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   Our most precious resource is the group of 
people who surround us on a nightly basis. 
   As the calendar year closes, reflecting on 
what we have, where we are and where we 
want to be is an annual tradition but in many 
ways, none so meaningful as this year. Our 
families are truly blessed even with all the 
challenges we are experiencing. As we say 
goodbye to 2020 soon, our hope is for an op-
timistic new year for our homes, businesses 
and each other. 
    The holidays encourage a sense of togeth-
erness and appreciation for the people in our 
lives. During these times which have tested 
every one us in multiple ways, this holiday 
season may be even more special than previ-
ous years.  
    Here in the Rio Grande Valley, family 
is our greatest treasure. We press forward 
to do what is best for those under our roof 
and beyond. Our work ethic is to never let 

challenges overcome our drive, determination 
and spirit to succeed. Looking ahead to 2021, 
we’ll face obstacles but nothing will stop us 
for providing for our families. 
    From your positive news team at VBR, 
our wish for you and your family especially 
during this holiday season is enjoy time with 

your loved ones and to reflect on what truly 
matters most. Let’s spread the reason for the 
season and add some cheer to those around 
us. Our VBR crew is thankful for the differ-
ence you make to prosper our region, both 
economically and its quality of life.  
 We are one. We are the Rio Grande Valley.

There’s No Place Like Home
by: Todd Breland
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   The iconic red kettles of the Salvation Army 
and their greeters ringing Christmas bells 
by store entrances will continue through the 
challenges of an eventful 2020 – with added 
precautions.
   The kettles will be frequently wiped down 
with disinfectant to keep them clean. The vol-
unteers will also be trained to keep themselves 
and others safe. Both the Christmas cheer and 
services of the Salvation Army will continue, 
no matter the circumstances. 
   “Christmas will look different this year,” 
said Lt. Adolph Aguirre, the commanding offi-
cer of the Salvation Army of Hidalgo County. 
“Our challenge all year has been keeping 
everyone safe while still offering services.”
   The red kettles of the Salvation Army began 
in San Francisco in 1891. Army Captain Jo-
seph McFee set out to provide a free Christ-
mas dinner for those in need. The captain was 
a native of the seaport of Liverpool, England. 
He recalled how a large iron kettle was placed 
at a boat landing there. 
   Passers-by tossed coins in the kettle to help 
the poor. McFee resolved to do the same in 
San Francisco. From that start on the west 
coast, the red kettles spread across the United 
States. They will be back for the Christmas 
season of 2020. Restrictions will not diminish 
the work and spirit of the Salvation Army.
   Aguirre said there has not been a drop in the 
number of retailers hosting the Salvation Army 
greeters and their kettles. He listed Wal-Mart, 
Walgreens and Hobby Lobby as major retail 
sites for the kettles in the Rio Grande Valley.
   “All our kettle partners have registered with 
us again,” Aguirre said. “We’re especially 
grateful to have them continue with us this 
year.”

Reaching Out To Help
   What the Salvation Army does goes far be-
yond their holiday presence in front of stores. 
The social services the organization provides 
are year-round offerings. Those services have 
been essential in 2020.
   The McAllen facility has extended its emer-
gency shelter services by additional weeks to 
help families this year. Its daily meals have 
long been a staple and have continued this 

year via drive-through delivery.
   The Salvation Army was a significant part of 
relief efforts in July in the wake of Hurricane 
Hanna coming through the area. The organiza-
tion provided 5,700 meals a day across seven 
South Texas counties in the aftermath of the 
summer hurricane. 
   “Mayors in those communities were so 
grateful we were there,” Aguirre said. “We 

were told there would have been dire conse-
quences without our assistance.”
   The Salvation Army in McAllen has assisted 
thousands of families this year in the broad 
area from Zapata County west to parts of 
Cameron County. Its array of social services 
also includes rental assistance and hygiene kits 
in addition to its daily meals and emergency 
shelter.
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Salvation Army Rings In Holiday Cheer & Help
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Lt. Adolph Aguirre as the commanding officer 
oversees his organization’s services in Hidalgo 
County and surrounding areas. (VBR)



