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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 in a moment of silence.

IV. ROLL CALL

In attendance:

Pete Saenz Mayor 
Rudy Gonzalez District I 
Vidal Rodriguez District II 
Alejandro “Alex” Perez, Jr. Mayor Pro-Tempore, District III 
Alberto Torres Jr. District IV 
Norma “Nelly” Vielma District V 
Charlie San Miguel District VI 
George J. Altgelt District VII 
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 

V. CITIZENS COMMENTS

None
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VI. CITY MANAGER’S PRESENTATIONS 
 

A. Transportation Planning and Infrastructure 
 

1) Presentation on (International Bridge 4) World Trade Bridge improvements project 
 

Sid Milky of Structural Engineering Associates reminded Council that FAST traffic 
has a dedicated lane on the bridge, but it comingles with all traffic in two locations 
along the bridge, which backs up traffic significantly. The key elements of the 
FAST Lanes Relocation project include a Customs and Border Protection and GSA 
donation acceptance program relocating the FAST lanes to a newly constructed 
site on the west side of the federal compound to remove bottlenecks from the 
commercial traffic, and allowing trucks a “straight shot” from the dedicated lane on 
the bridge to the egress from the port of entry. The estimated cost of the project is 
$10.3 million.  
 
Cm. Altgelt noted that the FAST Lane is a good idea, but only in a vacuum. This 
area of town is overwhelmed with traffic, and without preparing for the rest of 
traffic, the City will not have a viable solution. Horacio De Leon, City Manager, 
reminded Council that further presentations will introduce connectors that should 
address the traffic that concerns Cm. Altgelt. Representatives from the TxDOT 
Commission have also addressed these issues; he asked for Council’s patience 
while all groups give presentations.  
 
Mr. Milky continued that the short-term objective is to get at least two lanes of 
traffic connected to Bob Bullock Loop from the port of entry. Some preliminary 
discussions with Mexico, but the FAST lane already exists on the Mexican side 
and relocates it to the processing unit in the new facility. He reported the 
anticipated benefits to include a greatly improved service for FAST trucks with 
crossing times reduced to five minutes or less, increased enrollment in the 
Customs Trade Partnership Against Terrorism (CTPAT) program (of which the 
current enrollment is approximately 20%), and an improvement in the level of 
service for non-FAST traffic, removing 1,400 or more trucks from the current 
primary inspection area.  
 
Cm. Altgelt stated that Laredo is to be the most competitive US/Mexican port of 
entry, then the City of Laredo should be encouraging partners to participate in the 
CTPAT program.  
 
Mr. Milky reported the FAST Lane relocation timeline as follows: 
 
November 2016 – Proposal submitted to Customs & Border Protection (CBP) 
April 2017 – CBP approved the proposal 
April 27, 2017 – Site visit and kick-off meeting 
May 2017 to January 2018 – Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the 
City of Laredo and DHS/CBP/GSA negotiated and approved 
February 2018 to March 2019 – Conceptual development/design phase 
January 2019 to April 2019 – Develop and approve the Donation Acceptance 
Agreement (DAA) 
May 2019 to August 2020 – Construction phase 
Late 2020 – Project becomes operational 
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Mr. De Leon clarified that part of the scope of this project is to utilize weigh-in-
motion scales northbound. Mr. Milky added that those scales will be implemented 
as the FAST Lane is being constructed. Mayor Saenz asked if an ordinance should 
be in place before construction is completed referring to the rates that the City will 
charge.  
 
Mr. De Leon explained that TxDOT proposes through the Metropolitan Planning 
Organization to use CBI monies for about 80% of the project costs. The rest will be 
paid out of Bridge Revenue funds.  
 
Mr. Milky continued that there is some concern for second drivers and the 
employees working at the port; areas where these drivers are attempting to change 
lanes or access parking is a point of traffic congestion. Staff is working carefully to 
manage the traffic in these areas. He also reported that there are many suggested 
solutions to increase the throughput efficiency at the Laredo port of entry, one of 
which is the expansion of the World Trade Bridge.  
 
The WTB expansion project timeline was reported as follows: 
 
February 2017 – Project notification submitted to the US Department of State 
March 2017 – Department of State notified the City of Laredo that a new 
Presidential Permit would be required 
Mid 2017 – Consultations with multiple US agencies  
Mid 2017 – Consultations with TxDOT and Texas Department of State 
2017 – Presentations at multiple BBBXG and JWC meetings 
 
Mr. Milky noted that the proposal to expand the bridge with eight additional lanes 
will be studied to determine the preferred alternate. Staff may recommend a 
different number of lanes that will result in the most efficient improvement. In about 
three weeks, the consultants will complete a feasibility study to broadly assess 
current and projected future traffic. He noted that TxDOT is building overpasses at 
other ports that allow traffic to avoid a traffic light immediately outside of the port, 
which will ease congestion.  
 
Cm. Altgelt countered that many commercial drivers do not leave town directly but 
instead need to circulate through the port to the Laredo Mines Road industrial 
complex. He voiced his opinion that the recommendation to expand the bridge is 
premature.  
 
Mr. Milky presented the alternate “NB8” recommendation to expand the bridge by 
eight lanes as a start, either split between northbound and southbound traffic or all 
on the downstream end of the port. He also noted the recommendation to create a 
new FAST facility on the US side of the port and creating a second bridge to divert 
non-commercial traffic.  
 
Future tasks for expansion include finalizing potential bridge expansion alternatives 
for further study in the fall of 2018. In late 2018 through 2019, consultants will 
prepare the required supporting studies: conceptual bridge design, a financial 
feasibility and funding study, traffic study and projections, environmental 
assessment, and an international bridge hydraulic study. Mr. Milky confirmed that 
he will coordinate with officials on the Mexican side of the port to ensure a 
cohesive plan that works with both partners. He estimated that the proposed 
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environmental assessment may be more than a categorical exclusion because the 
proposals may require the City purchasing more land.  
 
No action taken.  

 
2) Presentation on the concept of an International Bridge #5 

 
Glafiro E. Montemayor of GEMCO noted that 11 bridges have been built on the 
US-Mexico border since 2000, four of which are in Texas. There are six projects in 
the making, three of which are in Texas. Laredo is the number one port in cross-
border freight truck traffic in the country since 2007. In 2017, over 2,195,528 trucks 
crossed the border at Laredo.  
 
Mr. Montemayor stated that a fifth International Bridge would become a detonator 
of socioeconomic development, especially in South Laredo where is deeply 
needed. It will also increase the tax base, a benefit to all leveraging entities. An 
additional bridge will create 10,000 permanent full time jobs in the first five years. 
Mr. Montemayor reported that the number of current available jobs in Laredo is 
109,100, but the civilian labor force is 114,600, causing a deficit of 5,500 jobs. A 
fifth International Bridge will remedy the job deficit in the city. He encouraged 
Council to conceptualize the bridge system as one that complements and supports 
binational trade and the mobility of its residents. There are two bridges in the north, 
two Downtown, but none in the South, disadvantaging that area. He also 
recommended a binational loop, which would be the first of its kind among the 
U.S.-Mexico border, connecting the whole of Laredo with Nuevo Laredo with I-69 
and roads leading to the rest of the state. An outer loop would allow commercial 
traffic to bypass the congested port of entry and access I-35 north of Laredo’s city 
limits, increasing their transportation efficiency. Mr. Montemayor proposed 20 
traffic count stations, 17 Bluetooth stations, and 17 air pollutant particle readers in 
the Mines Road/industrial section of North Laredo. He explained that International 
Bridge #5 has been presented formally in the last four binational meetings of 
border crossing and bridges, including the most recent one in May 2017 in which 
the Secretaria de Comunicaciones y Transportes self-declared as the official 
sponsor of this project. Bridge #5 is now on the agenda of the “Joint Work 
Committee of Transportation and Planning” on border affairs. Several diplomatic 
notes have been interchanged between Mexico’s Foreign Relations Ministry and 
the US State Department. Mexico’s Secretary of Foreign Relations, Mr. Luis 
Videgaray, sent a letter to Jeh Johnson, Home Land Security Secretary, urging him 
to create a working group for International Bridge #5. Mr. Johnson’s response was 
positive.  
 
Support studies are needed for a Presidential Permit in the United States, many of 
which were already conducted. They are as follows: 
 
TxDOT Laredo District Coahuila/Nuevo Leon/Tamaulipas Border Master Plan 
(September 2013) 
TxDOT Border Corridors and Trade Report (January 2017) 
Laredo 5 Traffic and Revenue study (January 2018) 
US Hydraulic study (November 2017) 
Construction of new highway La Gloria-Nuevo Laredo (#1 Priority Border Master 
Plan) 
Socioeconomic Mexico (November 2017) 
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Mexico Hydraulic study (August 2017) 
Mexico port of entry analysis (November 2017) 
Feasibility analysis (May 2018) 
City of Nuevo Laredo and the State of Tamaulipas development plans 
 
Cm. Altgelt voiced his opposition to adding a warehousing district to Laredo without 
the appropriate planning. He clarified that a master plan should be developed to 
prevent improper mixing of residential and commercial zones or building a 
warehousing district that doesn’t fit the area’s demand or need. Cm. Balli 
countered that a warehousing district in South Laredo will add some new 
opportunities to the rail line and other industry in the area.  
 
Cm. San Miguel reminded Council not to disregard the investment and 
infrastructure that has already been prioritized for the city. Any planning must be 
done so as not to negatively impact the quality of life for South Laredo residents. 
 
Cm. Rodriguez stated that South Laredo does not want to incur the traffic issues 
that as experienced by the residents of the Mines Road industrial area. A master 
plan must include major thoroughfares that keep commercial traffic out of 
residential areas. He discouraged Council from partaking in piecemeal projects 
that Council assess as they go, because it will not be conducive to a holistic 
solution for Laredo.  
 
Cm. Gonzalez noted that while he supports a fifth bridge, he believes that town hall 
meetings should be held to inform the residents of South Laredo and receive their 
feedback and suggestions. Cm. Altgelt agreed, noting that there are many lessons 
to be learned from the experiences of District VII, and he added that common 
sense would prevent any warehousing on the riverbank to prevent dangerous 
cargo being stored on the watershed from which Laredoans access drinking water.  
 
Mr. Montemayor continued that by not building an additional international bridge, 
the City of Laredo would lose its opportunities to other ports in the state. This will 
cause further economic losses, and he reported that Bloomberg Government 
estimated that the industry losses at the border crossings in Laredo amounted to 
$3,800 billion per year. The projected economic losses are estimated to increase 
to $5,880 billion by 2020. Mr. Montemayor added that right-of-way is already 
acquired and ready to be used at both sides of the border with no condemnation.  

