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y The Lower Rio Grande Valley of South Texas consists ’
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community with 20 or more dwelling units, where bhcme cwnership is the
rule”). Colonia residents are almost exclusively Mexican Americans.-
‘Contributing to ‘the protlems of colonia residents is the physical and
_lega}. isolation of the-colonias. The colonias are physically isolated
from u n aréas where the residents might obtain health care,
educaticn,s»low-cost food, and other necessities. Sipce the colonias
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governmental un ! taxes, nor from the Pederal and state programs
administered-by towns and cities. Colorias are abkso faced with °
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examines the current water supply and sewage disposal .systems of the
colonias, considers the cost estimates for prcvision of water and
sewage systems of the cclonias, explores the institutional ™ =~ * ~
: alternatives for water and sewage treatment, and examines/the current”
. situation.of ‘land-use managemert in Texas and in the Valley. Appended
'is a discussion of the colonias,as rural housing. (NQ) '
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. % The Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs has

program is the Policy Research Project"in which a team of
faculty members, each frofm a different profession
‘or dis ipline, and graduafe students with diverse back-
grounds\work together on an important public policy issue.
These projeéts have a user orientation and bring the stu-
firéct contact with administrators, legislators, and
other officials involved in the policy process.

This summary report was produced by a 1975-76 Policy
Research Project which focused on development in the
Lower Rio Grapde Valley of Texas. It is a summation of a
much larger reppTt prepared by the Policy Research Pro-
ject, ‘wh;ch also may be obtained from the LBJ School. In
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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During the 1975-76 acadgmic year a Policy Research ', findings of our study, thét thrdugh'the “208” Regional .-
Project of the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs Water and Waste Water Planning Program of the Federal

focused on development in the Lower Rio Grande Valley. Government there is a rare opp\ortunity for the state and
Several organizations had an’interest in and supported the . the region to create, the enviropment within which positive
* project This support included a primary grant from the local decisions can sybstantially assist an important but

Lyndon B. Johnson Foundatidn, which stimulated the poverty stricken group wn:hm the Lower Rio Grande
focus on South Texas. A contribution from the National Valley. *

"~ Science Foundation, 'l%msxon of Research Apphed to It would not have been possible to carry out this study
National Needs, encouragéd interaction with the Texas wnthoutthe cooperation and support of many individuals in
Coastal Zone Resources Research Project working in the both the public and the private)sectogs of the region. In
Lower Rio Grande Na#ley. A gant” from the Texas particular, we wish to acknowledge the assistance of
Govemor’s Office was given to the project in order to Alejandro Moreno, Jr., managing director of Colonias del
contifiue development of social impact analysis within a Valle, Inc., San Juan, Texas, and his staff. :
resource policy framework. Finally, the ¥ord Foundation * This report will be of interest to the State of Texas and-
provided important indirect support through jts institu- its gitizens, but mofe importantly, we hope that it will
tional development grahts for programs and schools =  create the basis for understanding and knowledge required
engaged 1n public policy research. to bring public policy to bear on the pressing problems of

The project concentrated on exammlng the water-related colonia residents. The challenge is great and the task is long
™\ problems of the colonias of the the Lower Rio Grande overdue-
» Valley of South Texas. We believe, as a -result of the : .
] \ T Kingsley E. Haynes -
. . : “ —_— ) Project Director
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. ~ This report is a summary of a much larger report
prepared by the Policy Research Project. As a summary it
has the advantage of mfonmng the reader quickly and
concisely of the f‘mdmgs/ tHe researche®= For some

. Teaders, however, this gdimary will lack the depth and
detail necessary for ‘research, planning, and decision

' making. Cogies of ﬂte full report are available from the

~,Office of Publications of the Lyndon B. Johnson School of

“" Public Affairs.

Brgfly, the full report contains the following.

Part One presents “a comprehensive overview of the
Lower Rio Grande Valley in an attempt to define the
setting within which public policy decisions must, be made.
Chapter Two and Chapser Three examine the demographic
and economic characteristics of the Lower Rio Grande
Valley Chapter Four presents a regional Jfactorial ecology
study. Chapter Five details the mstltutlonal structure of
goverament at all levels in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.

’ LY - N
ERIC .- g
- a 3 . ‘~ *

' outlook, Chapter Se

« Part Two focuses on the socio-economic charactenstics
of coldhias and on public policy altematives for providing
them with water-related services. Chaprer Six presents a
comprehensive overtiew of colonias, examming their

. origins, their physn,al characteristics, the charactenstics of
their residents, the pvzblems facing them, and their future

n presents detailed estimates of the
costs involved in providing fresh wate; and sewage treat
ment to colonia residents. Chapter Seven also analyzes the
institutional alternatives for providing and funding these
services as well as major public policy issues related to,such -
efforts. Chapter Eight examines the current mstitutional
controls of land use in the region and analyzes altemative
land-use policies as they pertain to ex1stmg colomas a{1d
their future development .

. Appendices to the report contain methodologxes used
for research and cost estimating, copies of pertinent

legislation, and other related materials. .
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FILM SYNOPSIS . . -

' " .+ "THE MAGIC VALLEY” . .

+ "One préduct of this study 1s the film The Magic Valley,
This ss a. 284 minute color/sound film available in 16mm. I
was prepared on location m the Lower Rio Grande Valley
by Cary White, a graduate student 1n radio, television, and
film n_the School of Commumcatlons at The Umversxty of
Teéxas.

The filni focuses on the water-related problems faced by
colonia residents in the Lower Rio Grande Valley: flooding,
impure drinking water, and inadequate sewage disposal.
Interviews with public officials reveal the magnitude of the
problems and the difficulties that local governments face in
solving them. Tours of the colonias show the viéwer the

Y ( e . »
\EMC .

\ oD -

School of Public Affairs.

4 , » - .
.oy « A

- )

physical aspects of those communities®
Also shown is the hife of a typical seasonal farm-laborer
and his family whe? live 1n a Valley ¢ ?ﬁn ]helr story
_serves to illustrate life in a coloma ‘and the senous
” consequences of not having pure water avatlable.
The film is a good introduction to the colomas. kt should
ba excelleni for te]evxslon and classroom use and as a,
discussion builder for<gr§up meetings.
Persons interested in.The Magic Valley should contact
the Office of Publigatians of the Lyndon B. Johnson »
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The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Téxas. shown on the *
map in Figure 1. s bordered'on the east by the Gulf of

“Mexivo and on the south by the RepuBlic of Mexico. More

than Yhree- -quatters of 1ts residents are of Mexican ongn.
Once part of Menico, this region still has streng cultural and
commercial ties with that nation. In fact, to many of the,
residents of the Valley and the northeastern part of Mexico,
the iternational boundary line between the two nati ns
exists more in theory than in reality.

