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   Good news! It’s all we do! And because of 
you, for you and with you -- that’s all we have 
published in print and online since September 
2009.
   Our crew works crazy hours, especially at 
deadline, to put all the puzzle pieces together 
for each edition of VBR magazine and VBR 
e-Brief. All elements have to mesh, and we 
pride ourselves on big market production 
for you, Rio Grande Valley business and 
community leaders. 
   Ricardo heads up our editorial department 
with first-class journalism. Chris reports and 
writes high-quality feature articles. Angey 
manages all online content as the seasoned 
professional she is. John designs and produces 
our monthly magazine like a rock star. The 
VBR team is unmatched.
   You, VBR readers and advertisers, drive 
us to go the distance. We are passionate 
about profiling local entrepreneurs and 
successful organizations who are responsible 

for the Valley’s economic vibrance. We 
have a collective job description: learning, 
knowing and promoting regional economic 
development. Featuring you, Deep South 
Texas’ talented, skilled and passionate business 
owners, administrative executives and more, 
pushes our team to be on top of our game 
every day.
   Like your company, we have ups and 
downs to overcome. Pushing forward, finding 
solutions and crossing the finish line cannot be 
taught. That comes from within. Our VBR cast 
enjoys presenting pro-business and positive 
community news in true journalistic style to 
you and for you monthly in print and daily 
online. 
   With your continued readership and 
marketing, the sky’s the limit. Together, we are 
one and unstoppable. We are the Rio Grande 
Valley.
   Thank you, RGV for our historic 14-year 
anniversary!

156 & Counting! 
by: Todd Breland
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It’s Back to School Season
and You Can Count on LSNB
to Build Your Success.
Happy New Year Students,
Teachers, and Administrators.

�
	�����

� � ���������������������������������������������������
�����������
�	

20231983

�����������

3
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Beach Picnics Give SPI New Experience
   Growing up the daughter of a restaurateur 
taught Nadia Turner the importance of customer 
service and accommodating a client’s wishes.
   The family’s 5,000-square-foot Ann’s 
Restaurant in San Juan was a popular spot 
for local residents and Winter Texans in 
celebrating birthday parties and anniversaries. 
Turner has stayed in the hospitality business 
and branched out recently into a new realm of 
services. SPI Luxury Beach Picnics By Nadia 
is a far different setting than a restaurant just off 
Business 83 in the upper Rio Grande Valley. 
   It’s a good fit for Turner, though, as she 
describes herself as a “beach person.” The 
same goes for her husband, Louie, a U.S. Army 
veteran and former sheriff’s deputy who owns a 
catering business. The couple has brought their 
varied backgrounds together to host elaborately 
styled and beautifully adorned beachside events. 
There are wedding planners and professional 
photographers who have long used the Island’s 
coastal imagery for picturesque backgrounds.
   Nadia’s beach picnics go beyond simple 
functions and standard photo shoots to include 
hours-long affairs that are fully catered with 
the flourishes of a professional events planner. 
For Turner, her year-old business is more than 
just a venture testing an existing market for 
celebrations and romance on the Island. She has 
a bigger perspective in mind.
   “We want to elevate the tourist experience on 
the Island,” Turner said. “We want people to 
talk about the Island like they do about Cancun 
and Destin.”

Getting Started
   Turner’s seaside events began last summer 
when a friend asked if she could arrange a 
picnic on the beach.
   The concept of doing events on the beach 
intrigued Turner. She decided to give it a go. 
Turner and her husband would soon run into a 
tangle of permitting regulations from the city of 
South Padre Island. Their recounting of dealing 
with the local city hall is that regulators said the 
couple would need multiple permits to cover 
the services they planned to offer. 
   Turning to Cameron County after the local 
bureaucratic roadblock, the Turners found the 
county to be much more accommodating and 
business friendly. Nadia’s friend subsequently 
got her picnic off Beach Access 3 road on 
county-managed beachfront. The event went 
so well that Turner discovered she had a new 

business on her hands.
   “I posted it on Facebook,” Turner said of the 
inaugural June 2022 picnic. “It hasn’t stopped 
since.”