 
3) Metropolitan Planning Organization & Texas Department of Transportation on-

going and future projects in the Laredo District 
 

Melissa Montemayor of the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) 
emphasized that Laredo’s location on the US/Mexico border is a prime location for 
economic development. Three important economic corridors lead to and from 
Laredo: the Ports-to-Plains Corridor, I-35, and Highway 59/I-69. These three 
corridors spread as far north as Canada; if there is a bottleneck in Laredo, 
someone in Michigan potentially loses their job. She summarized a few facts on 
freight mobility in Texas: Texas has the largest highway and interstate networks in 
the nation; there are over 66,000 trucking companies in Texas; trucks represent 
12% of the vehicle miles traveled in Texas annually; 73% of goods manufactured 
in Texas are moved by trucks; 85% of trade between Texas and Mexico is carried 
by trucks; in 2011, 46% of all freight moved in Texas was by trucks; by 2040, truck 
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tonnage will increase 78% with 56% of freight moved by truck; 2.2 million Texans 
are employed by the transportation sector; approximately 42% of jobs in Texas are 
related to transportation and warehousing; and exports of Texas goods increased 
an average of 4.4% per year since 2006.  
 
Ms. Montemayor reported that Laredo is at the nexus of three major freight 
corridors to and from Mexico, the Central United States, and Canada. In 2016, 
$283.18 billion in trade crossed at Laredo’s ports of entry (POEs); 42% were 
exports from the United States. Trade crossing at Laredo has grown 30.9% over 
the past 10 years, with 6,000-6,500 commercial trucks crossing per day. The two 
US roadways nearest the World Trade Bridge carry from 27% up to 60% trucks 
during peak hours. Trade crossing at Laredo POEs is primarily handled by drayage 
trucking. The future potential International Bridge V is on TxDOT’s planning 
horizon as well as improvements to other roadways and freight corridors that will 
be needed. She reported that the City developed an INFRA grant application with 
the assistance of TxDOT for $130 million. The projects identified include and 
additional travel lane along the I-69W corridor along Mines Road to I-35 and 
adding five direct connectors the I-35/US 59 Loop interchange. One of those direct 
connectors (#5), estimated at $30 million, is actually funded for FY 2019. If the City 
receives the INFA grand prior to letting this project in August 2019, then the City 
can opt to move that funding to a different project. She stated that the Loop 20 
project is a high priority; the entire route is from International Boulevard all the way 
to the US 59 existing overpass. There are five interchanges at the airport, 
Jacaman, University, Del Mar, and Shiloh; she estimated that construction costs 
today would be about $234 million. Right-of-way costs are estimated to be about 
$216.9 million. TxDOT already has a draft agreement for right-of-way with the City 
and moving forward with the Environmental Services Department on this project. 
She encouraged the City to completes its grant application as quickly as possible.  
 
Ms. Montemayor noted that TxDOT pays back the syndicate (which, in this case, 
would likely be the City and the developer) on a yearly basis with the minimum 
dollar based on the traffic that uses the Loop. She clarified that there is a maximum 
dollar amount that applies, as well. Even if no one drove on the Loop after the 
project is done, TxDOT would still pay the syndicate a minimum payment. If 
100,000 vehicles drive the Loop every day, though, there is a maximum payment 
that TxDOT would not exceed. This deal was used in Del Rio successfully in 2006. 
The City would own the project until the day it opens to traffic, meaning that the 
City could select the developer or consultant to design the project. She noted that 
the US 59 Loop upgrade project is an expensive one, but it is overdue. TxDOT is 
being reactive to this project rather than proactive. Laredo needs an interstate 
facility, the frontage roads, and the main lanes to keep up with the traffic of 
development. Loop 20 was never designed to be an expressway, but it is currently 
attempting to serve that purpose.  
 
Cm. San Miguel asked if any progress has been made on the right-of-way of the 
Loop and how the City can help with the securement of the right-of-way. Ms. 
Montemayor clarified that TxDOT has been diligent in meeting with developers 
who plan development along Loop 20. TxDOT asks those developers to set their 
development out of the right-of-way based on TxDOT’s schematic, but they do not 
have the jurisdiction to pass City ordinances regarding rights-of-way. Ordinances 
would need to be a City decision.  
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Kristina L. Hale, City Attorney, confirmed that the City can pass an ordinance to 
this effect if the City has a compelling or overriding interest in passing such an 
ordinance. She is not aware of any statute that specifically prohibits this type of 
ordinance.  
 
Mayor Saenz asked that staff consider such an ordinance for the Loop as well as 
the Mines Road area for the future.  
 
Ms. Montemayor reported that TxDOT has identified $460 million worth of the total 
estimated construction cost for the Future I-35 Corridor upgrades, of which $224 
million is currently funded. Plans include adding an extra travel lane to the inside of 
the interstate north of Laredo up to mile marker 30 to prevent the current 
bottlenecking that occurs. The interchange at Shiloh will also be upgraded for $54 
million. The Uniroyal interchange will be upgrade for $65 million. The railroad 
overpass at mile marker 18 will likely be realigned in front of or behind the travel 
information center, which will cost $75 million. These funds will be from mobility 
funds and will not require a match from the City. TxDOT is also experimenting with 
a finer grade of road top for bicycling lanes for a smoother cycling ride. What is left 
to be funded is the money for the extra travel lane to mile marker 30.  
 
Ms. Montemayor proposed a Laredo Outer Loop project from the Colombia Toll 
Road to the conceptualized future location for International Bridge V, or from SH 
255 to US 83 South. This outer loop is approximately 42 miles long and would cost 
$418 million. While TxDOT does not build international bridges, they certainly build 
connectors or access to bridges and try to remain in sync with the City’s future 
plans. She estimated that this corridor will be multimodal, not simply automotive. It 
could be extended to Highway 83 or all the way to the potential bridge.  
 
Ms. Montemayor noted that all of the recent major projects currently in place in 
Laredo total $172 million, but construction projects identified total $1.28 billion 
worth of transportation infrastructure.  
 

4) INFRA grant update 
 

Nathan Bratton, Planning Director, reported that the FASTLANE/INFRA grant 
application was submitted on November 2, 2017. It includes multiple freight and 
international trade corridors, such as the construction of the final five direct 
connectors at the US 59 Loop/I-35 interchange. It adds two additional 12-foot main 
lanes (approximately 1.8 miles in each direction) westbound and eastbound from 
World Trade Bridge to I-35. The inside and outside shoulders both westbound and 
eastbound are widened to 10 feet from the World Trade Bridge to I-35. The funding 
requested in this application is a mix of federal, state, regional, and local dollars. If 
the City is selected to receive grant funds, INFRA will pay $78,0000,000 in federal 
funds. CBI will provide a federal match (80%) of $24,000,000 and a state match 
(20%) of $6,000,000. The City of Laredo will provide $22,000,000 in local funds for 
a total construction cost of $130,000,000. The project results in public benefit of 
$4.51 for every $1.00 spent. Mr. Bratton informed Council that Congressman 
Cuellar hand delivered a letter of support to the Secretary of Transportation. 
INFRA applications are currently under review, and the Secretary of Transportation 
will likely make selections sometime in the Spring/Summer of 2018.  
 
Mayor Saenz asked what the alternative plan is in the event that the City is not 
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awarded the INFRA grant. Horacio De Leon, City Manager, noted that in that 
scenario, the City would reapply when the next opportunity arises. Mr. Bratton 
added that the City could also apply for the TIGER grants, which cycle every two 
years. Failing success in those areas, the MPO can reprioritize and reallocate 
monies every year to meet the financial need.  
 
Cm. Balli suggested that the I-35 access roads to have overpasses so that the 
Loop could move underneath without traffic lights.  
 
Mr. Bratton reminded Council that if the INFRA grant is awarded, all direct 
connectors will be funded and money can possibly be redirected to other 
overpasses in the city. He informed Council that at the local level, developers 
working on new developments are often faced with difficulty in providing a 
continuous connected roadway system. They will ask the City for assistance in 
completing the road. There is a situation in South Laredo currently where this is 
occurring. It is a new roadway section which connects the roadway from Cuatro 
Vientos to Concord Hills. Mr. Bratton reported that this project includes a 
partnership with TxDOT, the Webb County Drainage District, the City of Laredo, 
and private landowners. The new arterial will enhance safety and mobility, improve 
response time and fire protection for first responders serving communities and 
schools in the area, act as a relief route to Highway 359, allow for additional east-
west connectivity, provide for direct access to Loop 20/Cuatro Vientos, and 
improve the transportation network south of Highway 359 and east of Cuatro 
Vientos Road. The total preliminary cost estimate equals $3,699,279. He noted 
that TxDOT can commit to $727,426.25, the WCDD can commit to $592,541.50, 
and other entities can commit the remainder. Private landowners are usually willing 
to donate the right-of-way if the City is willing to build the road. He cautioned 
Council that big projects are usually performed in phases or “chunks.”  
 
Mr. Bratton introduced another new roadway segment for Springfield Avenue south 
of International Boulevard. It is a partnership with a developer/landowner and the 
City to acquire the right-of-way and will facilitate the sharing of design and 
construction costs.  
 
John Porter, Environmental Services Director, confirmed that staff is working with 
United ISD to prevent future flooding in the area in question. The CDC has a 
preliminary design for a water detention pond, but staff is of the belief that lowering 
the west side of the area would alleviate the issue. The City acquired some 
property that was flooded during the last flooding incident in Laredo, and staff is 
pursuing flood relief solutions for the area.  
 
Mr. Bratton clarified that none of these projects are residential or local streets. 
They are all major arterials with major rights-of-way that, although are required, do 
not necessarily affect the development around them.  
 
Cm. Vielma asked for TRZ clarification. Horacio De Leon, City Manager, explained 
that a Transportation Reinvestment Zone operates much like a TIRZ, where the 
increase in tax valuation stays in that area and is committed to transportation.  
 

5) Regional Mobility Authority presentation on current/future projects 
 

Reuben Soto, Jr., Regional Mobility Authority Chairman, informed Council that the 



 
 

9  

Regional Mobility Authority (RMA) was created by the Texas Transportation 
Commission on February 27, 2014. The Laredo RMA is the only RMA in the state 
that was jointly formed by both a City and a County. Four members are appointed 
by the Laredo City Council, and four are appointed by the Webb County 
Commissioners’ Court. He summarized the Loop 20 work performed to-date, which 
included a financial plan for the work needed from International Boulevard to US 
Highway 59, a FASTLANE grant application for the Jacaman Overpass, a Design 
Build Industry Workshop, and a Cuatro Vientos Transportation Reinvestment Zone 
Study. Future work includes a TRZ Study for the Loop from I-35 to US Highway 59, 
Cuatro Vientos overpasses, and a southern extension of Cuatro Vientos. Mr. Soto 
reported that the RMA developed a financial plan, TRZ study, pass-through finance 
options, and environmental and schematic study for Vallecillo Road from FM1472 
to US Highway 59. Future work includes continued pass-through finance options, 
implementation, an I-35 overpass at Vallecillo Road, and an intermediate loop from 
I-35 to US Highway 59.  
 
