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Abstract

Downtown Revitalization Along the U.S.-Mexico Border:
A Case Study on Brownsville, Texas

Ramiro Gonzalez, MSCRP
The University of Texas at Austin, 2011

Supervisor: Terry Kahn

This analysis of the downtown areas of the U.S.-Mexico border cities
Brownsville, McAllen, and Laredo, and San Diego will chronicle the history and
foundation of each city and also the current revitalization efforts underway in many of
them. Brownsville, Texas, the southernmost U.S.-Mexico border city, has a rich history
that has earned it the nickname “New Orleans on the Rio Grande.” The architecture in
downtown Brownsville has a heavy New Orleans influence, making it the most unique
downtown in the Rio Grande Valley. Revitalization efforts in Brownsville have surfaced
from time to time only to fail due to several variables, including the lack of political will
to take on perhaps the biggest challenge to face Brownsville. Nonetheless, revitalization
of this area must occur. In order to fully understand the intricacies of downtown
Brownsville, one must look back in time to see what exactly made it so special. This
report will seek those answers and provide positive and realistic recommendations that
could assist in the revitalization of downtown Brownsville.
vi
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Preface
This paper is about downtown areas in cities located along the U.S.-Mexico
border: the Texas cities of Brownsville, McAllen, Laredo, and San Diego, California.
These border cities have experienced rapid population growth in the past twenty years,
and they have all experienced the outmigration of residential and commercial activity
from their respective downtowns. The population and demographic changes of a
neighborhood occur in many American cities on a daily basis, however most of these
changes occur slowly through many decades of changing demographic patterns.
Suburbanization in the United States is a well-chronicled movement from the central
cities into suburban areas that occurs for many reasons, including expansion of
transportation, lower property costs, and an increased preference for suburban as opposed
to urban lifestyles. While it is difficult to pinpoint one exact cause for this occurrence, the
facts are real and the movement occurred dramatically beginning sometime in the 1950s.
“In the 1950s, 57 percent of MSA residents and 70 percent of MSA jobs were located in
central cities; in 1960, the percentages were 49 and 63; in 1970, they were 43 and 55; in
1980, they were 40 and 50; in 1990, they were about 37 and 45. The United States is
approaching the time when only about one-third of the residents within an MSA will live
in central cities and only about 40 percent of MSA jobs will be located there.”1
Given affordable home prices and low mortgage rates, many people from middleincome backgrounds began—and continue—to seek affordable houses in suburban areas
1 Peter Mieszkowski and Edwin S. Mills, "The Causes of Metropolitan Suburbanization," Journal of
Economic Perspectives 7, no. 3 (Summer 1993): 135, accessed September 11, 2010, JSTOR.
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that offered better schools for their children and less crime. This led to the expansion of
cities into the suburbs and the shift of commercial activity and employment into suburban
malls, shopping centers, and office complexes. “The decentralization of residential
activity was followed by employment decentralization, made possible in part by the
adoption of truck transport for goods. Firms followed the population to the suburbs, both
to provide services to suburban residents and take advantage of lower suburban wages
and land costs. This process was self-reinforcing: as large employers became
suburbanized, their employees followed them.”2 This movement of residential and
employment population outside of the central cities began the decentralization of the
inner cities, leaving urban areas in a state of abandonment and blight.
Downtown revitalization has become an increasingly important topic within the
planning field due to the shift in population back toward the urban center and the growth
of efforts to promote sustainable development, which prefers density over sprawl and
urban living over suburban living. Rising gas costs, highway congestion, and long
commutes have once again made urban areas the more desirable option. Baby boomers
and empty nesters who no longer require better schools and larger houses deserve much
of the credit for the rising popularity of and increased demand for urban living. “The
population of empty nesters will continue to grow as baby boomers age. Without
children, empty nesters often change their lifestyles in a way that favors downtown.
Besides having more leisure time to dine out and take part in cultural activities
(museums, concerts), empty nesters often choose to downsize their housing—trading in
2 Peter Mieszkowski and Edwin S. Mills, "The Causes of Metropolitan Suburbanization," Journal of
Economic Perspectives 7, no. 3 (Summer 1993): 136, accessed September 11, 2010, JSTOR.
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the lawn care and upkeep of a large home for the convenience of living in a downtown
condominium. If even a modest portion of empty-nester households trades suburban
homes for urban ones, downtown populations will continue to grow.”3 This generation
has once again discovered the convenience, simplicity, and overall benefit of living in an
urban environment. Cities throughout the country have implemented aggressive
downtown revitalization efforts in order to focus the attention back on the urban core,
including significant investments in ballparks, stadiums, and convention centers. These
cities have also implemented strict development regulations outside the downtown area,
while at the same time relaxing regulations in the downtown area in order to promote
new development in the central city. Other cities have taken small but significant steps to
downtown revitalization by making small investments and offering incentives to attract
people and investors to the downtown area.
Brownsville, Texas, has experienced tremendous population growth in the past
twenty years, fueling a demand for housing and expansion into the outer city. The
construction of Amigoland Mall in the 1970s sparked the rapid outflow of mainstream
commercial activity from the downtown area. Today the downtown area’s commercial
activity is maintained by Mexican national shoppers who continue to frequent the
downtown area for many of their shopping needs but have also caused a shift in the type
of retail activity that occurs in downtown Brownsville. Gone are the days of the high-end
retail shops concentrated along Elizabeth Street that attracted shoppers from all types of
socio-economic levels and surrounding cities. On the other hand, the downtown area
3 Rebecca

R. Sohmer and Robert E. Lang, Downtown Rebound, report, May 2001, "Findings," accessed
November 2010, http://www.brookings.edu/reports/2001/05_downtown_sohmer.aspx.
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maintains a healthy sense of activity from retail outlets and civic institutions such as City
Hall, the Cameron County Courthouse, the Brownsville Museum of Fine Arts, the
Brownsville Historical Museum, and the Gladys Porter Zoo. Some historians consider
Brownsville to be the second most historic downtown in the State of Texas after San
Antonio. However, to this day Brownsville has been unable to fully develop a heritage
tourism industry. San Antonio’s heritage industry, in contrast, has been extremely
successful and lucrative for that city.
Downtown revitalization in Brownsville has been discussed for years, if not
decades, only to revert back into obscurity because of the tremendous challenges and
investment that would be required by the municipality. Recently downtown revitalization
has once again become a topic of conversation in Brownsville, though only time will tell
where the latest interest and efforts will lead. The current revitalization effort has been
fueled in large part by a new comprehensive plan that devotes considerable attention to
the future of downtown and creates a list of possible catalytic projects for downtown
revitalization. Downtown Brownsville is truly a hidden gem. Its potential is unmatched in
terms of the number of historical buildings located here and an urban environment,
unique in the Rio Grande Valley that cannot be replicated. If and when downtown
Brownsville is revitalized, it will once again become the pride of Brownsville’s residents
and give the city the true urban center that it so desperately lacks today.

4

Chapter 1: Introduction
The U.S.-Mexico border region is an area unlike any other, where two distinct
cultures converge to create a unique blend of American and Mexican culture. English and
Spanish are spoken in equal measure and often mixed, with a majority of residents
comfortable communicating in either language. Residents throughout the U.S.-Mexico
border region hold allegiances to both countries, a fact that can be observed during
international sporting events such as the World Cup or the Olympics, when people wear
both the U.S. and Mexican colors—sometimes merged together on a single T-shirt. The
U.S.-Mexico border has many cities of different sizes, including Brownsville, McAllen,
Laredo, El Paso, Nogales, and San Diego. Most border cities have seen tremendous
growth in the past two decades, which is attributable to the introduction of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), economic growth in Mexico, and an overall
good economic climate. The border region depends on the economies of both the U.S.
and Mexico, and it continues to attract outside investment from companies wanting
exposure to the Mexican labor market. The demand for American goods by Mexican
nationals and the proximity to the border has also fueled the growth of the retail industry
in the Rio Grande Valley. While this retail activity was once concentrated in downtown
areas, it has now shifted to the regional malls and suburban outlet malls that target
regional shoppers from cities on both sides of the border. Some cities have managed to
flourish and diversify their industries while other cities have missed the opportunity
completely, though all the cities along the border have unique downtowns that somehow
embody the culture and spirit of their particular cities.
5

With the exception of San Diego, commercial activity in the urban centers of all
the border cities has significantly decreased, forcing municipalities to look for ways to
revitalize their downtowns and bring back commercial activity. Some cities have tried
and failed while others have never tried at all, but the one constant is nostalgic residents
who would clamor for a chance to relive the days when downtown was the true heart of
the city. That nostalgia and the demand to return downtown to its glory days make
downtown revitalization very intriguing. In order to revitalize one must “go back in
history” by preserving historical buildings and recreate bustling commercial activity.
To succeed, downtown areas in cities along the U.S.-Mexico border must
overcome issues and obstacles such as immigration policy, border security, and pricesensitive consumers who can easily be driven away if prices escalate. While it can be
argued that revitalization and gentrification will automatically change the consumer
market, the biggest question for border cities is how to revitalize and at the same time
harness existing commercial establishments that cater to price-sensitive shoppers. Several
variables must be taken into account when pursuing revitalization efforts along the
border, though other than immigration and border security many of the issues are very
similar to those of other cities throughout the United States.
Brownsville, McAllen, and Laredo are very similar Texas border cities with
populations of 185,000, 135,000, and 235,000, respectively. All three are located in
South Texas and are continuously attracting industrial and commercial development due
to their proximity to Mexico and the ever-increasing trade between the United States and
Mexico. The downtown areas of both Brownsville and Laredo have striking similarities,
6

including their location along the Rio Grande River, the scale of urban density,
architectural similarities, and historic buildings. Downtown McAllen is much smaller in
scale and lacks the historic fabric and architectural assets of Brownsville and Laredo. It is
also located inland from the river and along U.S. 83, the major thoroughfare through
McAllen. San Diego is much larger than Brownsville, McAllen, and Laredo combined,
but it is located on the U.S.-Mexico Border nonetheless and could have similarities to the
other cities that will be discussed throughout this report.
This study will not only analyze Brownsville but also McAllen, Laredo, and San
Diego—all cities with many similar characteristics to Brownsville. In the case of
Brownsville, the study will chronicle the history of its downtown and the causes of its
eroding commercial activity while also analyzing previous downtown revitalization
efforts that have failed to gain traction in the city. This study will also include economic
cluster analysis and give specific recommendations to improve the downtown area. This
study will be written from the perspectives of planner, lifetime resident, and proponent of
Brownsville. For sources and information I will rely on the many studies and reports
devoted to downtown Brownsville and the downtowns of other cities mentioned
previously.
The research was conducted using many journal sources, firsthand knowledge,
city information, and the current comprehensive plan. Downtown Brownsville has been
studied by professional consultants hired by the city to investigate, among other things,
parking demand, economic development, and historic resources. The economic
information will be obtained through The University of Texas-Brownsville/Texas
7

Southmost College economics department, Census data, and any other economic data that
is available. Further information will be collected through primary sources by
interviewing Brownsville historians, downtown focus groups, and other stakeholders in
the downtown area. While the study of downtown revitalization in general has generated
a substantial amount of literature, this research in this report is primarily focused on cities
with similarly high Hispanic population, proximity to the border, and downtown
characteristics.

8

Chapter 2: Analysis of Other Downtowns
MCALLEN, TEXAS
Arriving in Matamoros, Tamaulipas, in 1849, John McAllen adapted quickly to
his new environment, meeting John Young, who employed him as a clerk in his general
store in Brownsville, where many goods were traded and bartered. McAllen and Young
would become great friends and business associates in multiple commercial
opportunities available in Brownsville at the time. In 1848, Young would marry Salome
Balli, the great granddaughter of Gregoria Balli, the original Spanish grantee of the
Santa Anita Portion. Salome Balli would be the single heir to these land holdings, and
Young would help her manage these holdings and expand the business potential of the
ranch by introducing cattle and agricultural ranching. Hidalgo County was established in
1852 around the Santa Anita grant and Young’s land holdings. He died in 1859, leaving
these holdings to his wife and a son, John J. Young.4
Needing help with the management of the lands, Salome Young called upon her
husband’s trusted business associate, who gladly volunteered to assist. Two years after
John Young’s death in 1861, McAllen would marry Salome Young and the history of
the McAllen and Young families would forever be joined. McAllen would continue to
manage the lands, training his stepson, John J. Young, and his own son, John Balli
McAllen, to manage the Santa Anita Ranch. After Salome Young’s death in 1898, the
land of the Santa Anita Ranch and other properties was divided between McAllen and

4

Amberson, Mary Margaret McAllen., James A. McAllen, and Margaret H. McAllen. I Would Rather
Sleep in Texas: A History of the Lower Rio Grande Valley and the People of the Santa Anita Land Grant.
Austin, TX: Texas State Historical Association, 2003.
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John J. Young. McAllen would receive the eastern half of the Santa Anita Ranch, known
as San Juanito, while Young received the western half, including the ranch. The Young
family would sell its interest in 1923, leaving John Balli McAllen to continue the
ranching legacy. The McAllen Ranch remains intact and in the family to this day.
Recognizing the importance of the railroad to the growth of their business and the
community of McAllen, the McAllen family donated land to spur the development of
the railroad and allow for the
railroad to cross their
property.
The City of McAllen
was founded on December 5,
1904, when the McAllen
Townsite Company was
formed by a group of
investors that included John
McAllen. The original town
site struggled to grow but
received a post office in
1907 and managed to establish

Figure 1- Downtown McAllen 1926

a few homes and tents in the

Source: McAllen Heart of the City Plan

area. Its struggles to grow were attributable to another group of investors who
established East McAllen on May 16, 1907. East McAllen was located about two miles
10

east of the original McAllen town site and flourished to a population of about 1,000
residents by 1911. This tremendous growth severely crippled the growth of West
McAllen, which ceased to exist in 1911. Officially incorporated in 1911, downtown
McAllen is located in what was originally known as East McAllen. By 1920, after U.S.
troops had been sent to McAllen to secure the border, the city’s population had reached
6,000. McAllen’s first building was the First State Bank building, erected in 1909,
followed by the city’s first park in 1917 and the Casa De Palmas Hotel in 1918.5
Like other cities throughout the Rio Grande Valley, as McAllen’s population
growth drove additional development the city began to grow outward. The McAllen
downtown area continued to grow and was commercially relevant until about 1976, when
the La Plaza Mall opened just south of downtown. The downtown area suffered an
exodus of stores to La Plaza Mall, which has become one of the highest volume shopping
centers in the United States, generating a large portion of the $3.5 billion dollars spent in
McAllen in 2010. Plans are underway for the expansion of the mall by another 160,000
square feet, for a total of 1.3 million square feet of retail space.6 This growing
commercial center began to impact the downtown area almost immediately. Until the
city’s current revitalization efforts, downtown McAllen was suffering many of the same
issues that other downtown areas throughout the country were experiencing.

