Historical Commission and the Texas Department of Transportation discussed 
the economic impact of tourism.  (VBR)