Tony Rodriguez confirmed that to-date, the Vallecillo Road project is fiscally 
constrained, so it cannot continue to an ultimate Finding of No Significant Impact 
(FONSI). The current construction cost estimate is about $25 million, which 
accounts for current inflation. Outer Loop work completed to-date included 
establishing a TxDOT original alignment and an Outer Loop Phase I investigation 
from US Highway 59 to State Highway 359. Future work includes TxDOT 
conducting an environmental and schematic development, TRZ Study, 
implementing an east rail by-pass, and implementing the Outer Loop from Camino 
Columbia to the potential Bridge V.  
 
Mr. Rodriguez noted future work for the North Laredo/Webb County Regional 
Project, which includes a transportation planning study, a TRZ study, FM 1472 
Expressway upgrade from Loop 20 to SH 255, Vallecillo Road implementation, the 
ultimate configuration of Hachar Loop, River Bend Road, futureoff-system by-pass 
routes, and improvements to the I-35/I-69W (Milo Interchange). He continued that 
work already completed on the International Bridge V includes preliminary 
discussions with possible developers, preliminary investigations of the framework 
for implementation, and a TRZ study. Future work includes developing white paper 
for roles of all of the stakeholders at the City, County, TxDOT, developer, and the 
RMA) and overseeing the environmental impact, presidential permit, and full 
implementation of the bridge.  
 
Mr. Rodriguez noted that the RMA is also working on providing support to the City 
to fill any funding gaps, such as streets support. The organization can provide 
assistance in other areas of possible work, such as a Master Plan, Transit/El Metro 
projects, parking garages, a freight rail, hike and bike trails, airports, and an 
intermodal hub.  

 
B. Downtown Redevelopment 

 
1) Downtown Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone update 

 
No discussion or action taken. 

 
2) Proposed Hotel/Convention Center project status update & informational 

presentation 
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Blasita Lopez, Executive Director of Tourism, Communications, and Marketing, 
reminded Council of their action to approve a memorandum of understanding 
with Palafox Hospitality on November 20, 2017; the MOU was executed on 
December 11, 2017. She reported that when Laredo travels with its delegation to 
Washington, D.C., the City will ask that the General Services Administration 
(GSA) and Customs and Border Protection (CBP) will provide the conveyance of 
the riverside property for the Downtown convention center. This will be a major 
lobbying point for the City in Washington, D.C., and the item should be returning 
to Council after negotiations have been completed. Mrs. Lopez also reported that 
the City will be requesting the conveyance of Casa Ortiz for the convention 
center as well, which will also be brought back to Council after negotiations.  
 
Bill Skein of Palafox/Faskens noted that Palafox and the City have had numerous 
meetings with GSA and CBP regarding the riverfront property, and there is a 
tentative, workable plan in place to have CBP vacate the property. The City 
would receive about eight acres along the riverfront to allow for convention center 
parking. Further meetings will address a final site plan and financial analyses. He 
reported that the Public Information Departmental website is now live. Mr. Skein 
noted that Palafox has engaged Ford Powell & Carson in San Antonio for 
Downtown redevelopment. This firm managed the Pearl Brewery redevelopment 
in San Antonio, which has been greatly successful. FPC are experts in historic 
buildings and have a proposal pending for Laredo’s Downtown city block 
prioritization. Palafox is also developing a financial assistance roadmap in which 
a business hoping to relocate to the Downtown area would be able to access 
certain financial resources to renovate properties into viable business operations. 
He also emphasized the importance of bringing housing to the Downtown area.  
 
Mr. Skein reported that the timeline for the project agreement is expected to be 
completed by April 10, 2018. The GSA property acquisition is targeted for 2018, 
and it is very likely that the conveyance will be successful if CBP declares the 
land as excess property which they do not need. Construction commencement is 
targeted for late 2018 or early 2019, pending the successful completion of 
feasibility operations. The facility would be open for business by early 2021. Mr. 
Skein encouraged citizens to find the convention center’s website via a Google 
search and to make comments on the website and with the City. 
 
Cm. Balli thanked Palafox for its commitment to this project. Mayor Saenz 
reiterated the City’s appreciation.  
 
Mr. Skein clarified that a financial workshop will occur in the next few weeks to 
inform Council of all of the financial details related to this project.  
 
Horacio De Leon, City Manager, reported that La Posada Hotel is committed not 
only to building a convention center but to increase the value of Downtown in 
general through economic development.  
 
Cm. Altgelt voiced his enthusiasm for this project but cautioned Council to 
commit to this project without going down other tempting rabbit holes and 
spreading the City’s resources too thin. The City’s tax base and revenue stream 
cannot support all of the big projects that Council wants to start. As the tax base 
expands, then the City can consider larger projects, but he warned Council to 
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exercise fiscal constraint and not create similar situations as the Laredo Energy 
Arena or Uni-Trade Stadium, which the City loses money on every year.  
 
Martin Aleman, Executive Director of Finance & Technology, reported that in the 
last year, the increase in valuation has been about $280,000.00. The increase in 
valuation has been largely due to the outlet mall. The rest of the businesses have 
been in a slow decline.  
 
Mr. De Leon added that market studies have shown a higher increase as a result 
of a million-dollar investment, but decreases in property values Downtown 
explains the small amount of revenues in the area. While the City does not have 
the expertise to manage the convention center, the Palafox group has managed 
a hotel and can bring a lot of value to their partnership.  
 
Javier Villalon, LEA General Manager, reported that SMG has been an industry 
leader for 40 years as municipal facility managers. SMG manages 241 facilities 
worldwide with 13 stadiums, 76 convention centers, 70 arenas, 15 multi-purpose 
venues, and 67 theaters or performing arts centers. SMG has retained big-name 
clients for nearly the entirety of its existence, a testament to the organization’s 
reliability and experience. Mr. Villalon stated that SMG offers comprehensive 
management tools that include maintenance and repair, operating procedures, 
national sales programs, employee training, and an alliance model that 
encompasses local partners and providers.  
 
Tony Sema reported that SMG is a market leader in convention centers with 92% 
of their clients being municipalities. SMG has the highest industry renewal rate at 
90% with the newest data depicting a 92% renewal rate. He noted that SMG 
offers programs that allows the company to participate in trade shows and 
represent Laredo for new business. The City can gain access to businesses and 
partners that they would not previously know about through SMG. Mr. Sema 
reiterated that SMG is the only national brand with 76 convention centers, nine of 
which are considered the Top 40 centers in the nation.  
 
Mr. Sema explained that SMG utilizes an “alliance model,” which aligns their 
clients’ interests with that of hospitality partners, and the Laredo model would 
center around SMG, the Laredo Convention & Visitors Bureau, the food and 
beverage provider, and HQ Hotels like Hyatt and Marriott. These entities will 
work together to realize the objectives dictated by the City to drive revenue. 
Marketing segment focus is driven by collaboration, encompassing sports 
tourism, meetings, religious events, entertainment, assemblies, lifestyle events, 
trade and consumer shows, and conventions.  Mr. Sema noted that SMG 
provides integrated sales and marketing advantages by creating opportunities for 
national client relationships, trade show co-ops, advertising co-ops, unique lead 
referral programs, local marketing plan development, “tele-blitz” events, and toll 
free sales hotlines. The lead referral program is a sales cycle pattern to generate 
marketing for an event starting 18 months or more before the event, 12-18 
months before the event, and less than a year before the event. Depending on 
the size and scale of the event, the appropriate sales cycle will be applied.  
 
Lon Rosenberg stated that SMG has managed 30 new or expanded convention 
centers in the past 15 years and has opened or expanded more venues than any 
other firm. SMG adopts an in-house approach to increase revenues, customer 
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service and creativity for the City and CVB. He reported that SMG conducts 
about $340 million per year in food service business with 176 venues offering in-
house food and beverage services. This include 41 convention centers. Third 
party research shows that a change to the Savor/Premier F&B offering leads to 
improved food and beverage offerings by 59%, banquet experiences improved 
50%, and concession sales increased 43%.  
 
Mrs. Lopez informed Council that the size of the facility will dictate the dollar 
amount that the City will invest.  
 
Noe Hinojosa of Estrada-Hinojosa assured Council that Estrada-Hinojosa always 
makes sure that projects on credit can stand on their own feet. The exposure on 
the City is as limited as it can be.  
 
Bill Carato stated that convention centers drive economic impact in their cities. 
They bring people downtown, fill restaurants and hotels, and make their 
communities more vibrant. He commended the City’s initial steps and research to 
ensure a successful convention centers. He noted that convention centers 
usually operate on a break-even basis and are not huge net-operating revenue 
streams in and of themselves. They are mean to drive tax revenues for the city. 
Municipalities invest the capital component and pay debt services for the 
convention center, and the centers drive tax revenues.  
 
Mr. De Leon reported that the City started with a feasibility study for the 
convention center in 2007. At the time, the City hired Convention & Sports 
Leisure to perform the study, and the study gave Council insight as to the 
number of opportunities to bring conventions and events to Laredo as well as the 
optimal size of the convention center. Since then, additional studies have been 
performed by the private partner, which reduced the space recommended 
previously. As part of negotiations, the City has reviewing the different studies to 
find a middle ground. He noted that the studies should have provided a risk 
assessment. Much work needs to be done before Convention & Sports Leisure 
will be ready for another presentation to Council, but he would request an update 
for Council. He added that what is being proposed is more conservative than the 
City’s own consultant had recommended.  
 

C. Economic Development 
 

1) Presentation on requirements and options on repurposing of sports venue sales 
tax to 4A/4B Economic Development use, other state options and paying off 
existing debt obligations. 

 
Bill Carato reminded Council that there are two types of risk: capital and 
operating. He advised Council to ensure that the facility is size-appropriate to 
avoid driving up debt services unnecessarily. He also advised that the City make 
sure the convention center works in tandem with the headquarter hotel. He noted 
that bringing a national hotel brand with rewards membership to ensure that 
travelers will utilize the headquarter hotel in Laredo would be ideal.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa stated that the City has two financing sources that have funded the 
LEA and the Uni-Trade stadium. Hinojosa-Estrada performed an analysis on the 
feasibility of cash defeasance and found that the City would need 
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$24,735,000.00 to take care of the $22,890,000 in bonds. The fund balance has 
that amount, but the City has a commitment for $6 million to build a tennis facility 
that was expected to come out of this fund.  
 
Martin Aleman, Executive Director of Finance and Technology, reported that the 
budgeted amount for the tennis facility was $6 million, but the commitment has 
not been finalized. Staff expected to finalize the commitment during the budget 
process. The tennis facility went to a referendum. 
 
Cm. San Miguel stated that the referendum and tennis facility deal had fallen 
through. Cm. Vielma recalled that when TAMIU decided not to continue the 
agreement for the sports complex, there was an issue as to whether the 
language of the referendum made the sports complex specific to the site at 
TAMIU.  
 
Cm. San Miguel voiced his concern that the City continue to use money from the 
sports venue tax with a long-term goal in mind, but when the public voted in 
support of a referendum for a sports complex that included tennis courts at 
TAMIU, that project has fallen through. Since there was no agreement between 
the university and the landowners, what is being contemplated is something 
considerably different than what the voters were presented with and supported. 
He voiced his opinion that what is being considered does not reflect what the 
public approved, and the project should not be considered further if using the 
sports venue tax. He asked staff to confirm the wording of the referendum.  
 