5 City Of McAllen, Texas, Development Services, Planning Department, Heart of the City Plan, pg. 7.
6 Dave Hendricks, "Boeye Reservoir Boasts Prime Real Estate for Developers," The Monitor (McAllen,
Texas), December 4, 2010.
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Current Revitalization Efforts: McAllen’s Heart of the City
The City of McAllen, through the comprehensive planning effort “Foresight
McAllen,” began to discuss and analyze possible strategies for downtown revitalization.
In 2004, the city decided that the revitalization of downtown required its own planning
effort. The result was the “Heart of the City” (HOTC) plan, created to fully understand
the challenges and potential solutions to many of the issues facing the downtown area.
The HOTC plan would significantly advance revitalization efforts by determining
catalytic projects and needed infrastructure, while identifying barriers to redevelopment
of the CBD. The HOTC plan analyzed the economic characteristics of the downtown area
and key factors impacting downtown as well as inadequate policies, catalytic projects,
and potential economic benefits, and offered recommendations for implementation of the
HOTC plan.
The HOTC plan identified different factors that influence the area and presented
some harsh realities of the downtown area. While the median family income in McAllen
averages about $36,050, the median household income in downtown McAllen is only
$12,193, about a third of the city average, while 44 percent of downtown McAllen
residents live below the poverty line. The city of McAllen, Hidalgo County, and the
surrounding municipalities have experienced a 52 percent increase in population—about
200,000 residents—in twenty years, while the downtown population has decreased by 14
percent during the same time period. These numbers show that the McAllen suburbs and
the surrounding municipalities, as opposed to downtown McAllen, absorbed most of the
population growth in the Hidalgo County MSA. As witnessed in many cities, as the
12

population migrates away from the downtown area so does the commercial activity. From
1990 to 2001, gross retail sales in McAllen’s downtown area increased from $1 billion to
$1.34 billion. At the same time, the percentage of sales decreased from 36 percent to 25
percent during the same period, which reflects the outward movement of commercial
activity from the downtown area.7
The HOTC plan identified key factors that were impeding downtown
revitalization, including parking, visual appearance, aging buildings, and traffic flow
patterns. The parking analysis identified a current deficit of 750 parking spaces for retail
and commercial use, and also identified the potential demand for another 1,200 parking
spaces, depending on future development of the area. Other issues cited in the report are
those that every downtown has dealt with, including sign clutter, inadequate streetscape,
and lack of landscaping to screen parking lots. The HOTC plan proposed nine highpriority catalytic projects out of a total of thirty-four projects for the area, including
multiple parking structures providing approximately 1,400 additional park spaces with
retail ground space, additional landscaping to gateway areas, and other important
infrastructure improvements. The cost for all thirty-four projects would be around $150
million. Depending on various development scenarios, it is estimated the projects would
create an economic impact of between $8 million and $23 million in sales tax revenue
and $1 million to $7 million in property tax revenue, while creating an additional 3,000
jobs.8

7
8

City Of McAllen, Texas, Development Services, Planning Department, Heart of the City Plan, pg. 21.
City Of McAllen, Texas, Development Services, Planning Department, Heart of the City Plan, pg. 75.
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Implementation of Plan
In an effort to effectively implement the HOTC plan, the City of McAllen created
a non-profit organization, the Heart of the City Improvement Corporation, solely
dedicated to the revitalization of downtown McAllen. The HOTC Improvement
Corporation is funded by the city in order to promote the downtown area by organizing
events such as the New Year’s Eve Festival, Farmers Market, and ArtWalk. These events
are important in bringing people back into the downtown area for specific events and
changing the perception of the downtown area. Given that the HOTC plan indentified a
lack of parking, the City of McAllen has also created a parking district fund that allowed
for construction of an elevated parking structure containing roughly 390 parking spaces.
The parking fund also dedicates any funds obtained from parking meters and structures to
be used for further parking development throughout the downtown area.
Perhaps the most successful policy implemented by the City of McAllen has been
the creation of an entertainment district along 17th Street as recommended in the HOTC
plan. The creation of the entertainment district, along with the implementation of other
regulatory controls and political support for the downtown entertainment district, has
completely changed the McAllen downtown area. According to data on mixed beverage
sales from the Texas Comptroller’s Office, the expansion and success of 17th Street is
astonishing. Mixed beverage sales rose from $47,266 to $180,952—a 73 percent
increase—from March 2009 to April 2010. The number of entertainment establishments
serving mixed beverages was ten in March 2009 and by April 2010 had reached thirty-

14

seven.9 Property values along 17th Street have also risen—from over $17 million to more
than $24 million in 2010.10
The City of McAllen has been very successful in changing the perception of its
downtown with an aggressive marketing campaign to attract people to the area. The 17th
Street Entertainment District has become a tourist destination and perhaps the only
destination for McAllen residents looking for an active nightlife.

LAREDO, TEXAS

In 1747, Spanish Colonel Jose Escandon organized an expeditionary force to
explore the northern part of Mexico known as Nuevo Santander. Joining Colonel
Escandon on the expedition was Captain Tomas Sanchez de la Barrera y Gallardo, who
happened to cross the river onto the northern bank and discover a small creek, which he
named “El Paso de Jacinto.” After concluding the expedition, Captain Sanchez petitioned
Colonel Escandon for permission to create a settlement near El Paso de Jacinto. After
much deliberation on where Sanchez would found a settlement, Escandon granted him
fifteen plots of land totaling 66,246 acres along the Rio Grande. Shortly after receiving
the Spanish land grant, Sanchez moved several families into the area and founded what is
now Laredo on May 15, 1755. Sanchez chose the location based on the ease of traversing
the Rio Grande at its narrowest point. He chose to call the settlement “San Agustin de

9

Mixed Beverage Receipts-Downtown McAllen, raw data, Texas State Comptroller’s Office, Austin,
Texas.
10 Hidalgo CAD Property Values, raw data, Hidalgo Country Appraisal District, Edinburg, Texas.
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Laredo” after Escandon’s hometown of Laredo on the Spanish peninsula.11 By 1757,
under the leadership of Sanchez, the settlement of Laredo registered a population of
eighty-five people and 9,000 head of sheep, cattle, and goats. In 1767, after observing the
growth of Laredo, the Spanish leaders sent a team of surveyors to there with the intention
of initiating the formal distribution of lands in and around the settlement. Surveyors
quickly laid out the city grid according to the Spanish tradition of a central plaza at the
heart of the community; government and civic buildings to the west of the plaza; and land
reserved for a church east of the plaza. They also continued to survey a street grid pattern,
with main thoroughfares running north and south and feeder roads running east and west.
After surveying the city limits, the rest of the lands were distributed into ninety-nine
porciones (portion), each of which included a half mile of river frontage and extended
back from the river fifteen miles. After the initial surveying and distribution of lands was
completed, the Spanish government gave Laredo its formal charter, which called for the
election of a mayor and council members.12
Before and after the distribution of lands, Laredo become the main transportation
and supply route for supplies destined to San Antonio de Bexar, one of the first Spanish
settlements in what was once northern Mexico. “Laredo was the prime north-south
crossing point on the Rio Grande for merchandise bound for Bexar.”13

11

"Laredo, Texas," Texas State Historical Association (TSHA) | A Digital Gateway to Texas History,
accessed October 10, 2010, http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online.
12 John A. Adams, Conflict and Commerce on the Rio Grande: Laredo, 1755-1955 (College Station: Texas
A&M University Press, 2008), 19.
13 John A. Adams, Conflict and Commerce on the Rio Grande: Laredo, 1755-1955 (College Station: Texas
A&M University Press, 2008), 62.
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The strategic location of Laredo along the narrowest point of the Rio Grande allowed for
the quick and efficient crossing of goods, animals, and people. This crossing point
became so important that, after Laredo received its formal charter, it began to levy a tax
for the use of the ferry. The tax was then used for general improvements throughout the
city for the general benefit of residents. With the promise of pastureland for ranching and
grazing, settlers continued to arrive in Laredo, and by 1789 the population had reached
708 residents. Throughout the settlement’s early years, Laredo’s inhabitants encountered
the dangers of the frontier, including constant attacks by local Lipan Apache Indians.
Sanchez initially had established a local volunteer force to protect the city, but as the
Indian attacks continued to escalate, the Spanish Crown established a garrison of soldiers
at Laredo both to protect the city and maintain the open trade routes between Laredo and
San Antonio de Bexar. Spanish officials, convinced they could come to a peaceful accord
with the Indian tribes, continued to negotiate with them throughout these skirmishes, but
were unsuccessful until after the U.S. Civil War.
On September 21, 1821, the Spanish
were officially defeated in Mexico, and
therefore no longer controlled the area of
Nuevo Santander. Recognizing the strategic
importance of Laredo in maintaining trade
routes to the north, the Mexican government
quickly exerted its influence in the
Laredo area. Shortly after the conclusion

Figure 2: Map of Tamaulipas
Source: Mexicoinformer.com
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of the Mexican Constitutional Convention, Laredo became part of the State of
Tamaulipas, which encompassed the border cities from Matamoros to Laredo as
illustrated in Figure 2. Throughout this time period, Laredo would be greatly affected by
the trials and tribulations of Mexican instability and Mexico’s efforts to hold the lands
north of the Rio Grande. Laredo would remain the primary commercial crossing at the
Rio Grande throughout the nineteenth century.14 In an effort to improve and increase
trade with European countries, the Mexican government established the Port of
Matamoros in 1823, which finally provided a shipping route for products from the Rio
Grande region to the Americas—specifically the Port of New Orleans—and European
destinations. After the establishment of the Port of Matamoros, Laredo began a slow
transition from ranching community to central repository for goods coming from Mexico
and South Texas that required shipment down the Rio Grande to the Port of Matamoros.
All transportation routes in Mexico running north from Mexico City, Saltillo, Monterrey,
and Monclova connected to cross the Rio Grande at Laredo. If goods required shipment
along the Rio Grande they were placed on ships. If not, they continued on to San Antonio
de Bexar, where most goods were either used or traded with the United States and other
countries. Primary goods crossing the Rio Grande headed north were corn, tobacco,
sugar, salt, silver, cloth, and furniture; whereas exports from Laredo headed south
included beef, hides, tallow, leather, and wool. “In the early nineteenth century Laredo

14

"Laredo, Texas," Texas State Historical Association (TSHA) | A Digital Gateway to Texas History,
accessed October 10, 2010, http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online.

