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Plan Introduction
The San Benito Downtown Revitalization Plan (the “Plan”) is an independent
but related component of the San Benito Comprehensive Plan (2015-2035).
It attempts to synthesize the efforts of the City and of all those who are
interested in a culturally and economically strong downtown core through the
identification of near- and longer-term goals and recommendations. More
importantly, it lays out a vision and plan of action to achieve that vision. In
this light, the Plan should be used more as a how-to strategy than a “plan” in
the conventional sense.
So why is the downtown important? Downtowns have often been
described as the “living rooms” of cities. More than any other place, they
represent a city’s collective history, identity, and place-quality. Downtown
is a community’s image-setter and is a barometer of a community’s overall
quality of life. Most curious visitors to the city will want to visit downtown and
they will make inferences about the whole community based upon what they
see or experience there. A shabby downtown may imply that the city lacks
sociability, doesn’t value civic or public life, and has nothing to offer that
cannot be found everywhere (e.g., chain stores in auto-centric strip centers).
A lively downtown, on the other hand, says that the community is friendly
and inviting, has depth and variety, and values its history. Essentially, a strong
downtown indicates a community is vibrant and healthy, which oftentimes
acts as the catalyst for attracting new talent and investment to the entire city.

n
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REGIONAL CONTEXT
Situated within the Lower Rio Grande Valley, San Benito is located in the approximate center of Cameron County,
with neighboring Harlingen five miles north and Brownsville 20 miles south. San Benito’s location on U.S. 77, places
the city on an important NAFTA corridor. As Brownsville is one of the key gateways into and out of the U.S., San
Benito is also affected by this international trade between Mexico, the U.S., and eventually Canada. The projected
quadrupling of NAFTA highway demand will continue to impact the Lower Rio Grande Valley and San Benito. In
addition, the recent completion of the Los Indios Free Trade Bridge, located roughly 10 miles south of San Benito
on F.M. 509 at Los Indios, has emerged as another NAFTA corridor being utilized in transporting goods across
the border.
Source: Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT), Texas NAFTA Study Update

Current Context

PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND

San Benito was founded by Colonel Robertson in 1904
during his pursuits of railroad expansions in south Texas.
Robertson was brought to the region when he obtained
a subcontract for track laying, surfacing, and bridge
construction of the St. L.B. and M extension from Corpus
Christi to Brownsville in 1903. As he built the railroad
spider web in San Benito, he joined James Landrum
and Oliver Hicks to form the San Benito Land and Water
Company, which laid the infrastructure for an agriculture
industry. With the railway connection, San Benito became
an important player in the regional economy of the Lower
Rio Grande Valley.
During the 1940s and 1950s, San Benito was home to a
thriving downtown district which attracted visitors many
times over. Gradually however, commerce transitioned
from the downtown away from its historical agricultural
economic and retail base towards larger, consumer goods
stores off of major corridors in Harlingen and Brownsville.
Like most downtowns throughout the country, downtown
San Benito began to experience disinvestment in the
1960s with the onset of suburban migration and nearly
universal car ownership which continues even today.
SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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San Benito is in need of a catalyst - a vision that stimulates
a coordinate set of public and private initiatives and
investment - one that stimulates and spurs a new wave
of growth. Accordingly, this Plan sets forth this vision and
a implementable plan of action for the downtown area.

Public Engagement
The main sources of public input for the plan came
from listening sessions held with interested downtown
stakeholders, appointed and elected officials, area
businesses, and others. It also involved a downtown
leaders workshop that helped identify issues, concerns,
and opportunities for the downtown area. As part of this
workshop, participating stakeholders helped delineate
the edge of the downtown planning area, areas or sites
needing special attention, and preliminary concepts
and locations for site specific downtown improvements.
These included identifying necessary off-site connections
(e.g., to the Resaca), streetscape improvements,
gateway treatments, etc. In addition, various discussions
were held regarding current and potential economic
development efforts that are and will could play a part
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Without prudent and strategic
public interventions to turn things
around, troubled downtowns tend
to continue to spiral downward
acting as a further drag on
community image and economic
vitality.

IMPORTANCE OF
DOWNTOWNS

ROLE OF THE DOWNTOWN
Downtowns play an important role in supporting economic innovation and talent attraction/retention. They
are centers of creativity and serve as incubators of locally grown businesses. Solid downtowns enrich a
community by providing an eclectic alternative to suburban life and providing a magnet for creative types and
entrepreneurs. They provide a visible connection to a city’s history; infuse it with a sense of permanence and
authenticity; and present a stage for ethnic and cultural celebrations.
Most cities have learned that simply letting downtown slide is not a sustainable community development
strategy in the long run. Benign neglect fuels the outward push of development resulting in the loss of open
space and increased taxpayer expenses to extend public services. It is often said that a failing downtown is a
failing fiscal strategy. It represents major losses in “sunken” public investment in buildings and infrastructure
along with a corresponding loss in tax base.

OPPORTUNITIES

ROLE OF THIS PLAN
This Plan avoids glossy “silver bullet” projects such as new sports stadiums and entertainment districts in favor
of the basic building blocks of sustainable urban neighborhoods:
Quality housing;

Local investment. The city can and should support
local businesses in their efforts to revitalize
downtown.
Proximity to the Resaca. San Benito has and should
take the opportunity to make a connection between
downtown and the Resaca trails as well as other
established cultural centers within the city.

Basic public amenities;
Solid infrastructure;
Public spaces;
A range of everyday commercial services; and,
A balance of basic neighborhood institutions such as government buildings, schools, and churches.

INTRODUC TION

in the revitalization of downtown San Benito. Below is a
summary of some of the input that was received. As each
issue, concern, and opportunity was identified, the other
representatives were given the opportunity to add to, or
otherwise react to, the ideas that were presented.

This approach is driven by the notion that downtown needs to be a place for residents and businesses first,
since it is they who will assume the greatest stewardship of it and keep it alive long after the visitors have left. It
is also important to note that the public sector’s role in revitalizing downtown is extremely important, but only a
part of an overall effort. In other words, the public sector can act as a facilitator in bringing (and coordinating) the
efforts of all stakeholders to the table, and it can help spur catalytic projects (e.g., infrastructure investments);
assist with private-sector enhancement efforts (e.g., assistance with permitting and streamlined development
procedures); and can bring people downtown (e.g., by allowing, sponsoring, or otherwise holding events
downtown) to get revitalization kick-started and/or maintained over time. However, if downtown revitalization
is to be truly long-term and sustainable, a lot of the “heavy lifting” is going to have to be done by the private
sector.
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Festivals and local events. The city should continue
to sponsor and otherwise capitalize on well attended
festivals, including the ResacaFest, Conjunto Music
Festival, Market Days, and the Hispanic Heritage
Month Celebration that already have a presence in
and around downtown.
Historic architecture. The city should support
efforts to restore and enhance historic buildings, and
leverage their tourism potential.
Traffic. The right balance needs to be found
regarding the large volume of traffic passing through
the city along Sam Houston Boulevard. On one
hand, it potentially provides opportunities to draw-in
pass-through travelers. On the other hand, too much
traffic is an impediment to a pedestrian’s sense of
SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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comfort and safety, and can result in less interest,
visits, and time spent in downtown.

ISSUES AND CONCERNS
Traffic. Although it increases the exposure of local
businesses, traffic along Esplanade (particularly
trucks) splits downtown into east and west sides,
presenting safety problems for pedestrians.
Code enforcement. Private building maintenance is
lacking and the city has been slow to enforce local
building codes. Investment is critical, but not at the
expense of public safety.
Parking. Public parking is lacking in places, is
inconveniently located and is not effectively
managed throughout downtown.
Creeping blight. Many downtown buildings suffer
from lack of maintenance and there are too few
incentives and penalties to correct the problem.
Weak incentives. Existing city programs are
not effective enough to encourage meaningful
reinvestment.
Lack of activity. There are few programmed
activities, businesses, civic functions, or attractions
that bring people downtown on evenings and
weekends.
Space unavailability. There are too few
development-ready new construction sites and a lack
of move-in ready, quality office space downtown.
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It takes a place
to create a
community, and
a community to
create a place.

WHAT IS PLACEMAKING?

” “

Placemaking is how we collectively shape our public realm to maximize shared value.
“Placemaking is both an overacrhing idea and a hands-on tool for improving a neighborhood
city or region.” Rooted in community-based partnerships, placemaking involves the planning,
design, management and programming of public spaces.

INTRODUC TION

INTRODUC TION

“
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Placemaking is:
• Community-driven;
• Visionary;
• Function before form;
• Adaptable;
• Inclusive;
• Focused on creating destinations;
• Flexible;
• Culturally aware;
• Everchanging;
• Trans-disciplinary;
• Context-led;
• Transformative;
• Collaborative; and,
• Social.

“WHAT ATTRACTS PEOPLE MOST,
IT WOULD APPEAR,
IS OTHER PEOPLE”
- William H. Whyte

More than anything
else, downtown gives a
community its collective
identity and thus its
pride.
- Richard Moe and Carter Wilkie, Changing Places: Rebuilding Community in the
Age of Sprawl

Source: Project for Public Spaces
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VISION
Building upon the results of community and stakeholder
input, a vision statement was developed to guide the city’s
and other public and private efforts to achieve the longterm identified future. A vision statement incorporates
a shared understanding of the nature and the purpose
of the community, and uses this understanding to move
toward a greater purpose. This statement describes

“

the community’s preferred future, offering direction
for the goals and implementation actions that provide
a framework for future planning, development, and
programmatic decisions.
The vision for downtown San Benito is as follows:

Set within an urban, yet small town setting, Downtown
San Benito offers a vibrant, family- and pedestrianfriendly, and culturally rich environment comprised of
higher density housing, locally-owned businesses, and well
planned and programmed public spaces.
San Benito envisions achieving this in a fiscally responsible
manner through coordinated leadership, strategic
partnerships, public special event programming, smart
infrastructure investments, and private sector support.

”

INTRODUC TION

-Vision Statement
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Existing Conditions
Along its long axis, downtown San Benito extends over 10 blocks and is
bisected by Sam Houston Boulevard from U.S. 83 to Adele Street. At its
widest point, it extends about six blocks from just northwest of Crockett
Street to the Resaca. The built environment reflects a traditional downtown
urban style of development, which means that streets and blocks are laid out
in a gridded street pattern, the buildings are built to the street and create
a sense of enclosure, there is little landscaping and/or open space (except
which many exist in the public rights-of-way and/or public plazas), and the
parking is predominantly on-street. Many of the buildings are historic and
offer glimpses into San Benito’s extensive cultural heritage and history.
Downtown San Benito is still the heart of the City’s civic life, with City Hall
essentially bookending the northeast extent of the downtown area before
it transitions into a more suburban form of development. While there
are beautiful examples of preserved buildings and signs of economic
investment and redevelopment, there are also significant signs of blight
and disinvestment, including dilapidated and deteriorated buildings, vacant
store fronts, and previous public infrastructure investments which have been
under-maintained. This dual dichotomy was reflected in the positive and
negative attitudes of those who participated in the early public engagement
efforts too. While being cognizant that the road ahead was going to involve
hard work and a multi-faceted and collaborative approach, each felt that
downtown revitalization was essential for San Benito’s future.

n

2.2

An aerial image of the Free International Trade Bridge, a key North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) corridor between the U.S. and Mexico. The bridge is jointly owned by Cameron County,
San Benito, and Harlingen; it can offer high potential returns on investment if San Benito can
capture a greater share of new associated investment through the use of an expanded economic
toolkit combined with a growing residential base and improved quality of life.

