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I. CALL TO ORDER

Mayor Pete Saenz called the meeting to order.

II. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE

Mayor Pete Saenz led in the pledge of allegiance.

III. MOMENT OF SILENCE

Mayor Pete Saenz led a moment of silence.

IV. ROLL CALL

In attendance:

Pete Saenz  Mayor 
Vidal Rodriguez  District II 
Alejandro “Alex” Perez, Jr. Mayor Pro-Tempore, District III 
Norma “Nelly” Vielma  District V 
Charlie San Miguel  District VI 
George J. Altgelt  District VII 
Roberto Balli  District VIII 
Heberto “Beto” Ramirez Acting City Secretary 
Jesus Olivares City Manager 
Cynthia Collazo Deputy City Manager 
Robert Eads   Assistant City Manager  
Horacio De Leon,  Assistant City Manager 
Kristina L. Hale Acting City Attorney 

Cm. San Miguel joined at 9:29 am. 
Cm. Perez joined at 10:50 am. 

Kristina L. Hale, Acting City Attorney, advised that until a quorum is present, Council can not 
discuss or take action on the presentation, according to the Texas Open Meetings Act. 
Mayor Saenz requested staff to present the status of the Comprehensive Plan without any 
comment or questioning by Council. Before the Comprehensive Plan status was introduced, 
a quorum was established.  

Citizen comments 

None 
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V. STAFF REPORTS 
 

1. Presentation on the status of the Comprehensive Plan by the Viva Laredo Team, with 
possible action. 

 
Mario Peña of the Viva Laredo Team reported that the team has worked with City staff 
extensively. He introduced the following key consultants who have assisted with the 
plan and their contribution: 
 
Frank + Hickey Peña Architects Project Managers 
Dover, Kohl & Partners  Urban Design/Planning 
Speck and Associates  Walkability 
Angelou Economics   Economic Development 
LNV, Inc.    Transportation & Mobility 
Gallnar Planning   Housing 
Howland Engineering   Infrastructure 
Gilpin Engineering   Environmental 
 
Mr. Peña explained that a comprehensive plan is a guiding document that directs 
capital improvements, evaluates development projects, guides public policy, and 
ensures that the City encompasses the qualities desired by its residents. On September 
27, 2016, a large public forum was conducted with all districts and many sectors 
represented. Over half of the participants questioned stated that their children and 
grandchildren are choosing to leave Laredo; only 14% respondents said that their 
descendants are remaining in Laredo.  
 
Viva Laredo saw over 1,450 participants in town halls, workgroups, and related 
outreach to formulate a comprehensive plan. The plan addresses Laredo’s existing 
conditions, community concerns and related strategies, and overall goals and policies.  
 
Jason King with Dover, Kohl & Partners reported that the Comprehensive Plan intends 
to update the future land use maps implemented by the City. Viva Laredo team 
members projected Laredo’s future growth and how resources will expand. A future 
thoroughfare plan was also developed. The team focused on the design of new 
neighborhoods as well as commercial development and place types. Mr. King explained 
five principles of new neighborhood development after studying successfully-grown 
neighborhoods from comprehensive plans in the United States: identifiable centers and 
edges, walkable size, integrated network of walkable streets, mix of land uses and 
building types, and special sites for civic purposes. The more compactly a 
neighborhood grows, the more money saved. The hidden costs of sprawling 
development are paid by the taxpayers. Urban areas pay less for police while suburban 
areas pay more for streets and roadways.  
 
Mr. King noted that this plan does not interfere with existing property rights but instead 
increases those rights. The plan recommends that the City update its land development 
regulations to include a walkable lifestyle, diversity by design, and compacted 
connectedness and community. He noted that Laredo’s current land development is 
designed in a way that naturally delays and discourages these qualities.  
 
Steve Landin, Fire Chief, stated that the International Fire Code has been adopted for 
Laredo. While Council can deviate from the international standards, but that may 
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negatively affect Laredo’s ISO rating, which may increase the insurance rates of 
homeowners.  
 
Mr. King continued that the comprehensive plan recommends converting oversized 
streets, such as Clark and Park, into two-way bike facilities and mixed used streets. 
Additionally, building multi-story urban buildings with ample parking is recommended. 
The plan includes a wide variety of urban design over time, creating a center around 
Laredo Community College and transforming highway feeder roads into neighborhood 
centers. He explained that well-designed cities are more affordable by design and are 
often more inclusive of all community members.  

