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   It’s progress report time. With Q2 
beginning, we all have to take a look to 
the past, present and future. What did we 
accomplish over the last 90 days, where 
are we now, but more importantly how are 
we tracking for the year’s goals?
   January through March happened in the 
blink of an eye and now we are zooming 
towards the summer season. Dating back 
from Q4, did we have our ducks in a row 
to start 2023’s projects on time and well-
managed? Are we pacing well? We might 
have been a little slow out of the gate, but 
the calendar didn’t care if we were ready 
or not.
   The Q1 evaluation process is now. We 
grade ourselves and our teams’ planning, 
production and sales. No matter the 
industry you represent, everything boils 
down to project/event planning, execution 
and P&L. If our engines didn’t hit on all 
cylinders through March, this is when and 

where we make adjustments, maybe even 
change the tires. 
   Running our companies and 
organizations is much like maintaining a 
vehicle. To maximize effectiveness and 
efficiency, oil changes, new plugs and 
more are needed every so many miles. 
Wear and tear with no or little service 
work will reduce productivity and could 
possibly leave us stranded. A full blown 
tune-up may be required. 
   Rio Grande Valley leaders, we all know 
about long road trips. Let’s prepare our 
engines for the months ahead with safety 
checks and all the tools necessary for our 
pilots and navigators to achieve success, 
for themselves and our businesses.   
   Enjoying the ride is also a major part of 
the journey. 
   We’re in this together, Deep South 
Texas. We are one. We are the Rio Grande 
Valley. 

Engines Require Tune-ups 
by: Todd Breland
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   Walk into The Roast House in downtown 
Brownsville and the first impression is how 
much space it occupies.
   The formerly cozy coffee shop on Alton 
Gloor Road in north Brownsville has grown 
dramatically since its move to downtown in 
the latter half of 2022. There’s 5,700 square 
feet of space put to use for community 
events, group meetings and of course, great 
coffee. 
   The Roast House is a “full-blown coffee 
shop,” says its owner, Esequiel Silva, 
meaning it makes its coffees in house. Black 
and silver roaster equipment is within easy 
view behind the shop’s long bar. Steam rises 
from one of the roaster barrels as a silver 

fan whirls the beans round and round. The 
finished products will be placed in one- and 
five-pound bags and sold directly to its 
customers.
   Silva, a Brownsville native, is enthused 
about the move to downtown and being part 
of a movement to revive the city’s historic 
core. 
   “Downtown is the jewel of Brownsville,” 
said Silva, who operates the coffee shop 
with his daughter, Esmeralda, and son, 
Esequiel II. “It all started here.”

Going Big
   Opening in 2016, the original location of 
The Roast House was like visiting a favorite 

relative’s house with comfy couches. 
   The Gloor Road location had 1,200 square 
feet of space. In that way, it was much like 
many of the independent coffee houses 
that have sprouted up in the Valley. They 
tend to be cozy over being grand in size. 
The new Roast House on East Washington 
Street goes the other way. The downtown 
site is more than four times larger than its 
successor.
   It exudes a sense of place with iconic 
images of Brownsville featured on its walls 
as painted by local muralists. The elder 
Silva is a businessman through and through, 
owning a trucking company for nearly two 
decades. The coffee shop gives Silva an 

Roast House Goes Big In Brownsville
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Esequiel Silva is finding doing business 
downtown to his liking, (VBR)
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outlet to express pride in his hometown. 
   He was initially a skeptic about moving 
downtown due to limited parking. It was 
also a time before restaurants and other 
leisure-oriented businesses began relocating 
to the city’s center. Discussions with the 
Brownsville Community Improvement 
Corporation began to change his mind 
as did grants provided by the BCIC 
via funding provided by Elon Musk’s 
foundation. 
   “The city, BCIC and SpaceX were 

instrumental in helping us make the 
transition,” Silva said of moving downtown.
Nathan Burkhart, the director of business 
development for BCIC, said The Roast 
House move is one of many business and 
residential developments in recent years 
as the city makes improvements to the 
downtown area.
   “The city continues to invest in the 
underlying infrastructure, and as we 
increase residential density, we will 
have a downtown that is not only family 

friendly, but will have baked in components 
that address affordable housing and 
entertainment for all,” Burkhart said. “The 
fact that we are seeing continued investment 
and redevelopment in the area is a testament 
to hard work of organizations like the BCIC 
and those downtown advocates who always 
saw the potential our hidden gem could be.”

