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CITY OF LAREDO 
SPECIAL CITY COUNCIL MEETING 

M2018-sc-08 
CITY COUNCIL CHAMBERS 

1110 HOUSTON STREET 
LAREDO, TEXAS 78040 

August 24, 2018 
12:00 P.M. 

 
 
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 in a moment of silence. 
 

IV. ROLL CALL 
 

In attendance: 
 
Pete Saenz      Mayor 
Vidal Rodriguez      District II 
Alberto Torres, Jr.     District IV 
Norma “Nelly” Vielma    District V 
Charlie San Miguel     Mayor Pro-Tempore, District VI 
Roberto Balli      District VIII 
Jose A. Valdez, Jr.     City Secretary 
Horacio De Leon     City Manager 
Cynthia Collazo     Deputy City Manager 
Kristina L. Hale     City Attorney 

 
Cm. San Miguel joined at 12:07 p.m. 
 
Motion to excuse Cm. Gonzalez, Cm. Perez, and Cm. Altgelt. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Torres 
Second:  Cm. Balli 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Cm. San Miguel was not present. 

 
Citizen comments 

 
None 
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V. EXECUTIVE SESSION 
 

None 
 
VI. GENERAL COUNCIL DISCUSSIONS AND PRESENTATIONS 
 

A. Request by Council Member Vidal Rodriguez 
 

1. Status report on the creation of informative plan for releasing information on 
the various programs/projects from all different departments through the use of 
email and/or text messaging available to all residents who have signed up to 
receive the notification, and any matters incident thereto. 

 
Cm. Rodriguez noted that this concept was already approved for emergency or 
utility notifications, but he recommended adding notifications of events 
happening in the districts via text message or email. Users can opt in or opt out 
to the notifications, and the notices can be sent on a regular, weekly basis.  
 
Blasita Lopez, Executive Director for Tourism, Marketing, & Communications, 
reported that staff has found that several platforms already exist across the 
various Departments, one of which is called the EZ Testing used by 
employees, which is what staff recommends. This program is how employee 
health information is distributed, which has been very successful for the City’s 
use. Users can opt in or out, the program allows links to social media sites and 
provides tracking and reports for metrics. The program can set up scheduled 
messages and recurring messages if preferred, and the cost ranges are based 
on the number of messages sent. Mrs. Lopez noted that the Police Department 
also rolled out a smartphone app with alert systems that Police put out 
specifically. She noted that the City can separate its content by allowing the 
Police Department to manage their own message content. She also noted that 
the Utilities Department has a contract allowing for email and text messages 
specific to Utilities account holders. It can be expanding somewhat, but staff 
recommends something broader for the purposes suggested by Cm. 
Rodriguez.  
 
Mrs. Lopez noted that the EZ Texting program can inform all citizens of the 
wide array of City events or programs, and it also allows for the creation of 
groups that are specific to each Council district. While there are some costs 
associated with EZ Texting, Mrs. Lopez noted that through discussions with the 
City Manager, the City should be able to absorb those costs through 
departmental budget adjustments. She explained that if the City has 1,000 
subscribers and wishes to send them the same message, one notice would 
equate to 1,000 text messages. Therefore, the cost estimate for this program 
will be a sliding scale for a while until the City knows more about its subscribers 
and the number of notices going out via text. She gave a preliminary estimate 
of the annual cost for EZ Texting at about $3,000-$5,400.  
 
Cm. Rodriguez noted that this initiative was approved by Council about two 
months ago and asked why the cost was not allocated in the budget or 
presented during the budget workshop. 
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Horacio De Leon, City Manager, noted that the budgetary impact of $5,000 will 
be easy to absorb through department budgets. As it grows and the number of 
text messages or subscribers exceeds $8,000, then staff will evaluate the cost 
and funding at that time. Currently, the cost is not an issue; staff will focus on 
obtaining subscribers and implementing the program first.  
 
Riazul Mia, Utilities Director, confirmed that the Department’s contract for 
notifications is specific to payment collection purposes. The Department has 
73,000 account holders, and less than 5% have email addresses on file. It will 
be about a year to fully implement the online payment, application, and 
notification. He confirmed that staff can bring a report to Council once the 
program is fully implemented. Currently, staff sends notifications via text 
message.  
 
Martin Aleman, Executive Director of Finance & Technology, confirmed that 
staff compared the pricing structures of different programs and determined that 
EZ Texting is cost effective.  
 
Mr. Mia clarified that the text message notification might be immediate, but 
email notifications can serve the same purpose and save significant costs. If a 
water line breaks, only a small number of citizens are affected which does not 
result in expensive texting costs.  
 