 
The overarching goal of the comprehensive plan is to create a more vital downtown and 
downtown neighborhoods with residential options of all kinds, quality places to shop, 
dine, and recreate while preserving, renewing, and evolving historic buildings, districts, 
and landscapes for the use and enjoyment of future generations. Mr. King pointed out 
that Laredo has numerous underutilized locations in highly desirable areas and is 
neglecting to preserve historical buildings. Downtown malls can revitalize communities, 
and the Outlet Shoppes can greatly benefit Iturbide Street in the near future. Streetcars 
can attract downtown investors, and an international streetcar is likely to gain national 
attention. Parking is already an issue downtown, but parking garages can be 
camouflaged. Local public art is already in place in Laredo, but murals and sculptures 
and the Boulevard of the Americas can enhance Laredo’s image. Mr. King proposed 
special management districts, which can be controversial. Special management 
districts are organized to make downtowns the center of commercial, civic, and cultural 
activity by managing a special assessment fund. Districts are managed via a volunteer 
Board of Directors comprised of downtown property owners, business representative, 
tenants, and community leaders. The districts are responsible for the branding, 
marketing, façade grant improvement programs, downtown activities, beautification 
projects, master planning, advocacy, and commercial and retail business development. 
 
The median age of Laredo is 28.3 years old, and the population is estimated at 252,309 
people. Young families, new parents, and retirees are all likely residents of downtown 
areas. Mr. King clarified that the comprehensive plan envisions the desired state of 
Laredo, not a list of commitments for Council to quickly implement.  
 
Riazul Mia, Utilities Director, noted that Council already funded projects to 
decommission the Zacate Creek Wastewater Treatment Plant. 
 
Horacio de Leon, Assistant City Manager, reminded Council of the River Vega Master 
Plan, which addresses the Downtown area and may accommodate for greenspace, 
flood control, and walking/bike trails.  
 
Dr. Hector Gonzalez, Health Director, added that the Health and Parks departments 
worked closely with Viva Laredo on this plan as it promotes inner city services and 
walkability. There are community garden plans already in the works. This plan presents 
an opportunity for Laredo to become an international biomedical hub.  
 
Nathan Bratton, Planning Director, noted that the Planning Department is satisfied with 
the studies prepared by the consultants. This plan provides a guide, and future 
ordinances to change Planning policy will follow and take time to recognize and 
implement. The Planning Department must follow the regulations and codes that are in 
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place; Council must provide the direction to change and update policies. He noted that 
the thoroughfare plan is very important as it directly impacts Planning’s future land use 
maps.  
 
Abe Salinas of LNV described the mobility enhancements of the comprehensive plan, 
seeking to create a multimodal transportation network throughout Laredo to provide 
more access to the city’s amenities, reduce carbon emissions, improve public health, 
and increase civic recreational opportunities. Mr. Salinas reported that Laredoans 
depend on automobiles for 98% of their transportation. This dependence leads to 
congestion, which will only increase if multimodal transportation is not implemented or 
streets are not improved. A good street is efficient, safe, and affordable while it 
connects neighborhoods and provides choices in transportation. The plan recommends 
converting many one-way streets to two-way and adding more bike lanes, such as 
Convent Street and Matamoros Street. Mr. Salinas also suggested adding more 
wayfinding signage to assist pedestrians and motorists navigating Downtown.  
 
Frank Rotnofsky of Viva Laredo Team reported that Laredo has the least number of 
bike commuters in the country at 0.1% of large cities. Laredo has nearly the lowest 
number of commuters who walk at 0.4% of large cities. Laredo families pay 32% of their 
household income, or an average of $12,500 per year, in driving costs. Driving costs 
are considered affordable if they are at 15% or lower. Also, 85% of money spent on 
driving leaves the local economy. Families can lower driving costs by biking, walking, 
and using public transportation more.  
 
Laredo ranked last out of 85 cities surveyed for fitness. The city also ranked 99th out of 
100 cities in active lifestyles and the third unhealthiest city of 150 cities surveyed. Over 
31% of Webb County residents are obese, 27% of Laredoans are inactive, and the 
county’s diabetes mortality rate is 17 points higher than the state average. Mr. 
Rotnofsky noted that Viva Laredo completed a two-day workshop with the Federal 
Highway Administration and the Planning Department on a “complete the streets” 
concept. A road diet, also known as a lane reduction or road rechannelization, is a 
technique in transportation planning whereby the number of travel lanes and/or 
effective width of the road is reduced in order to achieve systemic improvements.  
 
Complete streets are streets designed with everybody in mind. They are designed and 
operated to enable safe access for all users, including pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists, 
and transit riders of all ages and abilities. Complete streets make it easy to cross the 
street, walk to shops, and bicycle to work. Road diets slow down traffic speeds without 
impeding traffic flow, which decreases fatality and injury rates in traffic. The 
comprehensive plan team bike survey team drafted a bicycle network plan. Bike hubs 
can be established throughout the city, and a bikeshare pilot program is forthcoming in 
the Downtown area. Mr. Rotnofsky noted that while people may complain that Laredo is 
too hot for cycling, he listed several cities with balmy, rainy, and hot weather climates 
that have successful bicycle networks, such as Denver, Seattle, and New Orleans. 
Laredo has the potential for year round cycling events.  
 