Staying Safe
   In giving a tour of the McAllen facility, 
Aguirre shows the pantries of food it uses to 
cook meals and offer emergency help to area 
families. His cooks had just finished another 
round of meals. He displayed the equipment 
used to get meals and assistance out quickly 
when the need and events arise.
   Next door is the Salvation Army’s retail 
store which sells mostly clothing and is a 
major source for the programs the organiza-
tion provides. The store was closed for two 
months in the spring but is now back open on 
North 23rd Street in McAllen. Aguirre and his 
staff are also gearing up for their annual toy 
drive and will do their best under the current 
circumstances.
   “We tried to keep ourselves safe,” Aguirre 
said. “What happens if we get sick and can’t 
offer services people need? We’ve taken our 
shelter and disaster services and training and 
adopted them to the current environment.”
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The Salvation Army food pantry 
offers assistance to thousands of 
families yearly. (VBR)

Red kettles in stacks and ready to go 
for the holidays. (VBR)
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   McAllen Mayor Jim Darling recently made 
a suggestion in advocating for fully reopening 
international bridges.
   The border, he said, could temporarily 
move to the U.S. Border Patrol checkpoint 
near Falfurrias. Darling made the suggestion 
somewhat in jest and out of frustration that he 
and other Rio Grande Valley leaders have been 
unable to open the crossings to non-essential 
travel.
   “It didn’t go over too well with some folks,” 
Darling said with a chuckle. The point Darling 
was trying to make is that he has seen no con-
clusive evidence that tourists and visitors from 
Mexico add to the spread of COVID-19 in the 
United States. He also sees a glaring inconsis-
tency in how travelers deemed as non-essential 
are allowed to enter under restrictions since 
March.

   “No one has been able to explain to me 
how someone can fly from Mexico to Austin 
or Washington D.C., and that be considered 
non-essential but acceptable, but that same 
traveler would not be able to cross a bridge,” 
the mayor said. 
   Debate and discussion are ongoing since the 
government’s declaration of limiting the cross-
ing of travelers across its border with Mexico. 
Only essential traffic, which is deemed as 
largely being commercial and business, would 
be allowed to cross.
   The restrictions have led to steep declines 
in vehicular and pedestrian crossings. With it 
comes drops in retail sales in cities like McAl-
len and Laredo. Accompanying this is the 
erosion of sales tax revenues. Political leaders 
in the Valley and Laredo have generally led 
the call to at least gradually reopen the bridges 

to more traffic. El Paso, meanwhile, has seen 
the number of COVID-19 cases dramatically 
increasing in recent weeks.
   In Darling’s view, this disagreement among 
border leaders provides further justification 
for U.S. political leadership in limiting bridge 
crossings. It has not yet completely stopped 
some elected officials from trying to revise the 
traveler restrictions across the bridges.

Congressman Proposes Plan
   U.S. Rep. Henry Cuellar, D-Laredo, whose 
district includes part of the Valley, fashioned 
a proposal this fall that would fully reopen the 
bridges on a localized basis. The plan would 
allow local municipalities in conjunction with 
U.S. Customs & Border Protection to conduct 
health screenings at bridges. Visitors not dis-
playing COVID symptoms would be allowed 

Efforts To Fully Open Bridges Fall Short 
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Vehicular and pedestrian traffic across the 
Progreso International Bridge and other 
spans has been limited in 2020. (courtesy)

Commercial truck traffic 
across international 
bridges like this one 
in Brownsville have 
continued as essential 
travel. (courtesy)



to enter the country.
   Each municipality would also decide if it 
wanted to reopen its land ports. Cuellar’s plan 
appeared to be gaining some momentum in 
October before running into the bad timing 
of a U.S. presidential election and a surge in 
coronavirus cases in Texas. Added to these 
factors are Mexican government concerns on 
developments in the United States and possi-
ble impacts on its citizens.
   “We met with customs officials from Mexico 
in October and we felt very positive about 
it,” said Teclo Garcia, a veteran of business 
recruiting in the Valley and who is currently 
the director of economic development for the 
city of Laredo. “When push came to shove, 
they didn’t want restrictions lifted. 
   “They don’t want Mexicans going into the 
U.S. and bringing back COVID,” he said. 
“Mexico has a higher morbidity rate than we 
do.”
   Darling, meanwhile, said it will take a few 
more months, at the very least, to see any 
changes in travel across international bridges.
   “I don’t think we’ll see anything change un-
til next year,” the McAllen mayor said. “We’re 
in a holding pattern.”
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Diverse mix of industries:
aerospace, logistics, industrial,
automotive, & healthcare
Accessibility 

Free-Trade International
Bridge
Port of Harlingen
Valley International Airport

Opportunity Zones 

Let us help you start your
next project!

