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   It was well established in the 
literature that leaders who had the 
ability to inspire, motivate and 
intellectually stimulate followers 
saw positive organizational 
outcomes such as increased job 
satisfaction, high employee morale, 
lower turnover rates and more 
employee motivation. However, 
there is emerging research 
that suggests transformational 
leadership is not always the best 
way to lead. In fact, there are 
a handful of studies that found 
that the use of transformational 
leadership was correlated to some 
very negative outcomes such as 
higher burnout rates in followers, 
less job satisfaction and lower 
employee morale.  However, one 
thing has remained constant in the 
literature on leadership and that is 

that leaders need to be Emotionally 
Intelligent.  Emotional intelligence 
is defined as the ability to 
understand and even manage one’s 
emotions.
   The term was first coined in 
1990 by researchers John Mayer 
and Peter Salovey but was later 
popularized by Daniel Goleman. 
Quoted in a Harvard Business 
Review article, Goleman stated, 
“The most effective leaders are 
all alike in one crucial way: they 
all have a high degree of what has 
come to be known as emotional 
intelligence.”
   Goleman’s model of emotional 
intelligence has four components. 
The first one is self-awareness. As 
leaders, are we aware of ourselves? 
Do we know our strengths? Do we 
understand our weaknesses? 

   The second component of 
emotional intelligence is self-
management. Do we know how 
to manage ourselves? Managing 
one’s emotions, particularly in 
stressful situations, is easy to talk 
about but very difficult to do. 
   The third component of 
emotional intelligence is social 
awareness. Basically, that means 
we pay attention to those around us 
with the purpose of understanding 
them. 
   Finally, the fourth component 
of emotional intelligence is 
relationship management. 
Relationships with others are 
critically important to our ability to 
develop as effective leaders. 
   It is simply not enough these 
days for leaders to know their 
tasks well. Today’s leaders must be 

emotionally intelligent in order to 
lead effectively.
   Dr. Barbara Baggerly-
Hinojosa is the CEO of 
Leadership Empowerment Group 
LLC. Contact her at info@
leadershipempowermentgroup.
com or visit 
leadershipempowermentgroup.com.

We Need Emotionally Intelligent Leaders
By Barbara Baggerly-Hinojosa, PhD
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RGV Ranks High Among Tourist Spots
   It’s the sort of 70s-degree January 
day that draws Winter Texans to the Rio 
Grande Valley as Cathy Sutton stands on 
a riverside pavilion at one of the two RV 
parks she manages in Mission.
   It’s the weekly hamburger lunch day at 
the Chimney Park RV Resort, a Wednesday 
treat that features live music played by 
Winter Texans from area parks. Sutton calls 
it “coming up with ideas on what sets our 
parks apart” in a community that a recent 
national survey ranked sixth in the nation 
for winter visitors. StorageCafe ranks 

Mission as the top destination among Texas 
cities for winter visitors.  
   For Sutton, a Florida native, the 
attraction of Mission and the Valley 
became apparent shortly after she arrived 
in 2019 to oversee the acquisition of Seven 
Oaks Resort in south Mission. In 2022, her 
company purchased the nearby Chimney 
Park. Sutton was also a year-round local 
resident by that point. 
   “I came here for a few months but liked it 
so much that I’m still here four years later,” 
she said.

Picturesque Setting
   Chimney Park is among the more 
interesting RV parks among the hundreds 
operating across the Valley.
   The park has the Rio Grande as its 
southern boundary. Border Patrol boats 
motor down the U.S. side of the river while 
national guardsmen back their jeeps up to 
the edge of the river within easy view of 
Chimney Park’s main office. The border 
wall stands on a levee above a portion of 
the park, meaning as Sutton puts it, “we’re 
on the Mexican side of the wall.”

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Chimney Park RV Park is nestled along the 
banks of the Rio Grande in Mission. (VBR)



   Chimney Park is in actuality on U.S. 
soil, and  is remarkably both calm and 
idyllic. Sutton is describing the uniqueness 
of Chimney Park just steps away from its 
namesake structure, which in the early 1900s 
served as a pump station to steer river water to 
irrigate some of the Valley’s first farm fields.
   “We had concerns before we got here,” 
Sutton said in reference to border security 
reporting via national cable television 
channels. “They were alleviated in our minds 
when we saw it’s nothing like what you see on 
the news. It’s beautiful here and we feel very 
safe being here.”

