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By Todd Breland - General Manager
  Seven years and counting. It does not 
seem real that seven years ago we began this in-
teractive forum to connect business leader with 
business leader. We envisioned basically a net-
working platform to serve as a catalyst for re-
gional economic development, and through the 
years, great things have happened. Putting lo-
cal small-business owners in front of each other 
through pro-business news editorial, supported 
by reputable and credible advertising clients, you 
the Rio Grande Valley have participated in and 
encouraged deep South Texas commerce. 
 Publication after publication, month 
after month, our philosophy on reporting, pub-
lishing and delivering positive business news in 
print and online honors our VBR team.  We 
thank you for allowing us to do what we love 
to do. Our editorial, graphics and production, 
advertising and online design departments  
wholeheartedly enjoy finding the gems of the 
Valley for you. Profiling regional entrepreneurs 
and highlighting the economic beat of our four 
counties is exciting, challenging and profession-
ally rewarding.
 If you enjoy what you do, it is a job, 
not work. We welcome the opportunity to write, 

design, publish and distribute material that contin-
ues to serve as a catalyst for economic development 
throughout the Rio Grande Valley. 
 In a way, our lives revolve around a 30-day 
cycle as we are a monthly, multimedia publication. 
Our weekly VBR e-Brief fills a gap when monthly 
publication deadlines have passed and important, 
pro-business news and events worth being shared 
with the business community come up. We start over 
every month with new story ideas, topics and news 
pertinent to your industry, all aimed at encouraging 
local business-to-business trade. 
 Starting over is not a bad thing, unless you 
must begin at the beginning, like the people who re-
cently experienced a devastating natural disaster in 
southern Louisiana. They’re starting over, but their 
never-quit spirit will put south Louisiana back on 
its feet and again to leading a normal life. Yet the 
Great Flood of South Louisiana has left thousands 
and thousands of people displaced and without life’s 
basic essentials. Inside those destroyed homes lived 
families  like mine and like yours; businesses like 
yours and like mine. 
 In recent weeks, many of you in the Rio 
Grande Valley have stepped up and donated sup-
plies, clothing, funds and much more to help our 
neighbors. The unimaginable happened for the bot-

tom half of Louisiana parishes when 30 inches 
of rain fell over a weekend. If you want to wrap 
your brain around those numbers, consider 
this:   in less than a weekend, four trillion gal-
lons of water fell on the lower half of the state 
and turned streets, neighborhoods and highways 
into raging rivers. 
 When we at Valley Business Report 
asked for your help to contribute life’s necessi-
ties to the flood victims, so many of our friends 
throughout deep South Texas said yes to the call. 
Our VBR team is grateful, and the victims in my 
home region are especially grateful for what you 
have done and are doing to assist a devastated 
region recuperate. 
 On this seven-year anniversary of our 
multimedia pro-business news magazine com-
pany, I am truly thankful for my coworkers, 
VBR readers and advertising clients making this 
special event in our company’s history possible. 
We will continue our best to deliver news that 
matters to you and the only way we know how 
to do that is keep interviewing, writing and de-
livering what we call happy business news. Ma-
terial of this nature encourages an even more vi-
brant and progressive economic climate to live, 
work and raise families. God bless each of you.

1-800-580-0322
www.lonestarnationalbank.com

Visit www.lonestarnationalbank.com or download the LSNB Mobile™ app today!
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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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Summertime Shade - Naturally Cool
By Eileen Mattei
  When you’re outside in the summer, a 
shady tree is the next best thing to an icy drink.  
Temperature in the shade runs about 15 degrees 
lower than adjacent unshaded areas.  Shade trees 
near your business and home cast the same um-
brella of cooler temperatures on the buildings. 
The result is less strain on your air conditioner 
(meaning lower bills) and less sun beating on 
the windows.  Late fall is the best time to plant 
shade trees, and early fall is the time to decide 
which trees you should plant where.  
 Trees serve different purposes in the 
ecosystem and in your yard. You can find shade 
trees that provide food for birds and butter-
flies, interesting silhouettes, and color in a sea 
of green leaves.  Slower growing, hardwood 
trees like oak and ebony can provide shade for 
hundreds of years.  Faster growing trees, like 
the orange-flowered royal Poinciana and Hong 
Kong orchid, put out wide canopies in a few 
years but are cold sensitive. Across the Valley, 
tree growers, garden centers, landscapers and 

tree care companies are ready to advise and assist 
you in having a shady summer 2017. Whether you 
choose adapted exotics like jacaranda or more native 
trees like mimosa and Texas persimmon, get ready 
to make shade. Brownsville, Edinburg and McAl-
len now have urban foresters who know that trees 
contribute to lower temperatures, cleaner air and an 
enjoyable quality of life. 

It Takes Time
 Shade trees take four to five years in the field 
to reach marketable size, said Mary Beth Simmons, 
general manager of Simmons Oak Farms Whole-
sale Nursery. Since 2002, the grower has expanded 
to 120 acres and 36 tree species, 13 of them known 
for shade.  “Trees make a big difference in the tem-
perature of surrounding areas. Look at the radiant 
heat in huge parking lots with no trees,” she said.  
 In choosing your shade trees, consider the 
size of your property and what you want from your 
trees: natives that attract birds?  Summer flowers?  
You can choose from desert willow, burr oak, Mon-
terrey oak, cedar elms, mesquites and Montezuma 

bald cypress. Remember that longer living trees 
tend to be slower growing. 
 “Live oaks perform so well and look 
so good most of the year that everybody wants 
them.  The downside is there are so many of 
them,” she said. If an oak disease or pest arrives, 
it could devastate the landscape.  Nevertheless, a 
tree’s life span depends on how well it compart-
mentalizes injuries caused by broken limbs and 
pests. 
 Great accent shade trees include Texas 
mountain laurel, the new thornless paloverde 
and wild olives (never plant where people walk). 
But Simmons has her favorites. “I love royal 
Poinciana and kapok trees,” both being fast 
growing with eye-catching flowers.
 The tree farm grows rows of 179 trees 
in soft mesh Rootmaker bags that encourage 
straight trunks. “We hand dig them because of 
the bag. If you have the option, wait until No-
vember to February to plant trees.”
 “When it gets hot, the demand for 
shade trees goes up. That’s when you really no-