Market Profile
San Benito sits between Harlingen (five miles northwest)
and Brownsville (20 miles southeast), both of which are
home to a great deal of large commercial activity. As
San Benito uses this Plan to identify and embrace their
economic opportunities, it is important to note that the
type of growth that San Benito can boast will be much
more tailored to its small town appeal and less designed
to match the competing commercial businesses in
neighboring Harlingen and Brownsville.

E XISTING CONDITIONS

SURPLUS/LEAKAGE ANALYSIS
A cursory surplus/leakage (“gap”) analysis using
ESRI-Business Analyst shows that, with a few notable
exceptions, the city of San Benito is within reasonable
reach of most retail services. This is undoubtedly due
to the city’s mid-metro location within the HarlingenBrownsville MSA.
To understand the market potential of downtown
San Benito, a series of geo-based economic and
“psychographic” data-sets were compiled using ESRI
Business Analyst. ESRI uses a combination of Census
data and consumer spending pattern analyses to profile
a community’s retail market potential across various retail
sectors. Downtown San Benito’s trade area analyses were
broken-down into concentric 5-mile, 10-mile and 15-mile
rings around the Downtown area.

Besides providing a picture of overall income and retail
spending in the community, the gap analysis compares
San Benito’s overall annual retail spending potential to
aggregate sales figures among the area’s retailers. This
comparison helps identify areas of retail surplus (where
local retail supply exceeds local spending potential), and
retail leakage or gaps (where local spending capacity
exceeds local retail supply).
These metrics can help identify an area’s potential retail
recruitment opportunity as well as potential market
saturation (i.e., oversupply). For instance, a leakage
typically indicates a situation where some local purchasing
power is being siphoned off by retailers in other nearby
communities. This can help reveal opportunities to
capture that spending locally by recruiting retailers that
can service the under-served local market.
A retail surplus, on the other hand, can be a mixed bag.
It can either mean that a community is over-capacity in
certain areas (i.e., where there are more stores than the host
community can support and where the addition of new
stores may cause store failures); or more advantageously,
where a local specialization in non-everyday goods
and services (e.g., craft goods, jewelry, furniture, cars,
etc.) has developed, drawing an inordinate number of
shoppers from around the region. The key is determining
whether the stores are convenience or destination-based.
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UNDERSTANDING RETAIL LEAKAGE AND
SURPLUS ANALYSIS
The retail leakage and surplus analysis is a tool that gauges how well
the needs of local residents are being met. This analysis functions
by:
• Uncovering unmet demand and possible opportunities;
• Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of the local and
regional retail sector; and,
• Measuring the difference between actual and potential retail
sales.

SPENDING

RETAIL LEAKAGE
Retail leakage means that residents are spending more for products
than local businesses capture. It suggests that there is unmet
demand in the trade area, and that the community can support
additional store space for that type of business. However, it is
important to note that retail leakage does not necessarily translate
into opportunity; for example, there could be a strong competitor
in a neighboring community that dominates the market for that type
of product or service.

RETAIL SURPLUS
Retail surplus, on the other hand, means that the community’s trade
area is capturing the local market plus attracting non-local shoppers.
A retail surplus does not necessarily mean that the community cannot
support additional business, it merely indicates that the market is
capturing above normal sales due to the attraction of shoppers from
outside the community.

RETAIL
TRADE AREA

SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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How can
the local
trade
area
capture
the
leakage?
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Figure 2.1 San Benito Trade Area
SAN BENITO

Harlingen

5 mi.
10 mi.
Brownsville

E XISTING CONDITIONS

15 mi.

Generally, speaking the more specialized and higher cost
of an item or service, the more likely its “destination”
potential.

retail gaps exist in the areas of Health and Personal Care
stores ($4.7 million) and Sporting Goods/Hobby/Musical
Instruments stores ($4.5 million).

Over-supplied, convenience-based retail can be fraught
with a high degree of risk and may be discouraged by
local economic development programs. Over-supplied
destination businesses, on the other hand, may provide
clues to further build-up of local specialty markets or
retail “clusters” that are already drawing from outside
the community. A classic example of this are the many
small downtowns in Pennsylvania dominated by Amish
furniture stores or the concentration of legacy jewelry
stores and wedding gown boutiques in main street
districts throughout the country. Rather than saturating
the local market, these areas become a go-to destination
for discriminating shoppers from within a larger regional
trade area who want maximum selection and price
competition from among a base of largely independent
retailers. The exposure to a high number of motivated,
item-specific shoppers, in turn, attracts even more
specialty retailers in a self-reinforcing cycle.

Although this data suggests market support for a grocery
and a Walgreens/CVS type store in or near downtown,
the site selection criteria used by these retailers typically
require large sites that can accommodate a large
suburban-sized building and parking lots along a major
thoroughfare. As a result, these may not be the optimal
uses for a downtown location even though sites may be
available and the market could possibly support them.
These uses are also driven strongly by having surrounding
residential neighborhoods with strong demographics.
This could be another challenge in a sparsely populated
downtown such as in San Benito.

The data for San Benito shows that in the retail “gap”
category, the largest leakages are in the area of gas
stations ($33 million) and groceries ($17 million). Smaller

The $4.5 million gap in Sports, Hobby, and Musical
Instruments stores (particularly in light of San Benito’s
cultural heritage with Freddy Fender, Conjunto music,
etc.) on the other hand, shows a nice alignment with the
city’s desire to build an even stronger identity around
music and culture as well as health and recreation.
In particular, the work of the San Benito Economic
Development Corporation (EDC) and others to build a
new music museum along with live music venues, presents
spin-off retail opportunities for things like musical
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SAN BENITO CONSUMER PROFILE
5-mile

10-mile

15-mile

Population

55,596

158,424

414,689

Number of households

16,793

48,517

121,993

Average household size

3.27

3.24

3.37

55.5%

57.5%

57.1%

Median household income

$34,931

$33,893

$31,103

Median home value

$104,015

$113,791

$112,746

30.8

31.8

30.6

Owner occupied units

Median age

Average Household Expenditures/Year
Apparel and services

$1,021.82

$1,029.31

$943.53

Entertainment & recreation

$2,175.09

$2,216.28

$2,011.17

$908.55

$916.78

$834.80

Food

$5,841.29

$5,887.21

$5,396.12

Vehicle purchases

$2,549.52

$2,581.20

$2,354.02

TV / video / audio

Source: ESRI Business Analyst 2014

instruments stores, music schools, and vintage records
and music collectibles stores and related specialty retail.
These opportunities would be greatly helped by a new
public museum/concert facility as well as by private livemusic venues. All would be best supported by a new
music-themed city branding and marketing campaign.

existing $16 million trade surplus in Motor Vehicle & Parts
Dealers. This is vast surplus that likely owes to the city’s
mid-MSA location between the “pole” cities of Harlingen
and Brownsville (i.e., auto clusters tend to concentrate
along freeway corridors near the geographic center of an
MSA in order to capture sales from all metro sub-markets.)

From a retail surplus standpoint, perhaps an opportunity
for a downtown specialty hardware store can be leveraged
from the city’s existing $22 million “negative gap” in
Building Materials & Supplies Dealers. This data-point
indicates that a substantial number of buyers are already
coming from outside of San Benito to purchase such
goods (perhaps at one or more large Home Depot-type
stores or large lumberyard, etc.) thus making San Benito
a net “exporter” of such goods to the rest of the MSA.
This surplus could present an opportunity to expand the
city’s already established niche with downtown-friendly
home improvement specialty stores carrying more
exclusive, harder-to-find items for either end-consumers
or contractor/builders. Besides specialty hardware,
opportunities could exist in architectural salvage and
antiques, custom fixtures, higher-end appliances, flooring
and paint, furniture and design/construction/restoration
services among many others.

Car rental agencies, insurance offices and custom
accessories all represent possible ancillary retail
opportunities arising from an auto cluster that either
may or may not be compatible with downtown settings.
This depends largely upon store design and various
operational characteristics including store size.

Less obvious (and perhaps somewhat less downtowncompatible) opportunities could spring from the city’s
SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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RETAIL RECRUITMENT STRATEGY
Although new start-up businesses should be encouraged,
the city’s best chance of attracting downtown-compatible
retailers, including those in the above market segments
comes from direct recruitment of existing independent
retailers already active in the larger regional market.
Typically, these would include successful retailers in
other Lower Rio Grande Valley downtowns that already
enjoy a loyal local following. These include popular, local
downtown restaurants and specialty retail with decidedly
anti-chain store business models and an authentic local
“vibe.” Actively recruiting these businesses will require
dedicated staff armed with information packages
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Table 2.1 San Benito Consumer Profile
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Figure 2.2 San Benito Surplus / Leakage

Drinking Places

Special Food Services

Limited-Service Eating Places

Restaurants

Full Service

Stores

General Merchandise

Sporting Goods, Hobby, Musical, Book,
Periodical and Music Stores

Jewelry, Luggage and Leather Goods Stores

Shoe Stores

Clothing Stores

Gasoline Stations

Health and Personal Care Stores

Beer, Wine and Liquor Stores

Specialty Food Stores

Grocery Stores

Building Material and Lawn and Garden

Electronic and Appliance Stores

Home Furnishing Stores

Furniture Stores

Auto Parts, Accessories and Tire Stores

Other Motor Vehicle Dealers

SURPLUS (+)

Automobile Dealers

Retail segment

$30,000,000

$10,000,000

-$10,000,000

-$30,000,000

LEAKAGE (-)

-$50,000,000

-$70,000,000

-$90,000,000

-$110,000,000

-$130,000,000

-$150,000,000

E XISTING CONDITIONS

(5-mile radius), Source: ESRI Business Analyst 2014

METHODOLOGY
This surplus and leakage data is derived from ESRI’s 2010 Retail MarketPlace analysis, which identifies total
retail supply and demand conditions (as dollar estimates) for the city of San Benito and its surrounding five
mile radius. The retail segments are defined by the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS),
which serves as the standard used by federal statistical agencies in classifying business establishments. For
instance, supermarkets and convenience stores are classified under “Grocery Stores,” whereas meat markets
and baked goods are classified under “Specialty Foods.” ESRI’s primary data include the Census of Retail Trade;
Bureau of Labor and Statistics; Census Bureau’s Nonemployer Statistics (NES) division; and Infogroup. For more
information about the methodology, visit ESRI’s website.