The Valley consists of three Texas counties Cameron,
Hidalgo. and Willacy . Cameron (population 140,368%) and
tidalgg (181,535%) have many . medium- and small-sized )
towns. thé largest of whichs1s Brownsville (52,5%2%).
Approximately one-fourth of the residents of these two
counties live in rural areas. Willacy County (15,370%), by
?l)mrgast: has only one town of any consequgnce,
Raymondville (8.212%), and nearly, half of Willacy's resi-

. dents are located 1n rural areas. United States Census figures

ERI

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

show a decline 1 Valley population from 1960 to 1970.
Calculations by the Census-Bureau and by this project’s
researchers mdicate that this decline has continued. Other
experts, however, feel that the populanon of the region 1s
in fac.tmcreasmg P e
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. THE LOWER RIO GRANDE VALLEY . .

-

The fegion known as the Lower Rio Grande Valley 1s
first menttoned 1n the joumals of 16thwentury Spamsh
explorers. Early sett]ements were started along the Rio

.Grande River and sldwly _spread northward with the

extension and development of irmngation sysjems. For most
of its history thé Valley economy was dependgnt on
agriculture and on trade with Mexico. The discovery of ail.
gas, and minerat deposits more recently added new jubs and
capital to the region. Since World War I manufacturmg.and
other light industries have becorne increasingly important
and may represent the Valley s prime economuc coniponent
in the future. Finally, the last few decades have seen a
dramatic increase in tounsm.

Votmthstandmg its econoniic growth over the last 50
years, the* Lower Rio Grande Valley rentams qne of the
poorest regions of Amenca. More than 40 percent of the
Valley’s familes fell below the poverty line m 1970,
according to U.S. Census reports. Wages are dnifofaly low
ar;d unemployment high. Since many Valley worke\ra are
employed in agncultural mdustnés their jobs are seasonal
at best, sporadn. at worst. Formal education levels are the
lowest in " Texas, although there has been significant
improvement during the last few years.
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: CHAPTER II
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THE COLONIAS OF THE LOWER RIO'GRANDE VALLEY

!" ‘ »

. . . [

Poverty pervades the Valley and is nowhere more ap- this report focuses on water-related problems, including ,

»  Parent than in the colonias. As defined by the researchers, a access to clean drinking water and sanitary sewage disposal.
' colonia is a podr, rural unincorporated community with 20 These are some of the most immediate, tangible concerns of  *
or more dwelling units, where' home ownership is the rule. | colonia residents and serve to illustrate the depth of -
Colonias residents are almost exclusively Mexican-American. poverty prevalent in these communities. These problems, . .
Colonias have ‘no formal ties with ‘the governments of ‘which have clear technical solutions, also show the diffi- *+ - -
. o cities and towns. Therefore they often do not benefit from culty of finding real-life so]utrons in rural areas under the ° .
the kinds of services and, amenities offered in urban areas exrstmg structure of public institutions and programs . LT
such as piped water treated sewerage, and street main- - )
tenance. On the other hand, the colonia residents do not PROFILE OF THE COLONIAS AND THEIR RESIDENTS‘
have to pay the high property taxes of town dwellers, por . . . ’ N
do they have such restrictions as zoning, ordinarfces and Data on colormias was obtained by a complete house
building codes. . . - " count of all corhmunities in the Lower Rio Grande Valley
For the purpose of this report, two factors may be seen meeting the researchers’ definition, and by-a one percent
* as contributing to the problems of colonia residents. Eirst is spatially stratified random sample of colonia households.
the factor of povejty, and as one p]arrnrng agency has put Data was collected during February and March, 1976.
it, the colonia residents are “the pooresi of the poor”. . Researchers identified 65 _colonias i Cameron and_
Second 1s the factor of isolation. The colonias are physrca_] Hrda]go Counties, byt none in Wr]hu,y County. Assumrng an
ly isolated from urban areas where residents might obtain _average household size of 5.5 persons, total coloma L
essential services such as health care and education. Also, population - was estimated at 34,000 with 9,500 persbns
many of the social services designed’to-help poor people afe ~  found in 21 Cameron sites and 24,500 1n 44 Hidalgo sites. :
“located in urban areas. Finally, residents of colonias are Approximately 10 percent of ‘the Valley’s total population .
isolated from urban commercial centers where they might resides in colonias. These communities range in size fiom Ca
obtain low-cost food, clothing, and oOther necessides. 100 to 1,500.residents. Locations of colonias are shown on
. Besides the physical isolation common to colonias there is  « the map. in Figure 2 and their estimated pupulations mn o=
also the problem of legal isolation: the cqlonias are not part Table 1. Cos e
of towns and cities and thus cannot benefit from those The predominate structure found, in colomas 15 a
govemmental units’ taxes, nor may they benefit from the single- famrly wooden’ dwe]]mg, constructed by or for the
many federal and state programs that are administered by current owner, with an average of four rooms (mr,ludrng
fowns and cities. Programs aimed at rural areas often are bathroom.and kitchen). Most: of these homes would be
not set up so as to aid the peculiar institution known as the considered substandard by any.s,e’ cnteria. Houses are ]
colonia in the solution of its problems. The one branch of generally constructed on small lot§ and construction of -
govemment to which colonias might normally tum-the several houses onl a single small lot is not'uncommon. ”
county ~is often joo poor and too powerless jtself to be of Streets in colomas are umiformly unpaved. Many colo-
much assistance. . nias are poorly drained, and frequent rains, even though -
The colonias differ from poor urban nerghborhoods in they may be light, regularly bring floads to these communj- R
the Lower Rio Grande Valley in three important ways the . ties Lighted streets are the exception rather than the rule.
residents of the colanias are poorer than those in the city , it » More than three-fourths of the housebo]ds surveyed were .

is more difficult<for them to obtain access to regulaf owned or bemg purchased by their residents. These ° “
services, and the ugiverse of solutions to ‘their problems is Aesidents purchased lots from realtors or land owners, ahd