‘Higher-End Vibe’
   The Turner couple is high energy and 
enthusiastic in describing their business 
ventures.
   Louie’s TNT Catering keeps them busy 

region-wide, with Texas State Technical 
College in Harlingen being a major account. 
He has a cooking background in addition to 
his military and law enforcement backgrounds. 
Louie Turner keeps a commercial kitchen in 
Port Isabel, where the couple resides with their 
two young children in addition to having their 
home base in San Juan.
   A third business piece is a concierge service 
that brings clients to and from the Island from 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Louie and Nadia Turner have 
brought their business experiences 
together to give SPI a new tourist 
experience. (VBR)



all points in the Valley. The real attention-
grabber, though, are the picnics and the variety 
of events Nadia Turner stages on SPI’s beaches. 
Her passion and skill for design and décor are 
evident in looking through Luxury Beach’s 
Facebook photo gallery. Featuring at times 
balloons and umbrellas, with flowers adorning 
many presentations, Nadia’s designs are stylish 
and can include white tablecloths stirring with 
the Gulf breeze. 
   It’s all a good fit for the romantic-related 
events that make up a big share of Nadia’s 
business, be it marriage proposals or wedding 
ceremonies and celebrations that follow. 
Complete food and beverage services are 
provided by Louie Turner’s catering with strict 
adherence to the county’s no-glass-on-the beach 
policy. Night events under starry Island skies 
are especially memorable. Small bonfires and 
lighting hang from canopy tents and provide 
striking surfside night imagery.
   “People are always looking for romantic 
things to do,” Louie Turner said. “We’re trying 
to provide a higher-end vibe and incorporate 
things that are more luxurious.” 
   The Island, in the view of the Turners, is 
underserved. Attracting more tourism and 
driving more business to SPI, they said, is “our 
driving force.”

6

Romantic events such as marriage proposals are 
often staged by SPI Luxury Beach Picnics. (Courtesy)

SPI Luxury Beach Picnics stages elaborate events 
on county-managed beachfront. (Courtesy)
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Imagine you have the best business idea in the Rio Grande 
Valley – or perhaps in the whole Lone Star State. It's innovative, 
it's exciting, and it has the potential to revolutionize the market. 
One thing is missing: the cash to turn your vision into reality.

You're driving by the Expressway in Brownsville and see a 
billboard that reads, “Who will win the $40,000?” followed by a 
link. You get home, visit the link on your phone, and discover a 
program that's reshaping the entrepreneurial landscape by 
eliminating financial barriers for local businesses. How? 
Providing the means, mentorship, and cash incentives that could 
launch your startup into success.

A Journey to Success
In the heart of Brownsville, an 8-12 week accelerator program 

and seed fund awaits entrepreneurs eager to take their business to 
the next level. Participants dive deep into refining their business 
concepts, understanding the market needs, and creating a robust 
business growth plan. The goal is not just to mentor but to 
empower and offer the essential resources every entrepreneur 
needs to thrive.

By the end of this year, local entrepreneurs will have received a 
total of $435,000 to take their projects to the next level. If you’re 
in Brownsville often, you may have seen the fantastic apparel 
designed by JZD, eaten the delightful food made by Amor y Pan, 
met Raw Xocolat at a farmers market, or perhaps your favorite 
beer comes from Pluton Brewing Company. All these 
entrepreneurs received business-defining investments from the 
StartUp Texas Program.

This past August 10, 2023, six startups pitched their business live 
on stage to a panel of experts, local and foreign; three of the 
entrepreneurs went home with a check that will take their business 
to the next level.

Winners Transforming Dreams into Reality
TXQ Rubs, led by Lou Castro, won $40,000 after pitching a 

business expansion model that will not only increase their product 
line but be a catalyst for our local food entrepreneurs, bringing the 
first co-packing service to our region.