2.7

E XISTING CONDITIONS

Downtown San Benito exhibits a mix of public (e.g., previous streetscape improvements like
landscaping and covered bus shelters) and private investments (e.g., newly renovated buildings).
Projects like these should be leveraged (e.g., marketing and by other means) as a means to generate
additional private sector investment, including as part of advertisements of downtown special events.
including compelling, tailored market data and cut-sheets
on available sites and buildings.
Although retail recruitment is typically not incentive-led
(as no amount of incentives will outweigh proof of solid
market fundamentals for most retailers), some limited
incentives particularly for tenant improvements and
working capital loans can be a deal-cincher in many
situations where a retailer is being courted by multiple
communities or where an extraordinary amount of
building renovations are needed. Therefore, the city
should set up basic façade grant/loan programs as well
as a micro (revolving) loan program prior to any sustained
recruitment effort.
The pursuit of (or assistance for) any chain retailers should
be accompanied by the implementation of urban design
guidelines that proscribe “urban format” planning and
architectural principles in order to protect or reinforce the
downtown aesthetic of San Benito. Sustained efforts to
lure them into the downtown may require a longer-term
strategy to increase the amount and density of housing
downtown under the old adage of “the best retail strategy
is a housing strategy.” Other tools include proactive
land assembly whereby suitable sites are “served-up” to
prospective users either with or without price discounts
absorbed by the city.
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The previous chapters of the San Benito Downtown Revitalization Plan
attempted to set the stage for why downtowns are still important in an era
that seems to favor auto-oriented development. The chapters also included
a list of concerns and opportunities identified in the early public engagement
meetings, and sets a vision for the future. This chapter is intended to provide
greater detail and analysis on several of those issues and opportunities, and
to provide solutions (i.e., action steps) that can be implemented over the
horizon of this plan.
In particular, this chapter details physical improvements (e.g., streetscape
and other site-specific improvements), economic development strategies
(e.g., incubators and a housing component), and other recommendations
(e.g., cultural placemaking, branding, and marketing initiatives) that are
intended to target downtown improvement using a comprehensive and
multi-dimensional approach. Indeed, not pursuing a comprehensive and
multi-dimensional approach is probably one of the biggest mistakes that
many jurisdictions make when trying to revitalize their downtowns. While
important, sole reliance on one-dimensional improvement programs (e.g.,
facade face lifts), are oftentimes not enough to overcome a complex set of
problems that are plaguing downtown environments.

3.2

As part of several early engagements with downtown stakeholders, a “maps and markers” exercise
was used to help identify various issues and opportunities affecting downtown San Benito.

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

Overview
There is no single, silver-bullet strategy to regenerate
a struggling downtown. It requires a focus on new
programs as well as physical projects. A sustained
revitalization effort will require multi-pronged efforts
to enhance the public domain with investments in
basic public amenities, and working to improve the
condition of existing buildings with a “carrots and sticks”
combination of proactive building code enforcement
and publicly sanctioned grants and loans. Additional
measures include providing access to a wide compliment
of business assistance services, including low-interest
loans for certain businesses to set up shop or expand
in downtown San Benito, along with proactive efforts
to expand the amount and density of housing options
in the downtown and to improve its quality. The latter
may require direct intervention by the city (or its Housing
Authority) to acquire, clear, market and/or co-develop
mixed-use/income developments in instances where the
private market is slow to react.
Topping-off these basic programs is a strategy to elevate
the cultural identity and city “brand” of San Benito.
This can be done by capitalizing upon its location on
the Resaca, and its connection to Conjunto music, to
carve-out a stronger cultural niche for itself that will drive
visitation and investment and provide a platform for
future city branding and marketing.

These discussions formed the basis of the following
themes. Each contains a series of planning principals,
analysis of the issue or opportunity, and a set of action
steps which may occur over the plan horizon. Priority
actions and next steps are identified in Chapter 4,
Implementation. The themes are:
Physical improvements;
Business incubation;
Housing as retail-driver;
Cultural “placemaking;”
Branding & marketing; and,
Capacity expansion.

PHYSICAL IMPROVEMENTS
Key Concepts:
Trail connections to Resaca;
Enhanced streetscape on Sam Houston Boulevard;
Permanent, stylized public market facility;
Historic/cultural “landmarking;”
Entry signs and wayfinding;
Cultural center as public square; and,

Mitigated (incented) code enforcement.
ADOPTED 08.16.2016 - SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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The physical improvement components of a downtown plan
should attempt to balance the following objectives:
DOWNTOWN OBJECTIVES:
Protecting and enhancing the downtown’s historic or otherwise unique character;
Developing new buildings and adapting existing buildings to create an urban character (i.e., a sense of
enclosure) which host uses that attract people;
Enhancing the pedestrian environment, while still accommodating automobiles;
Maintaining a human scale through the design of streetscapes, buildings, and public spaces;
Ensuring a safe atmosphere that protects pedestrians, in particular, from crime and automobiles;
Maximizing downtown’s aesthetic qualities to make it more appealing and interesting; and,
Creating a diverse mixture of people, uses, and activities to make the downtown vibrant.
These objectives not only are based upon a consensus of downtown experts but also seem to be what people
perceive a “good downtown” to be, as reflected in hundreds of public input sessions from across the country.
Source: Philip L. Walker, Downtown Planning for Smaller and Midsized Cities.
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3.4

By themselves, physical public improvements should
never be seen as constituting “the plan” as a whole. That
said, new investments in streetscape and infrastructure
can set the stage for private investment, especially in
areas that have not seen any new development for quite
some time. It sends a strong message that the city is
serious about redevelopment and is willing to spend its
own money to get things rolling.
As shown in Figure 3.1, Downtown Opportunity Analysis
(on pages 6-7), there are a number of leading public
amenity investments that can help set the stage for the
revitalization of downtown San Benito. It is important
to note that these are “leading” investments only. By
themselves, they shouldn’t be seen as completing
the plan absent many of the more programmatic
recommendations also discussed later in this chapter.
Probably the most important of the recommended public
enhancements is connecting downtown to the city’s
most remarkable asset - the Resaca - via multiple bike/
ped connections. Perhaps the most obvious of these is
alongside (or in) the excess rail right-of-way that bisects
downtown and extends to the resaca, which is displayed
in Figure 3.2, Market District and Linear Park (on pages
8-9).

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

Similar to what has already been achieved with the
Veteran’s Memorial, the city should begin discussions
with the Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR) to transform this
underused asset into a linear park feature that could be
used as a passive, tree-shaded promenade connecting
downtown to the Resaca. It could also be used to stage
permanent public market stalls that could serve doubleduty as shaded public parking during non-market days.
The facility could also be used for art/craft fairs or auctions
that could bring life to downtown throughout the year.
With food being such a vital part of local culture, centrally
located public markets have become almost de rigueur
for communities like San Benito seeking to accentuate
a special cultural identity. A permanent, highly visible
public market facility can be an important cultural marker
that helps reinforce and add legitimacy to a distinct local
culture brand.
Another prominent recommended physical improvement
is an enhanced streetscape scheme on the main section
of Sam Houston Boulevard between Robertson and
Stenger Streets. As displayed in Figure 3.3, Sam Houston
Boulevard - Streetscape Concept (on pages 10-11), and
Figure 3.4, Sam Houston Boulevard - Street Cross-Section
(on pages 12-13), the improvements would include
specially accented crosswalks, stylized lighting, lane
narrowing and a palm-planted median to replace the

city’s once distinctive palm trees (“Las Palmas”) that lined
Sam Houston Boulevard. Another distinctive amenity on
the city’s main drag would be special misted sections of
sidewalk (including misted outdoor seating in restaurants)
that itself could become an attraction that would help
drive activity and store sales in the immediate area.
Finally, as displayed in Figure, 3.5, Park Plaza Concept (on
page 14), the city should explore the financial feasibility
of doing a thorough re-design of the cultural center park/
plaza transforming it into a genuine, ornamental town
square that could be used for a variety of active and
passive uses throughout the year.
Another important physical improvement that is
oftentimes considered, is the enhancement of the
“gateways” into downtown and public space, art, and
interpretation throughout downtown. See Figure 3.6,
Establishing Gateways and Place (on page 15). Gateways
are particularly important as downtowns, by their very
nature, exhibit a different character of development
than is found anywhere else in the city. Accordingly,
gateways into the downtown should have equal priority
as those gateways which are placed to identify entrance
into the city limits. For downtown areas, these entrances
into downtown can take many forms. When available,
using existing buildings or structures can be used for
these purposes and sometimes has a secondary benefit
of improving a view that might have otherwise been
unsightly. The addition of well-designed public space, art,
and interpretation is another tool which helps to frame
and enhance the character of downtown. These areas
oftentimes epitomize the very soul of who San Benito
really is. Currently, the city has a fantastic example in
the Veteran’s Memorial right in the center of downtown.
The mural in Dick Welch Park also contributes to the
ambiance of downtown while at the same time providing
an urban pedestrian refuge and seating area. In this case,
however, the space itself could benefit from additional
maintenance and/or a entire update.
From a more programmatic standpoint, the city should
continue (or expand) to fund and implement a façade
loan/grant program for building owners and tenants
that are able to make a personal matching investment
and are willing to follow a basic set of building design
standards. These standards would limit or preclude the
use of EFIS and other non-traditional building materials,
and preserve or restore basic storefront features such as
rooflines and parapets, window and door proportions
and transparency, and the correct placement and
sizes of signs. See Figure 3.7, Robertson Street Facade
Improvements (on page 16). A similar fund could also
be established for interior tenant improvements where
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Historically, institutional uses, such as City Halls and other government buildings, were the primary
anchors for downtowns. They oftentimes were designed and constructed using architectural detailing
that embodied the essence of democracy and the civic realm. Today, as more and more people long
to identify with a sense of place, maintaining civic places like these in the downtown is becoming
increasingly more important to provide connections to a community’s past and a focal point for
continued civic engagement and pride.
financial need can be demonstrated either through a
shortage of available financial resources (tenant) or a
marginal or negative rental pro-forma (leasor).
One possible way of implementing the above program
is through the National Main Street program which
provides a general template for technical assistance
programming and overall downtown management. Entry
into the program requires a commitment and strategy
for historic preservation and a willingness to implement
a comprehensive, hands-on downtown management
program (i.e., special events, public safety, propertyowner outreach, downtown marketing, etc.). Although
the program can impose certain administrative burdens,
it does offer some outside funding sources that can
supplement or neutralize any financial obligations to the
city.
Finally, and perhaps more controversially, the city should
implement a pro-active code enforcement regime that
could be partially softened by the above programs
and a more flexible, cooperative and case-sensitive
management approach. City building department staff
should receive a refresher course in customer service
training and be compelled to problem-solve in a spirit of
collaboration and cooperation with motivated propertyowners.
SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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ACTION STEPS:
Begin discussions with UPRR on acquiring excess
right-of-way for linear park connection between
downtown and the Resaca trails;
Poll downtown merchants and farmers market
vendors about specific location and amenities for
permanent market facility;
Develop budget item and issue consultant RFP for
wayfinding plan and design (also discussed later);
Consult with the Texas Historical Commission
on possibly becoming a National Main Street
community;
Begin discussions with TXDOT on traffic-calming and
downtown bypass options for Sam Houston Blvd;
Continue or expand the façade grant program and
create a simple design guideline booklet laying out
specific eligibility and matching criteria; and,
Consider customer service training for city inspection
staff and implement pro-active code enforcement
campaign. Consider implementing neutral-party
appeals/mediation process.