This large pecan tree provides ample shade.   (VBR)



tice the difference with shade,” said Delana Darling 
who runs Stuart Place Nursery with her husband 
Billy. The Fan-Tex ash, a grafted tree, has sturdi-
er branches and a longer life span than the once-
popular Rio Grande ash, which is good for about 
25 years. “Monterrey oaks  are excellent shade trees 
with much fewer acorns than live oaks. And they 
are faster growing and keep more of their leaves 
than burr oaks.” 
 For variety, Darling recommends the Hong 
Kong orchid, a grafted tree which has no seeds to 
clean up under its wide canopy. Also available are 
sea hibiscus, golden shower, mango and avocado 
trees.
  “Even if customers don’t ask about tree care, 
we try to teach them.  We look at it from a simple 
point of view:  if they’re successful, we will be suc-
cessful.”
  Jon Klement of Southern Landscapes 

said the shift to 
growing trees in 
containers is a 
great improve-
ment over the 
days when most 
trees were balled 
and burlapped.  
“With contain-
ers, it’s easier to 
establish them 
so they won’t go 
into to shock.”
 In landscap-
ing with trees, 
the most im-
portant consid-
eration is the 
space.  “They 
can get quite 
large,” Klement 
said, advising 
that shade trees 
should be no 
closer than 20 
feet from a build-
ing.  Keep about 
50 feet between 
trees because the 
branches are go-
ing to spread. 
“The live oak is 
the best overall 
tree for our area, 
but for smaller 
yards, the Mon-
terrey oak is a 
good option.” 
 If you want 
shade, don’t 
postpone plant-
ing trees, Kl-

ement advised, even though late fall is the best 
time to plant and get trees established.  The lon-
ger you delay, the more time will pass before 
you have shade.  He cautioned that trees need 
protection from people.  “Keep mowers and 
weed eaters away from the trunks,” which can 
be damaged beyond salvation.
 He recommended the native ebony 
and anacua for their dense shade and useful-
ness for birds. For ornamental beauty, he favors 
crepe myrtle which can reach 20 feet tall. 

Moving Trees       
 When people want to move a tree in 
their yard – because the tree has grown too large 
next to the house or because an addition is going 
up, they call Gulf Coast Contractors Inc.   The 
company, which has three different tree spades 
(90 inches to 30 inches in diameter), provides 
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Palms can be shade trees, too, and are worth installing and saving.  (VBR)Delana Darling, co-owner of Stuart Place Nursery, 
has live oaks, cedar elms and kapoks creating shade on 
the patio.  (VBR)



mechanical tree relocation to individuals, busi-
nesses, government entities and school districts, 
according to Charlie Crockett, operations man-
ager. 
 Gulf Coast took on the task of relo-
cating 200 sabal palms (some 100 years old) at 
the Nature Conservancy’s Southmost Preserve 
when the border wall was built.  They moved 
oak trees with trunks 15-17 inches in diameter 
from River Bend Resort when IBWC ordered 
the levee cleared.  The trees found a new home 
in a nearby subdivision. PSJA school district 
had them remove 200 trees from a school dur-
ing construction and two years later they re-
installed them. 
 “We get calls to find a big tree for peo-
ple who want shade now and not have to wait 
for 20 years,” Crockett said. “They give us char-
acteristics, like tall and not fat or classic lollipop 
with high round canopy.” The company has a 
tree farm with larger specimens and also sources 
large trees.  After root pruning and reducing fo-
liage by up to 50% to cope with moisture loss, 
large trees can be moved professionally with 
high success rates, he added. 

For more information, see simmonsoakfarms.com, 
SouthernLandscapes.com, gulfcoastrgv.com, or 
call Stuart Place Nursery at 428-4439. 
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Mary Beth Simmons, general manager of Simmons Oak 
Farms, inspects a burr oak in the field.  (VBR)

This desert willow blooms throughout the summer and soon after it leaves Simmons Oak Farms will 
be big enough to start providing shade.  (VBR)
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Communicating with Canines
By George Cox
 Learning communication skills is at 
the heart of a fast-growing business venture 
in north Edinburg. RGV K9 Training Centre 
owners Marty and Leslie Vielma share a passion 
to help canines and humans learn how to com-
municate with each other.
 “People love their dogs so much but 
sometimes they just can’t figure out how to 
communicate with them,” Leslie said. “They 
just don’t understand how to talk to their dogs.”
 Marty, recently retired as the lead ca-
nine trainer for the Pharr Police Department, 
believes good training is a major part of devel-
oping a happy and healthy pet.
 “Most pets are simply in need of some-
thing to do,” he said, “whether  it be swimming, 
fetching the paper, agility, using their nose to 
search out anything. Dogs need a job or focus 
just as humans do.”
 The couple met at the Tom Rose School 
for Professional Dog Trainers in St. Louis, Mo., 
where they both finished at the top of their 
classes as certified master graduates.
 Leslie developed an early passion for 
dog rescue and adoption working with local shelters in her native Canada. Before attending the Tom Rose School, she worked with dogs on 

scent detection for search and rescue with the 
Canadian Avalanche Rescue Dog Association.
 In addition to his tenure with the Pharr 
police, Rio Grande Valley native Marty studied 
and received professional certification from a 
school in Guadalajara, Mexico, before his stint 
at the Tom Rose School.  He has worked with 
law enforcement in Mexico and Texas, includ-
ing Border Patrol and Customs, helping to select 
and train working dogs.
 “My bread and butter is working dogs,” 
Marty said. “That’s my passion. I love problem 
solving and trying to figure out the dog.” After 
getting married, Marty and Leslie began a jour-
ney to turn their passions into their livelihoods.
 With a business plan in hand, the 
couple purchased 10 acres in February 2014. 
Investing their life savings, they transformed an 
existing barn into office and living space, built 
kennels and constructed a 3,750-square-foot 
indoor training building. Later they added a 
swimming pool for canine water sports and dog 
exercise.
 Opening in September 2014, the Viel-
mas quickly began to build a reputation for 
quality training and a commitment to help oth-
ers.
 “It all happened so fast, I think because 
we had a plan,” Leslie said. “When we were 
ready to go, we were ready.”
 An early boost came when they started 
a relationship with the Palm Valley Animal Cen-