Downtown Haven
   On a recent morning, Silva chats about 
doing business downtown as his daughter 

Open Your 
Checking Account 

Online Today .

 

www.rio.bank
956-631-7890

Facebook.com/RioBankTexas

Instagram.com/riobanktexas
Linkedin.com/company/riobank

Banking made easy, FAST & secure

Esmeralda and Esequiel II’s father 
describes them as being “the faces” of 
the downtown coffee shop. (VBR)
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Esmeralda prepares coffee selections for 
customers filtering in and out of the shop.
   The Roast House is popular with students 
from the nearby University of Texas Rio 
Grande Valley campus and city employees 
who walk over from nearby municipal 
offices. The coffee shop is also a frequent 
stop for police officers and Border Patrol 
agents. They all have a wide choice of 
selections to choose from, be it a French 
vanilla latte to a Texas pecan flavor to 

flavors originating from Brazil, Colombia 
and Mexico.
   Esquiel II, meanwhile, is looking over the 
roasters as coffee beans from around the 
world are prepared and blended for sale by 
the pound. A blackboard high up behind the 
counter touts coffee choices by the bag from 
Africa, India, Indonesia and Latin America. 
   There’s plenty of room to be had at this 
coffee house. Its active social media posts 
feature events like a recent Market Day at 

The Roast House with a classic car show 
upfront on Washington Street. It also hosts 
yoga classes and paint and sip get-togethers 
for local artists.
   Standing out front on Washington by the 
front door of his business, Silva described 
what he wants The Roast House to be. 
   “We want to be a place where people 
enjoy hanging out,” he said. “Just come 
here, congregate and enjoy yourself with 
what we have to offer.”

1-844-GET-VTX1 www.vtx1.net

No Contracts. No surprise price hikes.

VTX1 Internet

Sign Up Today!

WI-FIGHT SOARING PRICES?

The walls of The Roast House contain 
artwork featuring iconic images of 
Brownsville. (VBR)

Roasters are always busy at The Roast 
House in Brownsville. (VBR)
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Center Bolsters Edinburg’s Arts & Cultural Life
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Edinburg is the state’s fifth fastest-
growing city, a fact borne out by a drive 
around town in any direction.
   For Mayor Ramiro Garza, the surge in 
both brick-and-mortar development and 
street expansions is much appreciated. 
The former city manager and economic 
development director knows, however, that 
a city needs more than material growth to 
provide it with a sense of being and place. 
   It’s why the mayor joined in recent years 
with other community leaders to push 
through the building of the $15-million 
Edinburg Arts & Cultural Events Center. 
The facility is now under construction 
on McIntyre Street. It’s surely a choice 
spot right between City Hall and the 
new looming county courthouse that’s 
downtown. The new center will sit where 
Sam Houston Elementary School sat 
for generations as one of the city’s first 
schools.
   Across the street is the original site of the 
Edinburg Junior College, the forerunner 
to Pan American University and then 
eventually to the University of Texas 
System campuses, one of which was UT-
Pan American and today’s UT Rio Grande 
Valley. 
   “The city has come a long way,” Garza 
said of the eras preceding today’s Edinburg 
and its population of over 100,000 
residents. “We need amenities like this 
center as the city continues to grow. It adds 
value to what we have. It’s a form of a 
quality of life every city seeks to have.”