much smaller. . most built their own house$. Purchase bf lots was made
While the problems facing colonia residents (and the through conventional mortgages of, quite often, by con-
problems colonias present the rest of the Valley) are many, trar,t for sale, where the seller retains equrty until the debt
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5 ' “, - - . TABLE]
- ' COLONIAS IN CAMERON AND HIDALGO COUNTIES, TEXAS . , ‘
. FEBRUARY, 1976 ‘
. T _;Total Vacant Units " Under Mobile Occupied Estimated**
Colonig Name “U,nits Units . For Sale anslrugtion . Homes Units Popu}ation
Hidalgo County ‘{73‘6 , " 2I3 13 . 50 338 4460 2454]
_ Abam  © .- 168 0 - 0 Ul ’go 157 . 864
© Acosta 21" 1 0 0 1, 20 110 .
Ala Blanca 56 A0 -l 0. 2 33 54 297
- Agua Dulce* 86 9 \ 1 ‘11 .76 - . 418
Campo Alto 108 iof 0 1 3. 97 "534
Capisallo Park - 102 T 6 3 " 0- 8 93 512 .
Chihuahua* 28 3 0 .0 L2 25 138
Cuevitas 48 4 0 0 3 44 242
El Gato 42 J 0 0 0 ) " 42 231
" Evans 111 1 0 - L0 IR T 1! . '605
Faysville S © 6l 5 0 o 0 . 55 . 303
Granjeno* 100 0 T0. v 1 5 99 545
.Havana 32 0 0 0 4 32 176
Heidelberg - 99 7 0 1 5 .91 & 508
_ Hidalgo Park 248. 97 1 0 20 238 1309
La Cuchilla 186 3 1 7 12 -~ 175 963
La Escondida 70 9 0 0 15 61 - 336
L&Leona/Los Leones*- 42 3 0 2 5 37 - 204
Las Milpas -77 7 .0 0 s 0 * 6 77 424
Lopezville . 178 ) 0 0 11 171 _ 941
Los Ebanos 7 150 0o 0 0 0 150 825
Lull . 241 « 29 .2 5 .12 205 - 1128
Madero 144 .9 0 0 4 T 132 T 726 .
Martinez* . 30 1 0 0 1 - 29 ., 160
Milla Cuatro*” « - + 20 1 0 - 0 3 19 °105
Milla Seis 148 6 T 0 6 11 136 748
Milla Doce 62 0 0 2 o4 60 330 |
»Millk Quince 50 0 0 0 2. 7. 50 275
- Nueva 111 <2 0 0 6 109 600
- Palm View . 136 5 1 4 20 126 693
.o Benitas ) 1%4 10 07 3 14 180 990
s Pérezyille - 987 0 .0 0 3 .57 S 314
Progreso . 280 0 0 0 17 » 280 1540
: Relampago .39 0 0 0 -7 39 L 215
Rodriguez 7% -, .2 '§ .0 2 72 . 396
~ " " Salazar #2 63 D TR < 270 3 62 . 341
! San-Carlos T 180 - 16 2. 2 0 160 880
" San Juan 173 3 47" . 1 10 169 930
*Small #1 105 5 / 0 0 3. 7 100 " 550
Small #2 152° 7 o, 3 .6 " 142 T8l
Sullivan City 180 . 8 ;0 3 8 169 930
Tierra Blanca* 2 47 3 0 1 . 8 43 237
*Villa ano Grande* 124 7 0 o .6 116 * 638
. Walston Farths 114 11- =0 2 27 101 556
TR _
’ o ) s - - 6 ’ . P
. ’ J T
.13




Note:

\ X .

. . ' e = K
. o Total Vacant- Units Under ., Mobile Occipied - Estimated**
Colonia Name' . “Units |, Units For Sale Construction _Homes Unigs Population

_ Cameron County 1825 80 ¥ .16 . - 9 1728 | 9508
Bluetown -, ° 80 . 8 TP 0 0 3 .12 . 39
Cameron Park* . '.’130 VA 1 9, . 8 2103 - 567

" Cavazos _ N ) 0 - 0 2 42 231 -
" DBelmar Heights‘l»/ . C.4 3 0 4 | 34 186

El Jardin L. 99 2 0 o 0 16 97 534
La Coma* ) 30 0 0 0 , 4 30 165
La Palma/Juarez* = 233 14 0 1 .13 T8 1199
LaPaloma 137 5 0 -0 3 132 . 726
Las Rusias 63 1 0 0 5 62 | 341
Las Yescas* 45 L. 0. 1 ' 43 ’ 237.
La Tina® 61 - 3 © 0. 0 - 58 | 319
LaTorre* - 75 0 0. .0 1 75| 413
Laureles* _ - 68 2 -0 0 2 66 363 °
Los Indios ° 136 <« ; 4 ° .0 . 0. 6 32 | 726
Maranca Alta* 34" 0- . 0 0 - 0 34 1 187 ,
[‘10 Name #1* 23 0 0 <« 0 - 4 23 ' 127
No Name #2* 49 0, 0. 0 8 49 ., 270,
Ranchite ‘ 144 5 0. 0 S I 139 T . 765
San Pedro ’ 149 5 0 0 'S5 144 792
Santa Maria 150 8 0 . 6 141 776
Villa Nueva* . 34 0 0 0 2 34 / “ 187
Cameron and Hidalgo . .

Counties: Total 6561 293 14 Y 66 . 432 6188 34049¢
Source: Survey based on house counts by project field researchers, \ . R -

Notes: *Not setved by public water system. v

**Estimated population calculated by multiplying the number of occupled units by 3.5, the assumed number of persons per unit.

M .
1]

Some Colonias are Xnown by two or mbre names. Where this occured, the researchers used offf‘c}d designations as recorded in county
records, ) v . , \
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JEIEN is retired. In this* latter manner residents are \ab]e to
‘purchase a lot for *a few dollars dJown and.a few. dollars &
week". While the real mtérest 1ate over time may be quite
hgh under the contract for sale system,.low down
pay ments and low monthly 1nstallments make land owner-
ship a possibility for even the poorest. L

Of the households surveyed, 97.5 percent had electricity

L~ and utihized butane or propanesgas. Only about 44 percent

had a te]ephone and less than 30 percent received garbage

. removal servisg., e

An estimated 57 percent of all colonia ,h'ouses do, not
recewve treated water, although 45 of, ; ‘the 65 colonias
identified in the study had access to trea,t’ed dnnkmg water.
Of the hpuseholds surveyed, 46 pp‘fy’ent ebtamed' water
from a pupjic water supply system, 4 40 percent ﬁomyve]]s
. .6 .percent  from 1rrigation drtghé§, ’and 7.5, percent from
) other sourztes 'f .

- Of the households surveyed about<ha}f dlsposed of
sewage by ¢

outhouse,-Non of the' colonias has access to a sewage
. 1rea,rmem’fac1]r . 7
The househo survey revee]ed that about 56 perce'ng of

the coloma pppq tion 1s undey 20 years of age, "The median
;age of uotpma reqidents was found by thegur\!ey to Qe 16.4
* fyears, a§ ‘compargd with 26. 5 years for all '}Zexas resrdent§
y an years fot all Spanish surnamedj‘exas resrdents

t’ %e househo]@ survey also revealed that the median
r

qlder 1Was 4.8 years as compared wrth!,l;i 6 years for all

) Texas residents a;nd 7.2 years for al]ﬂSpamsh-sumamed
P esidents. A»boutxZS percent of colbnia residents .age
Jé older repatted that they had no formal education,

as compared to 3 percent for all Texans and 15.3 percent

for all residents of Cameron and Hidalgo Counties com-

bined. Only 6.7 percent of these colonia residerits reported

completing the 12th grade, compared to 48.8 percent of.

. the Texas populdtion and 32.3 percent of the combmed
Cameron and Hidalgo Counties populations.

Of thgse persons surveyed who 'were employed, 44
percgnt reported workipg as farm laborers and most of the
remainder said they. were engaged in blue collar work. Of
those who worked, 32.5 percent reported working in a

,Valley urban commumnity and only 6.1 percen'r.s‘aid they

worked wrthm their own colonia.