18

became the crossroads of the first wave of what we have come to know today as
commercial globalization.”15
Located at the edge of the frontier and along the Rio Grande, Laredo experienced
periods of instability throughout the early nineteenth century given the constant struggles
by the Mexican government to control the lands known as Tejas. On October 2, 1835, a
group of organized Texan revolutionaries challenged the Mexican army at the Battle of
Gonzales, initiating a set of battles that included the Battle of the Alamo and the Battle of
San Jacinto, where the Mexican army was defeated and General Antonio Lopez de Santa
Ana was captured, eventually signing treaties that effectively granted the Republic of
Texas its independence. The skirmishes did not end in Laredo after the Battle of San
Jacinto, however, and Laredo once again took center stage in the revolutionary movement
between Mexico and Texas known as the Republic of Rio Grande. The Republic of the
Rio Grande rebellion, which took place in 1840, was an effort by Mexican federalist
leaders to break away from the centralist Mexican government headed by Santa Ana.
These federalist leaders met in Laredo on January 17, 1840, declaring independence
from Mexico and claiming lands in northern Mexico that included Tamaulipas, Nuevo
Leon, Coahuila, and Zacatecas among many others, and naming Laredo the capital of the
breakaway republic. The Republic of the Rio Grande movement ended on October 25,
1840, however, with the surrender of soldiers at Camargo, Mexico.16 “For three decades
after the rise of the republic of Texas, the frontier fortunes of Laredo were impacted by
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armed rebels, shifting political loyalties, Indian depredations, and periods of famine and
drought punctuated by devastating floods.”17 The instability subsided along the border on
February 2, 1848, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo established the U.S.-Mexico
border at the Rio Grande and officially ended the Mexican-American War.
On January 29, 1848, shortly before the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo, the City of Laredo was incorporated by the State of Texas, then quickly, on
March 16, 1848, designated the seat of Webb County. Recognizing the strategic
importance of Laredo, the U.S. government established Fort McIntosh on March 3, 1849,
to protect the area around Laredo from Indians, outlaws, and the sporadic violence still
occurring, and also to protect and maintain the border with Mexico at the Rio Grande.
Laredo, like any other town along the U.S.-Mexico border, struggled through the
1850s with many issues, including immigration, commercial trade between both
countries, and land disputes. Many residents along the border were suddenly separated
from their relatives, lands, and businesses, often never recovering what was rightfully
theirs. What had been an area where people flowed freely across the river had become the
border between two countries, with different laws, regulations, and customs. In an effort
to alleviate issues arising with the import and export of goods, the governor of
Tamaulipas, in 1858, signed a decree to establish a free trade zone along the Rio Grande
from Laredo to Matamoros and the Gulf of Mexico. This free trade zone allowed for U.S.
imports to enter Mexico duty free and removed tariffs from the movement of goods on
either side of the border. This free trade zone was progressive in an era when tariffs were
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a major source of revenue for governments and the free flow of goods between countries
was seen as unacceptable.18
In 1861, as the United States plunged into civil war between the Union and
Confederate armies, Texas joined the Confederate effort in seceding from the United
States. In an effort to weaken the Confederate army, the Union ordered the blockade of
all ports along the Gulf of Mexico in order to prevent cotton and other tradable goods
from leaving to European ports. This was done to prevent trade between the Confederacy
and European countries willing to pay for goods with guns, ammunition, and other war
supplies for Confederate soldiers. The Confederate army found a way to keep these trade
routes open, however, by transporting all goods to the Texas-Mexico border, smuggling
them into Mexico, then shipping the goods via the Rio Grande on Mexican ships. The
United States had specifically agreed, in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, that the Rio
Grande, would remain neutral ground and navigable to all vessels. Laredo thus became a
strategic point for smuggling Confederate goods—primarily cotton— into Mexico, from
which the goods were transported down the Rio Grande on Mexican vessels to the Port of
Matamoros, then shipped to New Orleans, New York, and other ports throughout the
world.
In 1880, Laredo’s population numbered 3,500, and many residents supported the
expansion of city services and economic development that focused on international trade
and logistical operations with northern Mexico. Railroad access and connectivity to the
rest of the United States was of the utmost importance for Laredo, since without access to
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greater markets the future of Laredo would be severely affected. After nearly a decade of
pursuing different rail projects, Laredo finally obtained rail access on June 30, 1881, by
way of Texas Mexican Railways, which connected Laredo to Corpus Christi and its deepwater port facilities. Shortly after the arrival of Texas Mexican Railways, the
International & Great Northern Railway (IG&N), owned by railroad tycoon Jay Gould,
agreed to extend its rail lines from San Antonio to Laredo.19 Understanding the
importance of access to Mexico, Gould also obtained Mexican concessions for the
development of rail from Laredo to Mexico City that would include spurs to the port
cities of Tampico and Veracruz. The Mexican Oriental Interoceanic & International
Railroad Company linked the United States and Mexico at Laredo, making Laredo the
central point of commercial transportation between the United States and Mexico.
Investments by railroad companies in Laredo from 1881 to 1884 totaled $1.3 million,
spurred by a land grant of over 668,203 acres by Webb County and the City of Laredo,
which had the effect of attracting approximately twenty separate railroad companies. This
created an economic boom for Laredo through the early 1900s and saw a doubling of
U.S.-Mexico commerce—from $36 million in 1890 to $64 million in 1900—involving
more than 925,000 tons of goods shipped along the various rail lines.20 From 1880 to
1890, Laredo’s population grew from 3,811 to 11,319, resulting in the construction of
more than one hundred buildings valued at over $220,000. Services in Laredo progressed
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quickly through the late 1880s and 1890s, with private entrepreneurs and merchants
developing electricity, water, and telephone infrastructure.
Laredo continued its economic development efforts through the early 1900s—
primarily with industries seeking to take advantage of transportation opportunities into
Mexico. Tourism and retail geared toward Mexican nationals also became a significant
industry in Laredo and was primarily located in the downtown area. In an effort to
increase tourism and facilitate a pedestrian crossing from Nuevo Laredo, Laredo built a
pedestrian bridge, which also supported a trolley system, between the two communities.
The Great Depression created a slowdown in Laredo’s economy due to a decrease in
commercial traffic through the area. However, Laredo received many critical
infrastructure projects through the Public Works Administration that assisted its future
growth. Following the Depression, and in the midst of the Texas oil discovery at
Spindletop, it was discovered that Laredo had significant oil and gas reserves. Active
Wells in the Laredo area quickly reached 300 by 1924 and 650 by 1927 thereby sparking
a land rush in the Laredo area. 21 Laredo pioneer families with large land holdings
benefitted greatly from oil in a financial sense, many of them choosing to invest back into
the community in a variety of ways, a practice many of the old families continue to this
day.
As the violence along the border began to subside, so did the importance of the
U.S. military presence along the border. On May 31,1946, the U.S. government
decommissioned Fort McIntosh and granted the northern half of the property to the
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International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC) and the remainder to the City of
Laredo which is now occupied by the Laredo Junior College. The downtown area
remained viable and continues to be commercially active due to its proximity to an
international bridge that sees more pedestrian crossings than any other city on the border.
However, like many other downtowns, the activity continues to dwindle as expansion of
the city continues along its major thoroughfares. “By contrast, retail and service outlets in
Laredo, though dispersed in typical United States fashion, are most dense along the 1-35
corridor, where stores of large discount chains such as Wal-Mart and HEB are located, as
well as the enclosed Mall del Norte. Despite the centrifugal drift of retail trade, the CBD
overwhelmingly dominates the retail hierarchy in Nuevo Laredo; in contrast, the Laredo
CBD contains fewer than half of the retail establishments in the city."22

Current Revitalization Efforts
With two international bridges within 500 yards of each other (one flowing
directly into the downtown area and the other allowing for rapid access to Interstate 35),
downtown Laredo is different than all other border communities in South Texas. Also,
unlike Laredo, most cities along the border have one international bridge that, more than
likely, does not filter traffic through the downtown area. Downtown Laredo is separated
into the Old Town portion, featuring the main plaza, church, and other historic buildings.
Old Town is distinguished by narrow streets and is home to the La Posada Hotel, whose
owners have restored multiple old structures, including the hotel itself, restaurants, and
22
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the Republic of the Rio Grande Museum. The City of Laredo has undertaken many
revitalization efforts by improving streetscapes, cleanliness, and other short-term
solutions that continue to improve the downtown area. An effort to increase retail space
downtown led the City of Laredo in 2004 to partner with the Horizon Property Group,
which agreed to redevelop the 400,000-square-foot River Drive Mall located on the
banks of the Rio Grande. The mall was renamed “El Portal Center” and primarily
targeted toward outlet stores and Mexican national shoppers. The redevelopment project
required an investment of $5.4 million.23
The River Vega Plan was initiated in 2007 with the basic premise of altering the
relationship of downtown Laredo with the Rio Grande River. Throughout its history,
downtown had shunned the river, never embracing it in a positive manner. The River
Vega project proposes to alter that relationship—and the banks of the Rio Grande—in
order to bring the river closer to downtown. The plan proposes to bring development
along the river in the form of parks, trails, and an esplanade that would feature shops and
restaurants along the Rio Grande. “The whole idea is to develop the City of Laredo as a
whole into a destination point, because for so long Laredo is the city (tourists) came to
spend the night before they went to Mexico,” said Les Norton, a downtown businessman
for more than forty years. “What we’re trying to do is give the people an excuse to stay in
Laredo a day or two longer.”24 The River Vega project’s estimated cost is between $60
million and $80 million, to be borne by shared private and public investment, while the
estimated project horizon is ten years.
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Figure 3: Laredo River Vega Plan
Source: Rediscover Laredo Downtown Master Plan

A portion of the River Vega Plan has already been implemented, including the El
Portal project, which has struggled from the outset due to the Mall De Norte outside
downtown continuing to attract new commercial stores at the expense of the El Portal
Center. At the same time, re-vegetation along the Rio Grande has caused downtown
Laredo residents to see the river in a new light.
“Rediscover Laredo” is the latest revitalization initiative, one that aims to create a
master plan for the future of downtown. During multiple community workshops, Laredo
residents were able to express what they like about the downtown area which included a
list with the following observations: Unique Commerce, Activity of People, Shopping
Bargains, Not regular US Department Stores, Character (not a box store), historic
buildings, and timelessness. Residents’ dislikes about downtown included parking issues,
vandalism, smell, vacant city buildings, homeless, lack of restaurants, ropa usadas, and
lack of nightlife. One could apply all these words to virtually any downtown in the
country, and especially to other downtowns along the U.S.-Mexico border.
26

Figure 4: Laredo Downtown Districts
Source: Rediscover Laredo Downtown Master Plan

Rediscover Laredo focused on three different areas that compose downtown: the
Central Business District, Barrio El Azteca, and St. Peters, all of which have different
issues and barriers to development. These areas have about $385 million in property
valuation, with $142 million being exempt for multiple purposes, including historic
exemption. The total area of space in the downtown area is 10 million square feet, of
which 6.9 million square feet is ground-level space, breaking down to 31 percent
residential; 21 percent retail; 13 percent storage; 7 percent office; and 5 percent open
space.25
The plan identifies various catalytic projects, including the Pan American Plaza
on the theory that Laredo needs a monumental area symbolizing its history as the
Gateway to the Americas, but also providing important urban space that Laredo lacks.
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Convent Street Pedestrian Mall proposes to convert Convent Street into a pedestrian
urban mall much like Las Ramblas in Barcelona, Spain. Rediscover Laredo also suggests
the creation of an arts and entertainment district extending east and west along Hidalgo
Street downtown and covering about twenty blocks from Zacate Creek to the rail yards.
Located along Hidalgo Street are three old theatres, the Laredo Center for the Arts, an old
church, and warehouses that could become the heart of the arts and entertainment scene
in Laredo (See Figure 5).

Figure 5: Downtown Laredo Entertainment Corridor
Source: Rediscover Laredo Downtown Master Plan

The plan also establishes the vision for downtown Laredo in the future, and the
city’s residents are hopeful Rediscover Laredo is the plan that actually accomplishes the
revitalization of the downtown area. Laredo residents must embrace this plan and push
the idea forward to avoid the skepticism that usually plagues revitalization efforts in
border communities. The challenges are immense but the plan is sensible, with concrete
implementation steps included.
28

SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
As part of Spain’s effort to protect its claim to California, the Spanish Inspector
General Jose de Galvez organized expeditions from Baja California to Northern
California in order to settle certain areas. The expeditionary forces were divided into five
groups, three sent by sea and two sent by land, with all expeditions beginning in La Paz,
Baja California, and ending with the landing of ships in the Bay of San Diego on April
11, 1769, followed by the arrival of the overland groups on June 27, 1769. The
expeditionary forces founded the Mission San Diego de Alcala in an area known as
Presidio Hill, shortly after arriving there on July 16, 1769. The mission became the first
of twenty-one missions established on the California coast in an effort by the Spanish to
introduce the natives to Christianity. Soldiers remained the only residents of San Diego
until 1774, when settlers were relocated there. Mission San Diego continued to increase
in prominence, with the Bay of San Diego becoming an important seaport. By 1790, San
Diego’s population was 200, and by 1797 it had attracted 1,500 Indians to the mission.
Between 1797 and 1821, San Diego entered a period of relatively stability and continued
to accommodate sea traffic from countries including the United States. The period also
brought the construction of many important infrastructure projects, including the Mission
Dam and aqueduct, and also a new church for the mission.26
In 1821, Mexican revolutionaries defeated the Spanish and took control of all
Spanish lands, including California and San Diego. San Diego remained under Mexican
authority for twenty-five years and officially became the capital of Upper and Lower
26
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California, given its location at the crossroads of both territories. San Diego remained a
small settlement in California, due to the Mexican government’s preference in the
development and settlement of Los Angeles.
On May 13, 1846, the United States declared war with Mexico, raising the
American flag in the plaza of San Diego on July 29, 1846. Admiral Robert Stockton
arrived in San Diego by boat and quickly established Fort Stockton in November 1846 to
protect the city of San Diego from the Mexican Army. Skirmishes continued throughout
California until the end of the Mexican-American War on February 2, 1848, with the
signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which set the boundary between the United
States and Mexico.27 Shortly before the signing of the treaty, gold had been discovered in
California, creating an influx of settlers from the eastern United States into California,
beginning a period in American history known as the Gold Rush.
The year 1850 was very important for San Diego in that it saw the creation of San
Diego County; incorporation of the City of San Diego; the first election of a mayor and
city council; and the purchase of 160 acres by William Heath Davis. Davis, a prominent
merchant and ship owner from San Francisco who had married into a San Diego family,
purchased the land shortly before the incorporation of San Diego to develop what he
would call the “New Town” San Diego. Davis believed that a town closer to the water
would attract the development of a port area for San Diego, which in turn could attract
many different types of industry. He did not live long enough in San Diego, however, and
an economic depression in 1851 ended plans for New Town San Diego.
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Alonzo E. Horton, a businessman from San Francisco, established the vision and
purchased the land for the future of San Diego. Horton purchased 960 acres of land at the
edge of San Diego Bay and
what would later become the
new downtown of San
Diego.28 Horton became the
single most important person
in the development of
downtown San Diego,
constructing a wharf, a public
theater, and Horton Plaza all
within three years of buying
the property. This, along with
the discovery of gold in

Figure 6: Horton Purchase of San Diego
Source: San Diego History Center

California, created a boom for San

Diego, which grew from 731 residents in 1860 to 2,300 residents in 1870.29 “ For a half
century after Horton began developing his land holdings, San Diego grew modestly,
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surviving boom and bust cycles and trying vainly to make the best natural harbor south of
San Francisco into an important entrepot.”30
San Diego struggled to establish itself as a port city even after the construction of
the Panama Canal in 1914, which some thought would finally give the Port of San Diego
an opportunity to flourish. The Port of San Diego would finally get its opportunity when
visionary leaders decided to invest time and effort in attracting the military complex of
the United States. The attraction of the military to San Diego began when William
Kettner, future San Diego congressman, secured a letter from the admiral of the Navy,
stating the military importance of San Diego Bay. Realizing the potential economic
opportunities that would accompany the arrival of the Navy, the City of San Diego fully
supported the military by donating hundreds if not thousands of acres of bay front
property for possible military use. After years of persistence by the City of San Diego,
the Marine Corps Advance Base arrived in 1916, followed in 1921 by establishment of
the Eleventh Naval District and the Naval Supply Depot. During World War I, Kettner
also managed to obtain a Naval Air Station and the Army West Coast Training Center.
San Diego residents and the business community welcomed the military complex with
opens arms, and San Diego has flourished ever since, attracting more military investment
and related industries. “The U.S. Military transformed San Diego politically,
economically, and socially within a decade after World War I, and in the process elevated
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a small, struggling town in a remote location with precious few natural assets to cityhood
and ultimately to metropolitanism.” 31

Current Revitalization Efforts: Rising on the Pacific
Some cities start earlier than others with downtown revitalization plans. San Diego
made the decision in 1975 when it created Centre City Development Corporation
(CCDC). Before 1975 and the creation of the CCDC, the downtown San Diego area had
fallen victim to suburbanization, with vacancies starting to escalate, property values
declining, and only government and civic institutions remaining in the downtown area.
Since the creation of the CCDC, $15 billion has been invested in downtown, $1.5 billion
of which was investment by the City of San Diego and the CCDC. The redevelopment of
Horton Plaza and the Gaslamp Quarter in the 1980s were considered the catalyst projects
for downtown revitalization at the time. These projects were able to once again attract
people to the downtown area, which led to further investment by the private sector. The
development that has occurred since 1975 is impressive and includes 18,205 housing
units; 7.9 million square feet of office and retail space; and 9,038 hotel rooms. All this
development has boosted tax revenues, including sales, property, and hotel taxes, to $191
million.32 Furthermore, in 2004 the City of San Diego increased its convention center
capacity and developed PETCO Park, home of the San Diego Padres Baseball Team.
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In 2006, the Centre City Development Corporation adopted a new Downtown
Community Plan that established the vision for the future of downtown development. The
plan suggests that most of the previous planning efforts such as the Horton Plaza
Redevelopment and the Gaslamp Quarter district have been extremely successful and are
established. The target of this plan is to set the future vision for the other areas of
downtown and also improve its livability in order to curtail regional sprawl into
environmentally sensitive areas. This plan covered density bonuses, transfer of
development rights, public transportation, parks, and all other areas important to the
promotion of urban living. The goal of the plan is to increase the number of residents
living downtown from 30,000 to 90,000, and the amount of jobs downtown from 75,000
to 165,000, by the year 2030.33
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Chapter 3: General History of Brownsville
EARLY HISTORY: 1846-CIVIL WAR