CHOOSE HARLINGEN

Traffic at international bridges like this one 
in Brownsville are restricted. (courtesy)
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National Magazine Touts McAllen’s Quality of Life
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Jim Darling first came to McAllen and 
the Rio Grande Valley in 1977. The freshly 
minted graduate of the Baylor Law School 
was looking for something new.
   “I saw the palm trees and felt the warm 
weather, and thought, ‘I think I want to stay” 
said Darling, a native of Rochester, NY.
   Stay Darling did, serving 28 years as 
McAllen’s city attorney. Many of those 
years, he was reporting to longtime Mayor 
Othal Brand, a stickler for good streets and 
efficient drainage.
   “I can relate now to what Mayor Brand 
thought when I’m driving around McAllen 
and I come across a pothole. It drives me 
crazy,” said Darling, who is now himself the 
city’s mayor, serving his second term.
   Darling’s rise from city attorney to city 
commissioner and now mayor caps over 
three decades of service to his adopted city. 
McAllen has changed greatly over Darling’s 

time in McAllen. The city has always fea-
tured a pro-business climate, robust retailing 
and the solid infrastructure developed under 
Brand.
 
Recognizing the Softer Side
   The latter’s successors as mayors, includ-
ing current Hidalgo County Judge Richard 
Cortez and now Darling, have focused on 
quality of life issues. These include the addi-
tion of hike-and-bike trails and the develop-
ment of the largest single floor library in the 
United States. There are also more museums 
and festivals in the city. All these efforts to 
add new elements to the city were borne out 
recently when U.S. News & World Report 
ranked McAllen number three nationally for 
best places to live for quality of life. 
   The magazine described McAllen as “a 
vibrant metro area” with an abundance of 
festivals and an outstanding public library. It 

also touted the International Museum of Art 
& Science.
   “It shows that while we’ve maintained a 
strong business community, we’ve expand-
ed quality of life with hike-and-bike trails, 
improved bus systems, and more cultural 
events and parades,” Darling said of the 
ranking. “There’s more things for people to 
do here.”
   The U.S. News recognition of McAllen 
comes during a year of a pandemic that 
has altered life in the city and temporarily 
diminished some of the attributes cited by 
the magazine.
   “A lot of the things we got recognized for 
are events we had to curtail,” Darling said.
 
Easing Back In
   McAllen is beginning to gradually and 
carefully ease back into some city celebra-
tions. The Fiesta De Palmas and McAllen’s 

NAI Rio Grande Valley Broker 
Comes Out on Top in 

Commercial Deal-Making Competition.
November 1, 2020 - McAllen, Texas - 
CoStar Group, Inc., the data/analytics 
leader of the commercial real estate 
industry, today announced the Power 
Brokers Quarterly Deals winners for the 
third quarter of 2020. Michael Blum of 
NAI Rio Grande Valley (NAI RGV) came 
out on top in the list of winners in Rio 
Grande Valley market. Power Brokers 
Quarterly Deals winners are determined 
by their top deals every quarter, based 
on price and square footage.

Mike Blum is a Partner and managing Broker with NAI RGV, 
and has been active in the commercial real estate market for 
nearly 30 years. Mike's focus has been on the sale or leasing 
of commercial and industrial properties in the region. The deals 
that drove this award were the leasing of office space in 
Edinburg, Texas to Fred Loya Insurance Co. and the sale 
of the LFD furniture warehouse in Mission, Texas to Killiam 
Development Ltd. 

Please help us congratulate Mike Blum on the Power Broker
Quarterly Deals win for the third quarter of 2020 in the

Rio Grande Valley

NAI RGV McAllen
800 W Dallas • McAllen, TX 78501

956.994.8900 

U.S. News & World Report recognized McAllen 
as being a vibrant metro area. (VBR)
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holiday parade will be held in a limited 
fashion at the city’s convention center 
area. Social distancing and limits on crowd 
sizes will be maintained while giving local 
residents some semblance of the yearly 
celebrations.
   The city will eventually return to its 
robust offerings as cited by U.S. News, 
which gave McAllen a high score of 7.8 on 
its quality of life scale. The magazine cited 
retailing, strong medical and health care 
services, and international trade as some 
of the city’s best qualities. The boost in the 
arts and recreation have been integral to 
making the city more livable and enjoyable. 
They give a softer edge to a city known for 
business.  
   Darling also cites that politically, McAllen 
has become more inclusive. Single-member 
districts for city government representatives 
widen the pool of city leaders.
   “We’ve diversified in so any different 
ways,” Darling said. “I feel like we had a 
really good base to build from in making 
the city an even better place to live.”