Fostering a Community
   Border Patrol agents are welcome at the 
weekly burger lunches on Wednesdays 
at Chimney Park and are yearly guests at 
Thanksgiving lunches. Park residents often 
travel to Mexican border cities for medical 
services and prescriptions that are usually 
more affordable on the other side of the 
river. And the park’s residents demonstrate 
the empathy they have for their neighbors 
by organizing a yearly toy drive for 
orphanages in Mexico.
   “It’s the people,” said Dawn Mundt, 
a Winter Texan resident and one of the 

musicians featured at the weekly Chimney 
Park hamburger lunches. “You look for 
community and here, when you walk 
around the park, you hear, ‘Come on 
over and have a drink with us, or stay for 
dinner.’ It’s really hard to leave a place like 
this one.”

Friendly Folks
   It’s both that friendliness and welcoming 
spirit that are keys to making the RGV so 
attractive to winter tourists, Sutton said.
   In her native Florida, she says, winter 
tourists are referred to as snowbirds 
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River views are aplenty at Chimney 
Park in Mission.(VBR)

Chimney Park RV Resort is one of 
many fine parks in Mission that makes 
the city the sixth best destination for 
winter tourists, according to a recent 
national survey. (VBR)
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and seen “as pests who clog up the roads at restaurants.” These 
differences in views from South Texas in comparison to Florida is 
certainly remarkable, Sutton said.
   “I was shocked when I came here and saw how they are 
welcomed in the Valley with festivals and discounts at 
restaurants,” she said of Winter Texans. “The communities here 
are far friendlier, and you mix that in with the price and proximity 
to Mexico for medical services, and you have a great place for 
them to come.”
   And overall, in Texas when it comes to winter tourists, there’s no 
better place than the Valley. McAllen ranks 17th nationally in the 
StorageCafe Survey, while Weslaco comes in at 22nd and Mission 
places in the top 10. The three RGV cities rank as the best ones 
in Texas for winter tourism, with College Station and Galveston 
rounding out the top 25 in the national survey.
   “Come to Mission, Texas,” Sutton said. “You won’t have to deal 
with the high prices of Florida and you will be welcomed here in a 
beautiful part of Texas.”

The chimney from a historic water 
pump station rises above shuffleboard 
courts in Mission. (VBR) E D I N B U R G E D C . C O M

EDINBURG
FIND EVERYTHING IN

RAUDEL GARZA
Executive Director

raudel@edinburgedc.com
(956) 388-8914
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EDC Building Team To Match City’s Growth
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Raudel Garza’s first year as executive 
director of the Edinburg Economic 
Development Corporation has been “100 
mph from day one.”
   Garza is hardly complaining in making 
that assessment with Edinburg. The city is 
growing at such a rapid clip, he said, and 
bringing with it “lots of opportunities and 
challenges.” For an economic development 
specialist, it’s a fertile field to grow jobs and 
recruit new industries while nurturing small 
businesses and entrepreneurs. Garza is doing 
so while building a staff and organization 
from scratch given the different models of 
economic development Edinburg utilized 
prior to his arrival in November 2022.
   “Edinburg was looking for someone who 
had done this kind of work before,” said 
Garza.
   Garza came to Edinburg after a 10-year 
stint as Harlingen’s chief executive officer 
for economic development. He speaks of 
“building up a team” and putting processes 
in place while giving the EDC some 
independence from city government. Garza 
and his staff no longer office at City Hall 
but he collaborates frequently with the city 
manager and is attuned to the goals of the 
City Commission. Like other EDCs, the one 
in Edinburg has its own board who Garza 
reports to. The entire organization is under 
the purview of the city government.
   Having some space between the two 
entities allows Garza to have enough leeway 
to pursue strategies and projects as his 
colleagues do across the Rio Grande Valley. 
For the economic development specialist, 
it has been a year of developing “more 
retail, more hospitality, more industrial” in 
a city whose population has climbed to over 
100,000 residents.