The niean amount 6f time worked by all employed
persons 16 years of age and over in 1975 was seven months,
according to the survey. About 16 percent of all households

" In the survey rteported no,wage eamers. h
employment s apparently sporadic and low- -paying, and
that unemployment 1s high, 1t 1s no surpnse that nearly
two-thurds of the households surveyed reported an annual
income in 1975 6f $4,000 or less. oo

pool qr septrc tank ‘and about half by

Given that»

.. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE COLONIAS

< Colonias apparently developed 1n three fashions. About
one-fourth énginated as small communitjes of farm\laborers
emp]oyed by.a single rancher or_farmer. Another 15
percent were started as townsites by realtors between 1908 -
and 1948. The remainder were started as subdmsrons most
since 1948. Since townsite and sub-division development
Was apparently fairly similar, the two should probably be

" viewed as the same. .

“Because development cost 1s low, realtors and other
“landowners may offer colonia lots to potential buyers at
low cost. With easy terms available and with no costs for
mstal]atron of water, sewer, and gas lines, colonia lots are
attractrve to the poor of the Valley. Hpwever, ehe,ap land is
ﬁot the only reason for living in a ¢colonia.

) ,-’ Asked why they chose to hvé in a- -particular, CO]oma,

yearsrof svhool c0mpleted for eorqgagsrdents age 25 and .

_“most of the household heads surveyed respondéd

t they
‘wished to live near relatives. Indeed, 80 percent reported
relatives. living in other households in the same coloma.
Other reasons given forJiving 1n a:co]oma were a preference
for rural living, the availability of cheap land and housing,

. and a desire to be ahome owner rather than a tenant.

Cogomas appear to be expanding and multiplying rapid-
ly, and this increase mypopu]atro,n has apparently been fed _
by intemal Valley migration. As was mentioned “earliet,
mest, colonias were developed after 1948, “with peak
deve]opment occuring dunng the 1960s. Eighty “percent of
all households surveyed were first occupied by their currént
residents since 1960, and one-third since 1971. The average

. length of occupancy fosa colonia household was found to*

be nine years. That this 1s. new construction, and not

tumover is further affirmed by the finding that 80 percent *

of households surveyed were occupied by their original
owners. Finally, 80 percent of the colonia household heads
indicated that they lived in the Valley prior to moving to
their current home, with 56 percent coming from other
colonia households. . \

Rough projactions of colonia population growth reveal a
48 percent increase every five years. This w;%‘tq result in a
increase in the total colonia population from 34,000 in
1975 to more than 50,000 in 1980 and more than 115,000
by 2000, if all e‘]se remains equal.

<

THE PROBLEMS OF THE COLONIAS

Isolation as a problem of colonia residents has already

“*been mentioned, as has the problem .of poverty. The

problem of poverty may be subdivided into a number of
different . subproblems: low income, poor health, poor
education, lack of opportunity, frustration, alienation. The
social milieu formed by the colonia residents and by. the

b
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physical aspects, of colomas is at once the product of these

ERI

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

wpl;l:er, will be more productNeA This latter benefit 15 *
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types of _problems and also a,factor in causing their tant to the Valley economy as a svhole. Thlrd less
continuatioh. The physical and legal jsolation’ of . the money be needed for, health care and servicess --. .
colontas as communities, and the social and cultural Reducing health care cdsts benefits both the poor colonia
‘ isolatlon of their residents, makes it all the more difficult famxly by giving it mpre.money for other needs, and local,
, for people within and without the colonias to find solutions state, and federal governments which often.have to pick up
g / to these problems. ) the tab for indigent migdical N{l communicable .
; / One problem area that can be partially solVed now is diseases existing within c\olomas have the tial of being
that of communicable dlsease Higher levels of cgrtain spread to gther parts of the Valley. Several of he.diseases
communicable diseases have been.recotded in the Lower , mentioned, such as amoe\)u and bacillary dyse.ntary a
f, Rio Grande Valley than in almost any other part ‘of* the "typhoid, may also be transm\tted through human and 1nsect ~_
] o United, States: These include viral hepatitis, bacillary and Vectors which may contaminate even areas with treated’
| * amoebie, dysentary, and typhoid. What each of these drinking water. Finally, flooding of golomas: pushes raw
., diseas¢s “have in common is that they are spread by sewage onto the land surface. The waters contamning this
/ water~bome fecal contamination. Also, P_moi{ 1 hygiene is sewage enter floodways which drain into the mamn drinking
) connected with the spread of otl;\\r communicable diseases water sources of the entire Lower Rio Grande Valley.
/, * and- with skm ailments. Finally, certain stomach and The Cameron County Health Department lists the lack
| intestinal ailments may be due to contamination of water of proper samitary sewage disposal facilities as one of the .
,' supp.hes by pesticides and other chemicals. . three problems creating. major health hazards among the
| ¢ * Within virtually any POPUIGUOU such diseases may be rural population of the county. This Health Department
-eliminated; for all practical purposes, with the lntl'OdUCtIOﬂ reported handlmg 695 environmental health problemis
/ of treated drinking water and sanitary sewerage treatment. related to ‘sewage durmg 1975. Similar problems have been
»Trez;tment of water and sewage destroys the virus and »reporicd in Hldalgq County. )
, bactena that cause -dlseases ehmmates harmful chemicals, In summary, the link between water-bome dlsease and
an’d by ;making personal hyg1eﬂe more convenient, encour- improper sanitation is well documented. Conditions cone
ages its practice. ducive to disease transmission exist in the colonias. This.
Health 1mprove(ment due to mtroductlon of treated ® poses a serious threat to the well-being of the residents of .
water and sewerage has several direct benefits that accrue to the colonias in particular and the Lower Rio Grande Valley
. the'residents of colonias and to the Valley as a whole. First . in general. This threat can be largely eliminated by
is the improved physical and mental comfort that will come praviding safe drinkiig water and sanitary waste water
to healthier colonia residents. Second, colonia workers and *  disposal systems to the colonias. .
; students will haye fewer absent days and, because they are ‘ s F “ -
' R .
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- ] /GHAPTER II \r‘ ,
S RELATED SERVICES FOR COLONIAS, ’

This chapter presepts an overview f water. resources ins
, the Lower Rio Grande Valley. The cu {ent water supply

and sewage disposal systems of the cplonias also will be”

examined, and cost estimates for provision of water and
sewage systems for the colonias will be consrdered Finally,
the institutional alternatives for water and sewage treat-
meht will be explored. N

TER RESOURCES IN THE LOWER *

WE VALLEY . \

The Lower Rio Grande™Valley is a semi-arid regxon
where average rainfall is approximately 24 ‘inches per yeaf.
“The _evaporation rate i more than doublethat average. Less

than 2 percent of the Valley area consists (hés surface

water resources. -~
Hrstoncally, floqding has been a serio®s problem in the

Valley due tosits*flat terrain and inadequate drainage. The

danger of mdjor floods has been reduced by construction of

three dams on the Rio Grande Kiver. Also, two main
floodways constructed, across the region now supplement
the natural floodway of the Arroyo Colorado. However,
heavy local rainfall can still cause severe flooding dunng

any month of the year. P

" The majority of communities in the Valley dxscharge

their effluent into the Main and North Floodways and the

Arroyo Colorado floodway. These floodways are shown on

_the map in Figure 2. All three are heavily polluted by

" organic wastes, particularly during periods of low flow. In

the segment of the Rio Grande River from the Brownsville

International Bridge to the western border of Hidalgo

County the river’s water quality is poor. Here there.are low

. . levels of dissolved oxygen, high-fecal coliform counts, and
high concentrations of suspended solids. The Texas Water
Quality Board does not consider this nver segment suitable
for contact recreation.