Coming in second place with a prize of $20,000 was F10 Casting, 
pitched by Nolan “Fish” Navarro, another remarkable enterprise 
with a vision of inclusion and representation that resonated with the 
judges. And not to be overlooked, La Pale Frozen Fruit Bar, a 
venture led by the unstoppable Daisy Alcazar, walked away with the 
third prize of $10,000.

Join the Movement
Are you an aspiring entrepreneur? Do you have a business idea 

that's waiting for a boost? In the world of startups, cash is more than 
just currency; it's the lifeline that fuels growth. It's the key that 
unlocks opportunities and the bridge that connects an idea to its 
potential. Startup Texas is having two more events before the end of 
2023 and at least three more events next year that will welcome 
businesses in the Quality of Life and Emerging Industries areas, and 
you could be a part of it.

Don't let financial barriers hold you back. Join a community that 
believes in your potential and that's ready to invest in your dreams. 
Visit www.startuptexas.com to get started.

A program of the in partnership with
A N  E C O N O M I C  D E V E LO P M E N T  C O R P O R AT I O N

B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M M U N I T Y
 C O R P O R A T I O NI M P R O V E M E N T
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Nursing School Partners With RGV Hospitals
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Three Rio Grande Valley hospitals are 
addressing the region’s chronic nursing 
shortage with a bold plan to develop their 
own registered nurses.
   The hospitals are Harlingen Medical 
Center, Mission Regional Medical Center 
and Knapp Medical Center in Weslaco. The 
group’s parent company is California-based 
Prime Healthcare. The latter has entered 
into an agreement with the Texas School of 
Health Sciences to offer an 18-month, 40-
hour weekly immersion program that will 
prepare nursing students to take licensure 
examinations whose passage will make 
them registered nurses.
   Prime Healthcare and its Valley hospitals 
will pay for all educational and training 
expenses incurred by the nursing students. 
The three hospitals will also provide the 
on-site clinical experiences for the nursing 
students. In return, upon successfully 

completing the program, the students must 
commit to working at least 36 months at a 
Prime Healthcare hospital in the Valley. 
   The first class of 30 students gets its 
start this October at Knapp Medical 
Center, which serves as the headquarter 
hospital for the new nursing school. Kyle 
Hunt, the president of the school, expects 
the program will attract some current 
employees from the three hospitals, along 
with first-generation college students from 
various backgrounds.  
   “Prime Healthcare and its hospitals in 
the Valley believe in their employees and 
in their communities,” said Hunt. “This 
program offers a life-changing opportunity 
for its students.”

Finding The Right Partner
   Hunt is a Victoria native and the son of a 
registered nurse.

   He has a background in banking and 
finance, but it’s healthcare and nursing, in 
particular, that have long been of interest to 
him given his mother’s many years in the 
profession. Years ago, he began formulating 
the vision of a nursing school which could 
partner with a medical institution, like a 
hospital company, and work in tandem to 
develop nurses. 
   Hunt went through the necessary work 
of gaining certifications of authority from 
the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 
Board and the Texas Board of Nursing. 
Even with those in hand, it would prove to 
be a challenge to find the right partner for 
the sort of nursing school where students 
could enroll without the worry of paying 
any of the expenses. Hunt wanted a nursing 
school for deserving students coming from 
moderate-to-lower income families who 
have the ambition and willingness to serve 

Kyle Hunt is the president of the Texas School of Health 
Sciences and his nursing school is partnering with Prime 
Healthcare hospitals in the Rio Grande Valley to develop more 
registered nurses for the region. (VBR)
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their communities through nursing. 
   “I met with many companies but their 
vision was to make money off the backs of 
students,” he said of tuition and training 
expenses. “Prime Healthcare was different. 
They said, ‘We need nurses and we will 
foot the bill upfront.’ ”