On March 27, 1846, General Zachary Taylor arrived in an area west of Point
Isabel and on the northern banks of the Rio Grande River across from Matamoros,
Tamaulipas. Taylor chose a site along the banks of the Rio Grande that would
strategically place him closer to the Mexican army located in Matamoros, and ordered his
men to construct a fort, which he named “Fort Texas” but was later renamed “Fort
Brown” after the passing of Major Jacob Brown. Shortly after his arrival and the
establishment of Fort Texas, Taylor and his men engaged the Mexican army in multiple
skirmishes and a few historic battles of the Mexican-American War, including the Battle
at Rancho Carricitos, Battle of Palo Alto, and the Battle at Resaca de la Palma. The
fighting came to a close on May 9, 1846, at Resaca De la Palma, where Taylor’s soldiers
pursued General Mariano Arista as he retreated from the Battle of Palo Alto. Although
the battles were short lived, Brownsville’s history is forever linked to them and Fort
Brown. Battles, skirmishes, and occupations of most major Mexican cities continued until
the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848, which marked the
end of the Mexican-American War and also established national boundaries, with United
States acquiring over 500,000 square miles of valuable territory.34 The treaty established
the Rio Grande as the national boundary between the United States and Mexico, therefore
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dividing a region that had once been contiguous, without any borders, and leaving many
landowners without access to their lands due to lack of proper citizenship. After the
border was defined, Brownsville remained on the U.S. side and was full of settlers that
were either already on the north side of the Rio Grande or were beginning to flee Mexico.
During the Mexican-American War, Charles Stillman, Richard King, and Mifflin
Kennedy established a transport company that had the navigational expertise and a virtual
monopoly on transportation along the Rio Grande. The U.S. military and others required
their services to supply the military garrisons stationed along the Rio Grande. Charles
Stillman, after purchasing a land grant of about 4,676 acres, created the Brownsville
Town Company and began to develop the City of Brownsville in December 1848. Due to
title and legal issues, the City of Brownsville was not officially incorporated by the State
of Texas until 1850 when all legal issues had been cleared. This law was then revoked in
1852, and the Texas legislature re-incorporated Brownsville on February 7, 1853.35
Brownsville experienced rapid expansion soon after its original founding in 1848, only
further exacerbated when the State of Texas declared Brownsville the seat of Cameron
County on Jan 13, 1849. By late 1849, the Brownsville area had about 1,000 people,
though an 1850 census showed that the population was only 519, due to an outbreak of
cholera that killed half the population sometime before that census was taken.
International trade between the United States and Mexico allowed Brownsville to flourish
to over 3,500 residents by 1853, with many residents coming to explore the territory.
Other residents were soldiers at Fort Brown, and many others were settlers from Mexico.
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Given this influx of settlers, many facilities started to develop, including the Immaculate
Conception Church in 1853; Villa Maria School for Girls in 1853; and the first public
school in 1855.36
Given the relative stability of the border and the continuing growth of
Brownsville, the United States abandoned Fort Brown in the late 1850s, only to quickly
return in 1860 when Robert E. Lee was stationed there to quell the major border
disturbances caused by Juan N. Cortina, who had actually taken refuge at the abandoned
Fort in 1850. Cortina, a Mexican soldier at the battles of Palo Alto and Resaca de la
Palma, never accepted the treaties signed by Mexico and fought to regain his family’s
major land holdings around Brownsville. Cortina amassed his own group of followers
that often resorted to violence, thievery, and malicious acts meant to terrorize the
population of Brownsville. Cortina’s army grew to more than 400 soldiers who fought
against Mexican as well as American soldiers.37 Lee used diplomacy and the threat of a
U.S. invasion to gain the support of the Mexican government against Cortina. After a
series of failed attempts against Mexican and American forces, Cortina retreated into
Mexico. He was arrested in 1875 and sent to Mexico City.

Civil War Era
On April 12, 1861, the Civil War began in Charleston, South Carolina, when the
Confederate army attacked Fort Sumter and the Union army. The Confederates
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unwittingly initiated a war that would last four years and would heavily influence the
growth and economy of Brownsville. On April 19, 1861, President Abraham Lincoln, in
an effort to cut off Confederate supply routes, issued a proclamation ordering the
blockade of all southern ports for the duration of the war. This strategic blockade by the
Union army was successful in deterring the shipment of goods only until the
Confederates found a way around the blockade—through Brownsville and other border
communities. Brownsville and Matamoros would play a major role in the Civil War by
becoming the principal port for shipment of cotton and goods to Europe in exchange for
ammunition and war supplies for the Confederate army. In order to elude the Union
blockade of all port facilities along the gulf coast, the Confederates would ship cotton and
other tradable goods to Brownsville, where they would be smuggled across the Rio
Grande into Matamoros. Once in Mexico, the goods were considered Mexican and
therefore protected under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo provision that respected
Mexico’s right to international commerce along the Rio Grande. “Matamoros is to the
rebellion west of the Mississippi what New York is to the United States—it’s a great
commercial and financial center, feeding and clothing the rebellion, arming and
equipping, furnishing it materials of war and a specie basis of circulation that has almost
displaced Confederate paper. . . . The entire Confederate Government is greatly sustained
by resources from this port.”38 The number of vessels sailing from Matamoros to New
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York grew from one in March 1861 to thirty-two vessels in 1862. From 1861 to 1864,
152 vessels carrying 35,000 tons of cargo arrived in New York from Matamoros.39
At the onset of the Civil War, with Texas supporting the Confederate cause,
Union soldiers abandoned Fort Brown in March 1861. Colonel John “Rip” Ford and his
Confederate soldiers occupied Fort Brown until November 1863, when Union soldiers, in
an effort to control the Confederate smuggling operations into Mexico, invaded the fort
and occupied it until July 1864. The Confederate army recaptured Fort Brown in July
1864, remaining there until the end of the Civil War in 1865. It is believed that the last
battle of the Civil War was fought outside Brownsville, at Palmito Hill, weeks after Lee’s
surrender in Virginia.

Fort Brown and Post-Civil War History
The history, foundation, and different eras of Brownsville have a distinct
correlation with activity at Fort Brown, which was in constant flux, abandoned and then
reoccupied throughout its history. However, after the Civil War, life for soldiers located
at Fort Brown became much quieter. Their mission was to protect the border and the
surrounding areas of Brownsville when flare-ups in violence occurred due to the
instability in Matamoros and other parts of Mexico. An Army surgeon stationed at Fort
Brown by the name of William Gorgas found the cure for yellow fever by conducting
research at the fort and later in Cuba. By 1948 the last unit had left Fort Brown, and the
facility was transferred to the City of Brownsville, which eventually established Texas
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Southmost College on the site. “Fort Brown was destined to play an important role in
relations with Mexico for nearly a century. The Civil Wars, Mexican Revolutions, Indian
raids, and bands of outlaws created turmoil along the Rio Grande for many years,
requiring a military presence on the border. Before it was closed in 1944, Fort Brown had
seen military action in the Mexican War and the Civil War, had death with unrest and
revolutions in Mexico and had seen numerous important military and civilian personnel
pass through its gates.”40
Brownsville continued its economic growth by taking advantage of its strategic
location and improving the efficiency of international trade between the United States
and Mexico. In 1904, the St. Louis-Brownsville-Mexico Railway arrived in Brownsville,
which spurred the development of the B&M Rail Bridge in 1910, providing the
connection to Matamoros and Mexico. The Brownsville Navigation District was
established in 1928, creating the Port of Brownsville, which eventually became an
important shipping hub for products produced in the Rio Grande Valley and Northern
Mexico. Rail was later connected to the Port Of Brownsville to facilitate transportation of
goods—primarily citrus, cotton, sorghum, sugar cane, and shrimp throughout the world.
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Chapter 4: History and Deterioration of Downtown Brownsville (1848Present)
The original town site of Brownsville was established by the Brownsville Town
Company, owned by Charles Stillman and various partners, bordering Fort Brown and
stretching along the Rio Grande. The original town site is an area of 1,584 acres
containing 308 numbered blocks designed in the classic street grid pattern and rotated
forty-five degrees from the cardinal points.41 The standard block size for the original
town site was 300 feet by 250 feet, split by a central alley that divided the blocks into
twelve individual lots measuring 50 feet by 120 feet. This design was a mid-nineteenthcentury U.S. speculators’ gridiron plan that differed tremendously from the design of
other border towns. Unlike other U.S. border towns and Mexican towns, Brownsville’s
original town site was extremely large and lacked the traditional public spaces seen
throughout Mexico and other border towns.
In its early years, downtown Brownsville was primarily a commercial area, with
services geared toward the soldiers and their families located at Fort Brown. Businesses
included saloons, bars, restaurants, shops, and any other service a soldier might demand.
“The Brownsville Plan was designed to facilitate business exchange, the primary purpose
for which the town was founded.” 42 As Brownsville began to establish itself as an area
for commerce and trade, downtown began to change, attracting business offices, financial
institutions, clothing stores, and additional municipal, county, and federal buildings.
From the 1920s to about 1970, downtown Brownsville was the center of commercial
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activity for the city of Brownsville. All major national retailers such as Sears, JC Penney,
Montgomery Ward, and HEB were located downtown, along with other local retailers
and auto dealerships such as Edelstein’s Furniture, Tipotex Chevrolet, and Tipton Ford.
Even though commercial activity began to concentrate in other areas such as Amigoland
Mall and Sunrise Mall, activity still remained downtown for a specific clientele—
Mexican nationals—that still visits the area today. If not for this activity, downtown
Brownsville would be in a worse situation than its current state, which is not a very
attractive considering the prevalence of used clothing stores and budget retail stores.
Today downtown remains in its original location along the Rio Grande and has
two international bridges: the Gateway International Bridge (the “new bridge”) and the
B&M Bridge (the “old bridge”). The Gateway Bridge is the one that most pedestrians use
when crossing into downtown Brownsville, while the B&M was the first bridge
connecting both countries and is currently used as the rail bridge with an automobile
bridge directly adjacent to the original structure. Downtown Brownsville continues to
border Fort Brown, or what is now the University of Texas-Brownsville/Texas Southmost
College. UTB/TSC is approaching 16,000 students in enrollment, continues to grow into
the surrounding area, and has also supported the historic restoration of multiple buildings
in the downtown area. 43
The important tools for downtown revitalization are in place, though in order to
move forward we must understand the history, how downtown Brownsville arrived at its
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current state, and how we continue to move forward to establish a successful downtown
revitalization effort.

DETERIORATION OF DOWNTOWN BROWNSVILLE (1970-PRESENT)
Amigoland Mall and Sunrise Mall
Throughout the 1970s, as cities started to cede to expansion pressures and
suburbanization, the activity in Central Business Districts began to decline dramatically.
Brownsville was not immune to this movement, which started with the Amigoland theme
park development. Located southwest of downtown, the Amigoland development started
to take hold in 1966, and a feasibility study was undertaken to determine the viability of
the project. Viability was determined to be favorable, and the master plan and
construction documents were approved in August 1970. The project site was 578 acres
and had a projected impact described as monumental in a Brownsville Herald article
published October 27, 1971. “The projects include hotels and motels, a mini mall of
specialty shops, a major mall of general merchandise, restaurants and a variety of other
business. . . . Projected attendance at the Theme Park is 800,000 and the estimated cash
flow to the community would exceed 26 million dollars.” Job creation projections
included 500 in the first year and 1,000 seasonal jobs, with an estimated total of about
4,000 new jobs being created by the development.44 The vision of the Amigoland
development was a theme park and commercial development that would be geared
toward a Mexican national clientele and would not only have a commercial center but
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also a recreation center for the entire Rio Grande Valley and northern Mexico border
region. Amigoland Mall opened to much fanfare in 1974 as the only mall in Brownsville.
Providing ample parking, a theater, and many other attractions, Amigoland was “the
place to be” for Brownsville residents and Mexican nationals alike.
Amigoland Mall was a regional attraction for many years and survived through
many economic downturns; however, the entire scope of the project would never occur
and in fact Amigoland Development Corp ceased to exist sometime in the late 1980s.
With the opening of Amigoland Mall, downtown Brownsville suffered a tremendous
exodus of commercial activity and anchor stores such as Montgomery Ward, JC Penney,
and other local shops. However, downtown Brownsville remained extremely resilient and
successful in attracting commerce into the area by developing a working relationship with
Amigoland Mall that allowed for cooperation in promotional activities or providing
transportation from Amigoland to the downtown area. “Although Downtown Brownsville
business experienced a loss of middle income patronage to suburban retail centers in the
1970’s, economic circumstances relating to the city’s border location preserved the value
of downtown real estate for retail and whole sale business oriented to a Mexican
clientele.”45
Sunrise Mall
In another effort to establish commercial activity in other areas outside the Central
Business District, Sunrise Mall was developed in 1979 on the northern end of town only
five years after Amigoland Mall had been opened. Initially, Sunrise Mall had two anchor
tenants, Kmart and Sears, but the mall also included a three-screen movie theater that
45
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attracted commerce to the area. At the time, Sunrise Mall was now in direct competition
with Amigoland Mall for commercial tenants and continued to influence the exodus of
commercial activity away from the downtown area. Sunrise Mall struggled for many
years until 1999, when the owners decided that an expansion was necessary and doubled
the size of mall from 486,000 to 976,000 square feet, with a $60 million investment
supported by the City of Brownsville.46 This expansion in 1999, combined with the
failure of transportation initiatives to improve access to Amigoland, dealt a crippling
blow to Amigoland Mall, which closed its doors after losing its last two anchor tenants,
Dillard’s and JC Penney, which moved to Sunrise Mall. Sunrise Mall continues to
flourish, attracting many national retail outlets, while the area surrounding the mall has
become the commercial center of Brownsville, with much of the retail activity occurring
within one mile of the mall.