ADOPTED 08.16.2016
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Figure 3.1 Downtown Opportunity Analysis
Potential infill sites
Potential community
signage at Silo facade

Entrance park
feature
Potential warehouse
renovation for
potential indoor
market use

Linear park
enhancement

Potential renovation
of historic building for
cultural venue

Downtown core focus area
and traffic calming features
Potential hotel
renovation or reuse
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Streetscape
enhancement

LEGEND
Downtown study area
Facade renovation
focus area

Downtown focus nodes
Park / civic gathering space

Streetscape
enhancement

Trail / sidewalk connection
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COMMERCIAL CORE: SAM HOUSTON BOULEVARD
Trail connection and
enhanced sidewalk
route

•
•
•
•

Intersection accents;
Historic restoration and reuse;
Incentives and enforcement; and,
Streetscape enhancements.

CIVIC PROMENADES:
NARCISSO MARTINEZ CULTURAL CENTER GREEN AND
ROWSTON STREET
•
•
•
•
Park space renovation for
potential indoor market use

On-street bike lanes

Staging ground for civic events;
Creation of public open spaces;
Continuous landscape terrace; and,
Ampitheater for performances (located at Cultural Center).

MARKET DISTRICT : ROWSTON STREET
•
•
•
•
•

Permanent farmers market location to host Market Days;
District branding;
Improved and enhanced pedestrian and bicycle access;
Improved parking areas; and,
Market sheds used for covered public parking on non-market days
while linear park in use.

TARGET REINVESTMENT AREA:
SAM HOUSTON BOULEVARD AND ROBERTSON STREET
•
•
•
•
•

Repurpose, reuse and restoration of buildings with loyal tenets;
Proactive code enforcement;
Infill housing;
Facade enhancements; and,
Enhance pedestrian and bicycle access.

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

DOWNTOWN FOCAL POINTS
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Figure 3.2 Market District and Linear Park
DESIGN IMPROVEMENT ELEMENTS

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

A. Enhanced sidewalk connections from Stenger Street to park;
B. Multi-use trail connects to Resaca Heavin Trails;
C. Linear shade structure for vendor setup;
D. Natural buffer plantings;
E. Seating nodes;
F. Open lawn (for festival market and market events, tents, and flexible use);
G. Enhanced pedestrian crosswalk;
H. Entrance signage features; and,
I. Decorative fencing at railroad.
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These are examples of permanent, highly visible public market facilities used to formally designate space for
routine cultural gathering within downtown. Some jurisdictions design them in a manner that provides for covered
parking spaces on days that are not market days. Similar to the proposed location in San Benito (below), the
photo (above and on the right) depicts a market pavilion that directly abuts an active railroad. For San Benito,
a similar market pavilion (C) could be developed using the same design and architectural specifications of the
Veteran’s War Memorial across the street.
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Figure 3.3 Sam Houston Boulevard - Streetscape Concept
DESIGN IMPROVEMENT ELEMENTS
A. Decorative street lights to replace existing fixtures;
B. Accent paving bands to patch electrical conduit work;
C. Enhanced pedestrian crossings;
D. Planted median;
E. Reduce width of travel lanes (from 12 ft. to 11 ft. for traffic calming); and
F. Enhance signage features.

EXISTING CONDITIONS

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

PROPOSED

3.11
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People visit downtown areas predominantly for the
different “experience” of being in a more urban,
pedestrian-friendly environment. Well-planned and
demarcated crosswalks provide safe opportunities
for pedestrians (and notifications to motorists) to truly
“walk” and patronize businesses in the entire downtown
area.

San Benito’s predominantly warm and sunny climate
makes it a perfect place for outdoor dining. Even on
hot, sunny days, outdoor misting systems and a little bit
of shade provide sufficient relief for year-round dining.
Photo courtesy: rapidcool.com
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Figure 3.4 Sam Houston Boulevard - Street Cross-Section
EXISTING
CONDITIONS

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

PROPOSED
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A. Decorative street lights to replace existing fixtures;
B. Accent paving bands to patch electrical conduit work; and,
C. Planted median created by reducing traffic lane widths.

WHAT ARE COMPLETE STREETS?
Complete streets are designed and operated to enable
safe access for all users, including pedestrians, bicyclists,
motorists, and transit users of all ages and ability. While
important everywhere, Complete Street design is
particularly important in downtown urban environments
where the entire economic framework is set up to have
patrons and other visitors walk safely from on-street parking
and from business to business; otherwise, downtown
businesses will never be able to truly compete against
the auto-oriented style of development that is found
elsewhere in the city and everywhere in the U.S. Elements
of Complete Streets include:
• Sidewalks;
• Bike lanes;
• Special bus lanes;
• Comfortable and accessible public transportation
stops;
• Frequent and safe crossing opportunities;
• Median lanes or pedestrian refuges;
• Accessible pedestrian signals;
• Curb extensions; and,
• Narrower travel lanes.

ON-STREET BIKE LANES?

As signified by the intensely used Resaca Trails in Kennedy
Park, San Benito residents want to get out and enjoy the
city and its amenities, socialize, and otherwise participate
in community life. Today, many drive to the park in early
mornings, late evenings, and during all hours of the day.
Providing connections between the places where people
live and the places they want to go - adds a new dimension of
livability to the city - one that can also contribute to the use
of downtown amenities (e.g., restaurants), the attendance
of special events, and overall economic competitive of the
city.
As delineated on Figure 3.1, Downtown Opportunity
Analysis, an on-street bike lane is proposed along Stenger
Street, connecting the residential areas to the north and
south to the downtown area and Heavin Resaca Trails. See
Chapter 3, Mobility, of the overall Comprehensive Plan for
additional information.

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

DESIGN IMPROVEMENT ELEMENTS
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Figure 3.5 Plaza Park Concept

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

DESIGN IMPROVEMENT ELEMENTS
A. Water splash fountain feature;
B. Performance stage venue (with restrooms and storage rooms);
C. Arbor shade feature;
D. Oval walkway;
E. Seating / art plaza;
F. Open lawn (for festival market and market events, tents, and flexible use); and,
G. Enhanced sidewalk connection to downtown feature areas.
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FRAMING THE DOWNTOWN ENTRY
A key recommended improvement to downtown is to incorporate downtown entry signage at key gateways into
the city. As seen in the below photo, the entryway signage can be more than street signs; one of the several
“front doors” to downtown can be signified by murals painted on city-owned (and in some cases, privatelyowned) property. In San Benito, a downtown entry opportunity exists along Robertson Street.

PUBLIC SPACE, ART,
AND INTERPRETATION

While downtowns could exist without public spaces, art, and interpretation,
these additions oftentimes epitomize the soul of downtown. They add to
the ambiance created by downtown and make it more interesting and
special.

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

Figure 3.6 Establishing Gateways and Place
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Figure 3.7 Robertson Street - Facade Improvements

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

This is an example of the types of facade treatments that could be incorporated within building design
standards for downtown San Benito, especially along Robertson Street, to promote its unique historic
character.

“

Historic buildings
help to differentiate
the downtown from
other ‘products’ in the
marketplace.
- Philip L. Walker

3.17
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An example of a downtown district that has coordinated collective efforts to preserve storefront
features.

BUSINESS INCUBATION

goal would be to position downtown San Benito as the
destination for creative entrepreneurs from throughout
the Lower Rio Grande Valley.

Key Concepts:
Revolving-micro loans;
Educational & technical resources; and,
Mentoring & matchmaking.
A thriving downtown depends in great part on a vibrant
retail scene characterized by low commercial vacancy and
a good assortment of local businesses serving a primarily
local market. Achieving this desired state generally
requires the deliberate application and concentration
of local business resources to the common problem
of high downtown commercial vacancies. In addition
to basic façade grants and the Main Street program
previously mentioned, the city should work to create a
“total” environment conducive to business formation.
This includes special loan funds not commonly available
elsewhere in the region and access to special technical
resources available through business resource networks
such as the Small Business Development Center (SBDC) at
UT Pan American or those organized locally. The ultimate
SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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Reaching this status will require that the city provide
access to a complete package of business development
resources not commonly found in other communities
in the region. At a minimum, this would include wellcapitalized revolving and/or micro-loan programs with
fairly lenient underwriting criteria. In addition, the city
either by itself or through partnerships with the SBDC,
the Lower Rio Grande Valley Development Council,
the Lower Rio Grande Valley Certified Development
Co., the Tri County Business Women’s Group, and the
Rio Grande Valley Partnership, should provide on-site
technical assistance in a host of areas including: business
planning, small business marketing (including the use
of social media), basic bookkeeping and budgeting,
merchandising and free or steeply discounted legal
services to downtown small businesses. Ideally, this will
all occur in the proposed city-owned EDC office and
small business incubator. See Figure 3.8, EDC Office and
Business Incubator (on page 18).

ADOPTED 08.16.2016
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Figure 3.8 EDC Office and Business Incubator
Entrepreneurship is a powerful force driving
innovation, productivity, job creation and
economic growth. Studies show that places with
a high level of entrepreneurial activity tend to
be better off economically. The challenge is
that 50 percent of all new small businesses fail;
often because they lack sufficient financing,
business networks and skilled employees in
their early days. Young organizations face
many vulnerabilities and liabilities. They may
lack sufficient financing, business networks and
skilled employees in their early days. They may
still be having problems ensuring consistent
production quality. It takes time to develop
a reputation in the market and a stable set of
customers and suppliers.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP ECOSYSTEMS

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

Business incubators reduce the risk of small
business failures, reporting success rates as
high as 87 percent. Business accelerators and
incubators provide innovative, early-stage
entrepreneurs with resources, facilities and
expertise to help them develop their business
plans and seek follow-on financing. They play
an important role in the venture capital system,
helping innovators gain strategic advantage
in a competitive international marketplace.
To retain these start ups, according to the
Harvard Business Review, the new holy grail
for governments is to create an environment
that nurtures and sustains entrepreneurship, or
an “Entrepreneurship Ecosystem.” There
is a growing amount of
evidence that business
incubation
should
be
tailored to a community’s
character, needs and
desires – there’s
no magic bullet.
According
to
Forbes,
each
entrepreneurship
ecosystem
is
unique,
each
being the result of

the hundreds of elements interacting in complex
ways. However, there are some basic elements that
tend to appear in most ecosystems, including: (1)
physical space; (2) business incubation services;
(3) partnerships with governments, universities
and business organizations; and (4) some form of
government fiscal support.