Diversity Of Events
   The 36,000-square-foot arts and cultural 
center will certainly be multifaceted.
   City officials refer to it as the ACE center. 
It will serve as a downtown venue in 
hosting art exhibits, classes and community 
events, conferences and live performances. 
Edinburg in recent years has built up a 
formidable list of yearly and seasonal 
events. They range from a film festival 
to a Dia de los Muertos outdoor dance to 
a Frieda Fest honoring Frida Kahlo and 
women’s empowerment. 
   “On any given day, there could be 
creative writing, dance or art classes, 
films, and visitors enjoying coffee and 
an afternoon pre-show theater talk in the 

lobby,” said Letty Leija, the director of 
library and cultural arts in Edinburg. “The 
center is envisioned as a 12-hour venue, 
with planned use from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m.”
   The city established a cultural arts 
division within its local governmental 
structure to manage and coordinate the 
many events Edinburg hosts. The new 
center will also serve as the administrative 
hub for this wing of city government. It 
will thus strengthen Edinburg’s quest to be 

“a city of festivals,” Garza said.
   “The ACE will provide a home for all 
of the events and things we have going on 
in the city in regards to arts and culture,” 
said the mayor. He then mentions the local 
festivals and events attract 35,000 visitors 
yearly. “It’s going to be a place to connect 
our city from the downtown square to the 
university.”
   Garza often referred to the city’s 
Promenade Park. It runs along McIntyre 

 Edinburg’s Promenade Park plays host to outdoor 
musical events and festivals. (Courtesy)

Edinburg’s Arts & Cultural Events Center will 
offer a variety of events and exhibits in the city’s 
McIntyre Promenade Complex. (Courtesy)
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in front of the emerging ACE with an 
adjoining amphitheater that opened 
last year. In time, water gardens are to 
be built alongside these developments. 
There’s a brick walkway that’s closed to 
vehicular traffic on this stretch of McIntyre 
where outdoor festivals often take place. 
Additionally, City Hall is next door to 
this cultural arts district as is a historic 
1920s-era auditorium that was one of the 
original junior college campus buildings. 
   Present-day UTRGV is just a half mile 
away. It’s a fact the mayor brings up as an 
influence in developing arts in Edinburg. 
   “We have a lot of talented artists and 
entertainers here in our arts community,” 
Garza said. “The university plays a role in 
all of that, so we see it as something our 
residents want and expect.”
‘
Creative Tourism’
   The ACE center is expected to be 
completed in the spring of 2024. Splitting 
its construction funding evenly are the city 
and the Edinburg Economic Development 
Corporation.
   Both the mayor and Leija referred to the 
economic development component of the 

ACE center. Leija expects the number of 
visitors coming to Edinburg for festivals to 
increase significantly over the current mid-
30,000 mark with the opening of what she 
calls “the McIntyre Promenade Complex.” 

   “The center will be a magnet for creative 
tourism,” Leija said. “It will be a venue 
where exhibits from around the country 
will be showcased and shared with the 
community.”

Art classes currently at Edinburg’s library will be 
part of the events at the ACE Center. (Courtesy)

Edinburg held a groundbreaking in early 2022 to 
mark the start of constructing the city’s arts and 
cultural events center. (Courtesy)

