Volume VII, Issue 12
August 2016

VBR

ValleyBusinessReport
Connecting You to Local Pro-Business News

www.ValleyBusinessReport.com

RGV Contractors
Building the Valley

Loving Books
Bottling Success
Sell-Out BBQ
430

August 2016

Valley Business Report 3

Puzzles Don’t Assemble Themselves
New business and residential development. Towns and cities coming together for the
betterment of all. Regional leaders getting recognized for industry excellence. Is this luck or
hard work?
Both. Diligent, selfless efforts to do
things the right way for the right reasons have
raised the Rio Grande Valley to an even larger radar point. That’s evident in the many new businesses and the growth and expansion of existing
ones. In my opinion, good luck accompanies
smart, hard work. It’s like a sweet, juicy mango
on an already delicious cake. The foundation is
fine, but the topping pushes it off the charts.
How does the sustained growth spurt
deep South Texas is experiencing happen? Natural resources play a large part. Besides that, you
see the right people in the right place at the right
time all across our region. The economics of the
Valley is changing and for the better. You can
see and feel it. Like the anticipation of cooler
temperatures that will reach us in the coming
months, the burst of positive business activity
has just begun. A great line-up of economic and
quality of life boosters are on the drawing board.
Across the Rio Grande Valley, indus-

trial, manufacturing and commercial developments
along with increased opportunities for higher education and training are set to unveil. These events are
destined to make our four counties a for-sure business destination. Of course, we’ve known this for a
while. Now the rest of the world is taking notice and
setting its sights on the numerous advantages our region offers.
Thanks to our colleges, universities and
other advanced learning institutions, a more educated, skilled and qualified workforce is graduating,
completing certifications and ready to take on the
world. The RGV is transforming into a sought-after
market, targeted by international, national and regional companies. Prove this to yourself by driving
Interstates 2 and 69, main highways, side streets and
even rural areas. Deep south Texas really is changing.
The true challenges now are not simply settling for
current progress, but instead continuing to improve
infrastructure, accessibility for trade, and connectivity for internal and external communications. Enhancing our region’s marketability is essential and
takes a unified vision and region-wide leadership.
I drive many miles across throughout the
RGV so I see the progress. I also see areas we must
clean, remodel, update or even demolish some ex-

isting buildings and start afresh. A Valley-wide
“We’re open and ready for business” image must
be portrayed to achieve the future we can envision.
Google Earth can be a blessing, but it
can also be a curse. If you’re not ready for the
world to see your town, city or business neighborhood, change it. And change it soon, because
outside investors, developers and business leaders are checking things out from pinpoint satellites before sellers receive a call or email.
Not fast enough for many of us, but fall
is coming. With cooler temperatures also arrives
a fresh business spirit. The Rio Grande Valley is
expanding its count of businesses and residents.
When all the puzzle pieces come together, you
have beautiful art. We’re not finished, but we’re
making significant progress.
Todd Breland - General Manager
Valley Business Report - VBR e-Brief
(956) 310-8953
todd@valleybusinessreport.com
www.valleybusinessreport.com
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Brick by Brick - Building the Valley
By Eileen Mattei
Behind every commercial and institutional building going up in the Rio Grande Valley is a general contractor. Years ago, contractors
would bid on a project, win a bid, hire numerous subcontractors, oversee the work and strive
to finish it all on time and on budget. The architect would oversee the contractor to confirm
that everything is done according to specifications.
One alternative to traditional contracting is Design and Build. The architect is typically employed by the contractor, and together
they build what the owner wants.
In Construction Manager at Risk, the
architect and contractor work together on a design and provide the client with a guaranteed
maximum price. The construction manager,
who is at risk because he bonds the workers, is
paid a fee based on direct costs and a markup.
Clients like the arrangement because they feel
less pressure to hire the low bidder.
Across the Valley, many general con-

tractors have considered school construc- A shopping plaza addition required a scissor lift. (VBR)
tion their bread and butter. While growth
in the educational sector remains very
strong here, other commercial work is filling up the calendar for local and state general contractors.
Centralized Information
The number of general contractor members in the industry group Associated General Contractors/Rio Grande
Valley chapter has increased by 40% in
the past 18 months, according to Perry
Vaughn, executive director.
Construction in the Valley is at a
turning point. “We see a huge amount of
work that will be coming down the pike,”
Vaughn said. But the impending boom
brings with it a major problem that already
confronts the rest of Texas. “Contractors
are turning down work or not bidding
on jobs because they cannot find qualified sub-contractors to man the project.

That’s what we caution people about now.” In Brownsville alone, the Port of Brownsville expansion and a new
tractor part plant will require hundreds of construction
personnel. Add in the proposed $20 billion LNG facility
and the need rises to 3,000.
“We are not seeing an influx of new people into
construction,” Vaughn explained. High schools have
eliminated or shrunk their construction technology classes, wages in the field have not risen, and skilled, baby
boomer tradesmen are retiring. “For every four leaving
construction, only one is coming in. We’re not seeing the
pipeline.” Attempts to change the apprenticeship systems
have met with stubborn resistance.
How many UTRGV projects have gone to local
contractors? Vaughn made zeroes with his hands. “Very
few general contractors in the Valley can bond at the level
these projects will require, at least $50-60 million,” he
said. In addition, South Texas College has $150 million
in construction projects coming up. For now, many large
scale clients look outside of the Valley for a general contractor, although a few major contractors are establishing
Valley offices.
AGC maintains a room where contractors and
Bill and Tre’ Peacock, father and son, operate Peacock General Contracting which typically runs
subcontractors can review hard copies of building plans,
three to five jobs at a time. (VBR)
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although its online plan room gets more traffic.
Scaling Up
When Noel Munoz Jr. returned to the