Economic Interdependence with Mexico
Economics along the U.S.-Mexico border are highly dependent on one another
and tend to be extremely sensitive to any economic issues that occur on both sides of the
border. Many businesses throughout the border region depend on the natural occurrence
of Mexican nationals crossing into the United States for retail purchases and U.S. citizens
crossing into Mexico for dining, cheap medications/medical services, and tourism. This is
the natural way of life for many residents along the border, and it occurs on a daily basis
if not multiple times a day for some people. Some residents also reside in the United

46

Borunda, Daniel “ It’s a brand new shopping center: Sunrise Mall $60 million expansion nears
completion. Brownsville Herald, April 16, 2000.

45

States and work in Matamoros, while others live in Matamoros and work in the United
States. It is no surprise that when major economic shifts occur in Mexico the border
region is affected tremendously—more so than when an economic downturn occurs in the
United States. The two most recent major economic issues in Mexico, the 1982 and 1994
Mexican peso devaluations, had a devastating effect on commercial activity in the border
area and the downtown areas.

1982 Mexican Peso Devaluation
On August 12, 1982, the Mexican government announced that it could no longer
meet its debt obligations to any of its international creditors due to numerous factors
including: high interest rates, falling oil prices, and the devaluation of the peso by 46
percent in February and then again in August 1982. Investment as a percentage of GDP
had gone from 27 percent in 1981 to 23 percent in 1982, and continued to decline to
about 17 percent in 1983. Net capital inflows reached about $3 billion in the fourth
quarter of 1981, only to reverse course in 1982. In the first quarter of 1982, $500 million
in capital was removed from Mexico, followed by another $9 billion in the next three
quarters of 1982.47 In order to stem the outflow of dollars from Mexico, the Mexican
government imposed exchange controls whereby individuals who held dollars in Mexican
banks and wished to withdraw money had to withdraw at the new exchange rate of about
69.5 pesos per dollar. Furthermore, dollar-denominated accounts in Mexico were
effectively converted into Mexican pesos overnight due to Mexican government policies.
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The whole effect on Brownsville and other border cities was drastic. Employment in the
retail trade sector was 6.5 percent below 1981, which had shown an increase of 10.7
percent in employment 48 Estimates range that some individual store sales dropped 80
percent to 90 percent, while sales tax revenue in Brownsville dropped 36 percent from
1982 to 1983, amounting to a loss in retail sales for 1982 of about $50 million, or 18.4
percent of total sales for that year.49 Sales tax revenues did not return to 1982 numbers
until 1989, where they reached $5.4 million, compared to $5.1 million in 1982. Sales tax
revenues lingered and saw sporadic growth from 1982 to 1989, continuing to increase
until 1994, when the second peso devaluation occurred.

1994 Mexican Financial Crisis
Beginning in 1990, Mexico experienced a huge influx of foreign capital based on
a speculative decision that the United States and Mexico would develop a trade
agreement between the two countries. These capital inflows and investment reached
about 10 percent of GDP by 1993 and kept the Mexican economy afloat throughout the
early 1990s. From 1990 to 1994, the net direct investment increased from $2.5 billion to
$7.9 billion. By 1994, the peso had become overvalued against the dollar, which in turn
increased demand for imports and caused the movement of domestic capital to other
capital markets, given the strong exchange rate. On Dec 20, 1994, shortly after the newly
elected president was sworn in, the Mexican peso was devalued by 15 percent against the
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U.S. dollar and continued to decline in value, only to lose about 50 percent of its value by
March 1995.50 The stock market had fallen over 70 percent in value and short-term
interest rates reached 85 percent. At this point, all investors had lost confidence in the
Mexican economy, currency, and Mexico’s ability to pay off its external debt. The United
States, International Monetary Fund, and the Bank of International Settlements had to
extend $50 billion in loans and credits to Mexico in order to stabilize the Mexican
economy.
As mentioned above, the Mexican peso was devaluated by about 50 percent in
1994, causing U.S. products to become more expensive for those who held Mexican
pesos. This caused a shift in retail sales of $61 million in Brownsville, or about 22.7
percent of the total retail sales in Brownsville. “The effect of the 1994 Devaluation was
greater and happened faster than in 1982, which was a slowly evolving crisis.”51 The
bridge-crossing data for Christmas 1995 showed that 15,500 fewer cars entered
Brownsville, along with 520,000 fewer pedestrians, in the same ten-day period around
Christmas than the year before.52
In an effort to curb this decline in activity, Amigoland Mall and downtown
Brownsville merchants initiated marketing campaigns with aggressive discounts, offering
free bridge crossings and different sales promotions to attract the Mexican retail shopper.
Those efforts were unsuccessful and the sales numbers continued to decline, leading to
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multiple store closings at Amigoland Mall and downtown Brownsville in 1994. The sales
tax numbers from 1994-95 reflect a decrease of about $600,000, from $11.5 million to
$10.9 million, or about 5 percent.53 The sales tax revenue numbers do not accurately
reflect the impact felt, because the sales tax was raised in these years to establish the
Greater Brownsville Incentives Corporation in order to promote the economic
development of Brownsville. This crisis caused many businesses to collapse in the
Brownsville area and also signaled the beginning of the end for Amigoland Mall. “Both
areas fell on hard times, due mainly to the Mexican peso devaluations and the lack of
buying power by Mexican shoppers. About the only times of the year business revives
there for brief periods are during Charro Days, Thanksgiving, and Christmas.”54 The
collapse of many businesses was inevitable, given the combination of both the 1982 and
1994 crises and the changing economic and growth patterns of Brownsville. Downtown
and Amigoland would be forgotten except for those bargain shoppers who still visit
downtown today.

EARLY DEVELOPMENT TRENDS AND EXPANSION OF TRANSPORTATION
After researching Cameron County plat records it is very noticeable that the
development and expansion of the city away from the downtown area and into the rural
areas began in the 1920s. Prior to 1921, the first major extension after Brownsville’s
original town site in 1848 was the Stillman Extension in 1909, which expanded the city to
the northwest by over 450 additional lots each measuring 50 feet by 120 feet. It can be
53
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assumed that the expansion of Brownsville was due to the demand from people moving
into Brownsville and anticipating the influx of commerce with the arrival of the railroad
in 1909. The Celayas subdivision quickly followed in 1911 with 68 lots, which at the
time were located outside the city limits in the rural areas of Brownsville. From 1911 to
1921, the development of Brownsville was steadily awaiting the next major expansion
phase, which started in 1921 with Summit Place and Bella Vista Addition plats and ended
with the Summit Place Addition in 1929. Development in Brownsville in the 1920s
created many of the cherished historic neighborhoods, including the Los Ebanos Estates
and Los Ebanos Addition in 1926. In 1927, Belvedere Gardens Subdivision was
developed just northwest of the City Cemetery, continuing the development of
Brownsville to the northwest. Los Ebanos Estates and Additions plats reflect the
development of over 300 acres of land that straddled the city limits at the time of
development. “The West End, like downtown, continued to experience new middleincome residential construction in the 1900-1930 per west and north of the Original
Townsite. Palm Boulevard, a landscaped, divided boulevard laid out in the 1910’s
marked the boundary between the Original Townsite and these newer neighborhoods.”55
The next aggressive expansion of the City of Brownsville occurred from about
1941 to 1952, which saw many subdivisions such as: East Brownsville Addition (1941),
East Brownsville (1946), Collin Heights (1949), Rockdale (1950), Rio Viejo (1951), and
Highland Terrace in 1952.56 These developments occurred in and around the Palm
Boulevard and Boca Chica corridor, and practically mirror the expansion of Boca Chica
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Boulevard to meet U.S. Highway 281 at Central Boulevard between 1945 and 1950.
From the 1950s onward, the city of Brownsville continued to expand and grew to a
population of an estimated 180,000 people, encompassing over eighty-three square
miles.57
The expansion and de-centralization of commercial and residential activity away
from downtown has affected the area for decades. However, activity downtown continues
to be supported by the Mexican national clientele. The residential population of the
downtown area within the Central Business District is very minimal, while within the
greater downtown area there are many low-income neighborhoods that have existed for
decades and continue to be populated. Although downtown has seen better days,
nostalgia for the downtown of yesteryear remains.

Growth of Transportation
Brownsville remained isolated and disconnected from the rest of the state for
much of its infancy until the railroad finally arrived in 1904. The main connection to
other cities was conducted through U.S. 96, which ran from Alice to Pharr and, from
Pharr, along Business 83 through Harlingen and Brownsville. Business 83 and U.S.
Highway 96 were cosigned through Brownsville along what is now known as Central
Boulevard and along Elizabeth Street ending at the Gateway International Bridge. In
1921, the first Rio Grande Valley highway between Harlingen and Brownsville was
paved, connecting the two cities and beginning what would be one of the many
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significant transportation events that would follow for Brownsville and the Rio Grande
Valley. In 1931, U.S. Highway 83 was expanded into Texas and entered Pharr, only to
continue
using U.S. Highway 96 into Brownsville
along the existing route and into the
downtown Brownsville area. When U.S. 281
was commissioned in 1934, the U.S. 96
designation was removed and U.S. 281 was
built along the Rio Grande, eventually
Figure 7: Brownsville Transportation in
1934

connecting with Elizabeth Street and
feeding all traffic directly into the

Source: Usends.com

downtown area. At some point between 1945
and 1950, Boca Chica Boulevard was
extended west along its current path and
became the new U.S. 281 alignment, thereby
altering the U.S. 281 connection from
Elizabeth Street to Boca Chica and Central
Boulevard as reflected in Figures 8 and 9.
Figure 8: Transportation Routes 1950’s

In the 1950s, the U.S. 77/83
Expressway was developed, establishing

Source: Usends.com

the new transportation corridor between all
cities in the Rio Grande Valley and beyond. U.S. 77 would run from Kingsville to
52

Harlingen, then connect to U.S. 83, running along an east-west track from McAllen to
Brownsville. The construction of U.S.
77/83 Expressway all but eliminated the
need for visitors and residents to use U.S.
281 to enter Brownsville, which reduced
traffic entering the downtown area.
International Boulevard was also built in
the 1950s, along the boundary between
Fort Brown and the downtown area, to

Figure 9: Transportation at Present Day

provide a connection between the

Source: Usends.com

Gateway International Bridge and the Port Of Brownsville. U.S. 77/83 remained a twolane road until the late 1990s, when the expansion from a two-lane to a four-lane highway
began, and the connection made to the Veterans at Los Tomates Bridge.58
The arrival of highway transportation and the evolving realignments throughout
the early 1900s slowly promoted growth away from the downtown area and reinforced
the need for automobile transportation. The automobile combined, with accessible
transportation and the promotion of affordable home-ownership by the federal
government, promoted the growth of cities away from the downtown area and into the
suburbs.
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Current View of Downtown
Downtown Brownsville sits at a crossroads, with commercial activity heavily
concentrated in North Brownsville and the traditional Mexican shopper who once
sustained commercial activity in the downtown area slowly shying away from the area.
The events of September 11, 2001, significantly altered federal policy with regard to
immigration and border security, having different effects on different regions throughout
the country. In the month prior to September 11, 2001, pedestrian crossings in
Brownsville had increased by 5,281, only to fall by 21 percent, or 52,355 at both
crossings. From August 2001 to September 2002, the number of pedestrians crossing at
Brownsville fell another 14.2 percent, or 39,664. Vehicle border data show that from
August 2001 to September 2001, crossings fell by 180,970 cars, or 26.3 percent. This was
followed by a drop of 29,735 during the same month in 2002.59 “For smaller border
cities, the decline in individual crossing poses challenges to the important business and
social ties that these regions rely upon as part of their commercial base.”60 As the U.S.Mexico border becomes ever more rigid, the trip for Mexican nationals into downtown is
quickly becoming an adventure, one that includes waiting in line for over an hour in
temperatures over 100 degrees during the summer months. It is no longer the enjoyable
trip shoppers once experienced on a daily basis when crossing into downtown
Brownsville to purchase goods. Downtown merchants are quick to point out that this
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traffic is slowly dwindling as U.S. Customs and Border Protection continues to strictly
enforce immigration policies to a degree that many downtown shoppers choose not to
cross, rather than endure ridicule and borderline mistreatment from federal law
enforcement officials. In previous years, the crossing times were much less, and law
enforcement officials were much more courteous to those crossing, whereas now many
are treated as second-class citizens.
Used clothing stores, once abundant in the downtown area, are now beginning to
shut their doors due to a lack of foot traffic and evolving business dynamics that inhibit
the cross-border trade of used clothing into Mexico. Historical buildings that once thrived
with commercial offices are now abandoned and in a state of complete disrepair that
affects up to 500,000 square feet of upper story commercial or residential space.61 To
many residents, the downtown area is seen as an area only visited when conducting
municipal business or looking for affordable clothing. Gone are the days of high-end
commercial business and high pedestrian foot traffic counts that provided a commercial
base for those stores.
Downtown Brownsville also suffers from a lack of parking, which has been
proven to affect the retail viability of any downtown, and any commercial area for that
matter. Many cities suffer from chronic overpopulation, leading to a society that is
dependent on the automobile for transportation. Downtown Brownsville has about 1,050
metered parking spaces, many of which are used during the day.62 The parking issue has
been studied countless of times, and the conclusion always reflects the need for additional
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parking in the morning and afternoon hours, but not in the evening hours, when parking
is abundant.
Many Brownsville residents are nostalgic about downtown Brownsville and its
past splendor, which included multiple theaters, coffee shops, and the overall urban
experience that all residents seek when visiting other places. “The national tendency is
toward the cities sprawling out and integrating kind of satellite cities complete with
residential areas, commercial districts, recreational areas, hospital and other service
facilities. This natural abandonment of former downtowns in favor of new commercial
and residential hubs have left cities almost as empty shells, in which slums with their
many problems sprout like so many mushroom clusters. I read somewhere that several
cities have succeeded in reversing the trend, with good doses of sensible planning. I do
hope that our city fathers, together with downtown residents and businessmen, find the
right recipe for the revitalization of Brownsville’s downtown and Amigoland Mall.63
Eliminating the negative perception of the downtown area—especially for those
who have never visited—will be the greatest challenge. However, all Brownsville
residents seek to have that unique sense of place, which Brownsville lacks without a
revitalized downtown.
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Chapter 5: Downtown Connectivity and Accessibility
Downtown Brownsville, although somewhat isolated from the rest of the city, is
served by two U.S. highways; one being U.S. 77/83, the primary thoroughfare for
Brownsville residents and where most commercial activity is currently occurring. U.S.
77/83 provides limited access points that run from Corpus Christi to Brownsville, with
two spurs being created in Brownsville: the U.S. 77 Spur along International Boulevard
and ending at the Gateway International Bridge, creating the southern boundary of the
downtown area; and the U.S. 83 spur that terminates at the newest port crossing, the
Veterans Bridge at Los Tomates Bridge, about one 1.5 miles southeast of downtown.
From U.S. 77/83, downtown is primarily accessed through 6th Street, 12th Street, and
International Boulevard, which all run east-west into the area, bisecting it and ending at
Fronton Street or the old railroad switchyard. Central Boulevard is a thoroughfare that
terminates at West Elizabeth Street and can be used to access Elizabeth to get downtown.
The Gateway International Bridge crossing empties vehicular traffic onto
International Boulevard and connects to U.S. 77/83, whereas the B&M Bridge connects
to downtown through Sam Perl Boulevard, which runs directly along the river and
straight into 13th Street. The B&M was the first bridge connecting Brownsville with
Matamoros, and historically swiveled to allow barges going up river to clear the bridge.
The B&M Bridge is the primary bridge for rail cargo, but also allows for vehicular travel.
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WEST RAIL RELOCATION