The city of McAllen has hike-
and-bike trails throughout the 
community. (VBR)

McAllen has long 
been known for its 
strong retail presence. 
(VBR)

A boost in recreational amenities 
in McAllen improves the quality of 
life. (VBR)
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Villas Offer New Housing Concept With Tech
By Chris Ardis

   Twenty-seven-year-old Nick Rhodes, the 
president of Esperanza Homes, moved to the 
Rio Grande Valley six years ago.
   Two years later, he applied for Leadership 
McAllen Class 36 and was selected. Through-
out the course of the year, Rhodes and his 
Leadership-McAllen classmates learned about 
the multi-faceted city from both a historical 
and present-day perspective while also learn-
ing about each other. 
   “Many in our group, some single and some 
married with no kids, talked about wanting 
to buy homes,” Rhodes said. “I realized there 
was a niche that needed to be filled.”
   Rhodes knew this niche also included Baby 
Boomers looking to downsize. Some of the 
young professionals in Rhodes’ class liked the 
concept of townhouses. Others did not like the 
idea of their homes having attachments to their 
neighbor’s house.

Bringing a Vision to Life
   Rhodes thought about villas, which are 
popular in Austin and Dallas. He decided to 
offer an affordable target price range, with 
amenities like a pool and a gym and low-main-
tenance living. These were non-negotiables for 
the subdivision he and his team at Esperanza 
Homes were envisioning. 
   Rhodes knows as a developer and president 
of a construction company when a piece of 
property fulfills a vision. A beautiful, centrally 
located property on the north side of Freddy 
Gonzalez Drive between 10th and 23rd streets 
in McAllen and in the Edinburg school district 
fit the vision for Villas on Freddy. 
   Rhodes and his team developed six floor 
plans for the two-phase, 192-villa develop-
ment set to open this month. All models bear 
the name of Italian wines. They are Antinori, 
Cortono, Grapa, Nikola, Peppoli and Vinsanto. 
The one- and two-story plans range in size 
from 1851 to 2753 square feet. They offer two 
or three bedrooms, two full baths and a two-
car garage.
   Residents in the villas with a front-entry 
garage may park one car on the road. Those 
who live in villas with a rear-entry garage will 
use one of the subdivision’s 12 parking areas 
next to hike-and-bike trails that lead right to 
the villas. Customization is one of Esperanza’s 
specialties, allowing buyers to choose different 
elevations. They may customize their exterior 
and interior colors, and also add a bathroom. 

   Smart-Home technology through the Alula 
app further equips each villa. 
   “Our Homeowners’ Association provides a 
bulk-rate technology package that provides 
high-speed, fiber-to-home internet,” Rhodes 
said.

Technology Plays Key Role
   The app can also control the thermostat and 
the garage door. Technology plays a significant 
role in all aspects of the Villas on Freddy. Vil-
la-buyers can choose lots and floor plans, sign 
contracts, make payments and visit Esperan-
za’s Design Center from their own device. 
   Esperanza Homes also has a commitment to 

energy efficiency, incorporating a 30-year Ow-
ens Corning Roof System that keeps the roof 
cooler. The company also builds with low-E 
glass, which allows natural light in during the 
cooler months and reflects heat energy away 
from the home during the summer. These and 
other products used by the company reduce 
monthly energy costs. 
   Residents of Villas on Freddy, one of McAl-
len’s newest subdivisions, will have access 
to a gym, a pool, a dog park, a playground, a 
basketball court, a pickleball court, and an ap-
proximately two-mile trail around their gated 
subdivision. To make sure residents have even 
more time to enjoy these amenities, the HOA 

Various elevations demonstrate how future res-
idents of Villas on Freddy can customize their 
homes. (Courtesy)
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takes care of both the front and back yards of 
each villa. 
   “What excites me most about this project,” 
Rhodes said, “is it provides a product type 
for young people and down-sizers for a good 
price, a product type not currently being 
offered.”