Valley after eight years in the Air Force on the construction side, he became a risk manager at Joe Williamson Construction. He credits Joe Williamson’s
mentoring for his current success. “I wouldn’t be

NM Contracting is working on the Highway 511 entrance at the Port of Brownsville. (Courtesy)

Eloy Cano of Foremost Construction reviews plans for a fire station going up on Stuart Place Road. (VBR)

where I am today without him.”
Munoz left to concentrate on a small
sub-contracting business he and his father had
started, but “I didn’t like being a subcontractor. You don’t call the shots.”
He wanted to work “where
the more I put into it, the
more I got out of it.” So six
years ago Munoz founded
NM Contracting. “I knew
I would be competing with
my GC customers, and they
would cut me off. We had
to struggle for two years.
But I still do sub work for
Williamson and D. Wilson
on their bigger jobs.”
Running a general
contracting business is not
like being a sub. “As a subcontractor, I didn’t have to
worry about bonding, financial reviews or having a
CPA. But I know what it’s
like to be a sub, too, so I’m
more compassionate with
the subs I work with.”
Munoz’s three sons,
ages 28, 26 and 22, now
work with him, something
he hadn’t foreseen. “I always
thought it would be cool to
have a son working with
me. I enjoy working with
my family. It’s hard, though.
The spillover sometimes
messes up our relationship.
I hear, ‘I want you to be a
dad, not a boss right now.’”
When Noel III, Andrew and Derrick began
coming into the business,
Munoz split his company,
keeping 50% and dividing
the balance and the responsibilities between them.
NM
Contracting’s
first job as a general contractor -- the reconstruction of St. John the Baptist
Catholic Church in San
Juan -- won an Outstanding
Construction award from
Texas AGC. Currently NM
is working on the Highway
511 entrance at the Port
of Brownsville, classrooms
at St. Joseph the Worker
and improvements at Tom
Landry Stadium in Mission
as well as high school proj-
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Noel Munoz Jr. and Noel Munoz III display the award presented to NM Contracting for their restoration of a San Juan
church. (VBR)

Like Father, Like Son
Tre’ Peacock returned to his
father’s construction company right
out of college in 2002. He had no
money to buy into the business, which
had been established in 1974 and endured the booms and busts typical of
the industry. Tre’ and Bill Peacock set
up a separate corporation, Peacock
General Contractors, where the son
was 100% owner/president and the
father the comptroller. “Every new
job we got, we put under the new
company.” Licenses were transferred
over time.
“My dad and I eat lunch together every single day,” Peacock said.
“We talk about what is going on on
the job sites, the good and bad, new
things. Whenever I run into a problem, I always ask his advice to see if he
has been in that situation. We do the
exact same thing, but we don’t overlap
as project managers.”
The company optimally runs
three to five jobs simultaneously. The
Peacocks spend much of their time
estimating projects or managing the
administrative side of construction.
They visit the job sites run by superintendents
multiple times weekly.
Peacock admitted contractors have two
or three favorite subcontractors for each trade:
electrical, plumbing, heating/cooling, roofing,
masonry, structural steel, flooring and painters. “In a competitive bid, we are not always
afforded the luxury of using our favorites.”
In a private job, the architect and client/owner get bids from contractors. “They
don’t have to go with the lowest price. They
go with the contractor and price they are comfortable with,” he said. Even some public bids
(schools, government buildings) use a ranking
system based on experience, bonding and other qualification. “The low bidder may not be
ranked number one.”
Peacock’s conference room has a wall
of photographs of completed projects, although
the most recent – such as First Community
Bank in McAllen, St. Anthony’s gym and classroom, Plains Capital Bank in Weslaco – are
missing. But it doesn’t take a multi-million
project to contribute to the quality of life in a
community. Peacock said the Harlingen Rotary
Bark Park was the signature project during his
term as Rotary president.
For more information, see Agcrgv.org, nmcontracting.us, and Peacock at 423-6733.
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Bottle Shop Pioneers Delivery
By Eileen Mattei
Tina and Eric Hoff wanted to run a
business together, applying experience gained
managing and working for different companies.
“We selected five businesses that we had been in
and that looked like, with a few great improvements, could turn around,” Eric said. Then the
couple dropped in cold-turkey to see if the owners were interested in selling. The owner of one
of those, the Village Bottle Shop in La Feria,
returned their call rapidly.
Built in the 1980s, the 700-square-foot
store on Business 83 displayed liquor and wine
in kitchen cabinets and on six shelves. The low,
popcorn ceiling, the dark, smoke-filled interior,
poor service and limited products turned off
customers.
The Hoffs purchased the business in late
July and kept the renamed Bottle Shop Liquor
Store open while they did extensive remodeling:
raising the ceiling, installing central air conditioning, refrigeration and modern shelving. In
the process, they doubled the retail space and
tripled the inventory to 13,000 bottles. The previous owner had kept 70% of the alcohol in an
outlying storage shed, Eric was amazed to learn.

