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Executive Summary 

More than $343 million in federal appropriations, stimulus money and local tax  

payer funds have been spent or is pending to be spent to repair and reconstruct 153 

miles of river and int ernal levees in Hidalgo County  ÈÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ'ÐËÈÓÎÖɯ"ÖÜÕÛàɀÚɯ

Levee Rehabilitation Project.  Never before in history has Hidalgo County been the 

recipient of so many federal funds.  The path traveled by numerous local elected 

officials with the backing of  economic development representatives, the business 

community, and Hidalgo County residents to obtain funds for the levee improvement 

project was long and full of obstacles.  Yet, today, it has benefitted immensely from 

ÞÏÈÛɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯɁÛÏÌɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÚÛɯÚÛÐÔÜÓÜÚɯÖÍɯÈÓÓȭɂɯ Based on an on economic impact 

analysis, the investments in the levee system in Hidalgo County over the past year and 

in the next year will create 4,886 jobs, create $229 million in value added, and generate a 

total economic output of $508 million.  

Table 1:  Total Economic Impact ɬ Hidalgo County Levee P roject  

 Output Employment Value Added Federal 
Government Non 
Defense 

State/Local 
Govt. Non 
Education 

Direct Impact $343,741,640 3,288 $137,358,180   

Indirect 
Impact 

$87,148,469 796 $47,101,990   

Induced 
Impact 

$77,531,239 803 $44,962,448   

Total $508,421,348 4,886 $229,422,618 $31,358,009 $12,068,532 
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Introduction  

HISTORY OF HIDALGO COUNTY LEVEES  

3ÏÌɯÓÈÚÛɯÛÐÔÌɯ'ÐËÈÓÎÖɯ"ÖÜÕÛàɀÚɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌßɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯÖÍɯËÙÈÐÕÚȮɯÙÌÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯ×ÖÕËÚɯÈÕËɯ

laterals expanded was in the 1970s after Hurricane Beulah. However, three decades 

later, the drainage system had not grown in accordance with the rapid growth the 

region experienced under the influence of NAFTA. More roads, more concrete and 

more people strained the system. Hidalgo County had gone from largely agricultural to 

an urbanizing metropolis, but its floodwater manag ement system remained outdated.   

In 2006, through public education efforts and not without the help of some 

serious summer downpours that , at worst, had left some colonia residents stranded in 
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their homes for days because of intense localized flooding, the majorit y of the voting 

public ratified  a $100 million drainage bond during the November election. The $100 

million bond included $10 million for  the river levees. County and Drainage District 

officials wished to ask permission of the U.S. International Boundary and Water 

Commission ɭ owner of the river levees in Hidalgo County ɭ to allow the local 

officials to use this money to begin fixing the le vees identified as being inadequate to 

hold back a 100-year-flood.  

In January 2007, though, county elected officials learned that Hidalgo County 

was more at risk than anybody had previously thought. Not only were nearly all the 

levees in Hidalgo County st ructurally unsafe, but the U.S. Federal Emergency 

Management Agency was about to issue a new flood map, potentially jeopardizing 

current and future investments in the county.  

FEMA will only recognize in its flood hazard and risk mapping efforts those 

levee systems that meet, and continue to meet, minimum design, operation and 

maintenance standards. More than 150 miles of river and internal levees in Hidalgo 

County did not meet those standards, and they were in danger of becoming decertified. 

The levees not only posed a threat to life and property, but if FEMA were to release a 

ÔÈ×ɯÚÏÖÞÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÝÌÌÚɯÈÚɯËÌÊÌÙÛÐÍÐÌËȮɯ'ÐËÈÓÎÖɯ"ÖÜÕÛàɀÚɯÉÖÖÔÐÕÎɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàɯÊÖÜÓËɯ

potentially  lose momentum, government official s and economic development experts 

said. In addition, resid ents and businesses located in the new flood zones ɭ primarily 
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the industrial portion of southern Hidalgo County ɭ would have to purchase 

mandatory flood insurance at rates of about $150 million per year (ironically more than 

the original  estimates to fix the levees in the Lower Rio Grande Flood Control Plan).  

Local elected officials were indignant when they learned of the news. Investments were 

at risk and so were the lives of those living in southern Hidalgo County.  