Open Thursday - Sunday
11am to 3pm

(or until sold out)

Drive-Thru & Take-Out
(956) 565-2246

546 Hidalgo St, Mercedes, TX 78570

The Villas on Freddy Clubhouse is one of many amenities 
in this new gated community in North McAllen. 
Esperanza Homes refers to their development as “a fresh 
take on low-maintenance living.” (Courtesy)

The entrance to Villas on Freddy. (Courtesy)

The Villas on Freddy features a walk-
ing trail around the gated subdivision 
and 12 parking areas. (Courtesy)
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Vietnamese `Fusion’ Gains Following & Awards
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Khanh “Connie” Nguyen’s first impres-
sions of the Rio Grande Valley in 2008 were 
of a place she didn’t plan to stay long.
   In the midst of the Great Recession, and 
buffeted by the upheaval of the banking 
industry where she worked in southern Cal-
ifornia, Nguyen’s mother advised she head 
to the Valley for a fresh start. Nguyen had 
family here and she decided it was worth a 
try.
   “Too hot,” was something evident from 
the start, she said.
   Maybe too slow as well when compared 
to the bustle and energy of Orange County. 
Food differences were another matter. It was 
Reynosa-style tacos versus the Tijuana-style 
Mexican food of southern California.
   “I didn’t like it at first,” she said.
   The Valley grew on her, though, and she 
would eventually be joined from California 
by her boyfriend-turned-husband Hoang 
“Michael” Nguyen. Once both were here, it 
was a 20-something couple with immigrant 
roots looking to turn ideas into opportuni-
ties. The will to succeed was there from the 
start.

Success With a Twist
   They decided on something they called 
Snowbite. It opened in Edinburg in 2013 
and featured tapas dishes and desserts with 
the twist of their Vietnamese heritage. Their 
offerings proved to be popular and they 
received growing encouragements from cus-
tomers to develop a fuller food menu. 
   Snowbite would spring into a full menu 
featuring appetizers, soups, sandwiches, rice 
bowls and noodles of the Vietnam style that 
in some cases fuse with South Texas sen-
sibilities. Connie and Michael moved their 
restaurant to Pharr in 2019 in the midst of 
all of the retail and entertainment develop-
ment along Jackson Road and Expressway 
77/83.
   Their restaurant gained a following – and 
recognition. Texas Monthly recognized 
Snowbite’s fusion taco as one of the best in 
the Valley. Connie’s Sriracha wings placed 
first in a South Texas wing-fest competition.
   An even bigger accolade would come in 

Michael and Connie Nguyen and their restaurant 
were recognized by the SBA. (VBR)



2020. The Lower Rio Grande Valley District 
of the Small Business Administration named 
Snowbite as this year’s Minority Owned 
Small Business of the Year. It is an honor, 
the couple said, not only for themselves but 
more importantly for their mothers. Each 
came from Vietnam to provide a better life 
for their children.
   “This is an honor to bring home for his 
mom and my mom,” said Connie Nguyen, 
who immigrated to the United States from 
Vietnam at the age of  9. “They left every-
thing they knew to come here for us and we 
feel indebted to them.”

Cooking Up Inspiration
   The couple serves as the chief cooks and 
chefs at Snowbite. Michael grew up in Cali-
fornia and brings a bit more of the American 
flavor to the more traditional dishes cooked 
up by Connie. They emphasize a flexibility 
to the tastes of their customers. They relish 
a Vietnamese-style restaurant with a menu 
they can connect with and visualize.
   One section of the Snowbite menu features 
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A flaming hot dish being cooked up 
at Snowbite. (VBR)

Connie and Michael Nguyen serve as the chief cooks 
at their Pharr restaurant. (VBR)
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Bahn Mi selections. They are Vietnam-
ese-style sandwiches of baguette bread with 
choices that include grilled pork, ginger soy 
chicken, fried boneless chicken and fried 
shrimp. There are rice bowls that include 
carrots and cilantro with meat choices like 
Vietnamese barbecue ribs and ginger soy 
chicken.
   “This is not a full traditional Vietnamese 
restaurant,” Connie Nguyen said. “It’s a 
modern fusion Vietnamese eatery. The Val-
ley lacks many different choices, and for us, 
this is something the Valley needs.”
   The SBA award is a recognition of the 
couple’s hard work and foresight, with Mi-
chael Nguyen describing it as “a validation 
of all we’ve done to get here.” His wife sees 
it as another chapter of an immigrant family 
coming to America and pursuing its dreams.
   “You come to America with an empty 
pocket,” Connie Nguyen said of her family 
arriving in the United States. “I cried when 
they told us about the award. Success for us 
is working with integrity and serving people 
with our hearts.”