Edinburg Mayor Ramiro Garza sees the building 
of the ACE Center as a major boost to his city’s 
quality of life. (Courtesy)
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Youthful Entrepreneurs Achieving In RGV
   As a child, Kendra Chyann Hernandez 
tried to negotiate with the tooth fairy for 
an increase in the rate paid for what was 
placed under her pillow.
   Kendra left a handwritten note, saying 
the teeth she was offering were worth more 
than $2. She asked for a raise to $4. Her 
mother, Josie Ann Hernandez, smiles at 
the memory. She calls up an old photo of 
the note on her cell phone at the family’s 
downtown Harlingen restaurant on Jackson 
Avenue. 
   “I’m a person who has always wanted 
to have money,” Kendra said, and then 
mentions some of the little projects she 
came up with growing up to generate a bit 
of revenue for herself. 
   The 17-year-old is a senior at Harlingen 
High School, graduating a year early with 
plans to attend Texas A&M-Corpus Christi 
and major in business and accounting. 
Before she gets there, Hernandez is a 
force of creativity and energy at Chyann’s 
Specialty Café. The namesake for the 
restaurant has been a teenage partner and 
wise-beyond-her-years entrepreneur in 
collaborating with her mother.
   “She’s my right hand,” Josie Ann said of 
her daughter. “She had the vision for this 
business and has given me so much courage 
to keep going.”
   There are similarities to this story in 
Mercedes where Eddie Howell marvels 
at the smarts and maturity shown by his 
18-year-old nephew, Skyler Howell, and the 
contributions the teen makes at the uncle’s 
insurance business.
   “Skyler comes across as a 20-something-
year-old,” Eddie said. “He’s self-motivated 
and has always been hungry. He has never 
been afraid to work.”

More Resources
   Youthful entrepreneurs are not a new 
development in the Rio Grande Valley.
   What is different today versus past 
generations is the online/social media 
presence that can spawn businesses 
anywhere, and the development of higher 
educational and training institutions that 
provide vastly more resources. Some of 
those elements are visible in Skyler Howell 
and Kendra Chyann, both of whom are 
adept at social media and have the sky-is-

the-limit outlooks of their futures.
   “The RGV can now provide the same 
resources and programming that previous 
Valleyites had to leave elsewhere to 
achieve,” said Nathan Burkhart, the 
director of business development for the 
Brownsville Community Improvement 
Corporation. “With these components in 
place, young Valley entrepreneurs can start 
their ventures here at home, or if they still 
do indeed decide to leave, they have a real 

opportunity to move back and either start or 
join an existing venture in Brownsville or 
throughout the RGV.”
   Eddie Howell is a school board member 
in Mercedes in addition to owning an 
insurance agency in the same city. He 
said many high school students have early 
college curriculums and are dual enrolled 
in area universities and earning post-high 
school credits early. 
   “It’s a different world for these kids now 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Josie Ann Hernandez, right, credits her daughter 
Kendra Chyann, for providing the vision for the 
family’s restaurant business in Harlingen. (VBR)
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with early college (credits) available at 
their high schools,” Howell said. “I do see 
kids being more motivated and looking to 
get out in the workforce quicker.”
   This description would certainly apply 
to his nephew who talks about insurance 
policies like a seasoned pro. He provided an 
analysis of where Eddie Howell Insurance 
fits into the local business landscape.
   “There’s 32 insurance agencies and 
brokerages in the Mid-Valley,” Skyler 
Howell said. “Where we have to pride 
ourselves is customer service. I feel like 
we do a good job on that. Some of our 
customers aren’t comfortable calling big 
companies, so we have to show them we’re 
on their side, fighting for them.”

Giving Back
   In Harlingen, Kendra Chyann speaks the 
same way about her family’s restaurant 
business.
   The teen talks of getting to know her 
customers, what their favorite menu 
items are and building a connection to 
them where she says they begin to feel 

like family. She spoke broadly of what 
her next business venture might look like 
but knows it won’t be in the restaurant 
business. Her youthful counterpart in 
Mercedes is immersed in the family 
insurance business for now while majoring 
in business administration entrepreneurship 
and innovation at the University of Texas 
Rio Grande Valley. Both teens are rooted 
in their communities. Skyler, in particular, 
described his hometown ties.
   “To me, it means giving back to the 
community that has given us so much,” he 
said. “It’s important to remember where 
you’re from. It means a lot to us to be here 
in Mercedes.”
   In Harlingen, Josie Ann Hernandez 
knows her daughter going off to college in 
Corpus Christi will leave a sizable personal 
and business void.
   “She will only be a few hours away 
and can come home some weekends,” 
Hernandez said. “Still, it won’t be the 
same. She has done so much to help me get 
to where we are today. It’s going to make 
me take a bigger role.”