SAN BENITO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
CORPORATION (EDC) OFFICE AND
BUSINESS INCUBATOR
For the time being, San Benito’s Economic
Development Corporation (EDC) office will be
located within City Hall. Future plans call for
relocating the EDC to an empty building within
Downtown. The building must be large enough
to accommodate the proposed small business
incubator program. In conjunction with potential
small business loans, the small business incubator
is projected to house up to three newly formed
small businesses, that will be able to temporarily
utilize affordable space and have on-site access
to the technical resources necessary to get these
businesses off the ground. The new EDC office
and small business incubator could include the
following:
EDC offices and executive board room;
three small business incubator offices;
Work room (printers, faxes, and other small
business accessory needs;
~100 seat learning center; and,
Much more.
Combined with other economic
development
programs
offered by the city, this
new resource could have a
significant impact on
bringing new locallygrown businesses to
downtown San Benito.
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“Build it and they will come” is not a viable strategy in today’s economy, and simply trying to recruit
outside businesses such as national chains into downtown is a dubious path to follow. Downtown’s revival
is more likely to occur by making it a hotbed of local entrepreneurial activity since it is local residents
who are more likely to appreciate the opportunities and create the types of businesses that will make
downtown distinctive. They will likely be more willing to make a go of it downtown provided that there
are incentives and programs to assist them along the way.
A critical piece of the revitalization strategy therefore should be to create conditions that will attract
and support local entrepreneurship. Besides the basics of affordable space, new entrepreneurs typically
need access to low interest loans and a variety of free or discounted professional services in order to
launch a new enterprise. These services range from helping put together a business plan, to legal,
marketing and financial advice, to administrative support. Typically, these are the types of services
available within a business incubator. Depending on how successful and utilized the space is within the
proposed new small business incubator, the EDC could consider an expanded model where support
is provided throughout the downtown (in other redeveloped office space), yet still providing the much
needed access to technical resources and other administrative support and training.
The city, perhaps through UT Pan American or with the help of the Lower Rio Grande Valley
Partnership could commit the necessary resources to designate all of downtown a special business
incubation zone. A range of free or nearly free services and low interest loan products should
be available to qualified applicants who have (or can be helped to create) a viable business plan
and can bring a minimum amount of their own equity to the table. These services should also be
available to existing businesses within the zone who wish to expand or to improve their businesses.
Local banks should be recruited to help shape the organizational structure and programs of the
incubation program and provide customized loan products.
Establishing San Benito as the go-to community for entrepreneurs in the community may require
additional resources (a “hook”) that are not widely available to other communities in the region.
One approach would be for the city to match or beat loan terms offered elsewhere within the
region. A somewhat more aggressive (and risky) strategy would be to allow would-be entrepreneurs
to leverage other widely available loan programs by offering city matching, stackable loan funds.
This has the advantage of out-sourcing much of the loan underwriting to the primary lender.
The city should also work with area property-owners to offer free or greatly reduced introductory
lease terms and sweat-equity deals with escalator clauses based on sales. A regularly maintained
on-line database of available commercial space with unit sizes and lease rates should be maintained
by the EDC or downtown/Main Street staff. A further step would be for staff to work to aggregate
smaller vendors and businesses and steer them to specific buildings that can either be economically
sub-divided or operated as common-area vendor stalls.
Funding for low interest loans can come from a revolving loan fund, perhaps capitalized through
a combination of TIRZ funding, CDBG funds, USDA sources, SBA grants, private donations and
pooled private bank loans. A number of national non-profit organizations such as the Kaufman
Foundation are also dedicated to encouraging entrepreneurship in disadvantaged areas and should
be solicited. Counselors in various business disciplines should be recruited to the board and/or be
contracted through such organizations as the SBA, SCORE, and UT Pan American. The city’s recent
$400,000 award from the USDA would be an obvious initial funding source for a revolving loan
program.
Finally, it is not enough just to have these programs and services available but they need to be made
known through various regional media, including economic development websites, chambers of
commerce, community development banks and college entrepreneurship programs.

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

INCUBATOR WITHOUT WALLS
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ACTION STEPS:
Consult with the SBDC at UTPA to establish a
satellite office (i.e., support or training staff) in San
Benito;
If unsuccessful in the above, work to form an allvolunteer local mentorship group (e.g., the San
Benito Business Resource Network) consisting
of knowledgeable, civic-minded, small business
leaders, bankers, lawyers and accountants who can
donate their time and expertise in helping local small
businesses in downtown San Benito;
Start a revolving loan gap financing program using
USDA grant resources, pooled bank loans, county
CDBG funds and/or city general funds;
Establish underwriting requirements for the program
and recruit a loan committee from among local
banking and business communities;
Maintain a list of available commercial properties
with specific information on size, price per square
foot and lease terms;
Work to facilitate flexible and discounted lease terms
on behalf of new or relocating businesses downtown;
Implement a “Buy Local” campaign;
Consider an aggressive tax abatement policy
for businesses and/or property-owners making
significant investments in land, buildings and
personal property downtown; and,
Encourage local businesses to form an association
possibly leading to special co-marketing
opportunities and events.

HOUSING AS RETAIL DRIVER

Expanding downtown’s residential base will initially
require some form of city facilitation in the form of
entitlements, monetary incentives and land assembly.
Property-owners should be encouraged to convert
upper floors of commercial buildings to residential use
or live-work units wherever feasible. The city should
set up a special residential conversion matching grant
program (using CDBG, general funds, TIRZ, etc.) to help
cover the often extraordinary costs associated with major
renovations and conversions including the need for
elevators to comply with ADA requirements (owners of
adjacent buildings can occasionally spread these costs
over several buildings by having one central elevator
core serve several interconnected buildings). Historic
and affordable housing tax credits can also be used to
offset these costs and the city should encourage more
historic building/district listings in order to leverage these
resources.
The city and/or the Housing Authority should work to
assemble and land-bank parcels for future mixed-income
housing development and identify larger adaptive reuse
opportunities such as the former Stonewall Jackson
Hotel. Upon controlling key properties, the city should
be prepared to serve them up to developers using a
combination of incentives including: free or discounted
land, federal tax credits, tax abatements, or tax increment
finance (TIRZ). See Figure 3.9, What is TIRZ Financing? (on
page 22).

ACTION STEPS:

Key Concepts:

Review the zoning ordinance to assure maximum
flexibility to incorporate urban-format housing in new
mixed-use and renovation projects including livework options;

Infill and conversion;
Mixed-income housing;
Live-work;and,
Housing incentives.
ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

downtown business community. Downtown residents
not only patronize local businesses, they also activate
downtown throughout the day and week, thus making
it feel safer and more inviting for visitors and other
prospective residents.

Creating a thriving business community downtown is as
much or more about building a local consumer base as
it is about providing loans and technical services. All of
the resources in the world won’t keep a business afloat
if there are simply not enough customers to support it.
Unless local businesses are positioned as destination
businesses with significant marketing resources and
“market reach” (a small minority of all businesses),
success will depend heavily on local consumer support.
Accordingly, building downtown’s residential (consumer)
community is a critical component of building a thriving

Conduct an independent housing market study to
gauge a supportable number of downtown units
(affordable and market-rate), rental rates, and
absorption;
Meet with key property-owners to assess their
interest in either renovating or selling their property
and under what terms;
Consult with the Texas Historical Commission on
feasibility and requirements of obtaining “official”
state or National Register recognition for key
downtown buildings or groups of buildings;

Work with Texas Historical Commission to conduct
a series of informational/technical workshops
(Continued on Page 3.23)
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Brookings (May 2012)

MORE CHOICE; CHANGING PREFERENCES:
This is an example of a more urban-style residential type of housing that could and should be
allowed on the fringes of downtown San Benito, in areas worthy of redevelopment. Several
potential redevelopment areas are centrally located between the heart of downtown San
Benito, the Heavin Resaca trails, and the proposed Resaca Walk project. As improvements are
made to these areas, this type of residential living will become increasingly more of an economic
attractor in the greater Lower Rio Grande Valley, particularly for younger generations, empty
nesters, or anyone who favors the walkability and accessibility to such things as the growing
trail system, downtown dining, or special events, etc.

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

“Emerging evidence points to a preference for mixed-use,
compact, amenity-rich, transit-accessible neighborhoods or
walkable places.”

3.22
ADOPTED 08.16.2016

-

SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN

End TIRZ

Revenues

Start TIRZ

Figure 3.9 What is TIRZ Financing?
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CREATION OF A TIRZ
Tax increment financing is one of the most powerful redevelopment tools available to
municipalities throughout the U.S. When used responsibly, it is a highly effective way to
partially fund infrastructure and lessen taxpayer burdens. TIRZs can fund hard and soft
costs associated with redevelopment, including land purchase, relocation costs, public
infrastructure, streetscape amenities, recreational facilities, developer cash incentives,
developer financing, marketing and brokerage fees, consultant fees, and staff salaries (or
portions thereof).
In establishing a TIRZ boundary, the City should attempt to avoid non-redevelopment
areas (especially single-family areas) where change is unlikely or unintended. Conversely,
the TIRZ should extend beyond the main redevelopment area where new, non-TIRZ
revenues can be anticipated and captured in the district.

3.23

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

An example of how a park with cultural amenities, such as an ampitheater creates a node of community
gathering in an urban area.

with interested building owners, contractors, and
architects on historic tax eligibility requirements;
Prepare multi-site developer solicitation for available,
city-controlled properties and issue to developers
and contractors throughout the Lower Rio Grande
Valley; and,
Establish building renovation/conversion matching
fund using a combination of general funds,
CBDG funds, or TIRZ. See Figure 3.9, What is TIRZ
Financing? (on page 22).

CULTURAL PLACEMAKING
Key Concepts:
Anchor institutions;
Event programming; and,
Food, music, and historic preservation.
With its historic connection to the border sounds of
Conjunto music, San Benito has a strong opportunity to
position itself as a key cultural hub within the Lower Rio
Grande Valley. Building this identity will require more
than just symbolic projects such as museums. It needs
to be reflected in the buildings, events, businesses and
sensory experiences that embody the city in a broader
sense.
With the newly planned Resaca Walk project, with its
proposed combined museum (i.e., the San Benito History

SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN

-

Museum, the Texas Conjunto Music Hall of Fame and
Museum, and the Freddy Fender Museum), the city is
smartly working to elevate regional outreach of these key
local institutions. The wayfinding and trail connections
discussed in the next section will be critical in tying the
museum to the heart of downtown, in order to foster
critical economic spillovers. The museum itself has the
potential to be an important catalyst in stimulating and
accelerating new downtown investments. To the extent
that these investments play directly off of this important
cultural installation (music stores, schools, live music
venues etc.) the city’s cultural identity continues to build
in a virtuous, self-reinforcing cycle.
Historic preservation is another important component
of downtown revitalization planning. In fact, the most
frequently cited favorite attribute of downtowns are
their historic character. Therefore, a comprehensive
and successful revitalization plan should be built upon
a foundation that undertakes all of the recommended
actions within this Plan, while never losing sight of the fact
that there are certain things that may be better preserved,
adapted, or reused; rather than redeveloped. That is
why the highly successful National Main Street program
uses historic preservation as one its basic foundational
principles.
San Benito has already taken proactive steps towards
preserving its historical and cultural heritage through
the adoption of a historic district (see Figure 3.10,
Historic Presevation (on page 24). This historic district lies

ADOPTED 08.16.2016
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Figure 3.10 Historic Preservation
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The Certified Local Government Program
(CLG) is a partnership between the National
Park Service, overseers of the National Trust
for Historic Preservation, and the State Historic
Preservation Office (SHPO) for annual funding
for activities such as architectural, historial,
archeological surveys; nominations to the
National Register of Historic Places; staff
work for historic preservation commissions;
design guidelines and preservation plans;
public outreach materials (e.g., publications,
videos, exhibits, and brochures); training
for commisison members and staff; and
rehabilitation or restoration of National Register
listed properties. CLG status for San Benito
could help leverage maximum benefit from the
National Main Street Program by devoting an
extra layer of technical assistance and potential
funding specifically for preservation-related
activities.

Bl
vd
.

CERTIFIED LOCAL GOVERNMENT
(CLG) PROGRAM

The Aztec building at 402 W. Robertson Street in San Benito is an example of a historic building that should
be both preserved and adapted for resuse. One potential reuse possibility is for a neighborhood market.

s.