Cm. Vielma requested copies of traffic accident and injury/fatality data.  
 
Mario Peña emphasized that the resounding wish of young workshop participants was 
mobility in the city via bicycling.  
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Sandra Rocha Taylor noted that San Bernardo is currently used for bicycling to Laredo 
Community College, and she asked Council to prioritize San Bernardo to further 
encourage bicycling. Mr. Rotnofsky confirmed that San Bernardo is an important artery 
in Laredo, and bicycle lanes are easier to implement as they require simple restriping 
rather than construction.  
 
Carlos Gainar reported that he completed the housing portion of the comprehensive 
plan. The overall goal of housing is to provide housing opportunities for Laredoans with 
diverse economic backgrounds and housing preferences while at the same time 
creating strong regional housing markets that include a robust urban core and infill 
strategies that balance the need for new affordable housing and complete, healthy, and 
accessible communities throughout all of Laredo. He recommended a mixture of 
apartments and single-family housing throughout Laredo to meet the housing 
preference of young people, families, empty nesters, and retirees. 
 
There are tens of thousands of vacant parcels of land owned by the City. They don’t 
generate much tax revenue or activity and instead introduce blight. He recommended 
infill opportunities by developing a comprehensive map and pursuing the purchase of 
properties for affordable housing units. Mr. Gainar also suggested investing in Laredo 
neighborhoods by revitalizing some buildings into a business or attraction on the first 
floor with apartments on the second floor. The City must build complete and healthy 
communities that are developed in a way to encourage certain behaviors, like walking 
or driving at a safe speed. If parks are too far offset from residential communities, then 
people are either going to drive to the park rather than walk or avoid the park 
altogether. Sidewalks that do not have tree shading will not be used as the temperature 
rises in Laredo. Arroyos can be highlighted as a natural amenity rather than an 
avoidance. Mr. Gainar recommended creating a residential parking permit program to 
redevelop Downtown in a cost-efficient way. The City should encourage more public art 
like murals, gateway signage, and landscaping corridors that serve to beautify these 
areas while creating a unique sense of place. A comprehensive one stop shop for 
homeless services should be developed and funded.  
 
Arturo Garcia, Community Development Director, confirmed that CDBG funding can be 
used to restripe bike lanes if the area is CDBG applicable.  
 
Judd Gilpin reported that the City treats approximately 40 million gallons a day of water 
that comes from the Rio Grande, 75% of which is effluent. Reducing dependency on 
the river or securing a secondary water source will be invaluable to the City. If enough 
water is sent to Casablanca, the water level will remain constant. Over 90-95% of 
effluent water is not being treated. Park systems with canopy coverage do a lot to offset 
the environmental impact of new neighborhood development. Connectivity between 
parks and commercial areas will also be beneficial. Mr. Gilpin noted that the City has 
been proactive in pursuing xeriscaping and water conservation.  
 
Riazul Mia confirmed that close to 20 million gallons of water are treated a day. Half a 
million gallons are treated by the golf course plant, Casablanca receives close to 
200,000 gallons, and the rest of the water is sent to North Central Park. He suggested 
adding effluent to raw water and retreating it prior to supplying it as drinking water. The 
City is still years away from getting public approval and education to support this. The 
turbidity and organics make river water “dirtier” than effluent.  
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Jason King reported that workshop participants added greenery and trail systems on 
maps of Laredo. Participants valued new park systems, variable open space palettes 
like squares and placitas, and urban agriculture.  
 
Viviana Frank noted that a recent urban agriculture ordinance passed by Council after 
HEB closed their only Downtown location. South Laredo, particularly Downtown, is a 
food desert, which is a location with no grocery stores or farmers’ markets and whose 
only food options are fast food, junk foods, or foods high in sugars and fats. Community 
gardens are most successful via community-supported agriculture. Growing a 
sustainable Laredo via community gardens promotes healthy soil, young farmers, less 
debt for farmers, community investment, and healthier eating habits of the members.  
 
One aspect of the recently-passed ordinance is a system in which citizens become 
members of a garden and purchase a share of what the garden is going to produce. If 
people do not want to buy shares, they can form a nonprofit or ask, as a group, for the 
City to farm a piece of land for their community or membership use.  
 
Canseco House, located on Chihuahua Street, has approximately 20,000-22,000 cars 
that drive past. This is the location of the first community-supported garden in the City.  
 
Carlos Gainar emphasized that while some of the comprehensive plan’s ideas seem 
daunting or lofty, with commitment and vision they can be implemented to the benefit of 
all Laredo citizens. Most of the recommendations can be addressed piecemeal.  
 