Price:
Lot Size:
Price per Acre:

$320,000
20 Acres
$16,000

Highlights:
• Frontage on Mile 9 North
• Irrigated Farmland

• Water/Electricity available
• Approx. 660’ of frontage

Overview:
20 +/- acres of development/farmland in Mercedes, 
Texas. Land sits 1.8 miles north of I-69 and the Rio 
Grande Valley Premium Outlets. The farmland is irrigated, 
and water/electricity is available. Property is currently 
being leased as farmland. Property can be combined 
with adjacent properties for sale to assemble a total of
approximately 89 gross acres.

DAVIS
EQUITY REALTY

OFFICE    RETAIL    INDUSTRIAL

2300 W. PIKE BLVD. SUITE 101
Weslaco, TX 78596

info@davisequity.com

(956) 969-8648
www.DavisEquity.com

20 +/- ACRES DEVELOPMENT/FARMLAND

30 +/- ACRES DEVELOPMENT/FARMLAND
MILE 2 E RD, MERCEDES, TX 78570

MILE 9 N RD, MERCEDES, TX 78570

Price:
Lot Size:
Price per Acre:

$479,000
30 Acres
$15,967

Highlights:
• Frontage on Mile 2 East 
• Irrigated Farmland

• Irregular tract
• Water/Electricity Available

Overview:
30 +/- acres of development/farmland in Mercedes, 
Texas. Land sits 2 miles north of I-69 and the Rio Grande 
Valley Premium Outlets. The farmland is irrigated, and
water/electricity is available. Property is currently being 
leased as farmland. Property can be combined with 
adjacent properties for sale to assemble a total of
approximately 89 gross acres.

Chyann’s Specialty Café on Jackson Avenue 
in downtown Harlingen features lengthy menu 
choices of brunch dishes. (VBR)

Skyler Howell is playing a key role in 
helping the family’s insurance business 
succeed in Mercedes. (VBR)
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Entrepreneur Finds Right Fit In RGV
   Arturo Leon had never been to the Rio 
Grande Valley when he came here in 2014 
to scout for a place to locate his specialized 
painting business.
   He had already been to southern 
California, where his father lived after 
relocating from Mexico. Warehouse 
space there was hard to find and what was 
available didn’t meet his needs. Visiting 
the Valley, Leon liked the cultural fit and 
immediate proximity to Mexico.
   He decided to try South Texas. The 
Jalisco native’s first business location 
would be in south Pharr. AB Powder 
Coating & Sandblasting began operating 
in 2015. Leon and his family settled in 
Mission. It was the life of a startup. Leon 
recalled initially being a virtual one-man 
company in taking on all facets of the 
business, from doing the paint work to 
cleaning the floors to throwing out the 
trash.
   It was the drive of an immigrant to make 
his mark and be a success in his adopted 
country. 
   “I worked all day, many days,” he 
recalled. “Success came, little by little, as 
people here got to know us.”

Hard Work Pays Off
   The work Leon’s company does is 
intricate and detailed. One piece of 
what AB Powder Coating does is using 
environmentally friendly painting 
techniques that utilize heat and an 
electrostatic process to provide resistant 
coating on virtually any metal surface. The 
company also does sandblasting that can 
clean metal and quickly remove coating 
from many surfaces.
   The work can be subtle but it’s essential 
in an array of different fields. Leon 
mentioned the window work done at a 
recently opened Weslaco restaurant. A glass 
contractor for the restaurant brought the 
window units to Leon’s business location 
and AB Powder Coating did the painting 
trim work there. The finished products 
were taken back to Weslaco during the 
construction process. 
   Coming off a record sales and revenue 
year in 2022, Leon is pleased to have made 
the right decision on where to locate his 
first U.S. business venture.

   “I’m very happy to be here,” he said. 
“My family and I love the Valley.”