Partnering Locally
   The California-based company is doing 
so for its Valley hospitals along with the 
financial support of the Knapp Community 
Care Foundation and the Robert J. Kleberg 
Jr. and Helen C. Kleberg Foundation. 
Thanks to those donated resources, a 
nursing student in Hunt’s school can 
focus on the rigors of a fast-track program 
without worrying about student loans 
or asking family members for financial 
support. Their path to becoming registered 
nurses with an associate degree will come 
without paying a dollar for tuition, training 
and equipment expenses.
   The one condition in addition to 
successfully completing the program and 
passing the nursing exam is to work for 
a Prime Healthcare hospital in the Valley 
for at least three years. Hunt believes 
the Valley is well-suited for that sort of 
commitment since many of its residents 
prefer staying in the area to be close to 
family while earning the training and 
education to gain them a good-paying job.
   “In talking to the applicants, when we 
tell them about the 36-month commitment, 
the reaction we hear is, ‘My education and 
training is being paid for and on top of that, 
you’re guaranteeing me a job?’” Hunt said. 
“They’re pretty pleased about it.”
   For more information on the new 
nursing school, visit tshs-rgv.com or email 
admissions@tshs-rgv.com.

Nurses at Knapp Medical Center in Weslaco make their 
rounds. A new Weslaco-based nursing school hopes to 
add to their ranks in the coming years. (Courtesy)

A nurse at Mission Regional Medical Center keeps busy 
during her rounds at the hospital. Mission Regional 
is one of three area hospitals that will provide clinical 
experience for a new RGV nursing school. (Courtesy)
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   A freshly surfaced pocket parking lot by 
Boggus Ford in Harlingen offers a clue 
of something new afoot by the Arroyo 
Colorado. 
   Take a left from an existing trail of 
two decades into a new section of the 
Arroyo Colorado Hike and Bike Trail. 
It descends to the arroyo and then back 
toward Expressway 77. The new extension 
runs 1.6 miles, going under an expressway 
bridge on a trail lined by wildflowers and 
dense woodlands of mesquite and ebony 
trees. The new trail concludes on Dixieland 
Road.
   The arroyo is visible through clearings 
of cattails and tall sunflowers. White-wing 
doves flutter across the path laid down for 
walkers, joggers and cyclists. The original 
banks of the arroyo tower overhead. They 
are a reminder of how much wider it once 
was before dams and other flood control 
measures diminished the river’s size. There 
is likely no other urban trail in the Valley 
that cuts through as much native habitat as 
this one.
   “When you walk it, you kind of forget 
where you’re at,” said Javier Mendez, the 
parks and recreation director in Harlingen. 
“There’s so much vegetation out there. It’s 
really unique.”
   The new arroyo trail extension, a phase 
two project that cost $1.5 million, is nearly 
two years late in completion. Supply 
side issues and spotty performance by 
contractors were among the culprits in 
the project’s delays. The green space and 
riverside views along the new trail with its 
slopes and three pedestrian bridges indicate 
it was worth the wait.
   “What’s important at the end is that we 
have a product that we can be proud of and 
is safe to the public,” Mendez said.

Dealing With Delays
   In all, the arroyo trail in its two parts 
is now 4.6 miles long. It now runs from 
McKelvey Park on Business 77/Sunshine 
Strip to Dixieland Road on Harlingen’s 
west side.
   The original branch was completed in 
2000. It is the city’s most popular site to 
exercise, from the casual walkers to serious 
runners and speedy cyclists. Harlingen’s 
iconic red rail bridge is the midpoint 

between McKelvey and Boggus Ford on the 
trail’s original stretch. Adding to the trail 
was long wished for and became possible 
in 2020 when the Valley Baptist Legacy 
Foundation made a $1.2 million donation. 
The city contributed nearly $500,000 and 
the design work for a new trail extension 
began. It was decided to go south under 
the expressway and then parallel below 
arroyo cliffs near Rangerville Road, with 
its endpoint on Dixieland Road.
   Initial projections called for completion 

of the phase two trail project in late 2021. 
That goal would prove to be far off the 
mark. There were complexities of dealing 
with the International Boundary & Water 
Commission, a federal agency, since the 
arroyo is an offshoot of the Rio Grande and 
is an essential part of the Valley’s drainage 
systems. The Texas Parks & Wildlife 
Department also had to grant the necessary 
approvals and work with the city on laying 
down a trail on state property under the 
expressway.