MY GRADES

WENT UP

Customer Barbara Saxon enjoys the convenience of the Bottle Shop in La Feria. (VBR)

“If you can’t see it, you can’t buy it.”
“Eric has maxed out the space where we can
sell. Every inch is retail,” Tina said. Fresh limes at the
register, snacks and mixers, craft beers singles or six
packs, chilled liquor – all address customer convenience and drive additional sales.
The new name reflects TABC regulations
that limit the use of the words beer, wine and liquor
on exterior signs, unless it is part of the business

name. “So we changed the name” and installed
a custom made, bottle-shaped sign and a feather flag sign out front. “I wanted to make sure
nobody would ever pass this building and not
know we sold liquor and beer,” Eric explained.
A banker asked Eric how their liquor
store was different from the three area liquor
stores that had gone out of business. “Our difference is we fire on all cylinders. We take good

WHEN I STARTED TO

GROW UP.
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your son’s performance & potential
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Tina Hoff engages customers at Bottle Shop Liquor Store. (VBR)
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care of our customers, bringing in products they
ask for.” He pulled out a yellow legal pad half
filled with customer requests. “We order it, they
thank us and tell their friends. If we could get
everybody who spent their liquor budget out of
town to come here, we will be doing good.”
The sales are going that way. The Bottle Shop’s small billboards sprinkle their service
area, which extends to Harlingen, Santa Rosa
and Mercedes. Their ads are on popular radio
stations, and Facebook and Google bring in
more customers. “Tina says to stop spending
money, but it’s stupid to spend money on fixing
up the store and not go after customers.”

Eric, who grew up in Chicago, recalled liquor stores there would deliver to homes. “I don’t
want people driving after drinking. We try to be a
good vendor.” So he got a TABC permit to deliver
liquor without charge. He limits the trips of the colorfully wrapped delivery van to the service area. “It’s
a convenience. Delivery has boosted sales.”
The Bottle Shop added a drive-up window
in May. “It’s been great,” Tina said. “It’s increased
beer sales.” The dog treats at the drive-up window
and inside also endear the business to customers. “If
I can get dogs hooked on coming here …”
But remodeling an older building was not
easy. Eric recalled it took five weeks to get construc-
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tion and sign permits from the City of La Feria.
At Service Masters (which restores homes and
commercial properties after disasters like fires
and flood), he had been able to get permits in
various Valley towns in a day or two. “People
told me, ‘If you can fix your building, you can
help fix the city and make it business friendly.’”
Although he only moved to Santa Rosa last year,
Eric was sworn in as a La Feria City Commissioner this spring. That ceremony was the only
time since last July that one of the Hoffs wasn’t
in the store.
The Hoffs are getting to know their rapidly expanding customer base. “Winter Texans,
for example, won’t buy real expensive stuff, but
they party,” Tina added. “Some of our regulars
look at me now and remember when they never
had to wait in line here. You find out so much
about their lives.” Frequent events, such as Wine
Wednesdays, are bringing in new customers and
strengthening existing relationships.
The Hoffs have established an aluminum recycling location with 100% of funds
raised going to the Wounded Warriors project.
They expect to raise about $1,500 this year.
For more information, see BottleShopLaFeria on
Facebook.

Eric and Tina Hoff purchased a liquor store knowing they could turn it around and increase sales and customer satisfaction. (VBR)
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In love - deeply, madly, always - with books
tain books. I Marty Medina always stocks children’s classics and young readers’ favorite books. (VBR)
try to always
stock children’s books
and classics.”
Parents ask
Medina to
find a few
books that
their child
will like. “I
ask
what
they like to
do or want
to
know
about.
I
tell
them
to read the
first page.
If it makes
you curious,
then it’s a
good book
for you to read. If you want your child to write, from Brownsville. Barnes & Noble and Books
‘N’ Things refer customers to her for out-ofspeak and socialize, reading is important.”
Of course, she instilled a love of reading in print books, too.
Medina said her books are inexpensive,
her now college-age children and has had some pushback. The young Medinas have told their mother less than half the original price. “They need to
that she cannot touch or sell their own books. “Even move along instead of staying on a shelf.” Twice
a month, J’aime Les Livres offers their Saturday
if I know someone who wants that book!”
Loyal customers come in regularly to browse Sale: sometimes it is buy two books, get one free.
through her eclectic collection of histories and mys- She features local authors and regularly hosts
teries, cookbooks and chap books of poetry, romances book signings for them. “It’s good for the comand thrillers, hardcovers and paperbacks. “I have a lit- munity. People come in and share stories. We’re
tle bit of everything. It’s organized chaos, but grouped trying as a community to bring in new ideas.
by genres, although the books are not in alphabeti- We need to support each other more.”
New and used books arrive at the shop
cal
order.”
Constantly from estate sales and specialty book distributors.
asked
to Medina also purchases some books from cusrecommend tomers, giving them credit toward future purbooks, Me- chases in lieu of cash. “I look for books everydina
has where.” Medina haunts other books stores when
d e d i c a t e d traveling -- in search of ideas and more books for
one book- herself, too. “We see places where you can pick
case to her up a snack of hummus and chips and sit outside
f a v o r i t e reading on a patio.” File that under options for
reads and the future.
Medina makes up gift baskets filled
the books
that
cus- with books, adding a bottle of wine to a basket
tomers rave of cookbooks, for example, at a customer’s reabout
or quest. She also donates a baskets of books to
say changed favorite local charities’ fundraisers. “My friends
their lives. always know they are getting books from me for
Many cus- their birthday.” As Medina asked, “How do you
tomers are say no to a book?”
Winter Texans. Oth- For more information, call 789-4518 or see
A J’aime Les Livres customer settles in a comfortable chair to read. (VBR)
ers drive up J’aimeLesLivres on Facebook.