Relocating & Succeeding
   Leon’s story is one that’s similar to many 
Mexican nationals who have come to the 
Valley for generations to start or expand 
businesses.
   Proximity to two national markets is 
always a plus. Now more than ever, the 
Valley is becoming the dynamic economic 
regional market analysts and political 
leaders predicted years ago. The region 
now has vastly better higher educational 
and training schools and programs to 
provide industries and small business 
owners like Leon with the workers they 
need.
   “Mexican investors are very familiar and 
comfortable investing in the Rio Grande 
Valley,” said Teclo Garcia, the president 
of the Mission Economic Development 
Corporation. “They actively seek these 

opportunities for a variety of economic 
reasons. There’s a long history of major 
Mexican investments and startups in Texas, 
including the micro businesses we see here 
in the Valley.”
   The United States provides an E-2 Visa 
for business owners like Leon who wish 
to start a company in this country and 
develop and direct its operations. This type 
of Visa is commonly used by incoming 
business operators arriving in the United 
States. It brings with it the added benefit of 
providing jobs in the United States.
   Leon’s AB Coating has made its share 
of adjustments since he came here eight 
years ago. He decided to relocate his 
business to Mercedes last year in seeking 
a more centralized location in the region. 
Leon wanted better proximity to customers 
in Cameron County, specifically those 
in Brownsville and South Padre Island. 
Being tucked away in south Pharr limited 
his visibility, he said, and could make it 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Arturo Leon of Jalisco has found business 
success in the Rio Grande Valley. (VBR)
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challenging for his customers to get there.
   Today, AB Powder Coating is in the 
Mercedes Light Industrial Park, right next 
to Expressway 83.
   “We have so much visibility here that we 
didn’t have in Pharr where we were hidden 
away,” Leon said. “It’s great to be here, not 
only for the great location, but to also be in 
a community that’s growing.”

AB Powder Coating 
& Sandblasting offers 
specialized painting services 
that include coating on a 
number of different metal 
surfaces. (Courtesy)

Paint work on rims is among the 
most common service offerings at AB 
Powder Coating. (Courtesy)

Corner of Ohio and 3rd Street, in front of Historic City Hall • 956.565.2221

DANCE THE NIGHT AWAY!

Thursday, April 30
The Party Begins at Sunset

Historic Downtown Mercedes
Performances By:

Drew & The Dancehall Dreamers
&

Rustic Rose
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Shift To Vacation Rentals Boosts SPI
   South Padre Island is seeing rapid growth 
in its vacation rental industry and enjoys high 
average occupancy rates as compared to its 
Texas Gulf Coast competitors.
   It was a strength highlighted at a recent 
conference hosted by the Vacation Rental 
Managers Association of South Padre Island. 
There was also a list of challenges and areas 
of improvement cited at the mid-February 
meeting at the South Padre Island Convention 
Center. The array of facts and figures cited at 
the meeting included the good news of high 
occupancy rates. 
   On the flip side, the Island’s chief competitor 
in the vacation rental industry – Port Aransas – 
enjoys a significantly better average daily rate 
than SPI. This means Port Aransas is generating 
more revenue per guest room than the Island. 
   “You guys have a better product than Port 
Aransas, but in ADR, you’re considerably 
lower,” said Carlos Casas, who was representing 

Predictive Data Labs at the conference. 
   The same applies when looking at RevPar, 
which stands for revenue per available room. 
South Padre trails its competitors in that 
performance indicator as well, Casas said. 
   “How do you improve your RevPar without 
adversely affecting your occupancy?” Casas 
asked the attendees. “How can you improve 
your revenue management? Look at the zip 
codes driving your revenue and what groups are 
willing to spend more for upscale lodging.”