The RGV K9 Training Centre is a family affair. Reese, Leslie, Marty and Brittany Vielma stand on a platform 
used for agility training.  (Courtesy)
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ter shelter in McAllen.
 Shocked by the 
numbers of unwanted and 
stray animals going through 
the shelter, Marty and Leslie 
visited often to answer ques-
tions about animal care and 
training for people interest-
ed in adopting a pet. To this 
day the RGV K9 Training 
Centre offers a 10 percent 
discount on training for 
people who can prove they 
adopted their dog from a 
shelter.
 “We went into this 
as a business thing, and it 
turned into a deal where 
they really needed help and 
we could help,” Leslie said. 
“It hit my heart more than 
the business.”
 The Vielmas began 
the business through private 
and group lessons that em-
phasize the canine-human 
connection.  They have a strategy to expand 
into advanced training and American Kennel 
Club sporting events.
 Classes that teach off-leash dog han-
dling are planned as a next step. “We have 
mapped out the exercises, and they will be the 
stepping stones for what people and their dogs 
need to compete in AKC events,” Marty said. 
“AKC is not really down here so we want to 
bring events to the Valley that people don’t have 
access to.”
 The Vielmas also receive frequent in-
quiries from veterans wanting to obtain and 
train a service dog, another resource they would 
like to develop.
 As with any successful new business, 
there are growing pains, and the Vielmas face 
new challenges. While they have constantly im-
proved their facilities, they look to expand the 
training building to accommodate AKC events 
as well as other additions to the grounds.
 But perhaps the most urgent challenge 
is finding qualified trainers.  “In order for us to 
do everything we want to do we need trainers,” 
Marty said. “We have high standards in what we 
are looking for and it’s not easy to find them.”
 Leslie said good trainers need to have 
expertise in a variety of training methodologies 
and apply them in ways that teach both humans 
and canines how to communicate and under-
stand each other.
 “Every dog is different,” she said. “As a 
dog trainer you have to be open-minded about 
any training methodology.”

 The Vielmas are also looking for trainers 
who share their passion for the animals. “I like to 
think the passion side of this business is what got 
people in our doors,” Leslie said. “Our dream is to 

make this 10 acres all about dog training.”

For more information, see k9trainingcentre.com.

Water training can be included in the class schedule at RGV K9.  (Courtesy)



go without The Butterfly and voices the desire to 
clone herself to handle the workload.  Yet she re-
ported that a number of her patients baulk when 
the garments they choose (beyond plain vanilla) 
cost more than their insurance will cover. 
 The Butterfly is committed to personal 
service and fitting women properly because it 
makes a big difference in their lives. “You fit 
people for rehabilitation, for activity, for com-
fort, lifestyle, Everyone heals differently. I have 
to keep an open mind about all of it. That’s cru-
cial to what you do.”
 Women first see Hinojosa at a low point 
in their lives, and she mentors them on the path 
back to normalcy. “I have to snap them out of 
it. I say, ‘Life is too short.  Let’s get you looking 
normal, and your life back to normal as much 
as possible.’ Their face and posture – everything 
-- changes with good prosthetics. That’s what is 
rewarding to me.  I want them to look good and 
feel better.”   
 Some of Hinojosa’s customers bring her 
unused garments which she recycles to those 
who fall between the cracks, including Medicaid 
patients.
 The home-like Butterfly Boutique store 
successfully avoids a clinical atmosphere in part 
because of colorful butterfly motifs. The large 
showroom has attractively displayed swimsuits, 
camisoles, tops and bras along with wigs and 
turbans, plus three fitting rooms.

For more information, see butterflybtq.com or call 
631-8636.
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The Strong Butterfly Helps Heal
By Eileen Mattei
  When a friend and mentor had a mas-
tectomy in 1986, Silvia Hinojosa discovered 
that few businesses focused on assisting women 
to recover from that surgery. Hinojosa applied 
her MBA, a long-ago career as a JCPenney certi-
fied bra fitter, and a family history of caregiving 
to open The Butterfly Boutique, a lingerie shop 
that provided breast prostheses.   
 “At that time, I had a sewing machine 
and customized garments. I’d sew pockets for 
prostheses into bras and swimwear,”   Eventually 
companies began manufacturing garments with 
built-in breast forms. Now stocking products 
from eight companies, Hinojosa and her facil-
ity are federally certified to dispense prosthetics 
and orthotics. 
 Hinojosa works hard to dispel the per-
sistent misconception that breast prosthetics 
and reconstructions are cosmetic.  “It doesn’t 
matter how small the amount removed was, it 
has to be replaced or you will see the side effects.  
Even a lumpectomy can change the shape of the 
breast. The body overall will be like a wrecked 
car that hasn’t been aligned.”
 From head to toes, the woman’s body 

gets thrown off balance by a mastectomy, Hinojosa 
explained. “It effects your spine, your shoulders. On 
the good side of the body, it starts to wear out your 
hip, joints and heel.  On the side of the mastectomy, 
the scapula and ribs start to float. And your body 
continues to change and your weight fluctuates over 
the years. Because of that, even the women who have 
breast reconstruction need some form of enhancer to 
balance the look and structure of the breast.” 
  Few physicians refer their patients to The 
Butterfly before surgery, Hinojosa said.  “That’s ri-
diculous, when women are going through a difficult 
time as is.  They can get a camisole that has drain 
pouches to wear home after surgery. It makes it easier 
for them.”
 While bodies and the extent of surgery vary 
dramatically, Hinojosa, as a certified mastectomy fit-
ter, is prepared to find her customers the most com-
fortable and suitable garments. “I can almost look at 
you and know what you need. That’s the advantage 
of being in the business for 30 years.” 
 Hinojosa applies her considerable knowl-
edge to steer mastectomy patients to compression 
garments to control edema, caused by painfully in-
flamed lymph tissue in the chest and arm.  She often 
recommends an equalizer, a sliver of silicone, that fits 
in the bra, to forestall the problem. “It’s something 
simple.” Often, the customer won’t develop edema.  
 “I’ve dedicated my life to this business. 
You’re not going to get rich. I’m practically a pro 
bono business,” she said, only half-jokingly, about 
the reduced fees from government programs and 
private health insurers.  She is on the frontline of the 
healthcare payments battle and the accompanying 
stress. She is concerned about where women could 