By Eileen Mattei
Marty Medina found that one problem with giving your book store in McAllen a
French name is that people don’t know what
you are selling. Her shop J’aime Les Livres,
which is French for “I Love Books,” does attract
customers who are fluent in French, as well as
others who think her name is Jaime or that she
sells only books in French.
“I loved the way the name sounds,” said
Medina, who studied French for three years. As
a young mother she read to her three children
every night. As they reached their teens, she
thought by investing in a bookstore, she could
provide them with good place to hang out
with friends. “And, yes, I love books. Books are
good for you. They take you places you’ve never
been.”
J’aime Les Livres opened five years
ago in a leased, wood frame house which is at
least 85 years old and comes complete with a
white picket fence facing North Main. Inside,
the space is dotted with comfortable chairs and
bathed in natural light. Medina, whose aunt had
run a business in the same building for over 20
years, said the bookshop is a work in progress.
Family and friends helped by finding bookcases
and book shelves at resale shops and estate sales.
Amid tables overflowing with recently acquired
used books that need to be sorted and priced,
she still makes time to read.
Keeping children reading and enthralled
by books ranks high on the bookshop’s reason
to exist (raison d’etre, in French). “Teachers in
particular shop here to stock their classroom libraries. They even ask for certain series and cer-
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Teamwork: Lesson Number 1
By Arnoldo Mata
Stay with me on this:
The United States Naval Special
Warfare Development Group
(NSWDG or DEVGRU) is a component of the Joint Special Operations Command. Have you heard
a lot about DEVGRU? I think a
movie was even made about them.
Was it called DEVGRU? Does all
that ring a bell? No? Hmm.
When I think of a Special
Warfare Development Group, I see
a bunch of people around a large
conference table surrounded by
monitors, watching satellite images as they plot strategy and monitor
intelligence reports. Maybe they
go over grainy photos of spies and
foreign military leaders. Once in a
while, there’s an urgent call to the White House
for something or other. Pizza boxes and Chinese
take out are scattered on the conference table
right next to cold coffee. After10 or 12 hours of
discussions and arguments, they call it a night
and go home to their houses. Remember them
now? No?
Well, maybe you have heard of their
street name: SEAL Team Six. At one point, the
group was actually named SEAL Team Six. After
several reorganizations, the name was dropped,
but people kept calling it SEAL Team Six. It
sounds sexier, of course. But, for the members,
I think it is the idea of being part of a separate
and highly prized team.
Here is the very first lesson of team
work: you need to tell people that they ARE
part of a team. You can’t have people think that
they work for a department, division, section or
business and expect them to behave as if they
were part of a team. You actually have to tell
them that they are members of a special team.
If your goal is to develop strong teamwork in your organization, you have to start by
telling your people that they are part of a team.
You have to set the framework for their thinking
from the start. You cannot build teamwork if
people think that they are just employees. They
are not employees. They are team members. You
just cannot assume that they know or that they
should know that they are part of a team. You
have to tell them -- and tell them repeatedly at
every opportunity.
University business schools are starting
to require students to do group projects more
and more, because it does build that sense that
they are part of a team and not just students in a
class. Companies are referring to their employ-

that you are directing a team, not
just a bunch of employees. You have
to treat them as a team. That can‘t
happen until they see themselves as
a team. It starts with you actually
telling them that they are part of a
team.
There are many lessons to
be learned from SEAL Team Six
and other similar units, including:
group training, repetition and review, holding each other accountable, mutual support and more.
Teams function better than a group
of employees who happen to work
in the same building right next to
each other. Which would you rather
lead?
ees as team members. It does not matter whether it’s
a group of accountants or a military unit. They function better when they believe that they are a team
that depends on all of its members. Everyone’s role is
critical and necessary for everyone to be successful.
Even more importantly, you have to believe

Arnoldo Mata heads Leadership
Resource Group, specializing in leadership and
management training, grant writing and strategic
planning, with more than 25 years working with
non-profit organizations, community organizations, local governments and private businesses. He
can be contacted at arnoldo.mata@hotmail.com.

THE VALLEY’S
ONLY SOURCE FOR

LINCOLN
LUXURY.

877-686-7411
1400 EAST HIGHWAY 83 •
www.BoggusLincoln.com
SUNDAY IN CHURCH

12 Valley Business Report

August 2016

Smoking Hot BBQ Sells Out Fast
By Eileen Mattei
For Mario Dominguez, his entire life
seemed to lay the foundation for running a barbecue restaurant. He recalled childhood afternoons watching cooking shows on PBS. When
he was in college, his father and brother would
join him on road trips to Texas barbecue joints.
After years of talking about opening a restaurant, Dominguez and his brother Santana
Dominguez opened The Smoking Oak in January 2015 in Mercedes. It has a Western feel due
in part to the use of cedar and other woods
around the dining rooms and serving counter.
“When we finally decided to get serious
about it, we bought a barbecue pit and started
practicing. We burnt a few things and then got
the hang of it.” The Hidalgo Street property
where they located The Smoking Oak had been
purchased by their great-grandmother 100 years
ago, and the area was still zoned commercial.
They have deep roots in the neighborhood: their
father’s State Farm Insurance agency is nearby,
not far from the building where a grandfather
had operated a restaurant.
“The original idea was just to be to be
take-out only, open on Friday, Saturday and

Mario Dominguez slices pit-smoked brisket at The Smoking Oak. (VBR)

Sunday to get the feel for it, since it was our first
time running a restaurant. It’s definitely exceeded
our expectations, considering we thought we’d be
take-out only for six months,” Dominguez said.