. Groundwater resources in the Valley are generally of
poor quality also. Even the better groundwater °does fiot
usually meet public health drinking water standards. High |
dissolved solids concentrations preclude the use of ground-

1 . water for “extensive irrigation. In addition, the Valley

* groundwater is threatened with contathatron from domes-

c.waste. AN

The Rio Grande River supplies 98 percent pf the fresh
water for all uses in the Valley. Wells, however, supply
about 10 percent of the muaicipal and ind strial water
requuements There are 50 major water su ply systems

serving approximately 330,546 persons in |the Valley.

Ground water suppl@g of these systems and urfacg water
.36 systems. Six systems rely on oun .and surface

water. -

In 1974 the Texas Public Health Department rEpe:ted
that all wells tested violated standards set by the United ~
States Pubfic -Health Service “for the amount of dissolved
solids permitted in “good quality™ water. All'but one well

+ system and all surface water systems cxceeded the maxi-
. mum concentratron of total dissolved solfds perrmtted in

drinki

water considered permissible only - “where no
better ' )

\ter is available.”
\ .

- ‘WATER SUPPLY IN THE COLONIAS

* Among the colonias identified, 45 have access to
_public water supply systems. Yet in these colonias many
'houses are not connected . the systemns. These uncon-
nected houses and those in the 20- colonias without any
access to 'public systems have appfoxirhtebkli 000 resi-
dents. These residents must rely on shallow wells_and/or
water from irrigation ditches as their only sources}l‘rek
water. As his been shown, the quality of this fresh water is
marginal at ;ist

The estimated total cost for providing fresh water to all
unconnected colonia households in the Lower Rio Grande
Valley is $2,130,009. This includes: .

+ the! ¢ost of connecting households to an existin

system in those coldmas havmg access to a public
.systemand @ o7

+ the cost of expanding existing municipal or rural

water supply systemts to provide services to house-
holds in colonias not presently having access to such
systems. :

SEWAGE TREATMENT FOR COLONIAS

None of the 65 colonias in the Valley have public sewer
systems. The most common means of sewage disposal in
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" serious health problem.
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these co@munities' are outdoor privies and. indoor facilities
which dfam nto either a cesspool, septic tank with field, or

is estimated at 1,650,000 gallons. This waste-
water is discharged into -surface €xcavations and must
go_somewhere. It is sonablckto assumesthat it will trickle
down and have me offect on quality of the
‘groundwater. “Sirfce groundwater aquifm intercon-
nected, groundwater pollution®
quality in the Rio Grande River al e floodways.

Because the water table is s relatively high throughout the
Valley, the use of. septic tanks, cesspools, and privies
periodically creates a potential non-point source of pollu-
tion. Heavy floods regularly occur in the Valley and,
because the terrain is flat, stormwater is inadequately
drained. Colonias are particularly.susceptible to this ty pe of
locahzed ﬂoodmg due to their locations in low-lying areas
or in ﬂoodplams The seepage resulting from this flooding
often raises the level of ‘the water table sufficiently to push
raw sewage onto the land surface. This, of couise, creates a

For a number of reasons septic tarfks do not offer a gsod
solution for the sewage problems of ¢olonia residents. The_:
Tughd\smes found in most colonias, limit the safe use’ of
septic systems. Also, soil cokditions are ‘considered * ‘poor”
for septic tanks in t3-colonias. Soil conditions in 23 other
colomas are described as\Both“g@d and poor” depending
on the specific location of a septic_system. Finally, the
National Flood Insurance Act denies federMu@ce to
new homes with unsealed sewage facﬂmes located in_

floodplamns. This makes sepnc tanks an madv1§able option

, fot many lowdying colonias. ~
" The provision of sanitary waste dlsposal systems in
Hidalgo County colonias could be accomplished by either
of two treatment methods. First, these colomas could be
connected to,an areawxde wastewater treatment system,
Second would be the mstallahon in each colonia of separate’
package treatment ficﬂmes Cameron County colonias
would require package treatment facilities exclusively.
Their distance from the main irterceptors of the areaw1de
system precludes their connection to it.
~The cost of providing for sanitary waste disposal systems
in colonias may be expressed in terms of:
+ capitabeast; ’
+ annual costs
costs); ,
- average annual cost per~hqusehold (annual costs
« dwided by the number of housthalds being served).
These are the cost estimates for the colonids in Cameron
and"Hidalgo Counties:

ined
Total dally wastewater ylischarge from all colomas
e identifie '

impact surmwek Average annual

amortized.capital costs plus operatirg .

P ' CoNNECTION

PACKAGE TREATMENT TO AREA-
N _SYSTEM WIDE SYSTEM

Cameron* Hidalgo——  Hidalgo

County County County

Capital cost $2,882,000 $7,215,000 $10,668,000 -
Annual cost 402,000 942,000° 1,071,000
232 210 240
~~__cost per household )

.

“The_problems involved in securing water and séwage
treatment for &Kolomas are two-fold. The first problem 1s
to locate, or create, ag _Organization which LOU]d accom-
plish the installation of ‘the systems. The secorid problem 1s
to secure funding for ingtallation. Adthough there are a few
organizations which might include «.olonfas n their frame-

works and a few funding programs for which colonias might '

be ehgxble the fit mto these «.ategones is not exact.
INSTITUTIONAL ALTERNATIVES FOR
WATER SUPPLY -

Rural Water Supply Corporanons .

In most ‘cases the rural water supply _ corporatich
represents the colonias’ best opportumty to a«.quxre potable
water. In ‘the past, , funding of water supply systems for
colbnias has beeri ,accomplished by’ funding from the
Farmers Home Administration (FmHA). An example of

' this is the Military, Highway Rural Water Supply Corpora-*
1 hich has recently brought water to 13 Cameron and
Hidalgo County colonias. The *Corporation received loan
funds from_FmHA. A majority of the™Yural resxdents it
serves are 10w-1ncom\coloma residents, many of whom are
migrants, - S

FmHA loan funding remains sizable, and $200 million in

grant funds were included in the agency’s_fiscal 1977"

budget Grant funds are distributed to apphuantm on

the basis of low per caplta mcome high costs of semceﬁ_

some combination BT these, factors. 'I;he colonias would
certainly be potential candidates for these fu\nds.

i [y

Mumcxpal Water Supply Systems

The Farmers Home Ad.rmmstratxon limits jgs funding to
communities” with less than 10,000 residents. Therefore
colonias which must rely-on municipal water supply
‘systems cannot benefit from FmHA monies. The munici-
palities which run these systems could use their entitlement
grants under the Community Pevelopment Program of the
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).

i
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That they will do so willingly is doubtful, howevgr. These
communities are already under severe budgetary constramnts
in serving their own residents. The mun1c1pa]1t1es cou]d

has been designated the planmng,ageney under section 208
of this act. p
Colonias should be included in the 208 areawide sewage

#pply for HUD discretionary grants to furd system exten treatment plan in. the Lower \Rio Grande Valley region.

sions to colonias. However, there is a good deal qf
competition for the small amount of funds available under
this program.