Industrial Park Rising
   Among the top items on Garza’s 2023 list 
was the development of the city’s North 
Industrial Park.
   Development in similar industrial parks 
has flourished across the Valley. Edinburg 
had fallen a step back in that regard in the 
midst of all of its population and residential 
growth. The nearly 400-acre industrial park 
north of Edinburg and adjacent to U.S. 
Highway 281 had muddled along in recent 
years. 

   In 2023, Nicho Produce announced 
plans to build a 50,000-square-foot cold 
storage facility at the North Industrial 
Park. Nicho will utilize the facility as a 
hub to deliver fruits and vegetables from 
Laredo to Corpus Christi and south to the 
Valley. It would be a harbinger of further 
development with Garza saying three other 
companies have closed on property space at 
the industrial park. Three other companies 
are close to doing the same, he said. 
   Edinburg’s South Texas International 
Airport is also north of town on 281. 
It has become the airport of choice for 
governmental entities such as the Texas 
Department of Public Safety and the U.S. 
Border Patrol. Garza is working with 
airport leadership on industrial possibilities 
for the airfield and possible connections to 
the emerging industrial park.  
   “I think all that we’re seeing developing 

north of town enhances our ability to 
market the airport and industrial park,” 
Garza said.

Retail Rush
   On the southern edge of the city is 
Trenton Road, which Garza describes as “a 
hot retail area.”
   It’s where Shoppes at Rio Grande Valley 
is located and where Trenton meets up 
with 281. The Edinburg shopping center 
saw new tenants open in 2023, including 
a Michael’s. It’s also an area with a 
considerable number of restaurants and 
coffee shops. Garza said a new phase 
three of the Shoppes area will include a 
Courtyard Marriott hotel. 
   To bolster its retail efforts, Edinburg 
announced in December that it was 
partnering with Retail Strategies, a national 
retail consulting firm. Together, they 

 Raudel Garza, left, is using his experience in 
economic development to build a team in Edinburg 
that can effectively promote the city. (Courtesy)
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will make improvements in recruiting 
more retailers to the city and devise new 
strategies to do so. Edinburg EDC Board 
President Veronica Gonzalez announced 
in late 2023 that the city was “launching 
aggressive recruitment efforts to attract 
retailers.” Connected to those efforts is a 
goal to improve entertainment venues in 
Edinburg, Garza said. He pointed out that 
the city does not have a bowling alley or 
a large family entertainment center like a 
Main Event, which offers an array of games 
and activities. 
   Another item on Garza’s checklist is 
launching the Façade and Lot Improvement 
Program. The grant program helps small 
businesses in the city make improvements 
to their facades, landscaping and overall 
exterior look. The Edinburg EDC has 
allocated $400,000 to get the program 
started in 2024 and will support at least 40 
qualifying businesses. Many other RGV 
cities have implemented similar programs. 
FLIP’s first priority is to help downtown 
businesses and other parts of the city 
adversely affected by recent economic 
trends.
   Edinburg looks to have made strides 
in 2023 in stabilizing its economic 
development efforts. In 2024, Garza will 
be looking forward to further building his 
team and matching economic development 
efforts with the overall growth of Edinburg.

Raudel Garza has worked 
in his first year on the job 
to build a team to bring 
more industries and jobs to 
Edinburg. (Courtesy)

A new Michael’s at Shoppes at Rio Grande 
Valley represents the sort of retail growth 
Edinburg is seeking. (Courtesy)