Harlingen Trail Features Nature & Fitness
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Three pedestrian bridges offer interrupted 
progress free of vehicular traffic. (VBR)

Two cyclists enjoy vehicular-free rides down the new 
stretch of Harlingen’s arroyo hike and bike trail. (VBR)



Respecting Natural Surroundings
   Then there was the matter of respecting 
the vast amounts of native habitat the new 
trail would run through and coming up with 
an unobtrusive design. 
   “We had to be very careful in the way we 
designed it,” Mendez said. “We wanted to 
leave native trees in place and build around 
them.”
   Finally, as of Aug. 1, the trail extension 
was completed. With its pedestrian bridges 
and by going under the expressway, trail 
users can proceed with no vehicular 
interruptions. It’s a rarity among urban 
trails in the Valley. 
   “No need to battle cars and trucks to 
cross intersections,” Mendez said.
   The ability to go unimpeded for almost 
five miles is something both cyclists and 
runners are already enjoying.
   “It has been all positive,” Mendez said. 
“The cyclists, running organizations, 
everyone we’ve spoken with has been 
impressed with what we’re doing.”
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Wildflowers line much of the path of the new stretch of 
Harlingen’s arroyo hike and bike trail.  (VBR)
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Vegan Baker Finds Sweet Success In RGV
   Amanda Nolan grew up the daughter of 
a small business owner, a mother who set a 
template to follow.
   Sure enough, Nolan started young with an 
artsy bent in making trinkets and homemade 
jewelry popular with her classmates. It gave 
her the first indications of what it’s like to make 
your own money.
   “It was something I was around,” she said 
of the entrepreneurial spirit. “I followed the 
momentum.”
   The lifelong Brownsville resident found her 
passion was baking, especially desserts. At 18, 
Nolan went vegan and it’s a lifestyle choice she 
remains committed to well into her 20s. Living 
in a land of pan dulce and Mexican-influenced 
bakeries, Nolan discovered the obvious when it 
came to vegan dessert shops in the Rio Grande 
Valley. There were none to be found.

Finding Confirmation
   The aspiration set in for Nolan before 
reaching 20 that she wanted to run and own 
her own bakery. She would do it her way with 
products that reflected her belief in the vegan 
lifestyle. Nolan wanted to confirm she was 
right for the business. From 2017 to 2021, 
she worked as a cake decorator at a standard-
style bakery in Brownsville and learned from 
seasoned pros in the business.
   “I had to make sure I liked it as a job and an 
everyday thing I would enjoy,” Nolan said. 
   She did. From there, Nolan found a former 
restaurant building on the western edge of 
Brownsville’s busy FM 802 as the site for her 
future bakery. Initial hopes were to open in 
2020. The national economic difficulties of 
2020 were felt locally. Nolan had to delay the 
opening of what she would call Sweet Craft 
Vegan. The extra time gave her time to build 
up more resources and aim for the right time to 
open.
   That time came in early 2021. What Nolan 
has found over the last two-plus years is that 
enough people in pan dulce country are willing 
to go outside of the box to try something 
different. Many of her customers are in fact 
non-vegan who just enjoy her pastries and have 
become regular customers.
   “As long as it’s good, people will want it,” 
she said.

Good Groove
   At the Sweet Vegan commercial kitchen, flax 

seed replaces eggs with soy or almond milk 
used instead of dairy-derived milk. 
   Chickpea beans are whipped into fluids 
resembling egg whites. It gives Nolan’s vegan 
desserts structure when they lift and expand 
with the heat of an oven. Flour is used by vegan 
bakers since it’s sourced from plants, but vegan 
bakers like Nolan will often go with more 
nutrient-rich varieties than the standard white 
flour found on grocery store shelves. 
   A look under the display window shows that 
Nolan knows her market and community. There 
are conchas along with pumpkin empanadas. 
Colorful pastries with a local flair are referred 
to at the bakery as vegansitos and pinguinos. 
Piggies, which are commonly referred to in the 

