
184

downtown revitalization

HISTORIC RESOURCES

RIVERFRONT / RESACAS

ARTS, EDUCATION, ENTERTAINMENT, ECONOMY

URBAN LIFESTYLE

CULTURAL / HERITAGE TOURISM



185
downtown revitalization

B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

Plan Purpose
The purpose of the Downtown Revitalization Plan is 
to establish a planning and implementation frame-
work that enables fulfillment of the primary and 
sublevel objectives of the Social Committee of the 
Comprehensive Plan Task Force:

PRIMARY OBJECTIVE
A community with a thriving, clean and safe, pedes-
trian friendly, distinct town center that values, cele-
brates and preserves its historic resources, provides 
varied and quality cultural entertainment opportuni-
ties, and a sense of community identity.

SUBLEVEL OBJECTIVE ONE
Want a vibrant downtown with a dynamic creative 
community that is the preeminent cultural, enter-
tainment and educational destination in the Valley 
for regional, national and international visitors and 
economic investment.

SUBLEVEL OBJECTIVE TWO
Want to expand the diversity, quality and sustain-
ability of cultural and entertainment based employ-
ment, professions, enterprises, programs and events 
and that achieve international recognition.

SUBLEVEL OBJECTIVE THREE
Want to cultural and economic development to 
capitalize on Brownsville’s heritage landscape by 
protecting and conserving historic structures, neigh-
borhoods and districts.

Although Downtown Revitalization is treated as a 
subset of the Social Planning Dimension, it should 
not be considered as isolated from any of the other 
social, environmental, economic, civic or infrastruc-
ture goals and objectives and is intended more to 
expose a detailed view of Brownsville’s urban pros-
pects. Regard for historic resources is fundamen-
tal to the assessment and vision of downtown, as 
Brownsville is both proud of and renowned for its 
inventory of historic buildings and sites.
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HISTORIC BACKGROUND
Architectural historian Stephen Fox identifies five 
significant episodes associated with Brownsville’s 
developmental history. These are the city’s Founding 
and Development as a U.S.-Mexican Trade Center 
1848-1881; Commercial Stasis 1881-1904; Rail-
road Expansion and “Americanization” 1904-1920; 
Urban and Suburban Development 1920-1940; 
and Mid-Century Development 1940-1960. With 
each of these episodes there were distinctive social, 
economic and political events that shaped Browns-
ville’s cultural landscape. 

Brownsville was founded as a riverboat town, but 
curiously did not incorporate a formal commercial 
space or “broadstreet” into its layout. This plan type 
is common throughout early 19th century U.S. cities 
with riverfronts and is seen in Rio Grande City and 
Roma; upstream contemporary riverboat towns that 
have centrally located double width streets perpen-
dicular to the Rio Grande.

Historic Downtown is generally recognized as the 
historic commercial area within International, Fron-
ton, 6th and Jackson Streets. This area is largely the 
subject of this revitalization plan, but its peripheral 
areas are functionally related and ultimately es-
sential to downtown revitalization and a productive 
central city.

The c.1848 Original Townsite was a 1,584 acre 
area containing 308 numbered blocks with a street 
grid rotated 45 degrees from the cardinal points. 
The plan abutted Fort Brown on the southeast and 
fits neatly between the somewhat parallel configu-
ration of the Rio Grande and Town Resaca as their 
courses then existed.

The standard rectangular blocks are 300 feet lon-
gitudinally and 250 feet laterally, bisected by a 
longitudinal alley and subdivided into lots typically 
50 feet wide by 120 feet deep. Longitudinal streets 
strike NW to SE within a 50-foot R.O.W, and in-
tersecting lateral streets strike SW to NE within a 
40-foot R.O.W. Street widths vary between 30 and 
40 feet according to their associated R.O.W. and 

Downtown and the 
Central City Node
Downtown is Brownsville’s “mother node”, retain-
ing the city’s nascent form, an exemplary inventory 
of historic commercial and residential buildings; 
neighborhoods, cultural resources, governmental 
facilities, a major university and three international 
bridges spanning the Rio Grande. In the century fol-
lowing its founding in 1848, Brownsville was the 
dominant urban center in the Lower Rio Grande 
Valley due to its position as a river and sea port and 
a port of entry to Mexico.