The Butterfly Boutique offers a non-clinical welcome to women who have had mastectomies.  (VBR)
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Reboot Your Company Culture
By Rosemary Couture
 “If you’re adapting and finding better 
ways to serve your customer, you are growing. 
The way we accomplish things is by taking small 
steps,” said Mark Hanna.  The Valley business 
consultant talked to a Weslaco Lunch and Learn 
session on rebooting company culture as a way 
to boost sales.  
 Hanna de-
fined company culture 
as the beliefs and be-
haviors that determine 
how a company’s em-
ployees, management 
and customers inter-
act. The way man-
agement treats em-
ployees is the model 
employees use when dealing with customers.  
Understanding the culture is important because 
culture directs your sales and therefore your suc-
cess. It provides a roadmap for your actions. 
 “If your team doesn’t know the ‘why’ 
behind the company, why you exist,” you don’t 
share a common vision, Hanna said.  The great-
est asset a company can have is its human capi-
tal.
 When employees understand the pas-
sion that drives the business, they can become 
the best spokespeople for its products. He men-
tioned a Fortune survey that found “the 100 
best companies to work for have outperformed 
the S&P 500 index by a ratio of nearly two to 
one.”
 “The secret to a successful business is 
loyal customers,” Hanna said.  People are paying 
for something more than the service or prod-
uct.  He advised that you take care of every cus-
tomer like she is your grandmother. “If you take 
that approach, you create loyal customers. Who 
doesn’t want to be treated nice?”  Without great 
service, why would anyone come back?
 If you have won loyal customers, do you 
show appreciation? Do you sustain an emotion-
al connection with them based on, for example, 
a mutual appreciation of coffee or trendy purses 
or old books or craft brews? Do you create an 
atmosphere with sensory appeal, meaning good 
visuals, pleasing sounds and scents that create a 
welcoming and professional ambiance?   Busi-
nesses that focus on details are growing, Hanna 
said. 
 He talked about commercials by corpo-
rations such as Nike and Apple that don’t em-
phasize a product you should buy. Instead, they 
invite you to be part of a broader culture that 
uses their product.  For contrast, he pointed out 
the industries of education and health where a 

culture of customer service is not front and center. 
 In order to make consistent progress, a busi-
ness has to innovate, to keep adapting to the needs of 
its customers.  Steve Jobs demonstrated that some-
times customers don’t know what they need until 
they see it, until you show it to them.   

  Too often a com-
pany culture will stay 
where it is comfortable. It 
takes courageous people 
to take drastic actions and 
believe changing the status 
quo will have good results, 
Hanna said.  “There’s no 
reason a small business 
can’t offer little amenities. 
If you believe in endless 
possibilities, they pop up. 

Life with a positive attitude is better for your health.  
We love passionate people.  It’s not what you’re say-
ing sometimes, but how you say it that matters.”
  Rebooting a company’s culture 
starts at the top with sharing the vision of a business’s 
objectives and path to success. Leaders like to sur-
round themselves with people who share a goal along 
with the passion, discipline, work ethic and consisten-

cy to de-
velop and 
achieve it. 
       “Ener-
gy is con-
t a g i o u s .  
W h e n 
p e o p l e 
like where 
t h e y 
w o r k , 
other peo-
ple like to 
be with 
t h e m , ” 
w h e t h e r 
c u s t o m -
ers, sup-
pliers or 
other employees. Individuals can become part 
of the culture by being coachable, by setting 
an agenda of what they want to accomplish, by 
looking around to see what needs to change. 
  “Teamwork makes the dream work,” 
said Hanna, who is chairman of the McAllen 
Arts Council.

“The way management 
treats employees is the 
model employees use when 
dealing with customers. ” 

--Mark Hanna

Mark Hanna  (VBR)
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Summer Camp for Grownups
By Henry Miller
 Jackelyn Llanas had doubts about the 
daunting task ahead of her. The 23-year-old 
Brownsville native had been selected for the 
first cohort to undergo an intense 12-week cod-
ing boot camp in Full Stack Web Development. 
“I thought I couldn’t do it. I was overwhelmed 
and scared,” said the UTRGV mechanical engi-
neering student. “I thought about quitting but 
decided to stick this out.” By early August, 10 
weeks into the program, Llanas was not only 
glad she stuck it out but saw boot camp as 
opening doors to her future.
 The coding boot camp was created 
with a see-a-need, fill-a-need approach. The 
Mission Economic Development Corporation, 
Workforce Solutions and Code RGV worked 
together to provide the Full Stack computer 
training to prepare individuals for well-paying 
jobs in an ever-evolving field. When Olmo 
Maldonado, Code RGV president, met with 
the Mission EDC, the idea fit seamlessly with 
the EDC’s mission of creating more jobs and 
strengthening the local workforce. Students 
who complete the training are certified in Full 
Stack Web Development, an area of high de-

mand in Texas. 
 “This feeds directly into what we do,” said 
Daniel Silva, Mission EDC’s chief operating officer. 
“As we are trying to recruit any company into the 
community, the skill set that they are looking for 
is not the same as it was 20 years ago. We need to 
offer them a community that has that current skill 
set, those who are forward thinking, self-starters 
and with the abilities to solve problems.”
 The Texas Workforce Commission is fund-
ing the program through a $75,000 grant, matched 
by the Mission EDC. Ten students were selected 
from 425 applicants. Applicants were graded on an-
swers they supplied when applying online. If they 
had computer experience or dabbled with coding or 
projects, they had a much better chance of making 
the cut.
 “The demand was exceptionally high,” said 
Maldonado, who is the coding school’s director. 
“The ones selected range from 23 to 46 years old. 
Thirty percent of the applicants were female, and 
that’s three times the industry norm. It shows that 
there’s a huge demand to get high-demand work.”
 The training was long and intense -- five 
days a week for up to 12 hours a day. Llanas left for 
two to three hours a day to trek to her heat trans-
fer class at UTRGV.  Students learned code and 