B

EDA Publlc Works Grant Program

A furtherkoptlon would be to app]y for funding under
the Economic Development Administration’s Public Works
Grant Prograi. Several institutions which now exist or
which could be created.could be eligiblé for funding under
this option. The severe economic problems facing the
Lower Rio Grapde Valley would appear to make this a
logiEal program for consideration. It would certainly assist

. some of the poorést counties in the United States.

INSTITUTIONAL ALTERNATIVES FOR
EWAGE TREATMENT

N o
In 1972 Cong‘ ess passed a comprehensive and far-
reaching water pdllution control legislation, PL 92500,
known as the Fedpral Water Pollution Control act ameng-
ments. This bill established the elimination by 1985 of the
dlscharge of pollu ants ‘nto navigable waters as a national

Protection Agency )

. administers the relevant parts of this Aact ThexLower Rio

Grande Developient Council, a council of-governments,”

Sr

\ -

\ The plan shall mclude

Colonias generate residual wastes which can affect water

quality. The dispositiop of thdse wastcs .a pnvies and .

cesspools in an area where the whter table is high and local
flooding prevalent constltutes a threat to both ground and
surface water quahty Texas Water Quallty Board guidelihes
for review of 208 plans states that . “

.a process to identify,

\ xf appropriate, and control to the extent feasible
(including land-use requirements) nonpoint sources of
pollution, including . dlsposa{ of pollutants on land
or insubsurface excavatlons : .

*

" Inclusion under the 268 planning process would make‘

the construction of sewage treatment facilities for colonias
eligible for 75 percent federal funtktnng. However, this would
not insure funding. First, the amount of federal funds
available in Texas for 208 projects is limited. Second,
sewage colfectton systems are not on th/anxronmenta]
Protection Agency’s priority list for construction grant
funds. Third, giver their low incomes, colonia residents
might fiid it difficult to obtain the 25 percent 10t,a]
matchmg funds required by the program.

One answer to this problem may lie with the Texas
Water Quality Boagd. The Board administers a well-funded
water quality enhancement program which could provide
loans for covering the 25-percent, local match requir€ment.
Still, given their depressed economic situation, colonia
residents may find even a small loan program too costly to
be met from local resources.

0
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Colonias in the Lower Rio Grande Valley have prolif-
erated and expanded withbut constraint largely because of
the absence of- effective land-use ¢ontrols. T}us lack of
control is typical of % rural, unincorporated areas of

Texas. If services sucW as water supply and sewage

treatment are provided for colomas, an incentive will be

created for further growth of these substandard communi-

. ties. The cost of providing services to isolated, small, rural ,

developments is high. Also, substandard developments in

areas of hlgh density creates additional prob]ems and
crowding is common in many colonias. -

. Advocacy of land-use control jp -arder to prevent the
‘hconstrained growth of colonias presents a difficult social
Ql:é issue. On_the one hand, the colonias provide the

- t Valley residents with cheap housirig. On the-other

hand,‘encouragement of expansion of existing colonias and

of the creatlon of new substandard’ cemmunities can have
serious consequences for the entire Valley. !
Wholésale bulldozing of the colonias may seem cheap

&and expedient. Yet the displacement of 34,000 people,

one-tenth of the Valley population, is unlikely and cer-

tainly morally untenable. Better answers lie in improving
existing colonias and guiding new home seekers to them,
and in. preventing the development of new substandard
colonias. Land-use control is necessary to accomplish this.

This secion examines the current situgtion of land-use
management in ‘Texas and in the Lower Rio Grande Valley

It will serve as background for recommendations as to what

some Valley governments can do now. It will also be a
backgr‘ound for recommendations for future action by the
Texas Legislature.

g ‘ @ &,

INSTITUTIONAL CONTROLS OF LAND USE

é«’z
Federal mech@m,s Yor land-use managesfient are decen-
tralized, Much of the responsibility for land™ge control has
been delegated to state andjong\Demm%e. federal
Department of Transportation, epartment of Housing
and Urban Development, Environmental P{\tectxon

" Agency, and the Departmer]t ‘of Interior.are.all mvolvedi
some degree in land-use conigl. Their efforts are, flowever

~ . .
v
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COLONIAS AND LAND-USE-MANAGEMENT

24, CoNngrvGoverannt\
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du'ected toward urba@ areﬁs These_ efforts have not yer —___
been related to eountl ,whigh have Jun;qletloﬁo er rural, —~
umncorporated areas. 4 . i
l

v
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2. State Government

§Exlsf1ng state land-use ~comro] mechamsms are also
decentralized. Here most resp0n51b1]1ty has been de]eg&teq

to local governments. The primary role of Texas state
government has been to enabt ]eglslatlon enabling citieg to -*

, Tegulate land deve]gpment A ﬂtnhzatlon within thei( )
tgmtona] jurisdiction. A:ddfﬁonal}y, state agencxesrwnh\ i
]and wnanagemént functions mclude those responsxble for\ .

: gxte lands, Yor coordimating spﬁcxal distri ; and for | °
' ntrolhng env1ronmental pollution. : P " < 4. .

. Y * * e
T3 ‘R‘egignal Councils T )

13
Another form of 'govemment involyed in land Lse
management are regional eouncils of governm 1ch are
voluntary associations of local governments. Such countits .__

R

- have these functions? .7 e el

* to assist local govemments in sg]virlgp/roblems
affecting more thandn%gtfxsg;enqu/
* to encourage- the deve pment of inter governmental

o ~
relations;:. | . ) . -
to review local planmng actlvmes, 8
arfdl to maintain an areawide comprehenswe p]annmg i =
~  process, SURCINE T S AN T

The regional ‘councils may\make recommenﬁ’atlons, but do
not have the power to ehforce the' recommendations. #

) . N . [ \
s

I

P i
Counties with ‘populatipns of niore thaii 190,000 are

authonzed to require land developersin unmcorporated areas -
¥ to provide 60-foot nghts-qf-way (Vernon's Annotated. Re-
vtsed Civil Statutes of the State of Texas [VACS], art: 2732K
_[1951]). These counties may alsg establlsh specifications
“for road construction. TheSe provisions may only be
enforced by a county’s refusal to f pprove maps or plats not )
providing minimum rights-of-way, or, by requiring a perfor-
mance bond. Under VACS, art.,6626a.(1957, as amended
19Q) developers of unincorporated land in counties of less
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N /
“than 190.000 populatmn must file 4 plai with the county
" clerk before subdividing land. These dewnties are given
¥ limited authonty to provide’ for , nghts-bf-way and “to
establish construction and drainage spurﬁ»atrons fur roads
and streets. These counties may alsc reqt @rc a performance
bond and refuse to approve deficient plats]