Cm. Rodriguez explained that he does not only mean to use the system to alert 
residents of water line breaks, but also to inform them of emergencies, which 
are rare and would likely not be used very often. He asked if a launch date is 
available.  
 
Mrs. Lopez noted that a launch date is not available yet; staff wanted to make 
Council aware of the options and costs of the vendors. She confirmed that staff 
can provide a complete rundown of the timeline and potential launch date via a 
memo in Council’s Friday packet.  
 
Cm. Torres asked that the memo include staff’s complete plan of action. 
 
Cm. Vielma asked for a status on a potential app for the entire City. Mrs. Lopez 
noted that staff has not contemplated an app at this point. Cm. Vielma 
countered that Council voted on an app last year. Mrs. Lopez stated that 
several other Departments has apps: the Convention & Visitors Bureau, 3-1-1, 
and the Police Department. She confirmed that she would look into a City-wide 
app. 
 
Steve Landin, Fire Chief, confirmed that the Department has a City-wide 
system to communicate with residents in the event of an emergency. It is the 
reverse 9-1-1 system housed at the Police Department. It goes to all landlines, 
which are becoming rarer. A couple of years ago, the Department pushed for 
people to sign up with their cellular phones for notifications. He agreed that it 
would be a good idea to promote the system again to encourage more 
residents to opt in. He informed Council that signing up is free. 
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Mr. De Leon noted that the reverse 9-1-1 system is for emergency purposes 
only. Chief Landin clarified that it has the capability for a lot more uses than just 
emergency notification. It is already funded.  
 
Cm. San Miguel recalled a discussion with AEP representatives who informed 
him that if AEP anticipates a power outage for equipment upgrades, they will 
send out a text message to clients. He asked staff to consider the program that 
AEP uses for its client notifications. Mrs. Lopez confirmed that she would reach 
out and research AEP’s platform. She noted that the City would need to legally 
obtain permission from the Utility account holders to send them notification and 
solicit information that is unrelated to their water bill.  
 
Cm. Vielma asked for more status updates from staff if Council’s action is not 
going to come to pass right away so that Council can be informed. Mayor 
Saenz voiced his agreement, suggesting that Council make a policy that if a 
Council action is not satisfied within three months, then staff mandatorily 
provide a status report monthly or quarterly to Council regarding the delay.  
 
Mrs. Lopez reminded Council that they receive multiple status reports via their 
Friday packets on Council action delays. The 3-1-1 log also provides status 
updates on anything that comes to the City. Council requests are in that log.  
 
Cm. Torres countered that often, the information provided to Council in the 
Friday packet is the same information week after week and does not provide 
any new notifications. If a Department is reporting the same information every 
week for multiple months, then it does not need to be included in the Friday 
packet to avoid tedium.  
 
Cm. Rodriguez noted that he has requested his 3-1-1 log packet in a hard 
printout, but he has only received it via email. Mrs. Lopez confirmed that staff 
will ensure he receives a printout of the logs.  
 
Cm. San Miguel recalled Council action that took place six or seven years ago 
that never actually happened, suggesting that a report for staff accountability 
would be beneficial for tracking purposes.  
 
Motion to instruct management to research a City-wide application that would 
include all City districts and provide user-friendly capabilities to find Council 
Member information, district events, updates, and to direct staff to look into the 
potential of utilizing the reverse 9-1-1 system in order to address Cm. 
Rodriguez’s item so that it won’t affect the budget and to instruct staff to 
implement a policy that staff provide status reports to Council on Council action 
that is not put into effect within three months, as amended. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Torres 
Second:  Cm. Rodriguez 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 

 
B. Request by Council Member Roberto Balli 
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1. Discussion with possible action regarding the Plaza theater design, 
restoration, construction and any matters incident thereto. (Co-Sponsored by 
Council Member Alberto Torres, Council Member Vidal Rodriguez, and 
Council Member Alejandro "Alex" Perez) 

 
Karen Gaytán of the Laredo Film Society informed Council that the Film 
Society was created with the mission to empower the community and educate 
the public through the exhibition of film and media arts.  
 
Gabriela Treviño of the Laredo Film Society noted that she is a filmmaker from 
Laredo and is working on her Master of Arts degree in Documentary Film in 
Mexico City. She plans to come back to Laredo to work and live.  
 
Ms. Gaytán noted that the Laredo Film Society has partnered with several 
organizations throughout Laredo to host several screening and education 
events.  
 
Ms. Treviño noted that the Film Society will have an event on Friday 
September 7 at the Alamo Drafthouse with two local filmmakers, and invited 
Council and the public to attend.  
 