Within the first few weeks, in response
to customers’ requests, the brothers opened a
dining room, months before they had planned.
By March, they put the second dining room into

On busy days, The Smoking Oak can be sold out of its succulent ribs by 12:30p.m. (VBR)
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service. In October, The Smoking Oak began
offering its plates and take-out on Thursdays
as well. Take-out orders now account for about
one-third of sales, primarily during the week.
The demand for the pit-smoked meats
is high. “On a busy day, the ribs will be finished
by 12:30 p.m. Sometimes we are out of food
completely by 1:30 p.m., but we try to make
it until 4 p.m.,” Dominguez said. That’s when
they began cooking the ribs, brisket, chicken
and other cuts for the next day. “We light the
fire on Wednesday and that fire doesn’t go out
until Sunday afternoon. Someone tends the fire
day and night.” In the beginning, it was one of
the brothers. Although they have hired help,
they still get up to check on it.
The limiting factor at The Smoking
Oak is the size of the brick and mortar fire pit.
Every six weeks, the Dominguezes bring down
several cords of oak fire wood from central Texas.
By January 2016, Dominguez stopped
dividing his time between the restaurant and the
family insurance agency in order to concentrate
on The Smoking Oak. While the restaurant is
open only four days per week, that doesn’t mean
he gets three days off. Mondays are devoted to
ordering and administrative chores and Tuesday
is spent preparing barbecue sauce and receiving.
Wednesday is the primary day for deliveries of
meat, for cooking beans and for starting the fire.
Dominguez had firm ideas of what
their restaurant would not be. “We didn’t want
to have la charra beans or rice, and end up going down the path of a Mexican restaurant. The
idea was to bring something more along the
line of what is served in central Texas.” That
means okra and pulled pork. Dominguez offers sample bites of his sweet and spicy beans.
“Midwesterners definitely love them.”
The restaurant is definitely a family affair. “My mom bakes the desserts. She showed
us how to make her potato salad recipe, which
we said we’d use if we ever opened a restaurant.
All other recipes my brother and I came up
with.”
In July, the restaurant began construction of an addition that will nearly double the
seating. The new dining room will have the same
menu but a different ambiance: televisions and
beer. Geared to the football season, it is slated
to open in October when the Dominguezes will
bring their second fire pit on line.
Dominguez rarely gets to sit down and
have a plate of The Smoking Oaks’ half chicken
or pulled pork, but doesn’t feel deprived: he
takes his job of quality control seriously, sampling brisket and sausages when he cuts the
meats. And keeping in mind the barbecue places he found so attractive years ago, he has created an eatery that offers the same experience to
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Sausages, ribs, pulled pork and chicken are on the menu at Mercedes’ newest barbecue restaurant. (VBR)

guests: exceptional food served in a very clean, very
inviting location. “People notice, definitely.”
After 18 months in business, Dominguez
has seen the ebb and flow, and acknowledges the im-

pact of Winter Texan. We can definitely tell the
difference when they are here.”
For more information, see Thesmokingoak.com.
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Q & A Matt Ruszczak
In June, Matt Ruszczak became the
executive director of the Rio South Texas Economic Council, a regional collaborative effort
in economic development and prosperity. Having worked in the four Valley counties in business development, he is uniquely suited to the
position. Ruszczak talked to VBR’s editor about
his plans for the organization whose slogan is
‘Two countries, one region, many choices.’
Q You first came here as an exchange student
from Germany. Then you got your bachelor’s
degree and an MBA at UTPA. Why here?
A I was amazed by the Valley when I first got
here. I’m fascinated by the region, now more
than ever.
Q The Rio South Texas Economic Council seems like a natural fit for you. It looks
like all your job experiences -- in Harlingen,
McAllen, Mission, Rio Grande City and Austin -- were building up to this.
A It’s turned out that way. I’ve been a fan of regional collaboration for a long time. I was working for the McAllen Chamber when RSTEC
was founded in 2008 and dreamt of working
there. Because I’ve had the opportunity to work
in all four counties, I’ve gotten the inside view
of their potential and their strengths. Working

Matt Ruszczak (VBR)

in Austin recently for the Texas Restaurant Association also gave me the outsider’s perspective of the
Valley.
Q What does RSTEC do?
A RSTEC focuses on larger scale economic development through regional partnerships and promoting
this region for major investment. We market the region for investment, and when investment decisions
are being made, we can assist in facilitating them,
from meetings with permitting agencies and utility
companies to assisting our members with coordinating site visits. Our membership is made up of key
stakeholders in the economic development process,
including cities, EDCs, industrial foundations, the
Port of Brownsville, chambers of commerce, utilities, RMAs, higher education institutions and Workforce Solutions. Our members support a collaborative regional effort because each community in the
region gains no matter where in the region a project
is ultimately located. You can look at them as different neighborhoods within a whole.
Q What are your short-term goals?
A To start, I’m engaging with members, understanding what their priorities are and putting all the pieces
together. Overall, it’s essential to maintain solid regional communication among ourselves to collaborate as partners. I look forward to these conversations
because each
community
has a great
story. The
second step
is communicating the
Valley’s story
outwards,
because,
combined,
our
stories make a
compelling
message that
puts the Valley on the
international
playing field.
My responsibility is to
make sure
that the Valley continues to be
perceived as
an attractive