Emerging Trends
   These key issues are among many for an 
industry seeing rapid growth nationwide.
   Since 2020, vacation rental properties at 
tourist destinations like South Padre have seen a 
surge in popularity. At SPI, vacation rentals now 
generate more than half of the hotel occupancy 
taxes collected at the Island. Analysts and 
tourism industry leaders say the vacation 

dynamic has changed nationally in coming out 
of the public health concerns of three years ago.
   Travelers are searching “for an alternative to 
public spaces,” said Eleana Jones, a broker at 
Padre Getaways. There is more of a premium 
being placed on privacy and keeping families 
safe.
   “Families can be at their own place with their 
own pool and not have to worry about their 
neighbors,” said Lori Miller, the operations 
and service manager for the SPI Convention & 
Visitors Bureau. 
   The trends since 2020 have benefited the 
Island, said Tom Goodman, the president of the 
local rental managers association. The Island 
has capitalized on the shift to vacation rentals, 
he said.
   “We’re here at the bottom of the world and 
we forget that we’ve got a great destination,” 
Goodman said. “People saw the Island as a 
place to escape.”

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Tom Goodman, the president of the Vacation Rental 
Managers Association of South Padre Island, urges 
those in his industry to raise the level of professionalism 
of their work. (VBR)

The popularity of vacation rental 
properties has surged nationally and 
at South Padre since 2020. (VBR)
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Elevating Professionalism
   With this largely batch of good news, 
Goodman said the Island’s vacation rental 
industry needs to focus on a handful of key 
issues.
   They are:
• The generation of more revenue per 

available rooms.
• Better utilization of data and information 

on origin of visitors from large Texas cities 
and examining the demographics of those 
visitors and what their key interests are.

• Elevating the professionalism of vacation 
rental management on SPI.

• Making technological updates in systems 
dealing with reservation and property 
management systems.

• Work closely with local government to 
help city leaders understand their issues 
and avoid overregulation of their industry.

   Goodman said there must be a higher level of 
sophistication in management of vacation rental 
properties on the Island if the local industry is to 
reach its true potential.
   “We’re no longer a mom-and-pop industry,” 
Goodman said. “It’s become a different animal. 
We need to lift the professionalism of our 
industry so we’re not stuck with the stigma of 
being party houses.”

Vacation rental properties on the Island 
now generate more hotel occupancy 
taxes collected by the city than those 
coming from local hotels. (VBR)

Many vacation rentals on South Padre 
offer beachside views and more privacy 
than staying at hotels. (VBR)
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   An exciting announcement rang out across 
Facebook and YouTube in early March as this 
year’s nominees were selected for the fifth 
annual Palm Awards.
   The nominees were selected from 19 plays 
and 21 musicals performed at Rio Grande 
Valley-area high schools. The Palms first 
rolled out the red carpet in 2017. The awards 
are the brainchild of former Pharr-San Juan-
Alamo theater directors Michael Alebis and 
Gilbert Zepeda Jr. 
   Alebis and Zepeda fashioned the Palms 
after the Tony Awards. They highlight 
theater arts education in the Valley and 
showcase talent from on stage, behind the 

stage, and starring theater students and their 
directors. The Palms trophies won’t be the 
only ones shining on May 10 at the McAllen 
Performing Arts Centers.
   The stars of the night, the nominees, will 
sparkle as they pose for pictures and prepare 
for the night’s performances and award-
winning speeches.  
   “Good morning, world, and all who inhabit 
it,” John Garza, president of The Palms 
Board, said to guests at a March 9 nomination 
breakfast, as he credited SpongeBob 
SquarePants for the greeting.
   Garza provided guests with an overview of 
the judging system for The Palms, as well as 

the development of a national panel of judges 
who are charged with selecting the ultimate 
winners in each category. This year, judges 
from the University of Texas at Austin, 
Southern Methodist University, Kansas 
State University and George Washington 
University will conduct workshops for Valley 
theater students prior to The Palms. Garza 
referred to these partnerships as “a pipeline 
for recruitment.”