Existing county land-use controi authL)rrty has a major
drawback. The sale of subdivision lots bgsed on metes and
bounds descriptions is not guvered undgr current statutes.
Cities are not permitted to extend services to a developed
subdivision, unless a plat has been filed with the county
clerk. But what if a developer has no /intention to provide
services to a subdivision? ;Then therg is no incentive to
record the subdiwvision with the county. This is the case
with many colonia-type subdivisions Without a recorded
plat thete rs'po «control point at wlrr¢h the city or county
will come in contact with the n¢w SUbdivision. Therefore

- there s no regulation. AU
P-\ucompham.c with the National Huord\lnsurame Program
reqUires rather extensive land-use authonty in areas threat-
ened by flood hazards. In 1969, in order to comply with”
the program, the Texas Lefislature ¢ rrmtéd Lcrmrrﬂeglsla-
. tion.. VACS, art. 8230-13 (1969) wthprtzes counties in
. Texas to make land-use adJ}smen/ts‘ to v{)nstram the
developtfient of land in fidod plains. The counties are
authorized to guide the developmént of land in flood
plains. The “counties are authonzed to guide the develop-
ment of future constsx:tron away from flaod hazard areas.

This legislation supplement$ ulder authonty granted to the

counties (VACS,.art. 1581¢ [1949]) llere counties may
. exetcise the rrght of eminent domain to condemnn and

acquire. real property, easements, and rights-of-way for the
flood-control construction. ’Fhrs in.ludes the making and
drggmg of canals, drains, levees, and improvements
for floud cuntrol and fur drainage related 4o flood control.

The full extent of county powers under art. 8230-13 and

art, 1581e has not yet been tested. However, this legislation

\may “enable counties with potential flood hazards to

excercise some control over development in unincofporated

areas. *

L
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3. Mumcrpal Government Y

Mumcrpal mechanisms for the regulation of Jand use
ipclude zoming laws, building and housing ~todes, and
. . subdivision ordinances. All Texas cities have the authority
-to implement these {ontrols within their corporat‘c limits.
The effect of this authority varies from cty to city. This
¥ variation depends qn the quality of the regulatory ech-
anism and on the stnngency of ordinance and ®ode
enforcement.
Cities have some authorrty in unincorporated areas
which lie within the boufdaries of their extra-territorial
junsdicion (ETJ). The ETJ of a uty consists of all the

/- ) Tt o,

Y

contiguous unincarporated ared, not a part of another aty,

within a speufied imit of the uty's corporate limits.
VACS, art. 970a (1963) estublishes ETJ Limuts ranging from
one-half mile to five nules depending on the size of the cty.
Cities are permutted unly to extend subdivision ordinances
to unincorporated areas within their ETJs. However, the”
city can neithor unpose nor assess any fine for ordinance
violation. It may nut consider these violations as mis-
demeanors. A uty may refuse to extend services to a
‘subdivision which fails to comply with its ordinances. ﬂy

city mayQSO seeh myunctive relief mn the couns./

N "LAND-USE CONTROLS)NT@ s o
LOWER RIO GRANDE VALLEY
1. County Govern en/ . !

In 1971 C'ﬁn County developed a set of standards
which apparently kas put a stuop to new sub-standard
subfdivisiun development. The (‘#)unt\ Cuminissioners’
‘Court uses these standards as a gwide when deciding
whethcr to approve subdivisiun plats in unmeorporated
areas. Among the requirements of the standards are.

+ that new sibdivisions ust be connected tu an

approved sewage disposal system;

*~—threre must be provision for dranage easgments and
rights-of-way along water courses,
there must be minimum lot sizes, !

+ a layout of the entire subdivision must be filed,
showing the proposed layout ‘of streets, blocks;
dramage, sewage, and water systems, and other
improvements to the area.

These guidelines were adopted under the authorrty of
floodplain legislatiun enacted by the Texas Legslature.
While the legality of these gyidelines has not been tested 1n
cuurt, they have been g?_nerall‘) accepted by develgpers.

. oo ]
2. Municipal Government

A March, 1976, telephone survey of 15 larger cities in
the Valley indica(es that most are attempting to control

new development within their ETJ areas through .the =

extension’ of municipal subdivision ordinances. The survey
further revealed that”
+ Thirteen cities have extended ordinanges which spedj-
. fy minimum standards for street uonstructron and
drainage i tlew subdivisions; ]
+ Eleven gltfés have extended ordinances which estab-
lish minimum lot sizes: '
+ Nine cities, of which eight are in Hidalgo County,

have extended minimum specifications for water and

., sewer lines; - -
* Brownsville, Edinburg, and Mission have recently
started to use injunctions to halt substandard devel-

o
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opment ‘within their ETJ areas.

_Approximately one-third of the 65 colonias are located

, Within thé ETJ boundaries of the larger cities of the Lower
Rio Grande Valley. These cities have the authority to

control the development of new substandard subdivisions

within these boundaries. They have no legal right however,

to regulate land use in existing colonias. Under current law,
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annexatlon is the only method by which municipalities can
exercxse the full range of land-use control on existing
colonias. Broad scale use of this approach s®ms unlikely. .

,the costs resulting from the annexation of a typical colonia  *

, would likely outweigh the return in revenue generated from

/,' use fees and ad valorem taxes on colonia property. .
>
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CHAPTER V

kg

A. Water Supp/y .

Each coloma in the Lower Rio Grande Valley should be
provided with access to ‘a public water supply system.

1. Where feasible, the water supply needs of colonia
residents should be provided through rural water supply
corporations, To, provide fundihg for these projeets, the

Farmers . Home Administration rural water and sewer _

services grant program should be reinstated.
2. Where.rural water supply corporations utilization is
not feasible, water supply 'needs shoyld be provided by

extension of service front the nearest water supply system. -

AFinangial support for this should be sought under the
Econormc Development Administration public works grant
program. ! e

~
-

\
B. Sewage Treatment

# -~

Each coloma in the Lower Rip Grande Valley.should be
provided with access to a pubhc sewage treatment system.

1. The sewage treatment needs Of colonia residents
should be included in the regional treatment plan under
Section 208 of the federal Water and Waste Water Program.