investment destination and competes successful
in attracting world class investment.
Q What drives RSTEC?
A Marketing the region for investment resulting
in job creation is a primary focus. If a major corporate investment comes to the region, it creates
a dynamic ecosystem. The investor functions
like an anchor that leads to additional levels of
investment by suppliers and service providers,
who will also create jobs.
Q What does the Valley offer?
A It’s a broad and prized mix: a positive business climate, very competitive operating costs,
access to a young and educable workforce, diverse suppliers, plentiful workforce training opportunities, quality educational institutions, industrial parks, maquiladoras, an entrepreneurial
culture, and multimodal transportation options
that include rail, airfreight, international bridges, pipelines, as well as access to waterways and
oceans via the Port of Brownsville and Port of
Harlingen. Add to that our large consumer base
and our quality of life. Marketing a single region
allows us to offer opportunities to various industries in multiple markets. Then we help connect
decision makers with communities in efforts to
make a match.
Q What changes have you seen in the last 15
years?
A The Valley has changed significantly and matured to major league status. When SpaceX
chose to come here, it showed that not only can
we compete on an international playing field,
but that we can win there too. The RGV now
shows up on more radar screens. It’s being shortlisted by more developers and investors.
Q What do we miss by being too close, not
seeing our forest for our palm trees? You said
your experience in Austin was helpful.
A We’re more visible on a broader geographic scale than ever before. The Valley has a very
good reputation for being a growth area with
high potential, which became clear during my
travels with the restaurant association. The first
thing folks would say about the region is ‘Man,
it’s growing there.’ Taken as a whole, we are the
largest metro area on the U.S.-Mexico border.
I’d like to tell Valley residents and business owners to take pride in the fact that they operate in
one of the largest markets in the U.S.

August 2016

Valley Business Report 15

In the Eye of the Appraiser
By Eileen Mattei
Bonnie Walker-Cox tripled her salary
when she transitioned from being an appraisal
company secretary to trainee appraiser in 1996.
Soon after she got her certification, she opened
Southwest Appraisals and has concentrated on
residential appraisals since then. “You have to
know your market and a lot more,” she said.
An appraisal is based on a property’s
age, size, condition, amenities, frontage, functionality, the sales price of comparable houses,
condos, townhomes, mobile homes or vacant
lots and, of course, location, location. They
buyer usually pays for the appraisal, which is
required by lenders.
Back before the housing crash in
2008, Walker-Cox said she could have 30
open appraisal files on any given day. “We were
swamped. Our reports used to be legal-size
sheets running six to eight pages long. Now
they average 25 pages and are more complicated
because the federal government has generated a
lot more guidelines. We need five comps (comparable houses) instead of three and photos that
we have taken of every room, every exterior and
all the streets.”
“I still love my job,” she said, but
the regulations, not so much. “So much has
changed. We now have to have errors and omissions insurance. We are subject to complaints if
one party disagrees with the appraisal report.”
A layer of bureaucracy has been added
that slows down appraisals, she said. Banks and
lending institutions are no longer allowed direct
communication with appraisers. Instead they
must use an appraisal management company as
a middleman to avoid the appearance of impropriety due to occasional pressure from lenders in
the past to supply a specified appraisal figure.
Walker-Cox works with six different AMCs which either assign an appraisal or
request bids from appraisers, Since the fee for
residential appraisals in the Valley is “reasonable
and customary,” typically $350, the key to winning more bids is the shortest turnaround time.
“Lenders want appraisals yesterday. It’s
not physically possible to do turnarounds as fast
as before because of the work required for the
reports. They require commentary on everything,” said Walker-Cox, who became an appraiser in part because of the freedom it gave her
when her children were younger. Appraisers are
now required to measure every room in every
building on a property themselves and take numerous photos, including of every comp cited.
“Previously, if you couldn’t find a perfect comparable, you used what was close and explained
it in the report. Now federal guidelines require

comparable sales to have occurred within three Bonnie Walker-Cox has adapted to changes in the apmonths and be within a half-mile radius,” she praisal industry. (VBR)
said. Otherwise an in-depth explanation is required.
Walker-Cox has seen thousands of
houses from the grandest in the Valley to
holes-in-the wall. “The smallest was just short
of 400 square feet. I’ve seen houses without
bathrooms, houses where the inside wall was
the outside wall and I’ve been in houses owned
by hoarders.” She has also worked with U.S.
Marshals to appraise confiscated property.
Currently refinancing appraisals are
big business. In an echo of her assessment of
her business 10 years ago, Walker-Cox said,
“I’m swamped. I am so busy right now that I
either turn down work or ask for more time to
do it.”
Technology has speeded up the appraisal process some, when it works. WalkerCox said GPS is not always reliable in rural areas, solvent too. Previously appraisers had to keep
where street signs and house numbers can be miss- close tabs on their unpaid invoices. Various cliing as well. But in the office, software can point out ents would not pay for appraisals when a sale
conflicts in comps’ previous values and avoid other didn’t close.
errors on the uniform residential appraisal report.
Culture changes have helped appraisers stay For more information, call 365-3300.

COMING SOON!

Capital funding program for NEW and EXISTING
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Intent to compete form will be available online
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www.PiratesLandingRestaurant.com
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Causeway in Port Isabel’s
Famous Historic Lighthouse Square
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Longest Fishing Pier in Texas!
Bait Tackle Sales & Pole Rentals!
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ProSpa: An Escape from Stress
By Eileen Mattei
When serial entrepreneur Kathy Payton purchased Pro Spa and Salon last February,
it brought her full circle in the beauty industry.
Twenty-three years earlier, she had become a
Mary Kay consultant, initially to get the beauty
products. “But I realized there was more and
liked the position of director. I’ve never wanted
to be a follower.”
Within four months, Payton was a
Mary Kay sales director and soon earned her
first pink Cadillac. She and the team she led
eventually earned 36 Cadillacs based on sales.
She at one point had 14 directors under her and
hundreds of consultants.
“I loved the atmosphere and making a
difference in their lives. I loved to see them become entrepreneurs themselves and have their
lives changed,” Payton recalled. When she became seriously ill, she gave her customers away
to other directors. Although she left Mary Kay,
she put her experience to good use as a life coach
and motivational consultant.
Three years ago, Payton launched RGV
Biz Pro, which provides credit card processing,
customer financing and POS systems. When