worked on projects individually and as a group. 
The students received a monthly stipend. Mal-
donado said it was necessary because he doubts 
anyone can keep a job and make it through the 
rigorous demands of boot camp.
 “Students were working on weekends, 
working remotely, working together. It’s difficult 
but it’s meant to get you there fast, not to wait 
four years,” Maldonado said. “We don’t guaran-
tee you’ll get a job in a week. You still will have 
to work for it.” 
 “Maldonado told us on the first day that 
coding would be our life, and we all laughed,” 
Llanas said. But it was true.  Even when eating, 
they continued coding. “I’ve learned so much, 
and there’s so much more to learn. I even dreamt 
about coding and talked to other students who 
have done the same thing.”
 Divided into groups of three or four, 
the students were assigned a civic-minded proj-
ect. Llanas’ group developed a safety app called 
“Checked In.” If, for example, someone is go-
ing for a run or walking back from school, they 
can set an alarm to alert a friend. If they do not 
“check in” on time, the alarm goes off. This 
alerts the friend that something suspicious may 
have happened.

Daniel Silva, Mission EDC chief operating officer, looks over students’ work during a 12-week boot camp 
coding class.  (VBR)



 “We thought first about children walk-
ing home from school and the elderly,” Llanas 
said. “But there are so many people and groups 
who would be able to use this.” The app is still 
being finalized.
 During the final two weeks of the train-
ing, the students not only worked on a final 
project, but participated in mock interviews 
and learned how to pitch a startup business to 
possible investors. 
 “The end goal is that companies see 
that we are graduating these students and that 
these companies start looking to the RGV,” Sil-
va said. “We are graduating people with the skill 
sets they need, so maybe that will entice them to 
locate here. Historically we are known to work 
well with our hands, but we are trying to get 
the world to know that we work well with our 
minds as well.”

For information on the boot camp, call the Mission 
EDC at 585-0040 or Code RGV at 230-6743.
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Olmo Maldonado, 
CEO of Code RGV, 
works across from stu-
dent Jackelyn Llanas 
at the Mission EDC 
during a day of train-
ing in a 12-week boot 
camp coding class. 
When completed, stu-
dents will be able to 
create websites or apps 
and be prepared for 
high-demand jobs in 
the workforce.  (VBR)

Code RGV Curriculum
 The curriculum teaches students 
to think like software engineers, indepen-
dent of any specific language. That said, 
the bulk of the material uses JavaScript 
because it is the most popular language 
requested by recruiters.
 Students develop a foundation in 
programming fundamentals, and conquer 
the concepts of object-oriented program-
ming. Students will work with modern 
industry tools and practices. Students will 
learn to test and assist their peers, and 
contribute to open source projects.
 By the end of the semester, all 
students build functional applications 
for their portfolio. Recruiters can review 
our candidate’s profiles and interview the 
best fit. By the end of this course, stu-
dents should be able to:

•Design and layout responsive web 
applications
•Build secure full - stack web appli-
cations according to common design 
patterns
•Safely model and store data in SQL 
and NoSQL databases
•Develop web applications using Ja-
vaScript
•Consume and integrate third-party 
APIs in an application
•Use modern JavaScript browser ap-
plication frameworks
•Deploy applications to the web using 
cloud based hosting
•Clearly document and present the 
projects they’ve built
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The Blooms of Wild August
By Eileen Mattei
 When Jennifer Wilson’s rows of ra-
nunculus were blooming in February, she made 
up four little bouquets complemented by wild 
honeywort and put them on her Wild August 
Flower Farm Facebook page for $25.  “Much 
to my surprise, they sold within 15 minutes.”  
Much earlier she had taken bouquets featur-
ing zinnias, milkweed, basil and some of the 50 
varieties of roses she grows to farmers markets, 
expecting that would prompt customers to buy 
rose bushes. 
 “That is not what happened. We start-
ed getting calls from people asking me to make 
15 or 25 bouquets for a party,” Wilson said. “I 
realized there was a niche. People were contact-
ing me, asking to be told when more flowers 
were available. At the end of March, we were 
working after school until 11 p.m., picking 
flowers with flashlights held between our knees 
and making up orders.”
 Wilson, who had done graduate work 
in horticulture and landscaping, had been look-
ing for a way to segue out of teaching elemen-

tary school into full-
time horticulture. Wild 
August, named after 
her two oldest sons, 
had been operational as 
a rose and native plant 
nursery since 2005.  A 
year ago, she cleared the 
first beds for cut flowers 
like marigolds and zin-
nias. 
 “That was a 
leap of faith, making 
this a flower farm, not 
just a nursery. But I 
realized that all of my 
adult life, reading seed 
catalogs, was leading 
up to this.” By tapping 
into the desire for lo-
cally grown, seasonal 
flowers, Wilson found 
the way to transition 
from the classroom to 

her flower fields and 
demonstration gar-
dens. 
 Wilson is a lo-
cal exemplar of the 
forage farm or slow 
flower movement. 
“You celebrate your 
sense of place with 
flowers grown here. 
You bring the soul back to flowers.” She researched 
small-scale flower farmers.  “It gave me a shot of 
confidence to mix wild flowers with the bouquets. 
I realized there’s no reason I can’t do this. I have 
the knowledge. I have the space.” 
 Most Wild August flower sales have begun 
on Facebook, but during the summer, a shed was 
converted into a sales room complete with an in-
sulated cool room to hold flowers at 38 degrees. 
“People are now coming to ‘shop the bucket’ of 
just-picked flowers, so it’s in our best interest to 
have the walk-in be pretty.  I think word-of-mouth 
is the highest compliment.”
  “I’d love to do more flower sub-
scriptions for offices:  I walk into offices on Mon-
days with huge bouquets of things that you won’t 
see anywhere else,” Wilson said.   During the sum-
mer, she delivered bouquets featuring dinner-plate 
size greenburst sunflowers. She is projecting a 
surge in subscriptions on a weekly basis for homes 
as well as offices, because of the convenience.  She 
enjoys playing with flowers so much that when-
ever she has extra blooms, she makes up bouquets 
and posts them for sale on Facebook. 