Cm. Altgelt countered that nothing would prohibit the City from retiring its debt 
and presenting a referendum to the public with all of the alternatives for 4A/4B 
use. Cm. San Miguel corrected that the City cannot retire the debt without first 
going to the electorate for approval.  
 
Mr. De Leon reported that staff has been working on a MOU with the university 
for the building of tennis courts, and the university was not in agreement with the 
baseball part of the sports complex. Staff understood that Council approved the 
developing of the tennis courts. Council also took action to go back to the voters 
on a referendum for the sports complex to be built at a different location. The 
earliest that the City can bring that referendum to the voters will be at the 
November 2018 election. He noted that if Council wishes to change the direction 
to staff, then they should take the necessary action.  
 
Cm. San Miguel stated that there is still time to place a conversion of the sports 
venue tax to a 4A/4B on the November ballot. He noted that 4A/4Bs have proven 
to be great economic tools for municipalities and encouraged Council to take the 
action to bring that referendum to the voters. The voters overwhelmingly 
embraced the sports complex, so their feedback is necessary when deciding 
whether to change plans or priorities for it.  
 
Noel Valdez of McCall, Parkhurst & Horton LLP noted that a memo will soon be 
distributed to Council on the steps that the City must take to convert its sports 
venue tax to a 4A/4B sales tax. He summarized that in 2000, the City held an 
election to vote on its sports venue sales tax at ¼ of 1%. Since then, there have 
been subsequent elections over the tax, including the referendum that approved 
Uni-Trade Stadium. Two propositions were approved in 2014 with regard to the 
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natatorium and the sports complex. Mr. Valdez confirmed that the City does not 
currently have the legal authority to hold a 2018 election to convert the sports 
venue tax to a 4A/4B. The City will need to enact special legislation in order to 
hold such an election for sales tax conversion. If the City does not want to risk its 
ability to levy the ¼ of 1% sales tax, there is special legislation required to hold 
that election. Even if the City holds a successful election, it would still need to 
retire the outstanding debt. He noted that the legislation allowing the City to hold 
an election to swap the sales tax requires that the City state that it is adopting the 
particular sales tax by a certain percentage by dropping another percentage 
sales tax in the same proposition for another type of tax relief. One issue at hand 
is that the City has made a covenant with its bond holders to the sales tax as 
long as the venue sales tax bonds are outstanding. The second issue is that 
because of the way that the 4B statute operates, once the City has a 4B election, 
there are certain mandatory steps that must be taken which includes the Council 
canvassing the election and the City Secretary send notice of that election to the 
Comptroller. The Comptroller must levy that tax within two months of the notice. 
Because of the mandatory nature of those steps and the fact that they do not 
allow for a subsequent event, the Attorney General has taken the position that 
because the Comptroller must levy the tax by a particular date, if the venue sales 
tax is still outstanding at that time the election is invalid. Special legislation has 
been drafted since 2011 but has not yet been passed by the legislature, though it 
could be passed in 2019. That drafted legislation would be specific to Laredo and 
would allow the City to hold a sales tax conversion election with a condition that 
the 4A/4B sales tax would not go into effect until such time that the bonds and 
obligations from the sports venue sales tax are paid or defeased. This allows the 
City to hold the election without the risk of defeasing the sports venue sales tax 
while the electorate rejects the 4A/4B sales tax, leaving the City with nothing in 
place.  
 
Cm. San Miguel asked if the City could get an opinion from the Attorney General 
so that the referendum can go on the November ballot. Mr. Valdez agreed that 
the City could request an opinion, but the AG has already taken an opinion on 
this issue. 
 
Cm. Altgelt asked where the harm is in paying off the City’s debt and not making 
any debt service payments for a while. Mr. De Leon answered that the City pays 
for operations of the LEA and Uni-Trade Stadium from the sports venue tax, 
about $2.6 million per year. There is a risk in relieving the debt and taking over 
that operations payment out-of-pocket.  
 
Cm. San Miguel added that Council should be careful not to burden the City’s 
coffers and general fund with these expenses unnecessarily.  
 
Mr. Valdez explained that if the City pays off its bonds and obligations, then state 
law mandates that the City lose the ability to levy the venue sales tax. He stated 
that, based on his experience working on many 4A/4B economic development 
projects, 4A/4Bs are much easier to complete. He reminded Council that there is 
a petition process under the 4B statute that the City can pursue to give a 60-day 
notice (via newspaper publication) of its intention to start an intended project. If 
there is a petition presented to Council or the 4B corporation within those 60 
days, then a referendum must take place before that project can be pursued. In 
his experience, petitions have been rare before a project is undertaken. He 
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confirmed that sports complexes are allowable under a 4A/4B, and the City falls 
under a unique provision in which it can undertake any project that the 4B 
corporation deems to be economic development. This is because of the City’s 
proximity to the border and its unemployment rate in relation to the state 
unemployment rate. However, he cautioned Council that in the last four or five 
years, whoever approves the debt has become very attuned and strict in finding 
a nexus between a project and economic development. Purely infrastructure 
projects that do not have a direct relation to economic development would not be 
allowable. The sales tax election and sales tax imposition is outside of the 4B 
statute. He cited Chapter 321 of the Sales Tax Code for guidance on imposing 
taxes. He added that some sales bonds are not callable until some date in the 
future, so to legally defease those bonds, the City must create an escrow 
account that will pay the interest due on those bonds until such date that they are 
callable. The amount of money to call the bonds should also be in the escrow 
account.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa stated that the escrow takes care of all of the old bond holders. In 
the case of the City, there is cumulative cash in the arena fund up to $25 million. 
The City could take that $25 million and buy treasuries, put them in an escrow 
account or trust, and that escrow or trust would pay the bonds rather than the 
City. The challenge is that as the City takes off the bonds, it loses the right to 
collect that much sales tax. Today, the City pays for maintenance costs of the 
LEA and stadium.  
 
Mayor Saenz stated that without bonds, the City has the option to sell the arena 
and stadium. Cm. Rodriguez noted that the electorate voted for the arena and 
stadium, so if the City were to sell those properties, then the voting rights of the 
people is dismissed.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa noted that the proceeds from the sale of the arena and stadium 
could be used for another sports authorized venue.  
 
Mr. De Leon suggested that before selling the properties, the City perform an 
economic impact study. He reminded Council that the arena has brought 
economic development to the area and may continue to do so. Cm. San Miguel 
noted that the economic impact is difficult to measure, although the impact is 
undeniable.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa recalled that when the LEA referendum was passed in 2000, the 
City’s intention at the time was to increase quality of life experiences for citizens. 
In terms of economic development, the City’s intentions would change from 
quality of life or sports to economic development. He advised Council to be 
prudent in keeping a reserve of $5-8 million so that if the election fails, the City 
has a savings account to cover the LEA and stadium maintenance for a year 
while staff regroups to come up with another referendum.  
 
Mr. Valdez added that when the 2000 referendum was passed for the LEA, it 
included language allowing for the construction of related structures, which is 
very expansive.  
 
Cm. Vielma asked for a comparison of the economic development district and the 
4B structures and their options for transitional payoff of bonds and obligations.  
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Mr. Hinojosa responded to previous concern about the City’s debt compared to 
other cities. He performed a comparison of comparable cities based on Municipal 
Advisory Council data and ranked the top 25. Laredo was found to be the 10th 
and has a steady credit rating history with a AA rating, outranking the City of 
Dallas in credit rating. The City of San Antonio has a AAA credit rating due to 
density, population, median income, and education. The biggest consideration 
when determining a city’s credit rating is the local economy. Laredo’s citizens are 
economically disadvantaged, which explains its rating. He corrected a 
misstatement from a previous Council meeting that the City of McAllen is debt-
free; every city has debt. He also added that the City’s pressures are not on the 
debt but on the general fund operations.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa reported that the City of Laredo has the 14th lowest tax rate of the 
analyzed cities in the state of Texas. The City has obligations to its employees, 
Police, and Fire through the general fund, and the City sends most of its general 
fund money for those employees to TMRS for retirement accounts. Mr. Hinojosa 
noted a concern that the City ranks as 22nd for its general fund in his analysis, 
because the City is not funding enough of its contractual obligations to its 
employees through TMRS. The City must ensure that the pensions it is funding 
have enough return on investment to meet the obligations when City employees 
retire.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa stated that water and sewer debt is at $286 million (in principal 
only), but it does not include Certificates of Obligations (CO) from before the City 
began growing rapidly. In the 2000’s, the City privatized the securing of a 
secondary water source, but that private party left after a few years because he 
did not want to address capital improvements. At that time, the City was advised 
that it needed $300 million, and it raised utility rates in response. So the users 
are paying that debt.  
 
Cm. Vielma asked if the City has a forecast of employees retiring in the next 5-15 
years as it relates to the unfunded pension liability as brought up by Mr. 
Hinojosa. Mr. De Leon confirmed that the City does have a forecast, but a 
presentation has not been prepared for today’s workshop. In future Council 
Meetings, it will be presented and utilized during negotiations with the 
Firefighters’ collective bargaining.  
 

2) Presentation by Angelou Economics on the economic development 
recommendations formulated on the Comprehensive Plan in order to formulate a 
competitive package for investors and discussion on recommendations by City 
Council to establish criteria and/or guidelines regarding requests for Chapter 380 
Agreements and Tax Abatement Agreements and on agreements for 
private/public partnerships (P3’s). 

 
Horacio De Leon, City Manager, explained that this item was added to the agenda 
because economic development is a high City priority for the future of Laredo. 
Staff has established an economic development department and is currently 
interviewing prospective leaders.  
 
Angelos Angelou of Angelou Economics noted that part of an economic 
development plan includes a robust policy. Many cities use incentive programs, 
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like tax abatements, general grants, infrastructure assistance, permit fee waivers, 
expedited approvals, and similar actions. He introduced Chapter 311 of the Texas 
Tax Code, tax increment financing, which can be used to invite tourism. It 
commits future property tax revenues from businesses in an area or district to pay 
the costs of improvements to properties or infrastructure. He also cited Chapter 
380, which allows the City to enter into agreements or partnerships with private 
companies to incentivize them to make improvements to properties or areas. 
Public-Private Partnerships are typically embedded into Chapter 380 or 381 
agreements. He reported that when Angelou Economics was working on a 
strategic plan, they recommended that the City focus on jobs in Laredo. If the City 
has prioritized investment, then the City could amend its tax abatement policy 
based on investment criteria. The City must ensure that the tax abatement 
applicant has the capacity to provide a livable wage to its employees, or the 
agreement will not likely result in a sustainable business. The Economic 
Development Plus organization awards applications that offer high or livable 
wages and benefits. Chapter 380 agreements can qualify projects based on the 
following criteria: 1) size of investment; 2) number of employees hired; 3) average 
wage of all payroll located in Laredo; 4) benefit package offered; and 5) 
demonstrated ability of the applicant.  
 