77
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Another key cultural marker of any city is its local
food scene. Food is a social leveler. It offers highly
interactive communal experiences and allows strong
opportunities for regional distinction as well as individual
experimentation. Most cultural communities are also rich
in local flavor (literally), and are intentional in their efforts
to showcase food through special events and food-based
facilities (farmers markets, food courts, cook-offs, “taste
of” events, etc.).

BRANDING & MARKETING
Recruiting developers and new businesses requires
more than just serving up ripe development sites and
new incentive programs. The opportunities need to
be communicated and disseminated in a concise,
information-rich and stylized format using multiple media.
The messaging and packaging must also reflect and carry
the main themes of the city’s chosen “hook” or brand. In
San Benitio’s case, the brand should be informed by the
city’s unique identifiers: the Resaca, Conjunto music, the
international border, etc.
Too often marketing and branding efforts are done in a
complete vacuum without first building the underlying
foundation for economic development (which are usually
more project and program-based). It has been said that
“… branding is often something that communities do
when they don’t really know what to do.”

Creating a permanent farmers market facility as discussed
earlier will help buttress San Benito’s efforts to establish
itself as a cultural oasis within the Lower Rio Grande Valley.
A market provides another, highly visible stage-set for
cultural expression and can help drive further commercial
activity downtown. In effect, becomes another anchor
institution that helps further build the cultural “brand.”

Downtown
Parking

Another strong cultural identifier is the extent to which
a city protects and celebrates its history as expressed in
its historic districts and landmarks. This reality provides
further impetus for protecting and landmarking key
buildings and building groups as recommended earlier.

P

Resaca
Walk
Heavin Resaca
Trails

ACTION STEPS:
Work with area partners (e.g., San Benito EDC,
San Benito Historical Society, etc.) to promote and
protect historically significant sites downtown;
Provide education on historic preservation to
developers and land owners;
Consider adding additional historic presevation
standards to the zoning regulations;
Poll downtown merchants and farmers market
vendors about specific locations and amenities for a
permanent market facility; and,
Consult with the Texas Historical Commission
on possibly becoming a National Main Street
community; recruit a new cultural user/owner for
Flatiron building (i.e., live music).

Wayfinding should guide the movement of
people into and through a downtown as a
means of helping visitors to discover allof the
community’s assets.
SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN
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predominantly along an area that is several blocks wide
paralleling Sam Houston Boulevard and Rowston Street.
This district was established in 1995 at the urging of the
San Benito Historical Society and Chamber of Commerce.
Subsequent to this, there was a study undertaken to
inventory historical sites within the city - most of which lie
in close proximity to the downtown area. Some of these
are now identifed with historical marker designations,
including such sites as: San Benito Post Office, Stonewall
Jackson Hotel, Aztec Building, among others.
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Advanced Downtown Development Tools
MERCHANTS ASSOCIATION
These are typically private, self-organizing bodies that come together to promote their mutual
interests in protecting, promoting and enhancing the downtown business environment. Usual
activities include co-marketing efforts, special event planning, and occasionally applying
pressure on city government to modify or enforce ordinances or perform special services.
Their budgets are usually dues-based and they rely almost entirely on their own membership
to perform volunteer services. They may or may not operate under a management board
structure. Occasionally, their work will be assisted by city staff.

ANALYSIS & RECOMMEND.

PUBLIC IMPROVEMENT (MANAGEMENT) DISTRICT (PID)
This is a type of special financing mechanism whereby downtown businesses essentially agree
to tax themselves extra in order to pay for special amenities or services within a designated
area (i.e., the area comprised of the participating businesses). They operate much like a
homeowners association in terms of how they are funded except that membership can
sometimes be optional. PIDs represent a somewhat advanced form of a merchants association
in that they have a stronger funding structure and a functioning board of directors. They also
often have paid staff. Typical things that PIDs finance include: additional streetscape features;
special events; special maintenance and private security crews. There is virtually no limit
however to what a PID can help pay for. A PID in downtown Killeen, Texas, for instance, could
be used to run a free or discounted shuttle service between Fort Hood and downtown to
better “capture” this large market.

3.27

ACTION STEPS:
Create a downtown-specific website showcasing
places and events, and including a current database
of available properties and economic development
programs;
Develop a budget item and issue a consultant RFP
for wayfinding plan and design;
Develop a general downtown marketing brochure
highlighting the city’s central geographic location, its
traditional “Main Street” downtown, the Resaca and
its growing cultural focus (music, water, food);
Budget for the hiring of a marketing/branding firm to
develop thematic focus and collateral materials;

the lead staff and work in a supporting role in securing
grants and in-kind services (i.e., web design, printing).
Once a leadership group has coalesced, day-to-day
management may eventually be spun-off to a self-funded
Main Street Manager or PID Director (see Chapter 4,
Implementation). This position may also be funded either
partially or in-whole by the City/EDC on a permanent or
semi-permanent basis.
The role of the downtown manager will run the gamut
from business recruitment and retention to event
planning and just about everything in-between. The
person must be versatile, highly resourceful, knowledable
about various funding opportunities and regionally
available entrepreneurship programs, and respected by
the downtown business community. They must also be
capable of bringing together and leading ad hoc project
management teams.

ACTION STEPS:

Create sales cut-sheets on key buildings/properties
for sale or lease; and,

Create a downtown development committee
to review the recommendations of the plan and
prioritize projects based on their perception of needs
and available, leveragable resources;

In conjunction with a proposed Main Street/
Downtown Manager (below), develop a social media
platform and regularly broadcast news items about
downtown.

Conduct meetings of downtown business/propertyowners, developers and community leaders to help
build ownership and assess their willingness and
“energy” to participate;

CAPACITY EXPANSION
San Benito, like many cities of its size, runs with a fairly
lean, thinly-spread staff. Therefore, many of the abovelisted recommendations will likely not happen quickly
unless the city expands its capacity to design and
implement new projects and programs. Building new
capacity can either mean the city adding new dedicated
staff to carry-out various aspects of the plan, or it can
mean leveraging previously untapped outside resources
– or both. Many of the plan’s recommendations are
intended to do the latter; however, there still needs to
be a de-facto downtown project manager supported by
a helpful and motivated cadre of volunteers and/or parttime staff to move the plan forward in a systematic way.
The city will need to lead this effort at least initially until a
more organic, self-supporting management structure can
take hold.

Consult with Texas Historical Commission on possibly
becoming a National Main Street community (also
referenced above); and,
Meet with the Small Business Development
Center (SBDC) at UT-Pan American to assess their
willingness and capacity to open/move satellite
center in/to downtown San Benito (also referenced

To get things started the city should form an interim
downtown project management team. The team’s
purpose, over an approximately nine to 12-month period,
would be to prioritize projects, assess personnel needs
and develop an execution strategy. Besides city staff
and the EDC, the downtown management team should
also consist of motivated downtown merchants, bankers,
and property-owners who can help guide and advise
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Therefore it would be a mistake to launch a branding/
marketing campaign by itself without first making
progress on many of the action items previously listed.
In other words, the city needs to get more prep-work
completed to both justify the marketing effort and use it
to announce recent successes.

4
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Implementation
While the San Benito Downtown Revitalization Plan contains a strategic
vision and dozens of recommendations to move forward, its success will be
dependent on the community’s prioritization, sequencing, and community
and political will to take the necessary steps to bring it to fruition. This is
essential given that each step requires proactive decision-making, an
investment of human capital and funding, and day-to-day management - all
of which are critical implementation components.
The plan, in and of itself, only provides the guiding framework to get from
vision to reality. While important, it is not the most important step. Rather,
it is the implementation of the plan that is oftentimes the most difficult to
undertake. In essence, the plan simply lays out the strategic next steps to
move forward. With regard to the future of San Benito’s downtown - it will
require a series of actions that are intended to be “implemented” over the
next 10 to 15 years and beyond. The work will require a concerted effort of
public and private partners and a mix of types of implementation actions,
including new city policies and programs, regulatory improvements, physical
design and capital expenditures, etc.
If successful, San Benito will be able to make significant progress in the
downtown area which will then be able to be capitalized on to improve the
quality of life and economic attractiveness of the entire city.

n

4.2

An early maps and markers exercise was held as part of a project kickoff exercise to help identify
downtown-related issues and opportunities for improvement.

Introduction
Turning a plan into reality requires much more than
adoption. The community must commit to long-term
implementation, lasting up to 10 to 15 years. The plan
will require a firm financial commitment from city leaders
and proactive efforts to get unproductive real estate
back to contributing to the tax rolls; which may include
city assistance and expanded staffing to assist these
important redevelopment undertakings.

IMPLEMENTATION

A project of this scale will come together in phases over
the course of many years. Redevelopment, however,
is not a linear process that unfolds in a predictable
sequence. Instead, it is inherently opportunistic, timesensitive, and fraught with unforeseen obstacles. Staff
must be prepared to veer from the playbook if special
opportunities arise that can accelerate desired outcomes
or forestall future problems.
As stated earlier, plan implementation will be aided by
programs and activities affecting the entire community
and downtown, with the intent of improving the overall
business climate. These include investments in the public
infrastructure, formation of a project management team
and meetings with property owners, grant writing and

solicitation, marketing and outreach, and other services
that are intended to help the private sector invest
and reinvest (e.g., the formation of a Tax Increment
Reinvestment Zone) in creating a vibrant and livable
downtown (see Figure 4.1, Development Ramp, below).
Positioning downtown as the hub of public life and local
entrepreneurship will help add vitality, instill investor
confidence, and help build the market for new housing
and mixed-use buildings in the study area.

PUBLIC INVESTMENTS
The city will need to make a significant, up-front
infrastructure investment in order to attract the desired
types of projects and investors to the site. It is difficult
to get developers and investors to believe in the vision
until they see someone - such as the city or a major
property owner - take the lead. Like any investment, it is
intended to generate returns that well exceed the original
cost. In making these investments, however, the city will
need to be strategic, measured, and pragmatic to avoid
overextending itself financially. Rather than building
everything all at once, adding new public infrastructure
and amenities should be timed to coincide, as much as
possible, with tax revenues increases.

ADOPTED 08.16.2016
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IMPLEMENTATION

COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP
City staff must be prepared to assume a strong “project management” role that involves
interdepartmental mediation, public education, marketing, developer recruitment, negotiation,
and overall “keeper of the vision.” The role requires a high degree of resourcefulness, creativity,
salesmanship, and the ability to serve as an intermediary between developers, ﬁnanciers, property
owners, and elected officials. It also requires city departments and staff to let go of their entrenched
self-interests and start to work collaboratively to achieve key milestones.

FORMATION OF PROJECT MANAGEMENT
TEAM (PMT)
A critical aspect of approaching a project of this magnitude
is building the capacity of city staff to lead and manage
it. In the absence of hiring additional staff or on-call
consultants (with specialized expertise in redevelopment
planning and implementation), the city will need to rely on
the help of community leaders with valuable knowledge
of development finance, construction management,
project management, grant writing/solicitation, real
estate development/ brokerage, marketing, and land use
law. Therefore, enlisting the philanthropic community,
business leaders, and volunteer professionals is an
important first step in the redevelopment effort.
A collection of individuals with these types of talents
will need to meet regularly to apportion some of the
workload and manage the schedule. PMT members
should be selected not only on the basis of their
specialized knowledge, but also on their willingness to
assume responsibility for some of the work effort. Ideally,
they would be non-political, non-conﬂicted communityminded individuals willing to commit to at least one year
of service. This may involve up to twice-monthly meetings
and 50 to 100 hours of volunteer work.