Adding new retail space like this Michael’s 
at the Shoppes At Rio Grande Valley is key 
Edinburg goal in 2024. (Courtesy)
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   Ben Little describes his South Padre Island 
restaurant as being “a bit off the beaten path,” 
on the bay side a block off Padre Boulevard.
   Lobo Del Mar Café is on Palm Street at a 
spot adjacent to where the road ends before 
getting to the Laguna Madre. A recent visit 
to the restaurant on a late January weekday 
morning was busy, even during an off-season 
winter month when tourist numbers wane. 
For Little, it’s indicative of how Lobo Del 
Mar cultivates its customer base beyond 
seasonal crowds on the Island.
   “You need to put an effort to show the 
locals that you run specials every day,” said 
Little, who oversees the daily operations of 
the family-owned restaurant. “It’s a way of 
getting them familiar with you and building 
your local trade, not just the Island, but Port 
Isabel, Laguna Heights and Brownsville.”
   The year-round strategy appears to be 
paying off, judging by the number of diners 
enjoying their brunch. A bayside patio had 
diners a plenty. The wait staff was busy using 
the walkway connecting the two halves of 
the restaurant in serving customers. It’s an 
overall Island goal to become more of a 
year-round destination versus being wholly 
dependent on spring and summer tourists. 
   Lobo Del Mar, it would appear, has gotten a 
head start on that pursuit.
   “You do whatever you can to build up your 
business from all of your communities,” 
Little said.

Eclectic & Interesting
   Little is a Los Angeles native with years of 
experience in the restaurant business.
   He managed restaurants in Hawaii for 
years as well as ran similar businesses on 
the West Coast. Little speaks of enjoying the 
friendliness of the Rio Grande Valley and 
the state as a whole. He calls it “that Texas 
respect of people saying ‘yes sir,’ ‘thank you, 
ma’am’ ... not that sort of ‘whatever’ attitude 
of L.A.”
   Little came to South Padre six years ago 
with the family group he married into 30 
years ago. The family that is headed by 
Rupert and Carrol Buntin acquired the Lobo 
Del Mar in 2018 as one of various business 
interests they own on the Island. The Buntins 
have lived in Hawaii, Washington, Alaska 
and Mexico before deciding to settle on 
South Padre. 

   The menu of the eclectic restaurant on 
Palm Street reflects the diverse background 
of its owners. There’s a hula chicken 
sandwich with its Hawaiian influences of 
grilled pineapple to go with crispy bacon and 
Teriyaki sauce. Other dishes feature cod and 
salmon selections that reflect the years the 
Buntin family spent in Alaska and the Pacific 
Northwest. The family has Texas roots so 
there’s also state favorites like ribeye steaks 
and chicken fried steaks. 
   Wrap it all up with the ambiance and beauty 
of South Padre. The restaurant is currently 
thriving in a place that the well-traveled Little 
has come to appreciate.
   “I really like it here,” he said. “This is an 

interesting place, the ocean, the sand dunes, 
the great weather year-round ... just the 
friendliness and welcoming spirit you feel 
here.”

Family & Music
   Beyond the great food, Lobo Del Mar 
also features an array of entertainment that 
includes live music and dance styles.
   There’s a weekly “Fam Jam” with the 
unique experience of bagpipes on the edge of 
the bay’s waters. It’s a time for savoring “the 
timeless sounds of this age-old instrument,” 
says promotional material provided by the 
Buntins. Another night explores a variety of 
dance styles with performers demonstrating 

SPI Restaurant ‘Off Beaten Path’ Thriving
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Ben Little oversees the daily operations of the 
family-owned Lobo Del Mar. (VBR)



Polynesian dance, belly dancing, western swing 
and dancing accompanying Mexican music.
   Little says the restaurant’s owners pride 
themselves in offering a great family-oriented 
venue. They also do what needs to be done, be 
it helping wait staff serve customers or greeting 
incoming diners. 
   “It’s a family-operated business,” he said. 
“People see it and feel it when they come here. 
They meet family members and know their 
names. People here are really hospitable to you 
if you’re hospitable to them.”
   Lobo Del Mar is located at 204 Palm Street. 
The restaurant opens daily at 7 a.m. with a 
bevy of $7 morning meal deals. Running those 
specials, which in Little’s view builds up the 
local trade, helps make the restaurant thrive 
beyond the heavy tourist months.
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Diners at Lobo Del Mar take 
a spin on the dance floor with 
live music available weekly. 
(Courtesy)

Many styles of dance 
from around the world are 
featured weekly at Lobo 
Del Mar. (Courtesy)

The hula chicken sandwich with a 
grilled slice of pineapple reflects 
the years Lobo Del Mar’s owners 
spent in Hawaii. (VBR)