Mr. Angelou noted that Laredo’s regional competitors with economic development 
policies readily available online are El Paso, Cameron County or Harlingen, and 
San Antonio. Angelou Economics reviewed competitors’ stated policies or case 
studies to understand what changes might be needed for Laredo. El Paso’s 
economic development incentive program requires that 80% of jobs must be at or 
above the median county wage (MCW) to receive certain incentives. The City of 
Harlingen has a more general requirement that the applicant must be a “basic” 
enterprise with at least 75% of sales outside the four-county region. The applicant 
must also create 50 new jobs over the first 2 years, with full time employment and 
pay above the county average for specific job classifications.  
 
Mr. Angelou reported that the City of San Antonio’s tax abatement policy 
differentiates between business inside of an Inner City Reinvestment/Infill (ICRIP) 
area and otherwise. In non-ICRIP, the agreements are for a term of 6 years or 
less and up to $10 million, requiring the creation of 100 new full time jobs for an 
abatement up to 50%. In ICRIP and/or targeted industries, the agreement terms 
are for 10 years or less up to $1 million. This policy requires the creation of 25 
new full time jobs for up to 100% of the tax abatement. He reminded Council to 
remember that the City is not giving away money in tax abatement agreements; 
through agreements, the City is helping a business increase the value and 
opportunity in an area.  
 
Mayor Saenz noted that prior management has been resistant to economic 
development agreements due to the local economy. He asked for advice as to 
when the City should apply a revised economic development policy. Mr. Angelou 
agreed that the timing may be uncertain for policymakers because economic 
development has a “chicken and egg” conundrum associated with it. In order to 
support programs and infrastructure, the City must have a growing economy. He 
added that the cities he compared for this presentation did not have 4A/4B tax 
programs.  
 
Mr. Angelou recommended targeting industries in manufacturing, logistics, 
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warehousing, healthcare, innovative technology, and similar fields. The City can 
try to diversify by bringing new industry to Laredo or to attract a higher level of 
development. He noted that Laredo has taken a strong approach to tourism, but 
the City should continue to pursue this industry and add innovation to its 
approach.  
 
Mayor Saenz requested that Angelou Economics identify Laredo’s top two to four 
strengths to which the City could apply its economic development policy and focus 
its target. Cm. Vielma agreed, adding that Council’s intent from this workshop was 
to get an action plan and guidance on where to go next. Mr. Angelou noted that 
he would need a week or two to better understand the dynamics of Laredo, at 
which time he could make such recommendations.  
 
Mr. De Leon confirmed that staff will work with Mr. Angelou on Mayor Saenz’s and 
Cm. Vielma’s requests. The main intent of this presentation was for Council to see 
a comparison of what other regional cities are doing for their economic 
development agreements. Because many economic development tools are 
available, the City would like guidance and distinctions between what tools work 
better for Laredo’s specific industries for times when the market is not self-
sustaining.  
 
Mr. Angelou posed three questions to Council when developing the City’s 
economic development agreement policy: 1) What are your goals for Laredo’s 
incentive policies? 2) What do you want to incentivize? 3) What qualifications do 
you think are important for projects?  
 
Mr. De Leon noted that Laredo has a low unemployment rate, especially recently. 
When the City considers bringing manufacturing to the current environment with a 
low unemployment rate, the City should prioritize jobs with higher wages.  
 
Mr. Angelou offered to hold an additional workshop after Council ranks certain 
goals and objectives for his review. Mayor Saenz asked Mr. Angelou to work with 
the City Manager to build that agenda to further develop this conversation. He 
also asked Mr. Angelou to prepare to offer an opinion on TIRZ policies at the time 
of the next discussion. 

 
3) Presentation by CDS Consultants on considerations for a Tax Increment 

Reinvestment Zone policy that establishes criteria for developers to participate 
with the City of Laredo as an economic development tool 

 
Steve Spillette, CDS Community Development Strategies President, noted that 
CDS and MarshDarcy Partners specialize in planning the boots-on-the-ground, 
tactical approaches to economic development. CDS performs market analyses for 
land use and development for both private developers and public agencies. CDS 
helps determine the feasibility for TIRZs. He introduced Sue Darcy and Allen 
Mueller of MarshDarcy Partners, which consults on structuring and applying the 
implementation of the analysis tools for the greatest likelihood of the desired 
market response.  
 
Sue Darcy stated that her experience in economic development for the past three 
decades has shown her cities grapple with the correct application of many 
economic development tools in a way that fits with their anticipated projects. She 
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reported that economic development tools fall into one of two categories: 
incentives and reimbursements. Incentives include Chapter 380 agreements as 
loans or grants, tax abatements, and tax rebates. She noted that incentives are 
not necessarily tied to public infrastructure but are usually tied to job creation or 
economic diversification. Reimbursements include special districts (MUDs, PIDs, 
TIRZ, NEZ, and MMDs), Chapter 380 agreements, tax rebates, and development 
agreements. Reimbursements are often tied to providing public infrastructure or 
facilities as well as performance metrics of some sort. Reimbursements are not 
usually tied to jobs. In reimbursements, the City takes less risk because the 
developer takes the lead on developing the property and the City pays back the 
developer once the value has been established. She has managed over 30 
TIRZs, nearly all of which have been performance driven in which the developer 
pays and takes the risk for the City to reimburse after the development performs.  
 
Ms. Darcy reported that a TIRZ may be appropriate when the scale of the project 
is large, either in area, financial need or duration of time needed, or the number of 
property owners. TIRZ are the best opportunity to “partner” with other taxing 
jurisdictions and can issue bonds that can be structured to not be a general 
obligation of the City. TIRZ are generally well-known by the private sector 
developers and the bond market, and they can be used proactively to accomplish 
goals or in response to private sector proposals. She noted her understanding 
that the City already issues debt on behalf of its other entities, so this feature of 
the TIRZ may not be of particular importance to Laredo. A TIRZ operates by 
establishing a base tax value at which all taxing entities continue to collect their 
tax revenues. From the beginning of a TIRZ, any tax increments above that base 
value are collected by the TIRZ and used for economic development projects to 
increase the value of the area. The goal is to collect the final, high value tax 
revenue as quickly as possible, but TIRZ are usually long-term vehicles for 
increasing the value of an area.  
 
Allen Mueller of MarshDarcy Partners reported, after a review of the City’s 
“evaluation handbook” versus its economic development policy, that the City’s 
Comprehensive Plan contains its “policy and goals” statements. A TIRZ is a 
financing tool to implement the goals as stated by the City. Unfortunately, the 
City’s policy does not match its goals or prevents the goals from being realized. 
He stated his observation that the City needs assistance with defining an 
evaluation process more than just another policy. To address that, MarshDarcy 
prepared a TIRZ Evaluation Handbook to help staff analyze how well a TIRZ 
proposal would implement its Comprehensive Plan Goals. The prime directive of a 
TIRZ is to utilize tax increment reinvestment zones to encourage and incentivize 
projects that implement the City’s Comprehensive Plan and other adopted goals 
while protecting the City’s financial interests and maintaining equity for its citizens.  
 
Mr. Mueller cautioned Council that when evaluating TIRZ, the answers are rarely 
clear cut; both objective and subjective answers come into play. Evaluation 
frameworks should identify the extent or value of public benefits versus public 
investment as well as the level of risk exposure to the City and mitigation thereof. 
Possible risk to the City in a TIRZ includes financial obligation, market share, 
developer resources, and cost of service. The proposed TIRZ Evaluation 
Handbook provides a template for systematically evaluating proposals, criteria 
that is fair and consistent, and a straightforward snapshot to assign a proposal to 
the correct box above. The Evaluation Handbook includes a matrix with eight 
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goal/benefit achievement criteria for the City to utilize, all of which are directed to 
how well the proposal achieves or contradicts adopted City goals. Twelve fiscal 
impact and benefit criteria are directed toward quantifying the magnitude of the 
City’s financial risk or reward. Each criterion is rated with a simple scale of “+” for 
Positive, “-“ for Negative, and “o” for Neutral. This matrix avoids complex 
weighting and scoring methods that can be cumbersome without producing better 
results.  
 
To reduce the burden on both the applicant and the City staff, MarshDarcy 
recommended a two-step submittal process. Step 1 introduces the basic data, 
which reduces the burden on both the applicant and staff, drafts the project and 
financing plan, establishes the initial pro forma budget, and performs the market 
feasibility analysis. Step 2 includes more in-depth scrutiny. Only proposals that 
pass Step 1 move onto Step 2. It involves the cost of service analysis, financial 
statements/banking references of the applicant, references from prior project 
cities, and an economic impact analysis.  
 
Mr. Spillette added that the Evaluation Handbook provides the City with a good 
risk mitigation perspective as it relates to the City as a fiscal and political body. He 
reiterated the importance of carefully drafting and monitoring economic 
development agreements. Successful risk mitigation requires that only proposals 
which have passed both steps move toward approval, solid development 
agreements that mitigate risk, and utilizing best practice recommendations that 
are listed in the handbook. Mr. Spillette noted that the project financing plan is not 
highly specific in terms of projects. However, he provided classes of 
improvements that would be most meaningful, like streetscape and sidewalk 
improvements, and lighting. Identifying the parts of the TIRZ would also be 
essential. He noted that it is common to see TIRZ pair with municipal 
management districts because a TIRZ will fund the construction of a building or 
facility, and the management district will help maintain or operate or program the 
improvement, which is beyond what the City would be able to do alone if the TIRZ 
or MMD were not in place. The City can think of a TIRZ as proactive and added 
that a MMD cannot relieve the City of any services, like solid waste removal.  
 
Ms. Darcy informed Council that a local government corporation (LGC) could be 
formed to administer the TIRZ, in which the City designates the LGC to spend the 
TIRZ revenues, issue bonds on behalf of the TIRZ, and perform other functions to 
help the TIRZ board implement the project plan. Related debt becomes the debt 
of the LGC and not the City.  
 
Don Gonzalez of Estrada-Hinojosa explained that LGCs are often created as a 
means of a separate, standalone credit for debts. Some cities will backstop a LGC 
in order to improve its own credit rating when it does issue debt. Rating agencies 
have considered some LGCs to be a moral obligation of the city. He confirmed 
that a TIRZ cannot issue debt without approval from Council.  
 
Mr. Spillette reiterated that implementing City goals while mitigating risk and 
maintaining equity is the guiding principle when deciding whether to create a 
TIRZ. Most decisions to participate in a TIRZ involve a subjective component. The 
final decision should always be made in light of how well a proposal advances the 
City’s Comprehensive Plan and other adopted goals.  
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D. Financial Planning 
 

1) Presentation on plan of finance to include water utilities revenue and water 
conservation impact on debt 

 
No discussion or action taken. 

 
2) Proposed budget calendar presentation 

 
No discussion or action taken. 

 
3) Prioritizing Capital Improvement Projects and impact on debt 

 
No discussion or action taken. 