Valley as maranitos, are there too with their 
familiar golden orange hue. A taste of a few 
of her selections stack up well with any area 
bakery using traditional ingredients of eggs and 
milk. Nolan’s pastries seem to have a cleaner 
and smoother texture and are sufficiently sweet 
with the use of raw cane sugar. 
   By all appearances, the Sweet Vegan has 
settled into a nice groove. A steady stream of 
customers walks in to look at daily selections, 
which vary a bit day to day. Nolan supplies 
independent coffee shops in Harlingen and 
Brownsville with her pastries, and in the 
process, she enjoys communication with 
similar-aged business owners. A family arrives 
to look over a birthday cake for a teenage 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Amanda Nolan combines her love for baking 
and her belief in the vegan lifestyle at her 
Brownsville shop. (VBR)
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daughter. The teen’s smile says she’s happy 
with what the local vegan baker has come up 
with for a special occasion.

A Rising Future
   The uncertainties of the opening days and 
weeks are behind Nolan as she looks forward 
to new opportunities like shipping her baked 
goods.
   “I was a little scared,” she said, recalling the 
nerves of opening her alternative-style bakery. 
   As it turned out, Nolan said, “people in the 
Valley are willing to try different things.”
   It’s especially impressive she did it on our 
own with no culinary school training or college 
business degrees. Nolan is self-taught and has 
thrived with the support of her family and the 
insights of her mentors. It has taken the young 
entrepreneur this far, with lots more to do 
ahead.
   “I put in the work and got the experience,” 
Nolan said. “I think I got it.”
   The Sweet Craft Vegan is located at 1280 W. 
Ruben Torres, Suite C, a major Brownsville 
thoroughfare more commonly known in 
Brownsville as FM 802. Find more information 
at sweetcraftvegan.com.

DAVIS
EQUITY REALTY

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

(956) 969-8648

SALE PRICE: $992,000 • 2 ACRE LOT • 7,788 SF OFFICE
Bill Summers International Blvd & Business Hwy 83, Weslaco

OFFICE BUILDING FOR SALE

Currently Income Producing property located on Bill Summers 
International Blvd in Weslaco, Texas. Property has a 7,488 sf 

office building and 6,814 sf of covered parking/garages. 
Paved parking and secure gate/fence enhance this site. 

Buyer can take advantage of income as property is leased until 
June 2024. Property has always been leased to a government 

entity/contractor.

2 ACRES WITH OFFICE • INCOME PRODUCING PROPERTY • COVERED PARKING

 Cinnamon rolls made with vegan ingredients 
stack up well with the varieties found in typical 
Rio Grande Valley bakeries. (VBR)

Vegan-style birthday cakes provide 
Brownsville an alternative to traditional 
cake shops. (VBR)
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Developer’s Belief In Mercedes Pays Off
   Mohamed Sharaf’s initial business visit to 
the Rio Grande Valley was one of getting a 
feel for a region where he wanted to build 
and open a travel center.
   The concept is one of a modern-day 
truck stop with lots of floor space for food, 
snacks and beverages with extra-large 
bathrooms. Think Buc-ee’s with a different 
variation of a similar template as designed 
by Sharaf’s Victron Energy Corporation. 
One of his stops on that first RGV visit was 
to Mercedes. It’s where that city’s economic 
development executive director touted her 
community’s heart-of-the-Valley location.
   It was 2020 and Mercedes up to that 
point had seen little growth in recent 
years. Sharaf was nonetheless impressed 
by the presentation of Melissa Ramirez, 
the economic development corporation 
director. She took him to the intersection 
of Expressway 83 and Mile 2 East Road, 
just east of the Rio Grande Valley Premium 
Outlets. Sharaf imagined how that mid-
Valley location could be an ideal spot to 
attract commuters crisscrossing the Valley.
   “Melissa was the first person I met and 
she sold the vision of the city and what 
this corridor could become,” said Sharaf, a 
Dallas-area businessman who is Victron’s 
vice president of development. 
   Three years later, on that same 
intersection during a sweltering summer 
day, Sharaf cut a ribbon to formally open 
the Gateway Travel Center. It includes a 
Wendy’s and a next-door Chick-fil-A. The 
local high school band got things going 
with some marching music as a large crowd 
stepped out of shaded areas to watch Sharaf 
snip a blue ribbon with outsized scissors to 
a hearty round of applause. 
   “We feel really blessed,” he said. “Sales 
have exceeded our expectations and they 
keep growing every month.”