Ms. Gaytán spoke in favor of the Plaza Theater renovation proposal, as 
Laredo has the potential to be the hub for cultural cinematic arts in the 
country. With the proper infrastructure and support, the iconic Plaza Theater 
can attract more of the arts in Laredo. She cited several other cities that have 
renovated their historic cinemas successfully. She noted that something 
magical happens when people gather to share a love of movies and art. She 
suggested activities that the Plaza Theater could host, based on what other 
historical movie theaters have done in Texas: film screenings, live 
music/concert venues, theater plays, stand-up comedy shows, festivals, 
conference/summit events, workshops/educational activities, performing arts 
in general, and theater rentals for private and corporate events. She stated 
that the Laredo Film Society would be happy to participate in events together 
and advocate for the use of the Plaza Theater.  
 
Ms. Treviño added that the public would enjoy amenities at the Plaza Theater, 
as well. She suggested a lobby area open to the public with free wifi acess, a 
café and bar for dining, snacking, and drinking, a shop for merchandize and 
memorabilia, an indoor box office, an outdoor sitting area, and an art gallery.  
 
Ms. Gaytán offered multiple ways that the Plaza Theater operation can 
function sustainably, such as sponsorships, corporate partnerships, donations, 
venue rentals, online ticket sales, online merchandise and gift sales, a theater 
gift shop, and a theater café and restaurant/bar. She cited studies that show 
investing in the arts has a ripple effect in the community. Travelers add 
cultural or artistic stops in their itineraries when on a trip, which will add to the 
City’s tourism and revenues. Individuals of low socioeconomic status who 
have a history of in-depth arts involvement show better academic outcomes 
that those without. Taking in arts is linked to being more satisfied with one’s 
life and a higher well-being.  
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Cm. Balli reported that for the past four years, the City has been under a 
contract with a non-profit organization to renovate and reopen the Plaza 
Theater. That contract is about to terminate and the City will take the Plaza 
back. He stated his opinion that the City has an obligation to reopen the Plaza 
because the public wants it open. He voiced his optimism at the excitement 
and vibrancy that other cities’ historic theaters bring to their communities and 
noted that the same will happen in Laredo. Since adding this item to the 
agenda, he has been inundated with communications from citizens voicing 
their support and excitement.  
 
Mayor Saenz thanked the local millennials for bringing the idea and demand 
forward, voicing his gratitude to the young adults of Laredo for their 
engagement.  
 
Cm. Balli made a motion to receive proposals for entities to run the theater 
and to request qualification from architects to provide a design concept for the 
theater.  
 
Horacio De Leon, City Manager, explained to Council that when the City goes 
into RFQs, in order for architects to design the theater, they need to perform a 
feasibility study to assess its infrastructure and any proposed or potential 
uses. If an operator is brought into the picture upfront, then the operator and 
designer can work together as to what is needed at the beginning of the 
process rather than the end. The two requests for proposals and qualifications 
can work together, but he clarified that a feasibility study is needed.  
 
Cm. San Miguel applauded Cm. Balli’s initiative on this matter. He noted that 
his parents’ first dates were at the Plaza Theater, and he went to the theater 
as a child to watch movies like Bambi. Since there were other attempts to 
open the theater in the past, he encouraged those parties involved to come to 
the table to discuss what happened that was missed or resulted in the theater 
remaining closed. Those parties could also inform the City if a feasibility study 
was already conducted or if any money was already invested into this venture. 
If the study needs to be updated, it will only benefit the project because of 
Downtown’s growth and evolution.  
 
Cm. Vielma commended the presentation and the local talent working 
together for the Plaza Theater. She noted that she would like to see the 
background information as cited by Cm. San Miguel, since she was not on 
Council at that time and would like to be better informed.  
 
Motion to request proposals for private entities or non-profit organizations to 
run the Plaza Theater as either a movie theater or a multi-use theater and to 
request qualifications from architects for a design feasibility study to include a 
design concept, as amended. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Balli 
Second:  Cm. San Miguel  
For:  5   Against:  0    Abstain:  0 

 
VII. ADJOURNMENT 
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Motion to adjourn. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Torres 
Second:  Cm. San Miguel 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 

I, Jose A. Valdez, Jr., City Secretary, do hereby certify that the above and foregoing is a 
true and correct copy of the minutes contained in pages 01 through 07 and they are true, 
complete, and correct proceedings of the City Council meeting held on August 24, 2018. 

 
       ________________________________ 

       Jose A. Valdez, Jr. 
       City Secretary 
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