 Lobo Del Mar 
Café offers bayside 
dining on South 
Padre Island. (VBR)
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Donna Store Offers New Candy Twist
   Dinah Sanchez saw on TikTok where the 
sweet novelty of freeze-dried candy was 
garnering a considerable amount of attention 
and viewer numbers. She was intrigued by the 
concept of candy in freeze dried form. How 
does it taste? What is its texture? A further look 
around revealed there was almost none of this 
sort of product in the Rio Grande Valley. 
   After ordering a few packages of such candy 
and giving it a taste and sharing some with 
her sister, Sarai, and mother, Juanita, the three 
women who had never been in business decided 
to dabble in it. They moved forward to invest 
in the equipment that achieves the delicate 
balance of freezing candy at extremely low 
temperatures and then subjecting it to a vacuum 
mechanism. The end result is water evaporating 
from ice to vapor. 

A Freeze-Dried Fusion
   Being in the Valley, the mother-and-daughters 
team set out to infuse South Texas culture into 
their creations. There’s paletas of freeze-dried 
mango enchilada and freeze-dried sandia 
enchilada flavors. Bite-size multi-color treats 
of enchilada crunch are also available. The 
regional flavors sit side by side at the Sanchez’s 
Donna store with traditional choices like freeze-
dried candy corn, Jolly Puffs derived from Jolly 
Ranchers and Double M Crunches that were 
once M&M candies. 
   Out to community markets in Alamo. 
Weslaco and Harlingen, they initially went 
with their clear plastic pouches of freeze-dried 
treats. The customer reception from the start 
was favorable. It led Sarai Sanchez to up the 
family’s ambitions and make a suggestion to 
her mother and sister. Take the next step and 
establish a store front. 
   “Why don’t we bring people to us?” she 
asked recently from the RGV Sweets N Treats 
store on North Salinas Boulevard in Donna. 
   They have done just that while continuing to 
go to the markets where they got their start.

Outer Space Feast
   “Feast like the astronauts!”
   That’s the unofficial but often-stated motto of 
RGV Sweets N Treats. Freeze-dried food has 
long been a staple for men and women going 
into space because of its durability and ability 
to survive challenging elements. Candy that 
is freeze dried contains the same amount of 
nutrients as regular candy. So generally, you’re 

not going on a health kick when biting down on 
Double M Crunches versus regular M&Ms.
   Freeze-dried candy is better for your teeth, 
especially for people wearing braces, and it can 
last up to an astounding 25 years in the right 
conditions. There’s also the fun element of the 
crunchy nature of freeze-dried candy for those 
who enjoy that texture in their sweets.
   “It’s a unique way to enjoy candy,” Sarai 
Sanchez said. “People come in and taste 
samples and you see the smiles on their faces. 
That’s why we do it, really, to bring some 
additional sweetness to the Rio Grande Valley 
and bring smiles to their faces.”

Reaching Out, Branching Out
   Eighty percent of RGV Sweets sales are 
in-store purchases and 20 percent are online 
sales. The Sanchez’s Donna-based business has 
shipped products to all 50 U.S. states and far-
flung destinations like Alaska and Puerto Rico. 
They have learned the ways and strategies of 
social media. 
   “We get the public involved,” Sarai said. “We 
ask them questions about what they like and get 

them involved in voting with polls we run to 
see what interests them.”
   Dinah Sanchez says she is often amazed by 
the thousands of views and reactions a simple 
video will get and the eagerness of social 
media viewers to participate in expressing their 
opinions on a range of topics.
   “The whole aspect of social media was scary 
at first for us,” Sarai said. “It’s something we 
had to learn how to use and utilize.”

Family Affair
   “It takes a village,” Sarai Sanchez said of 
operating the family’s business in Donna. 
   Sarai and her younger sister Dinah are 
immersed in nursing school at South Texas 
College in McAllen, so mother Juanita is 
often at the store during regular weekday 
business hours. She greets customers while 
also explaining the freeze-dried concept and 
flavors. It’s a process, Juanita said, making the 
product at their home in Alamo, the packaging 
and sorting and shipping abroad, and meeting 
people who come to their Donna store to try a 
different way to enjoy candy.