Honoring Father’s Legacy
   Sharaf could have gone anywhere in the 
Valley to develop his 13,000-square-foot 
travel center and connected restaurants. 
   That’s how Mercedes City Commissioner 
Ruben Saldana summarized it in his 
remarks at the Aug. 7 ribbon cutting. Why 
Sharaf chose Mercedes is a combination of 
business acumen and a son honoring his late 
father’s legacy. Ali Sharaf was Victron’s 

founder and Mohamad’s father. The elder 
Sharaf was a Syrian immigrant who came 
to the United States in the 1980s as a civil 
engineer by training and education. His 
business start in the United States was the 
acquisition of a convenience store in the 
Dallas-Fort Worth area.
   It marked the start of a business enterprise 
that would grow to become Victron. The 
Waxahachie-based energy company is today 
a leading fuel distributor and a major retail 
and property developer in Texas. Mohamad 

Sharaf has taken up a key leadership role 
in the company after his father’s passing 
in 2014. He is instilling the values learned 
from his father, including Ali Sharaf’s 
affinity for small towns.
   The elder Sharaf grew up on a farm in 
a small Syrian town near Damascus. He 
brought those sensibilities with him to 
the United States. Mohamad Sharaf said 
his father had a reputation for making 
investments in smaller communities 
with a rural feel. Mercedes is one of 

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Mohamed Sharaf is a Dallas-area businessman 
whose investment in Mercedes is sparking new 
growth in the community. (VBR)
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those small towns – and following in his 
father’s footsteps – Sharaf takes delight 
in seeing the city attracting new business 
after Victron made its investment in the 
community.
   “Our goal, and the city’s goal, was for 
this project to kick start growth for the 
community and turn it into something 
bigger,” Sharaf said of his collaboration 
with Mercedes city leaders. “We want to 
make this intersection one of the more 
dynamic ones in the Rio Grande Valley.”

Positive Impact
   The travel center’s grand opening came 
at a time when Mercedes community 
leaders are poised to announce a major 
retail development with anchor stores and 
new restaurants on a large tract of land 
immediately east of the outlet mall. 
   An announcement on that development 
is expected by year’s end. City leaders 
said the developer has promised the new 
restaurants it’s locating in Mercedes will 
be ones not found in neighboring Weslaco. 
Meanwhile, there are plans for the property 
directly across the expressway from the 
travel center. A large convenience store and 
two well-known national brand fast-food 
restaurants are coming to that part of the 
expressway corridor, city leaders said. 
   City Commissioner Saldana said Sharaf’s 
investment in Mercedes with the travel 
center project is the catalyst for the business 
development his city is experiencing. 
   “It inspires confidence and it’s having an 
effect,” he said.
   All of which Sharaf said fits into how 
Victron does business.
   “For us, it’s more than building a 
business,” he said. “It’s about investing in 
a community like this one and making a 
positive impact.”

WINDWATER HOTEL • 5701 Padre Boulevard, South Padre Island, Texas • 956.761.4913
COUNTRY INN & SUITES • 3825 S Expressway 83 , Harlingen, Texas • 855.516.1090

Community leaders flank Mohamed Sharaf of 
Victron Energy at a ribbon cutting for the Gateway 
Travel Center in Mercedes. (VBR)