The West Rail Relocation Project is an initiative that began on March 29, 2000,
after a public comment period demonstrated that the proposed construction of seven
overpasses to go over Union Pacific railroad tracks was highly controversial. Most
controversial was a proposal for an overpass over 6th and 7th streets, which would have
run though the historic downtown district in order to improve access to Amigoland Mall.
Unable to obtain community support for the project, Union Pacific decided that the West
Rail Relocation project was the best alternative for satisfying all entities involved. The
West Rail project would begin south of Olmito, continue west through the community of
San Pedro, and cross the Rio Grande about twenty miles north of the existing B&M rail
bridge. It would then cross into Mexico and link with an as-yet-to-be relocated rail line,
all of it required roughly twelve miles of new track to be built. The West Rail Relocation
project is a $70 million project that includes the United States, Mexico, and a rail bridge
across the Rio Grande. It involves the removal of the Union Pacific railroad tracks and
rail yard that currently border the western portion of downtown, and moving the railroad
to the northwest of Brownsville, outside the central city, and eliminating about fifteen rail
crossings, which see on average about 100,000 crossings a day throughout the city.64
The project also eliminates rail and rail switching yards in downtown Matamoros,
and the Mexican government is currently working on a project called Avenida De Las
Americas, which is a proposed highway connecting Matamoros to the regional
infrastructure and eliminating the rail flowing through the downtown area. The rail yards
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in downtown Brownsville have been removed and the West Rail Relocation project is
slated to begin in late 2010 or early 2011. “This project will increase train efficiency,
reduce stops and delays of vehicles created by the train crossings being blocked, improve
responses of emergency vehicles, redevelop the Amigoland area businesses and
redevelop land along existing UPRR. It will also create a new transportation corridor, the
West Loop or West Parkway that will add a capacity for 18,000-20,000 new vehicles in
Brownsville.”65 The West Parkway project will include the purchase by the Texas
Department of Transportation of the Union Pacific railroad right-of-way; removal of
tracks; and construction of a limited-access toll road. West Parkway will begin north of
Brownsville at the F.M. 511 junction, create a limited-access toll way through many
historic neighborhoods, and provide a connection to the B&M Bridge. This could greatly
improve access to the downtown area; however, as with many transportation projects, the
community it affects is in upheaval over the proposed plan.

HISTORIC BATTLEFIELD TRAIL
The Historic Battlefield hike-and-bike trail and Linear Park, beginning in
downtown Brownsville and ending at the Palo Alto Battlefield National Historical Park,
provide important access into the downtown area. The old Southern Pacific rail yard,
formerly located between 6th and 7th streets, once marked the gateway to downtown
Brownsville. After the Southern Pacific line was abandoned, the City of Brownsville
purchased the rail yard and easement from Southern Pacific, converting it into the hike-
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and-bike trail, with Linear Park replacing the switchyards. This created an 8.3-mile trail
traversing Brownsville and providing a safe route of transportation from downtown
Brownsville to any part of north Brownsville. Linear Park is now located in what is
known as the Mitte Cultural Arts District, which includes the new Brownsville Museum
of Fine Arts, Gladys Porter Zoo, the Federal Courthouse, Brownsville Historical
Museum, and the Costumes of the Americas museum. Linear Park also provides a
gathering area for Brownsville residents and hosts the Brownsville Farmers’ Market
every Saturday on a seasonal basis.

BROWNSVILLE URBAN SYSTEM (BUS)
The Brownsville Urban System (BUS) operates out of the Market Square transit
station in downtown Brownsville. The BUS System operates about fifteen routes
throughout Brownsville, with all routes originating at Market Square. The BUS system
has an average of 1.5 million passenger trips annually, with an average daily ridership of
5,500. Approximately 60 percent of all BUS riders stop at Market Square, bringing an
estimated annual revenue of $1.18 million into downtown.66 Private bus service to many
cities throughout Texas, the United States, and Mexico also originate from downtown.
This concentration of public and private bus transportation has led to the development of
a new bus terminal that will house the BUS system as well as all the private bus lines
providing service to and from Brownsville. This is a $35 million project currently under
construction and slated to be completed by October 2011. As is evident, downtown
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Brownsville does not suffer from connectivity issues, and in fact is very easily accessible
and has many positive connections to the rest of the city. Its location and the
concentration of cultural activities such as museums and a world-renowned zoo provide
many of the tools necessary for revitalization.
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Chapter 6: Analysis of Imagine Brownsville Comprehensive Plan
The Imagine Brownsville Comprehensive Plan was adopted in late 2009 and was
named the Best Comprehensive Plan by the Texas APA. Included in the comprehensive
plan was an in-depth look at the revitalization of downtown Brownsville, which has
always been a top priority for the Brownsville community and continued to reflect as
much in the Imagine Brownsville Plan. However, although downtown revitalization has
been a top priority for many residents, it has never managed to gain enough political
support to implement coherent strategies for revitalization. The comprehensive plan
identifies one primary objective: a community with a thriving, clean, safe, pedestrianfriendly, distinct town center that values, celebrates, and preserves its historic resources,
and provides varied and quality cultural entertainment opportunities along with a sense of
community identity. The downtown revitalization plan provides the conceptual
framework and good vision for the potential of downtown Brownsville. It breaks down
the area into revitalization zones, including Entertainment, Market Square, Courthouse
Square, Cameron Square, Border Trade, El Cueto, Gateway North, and the Banco
District.
Entertainment Zone
The Entertainment Zone is located along Levee Street and is the location of
arguably the two most revered properties in downtown Brownsville: the former Capitol
Theater and the El Jardin Hotel, both of which represent tremendous opportunities for
revitalization but also symbolize the issues and challenges that lie ahead for downtown.
The restoration of both these properties would require a tremendous investment,
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estimated at over $50 million, but there has never been much political support or, given
the condition of downtown, feasible projects proposed. This zone is also home to Hope
Park, which is located along the Rio Grande levee and has since been destroyed by the
border wall. The Imagine Brownsville plan proposes a multitude of catalytic projects in
the area, including Perl Plaza, Rio Grande Esplanade, and a convention center. Perl Plaza
is the cheaper and least controversial of the proposed projects, with the Rio Grande
Esplanade and convention center being extremely expensive and possibly never feasible.
The plan admits this fault by lacking the ability to identify a viable development scenario
in light of the number of variables that impacts this zone. Whether it is a shortage of
political wherewithal or the advent of the border fence, this area has many issues that the
city must overcome in order to see it through to redevelopment.
Market Square Zone
Historically, Market Square was developed as the city market and plaza, where
people could buy their goods for the day. It is located between Washington and Adams
streets and bordered by 11th and 12th streets, and features a typical market setting where
residents can interact and socialize. The area was converted into the main terminal for the
Brownsville Urban Transportation system (BUS), and the open space in the area has been
greatly reduced due to bus stops and bus shelters. The conceptual plan for Market Square
envisions a building that is restored into a market and cultural center, with the current
streets redeveloped into a quality urban space much like a Mexican plaza. Cathedral
Plaza is another project with tremendous potential to add quality urban space in an area
that lacks such venues. The Immaculate Conception Church is the oldest church in the
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Rio Grande Valley and home to the Diocese of Brownsville, which covers the entire Rio
Grande Valley. Historically, churches in Europe and Mexico are established in front of an
urban open space where people can congregate and events can be held. This is not the
case in Brownsville; instead the church is surrounded by parking lots and private
property. This zone also houses many upper story residential and office units that are
currently underutilized or abandoned. The plan calls for the redevelopment of the second
floor in order to promote urban living but also house additional municipal offices. Out of
all the revitalization zones the Market Square Zone has the most immediate potential
revitalization, given the development of the new Brownsville Multi-Modal Center and the
impending exit of the BUS transportation system from Market Square by fall 2011.
Courthouse Square
Courthouse Square is the location of the Old Cameron County Courthouse, which
has recently been restored. County courthouses in Texas are very unique in architecture
and have served as revitalization tools in many other areas. For example, San Marcos is
the county seat for Hays County and has a wonderful courthouse square that has served
as the center of downtown revitalization for San Marcos. The immediate area
surrounding Brownsville’s courthouse square has many buildings, such as the Leisca
Corner Store and Pacheco Building, that are vacant and abandoned though if restored and
revitalized could provide the spark needed for revitalization of this area. It also proposes
a Memorial Mall to commemorate the burial grounds that were discovered when
conducting infrastructure improvements as part of the courthouse restoration project.
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Border Trade Zone
The Border Trade Zone is located directly across from the Gateway International
Bridge, which is the gateway to Brownsville for many downtown shoppers and visitors to
the United States. The comprehensive plan proposes small but significant steps such as
the International Trade Building, which would replace the current pedestrian plaza. It
further identifies the multi-modal transportation center that will house the BUS system
and other regional transportation providers. The plan, however, identifies various flaws in
the design of the multi-modal center that are very concerning. For instance, the multimodal center is not providing any parking facilities and is not designed for multiple
modes of transportation. Instead, it is being built only to provide facilities for the BUS
system and regional bus carriers.
El Cueto Zone
This zone is proposed as the area that will create the synergy between the
University of Texas-Brownsville (UTB/TSC) and downtown Brownsville. Currently,
many students do not enter the downtown area, even though downtown sits directly
across the International Blvd from the UTB/TSC campus. The plan proposes that student
housing and infill development could be done in this particular section of town, and also
serve as a catalyst for the revitalization of this area and downtown. Given the 30 percent
growth rate from 2005 to 2009, UTB/TSC is seeing an increase in demand for on-campus
student housing and does not have an adequate supply of student housing.67 The
university is actively looking toward expanding its housing availability, and this section
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of the downtown area provides—as this section states—an excellent opportunity for
UTB/TSC to provide student housing in the Cueto Zone.68
Banco District
The Banco District Redevelopment Plan is perhaps the most ambitious piece of
Imagine Brownsville. The area encompasses over 500 acres of land and is located just
west of downtown. It includes the Rio Grande Esplanade on the land between the
Gateway International Bridge and the B&M Bridge, as mentioned in previous sections.
This area has long been seen as an opportunity for riverfront development, which was
actually attempted via the Amigoland development that failed to materialize. The plan
estimates that by using the historic scale of Brownsville this area should be able to
accommodate about 18,000 residents and an additional 4 million square feet of
commercial and institutional space. The estimated cost of this project is $2.5 billion. This
plan proposes embracing the river and using it to positively impact the community by
creating an area where people can come to shop, dine, and live in an urban setting on the
Rio Grande. There are many issues that complicate the development of this area,
however, including the border wall.
The border wall project initiated by the U.S. government has impacted
landowners along the river in many different ways, but none more visible than in
downtown Brownsville. Hope Park, located along the path of the wall, was originally
dedicated to appreciate the proximity to Mexico and strengthen the relationship between
the United States and Mexico. The wall has basically destroyed the visibility of the park
from Mexico—exactly what those who built it had hoped would never happen. The
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border wall issue has halted all proposed development activity in the Banco District and
will continue to negatively affect the area until the wall is removed. The City of
Brownsville, through litigation, managed to obtain permission to remove the wall for
economic development purposes only if the municipality pays for the demolition and
construction of a new security barrier, though this only adds to the long list of hurdles the
city must overcome to accomplish its vision.
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Chapter 7: Economic Analysis of the Downtown Area
Used Clothing Stores
Used clothing, or ropa usada, has been a dominant industry in downtown
Brownsville for decades. The used clothing shops are a hybrid of retail and wholesale.
The retail operation is the sale of used clothing to the public, while the wholesale piece
deals with sorting used clothing, bailing, and the sale of bales for distribution in Mexico.
The industry can be credited with keeping the downtown area commercially viable,
though it is also the source of issues such as dirty alleys, overflowing dumpsters, and
multiple fires that usually threaten other adjacent buildings. These downtown stores
process anywhere from 500 pounds to 80,000 pounds of used clothing per week. One
business processes 400,000 pounds per week and delivers 60,000 pounds to the landfill
per week. The total yearly amount of used clothing being processed in Brownsville is
about 50 million pounds per month, while the industry overall employs 2,000 to 3,000
people, equaling $150 million in investment and production.69

Financial Institutions

Many financial institutions, such as BBVA Bank, First National Bank, Wells
Fargo, and International Bank of Commerce (IBC), continue to maintain operations in
downtown Brownsville. Most of banks in the area are the city headquarters, if not
regional headquarters, for the respective banks, with the exception of IBC. After many
years of having their Brownsville headquarters downtown, IBC has chosen to relocate to
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a state-of-the-art facility on the north side of town. However, the bank still maintains its
downtown branch and it continues to receive consistent traffic from clients in and around
downtown. In fact, as FDIC bank deposit records show, downtown deposits have steadily
gained from 2005 to
2010, from $780,000 to
$1.2 million in June
2010. Wells Fargo’s
downtown branch
attained the highest
number of deposits of
any bank in Brownsville, with $638,820

Figure 10: Downtown Bank Deposits
Source: FDIC Deposit Records

for June 2010.70 It can be established,
therefore, that banks in downtown Brownsville have performed quite well in the past five
years. While overall commercial activity downtown continues to decline, banking activity
has not. Brownsville’s downtown banks combined employ approximately 200 people.