 “I said I was not going to do flowers for 
weddings.” But Wilson soon found herself walk-
ing through her flower fields with a bride-to-
be, choosing flowers for bouquets as they were 
blooming and admiring the many butterflies.  
She has since agreed to provide flowers for oth-
er weddings with easy-going brides.  Bouquets 
for bridal and baby showers and birthday par-
ties round out her calendar, along with mother-
daughter tea parties hosted at the farm complete 
with flower picking and arranging time. 
 Wilson said her husband Jimmy, who 
owns Lawn Pros, is fully invested in Wild Au-
gust. “It’s a perfect marriage of our two skill sets. 
Jimmy is degreed agronomist. Between the two 
of us, we have the potential to be a resource for 
the community and gardeners all over the Val-
ley.  We’ve started saying yes to more projects.  
He gets calls for garden design through his com-
pany. He manages the logistical side, I do the 
design. With the flowers, he has the mechanical 
and logistical aptitude for setting up irrigation 
lines and determining field layout and bed spac-
ing for snapdragons and cosmos.” 

Jennifer Wilson arranged a Wild August zinnia, celosia and basil centerpiece for 
a customer.  (Courtesy)

Growing, harvesting, arranging and delivering flow-
ers are among Jennifer Wilson’s tasks as owner of Wild 
August.  (VBR)



 In summer, it is difficult to keep even 
heat-tolerant flowers pretty, Wilson said, be-
sides dealing with rabbits eating seedlings and 
ants carrying away seeds. “I decided it’s okay 
that it’s slower. I go to the beach with my kids, 
but things stay watered and on schedule.” 
 Fall is the best time for flowers, accord-
ing to Wilson, who has a full line-up planned:  
snapdragons, anemones, heirloom chrysanthe-
mums, dahlias and much more. Her website 
will launch in the fall, also.
 Wilson loves the hands-on teaching as-
pect of her business. She has given rose propaga-
tion seminars and hosted Master Gardeners of 
Cameron and Hidalgo counties. She would like 
to offer workshops on planting butterfly and 
bird-attracting gardens, playing into her  love of 
wildlife and native plants. 
 Wild August’s owner gives new verve to 
the adage, “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

For more information, see WildAugustFlower-
Farm on Facebook.

Wild August’s field contains flowers that handle the 
August heat and look great in bouquets.  (VBR)
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4.  Some buy 
a box of thin-
ice sno-balls 
to take home 
and throw at 
one another.
 
“When you 
walk in, you 
can see work-
ers shaving 
the sno and 
making the 
product in 
front of you,” 
said Thelma 
Cavazos-Trib-
ble, one of 
four Bahama 
Bucks owners. 
“It’s the finest 
sno I’ve ever 
had. To be able to spend time with family and re-
grouping is wonderful.”
 The Rio Grande Valley is where raspas rule.  
There is no lack of competition for the icee, slurpee, 
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Chilling Out at Bahama Bucks
By Henry Miller  
  At Bahama Bucks, people walk with 
cups overflowing with thin-shaved ice in deep, 
rich colors. The ice, piled much higher than the 
edge of the cup, reminded one of an iceberg – 
what is seen is just a small preview of what’s be-
low.
 One girl held a cucumber-flavored 
treat, another had cherry-red flavor seeping deep 
into the ice. One dad sipped a frozen lemonade, 
while a young customer bit into her cinnamon-
flavored thin ice loaded with piccadilly.  “It’s 
my favorite,” said Elyssa Lopez, who was play-
ing Jenga with her two sisters and two brothers 
as they enjoyed a family afternoon gathering at 
Bahama Bucks, located at 3817 N. 10th Street 
in McAllen. 
 Inside the restaurant, friends and fami-
lies gathered to eat their favorite flavor of sno – 
including super sour flavors and sugar-free thin 
ice - or to drink a shake, eat ice cream or sip the 
fresh smoothies and  frozen lemonade. Some 
add toppings such as chamoy, chili salt, rainbow 
sprinkles or piccadilly. They also spend quality 
time together: many of the groups put away 
cell phones to play Jenga, UNO or Connect 

sno-cone, raspa market. Cavazos-Tribble, how-
ever, had no doubt that Valley residents would 
enjoy what Bahama Bucks has to offer. After all, 
she is a Valley native, born in Weslaco and raised 
in McAllen until she moved to San Antonio for 
college.
 “It’s my hometown, my community 
and I still have many ties there,” she said. “It’s 
because the community knows and loves raspas 
so much that we believed they would fall in love 
with this product. The Valley is a perfect place 
for Bahama Bucks, because the people really 
know what it is.  They have truly embraced us.”
 The McAllen location, which opened 

2290 W. Pike Blvd. Suite 100 - Weslaco, Texas 78596
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Joey Guerrero sits with his children while waiting for their order and Bahama Bucks Sno-
balls.  (VBR) 