she tried to The couples massage room evokes an idyllic getaway. (VBR)
get her best
sales rep, Jesse
Vargas, to go
full time, he
offered her a
proposition.
If she would
buy the salon
he and his
wife Rachel
owned,
he
could concentrate on working at RGV
Biz Pro.
Payton considered that opportunity for
three months,
thinking she didn’t have the time or money to take of beauty and helping people look better and feel
on the business. But then Vargas said his wife would better about themselves,” Payton said. On Feb.
16, she took over ProSpa and Salon.
remain at ProSpa as manager and trainer.
“I walked in the first day, and I didn’t
“I put a pencil to it and realized it could be
good. This is really the same Mary Kay atmosphere have a clue. But you get in there and learn and
acclimate. I’ve always dreamed big. I can do
whatever I set my mind to do,” Payton said. In
the salon, she decided to immerse customers in
a restful Caribbean ambiance: beach décor with
palms and bamboo, soothing spa/Zen music,
water trickling in a decorative fountain and the
light scents of rainforest and lavender.
Payton remodeled the salon to achieve
a relaxed tropical getaway theme, similar to the
Caribbean cruises she loves to take. “So many
people say ‘I feel like I’m in another country.

Time out for a manicure is time out for pampering.
(VBR)
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I don’t want to leave.’ Kathy Payton designed Pro Spa & Salon to be a tropical getaway offering beauty treatments. (VBR)
That’s what I want.” And
the renovation was affordable. “I am the most
blessed person on the
face of the earth. My
husband, two aunts and a
brother-in-law stepped in
and did all the remodeling at no cost, other than
materials,” she said.
The makeover of
the facility was accompanied by a makeover of
services. “When I bought
the spa, they were mainly
doing facials. They didn’t
have a full staff for massage. If I were a client, I
knew what I would want:
head to toe services in
a relaxing atmosphere.
Someone comes in for
a massage and they feel
so much better. This is
all about taking care of
yourself, reducing stress.”
So Payton hired licensed,
credentialed staff: hair
stylists, people who do
body scrubs, nail services,
waxing, glamour makeovers, eyelash extensions
and massages, of course.
Clients are greeted in a tropical bar
waiting room that features fruit and veggie waters. The three, soundproofed massage rooms
have completed or nearly-completed murals.
The couples room depicts moonlight on the
ocean. Besides the hair salon, separate rooms
are devoted to facials and manicures and pedicures. Payton places great emphasis on utensil
sterilization and only employs licensed technicians.
Mindful of the importance of giving
back, Payton established 25% off of all services
on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays for all
veterans, law enforcement and fire personnel,
seniors and teachers. “And when the Winter
Texans get here, they are looking for deals.”
Payton said having Vargas step up at
RGV Biz Pro has given her the freedom to be
at ProSpa, and she is taking advantage of that.
“I’ve always been able to come and go, but I get
my work done.”
The spa now hosts ‘Little girl spa birthday’ parties and sells non-wax candles and body
butters. Coming soon are Botox filler treatments, with a physician’s backing.
For more information, see prospaandsalon on
Facebook or call 423-0478.
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Free and Low-Cost Marketing Tools
By Saydahli Mejia
Marketing plays a significant role in drawing and keeping
new customers, the lifeblood of any
small business. Owners now have
more options than ever before to
market their businesses, many that
are free, cost-effective, and easy to
use and manage.
Such options include on-line promotion and advertising. Did you know that using social-media advertising could save small
businesses money? According to HubSpot’s Inbound Marketing Annual Report, social media
produces almost double the marketing leads of
trade shows, telemarketing, direct mail, or PPC
(pay-per-click) marketing!
For small businesses with limited budgets and a desire to grow their customer base
or increase sales from existing clients, the following digital platforms offer free or low-cost
advertising through digital media.
Facebook. There are many ways to implement and use this social-media tool to fulfill
different goals. Not only is creating a business
Facebook page free, it allows businesses to en-

gage with millions of online users. Businesses can
share basic information – location, telephone numbers, and hours of operation, as well as on products/
services for sale – and engage with interested customers immediately.
Facebook also offers low-cost advertising
with customized messaging to targeted audiences.
Unlike other mediums, this engaged form of advertising immediately connects users with highlighted
content on their newsfeeds. Facebook ads not only
help businesses increase brand awareness, it gives
owners control of their advertising preferences, such
as budget, audience, and the duration of the ad.
Twitter. As of 2015, Twitter reported an
average of 305 million, monthly active-users. This
number continues to grow exponentially! It is a free,
online platform and an innovative way to interact
with customers on a personal level. Setting up a business profile is free and easy; usernames can reflect the

Innovative

Skin Care for Men
Up your grooming game with the MKMen®
Skin Care Collection! These powerful products
deliver clean face solutions for every man
from cleansing and shaving to
moisturizing and age-fighting.
Sometimes the best defense
is a good offense.

Contact me to love
your skin today!