Municipal, County, and Federal Government Jobs

The City of Brownsville and Cameron County both have their administrative
offices downtown. Both entities rank among the top ten employers in the Brownsville
area, with the city employing 1,178 people and the county 2,076 people.71 Most of these
employees are located downtown, though some are located in other areas throughout the
70
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city and county. Federal installations are also located downtown, including the Federal
Courthouse, U.S. Post Office, and the Gateway International and B&M bridges. The
federal employment base produces significant clusters of services that are attracted to the
area because of its proximity to the civil offices.
The federal and county courthouse both attract attorneys to the area, a fact
reflected in the surrounding area, where numerous attorneys, bail bond services, and
other legal services have their offices. Department of Homeland Security officers are ever
present, with daily foot patrols downtown. This employment base could serve as an
anchor for many dining establishments, however many are not attracted to the downtown
area given the lack of quality dining establishments.

Retail
The retail sector of the downtown area has been severely strained by changing
demographic patterns, tougher immigration, and commercial activity gravitating to the
city’s north side around Sunrise Mall. As mentioned above, the once-thriving retail
industry along Elizabeth Street has seen better days, though sales remain strong among
the demographic that does still frequent downtown area. Fifty-seven percent of visitors to
downtown Brownsville are pedestrians who cross the international bridge leading directly
to Elizabeth Street—the heart of commercial activity downtown. Sixty-seven percent of
downtown visitors report incomes of 4,000 pesos or less a month, which equals less than
$400 a month. The difference between the average retail sale in the downtown area and
Sunrise Mall is appalling, with the average Sunrise Mall visitor spending about eightyfive dollars and the average downtown visitor spending roughly thirty-one dollars per
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visit. According to a study on the impact of recent immigration policy on the retail trade,
almost 75 percent of respondents stated that if the US-VISIT program were implemented
they would be less likely to visit. Eighty percent of those surveyed felt the
implementation of US-VISIT would cause delays upon entering and exiting the United
States.72

University of Texas-Brownsville/Texas Southmost College (UTB/TSC)

The University of Texas at Brownsville and Texas Southmost College
(UTB/TSC) is a public university bordering Downtown. UTB/TSC has experienced rapid
growth in the past ten years, consistent with the fact that the Brownsville region is one of
the nation’s fastest growing. The student population grew from 15,276 in 2005 to 19,926
in 2009, a 30 percent
growth rate. As
reflected in Figure 11,
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Figure 11: UTB/TSC Population by Percentage
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future growth of the school and long-term campus residence needs. The need for campus
housing is growing daily, and the university is actively trying to find viable sites for
student housing. Given its proximity to downtown, the growth of the university will have
a tremendous impact on the area’s revitalization. The more students located downtown
and on campus, the more services those students will demand and, in turn, attract
development to the university district.

SWOT Analysis
Strengths

Opportunities

Historical Buildings

Heritage Tourism

Urban Infrastructure

River Esplanade Project

Municipal and County Governments

Theater Restoration

Museums and Civil Organizations
Weaknesses

Threats

Abandoned Buildings

North Brownsville Commercial

Negative Perception

Development

Prevalence of Used Clothing Stores

Border Security

Lack of Political Initiative

Further Deterioration of Historical
Buildings

Table 1: SWOT Analysis

Source: Primary

Strengths
Downtown Brownsville has many strengths, including the concentration and
number of historical buildings, the urban fabric, municipal and county governments,
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multiple museums, and various activities availably nearby. Downtown’s historical
buildings are a strength because, if restored, they could be a source of historical
Tourism—a proven resource for many Texas cities. Brownsville is perhaps the most
urban city in the border region; therefore, urban living is a viable concept and does not
have to be recreated in Brownsville.
Municipal and county governments are concentrated downtown, providing a
stable base of employment, which in turn attracts additional employment by supporting
industries. The museums, Gladys Porter Zoo, and other civic institutions are perhaps
downtown’s strongest assets. The museums attract tourism and host cultural events, while
the world-renowned Gladys Porter Zoo, the state’s only zoo south of San Antonio,
attracts over 500,000 visitors annually.
Opportunities
The historical narrative of Brownsville and the many historical buildings that
remain present an opportunity for the city. Heritage Tourism is one of the biggest tourism
industries in Texas, attracting billions of dollars every year. Although Brownsville has a
tremendous story, it is seldom discussed in the annals of history and is known only by a
few passionate historians of the region. The restoration of historical properties, along
with a concerted effort to pull together all available historical resources, would expose a
tremendous opportunity for historical tourism in Brownsville.
The River Esplanade development along the banks of the Rio Grande between the
Gateway and the B&M Bridge is an idea dating back to the inception of Amigoland Mall
in the late 1970s. The idea is to recapture the riverfront and transform it into a regional
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retail destination with shopping along the Rio Grande. The project is envisioned as multiuse, incorporating sustainable practices, “walkability,” and residential units.
Development partners interested in the project said in 2006 that the project was viable—
but that was before the border wall plan was announced. The City of Brownsville was
able to extract from the federal government the ability to remove the wall for economic
development purposes, but only if the new construction functionally replaces the wall and
meets the expectations of the Department of Homeland Security and other federal
government entities. The opportunity remains, despite the challenges, to remove the wall,
though construction of a barrier wall is costly and at this moment unfeasible.
In the yesteryear of downtown Brownsville, movie theaters were a popular
attraction. The two most prominent theaters were the Capitol and Majestic, both of which
are still intact to a degree. Downtown had many other theaters, including the Queen,
Mexico, and Victoria among others that have been demolished or completely altered
from their original form. Movie theatres and concert halls are a proven commodity in
attracting people downtown area, and have been deemed necessary in Brownsville by the
Hunter Interests Report. The Capitol Theater study conducted in 2002 determined that
the city of Brownsville was perhaps the most culturally impoverished community in the
United States and severely lacking in cultural resources. The Capitol Theater property is
now owned by the city and presents an excellent opportunity for restoration, either as
movie theatre or concert hall. Two studies conducted in 2001 concluded that downtown
Brownsville was capable of supporting a performing arts center of any kind.
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Weaknesses
The weaknesses of downtown Brownsville are immense and for the most part
have to do with abandoned buildings and the lack of upkeep by current landowners.
Abandoned or semi-abandoned buildings are littered throughout the downtown area,
which has some 500,000 square feet of upper-story commercial space that is completely
empty and unused. The emptiness of these buildings only adds to the negative perception
of downtown, and will continue to do so unless complementary uses and activity make
the adaptive re-use of the buildings a viable alternative.
The negative perception of downtown is a tremendous weakness that is hard to
change. For generations many people have written off downtown area as only convenient
for inexpensive shopping, riddled with prostitution, and not a place people would want to
visit on a regular basis. This perception still exists today. Many Brownsville residents
have never been downtown due to the perception that it is dangerous after a certain hour.
The lack of political initiative is a perceived weakness that could change at a
moment’s notice, given the right political atmosphere. For too long the challenge of
downtown revitalization has been viewed as insurmountable because of the scale of
revitalization and the public investment required. This weakness can be overcome,
however, by scaling down some of the projects and redefining what successful
revitalization means. If political interests do not make downtown a priority, then an
aggressive revitalization effort might never get started.
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Threats
As with any other downtown area in the United States, a constant threat to
revitalization is the growth and concentration of commercial development along a city’s
major transportation corridors. Such development in Brownsville is no different than in
any other city in the United States. Commercial development locally has concentrated
along U.S. 77/83, F.M. 802, Boca Chica Boulevard, F.M. 1847, and many other roads. In
the past ten years, Brownsville has seen a significant rise in population and commercial
development around Sunrise Mall, which continues to attract the high-end commercial
development that any city would love to have in its urban core.
Given the location of downtown Brownsville along the Rio Grande and a stone’s
throw from Matamoros, border security might be the biggest threat to downtown’s retail
viability. The organized crime war that is raging for control of drug-trafficking routes
into the United States has law enforcement officers and residents on high alert for signs
of “spillover” violence into Brownsville. Since 9/11, pedestrian and vehicular traffic has
fallen dramatically due to more restrictive immigration policy, which creates a more rigid
border between the two cities. In previous decades, the downtown area was flooded with
shoppers from Mexico making the trip on foot. Immigration policy was more flexible,
traffic on the bridge flowed freely, and security was not as much of an issue as it is today.
Additional border security has erased what was before, and now Mexican nationals
crossing the border must pass a gauntlet of inspections and questioning by law
enforcement officials, leading to the decline in the number of people willing to wait in
line to cross into the United States to shop. Any downtown retailer today will tell you that
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the traffic has decreased significantly since 9/11, and even more so since the violence in
Mexico has escalated.
While downtown’s historic buildings downtown can be considered a strength in
terms of cultural importance and the urban fabric, these sites are also a continuous threat
if kept in a state of disrepair and neglect. Given the lack of viable options and the low
demand for rental spaces, property owners have refused to invest in their structures,
leaving the buildings defenseless against time and the elements. Further deterioration of
these buildings, therefore, is a threat to downtown, because losing them entirely would be
a travesty to the cultural heritage of Brownsville.

El Jardin Hotel and Capitol Theater Impact Analysis
Built in the 1920s the El Jardin Hotel was in part a symbolic structure, an
“ambassador” that welcomed people downtown. Located near the train station, the hotel
lodged countless businessmen and leisure travelers, who likely watched a movie at the
Capitol Theater across the street and ate dinner at a nearby restaurant. The Capitol
Theater was built around the same time as the El Jardin, and for decades provided
Brownsville residents with the latest movies and international cinema. Both the El Jardin
and the Capitol closed in the 1980s and have now become the center of attention when
the subject of downtown revitalization comes up. For years the focus of revitalization
efforts downtown has revolved around these two revered buildings that in many ways
summarize the troubles downtown Brownsville as a whole is facing. Given the
importance of the two buildings in the greater scheme of downtown revitalization, an
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economic impact analysis on the investment required to renovate the buildings was
warranted for this report.
The Economic Impact Analysis in this case was accomplished using IMPLAN
software that uses the Input/Output Model to determine the impact of a certain
investment on different local industries. The results are calculated in the following
categories and are defined as:
•

Direct	
  Effect:	
  represents	
  the	
  initial	
  change	
  to	
  the	
  industry	
  in	
  question	
  

•

Indirect	
  Effect:	
  changes	
  in	
  inter-‐industry	
  transactions,	
  as	
  supplying	
  
industries	
  respond	
  to	
  increased	
  demand	
  from	
  the	
  directly	
  affected	
  industry	
  

•

Induced	
  Effect:	
  reflects	
  changes	
  in	
  local	
  spending	
  that	
  result	
  from	
  income	
  
changes	
  in	
  the	
  directly	
  and	
  indirectly	
  affected	
  industry	
  sector.73	
  

Capitol Theater Impact
After conducting the feasibility and preliminary design phase, the cost of the
Capitol Theater project in 2001 was calculated at between $18 million and $20 million,
therefore for this model I have chosen a figure of $30 million to adjust for 2011 dollars,
and also to offset cost overruns and any other costs that could occur.74
The impact of a $30 million investment on the Capitol Theater is as reflected in Table 2
below.
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Impact Summary
Impact Type

Employment

Direct Effect

102

4,221,458

4,444,181

9,775,216

Indirect Effect

14

538,578

835,767

2,101,925

Induced Effect

18

590,961

1,128,607

2,028,696

134

5,350,997

6,408,554

13,905,838

Total Effect

Labor Income

Table 2. Capitol Theater Construction Impact

Total Value Added

Output

Source: Primary / Implan Software

The direct effect of renovating Capitol Theater, therefore, would create 102 jobs
generating $4.2 million in wages and salaries. The indirect effect, which means changes
in inter-industry transactions as those industries respond to increased demand caused by
investment, would be fourteen additional jobs and $538,578 in wages and labor income.
The total local impact of a $30 million investment in Capitol Theater would be $14
million and 134 short-term jobs. The primary industry affected by such an investment
would be “maintenance and repair construction of non-residential structure.” All other
industries affected include food services, architectural and engineering services, and other
job-related industries. The total local and state tax impact is $236,193 in additional tax
revenue from a $30 million investment.75
The operations of Capitol Theater and its impact on the community were
calculated in the Hunter Interests Reports and repeated in the Capitol Theater study.
Direct employment from operation of the theater would be eight full-time jobs and a total
impact of $198,000 is additional salary and wage expenditures. The impact of visitors to
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Capitol Theater, calculated at 40,000 visitors, is $800,000 annually. The calculated
operating budget for the theater was about $385,000, including all expenses, while
revenue was estimated at $382,000 on a yearly basis.76

El Jardin Hotel Restoration
For the purpose of this analysis the impact of an El Jardin Hotel renovation was
calculated at $20 million. The property has been studied thoroughly over the years by
many investors, only to come up short in terms of feasibility or demand for the type of reuse envisioned by the investor. The City of Brownsville has never commissioned a
feasibility study on the building, much less a cost estimate for renovation. Rather, the $20
million figure was obtained by many reports and conversations with investors
experienced renovating old hotels. A $20 million investment in the restoration of the El
Jardin Hotel, therefore, would generate the following impact:
Impact Summary
Impact Type
Direct Effect
Indirect Effect
Induced Effect
Total Effect

Employment
68
9
12
89

Labor Income
2,814,305
359,052
393,974
3,567,331

Table 3: El Jardin Hotel Restoration Impact

Total Value Added
2,962,787
557,178
752,404
4,272,370

Output
6,516,811
1,401,283
1,352,464
9,270,558

Source: Primary / Implan Software

The direct effect of a $20 million investment would be an estimated sixty-eight
new jobs and roughly $6.5 million in output. The indirect effect of the investment would
be nine jobs and $1.4 million. The induced effect would be twelve jobs and $1.3 million.
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Total Local Impact would be more than $9.2 million, meaning the other $10 million
would be used by external sources. The impact on state and local taxes is once again seen
in the indirect business ax, including an increase in sales tax by $64,239 and property tax
by $66,813.77