By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Juanita Sanchez and her two daughters, Sarai 
and Dinah, offer a wide range of freeze-dried 
candies at their Donna store. (VBR)
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   “That’s the biggest thing we’ve enjoyed being 
in business,” Sarai Sanchez said. “Just meeting 
so many different people, our customers and 
other people involved in running and owning 
their own small businesses. It’s amazing how 
much creativity there is out there in the Valley.”
   One of them is at 108 N. Salinas Boulevard 
in Donna, with more information available at 
rgvsweetsntreats.com.

DAVIS
EQUITY REALTY

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

(956) 969-8648

SALE PRICE: $1,182,590 • 32 ACRES
LOCATION: 4716 S JACKSON RD, MCALLEN, TX 78503

32 ACRES • MCALLEN, TX

32 acre site located on S Jackson Road and in the path of 
progress for McAllen and Pharr, Texas. City of McAllen utilities 
located to the north approximately one mile. Paved frontage on 

Jackson Road and Whalen Road. Jackson Road is a main 
commercial truck route from the Pharr International Bridge to 

Interstate 2/Interstate 69-C. Site is ideal for industrial 
development or multi-family.

RGV Sweets N Treats offers regional 
flavors for its freeze-dried candy 
selections. (VBR)

Paletas and crunchy bits offer a 
‘feast like the astronauts.’ (VBR)

The lights are kept on freeze-
dried candy at RGV Sweets N 
Treats in Donna (VBR)
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Planning Tomorrow Today
by: Todd Breland

   Business leaders across the Rio Grande Valley 
are already getting ready for the spring and 
summer. Oh how we enjoy our golf courses, 
beach, waterpark and more. The season 
for filled soccer and baseball fields, patio 
restaurants and walking trails is just around 
the corner. Membership directors and spring 
and summer planners are putting the finishing 
touches on their offer for the months ahead. 
   Outdoor enthusiasts are already making 
purchases to get their exercise on -- from 
swimsuits to cycling equipment to workout 
wear. Spring time invites countless options to 
get the heart rate up and enjoy some cardio 
therapy. Soccer and baseball leagues are gearing 
up for our kids to further learn teamwork skills 
while burning off after school energy. 
   These mentioned activities and more help 
local businesses at the perfect time. After a 
bizarre winter, but fortunately not as strange as 
mid-February 2021, our local sports businesses 
will certainly appreciate the patronizing. The 

Valley has plenty of choices to buy uniforms, 
bikes, golf clubs, safety equipment and more. 
Buying from our neighbors further builds our 
local economy. 
   When summer arrives, we know how to deal 
with the heat. Sunblock and plenty of hydration 
keep us in the game. Keeping ourselves and the 

kiddos hydrated is a must when we hit the field 
and take a swing at that par-3 hole in one. 
   Our local businesses will be fully prepared 
this month for upcoming outdoor activities.  
   Let’s support our hometown entrepreneurs 
who are ready for Team RGV. Shopping 
neighbors keep our money at home. 

Planning Tomorrow Today
by: Todd Breland

Businessman Supports `Habit’ With New Store
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

   Roel Villanueva was enthralled with 
fireworks as a boy growing up in Mercedes.
   The Mexican-style palomas were his 
favorites, the triangle shaped firework 
known for packing a punch with their 
concentrated amounts of gunpowder and 
being loud enough to trigger car alarms in 
neighborhoods. Villanueva was just shy of 
10 years of age when he didn’t flee the scene 
fast enough from a paloma ready to go off. 
It went off at a too close distance to his right 
ear.
   “I lost 20 percent of my hearing in that 
ear,” he said. “Did that deter me from my 
love of fireworks? Absolutely not.”
   Villanueva has a day job. He is a State 
Farm Insurance agent in Pharr. The love 
of fireworks, however, has never left him. 
The sight and sounds of them, even the 
smell has always been an allure for him.    
Villanueva recalls that he “still had the bug” 
when turning 18 years old, showing that his 
fireworks fix wasn’t just a thrill from his 
youth. In 2006, he began selling fireworks 
from a small booth in front of his home in 

south Mercedes.
   “It was a little bit of a thing to support my 
habit,” Villanueva said. 
   Sales increased incrementally through 
the years during the busiest fireworks-
selling time of the year – the ending days of 

December leading to New Year’s Day. Sales 
are less brisk but still robust for the Fourth 
of July. The year 2020 was a watershed 
time for sales with a tripling over 2019, 
Villanueva said. Sales would then double in 
2021 over the previous year. 