Crystal Santos Breland
Independent Beauty Consultant
www.MaryKay.com/CrystalBre
(956) 283-4243 4.2026 x 3.50 inch
Se Habla Espanol.

business name and the avatar can be
the business logo. With every tweet
sent, users can see the logo associated
with the brand.
For greater effectiveness, businesses are encouraged to first grow
their “follower” base within their
local area. This practice should be
achieved organically, attracting true customers
vs. random followers. This type of social-media
engagement nurtures genuine relationships between businesses and customers and helps to
increase clientele and monitor their preferences.
Likewise, it is important to be responsive to followers who have questions or concerns. This
builds business credibility and trust. Having a
solid, online reputation often creates sales opportunities for the future.
Twitter also offers low-cost advertising
that helps businesses target potential customers.
Businesses only pay when followers complete an
action that aligns with their campaign objectives.
Google. Businesses can increase their
exposure for free by utilizing ‘Google My Business.’ This tools helps potential customers locate businesses via Google Maps and view their
ratings and reviews. Businesses are more easily found online through listings and multiple
search engines. By managing this tool and sharing accurate information online, businesses can
draw in new customers. To help with the process,
Google offers resources to build business listings
for a strong, online presence. Account holders
obtain access to tools and insights to help monitor engagement and interaction with online users. Businesses can also communicate with their
customers for free by hosting Google Hangouts,
a chatting tool that also allows account holders
to post photos of their products and or services.
Google offers paid low-cost advertising
through ‘Google AdWords.’ AdWords increases
exposure of businesses through pay-per-click,
online advertising. Businesses set their own
budgets and pay only when potential customers
click to visit their websites or call.
With such free and low-cost marketing
tools and proper implementation, small businesses can more easily gain and maintain customers, creating future sales and growth opportunities. Get started today.
Saydahli Mejia is a research assistant at the
UTRGV SBDC where she assists business advisors
with market research. For assistance on implementing social media tools in your business, the UTRGV
SBDC provides business advisement and training
to existing and startup businesses. Call 665-7535.
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Is Estate Planning Confusing?
By Humphrey G. Thomas
He was 57 years old and arguably one
of the most influential musicians of all time. He
sold more than 100 million records, generating
a fortune of hundreds of millions of dollars. His
name was Prince Rogers Nelson, although most
people knew him simply as Prince.
His untimely death shocked the world.
And then the news broke that he had passed
without having prepared a will.
It seems incredible, but he is not the
first wealthy celebrity to do so. In fact, that
number includes Jimi Hendrix, Bob Marley,
Kurt Cobain, Tupac Shakur, “Sonny” Bono,
Barry White, James Brown and Amy Winehouse.
We are shocked because of the large
estates that are involved with these famous people, but they are only the high profile face of a
big, scary problem in America. A 2015 survey
revealed that 64% of Americans don’t have a
will. Sixty percent of those surveyed said that
they just hadn’t got around to it. Many thought
that it wasn’t urgent, and some found it depressing to think about.
If you really want to be depressed, think
about what might happen if you die without a
will? You effectively hand over decision-making
control to the state. That can mean:
• Someone else deciding who will raise
your dependent children.
• Less money left in your estate to go to
people and causes that you care about.
• Time wasted in probate, and a major
hassle for your family or friends.
• The potential for heirs fighting over
what you would have wanted.
The good news, however, is that these
problems can be avoided simply. Making the
right preparations does not need to be complicated or costly.
Estate planning involves two things:
leaving instructions about what you want to
happen with your money and possessions after
you die, and making your wishes known in the
event that you should become ill and unable to
handle decisions yourself.
Many people don’t understand the difference between several legal instruments that
are commonly used. A will, otherwise known
as a Last Will and Testament, is used to specify
your final wishes, appoint someone to carry
them out, and to transfer your assets to the persons that you choose. You can also name guardians for your dependent children.
You should note that a will by itself
does not necessarily avoid the process of probate. If you own property in your name alone,

there must be a court process to “prove” the will
and satisfy creditors. In order to avoid probate, you
might consider a Living Trust.
A Revocable Living Trust, also known as
an “Inter vivos” trust, replaces a will as your core estate plan document. A Living Trust avoids probate
for any assets held by your trust, facilitates ease of
transfer or distribution of the trust assets without
court involvement, and retains privacy. You remain
the “beneficiary” of all your assets until your death,
and the term “revocable” means that you can change
or cancel it at any time while you are still competent
to do so.
A Living Will, otherwise known as an Advanced Directive or Health Care Directive, allows
you to make decisions in advance about life support and organ donation, and, importantly, to name
someone to manage your healthcare if you are no
longer able to. Many people confuse this with a Last
Will and Testament.
A Durable Power of Attorney delegates authority to another person. The authorities that are
delegated can be broad and general in nature, or the
powers may be limited. Unlike your will, which only
takes effect upon your death, a Power of Attorney is

Tax
Consulting
◊ Compliance, Planning & Preparation

in effect only while you are alive. The durable
nature of the instrument means that the authorities delegated can continue to be exercised
during any period you suffer incapacity.
Imagine that you should be in an accident that results in you being in a coma. Without a Durable Power of Attorney, nothing can
be done with your assets until you die. Your
funds are stuck. For this reason a DPOA may
be the most important estate planning document to have in place, particularly for married
couples.
What I’ve outlined above is an abbreviated summary. Talk to your financial advisor today to start getting prepared for something you
may rather not think about – but others may
wish that you had.
Humphrey G. Thomas is an accredited asset management specialist and a certified divorce financial
analyst at H.G Thomas Advisor LLC in Brownsville. Contact him at hgthomas.com. Estate planning is done in conjunction with your estate planning attorney, tax attorney or CPA.
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In the Spot light

The groundbreaking for a new Harlingen Medical Center Emergency Room and major expansion took place July 6. (VBR)

The Rio Grande Valley FC Toros organization unveiled HEB as the new Naming Rights Sponsor
for the RGVFC Toros Stadium on July 21. (VBR)

Tulum Seafood Restaurant owner Jose Carmona and Mercedes Mayor Hen- Valley small business owners participated in SBA’s Scale Up program, which included
ry Hinojosa welcomed guests on opening day. (VBR)
a 10 -week curriculum, networking opportunities and access to financial resources.
(Courtesy)

For consideration in one of our featured sections, email your photos and captions to
info@valleybusinessreport.com.