 

HIDALGO COUNTY PARTNERS WITH THE IBW C 

3ÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÊÖÜÙÚÌɯÖÍɯÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ'ÐËÈÓÎÖɯ"ÖÜÕÛàɯ"ÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕÌÙÚɀɯ"ÖÜÙÛɯÞÈÚɯÛÖɯ

investigate funding levee improvements with money from the drainage bond residents 

had just passed. Instead of using only $10 million of bond money for levees, they made 

a hard decision to appropriate funds from other localized drainage projects, as they 

continued to hope they could convince the U.S. IBWCɭthe rightful federal owner of the 

leveesɭto reimburse the local taxpayers in the future.  The justification for using local 

funds was that Hidalgo County could not wait on the federal government to fund these 

improvements. Historically, the IBWC had been funded at levels too low to make any 

significant improvements. In order to head off a potential economic calamity, local 

offici als had to put up local funds, and fast.   

A Memorandum of Understanding was signed between the U.S. International 

Boundary and Water Commission and the Hidalgo County Drainage District No. 1  in 

July 2007. The MOU stipulated that HCDD No. 1 , for which the Hidalgo County  
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Commissioners serve as the board, would jointly participate in the Lower Rio Grande 

Flood Control Project (which was the name given to the levee rehabilitation efforts in 

Hidalgo and Cameron counties) by contributing resources such as materials, 

equipment, labor and funding for the design, easement acquisition and construction of 

U.S. IBWC-owned levees.  

The MOU did not state  when reimbursement would come or even if it would 

come; only that HCDD No. 1 could begin rehabilitating the levees. Th e Hidalgo County 

Commissioners successfully ɭ but temporarily ɭ put on the hold the September 

release of the FEMA flood maps. 

 

THE LEVEE BARRIER  

Some of the levee funding in Hidalgo County came from an unlikely source.  On 

Oct. 26, 2006, President George W. Bush signed the Secure Fence Act of 2006, calling for 
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700 miles of fencing on the southern border of the United States. Hidalgo County 

officials opposed this legislation, saying that it would not stem the tide of illegal 

immigration and drugs entering t he United States. The Hidalgo County 

"ÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕÌÙÚɀɯ"ÖÜÙÛɯÞÈÚ also one of the first and one of the many local governments 

that passed a resolution opposing the fence. Nevertheless, the U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security continued with its plan to build t he border fence. Meanwhile, i n 

autumn of 2007, FEMA announced that the maps would be released as early as January 

of the following year  unless Hidalgo County could show it was making significant 

progress on fixing the levees. 

On Oct. 10, 2007, Sen. John Cornyn came to the Rio Grande Valley to meet with 

local officials to find potential solutions for the structurally deficient Lower Rio Grande 

Flood Control Project. While on a tour of the levees, the first plan to incorporate the 

border fence into the levees was formed.  

The first basic levee-barrier plans were literally drawn on the back of a napkin as 

the two county judges ɭ Judge J.D. Salinas of Hidalgo County and Judge Carlos H. 

Cascos of Cameron County ɭ brainstormed with the S enator a solution to both 

problems. The plan, born out of necessity and opportunity, was fine tuned by local 

engineers. It featured a concrete structure built into the face of the levee, averaging 18 

feet tall and built on the southern levee. This alternative solution would not infr inge on 

private property or on the local environment, and furthermore, the timeline needs for 
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the levee and the fence coincided. Both projects were expected to be complete by the 

end of 2008, according to FEMA and DHS. Fifteen cities in Hidalgo County appr oved a 

resolution in favor of this alternative to the fence.   

After many meetings with DHS officials and federal legislators at home and in 

Washington D.C., county leaders and DHS officials came to an agreement that federal 

dollars could be used to build a concrete levee that could double as border security 

infrastructure. On Feb. 8, 2008, DHS Secretary Michael Chertoff announced the federal 

ÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÕÛɯÛÖɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÈɯɁÍÌÕÊÐÕÎɯÈÓÛÌÙÕÈÛÐÝÌɂɯÛÏÈÛɯwould meet  the operational 

needs of the U.S. Border Patrol in Hidalgo County. This development satisfied FEMA, 

which  then extended ÛÏÌɯËÌÈËÓÐÕÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÍÓÖÖËɯÔÈ×ɀÚɯÙÌÓÌÈÚÌɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌ new 

deadline-driven projects underway in Hidalgo County.  