DAVIS
EQUITY REALTY

2300 W. PIKE BLVD. SUITE 101 • Weslaco, TX 78596
info@davisequity.com • www.DavisEquity.com

(956) 969-8648

Wishing you and yours a

Very Merry
Christmas!

Connie Nguyen prepares some of her 
award-winning ‘fusion’ tacos. (VBR)

Banh Mi sandwiches are popular 
choices at Snowbite. (VBR)
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2020 Brings Changes To Business Recruiting
   The handshake, lunch meetings and trav-
eling where necessary to meet promising 
prospects are all part of what makes econom-
ic development successful.
   In 2020, some of those elements have been 
put to the side. It has been a challenge to deal 
with for economic development profession-
als. The same is so for the business world 
they connect with daily.
   The trips to a company’s headquarters have 
been replaced with Zoom calls. Longer meet-
ings that would normally be across a meeting 
table are on a WebEx conference call. Going 
virtual is real in 2020.
   “I haven’t traveled since March,” said Teclo 
Garcia, a veteran of business recruitment in 
the Rio Grande Valley, who for about a year 
has served as director of economic devel-
opment for the city of Laredo. “You have to 
determine who wants to meet in person or 
who wants to do a Zoom call.”
   It has been a jarring change where getting a 
sense of a market usually means face-to-face 
meetings. Economic development hinges in 
part on the building of personal relationships 
over dinners and lunches. Numbers and data 
on a screen are one thing, but seeing firsthand 
what a community feels like and seeing its 
infrastructure are done best in person. 
   That has often not been possible much 
of this year. Ramping up the visuals and 
presentations in virtual and online formats 
has become paramount to hold the interest of 
prospects until physical visits become more 
commonplace.
   “You do your best when setting up calls to 
go virtual and make a strong presentation to 
companies that would normally come down 
for a visit,” Garcia said. “We’ve all had those 
online tools before, and we used them, but 
this year we’ve had to make better use of 
them to be effective.”

Rethinking Relocating
   McAllen Mayor Jim Darling was accus-
tomed to actively traveling in promoting his 
city. He spoke of past trips to China and often 
traveling to Mexico, much of which has been 
curtailed. 
   “There has been a regrouping, a little bit of 
rethinking, how do we recruit now?” Darling 
said of 2020. 
   Coming out of the pandemic, Darling 
expects the business landscape to change. 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Local business growth has continued in 2020, including 
this new retail plaza in San Juan. (VBR)
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The formats and technology that have become 
prevalent in 2020 may lead to companies mak-
ing changes in how much personnel and staff 
they relocate to a new market.
   “In the old days, a company would come 
down and relocate lots of people here,” the 
mayor said. “You can’t be totally sure of that 
anymore. There’s jobs that require a physical 
presence, but we now fully realize there’s jobs 
that can be done from anywhere.”
   Economic development offices have hardly 
slowed down. Garcia said projects started 
prior to the COVID period have continued. 
His office has been supportive of positive local 
business trends such as local home and com-
mercial construction continuing to grow.
   In Weslaco, the economic development cor-
poration has been active in helping local small 
businesses ramp up their e-commerce efforts. 
They teach how to better use technology to 
help with basic functions such as paying bills 
and payroll. 
   “We decided it was a good time to get en-

gaged with small businesses in our community 
and help them through a challenging year,” 
said Marie McDermott, the executive director 
of the Weslaco EDC.
   This year has also been a time for EDCs to 
become familiar with a new trade agreement – 
the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement. 
Its possibilities may bring more manufacturing 
operations to the United States side of the 
border. Darling spoke of utilizing the lessons 
of NAFTA and using those experiences with 
the USMCA. McDermott hopes the new trade 
agreement will augment her office’s efforts to 
bring more agricultural and food processing 
operations to Weslaco.
   It won’t be all technology and Zoom calls 
when COVID subsides. Person-to-person 
selling will remain essential when it comes to 
economic development recruitment.
   “I still want to do face-to-face,” Garcia said 
from Laredo. “So much is built on relation-
ships and you still want to get in front of 
people.”