 
4) HUD funding and meeting expenditure ratios 

 
Arturo Garcia, Community Development Director, reported a yearly challenge with the 
CDBG funds surrounding HUD. Every year, the City is required to use funds in a 
timely manner and meet a 1.5 ratio, meaning the City can have no more than 1.5 
times the amount of the last annual grant in the CDBG line of credit 60 days prior to 
the end of the current fiscal year. If the City does not meet that requirement, it is 
placed on probation for the next year and if not met in the second year, the City faces 
the risk of losing funding in the next grant. The ratio calculation is easy to compute for 
FY 2017-18: $3,401,417 x 1.5 = $5,102,125 
 
Mr. Garcia reported that the City of Laredo ratio on July 31, 2017 was 1.55 (above 
the 1.5 required ratio) for three main reasons: the program income (PI) received from 
the refinancing of the Hamilton Hotel in an amount over $1.6 million, reprogramming 
of approved projects, and HUD policy changes to the expenditure ratio regarding PI. 
The expenditure plan in place is approved by HUD, and monthly reports are 
submitted to HUD. The plan keeps track of CDBG projects expenditure, and city staff 
progress meetings are held biweekly. The City is on target to meet the ratio 
requirements on July 31, 2018. Mr. Garcia recommended that the City outsource on 
future projects that are funded by CDBG funds. This will help the City meets its 
expenditure ratio every year, foster economic development, allow City staff to focus 
on other projects, and provide a quicker completion of CDBG projects. Performing 
these projects in-house typically take from one to three years, but staff estimates that 
outsourcing would get the same projects done in nine to twelve months. He asked 
Council to entertain a motion to allow staff to outsource CDBG projects. 
 
Motion to allow staff to outsource CDBG projects. 
 
Moved:  Cm. San Miguel 
Second:  Cm. Altgelt 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Cm. Gonzalez, Cm. Rodriguez, Cm. Perez, and Cm. Torres were not present. 

 
VII. TEAM BUILDING ACTIVITY 

 
No action taken. 
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VIII. RECESS 

 
Mayor Saenz recessed the presentation with no vote.  

 
SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 10 (breakfast will be served at 8:00 a.m.) 

 
IX. RECONVENE AT 9:00 A.M. 

 
Mayor Saenz reconvened the presentation with no vote.  

 
X. CONTINUATION OF PRESENTATIONS 

 
E. Presentation on the permitted amusement redemption machine establishments, 

ordinance, fees, and recent enforcement efforts 
 

Mayor Saenz reported that the District Attorney and the Laredo Police Chief has taken a 
more aggressive stance on amusement redemption machine establishments, or 
“maquinitas,” recently, particularly in enforcement. He met with the City Manager and 
asked for a meeting with the DA and Police Chief. As a result of that meeting, Mayor 
Saenz thought it important to inform Council on the activities of law enforcement and 
their requests for support.  
 
Horacio De Leon, City Manager, noted that the Building Department will provide the 
number of eight-liner businesses in Laredo and their permitting and regulation 
processes. Afterward, the Laredo Police Department will report on enforcement efforts in 
the last six to eight months, followed by a presentation by the District Attorney’s Office.  
 
Victor Linares, Acting Building Director, reported that any new amusement redemption 
establishments must go through the New Business process with the Building 
Department. Various departments perform inspections of the facility for general use and 
a certification of occupancy, and the business must acquire B4, M1, M2, or MXD zoning. 
A Conditional Use Permit (CUP) is required in B1 and B3 zones. Quarterly unannounced 
inspections are conducted to verify the amount of amusement devices match the 
Redemption Amusement Devices (RAD) certificate of the establishment. The Building 
Department also verifies signage of the establishments’ hours of operation, “no minors 
under 18,” and “no smoking” are present. The Department ensures that all amusement 
centers are registered with the City. Health inspections are conducted when food is 
prepared onsite. Mr. Linares clarified that the relevant ordinance was amended to 
increase the permit fee per amusement redemption machine, from $550 to $1,050. For 
fiscal year 2018 up to January 30, 2018, the City has collected amusement redemption 
machine fees in the amount of $1,055,185. As a result of the fee increase, the City lost 
about 910 amusement redemption devices. There are currently 56 establishments 
operating with 4,557 total machines to-date.  
 
Cm. Altgelt noted that Council must make a policy decision to increase; if Council 
continues to increase enforcement, then the City can expect continued revenue shortfalls 
as establishment owners will utilize fewer devices or close their businesses.  
 
Cm. Balli voiced his opinion that increasing enforcement of the establishments is a 
foolish move. These investigations take a lot of manpower and resources, which may 
deplete resources for other investigations like drug sales in schools or neighborhoods. 
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He noted that maquinitas are not a major concern for him and that, despite much moral 
opposition to gambling, amusement redemption customers are adults that are making 
their own decisions. Children do not have a choice regarding a drug dealer in their 
school or neighborhood. He advocated for more enforcement around schools and parks 
on behalf of District VIII constituents.  
 
Cm. San Miguel proposed staff researching the feasibility of taxing each machine like a 
sales tax over a monthly, quarterly, or annually basis. He noted that he hears complaints 
from restaurants that amusement redemption establishments are big competitors. 
Maquinita players eat for free while gambling, so the City is losing out on restaurant 
sales tax.  
 
Kristina L. Hale, City Attorney, interjected that the City cannot do that. It would be 
considered an illegal tax, which is the basis for multiple lawsuits that have been in the 
news. The City can charge fees that deal with regulating the businesses, which is the 
City’s current practice. Only the State Comptroller can tax businesses.  
 
Mayor Saenz added that Council should wait for the DA and Police presentations before 
making decisions. He noted that these presentations are asking for Council support and 
deal with criminal activity. Maquinita establishments are not participating in some 
harmless practice; there are numerous reports and investigations that find illegal activity 
like money laundering and organized crime. The citizens of Laredo expect more from 
Council than turning a blind eye, particularly in light of the recently-revealed magnitude of 
criminal activity in amusement redemption establishments. He reported that banks are 
not accepting deposits from these businesses, which should be very enlightening to 
Council. He asked if Council is going to pursue the right course of action or be complicit 
in criminal activity. The image of the City is at stake, and citizens are tired of government 
officials being tainted with a criminal aspect.  
 
Cm. Balli voiced objection to the use of the word “tainted.” He reiterated that the City has 
priorities for its limited law enforcement resources and must make decisions that support 
those priorities. The police force can take down many more drug houses or drug dealers 
in the same amount of time as it would to take down one maquinita establishment.  
 
Mayor Saenz countered that he believes the City can handle both. Cm. Balli disagreed.  
 
Cm. Altgelt asked the Police Department to confirm or dispel the notion that maquinita 
establishments and gambling are victimless crimes. He noted that banks refusing 
deposits may not be a strong argument as banks are not without corruption. He voiced 
his personal opinion that, without compelling evidence, Council should not enhance or 
limit the law enforcement component for something that may be harmless.  
 
Claudio Treviño, Laredo Police Chief, reported that recently the Laredo Police 
Department has partnered with District Attorney Isidro Alaniz to address the significant 
issue of illegal gambling. The LPD Narcotics/Vice Units have been tasked with 
investigation and disrupting illegal gambling occurring in Laredo. Currently, there are 
several eight-liner amusement centers giving cash “pay-outs” to customers in violation of 
state law. The Narcotics/Vice Unit conducts criminal investigations under Texas Penal 
Code Chapter 47 (Gambling Promotion, Keeping a Gambling Place, Possession of 
Gambling Device, Equipment, or Paraphernalia; all of which are Class A misdemeanors), 
Chapter 34 (Money Laundering, which ranges from state jail felony to a first degree 
felony depending on the value of funds), and Chapter 71 (Engaging in Organized 
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Criminal Activity, which is a felony).  
 
Chief Treviño stated that the Police Department does not consider the illegal operation of 
amusement redemption establishments to be a victimless crime as was suggested. 
These operations are clear violations of the law and have become rampant and out of 
control. Money laundering and criminal organization is not a victimless crime.  
 
Cm. Balli asked who the victim is, stating that the category of a misdemeanor or felony 
does not constitute a victim. Chief Treviño answered that organized crime will invite 
gang-related organizations like the Mexican Mafia to come to Laredo and use these 
establishments to launder their money. Millions of dollars are going through these 
businesses each month. LPS was able to account for $2 million in one establishment in 
one month alone, plus numerous assets. Last month, the head of the Mexican Mafia was 
arrested in Laredo, and the organization has been using maquinita establishments to 
launder money. Cm. Balli voiced his opinion that the Police Department is claiming to 
arrest Mexican Mafia members for maquinita activity, which does not seem true to him.  
Chief Treviño asserted that there are links between the gang operations and amusement 
redemption establishments.  
 
Mike Rodriguez, Deputy Police Chief and Commander of the Criminal Investigation 
Division, reported that in June 2017, an illegal gambling investigation was launched at 
the Palace Amusement Center, located at 6703 McPherson Road in Laredo. The 
establishment was owned by Andres Gerardo Chavez-Lozano, Alma Davila, and Nubia 
Melchor Chavez. During a four-month period, LPD’s Narcotic/Vice investigators obtained 
and reviewed bank records, conducted electronic surveillance, and conducted numerous 
undercover controlled “buys” during which the investigators were illegally paid in 
currency in violation of Chapter 47. Examination of financial documents revealed a 
complex money laundering scheme in which numerous “shell companies” had been 
established by Andres Chavez and co-conspirators in an effort to deceive law 
enforcement and launder millions of dollars in illicit proceeds. Additional arrests are 
pending. There are also pending forfeitures of homes, money, and vehicles.  
 
Deputy Chief Rodriguez reported that in September 2017, another illegal gambling 
investigation was launched at the Magic/Wild Spin, Good Fortune, & Village of Fortune 
Amusement Center, which were all owned and operated by Rebecca Villarreal-Lopez. 
Mrs. Villarreal-Lopez was part of a criminal organization that also operated several eight-
liner amusement centers in Laredo, Zapata, and Bruni, Texas. The investigation was 
worked in conjunction with Texas DPS’s Narcotic Investigators who conducted an 
investigation of several eight-liner amusement centers in Zapata. During a three-month 
period, LPD’s Narcotic/Vice investigators built a prosecutable case after obtaining and 
reviewing bank records, electronic surveillance, and conducting numerous undercover 
controlled “buys” during which LPD undercover investigators were illegally paid in 
currency in violation of Chapter 47. Additional arrests are pending in this case. Pending 
forfeitures of $193,006 seized in Laredo and $1,706,021 seized in Zapata total 
$1,899,027 in US currency. In Zapata, a trailer home was being used as a bank.  
 
Currently, under Phase III of “Operation One Arm Bandit,” The Laredo PD Narcotic/Vice 
Unit is continuing to target criminal organizations promoting illegal gambling through the 
use of lucrative eight-liner amusement centers. Apart from illegal cash pay-outs, 
amusement centers also attract criminal elements such as Mexican drug cartels and 
prison gangs that can launder illegal proceeds and extort patrons and business owners. 
Although this type of investigation often incurs a considerable amount of manpower and 
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financial resource, the LPDNVU is committed to serve the community and enforce state 
law by arresting and subsequently prosecuting offenders. Deputy Chief Rodriguez asked 
Council to prioritize this pursuit.  
 