Elyssa Lopez holds onto a Bahama Bucks Sno-ball 
while trying, unsuccessfully, to avoid getting hit 
with another.(VBR)
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March 8, is the first in the Val-
ley. The group owns the rights 
to Hidalgo County and Harlin-
gen. She said the owners plan 
to expand throughout the Val-
ley.  For people who may have a 
long drive to get to the McAllen 
location she offers this advice, 
“Be patient; we’re coming your 
way.”
 Cavazos-Tribble and 
co-owner Cindy Ramirez from 
Harlingen were both pregnant 
and in the mood “for a good 
raspa.” They had heard of Ba-
hama Bucks but had not visited 
one, so they decided to try it. 
They immediately fell in love 
with the multitude of combi-
nations of sno and other prod-
ucts, many times waiting in the 
drive-thru for 30 minutes or 
more to get their sno.
 When researching Ba-
hama Bucks, Cavazos-Tribble 
was impressed by the flavors she 
tasted. The blueberry muffin 
sno tasted like the actual muf-
fin. “The flavors are just spot 
on,” she said. “They tried doing 
banana and found out people 
didn’t like that taste, so they did Laffy Taffy ba-
nana and people loved it. They put a lot of effort 
into their syrups.”
 One of Bahama Bucks’ unique prod-
ucts is the Bahama-Rama-Mama. It is a scoop of 
ice cream at the bottom, topped with a choice 
of flavored sno and then completed with Tropi 
Creme. Cavazos-Tribble recalled one customer 
got creative with the Bahama-Rama-Mama. 
“Someone created an apple one where they had 
their ice cream and then the sour apple sno and 
topped it off with caramel,” she said. “I love 
when people are creative.  So far there isn’t any-
thing I’ve come across that I don’t like.”
 Joey Guerrero, a Pharr resident, has 
made several trips to Bahama Bucks with his 
children over the summer. He enjoys watching 
the children eat their sno and play games. On 
this occasion, they even had a sno-ball war out-
side. To make a good trip even better, he usually 
spends $20 or less to have treat for all five kids.
 “It’s a perfect place to go with the fam-
ily and not expensive. You can stay indoors or 
when the weather cools, sit out on the patio,” 
he said. “They can enjoy the treats, play games 
and even throw sno-balls at each other. With 
the heat in the Valley, those are great reasons to 
come here.”

For more information, see bahamabucks.com.

A worker drizzles Tropic Creme onto a Mango Sno treat at 
Bahama Bucks.  (VBR)

Lines of flavors sit ready to enhance a cup of Bahama Buck 
ice.  (VBR)



Mercedes Steps up its Game
By Eileen Mattei
 You know those tee shirts that list Par-
is, Rome, London and Small Town?  Mercedes 
seems to qualify for a shirt space when you look 
at where the decentralized UTRGV School of 
Medicine has placed its programs and facilities: 
Brownsville, Edinburg, Harlingen, McAllen 
and Mercedes.  The small community of 17,000 
was chosen as the site of a Family Medicine 
Residency program. Newly graduated MDs will 
spend three years honing hands-on skills as they 
care for patients in a 12,000-square-foot state-
of-the-art clinic on Mile 2 Road. The UTRGV 
facility is 2.9 miles from its partnering institu-
tion Knapp Medical Center and is adjacent to 
the nationally top-ranked Med High, or South 
Texas School for Health Professionals.
 Following conversations with Bill Ad-
ams, Knapp Medical Center’s then-CEO, Mer-
cedes EDC Executive Director Hernan Gonza-
lez and the Mercedes EDC convinced the City 
of Mercedes that it would be a good investment 
to donate two acres on Mile 2 West Road to the 
UTRGV SOM.  “It all happened so fast,” said 
Gonzalez. Mercedes additionally committed 
$1.5 million to the facility’s operating costs over 

five years, while Knapp Medical 
Center partnered with UTRGV 
SOM to anchor the facility in 
mid-Valley. 
 The 12,000-square-foot 
clinic of the Family Medicine 
program is designed to support 
18 medical residents.  
 “In discussing this with 
the medical school’s first dean 
Francisco Fernandez, he told 
me he loved the synergy of the 
program being across from Med 
High, which has lots of students 
aspiring to medical careers,” said 
Gonzales.  “Given its location, 
this might be the most visible part 
of the medical school’s residency program.” 
 “Our plan was to get Mercedes noticed 
and get businesses here. Economic development is a 
business of relationships,” Gonzalez said. “This gives 
Mercedes a piece of the future and part of the future 
is training our own doctors.”
 The perfect example of the multiple ways 
the UTRGV SOM can improve the economy and 
the quality of life of a community is now under con-