Mario Peña reported that the next steps of this plan includes a public comment phase 
from May 8 through May 28, 2017, which is accessible at www.vivalaredo.org. A plan 
adoption will then take place, requiring action on the following items: zoning and land 
development; implementation of downtown street network recommendations; and a 
downtown parking plan. He specified that Viva Laredo intends to host a workshop with 
the Planning & Zoning Commission.  
 
Jesus Olivares, City Manager, noted that before Council takes action, City staff must 
identify funding sources because the code changes will require some consultation.  
 
Nathan Bratton countered that if Council wants to move forward with code changes, the 
City Charter requires that Council send the comprehensive plan to the Planning & 
Zoning Commission before adopting the plan. The Commission’s main duty is to 
provide a recommendation to Council. 
 
Motion to send the comprehensive plan to the Planning & Zoning Commission for 
recommendation, as amended. 
 
Moved:  Cm. San Miguel 
Second:  Cm. Balli 
For:  6   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 

VI. COUNCIL WILL RECESS FOR LUNCH AT APPROXIMATELY 12 NOON 
 

Motion to recess for one hour. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Altgelt 

http://www.vivalaredo.org/
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Second:  Cm. San Miguel 
For:  6   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Following the recess, Mayor Pro Tempore Perez reconvened the meeting.  
 
Angelos Angelou of Angelou Economics reported that he has completed 600 strategic plans 
in the United States and abroad, particularly 50 in Texas. Angelou Economics conducted 
830 resident surveys and 170 business surveys with over 1,100 people involved, separate 
from the comprehensive plan process. The economic development strategy was comprised 
of a market assessment, target industry analysis, and stakeholder engagement.  
 
The market assessment showed the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of 
the City. Strengths include a unique culture and history, one of the youngest workforces in 
large U.S. cities, TAMIU and LCC, a world-class hub for trade, potential to support high 
growth, an architecturally interesting downtown, proximity to Mexico, and sufficient green 
space. Weaknesses include the aesthetics of the city, multiple poverty-stricken 
neighborhoods, informal housing settlements, poor health outcomes for residents, a lack of 
options for entertainment, a reputation of the City as not encouraging new development or 
arts and cultural community, no unified vision for economic development or consistent use of 
tools or incentives, and a lack of vibrant urbanization or significant downtown development. 
Opportunities exist in the following forms: passionate citizenry for supporting downtown and 
history, marketing TAMIU and LCC’s low cost of attendance, promoting Laredo’s amenities 
to attract young professionals and families back to their home city, access to engineering 
talent in Mexico and the U.S., and more. Threats exist in the following forms: changes in 
international trade, continued decline in the oil and gas industry, increased wait times at the 
port, crime spilling over the border into Laredo, retaining graduates and skilled young 
workers, and more.  
 
The primary targeted industries were identified as health care, trade and advanced logistics, 
tourism and retail, and business and educational services. The major strategic goals are to 
encourage proactive economic development, promote regional cooperation, cultivate a 
vibrant community, and spur entrepreneurship. Proactive economic development can be 
achieved by a four-part strategy: 1) provide increased funding and sustain support for 
economic development; 2) take care of local businesses; 3) bring business and institutions 
together to support target industry cluster development; and 4) market Laredo’s strengths 
and assets. Mr. Angelou voiced his opinion that the City is not spending enough money on 
economic development. He recommended spending $7-$8 per capita as a minimum 
investment to achieve that goal.  
 
Rosario Cabello, Finance Director, confirmed there are approximately $21 million in fund 
balance, but $4 million has been committed to the natatorium, and $6-$8 million dollars are 
committed to the tennis courts of the sports complex alone. She stated that strict guidelines 
in the bond covenants require that the debt be retired prior to initiating a 4B tax.  
 
Tony Arce of AEP Texas stated that he has secured Mr. Carlton Schwab, the President and 
CEO of the Texas Economic Development Council, to provide education at an upcoming 
workshop regarding 4A-4B utilization.  
 
Mr. Angelou recommended revitalizing Downtown one block at a time to create an 
environmental conducive to private, niche, or expertise businesses. He also recommended 
incorporating an economic development liaison that lives and works in the city to assist the 
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City in moving forward with incentives and plan execution.  
 
Following a brief recess, Viviana Frank added that innovation districts cater to young 
entrepreneurs to join the private, public, academic, and philanthropic sectors to develop the 
best and most innovative approach to the City that will attract young people to live, work, and 
raise their families.  
 

VII. EXECUTIVE SESSION 
 

None. 
 

VIII. ADJOURNMENT 
 

Motion to adjourn. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Perez 
Second:  Cm. San Miguel 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Cm. Balli was not present. 
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