Giving Back
   Gilbert Zepeda III is a PSJA North High 
School graduate who now works as a FOX 
Sports producer in Los Angeles. He is also an 

Theater Awards Recognize Youth & Arts
By Chris Ardis

Yajaida Flores, director of convention facilities for the 
City of McAllen, welcomes guests to the Palm Awards 
Nomination Breakfast on March 9. (Courtesy)

Board president John Garza provides guests at the 
recent Palm Awards Nomination Breakfast with an 
update on the May 10 event. (Courtesy)

Brenda Cantú, meteorologist for Telemundo 40, announced 
all of the nominees for the fifth annual Palm Awards during 
the Nomination Breakfast March 9. (Courtesy)

Cheers ring out from start to finish of the Palm 
Awards Nomination Breakfast March 9 in 
McAllen. (Courtesy)
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advisory member for The Palms board. He 
does so as a way to honor his father, Gilbert 
Jr., the former PSJA theater director. 
   “I’ve been able to get studio networks 
and industry professionals to help create 
awareness of the Palm Awards and this 
thriving theater community,” Zepeda III 
said.
   He wants to see more Valley students on 
the national stage, not only in theater. 
   “Representation matters,” he said. “Seeing 
a similar image of yourself represented in 
film, television and news gives a realistic 
aspiration for careers to our Valley youth.” 
   Letty Adame also serves on the board 
and provides the nonprofit organization 
an office at her business, API Real Estate 
Business Center. She along with Zepeda III 
and Adame praised Valley businesses for 
supporting the awards in contributing to The 
Palms Scholarship Fund. 
   “Last year, the Palms provided a 
scholarship for college or to attend a 
professional workshop to the winners in 
each category,” Garza said. “Scholarships 
range from $500 to $1,500. Last year, we 
gave out $25,000 in scholarships.”

Share your expertise.
Our mission at SCORE is to help small businesses 

through free mentoring and workshops.
Contact Robert Paino at (516) 246-5041 

robert.paino@scorevolunteer.org
Visit www.score.org/RioGrandeValley

Our community in the Valley needs you. 
IF YOU ARE A LEADER, VOLUNTEER WITH US.

Palm Awards sponsors who donate $2,500 have the honor of 
announcing a winner at the Palm Awards. Evelyn Cano, co-owner of 
Grande Produce LTD Co. had this honor in 2022. (Courtesy)

Hershal Patel, manager of 2022 Palm Awards Presenting 
Sponsor Ruby Red Hospitality, presents one of the 
awards at the event. (Courtesy) 
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Business Impact
   Zepeda envisions more support in the years 
ahead. He says the efforts of local businesses 
can lead to more journalism and theater industry 
professionals coming to the Valley to mentor 
Palm awards students. Adame, meanwhile, sees 
the Palms as helping the local economy.
   “The direct impact is the local spending on 
purchasing supplies to make the outfits for the 
play or musical, buying the supplies to build 
the set, wages paid to photographers, judges, 
videographers and sound and light crews,” 
she said. “The day of the big event in May, 
speakers, attendees, cast and crew members, 
and family and friends … they all spend money 
at nearby hotels, restaurants, beauty salons and 
boutiques.” 
   The community, both businesses and 
individuals, can further support the Palms by 
sharing the organization’s Facebook posts and 
YouTube videos. Tickets, now on sale, are also 
available for purchase to the event. Ticket prices 
range from $20 to $30. For more information, 
visit the Palm Awards Facebook page or send 
an email to info@palmawards.com.
   The Palms has developed strong partnerships 
with the National Hispanic Foundation for the 
Arts, Warner Bros. and a growing number of 
stars. This year, for the first time, Telemundo 40 
will broadcast the Palm Awards live.
   This will give McAllen and the Valley 
international exposure,” Garza said. “We work 
hard to create and foster these relationships, 
and our economy is getting a boon from the 
Palm Awards.”

Theater students from Brownsville to La Joya take 
part in the 2022 H-E-B Tree Lighting Ceremony in 
McAllen. (Courtesy) 

Theater students and directors from across the 
Valley will walk the red carpet at the fifth annual 
Palm Awards May 10 in McAllen. (Courtesy)
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