Two Development Scenarios for the El Jardin Hotel
The analysis of the El Jardin Hotel provides an idea of the feasibility of two
different scenarios for the building. In the first one, the El Jardin would remain a hotel.
According to the second scenario, the property would be converted into an office
complex. Scenario one was calculated using regional averages for room and occupancy
rates, which were an $85 average room rate with a 47 percent occupancy rate. The model
includes a restaurant and ballroom on the first floor, where estimates used conservative
numbers for average sales and rental income for an entertainment venue.78
The results of the first scenario are that the total impact of hotel operations would
be around $2.65 million, with thirty-one jobs produced in the hotel industry (nineteen
jobs); food services and drinking places (seven jobs); and amusement and recreation
activities (one job). The direct effect of hotel operations is twenty-six jobs, with the other
jobs being created by supporting industries and induced effect (see Table 5). The state
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and local tax is significant, including $148,500 in hotel occupancy tax and $156,927 in
additional tax revenue.79
Impact
Summary
Impact Type
Direct Effect
Indirect Effect
Induced Effect
Total Effect

Employment
26
3
3
31

Labor Income
585,037
98,931
85,459
769,427

Table 4: Impact of Hotel Operations

Total Value Added
1,028,095
157,932
163,335
1,349,362

Output
1,891,829
461,820
293,504
2,647,153

Source: Primary / Implan Software

I chose the second scenario in order to compare which use would have a larger
impact on the community—especially downtown revitalization. The El Jardin building
has approximately 65,000 square feet of space, 50,100 square feet of which are on the
second floor and above. The numbers used in this model were 50,100 square feet leased
at a dollar per square foot, and the 15,000 square feet on the first floor leased out at $1.50
per square foot.80 Inherent in this model are multiple assumptions, including a 100
percent occupancy rate and 120 employees occupying the building at any given time. The
results of this analysis, therefore were that renovating the El Jardin Hotel as an office
complex would have a larger economic impact, producing 157 jobs and a total impact of
$14.3 million (see Table 5), as opposed to renovating it as a hotel. The major industries
creating those jobs would be business support services, the banking institution, and food
services and drinking places. The impact on state and local taxes would be $306, 122—
greater than the impact of the first scenario. The office complex model assumes the 120
jobs would be new, though they potentially could result from relocation of employees
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from elsewhere in the city. Either way, relocation or additional employment would be
beneficial to the city and the downtown area. 81
Impact
Summary
ImpactType
Direct
Effect
Indirect
Effect
Induced
Effect
Total Effect

El Jardin Office
Complex
Employment

LaborIncome

TotalValueAdded

Output

126

3,528,745

6,010,828

10,796,725

15

536,685

858,579

1,820,267

16
157

508,021
4,573,451

970,983
7,840,389

1,744,785
14,361,777

Table 5: El Jardin Office Complex

Source: Primary / Implan Software

The El Jardin Hotel and Capitol Theater projects would have a big impact on
downtown revitalization. It is well known and concluded in the Capitol Theatre study that
theater facilities are normally subsidized throughout their lifetime, and therefore can
never be expected to guarantee the municipality revenue. As the study concluded,
however, Capitol Theater would be successful in Brownsville area and is needed in the
community. As seen above, investment in Capitol Theater would produce significant
short-term employment, though the long-term operational analysis remains to be studied.
Still, the indirect effect of a new Capitol Theatre would be tremendous just in the level of
civic pride that it would generate and the number of people it would attract downtown.
When comparing the impact analyses for the Capitol Theater and the El Jardin Hotel, it
appears that neither one has an advantage when measuring the economic impact or value
added during the construction phase of both projects. Both projects would provide a total
impact on local industries of 46 percent of the total amount invested. Should the
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investment be made, these numbers should be closely scrutinized to maximize the shortterm economic impact of these investments.
The El Jardin Hotel analysis in two different scenarios reflects that converting the
building into an office complex would have the greater economic impact. In many cases
across the United States, cities have invested in the renovation of downtown hotels to
attract people to the area and succeeded in sparking wider revitalization. This could be
the case in Brownsville, though it is very difficult to believe that a hotel, on its own and
without any other revitalization effort, could be such a catalyst. Numerous other factors
and variables must be addressed in order to increase the viability of the hotel.
Revitalizing downtown Brownsville does not necessarily depend on these two buildings.
At one point or another, however, the buildings will have to be addressed and
investments committed to improve these properties.

84

Chapter 8: Recommendations
Downtown Brownsville has many needs and wants but requires significant
infrastructure improvements and investment from the municipality before any project can
move forward. The municipality has many tools at its disposal for incentivizing and
sparking downtown revitalization. One major avenue for significant revenue is the
establishment of a Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ), which would allow the city
to create an entity capable of borrowing money based on future property tax revenues in
order to accomplish critical infrastructure improvements needed for redevelopment. The
first step in implementing a TIRZ would be to study the viability of a reinvestment zone
and narrow down potential catalytic projects to those that are the highest priority for
Brownsville. The second step would be the establishment of the TIRZ, after which the
TIRZ board would begin taking steps toward revitalization.
Hunter Interests recommended a downtown arts and entertainment district after
research revealed that it was a viable concept given the demographic analysis of
Brownsville. The study supported the idea that the creation and promotion of an arts and
entertainment district as a starting point to downtown revitalization was very important
and crucial to the overall revitalization of downtown Brownsville. In the course of this
study, the City of Brownsville has established its entertainment district and provided a
small incentive to those wishing to move or open businesses there. Those who wish to
open entertainment venues no longer require a conditional use permit and will not have to
pay all building permit fees. The city also established the Downtown Development
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Review Committee to review all applications and expedite the approval process through
all city departments.
Although Brownsville has taken great strides in historic preservation by creating
zoning overlays, a heritage committee, and an expedited approval process in certain areas
of town, the city has not gone nearly far enough in support of the overall maintenance of
historic buildings. Cities across Texas and the rest of the country have taken advantage of
Façade Improvement Programs to incentivize and promote the maintenance and
restoration of historic facades. These programs have played a part in general downtown
revitalization in cities such as Savannah, Georgia; Portland, Oregon; Washington, D.C.;
Madison, Wisconsin, many other cities and towns throughout the country. The City of
Brownsville must develop its own Façade Improvement Program in order to further
incentivize the maintenance or restoration of facades. It is a very important tool that must
be used as part of any downtown revitalization effort in downtown Brownsville.
The Public Improvement District (PID) is another tool used in the state of Texas
to improve certain parts of town, and works by assessing a special tax on property owners
within the PID to pay for any upgrades, maintenance, and marketing efforts for the area.
The PID and the TIRZ are very effective in changing the perception of an area by
promoting a private/public partnership between landowners and the municipality.
Multiple PIDs can be created throughout the downtown area in order to focus certain
funds in specific districts. Creation of one or more PIDs should be included in the overall
strategy of downtown revitalization.
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The issue of funding is perhaps the major overarching factor hampering the
development of downtown. There are many needs in the area and not enough funds from
the municipality to even begin to work toward strategies to address those needs. Perhaps
the most direct source of revenue for downtown is parking meters. Many U.S. cities use
parking meter revenue to fund additional parking structures or downtown improvements.
The current meter rate in Brownsville is twenty-five cents an hour, whereas the average
meter rate per hour in Texas is $1.375 per hour.82 The recommendation would be to raise
the meter rates to fifty to seventy-five cents per hour to increase parking meter efficacy
and revenue. This additional revenue would then be placed in the Downtown
Development Fund, where it would be used solely for downtown improvements and
events. Annual revenue from Brownsville’s current motor parking fund is around
$600,000, and it is reasonable to assume that raising the rate from twenty-five cents to
fifty cents would, by a conservative estimate, boost revenue to $1 million.83
It must be remembered that downtown revitalization will not happen overnight;
no single quick fix exists. “Revitalization is a slow process most often occurring in
increments—one building at a time. It took decades for downtown areas to become ‘run
down,’ and even with advocacy it will take time for them to evolve into something
different. In downtown areas that have begun the revitalization process, public-privatenonprofit partnerships, intervention of local government, proactive policies at the state
and local levels, and continued leadership are needed. The restoration of a few prominent
buildings often serves as a catalyst for the restoration of others. Revolving loan funds, tax
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abatement, and streamlining permit systems are ways that government has encouraged
private investment.”84
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Chapter 9: Conclusion
As reflected in this report, the U.S.-Mexico border region is characterized by
many intricacies and social dynamics that are difficult to understand for outsider, but to
those who live on the border are just a part of everyday life. Cross-border exchange
occurs on a daily basis, whether it is students crossing from Mexico to attend schools and
universities, or people crossing for shopping and everyday necessities. Mexican border
cities attract regional tourism as well as scores of U.S. residents in the market for
inexpensive medical services and prescription drugs. Whether though bridge toll revenue,
cargo trade, or personal shoppers, cities such as Brownsville, McAllen, and Laredo
depend on the additional sales tax revenue from Mexican nationals who shop in the area.
In analyzing the historical context of these border cities, their histories are very
similar and heavily influenced by occurrences in Mexico. Brownsville, Laredo, and San
Diego were at the forefront of the Spanish expeditions, Mexican Revolution, MexicanAmerican War and the American Civil War. Entrepreneurs thrived off the instability and
turmoil along the border, and many made their fortunes during the Civil War by assisting
the Confederate army in smuggling cotton and other goods on Mexican ships to avoid the
Union blockade. San Diego thrived off its strategic importance to the U.S. Navy, while
Brownsville was founded in the shadow of Fort Brown. McAllen’s history is generally
not linked to the wars, since it was not in existence yet. McAllen was founded after the
border situation stabilized, though the city did host soldiers who were sent down to
protect the border from Mexican bandits. Laredo was the first settlement of its kind in
South Texas and was heavily influenced by the transportation of goods through the area.
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Its growth can also be attributed to events in Mexico and the establishment of the U.S.
military at Fort McIntosh.
Brownsville at one point served as the center of commerce for the entire South
Texas region and was very profitable for many entrepreneurs, some of whom would
make their mark on American history. Legendary families such as the Stillmans, Yturrias,
Kings, Kennedys, McAllens, and Youngs can trace their origins back to Brownsville and
Matamoros. John McAllen started working for John Young at his store in Brownsville.
John McAllen later left Brownsville and founded the community of McAllen, while the
McAllen Ranch remains active to the present day.
Richard King went on to purchase multiple land grants, amassing over 600,000
acres and establishing King Ranch and the R. King Company, which became one of the
largest ranching operations in the United States. The King Ranch inspired the founding of
Kingsville in 1904.85 King would amass much of his wealth through his dealings and
many business partnerships in Brownsville including moving supplies along the Rio
Grande, cattle ranching, and land speculation. Charles Stillman, founder of Brownsville,
became one of the richest men in America through his business dealings in the area. The
development of Brownsville was among his many business dealings, which included a
textile mill in Monterrery, Mexico, mining operations in Mexico, and partnerships with
the aforementioned families in the transportation and cotton industries. Stillman
maintained his Brownsville connections, though later in life he moved back to New York,
where he was a founding member of the National City Bank of New York, which evolved
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into Citigroup. His sons and other descendants were involved with the bank until the
1970s. Stillman’s daughters married into the Rockefeller family, which at the time owned
Standard Oil Company.86 Historically, it seems that many of the families that started in
Brownsville soon moved their investments elsewhere and never returned, while others
remained active in the community and continue to be involved with it in a variety of
ways.
The border region’s cities are full of history and have withstood the trials and
tribulations of war, economic instability, and social unrest, only to flourish into wellpopulated communities embracing a bicultural atmosphere and economic
interdependence. When it comes to downtown revitalization along the border, each city’s
downtown has its own particular set of issues that set it apart from its neighbors.
Downtown Brownsville faces immense challenges with its proximity to the river and the
current unrest fueled by Mexican organized crime. It also faces declining sales and
shifting market dynamics due to strict immigration laws that are slowly pushing people
away from downtown, causing many shops to close their doors. Downtown McAllen has
been quite successful in reviving its downtown area and making it the city’s center for
entertainment, though the city now faces the issue of maintaining the development as
well as concerns over escalating violence in its entertainment district. Downtown Laredo,
like Brownsville, faces an issue with proximity to the Rio Grande, though its riverfront is
active and commercial viability remains high. Downtown San Diego has accomplished a
complete transformation of its downtown area that has included the development of a
86 Marilyn M. Sibley, "Charles Stillman: A Case Study on Entrepreneurship on the Rio Grande, 18611865," The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 77, no. 2 (October 1973), accessed February 2, 2011,
JSTOR.
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baseball stadium and adjacent retail facilities. San Diego’s long-term goals include
increasing residential development in its downtown in order to fuel additional demand for
retail and commercial development.
The revitalization of downtown Brownsville has been discussed repeatedly over
the last forty years, only to fade away time and again. The challenges are immense and
the revenue sources to accomplish such projects are very limited, therefore making the
challenges even bigger. For some reason, many political leaders love to talk about the
revitalization of downtown Brownsville but don’t follow through. Brownsville residents,
on the other hand, have made it clear they support revitalization. This paper has taken an
in-depth look at the history of downtown in order to understand the nostalgia residents
have for it. In its day, downtown was full of entertainment venues, commercial activity,
and a plethora of restaurants and eateries. It was the true reflection of Brownsville. This
paper has also found that, while downtown Brownsville seems relatively isolated, it
actually is quite easy to access by multiple forms of transportation. The city’s early
transportation routes were routed through downtown, though transportation routes
changed as the city expanded outward. Downtown Brownsville has the necessary
ingredients for a successful downtown revitalization area, with its urban fabric, proximity
to the university, and, if altered, proximity to the Rio Grande.
The comprehensive plan Imagine Brownsville has established an ambitious vision
for downtown that should be analyzed further to determine whether market demand for
rental units and office space is sufficient to make the plan’s projects feasible. Brownsville
must continue to grow and attract industry in order to create the demand necessary to fuel
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the type of redevelopment envisioned in Imagine Brownsville, which established a vision
and inspired many downtown stakeholders to continue championing the cause of
downtown revitalization.
It is difficult to predict what will happen with the latest downtown revitalization
effort, though many believe that the necessary steps and political forces are finally
starting to come together to push a concerted revitalization effort. Bringing back
downtown will take years, but only if those in political power champion a sustained
revitalization effort. If revitalization comes to pass, downtown Brownsville will take its
rightful place among the many thriving, historical downtowns in Texas, while serving as
a source of inspiration and civic pride for all Brownsville residents.
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