Businessman Supports `Habit’ With New Store
By Ricardo D. Cavazos, Content Editor

Insurance agent Roel Villanueva 
goes `big’ with a new fireworks 
store in Mercedes. (VBR)

The Killer V Fireworks store 
sparkles with a variety of unique 
products. (VBR)
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Roel Villanueva turned a lifelong 
fascination with fireworks to a spacious 
store and business in Mercedes. (VBR)

   The ambition of opening a storefront for 
his supply of fireworks took root during that 
time.
   “It started getting bigger and bigger, 
with the variety and prices I offer, and 
then I thought, ‘You know what? This is 
possible,’” he said.

Going Big
   On Dec. 20, just in time for New Year’s, 
Villanueva opened Killer V Fireworks & 
Pyrotechnics. The location is within an easy 
view of Expressway 83 on 432 N. Michigan 
in Mercedes.
   He was exuberant on that day amongst the 
ribbon-cutting ceremonies provided by the 
Mercedes Chamber of Commerce. Opening 
a business in his hometown, “means the 
world to me,” he said. Villanueva is a 
member of a board overseeing the Mercedes 
Economic Development Board, so opening 
a business in his hometown shows he is 
willing “to put my money where my mouth 
is. Here’s what I’m doing. What are you 
doing?”
   Villanueva’s call to arms of sort to others 
to invest in Mercedes was secondary on 
grand opening day to going through what 
his spacious fireworks store has to offer. 
He has more than 700 unique items, he 
says, 20 different types of Roman candles 
and the same amount of variety of canister 
shells. Mini-viewer screens were available 
throughout his store as customers could see 
videos of what individual fireworks can do 
by scanning a bar code and taking in the 
flashes and colors of Villanueva’s products.
   “I never dreamed I’d go this big,” he said.

Keeping Busy
   Beyond his fireworks store, Villanueva 
has become state licensed in pyrotechnics, 
meaning he can stage large firework shows 

in addition to doing the same on a smaller 
scale for birthday parties, graduations and 
weddings. 
   It keeps him busy in addition to his 
insurance business and in the months 
between the designated weeks, Villanueva 
is allowed to sell fireworks as defined by 
state law. What began as a fascination in 

his youth to fireworks that continued to 
dabbling in the business in his early adult 
years has now become an active part of his 
work life. Villanueva couldn’t be happier 
about it for himself and his community.
   “This is my town,” he said. “I’ve always 
wanted to do something like this in my 
hometown.”
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   The drive from Buffalo, NY to McAllen 
takes approximately 28 hours.
   That road has led Evan Thielman on 
personal and professional journeys he 
could not have foreseen. Born and raised 
in Buffalo, Thielman earned a bachelor’s 
degree in industrial engineering. He 
accepted a job with a medical device 
manufacturer in his native state that had a 
manufacturing facility in Reynosa. Every 
few months, Thielman flew to South Texas 
to work on projects at the Reynosa facility.
   “It didn’t take long for me to realize 
sitting in a cubicle in New York did not 
help me do my job.” Thielman said.
   He approached his bosses, suggesting 
that he move to McAllen for a year to 
learn, grow and become more efficient. 
They agreed. Thielman drove those 28 
hours, making McAllen his home base 
while working at the company’s Reynosa 
facility. 
   “A few weeks in, I realized I had made a 
few mistakes,” Thielman said. “The other 

engineers were bilingual and I had to have 
a translator with me.”
   That language barrier prevented him 
from having direct communication with 
his colleagues in Reynosa. Thielman went 
back to his bosses and requested Spanish 
lessons. Those lessons, combined with 
daily language immersion at the Reynosa 
facility, allowed him to communicate 
effectively in Spanish – in only six 

months – and without the assistance of an 
interpreter.