EDC officials are hoping to utilize the USMCA to spur 
new growth in border trade such as operations at the 
McAllen Foreign Trade Zone. (Courtesy)

New home construction has 
been a positive trend in 2020, 
including this new home in 
Harlingen. (VBR)
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Boat Tours Offer Eye-Opening Look At Port
By Tony Vindell

   Want to learn about the history of one of the 
Rio Grande Valley’s best-known enterprises 
and the geography of the Laguna Madre?
   If the answer is yes, hop on one of several 
charter boat companies based in the South 
Padre Island-Port Isabel area for a tour of 
the Port of Brownsville and the surrounding 
Laguna.
   The deep-water facility can be seen off 
State Highway 48, but an up close look at the 
port is an eye opener as a charter boat makes 
its way along the deep-water ship channel.
   The tours were the original idea of Captain 
Murphy’s. Breakaway Cruises and Osprey 
Charter Services begin their own tours later. 
Each tour provides a wealth of information 
about the Laguna Madre and the port. Valley 
residents can take the opportunity to learn 
more about a piece of history right in their 
backyards.
   Patrick Murphy, of the family run-and-
owned charter services that bears their last 
name, said they started offering the tours 
many years ago.
   “However, our operation was halted be-
cause of 9/11,” he said in reference to 2001. 
“We resumed the tours the following year 
but had to get a clearance to make the trip 
because of safety issues.”

Getting A Look At History & Industry
   Once things got back to near normal, 
Murphy said they began making the 17-mile, 
four-hour trip from their dock. The route goes 
from the southern tip of the SPI jetties to the 
Brownsville Turning Basin. The boat then 
goes south, making a quick stop on South 
Bay where SpaceX can be seen from afar. It 
next makes its way toward one of the region’s 
busiest cluster of companies at the Port of 
Brownsville.
   A closer look reveals a number of jobs 
connected to welding. Workers are seen 
cutting through steel with sparking torches, 
dissembling old war ships, or building and 
refurbishing off-shore oil rigs. The boat then 
passes the old Brownsville Shrimp Basin 
and the home of one of the Gulf of Mexico’s 
largest shrimp boat fleets.
   A few minutes later, the boat passes by 
AmFELS, a sprawling off-shore oil rig enter-
prise. Passengers can see a mammoth-sized 
platform is under construction.
   The boat then passes by a submersible 

Rigs being built at the AmFELS shipyard loom over 
the Port of Brownsville. (VBR
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Your SPI Area Businesses Appreciate Your Support!                                                    

dock, which is named after Solomon Ortiz. 
Ortiz served several terms in the U.S. House 
of Representatives, representing a district 
that ran from Corpus Christi to Brownsville. 
To the south are seven liquid docks that store 
wax, chemicals and different types of fuels.
   A few minutes later, Murphy’s boat goes 
to the end of the ship channel and makes a 
U-turn at the Brownsville Turning Basin. 
It bypasses the old and new buildings that 
house the harbor master’s office. As the boat 
heads back, it goes by an area where three 
warships from the U.S. Navy are being dis-
mantled for scrap metal.
   The boat eventually makes its second pass 
by the Brownsville Shrimp Basin before mak-
ing another swing in Port Isabel and heading 
back to its docks. On the boat are Jack and 
Brenda Baucum, who said this was their 
second time they took the tour.
   “This a trip that never gets old,” she said. “I 
will recommend it to anyone.”
   Minnesota resident Jim Trezona said he 
enjoyed every minute of the trip.

   “We have been here for a week and were 
trying to find something else to do,” he said. 
“You get pretty good information about the 
port and this area. I love it.”
   There’s also an added attraction. Each Port 
of Brownsville trip includes coffee, pastries 
and boiled gulf-caught shrimp.

Shrimp boats make up a formida-
ble fleet in the channel leading to 
Port of Brownsville. (VBR)

Boat passengers get 
a first-hand look at 
the sites of the Port of 
Brownsville. (VBR)
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