Generally speaking, the size of the PMT should not exceed
10 to 12 community members. Special subcommittees
of three to four individuals each may also be needed to
accomplish special tasks that don’t need the full group’s
involvement (e.g., grant identification and writing, website
development, etc.).

PROPERTY OWNER MEETINGS
At the outset of implementation, city staff will need to
reach out individually to key property/business owners
within the study area who did not participate in the
workshops and public meetings leading up to this
plan. While some property owners will welcome new
changes (and the appreciation of property values that
will result), others may be resistant. Regardless, the city
and EDC need to build support for the plan and identify
opportunities for early action projects, and first-movers,
that will generate further activity.

GRANT AND CORPORATE SPONSORSHIP
SOLICITATION
The leveraging of state and federal grants for the plan’s
public infrastructure components is critical in accelerating
the plan and reducing local costs. Soon after the plan’s
completion, city officials should arrange individual
Continued on Page 6
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Figure 4.1 Development Ramp
REDEVELOPMENT RAMP UP
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Plan implementation requires proactive
city leadership to lay the physical and
political groundwork necessary to
catalyze private-sector development. A
project of this scale will come together in
multiple phases over the course of many
years.
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POTENTIAL REVENUE STREAMS
GRANTS
~20%

GO DEBT
~45%

The community will need to pursue multiple revenue streams to
implement the San Benito Downtown Revitalization Plan. This
diagram indicates general percentages for funding sources.

TIRZ
~30%

GENERAL COORDINATION AND PROGRAMMING

blic
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Improvements
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Downtown Improvement Association or District. Collaborate
with business owners to develop an improvement association (i.e.,
voluntary private non-profit with dues) or a business improvement
district (i.e., mandatory public agency with assessments). Case
studies from other small towns indicate that a cohesive privatesector entity in partnership with the public sector is usually
required for revitalization success. The organization can lead or
facilitate capital improvements, maintenance, and programming.

n
uc tio

Business Finance Programs. Partner with area financial and
educational institutions, including continued or expanded
cooperation with the San Benito Economic Development
Corporation to expand the range of economic development
programs available to downtown businesses. Examples of such
programs including increases or modifications to the revolving
loan fund, micro-lending program, and enhanced business
counseling and technical services.
Public-Private Partnerships. Recognize that revitalizing
downtown will require the formation of a public-private
partnership among the public sector, property owners, and
businesses. Each participant must be willing to expend time,
money, and effort. Before risking capital, the private sector
will need to be convinced of the public sector’s commitment
to implement change and provide resources where and when
appropriate. That said, public sector efforts and expenditures
will have little impact if downtown’s private sector interests are
not committed to the revitalization objectives.
Code Enforcement. The downtown area will struggle to attract
new residents and businesses if the appearance and structural
condition of buildings is of significantly lower quality than is
available elsewhere. This is especially true for retail businesses
that fear loss of inventory due to building deterioration. While the
city does not want to encourage demolition of properties (unless
they are beyond financial or physical repair), the city should exert
pressure on property owners to keep buildings up to code.

IMPLEMENTATION

OTHER
~5%

4.6

meetings with the area’s elected representatives and
appropriate state and federal agencies to solicit their help
in identifying and securing grants for public infrastructure,
hazard mitigation, and economic development. Cost
estimates for individual elements should be developed
ahead of these meetings, and local funding sources (e.g.,
GO debt, TIRZ) clearly identified before approaching
prospects.

MARKETING AND BROKERAGE
In order to generate the widest possible interest in the
project among the best qualified developers, the city
will need to develop professionally produced marketing
materials and disseminate them through various channels.
These include traditional and nontraditional marketing
collateral (e.g., printed brochures, trade magazine
advertisements, e-blasts, websites). The content of the
materials should be concise and include both communityand site-speciﬁc project information, key plan graphics,
demographics highlights, information on incentives and
the desired qualiﬁcations of developers. The materials
should direct inquires to a dedicated project website
where additional information can be obtained.

CREATION OF A TIRZ
Moving beyond some of the basic revitalization efforts
already described, the city, in the near future, may need
to advance to a more aggressive downtown revitalization
effort involving direct city involvement in land assembly/
control and the use of tax increment ﬁnancing. TIF is one
of the most powerful redevelopment tools available to
municipalities throughout the U.S. When used responsibly,
it is a highly effective way to partially fund infrastructure
and lessen taxpayer burdens. TIRZ can fund hard and
soft costs associated with redevelopment, including
land purchase, relocation costs, public infrastructure,
streetscape amenities, recreational facilities, developer
cash incentives, developer ﬁnancing, marketing and
brokerage fees, consultant fees, and staff salaries (or
portions thereof).

IMPLEMENTATION

In establishing a TIRZ boundary, the city should attempt
to avoid non-redevelopment areas (especially singlefamily areas) where change is unlikely or unintended.
Conversely, the TIRZ should extend beyond the main
redevelopment area where new, non-TIRZ revenues can
be anticipated and captured in the district.
The means in which the city uses TIRZ ﬁnancing will
ultimately depend on how much new taxable value will be
created in each project phase (as well as the availability of
other sources to fund basic infrastructure). Another factor
will be other developer subsidies that the city can bring
to the table such as free land and/or tax abatements, etc.
Given the city’s modest building densities and the city’s

low tax rates, it is unrealistic to think that a new TIRZ will
ﬁnance everything on its own (e.g., new infrastructure,
land purchases, and developer cash incentives).
In the end, the city will have to determine its short- and
long- term capacity to offer incentives. It may have to
over-subsidize the initial phase(s) with the hope that it can
be reimbursed in the latter ones. This can sometimes be
justified in order to reduce developer risk on the front end
as the market is being established. Later phases typically
receive less since they are generally less risky. Because
TIRZs have built-in expiration dates, it is generally not
wise to officially establish the district until projects are
ready to be implemented and revenues captured.

DEVELOPER SOLICITATION & SELECTION
Because of the extensive opportunities already presented
to developers in the region, it is recommended that the
city not initiate any future developer solicitation process
with a formal RFP/Q. Instead, it should initially attempt
to generate as much interest with as little process and
formality as possible. If a good ﬁt is found quickly, the city
should be prepared to enter into exclusive negotiations
with the qualified developer. If/when a significant pool
of qualified developers comes forth, a subsequent RFP/Q
process can help winnow the list to a manageable few.
Developer selection criteria should include:
Experience in similar projects and communities;
Overall impressiveness of portfolio;
Reputation and references;
Estimated project costs;
Financial strength; and
Extent of public assistance being requested.
In selecting developers, the city should look for
developers with clear financial ability, similar project
experience, solid references, a high per-square-foot
construction cost estimate, and a desire to adhere to this
plan. The formation of a special committee and scoring
matrix will facilitate oversight and fairness in the selection
process.

MASTER DEVELOPMENT AGREEMENT
To the extent that the city, in the future, controls any of
the land to be redeveloped (and/or will subsidize new
development) means that it can contractually enforce
higher design quality and use restrictions than would
otherwise be required by zoning alone. In other words,
the city has leverage, as part of a voluntary development
agreement contract, to negotiate both future use and
design irrespective of zoning or other land use controls.
Deed restrictions and design covenants can be written
into such agreements and legally recorded.
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The basic idea for SBABOA is to help the business community. SBABOA plans to develop and offer seminars
for members to answer issues such as marketing one’s business, providing education on business and
insurance laws, setting up and navigating a web site as well as other social media utilization. In October
2014, SBABOA recieved 501c status. SBABOA will coordinate with the city to work through a memorandum
of understanding that will rectify the past errors of the defunct Chamber of Commerce and give SBABOA
authority over the Chamber operations.

I’M LOSING IT IN SAN BENITO: HEALTH AND FITNESS EXPO
One of SBABOA’s first projects was the launching of the first “I’m Losing It in San Benito” Health and
Fitness Expo in August 2014. The event was aimed at encouraging the community to explore, learn and
take action to improve their health by bringing together businesses associated with promoting health. The
president of SBABOA, Lionel Betancourt, believes that San Benito could create a niche market for health
related businesses, including and not limited to, workout gyms, zumba studios, and alternative medicine
shops in downtown. Betancourt believes that the time is now to addressing the increasing rate of obesity
in San Benito and the region. The health fair promoted a variety of these health-minded businesses as
well as activities that included free screenings for diabetes, high blood pressure, dental, vision, body mass
index, and others.
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Although each agreement will be different (i.e., there may
be several depending on how many developers become
involved), there are a few core elements that should be
contained in each of them. Key considerations include,
but are not limited to:
Construction beginning and completion dates;
Estimated total project costs;
New tax increment generated;
Stipulations on design quality including: materials,
setbacks, building heights/shapes, articulation,
design character, and parking;
Final design review and sign-off authority favoring
the city;
Environmental hold harmless/indemniﬁcation;
Proof of ﬁnancing (e.g., letters of credit, loan
commitments, personal ﬁnancial statements);
Breakdown of ownership data (e.g., rental,
condominium) and use by square feet (e.g.,
residential, retail, mixed-use);
Public access easements and improvements;

Minimum ownership tenure, including “no ﬂip”
clauses;
Property reversion (“clawback”) clauses in case the
terms are not followed; and,
Refundable performance deposit or bond (typically
between two to ﬁve percent of the total estimated
project costs).
Generally, these items will vary by project and be
summarized in a developer “term sheet” that would
precede the formal development agreement. The term
sheet is a stripped down version of the development
agreement and provides a legal framework for
negotiation. It should include renderings, plans, and
other exhibits showing the proposed architectural
character, site layout, and materials palette. The master
development agreement is a template spelling out the
expectations of the city and developer. A standard
agreement guarantees a measure of consistency and
fairness in the review and negotiation of publicly assisted
(re)development projects. Each agreement can be
further reﬁned to address the unique characteristics and
circumstances of each individual project.

Public area maintenance agreements;

IMPLEMENTATION

Revitalizing downtown San Benito will require a concerted effort of public and private stakeholders
who are interested in both economic growth and community building - each are important to the
short- and long-term success of any revitalization efforts.
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San Benito Economic Development Corporation (EDC) is embarking on its second year of its Small Business
Loan Program via United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Business Program Loans and Grants.
The USDA’s Business Program Loans work in partnership with the private sector and the community-based
organizations to provide financial assistance and business planning. The financial resources of USDA’s
Business Program are often leveraged with those of other public and private credit source lenders to meet
business and credit needs in under-served areas. In the case of San Benito, the EDC is the recipient of
these funds and provides a 25 percent match of those funds for the revolving loan fund. The EDC seeks a
new installment from the USDA’s Business Program that has already been awarded to the city. Currently,
the EDC has awarded money from the revolving loan fund to business owners within downtown and the
city’s business park. These business owners have already put this capital to work to rehabilitate downtown
buildings and purchasing new equipment. The EDC has been proactive in reviewing the applications of
candidates to continue to sponsor the revitalization of downtown via the success of small business owners.
Continual promotion of the EDC’s Small Business Loan Program will occur as the new funds from USDA
are received.