Finding A New Challenge
   His company’s investment in the move 
and the Spanish lessons paid off.
   It increased productivity and decreased 
costs. The original plan calling for him 
to move back to New York after one year 
in McAllen changed with the significant 

Brownsville District Attracts Visitors
By Chris Ardis

The Reveam Inc. proprietary electronic 
cold-pasteurization showers produce 
and other products originating outside 
the U.S. with high-energy, ionizing 
electrons. (Photo Reveam Inc.)

Electronic cold-pasteurization eliminates 
pests, destroys pathogens and extends 
the shelf life of products by up to 300 
percent. (Photo Reveam Inc.)

Daniel Padilla, Melina Recio and Evan Thielman met in 
Leadership McAllen Class 38. Recio and Padilla are now 
married, and Thielman served as best man. (Courtesy)



17

improvements in his work performance.
   Thielman’s friend, Bernice Lopez-Smith, 
encouraged him to apply to participate in 
Leadership McAllen. The organization 
began in 1981 to unite the community 
after a divisive mayoral election. Thielman 
applied and was accepted into Leadership 
McAllen Class 38. The nine-month 
program focuses on different topics each 
month, from education to city services and 
includes the arts, nonprofit organizations 
and economic development.
   Recognized leaders in these fields address 
and interact with Leadership McAllen class 
members during each month’s six-hour 
program. ScanTech Sciences Inc., which 
treats produce shipped between Mexico 

and the United States, hosted the Class 38 
economic development program in April 
2019. 
   Thielman was impressed during a tour 
of the ScanTech facilities in McAllen 
with the technology at the plant and 
implementation of the company’s business 
plan. The company uses electronic cold 
pasteurization and electronic beam 
technology to eliminate fruit flies and other 
pests. The process destroys pathogens, and 
extends shelf life by killing the bacteria and 
mold that spoil products.
   Many types of produce, nuts, proteins, 
manufactured foods and pet treats 
originating outside the United States go 
through the ScanTech process. ScanTech 

is based in Atlanta and established its 
100,000-square-foot Rio Grande Valley 
ECP Center on International Parkway in 
McAllen. The company broke ground for 
the climate-controlled facility in April 2017 
and began commercial operations March 8, 
2022. 
   Thielman asked the ScanTech guide if 
the company needed engineers during the 
leadership class visit. He also spoke to 
Randy Main, one of that evening’s speakers 
and the company’s general manager. Within 
four months, Thielman accepted a position 
with ScanTech as business development 
manager, focusing on process development, 
educating teams, helping the facility become 
USDA-certified and getting the first truckloads 

 Evan Thielman, back row, fourth from the left, and 
his fellow Leadership McAllen Class 38 members 
graduated in May 2019. (Photo Leadership McAllen)
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of products through the facility. 
   The company has since had a name change to 
Reveam Inc., which comes from the first three 
letters of revolutionary and the last three letters 
of beam, highlighting the company’s electron-
beam technology.

Establishing A New Home
   Thielman excelled at the McAllen facility 
and earned a promotion to general manager in 
March 2023.
   “I have Leadership McAllen to thank for 
getting me in at the ground level of this 
company,” Thielman said.
   And he has more reasons to thank the 
organization in now serving as a leadership 
board member.
   “Getting a 360-degree view of McAllen and 
what makes its heart beat and the networking 
aspect,’’ Thielman said of the benefits of service 
on the board. 
   Thielman is a long way from home but he has 
made a new one in McAllen.
   “Now I get other friends to apply to 
Leadership McAllen,” he said. “It’s been a full-
circle ride and a very enjoyable one.”

Reveam Inc., based in Atlanta, Ga., began 
commercial operations in its Rio Grande Valley 
ECP Center in McAllen March 8, 2022.  (Courtesy)

Evan Thielman, general manager of Reveam Inc., credits 
Leadership McAllen for getting him in at the company’s 
ground level. (Photo Leadership McAllen)
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