struction next to the residency facility, according 
to Gonzales.  Touchstone Communities of San 
Antonio came to Mercedes on a site visit. The 
operator of nursing and rehab centers (Touch-
stone was voted among the best companies to 
work for in San Antonio) bought six acres next 
to the clinic to build the 123-bed Mid-Valley 
Nursing and Rehabilitation Center.  
  “We came to the area because it is vi-
brant and growing with a need for senior pa-
tient care in the Mid-Valley,” said Sam Planta, 
Touchstone’s chief culture officer.  The strategic 
location next to the SOM facility “was hard to 
pass up.  It sealed the deal. We were very fortu-
nate.  We really look forward to partnering with 
them.”  
 Planta said the facility will open in late 
fall 2016 and eventually employ about 140.  
“We look for people with a service attitude, a 
service heart. We are all about taking care of 
people and getting them back home.”   
 “With the residency clinic and nurs-
ing home here, it will transform the area,” said 
Gonzalez. “The Valley is maturing. People from 
all over are coming to work here. The univer-
sity is the best symbol of that, drawing new tal-
ent, along with the new engineers coming for 
SpaceX.  They will all bring demands for addi-
tional recreation.”
 And Mercedes is working on that angle. 
The Harbor, a $12 million entertainment com-
plex, will begin construction this fall at Mile 
3 and Frontage Road on 17 acres of land pro-
vided by the Mercedes Industrial Foundation. 
Anchored by BigShots Golf, a high tech driving 
range, and a man-made lake with paddle boats, 
the Harbor is a project of Kamel Salomon In-
vestments. Phase I is scheduled for completion 
in Fall 2017. 
  “For Mercedes, getting to fit pieces in 
the mosaic is exciting,” Gonzalez concluded.  
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Although the UTRGV School of Medicine Family Medicine Residency 
facility (yellow) is still under construction, Mid-Valley Nursing & Reha-
bilitation directly north of it is nearly ready to open.   (VBR) 
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What You Know for Sure
By Humphrey G. Thomas
 One of the box office successes of the 
past year has been “The Big Short,” a movie 
about the financial crisis of 2008. It’s based on 
the true story of financial people who predicted 
the crash and found a way to bet against the 
housing market bubble. They became very rich 
because they saw the precarious reality that oth-
ers at the time weren’t willing to acknowledge.
 One line from that movie has stuck 
with me. It’s a quote from Mark Twain: “It ain’t 
what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. 
It’s what you know for sure that just ain’t so.” 
 In 2007 just about everyone in the 
financial world “knew for sure” that the hous-
ing market was rock solid. Didn’t that piece of 
“knowing” cause a lot of pain!
 We so often tell ourselves: “It’ll never 
happen to me.”  Whether it’s a health crisis, a 
legal battle, a home fire or a natural disaster:  
these are all things that happen to other people. 
But the truth is that, to varying degrees, every 
family experiences unexpected challenges, from 
annoying car breakdowns and costly mistakes, 
all the way to catastrophic events. “I was sure it 
would never happen to me” is one of those ideas 
that, sadly, “just ain’t so.”
 Financial planning is about having a 
long term vision for your financial security, so 
that one day you can retire with dignity. Before 
getting down to the business of investment, 
however, wisdom requires that you build an 
emergency fund.
 Here’s what happens if you don’t: you 
work hard at investing for retirement, but an 
unexpected event hits and you’re unprepared. 
You have to withdraw those investment funds 
to meet the crisis, and you’re back to square one. 
For some people this situation becomes chronic, 
always one step forward, two steps back. 
 My advice is that you don’t start invest-
ing until you’ve set aside a buffer that gives you 
a degree of comfort to let you handle the curve 
balls life throws at you. An emergency fund can 
save you from dipping into long-term invest-
ments for short-term crises. Think of it as an 
insurance policy for your nest egg. 
 There are several ways to structure 
this, but two things are key for your emergency 
fund. First, you must resolve not to touch these 
funds for anything EXCEPT a true emergency. 
(Which doesn’t include a vacation you really 
need or a new device you simply must have.)  
Second, this money should be accessible reason-
ably quickly, not tied up so that you can’t get to 
it without penalty.
 How much should you set aside in an 
emergency fund? There is not one absolute an-

swer to that question, because factors vary for each 
individual. For many households, three months of 
regular expenses would be a good emergency fund. 
For someone with a very secure income, less may 
be adequate. For someone who is self-employed or 
whose employment is less certain, three months may 
not be enough.
 The key question is how much will it take 
to put you in “the comfort zone,” so that you are 
confidently ready (within reason) for any financially 
challenging event?
 On the other hand, fear drives some people 
to keep on building their emergency fund beyond 
what is necessary. Keeping these funds readily acces-
sible means they are not going to gain much inter-
est. I call this “lazy money” -- it’s not working hard 
enough for you!
 The goal is to find the right balance. If you 
don’t have an emergency fund right now, don’t delay. 
A rainy day can be absolutely miserable or merely 
an inconvenience. The difference is whether or not 
you’ve got yourself an umbrella!

Humphrey G. Thomas is an accredited asset manage-
ment specialist and a certified divorce financial ana-

lyst at H.G Thomas Wealth Management, LLC in 
Brownsville. Contact him at hgthomas.com. Estate 
planning is done in conjunction with your estate 
planning attorney, tax attorney or CPA.

Some Simple Ways to 
Build an Emergency Fund

1. Treat it like a monthly bill.  Even a 
little set aside each month will soon add 
up to the reserve you need.

2. Add any additional income you re-
ceive. That might include a tax return, an 
inheritance, a work bonus or a gift.

3. Sell some stuff. Have a yard sale, or 
list some items on eBay. Don’t spend the 
proceeds; build your emergency fund.

4. Make some extra money on the side.  
Not many people enjoy working two 
jobs, but if it’s just for a short time while 
you build that emergency fund, there are 
lots of things you could do.



Brand New Business: The Write Girl 
 After years of having her unique handwrit-
ing admired and pressed into pro bono service, Karen 
Featherston decided to go public in 2016. The Write 
Girl provides eye-catching handwritten addresses for 
invitations to weddings, quinceaneras and other spe-
cial events. She also applies her unusual skill to writ-
ing place cards, certificates and awards, thank you 
notes and personal poems.
 “I’ve paired with floral shops and plan to 
connect with wedding and event planners,” Feath-
erston said, aiming to offer invitation management. 
On Facebook, see thewritegirlhandwriting.

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!

Innovative 
Skin Care for Men

4.2026 x 3.50 inch

Crystal Santos Breland
Independent Beauty Consultant
www.MaryKay.com/CrystalBre
(956) 283-4243
Se Habla Espanol.
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For consideration in one of our 
featured sections, email your pho-
tos and captions to info@valley-
businessreport.com.

In the  Spot light

The Harlingen Area Chamber of Commerce celebrated the dedication of its David E. Allex Board Room during the summer.  A Rio Grande Valley visionary and 
proponent of regional progress, Allex said, “We are called to new and surprising relationships and alliances for the purpose of making the world a better place.”  Scott 
and Mike Allex congratulate their father on his honor.  (VBR)





Exactly the point

The Port of Brownsville is the point 
where more steel crosses the border 
into Mexico than any other U.S. port. 

More to the point, it’s the largest land-
owning port in the nation with 40,000 
acres ripe for development. The U.S. LNG 
industry gets the point, too. Three LNG 
exporters are in the permitting process to 
build billions of dollars of infrastructure at 
the Port of Brownsville. Also pointing in the 
right direction is new legislation benefiting 
wind energy equipment providers and 
new unencumbered crude oil exports. The 
point is, the Port of Brownsville serves a 
growing consumption zone of more than 
10 million people within a three-hour drive 
on both sides of the border with a cost-
saving heavy haul corridor and efficient rail. 
It’s the most important international cargo 
transfer point on the Gulf of Mexico. The 
port that works – the Port of Brownsville. 
Get the point?

portofbrownsville.com
1000 Foust Rd • Brownsville, TX 78521

(956) 831-4592

1-800-378-5395

The port that works