WHAT IS A REVOLVING LOAN FUND?
A Revolving Loan Fund (RLF) is a source of money
from which loans are made for multiple small
business development projects. RLFs share many
characteristics with microcredit, micro-enterprise,
and village banking, namely providing loans to
persons or groups of people that do not qualify
for traditional services. Organizations that offer RLF
lending aim to help new project or business owners
become financially independent and eventually
to become eligible for loans from commercial
banks. The fund gets its name from the revolving
aspect of loan repayment, where the central fund
is replenished as individual projects pay back their
loans, creating the opportunity to issue other loans
to new projects.
Establishing a revolving loan fund provides access
to a flexible source of capital that can be used
in combination with more conventional sources.
Often, the RLF is a bridge between the amount the
borrower can obtain on the private market and the
amount needed to start of sustain a business.

IMPLEMENTATION

SAN BENITO SMALL BUSINESS LOAN PROGRAM
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PRIORITIES AND SEQUENCING
While the plan contains numerous short- and long-term recommendations that can and should be
implemented over the horizon of the plan, it is also important to acknowledge that there are not
enough staff, resources, or investment potential to accomplish everything. Consequently, it becomes
important to prioritize those implementation actions which should be undertaken first and given the
most resources. As detailed in Table 4.1, Implementation Priorities, citizen feedback was gathered at
the “Big Picture Workshop” held in December 2014 to have the community determine their highest
and most important priorities for moving forward into the future.

Table 4.1 Implementation Priorities
Rank

Years

Projects and Programs

1-2

3-4

5+

Lead Entities

Physical Improvements
Construct Linear Trail from Sam Houston Blvd. to Resaca Trails

City, EDC, TxDOT

Begin discussion with UPPR on acquiring excess rights-of-way for linear park connection between downtown
and the Resaca Trails.
Survey citizens to determine which amenities (e.g., seating, bicycle racks, shade, signage, etc.) are important
in the design of the connector trail.

3

Coordinate with the UPRR to acquire right-of-way ownership of the property along the railroad along Rowson
Street similar to what was done for the Veteran’s Memorial.
Identify total project cost, timing, and potential timing coordination with the farmers market improvements.
Prepare a detailed schematic site design of all potential improvements.

Solicit sponsorship opportunities (e.g., tree and bench dedications, etc.) to offset the costs of providing
maintenance.
Determine a comprehensive funding strategy for constructing and maintaining the trail improvements over
time.
Construct Permanent Market District (i.e., Farmers Market)

SBABOA, City, EDC

Poll downtown merchants and farmers market vendors about specific location and amenities for permanent
market facility.
Prepare a detailed design of the farmers market structure, parking, circulation at the existing parking lot
located on Rowson Street. Potentially, the redesign could include the enhancement of parking spaces along
Batts Street too.
4

Coordinate farmers market design and circulation system with the proposed off-street trail connection to the
Resaca Trails.
Coordinate with the UPRR to acquire right-of-way ownership of the property along the railroad along Rowson
Street similar to what was done for the Veteran’s Memorial.

IMPLEMENTATION

Identify total project cost, timing, and potential timing coordination with the Sam Houston streetscape
improvements.

Determine a comprehensive funding strategy for constructing and maintaining farmers market
improvements over time.
Construct Plaza Park (at Narcisso Martinez Cultural Arts Center)

1

NMCAC, SBABOA,
EDC, City

Partner with the Narcisso Martinez Cultural Arts Center organization, the EDC, SBABOA, and others to
develop a vision and programmatic agenda for community events to be held on the property as part of an
enhanced plaza.
Identify total project cost, timing, and prepare a detailed schematic site design of all potential improvements.

Determine a comprehensive funding strategy for maintaining streetscape improvements over time.
ADOPTED 08.16.2016

-

SAN BENITO DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN

4.11

Table 4.1 Implementation Priorities (cont.)
Years

Projects and Programs

1-2

3-4

5+

Construct Sam Houston Blvd. Streetscape Improvements

Lead Entities

City, EDC, TxDOT

Begin discussions with TxDOT on traffic-calming and downtown bypass options for Sam Houston Blvd.

Determine the scope and prioritization of all potential streetscape improvements (e.g., streetscape
median, enhanced crosswalks, street tree plantings, improved lighting, etc.).
Prepare a detailed Sam Houston streetscape plan which includes itemized cost estimates and incremental
phases.
2

Develop a five-year strategic implementation plan which will address sequencing, funding, design, and
construction timeframes.

Solicit sponsorship opportunities (e.g., tree and bench dedications, etc.) to offset the costs of providing
maintenance.
Determine a comprehensive funding strategy for constructing and maintaining streetscape improvements
over time.
Construct Downtown Entrance Gateways

5

City & EDC

Determine feasible locations for gateway signage at important entrances to downtown. These locations could
be located on private property (on City-owned water towers or non-city owned silos near the Resaca Trails) or
in the public rights-of-way.
Develop budget discussions and issue consultant RFP for wayfinding plan and design.

Determine a comprehensive funding strategy for constructing and maintaining streetscape improvements
over time.
Economic Strategies
Establish and Maintain a Small Business Incubator

EDC

Continue to support EDC efforts to develop and maintain a small business incubator.
Partner with the EDC to expand available resources and space beyond three small businesses.
Coordinate with other economic development programs to offer significant resources for these small
businesses to start and thrive in San Benito.
Upon successful start up of the small business incubator, search for downtown office locations to expand
available capacity. The city could coordinate with area downtown property owners to help offer reduced
introductory lease rates, or escalator clauses based on sales. Alternately, the city could aggregate smaller
vendors and businesses into specific downtown locations that are affordable and can be economically
subdivided into smaller sub-units, or operated as common-area vendor stalls.

1

Coordinate as necessary with UT Pan American, the Lower Rio Grande Valley Partnership, or others to
generate and commit the necessary resources to designate all of downtown as a Small Business Incubation
Zone. This could include the implementation of a satellite office in San Benito. Alternately, work to form an
all-volunteer local mentorship group to provide the same level of assistance.
Start a revolving loan gap financing program using USDA grant resources, pooled bank loans, county CDBG
funds and/or city general funds.
Establish underwriting requirements for program and recruit loan committee from among local banking and
business communities.
Maintain a list of available commercial properties with specific information on size, price per square foot and
lease terms.
Implement and market a “buy local” campaign.
Consider aggressive tax abatement policy for business and/or property owners making significant
investments in land, buildings, and other personal property downtown.
Encourage local businesses to form an association possibly leading to a special co-marketing opportunities
and special events.
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Rank

Years

Projects and Programs

1-2

3-4

5+

Lead Entities

Facade Grant Improvements

EDC

Research downtown facade grant programs from other communities to compare funding sources, spending
caps, design guidelines, and administrative processes.
Review the current design guidelines to ensure grant-funded improvements are compatible with the existing
character and future vision in downtown.
4

Identify additional sustainable funding strategies from the EDC, (proposed Main Street San Benito), and the
city’s general fund to support any substantial increases.
Market the program to property owners, brokers, Realtors®, contractors, etc., in order to build program
momentum.
Continually recognize and market successful improvement achievements (e.g., quality facade improvements,
pay-offs of loans, etc.) to generate consistent positive information about the success of the program.
Creation of a Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ)

EDC & City

Conduct a blight study, which assesses the existing conditions of an area which must “substantially arrest or
impair the sound of growth of the municipality or county creating the zone, retard the provision of housing
accommodations, or constitute an economic or social liability or be a menace to the public health, safety,
morals, or welfare in its present condition or use ...”
Establish the geographical boundaries of the TIRZ, which will be determined by the blight study.
3

Empower and fund the EDC to acquire, rehab, and sell select at-risk properties with TIRZ funds or dedicated
general funds.
Prepare and adopt Project Plan and a Reinvestment Zone Financing Plan, which should include a detailed list
of improvement projects, an economic feasibility study, methods of financing, among other items.
Freeze tax revenues in those boundaries, and apply tax money or public bonds to support economic
development projects in the zone, which are typically used to pay for infrastructure and capital improvements.
Create Housing in Downtown to Increase Retail

City

Review the zoning ordinance to assure maximum flexibility to incorporate urban-style housing in new mixeduse and renovation projects, including live-work options.
Conduct an independent housing market study to gauge supportable numbers of downtown units (affordable
and market rate), rental rates, and absorption.
Meet with key property owners to assess their interest in either renovating or selling their properties.
2

Consult with the Texas Historical Commission on feasibility and requirements of obtaining “official” state or
National Register recognition for key downtown buildings.
Work with the Texas Historical Commission to conduct a series of informational/technical workshops with
interested building owners, contractors, and architects on historic tax eligibility requirements.
Prepare multi-site developer solicitation for available, city-controlled properties and issue to developers and
contractors throughout the Lower Rio Grande Valley.
Establish building renovation/conversion matching funds using a combination of general funds, CDBG funds,
or TIRZ.

IMPLEMENTATION

Other Strategies
Improve Cultural Placemaking in Downtown

1

SBABOA, City, EDC

Work with area partners (e.g., EDC Historical Society, etc.) to promote and protect historically or culturally
significant sites in downtown.
Provide education on historical preservation to developers and land owners.
Consider adding additional historical preservation standards to the zoning regulations.
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Years

Projects and Programs

1-2

3-4

Establish a San Benito Main Street Program

5+

Lead Entities

EDC & City

Consult with Texas Historical Commission on possibly becoming a National Main Street Community.
Develop a three-year strategic plan that identifies the mission, organizational management, and funding of a
proposed certified Main Street San Benito program.
2

Establish program objectives including the further development of business assistance and development,
programming, and management of downtown events.
Form a steering committee to clearly identify and delineate new responsibilities in relation to the city,
SMABOA, and EDC. Establish bylaws and recruit board members and a new director. Alternately, locate the
Main Street Program within the EDC.
Concurrently see certified local government (CLG) status to help bring more historic preservation resources to
the city.
Improve Code Enforcement

City

Consider customer service training for city inspection staff and implement pro-active code enforcement
campaign. Consider implementing a neutral party appeals/mediation process.
Conduct a lot-by-lot analysis of existing code non-conformance issues, with a primary focus on roofs,
windows, and structural elements in order to preserve the structural/architectural integrity and promote
public safety.
3

Plan and budget for an enhanced enforcement program (at a minimum including enough budget for code
enforcement officers).
Develop an outreach and awareness campaign to facilitate understanding and solicit feedback on existing
issues and potential regulatory opportunities.
Partner with downtown businesses or associations, or other community organizations, to introduce cleanup
and beautification initiatives.
Issue citations with probationary periods, compliance deadlines, penalties for noncompliance, and
available resources or information to help make the required improvements.
Branding and Marketing

City & EDC

Create a downtown-specific website showcasing places and events, available properties, and economic
development programs.
4

Develop a downtown general marketing brochure highlighting the city’s central geographic location (between
Brownsville and Harlingen), its traditional Main Street downtown, the Resacas and other cultural focus areas
(e.g., music, food, etc.)
Budget for the hiring of a marketing/branding firm to develop thematic focus and collateral materials.
Develop other social media to regularly broadcast news items about downtown.
Capacity Building

5

City & EDC

Create a downtown development committee to review the recommendations of the plan and prioritize
projects based on their perception of needs and available, leveragable resources.
Conduct meetings of downtown business/property owners, developers and community leaders to help build
ownership and assess their willingness and “energy” to participate.
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