The Chick-fil-A mascot generates some 
smiles and good will during the Aug. 
7 ribbon cutting at the travel center in 
Mercedes. (Courtesy)
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   Roberto Silva is a Mission native and 
University of Texas-Pan American graduate 
who left his hometown area before returning 
in recent months to provide behavioral therapy 
services for children.
   Silva began his career teaching special-
education students in Mission and La Joya. He 
enjoyed working with special needs children. 
Silva yearned to serve them in a different way.
   He wanted to specialize in applied behavior 
analysis, a research-based behavioral therapy 
for children diagnosed with autism spectrum 
disorder.
   “In the Valley, resources in ABA are limited,” 
Silva said, “so I moved to Austin.” 
   He accepted a job with ABA Connect as a 
behavior technician. Silva later completed the 
coursework and passed the certification exam to 
become a registered behavior technician. Silva 
then enrolled in UTRGV’s Board Certified 
Behavior Analyst Certificate Program. He 
completed the coursework online while still 
working in Austin. After passing the BCBA 
exam and becoming certified, Silva earned a 
new credential after his name: M.Ed., BCBA.
   Silva also had a new job opportunity. It would 
bring him home to serve as clinic director at 
the first ABA Connect clinic in the Rio Grande 
Valley. The clinic opened on Aug. 21 at 427 E. 
Duranta Ave. in Alamo. It will serve children 
from the ages of 18 months to 18 years old.
   “We noticed the huge need down here and the 
lack of resources,” Silva said.

Developing Individual Plans
 ABA Connect has clinics in Texas and 
Colorado. The company focuses on play-
based therapy, using research-based strategies 

to address challenging behaviors, such as 
aggression, tantrums and self-harm. 
   “Our job as behavior analysts is to collect 
data and identify the reason for the behavior,” 
Silva said. “Once we identify the reasons, we 
must develop interventions to replace those 
inappropriate behaviors.”
   Silva explained how ABA Connect works. 
   “Our services require a diagnosis and a 
referral from a psychologist, neurologist or 
developmental pediatrician,” he said.

    A thorough evaluation of the child is then 
conducted at the clinic. 
   “Every child on the spectrum is different,” he 
said. 
   Once this process has been completed, trained 
professionals at ABA Connect develop a 
customized plan to address the specific needs of 
that child. This plan is executed via one-on-one 
sessions with an ABA therapist using methods 
that include natural environment teaching, 
discrete trial training and social skills programs.

   

Therapist Comes Home To Help Children
By Chris Ardis

 Roberto “Berto” Silva, a graduate of 
Mission High School, has returned to the 
Valley to serve as clinic director at ABA 
Connect in Alamo. (Courtesy)
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Natural environment teaching involves real-life 
environments to teach targeted skills rather than 
attempting to do so through pictures or other 
abstract methods. With discrete trial training, 
the therapist uses a sequential system of 
introducing a concept or behavior, allowing the 
child to respond. The therapist then reinforces 
or corrects the response.
   Rather than being a one-and-done approach, 
discrete trial training is intense and repetitive, 
allowing ongoing practice and application of 
the acquired skill. The social skills program 
at ABA Connect focuses on addressing 
challenging behaviors, such as difficulty 
conversing with others and regulating emotions.

Delivering Training
   The plan for each child or teen is customized, 
so the one-on-one sessions with an ABA 
therapist may range from full-day to half-day to 
a specific number of hours per week.
   ABA Connect also delivers customized 
family involvement training, which includes 
teaching family members the skills the child 
is learning so those skills can be reinforced 
at home. The company also conducts 
consultations with teachers, other school staff 
and any professionals who work directly with 
the child to further reinforce desired behaviors.
   “It’s very important for the parents and those 
who work with the child to also implement the 
interventions,” Silva said. 
   Therapists at ABA Connect consistently 
incorporate language and communication skills, 
motor skills and functional skills. Although the 
clinic is not a tutoring center, they also address 
basic academics and functional play skills. 
   Silva set out to find his niche in the field of 
special education and found it at ABA Connect. 
Now he has come full circle, leading a team of 
technicians and therapists as they serve children 
and teens in the Valley.

Each therapy room inside ABA Connect has 
different toys and other items to attract the 
interest of children with autism spectrum 
disorder. (Courtesy)

Party foam fills the outdoor play area at ABA 
Connect in Alamo on the clinic’s Opening Day 
on Aug. 19. (Courtesy)
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