2. Funding for sewage treatmgnt facilities should first
be sought under the Environmental Protection Agency
construction grant progra?n, where up to 75, percent
funding can be obtained. To provide for the 25 percent
required local match needed under this program, the Texas
Water Quality Board loan program for water quality
enhancement should be used.

u\\RECOMl\\dENDATIbNS

. I3 “

C. Land-Use Management @

°

Future land-use p\;lans and controls alopted in the Lower
. Rio Grande Valley should be used to provent the develop-
- ment or uncontrolled expansion of rural communities, such
~as colonia® which lack basic services. . .
s 1. Under the aythority of floodphin enabling legisla-
tion, Hidalgo and Willacy Counties should adopt. guidelifies
relating to approval of, subdivision plats similar to those
«  already used by.Cameron County.
2. The Texas Legislature. should enact enabling legisla-
. tion providing for landfuse management in uhincorporated
areas. This should be done on 4 staged basis: .
§rage I Passage. of legislation such as the County K
DeveLOpment Standards draft bill prepared- by the, Texas
Advispry Commission on Intergovernmental Relations
(TACIR). This would give counties mom\extenswe subdivi-
sion control coupled wnh an effective enforcement
mechamsm
Stage 2: Passage of legislation such as th City Stan-
dards in Areas of Extra-Territorial Jurisdictiorr draft bill
* prepared by TACIR. This would authorize cities to extend
their building ordinances into thejr areas of extra-terntonal
juri§diction. .
Stage 3: Passage of legislation such as the County Land
- Protection and Management draft bill prepared by TACIR.
This would grant counties zoning authority.” .
Stage 4: Passage of legislation such as the County-
Ordinarice Authority bills (H.B..1694" and J.B. 894)
introduced,in the 64th Legislature. This would grant “home

rule” status to counties. , .
< .
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. " APPENDIX

b

' COLONIAS AS RURAL HOUSING

- [l

The UMnsus defines rural communities as those
having populations of 2,500 or less, making all colonia
hou’sing rural housing.” Where, then, do colonias lie in
relationship to all other rural housing? !

G*mth is the main difference. Although colonias closely

\ resemble the poor farmworker communities of the San Luis

[y
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Valley of Colorado and the San Joaquin Valley of

Califorma, neither of these areas has experienced the

phenomenal growth found in the colonias., Small .farm-

worker communities in central Flofida also resemble

colonias, except that i thpse communities renting rather
_ than homg owpership is the rul

The similarities of colomas to all rural housing %re
largely economic and polmcal Most rural homeowners face
the problems of distance and of economies of scale.” The
cost of providing services to scattered rural houses and
communities adds to the cost of owning a rural home. The
small size of tifese cdmmunities makes difficult the achieve-
ment of economies of scale in construction and other
capital projects, not to mention thé ongoing maintenance
of services. These factors hold for rich and migddie-class
rural homeowners as well as the poor. .

Distance and economy-of-scale factors ﬁe-impficit in the
research done on the colonias. Physical isolation, a cor-
mlary of distance, is also dpcused extensively. Not

iscussed in this research effort is the factor of housing
ecﬁt verbally reported as a problem by some officials in
the Lower Rio Grande Valley. Compared to that of urban
areas, rural housing financing requires larger down pay-
ments, higher interest rates, and shorter loan terms. Also,

due to a varjety of factors, there is a general housing credit

shortfall 1n rural’ areas.> While this is a problem for all
econumic classes in rural areas, it is particularly difficult for

" the pobr, adding.to their already grave credit problems.

" Although the rich and the poor share common problems
in rual housing, poverty and the special dlfﬁeultleg'of
mmunt) and disadvantaged groups add specuﬂ“dlmensxons
to these problems. The poor simply cannot afford to build

“standard and adequate homes. Many governmentrprograms

. _for construction and rehabilitation are designed to aid all
poor people. Why, then, cannot the poor in ruratareas avail,

“themsélves of these programs? \
To begui with, there is not enough government housing
\;" -

I -
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_money nationwide to solve all housmg ‘probleis. Many of
‘ih_e direct and indirect housmg subsidies ayailable go to the
upper and the middle classes’ Also, implicit 1n the federal

government housing finance pattern is a dlstlncg urban bas,-

with a disproportionate amount of furfmgagomg nto the
cities: This neglect is due in part to t é&ea(er political
leverage of urban areas. It is also dye \to thq belief 1n
“Metropollyanna™ held by, many of the, natton’s, chief
policy makers. - \—
*Metropollyanna 1s the behef that sooner or latcz every-
one will move to big cities and live happyly ever after.’ ThlS
belief holds that the ltnce for people who are in troub
rural areas and small towns is obvxously in blgger towns
with electricity, nside plumbing, paved streets, and medical

,(/“l

facilities all constructed more cheaply on 2 per capita basis'

and much more accessible.® However, it is now begmnmg
to occur to policy makers that this may not be the best of
all possible worlds. Pollution, congestion, and the, break-
down of government service in sonfe of the nation’s largest
_ cities indiates that there may also be (diseconomies of
- scale, that there is a maximum size that can be reached,
after which the quality of life begins to degenerate, While
recognizing the clear need of large cities for housing
assistance, it is important that the smaller towns and rural
areas not be neglected Those who would move all colonia
residents to Valley gities and towns should examine the
impact this wquld have on these urban areas impagct in
terms of water, of other.utjlities, of mumclpal services, and
on the quahty of life within existing mugicipalities. A town
of 10,000 can be overburdened if its population grows to

15,000; New York City does not represent the smgle ’

maxxmum size permissible in every glv(en area.
" Too, there is already a, revival_of population growth in
) nonmetropohtan areas of the country, mdxcatmg an in-
* creasing interest by citizens and industry in locating i in rural
areas. This may make many rural areas in the country much

" more viabie as places to live. Policy makers should take note .

of this trend and plan housing ‘policy based,on people’ s
preferences rather than on “nght-angle“ planners’ computa.

e

- tions. N

. b)
What about the govemment housin "g money that_could

be made availablé to poor rural areas? The availability of

this money is largely degendent on the willingness an}i skill |
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of local agenuies and institutions to “hustle™ grants and

luans. In pour rural areas, the governmen{ agencies which

could fulftll tlese functions are often weak, ineffectual, or

nonemstent' In th¢ case of colonias there 1s no government

ageng:y 10 represent their interests in the housing field.

Those non- -profit organizatfons which could aid the colonias

in this problem are too small and poorly funded to be very

effective. More technical assistance from Austin and Wash-

ington in obtaining grants and loans for the Valley, as well

as a commitinent by local and state government “to

improving the quality of life 1n all rural housing, would be

an mmportant first step towards solving the problems of
colonias.

~ Providing thﬂwded%‘hmcal and financial assistance

to the colonuk will be expensive:

Pamcularly n Jow mcome low denslty rural coun-

tigs. per capita federal outlays may need to be higher

%han tn high income, densely settled urban counties

ecause of (1) the limited abihty of low income

) countics to raise state and local moneys to finance

/ .government services, &2) the inab?hty of more sparsely

> S

. N\

settled counties to achieve economies of scale (lower
costs per person in providing comparable government
services), and (3) the frequent need for more capital .
investment, on a per eapnta basis, to compensate for
past mequmes o
This research effort has dmected its_attention to the
water and sewer problems of the colonias. These are by no
means the only housing problems found in these com-
munities. The” houses themselves are more often than not
: delapldated poorly constructed, and too small for the
families they “hold. Even if sewer and waler service is,
provided for all colonia houses there will remain much
work to be done. Further study of home construction and |
repalr needs, credit needs, and the development of institu-
tional structures to insure progress is needed and needed
now. Beyond study and development there is nceded a
concentrated effort, based on sound policy decisions, to
ensure a good standard of living in colonias and in all rural
areas. :
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