Chief Treviño added that extortion and robberies are also linked to amusement centers. 
Because these operators carry such large amounts of money, they become targets 
themselves. Many cases that are reported as robberies are more likely extortion cases. 
The investigations are not clear if they are true robberies or if the victims are actually 
paying out their “stolen” money. In the past year, eight cases have been linked to these 
establishments; three are open to-date. The investigations are stalled when the 
supposed victims do not cooperate with law enforcement.  
 
Cm. Altgelt noted that the cases reported by Police appear to breed organized crime, 
and statistical data to this effect will help Council make an informed policy decision. Chief 
Treviño reminded Council that the victims of illegal gambling or gambling in general do 
not come forward and do not report their victimization. Deputy Chief Rodriguez explained 
that the Police Department is aware of these victims who do not report through sources 
acting as confidential informants. An intel briefing over non-operational data would help 
inform Council of the magnitude.  
 
Chief Treviño reported that over the last six months of NVU operations, the Police 
Department committed four investigators and two supervisors these investigations, which 
cost 186 hours of overtime and approximately 600 hours of regular time. This totals 
about $32,000. When raids take place, LPD uses patrol officers for traffic control. He 
added that the DA Office commits its own investigators as well as federal partners. He 
confirmed that while it is not the focus of the Police Department to get money for its own 
use, the Department does stand to get some monies from these raids that will go into its 
trust fund with strict guidelines for its expenditure after these investigations. The 
Department does not rely on these monies as revenues, and he recommended that 
Council not consider them as such, either. These monies are not necessarily 
reimbursements or expense coverage for the investigations.  
 
Mr. De Leon added that when the money does come to the City, there are specific 
criteria for how that money is to be used. Chief Treviño agreed, noting that strict 
guidelines dictate the use of asset forfeitures.  
 
Cm. Altgelt noted that the evidence of maquinita establishment robberies is perhaps the 
most compelling evidence. He asked if the City could require amusement redemption 
business owners to use video surveillance cameras and controlled devices for letting 
people inside for their establishments as part of the permitting process, in order to make 
these establishments safer.  
 
Mrs. Hale confirmed that the City can definitely require surveillance cameras and 
entrance control devices. In fact, staff recommends that Council imposes additional 
regulations, such as see-through windows, reduced business hours, allowing law 
enforcement entrance at all times, requiring memberships in order to use the amusement 
redemption machines, and similar regulations. Depending on the request from Council, 
staff can prepare recommendations soon for approval. She also noted that staff 
considered asking for a moratorium on additional permits until staff recommendations 
are brought to Council. Cm. Altgelt agreed, noting that a moratorium would be a prudent 
thing to do.  
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Cm. Balli noted that robberies during times when cash is moved is not unique to 
amusement redemption machine establishments. This activity happens at chain 
restaurants, as well. Chief Treviño agreed, but clarified that amusement redemption 
establishments carry great deals of cash and do not have armored cards to pick up cash 
and make armed robberies less inviting. In one of the armed robbery cases, the victim 
was tied up in a home invasion-type scenario after robbers followed her home. The 
robbers took about $30,000-40,000. The establishments handle so much money, that the 
employees carrying the cash are not even sure how much money they have at the time 
they are robbed. Amusement redemption establishments are targeted and planned 
because of the large amounts of cash they carry.  
 
Chief Treviño noted that these establishments do not typically make bank deposits. They 
move money to residences via couriers. When law enforcement raids these 
establishments, they seize the motherboards and shut down operation. Mrs. Hale added 
that while she has not seen many establishments in San Antonio or Austin, this is a 
statewide problem. These businesses are legal until they pay out rewards in excess of 
what is allowed by law. Ordinances have been helping in other cities; for example, 
limiting the numbers of machines in Houston has been a helpful solution. A few cities 
have been eliminating amusement redemption establishments, but challenges have 
arisen in the courts because some cities have been preempted from locating these 
establishments outside of city limits. Those challenges will likely go to the Texas 
Supreme Court, but as it stands, cities are not allowed to exile amusement redemption 
establishments outside of the city limits because of the Occupation Code. There are 
other regulations that can be taken, as already discussed.  
 
Cm. Altgelt stated that after reviewing the robbery reports provided by LPD, the initial 
argument that illegal gambling is a victimless crime does not hold water. Considering 
that, he urged Council to favorably vote on his motion to impose a moratorium on new 
establishments and impose additional regulations to increase the safety of establishment 
customers and employees. Revenue should not be the issue in this case. Mayor Saenz 
voiced his agreement, reiterating that Council is discussing criminal activity. The priority 
is prosecution of criminal activity, not money. Law and order must continue with integrity 
irrespective of Council opinion.  
 
Isidro Alaniz, District Attorney, reminded Council that gambling is illegal under Texas 
law. The Texas Constitution Article III Section 47 requires legislature to pass laws 
prohibiting lotteries and gift enterprises. Section 47.02 of the Texas Penal Code provides 
that a person commits an offense if he or she plays or bets for money or another thing of 
value at any game played with cards, dice, balls, or any other gambling device. There is 
no general prohibition against game rooms in Texas as long as they do not have any 
illegal gambling devices. Historically, the “fuzzy animal exception” is an exception where 
a player can receive non-merchandize prizes or novelties that have wholesale value 
available from single play of not more than ten times the amount charged to play the or 
$5 value, whichever is less. Therefore, the purpose of these amusement centers is to 
give away a “fuzzy animal” with a value less than $5. This practice is a complete fallacy 
in Laredo, as nobody would go to these establishments and spend as much money as 
they do for a fuzzy animal.  
 
Mr. Alaniz continued that policy decisions are made collectively and not independently. 
The District Attorney’s priorities come from the constituents that come to him. In light of 
the violent crimes that are now taking place, he cautioned Council not to wait for 
someone to get killed. Sources of intelligence as well as law enforcement’s 
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investigations are proof-positive that virtually all the profitable maquinita establishments 
are giving out cash prizes. The DA Office’s goal is to put eight-liner investigations and 
prosecution on the forefront to eliminate establishments that are paying out cash. He 
added that state and federal agencies are onboard. Three controlled buys, or three 
instances of an undercover investigator receiving a cash payout, is enough for the DA 
Office to establish probably cause and move in on the establishment. He noted that 
money is often moved in grocery bags, PVC pipes, and concealed compartments, which 
is further proof of illegitimate activity. Mr. Alaniz applauded the suggestion to issue a 
moratorium on new maquinita establishments and increase transparency. Undercover 
evidence shows that pay outs are done in secret or in back rooms. He stated that it is 
simply a crime, which will always be a priority in the District Attorney’s Office. Laredo 
should not be known as a mecca for any type of crime, including gambling. He explained 
that based on the intelligence, the machines are programmed with counterfeit 
motherboards to rig the machine, which is another possible violation. This activity takes 
advantage of people in all socioeconomic levels; it is a highly addictive game. The only 
incentive to go is to be paid out in cash for the customer. Law enforcement knows that 
criminals are casing these establishments for future robberies or theft.  
 
To Cm. Balli’s comments about prioritizing drug trafficking over maquinita 
establishments, Mr. Alaniz voiced his opinion that drug trafficking and illegal gambling go 
hand in hand. One feeds another, especially since illegal gambling establishments allow 
an avenue for drug dealers to invest in machines and buildings to launder their money 
and open other businesses, like mechanic shops and car lots. The types of offenses that 
the DA’s Office is charging are at the felony level. Law enforcement evidence shows that 
the industry is not the harmless activity to pass the time as some would state. Criminal 
activity knows no boundaries and should remain a priority. He encouraged Council to 
pursue the moratorium and further transparency and the ability of law enforcement to 
maintain order.  
 
Cm. Altgelt if a robbery is sufficient grounds for a nuisance argument. Mrs. Hale 
confirmed that for the Civil Practice and Remedies Code, the City can file a suit to enjoin 
a common nuisance, which includes habitual arrests and convictions of certain crimes 
like illegal gambling, and engaging in criminal activity. The City can file an action against 
the property or business, not just individuals. Cm. Altgelt asked Mrs. Hale to provide 
Council with a briefing as to how Council, as part of its moratorium and regulations to 
increase public safety, can implement interim actions.  
 
Mr. Alaniz noted that the Attorney General has literature on the requirements for a 
nuisance abatement, adding that he will forward that information to the City.  
 
Cm. Vielma asked if it is allowable to take money from forfeitures to implement 
preventive measures like gambling addiction counseling. Mr. Alaniz voiced his doubt, 
citing Chapters 59 and 18 under the Equitable Sharing Act which say that the monies 
should be used for training, equipment, vehicles, computers, bulletproof vests, and 
related items. They are prohibited from being used to supplement salaries and other 
uses. They could be used to offset some costs for the City, like purchasing patrol 
vehicles. The percentage sharing agreements vary based on the amount of participation 
involved by each party in an investigation. All agencies abide by the forfeiture rules. He 
stated that there is some evidence of drug cartels operating with some amusement 
redemption establishments.  
 
Cm. San Miguel voiced his understanding that amusement redemption establishments 
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are required to post signs with information and resources for gambling addiction help. He 
relayed from some individuals that they have called the numbers posted as a gambling 
addiction hotline, and nobody answers. The number is never answered. This is 
concerning to him if people cannot fulfill their obligations because they struggle with 
addiction and are not able to access the help that they are seeking.  
 
Mr. Alaniz reiterated that this is not only a local issue; it is statewide and needs 
consideration by the legislature. Communities that have embraced the most aggressive 
prosecution have been the most successful in eliminating illegal gambling operations. Of 
the investigations that he has seen, the “fuzzy animal” prizes have been displayed on 
shelves for years collecting dust as a façade. Some establishments have abandoned the 
pretense of giving out “fuzzy animals” altogether. In Zapata, establishments began 
fabricating additional machines. He reported that some of the most successful 
establishments are making $11,000-12,000 per day. Employees are paid from the same 
cash that customers are giving to play. Taxes are not being paid on any of the 
transactions. This is breeding crime, and it is a slap in the face of every legitimate 
business owner in Laredo.  
 
Cm. Vielma reported that she wrote her master’s thesis on compulsive gambling and its 
treatment. As an attorney, she has seen the devastating effects of gambling addiction in 
Laredoans’ lives, and the few resources for gambling addiction (like a hotline number) 
are often unavailable locally. She asked for Council to pass action to make amusement 
redemption establishments pay for addiction treatment depending on the cost of such 
treatment.  
 
Mrs. Hale confirmed that she would research whether the City is allowed to impose that 
requirement, but she foresaw issues and problems with implementing that action.  
 
Motion to impose a moratorium on future amusement redemption establishments and to 
direct staff to coordinate with the Laredo Police Department and the District Attorney’s 
Office to develop amendments to the current permitting process that would make these 
establishments safer and more transparent so as to mitigate the incidents of robberies 
and other violent crime and to include regulations for gambling addiction signage and 
reliable contact numbers and require that amusement redemption establishments share 
costs of gambling addiction treatment programs pending verification of the City’s ability 
to impose such a requirement, as amended. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Altgelt 
Second:  Cm. Vielma 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Cm. Gonzalez, Cm. Rodriguez, Cm. Perez, and Cm. Torres were not present. 

 
XI. OPEN DISCUSSION REGARDING PENDING AND FUTURE CITY COUNCIL PRIORITIES: 

 
a. Mayor Pete Saenz 
 

Mayor Saenz shared his opinion that the City’s debt needs to be strategic and based on 
an evaluation of the City’s priorities. Given the constraints on the debt, he asked Council 
to be mindful of that moving forward. He asked for the City’s financial advisors to narrow 
down the top two or three industries for Council to consider. There will always be needs 
in municipalities, but Laredo’s are manageable with careful consideration. He noted that 



 
 

29  

water sources are overly committed, but that should not stop the City from planning and 
preparing as Laredo grows.  
 
Horacio De Leon, City Manager, reminded Council that there are still vacancies on the 
Secondary Water Source Advisory Council and encouraged Council Members to appoint 
individuals to serve on this committee. He added that the City was approached with two 
proposals to bring a secondary water source to Laredo. The intention is to lead the 
committee into the exploration of the costs of these two proposals for a recommendation 
to Council. He noted that the City can continue to look into effluent use, but that is only if 
the original water source is secure. Effluent is not a feasible secondary water source.  
 
No action taken.  
 

b. Council Member Rudy Gonzalez 
 
No discussion or action taken. 

 
c. Council Member Vidal Rodriguez 
 

No discussion or action taken. 
 
d. Council Member & Mayor Pro Tempore Alex Perez, Jr. 
 

No discussion or action taken. 
 
e. Council Member Alberto Torres, Jr. 
 

No discussion or action taken.  
 
f. Council Member Nelly Vielma 
 

Cm. Vielma noted that Laredo cannot attract more businesses if some of the City’s 
districts are not growing. She alluded to the traffic problems on Mines Road as a result of 
Laredo’s growth with lagging infrastructure. She reiterated the need to pay off the City’s 
debt and added that Council must communicate with its constituents to ensure that there 
is no miscommunication about the City’s goals. She encouraged Council to bring in 
better paying jobs with the training needed to become more competitive. She advocated 
for 4A/4B status for Laredo and looking closely at aligning local curriculum and training 
opportunities to enhance the applicant pool in Laredo. Laredo is bringing STEM activities 
and programs to students, which is a progressive step for job improvements. 
 
Cm. Vielma noted that Laredo has a dual inspection facility at the airport, which is the 
only U.S. city to do so. She voiced her opinion that Laredo should market that more 
aggressively and find the clients that would use this facility, encouraging them to come to 
Laredo. Research shows that students who learn music are able to think schematically. 
Budgets in schools are based on the school’s standardized test results, so teachers are 
often discouraged from experimenting in the classroom. She voiced her concern over 
employee pension vulnerabilities in the City. She encouraged Council to implement apps 
and technology that would automate a lot of City services for the constituents without 
adding more cost. 
 
Motion to create a committee that will assist the Chief Innovations Office with developing 
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budget improvement strategies appointing individuals with business leadership 
experience, accounting, technology, and similar fields.  
 
Moved:  Cm. Vielma 
Second:  None 
 
Kristina L. Hale, City Attorney, confirmed that staff could bring this motion before Council 
at the next Council Meeting, but as it is not listed on the agenda, it would not be 
appropriate to take action at this time.  
 
Motion withdrawn to be brought to Council at the next Council Meeting. 
 
Horacio De Leon, City Manager, reminded Council that the purpose of this forum is to 
take note of Council’s wishes for departmental direction. He clarified that the Chief 
Innovations Office is still a work in progress and focuses on the departments that cost 
the most to the City at this time. Working with the individuals in those departments with 
the cooperation of the Department Director, is providing the best feedback and 
perspective to the CIO. He noted that the best ideas are going to come from the 
employees that are doing that work.  
 
Cm. San Miguel asked if the Economic Development Advisory Committee could be 
charged with the ideas that Cm. Vielma proposed. This committee is already composed 
of experts in the field. He asked if that committee is already tasked with too much work 
which would necessitate a new committee. He reported that his representative recently 
resigned and needs to be replaced.  

 
g. Council Member Charlie San Miguel 
 

Cm. San Miguel reported that in his eight year on Council, he is very encouraged 
regarding the direction in which the City is moving. The first few years were very difficult; 
transparency was not where the citizens of Laredo wanted to be. However, the City now 
has received the Transparency Award by the State Comptroller under the direction of 
new management. He commented on the momentum in city government to better its 
services and become more transparent and responsible with taxpayers’ money. He has 
seen this improvement in rhetoric and in practice, as well as an increased efficiency 
among Departments. Based on this momentum, Cm. San Miguel spoke highly of the 
ongoing success that the City will experience. There is always more work to be done and 
improvements to be made, especially regarding jobs in Laredo. The City is working 
towards the goal of increasing the job competitiveness, and he reiterated his desire to 
see the City implement programs in increase citizens’ ability to achieve a quality 
education and jobs with competitive wages.  
 
No action taken. 

 
h. Council Member George J. Altgelt 
 

Cm. Altgelt noted that while the City has come a long way, there is still a long way to go. 
When he is confronted by the demanding constituents, he is impressed by the traction 
that Laredo has gained in a steady revolution towards transparency and responsible. He 
reported that the Comprehensive Plan has now been codified into policy. However, 
policy does not always provide the figurative roadmap to implement plans. The next step 
for Council is to create ordinances to realize the Comprehensive Plan and put it into 
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action. He asked staff to consider RFQs for guidance in that endeavor. He encouraged 
Council to seriously consider improvements for inner-city mobility for the non-commercial 
traveling public. He discouraged the City from continuing suburban sprawl as the data 
shows that cities that sprawl out rather than encouraging density go bankrupt years later. 
Sprawl exhausts resources for trash pickup, law enforcement, and other services. 
Laredo should incentivize urban and suburban density for the City to survive and thrive. 
He voiced his desire to see the City build upon its transportation system and improve the 
mobility and walkability of Laredo to provide a safe, convenient, and efficient way for 
citizens to get to their places of business, education, and worship.  
 
Cm. Altgelt asked Council to continue to support Cm. Balli and his vision for revitalizing 
Downtown, which cannot be done with just an outlet mall, hotel, and convention center. 
The successful revitalization of a Downtown area is driven by the residences. He noted 
his enthusiasm for staff’s vision on residential improvements to Downtown. He asked the 
Traffic Department to become proactive with formulating solutions for connectivity for the 
City to implement. He encouraged department heads to keep Council informed of 
opportunities to improve, noting that Utilities Director Riazul Mia recently informed him 
that commercial rates are lower than residential rates in Laredo. This surprised Cm. 
Altgelt, because in almost every other situation, residential rates are lower than 
commercial rates. Perhaps this situation presents an opportunity for the City to pay down 
its utilities debt and open its bonding capacity to pursue a secondary water source and 
program its sustainable financial and environmental resources in Laredo. He 
emphasized the importance of the City utilizing data to make good and responsible 
decisions.  
 

i. Council Member Roberto Balli 
 

Cm. Balli thanked City staff for participating in this workshop and commended the 
creativity and talent onboard. District VIII is full of residents who care about their 
neighborhoods and the activities of the City. He voiced his enthusiasm for the Downtown 
convention center to bring tourists to Laredo; those tourists are going to want to venture 
out of the convention center and walk to a dining and entertainment area. It is very 
important what happens in that area. He reported that new restaurants and bars are 
opening Downtown, three on Iturbide Street alone, which is the City’s proposed 
entertainment corridor. He added that a new parking lot that must be opened soon on the 
corner of Iturbide Street and Santa Ursula.  
 
Cm. Balli asked Council to refocus on the Plaza Theater, noting that the City has an 
agreement with Plaza Partners which has not shown much return. For whatever reason, 
this agreement is not working and Cm. Balli voiced his desire to set up a meeting with 
Plaza Partners to reenergize the theater work. He stated that the City has a multimillion 
dollar fund from the sale of the civic center. Ideally, he wanted to see all of that money 
go into the Downtown convention center, and he added that there are also financing 
options available that will allow some money to go back to the Plaza Theater. He 
instructed staff to add to the next Council agenda an item for an incentive package 
involving sales tax for a Phase I of Iturbide Street. At the Council meeting, Cm. Balli 
noted that he would like to discuss incentivizing the other parts of Downtown that are 
opening restaurants and bars. Iturbide Streets is like a candle burning at both ends, and 
he voiced his desire to incentivize the other parts.  
 
Ramon Chavez, Executive Director of Public Services, confirmed that at the last Council 
meeting, staff’s ordinance established all of the criteria for incentives. However, the 
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language can be amended to include Cm. Balli’s wishes.  
 
Cm. Balli continued that he received a strong complaint from a constituent about the 
Four Blocks area not being maintained during the design of the plan. He asked staff to 
maintain the landscape of the area and cut down invasive plants and similar activities as 
the area improvements continue. He reported that Council approved an item to take 
steps to receive a donated sculpture for the Four Blocks area, and he played a video 
presentation displaying the sculpture, which conveys immigrants’ rights. Marcelo 
Georgie, the sculptor, works out of Italy, and the sculpture is available for the Four 
Blocks area due to fundraising to locate it in Laredo. The fundraiser is asking for a letter 
of intent, which is being authored currently. The Abrazo Partnership is collaborating to 
complete this project, which will be an exciting installation in Laredo.  
 
Cm. Balli added that he has a project for Zacate Creek that involves District IV and V in 
which cycling lanes will be added along the San Francisco Avenues with LED lighting to 
brighten the area. The lighting will make the area safer for running, walking, and cycling. 
Several parks are located near this area, all of which would be connected by a bicycling 
and/or walking trail. It is a relatively small expense that will greatly benefit the area and 
the lives of nearby residents. He reported that stadium-type lighting has already been 
ordered for the Four Corners project with sidewalk and crosswalk improvements and 
additions being added. Staff is working closely with Laredo ISD in adding lighting to the 
area to create great places for running and cycling. When LISD is done with construction 
of their buildings, the City plans to resurfacing the track area with rubber matting.  
 
Cm. Balli also reported that the Pan American Cafe is requesting some changing to its 
parking options along San Bernardo. Staff is working to find middle ground for a solution. 
Cm. Balli thanked Council and staff for their attention and collaboration.  
 
Mayor Saenz thanked staff again for addressing these issues before Council.  
 

XII. ADJOURNMENT AT APPROXIMATELY 1:00 P.M. FOR GOLF TEAM BUILDING 
ACTIVITY 

 
The meeting was adjourned without a vote. 
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