Across the Rio Grande lies Matamoros, the region’s 
first port city with a history inextricably linked with 
Brownsville. Matamoros architects and masons 
authored most of Brownsville’s initial architectural 
heritage and still provide much of the skilled and 
common labor for new construction in Brownsville. 
As their fortunes have risen and fallen, their cultural, 
social and economic ties have been stabilizing de-
nominators. Today, shoppers from Matamoros are 
the primary customers for downtown Brownsville 
stores, and one of the busiest days for bridge cross-
ings is Mothers Day (Mexico).

Brownsville and Matamoros have historically been 
the crossroad of conflicts between greater forces. 
Matamoros was besieged early in the Mexican War 
by U.S. troops who, before advancing into Mexico, 
constructed Fort Texas (later named Fort Brown). 
During the Civil War, the Union blockade of Confed-
erate held Brownsville was circumvented by routing 
contraband through Matamoros from upriver cross-
ings. When Mexico’s political instability threatened 
the borderlands in the early 20th century, the U.S. 
Army was deployed in force along the Rio Grande. 
Today, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security is 
constructing a substantial security fence through its 
anti-terrorism and border initiatives to deter illegal 
entry, weapons and drug smuggling. 

The decline of Downtown’s vitality is neither con-
sistent nor absolute, but needs to be stabilized, re-
versed and reequipped with the resources necessary 
to support a positive rate of downtown investment, 
growth and sustainable expansion.
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in condition and maintenance. The alleyways were 
originally named and recently signs have been in-
stalled in historic downtown.

The downtown area is comprised of three roughly 
concentric areas defined as the Central City, Great-
er Downtown and the Urban Core.

The Central City reflects the general limits of c.1940 
Brownsville, and has an urban pattern capable of 
supporting a pedestrian and local transit oriented 
environment.

Greater Downtown lies within the Central City, gen-
erally reflects the limits of c.1900 Brownsville, and 
has an urban scale and grain that nominally sup-
ports a pedestrian and local transit oriented envi-
ronment.

thoroughfare designation.

Except for St. Charles, Levee and Elizabeth Streets, 
the longitudinal streets are named for U.S. presi-
dents and the lateral streets are numbered with 1st 
Street the more northwesterly. Many of the streets 
have been designated as one-way within the Origi-
nal Townsite. Curb parking is nearly universal and 
within historic downtown is metered. Elizabeth, 
Washington and Adams Streets have been land-
scaped with sidewalk pavers and trees and furnished 
with benches and trash receptacles and there is a 
modicum of shade and pedestrian amenity. 

In the more intensely developed downtown, the al-
leyways are paved and heavily used for rear access 
service and utilities, while in the more residential 
areas they are gravel surfaced, less used and vary 



188

Corridors generally developing as strip commercial 
zones, although there is considerable variation both 
among and within as to their physical character and 
land use. Corridors are also the “gateways” through 
which people are psychologically as well as physi-
cally moved and thus manifest an image of the city 
that influences the perceptions of its citizens and 
visitors. The appearance and functional qualities of 
the Corridors are therefore important as urban de-
sign components.

Major thoroughfares express the hierarchy of move-
ment in the citywide street network, but as they con-
verge in downtown they are absorbed within the 
more uniform street grid. The multiplicity and re-
lational complexity of downtown’s various districts, 
neighborhoods, zones and landmarks would be 
chaotic if not modulated by the street grid and nu-

The Urban Core lies within Greater Downtown, 
generally reflects the c.1848 Original Townsite and 
retains its historic urban pattern. The pedestrian and 
local transit oriented environment is pervasive and 
supported by the scale and grain of the urban pat-
tern.

Historic Downtown lies within the Urban Core of 
which it occupies about a quarter of its area. It is an 
area of intense pedestrian activity supported by the 
compact form, commercial use and historic charac-
ter of its urban pattern.

CORRIDORS
Corridors are linear zones that occur along the 
major thoroughfares providing access through the 
Central City and to downtown. The incremental 
growth of the city from downtown resulted in these 
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• Rio Grande – new corridor that follows the Rio 
Grande River from Riverside to the municipal 
golf course.

CULTURAL CORRIDOR
The one-way couplet of 6th and 7th Streets forms 
the arterial armature of this corridor. Both streets 
are accessed directly from US 77, bracket the Linear 
Park (formerly the Southern Pacific switchyard) and 
provide regional access to the Federal Courthouse 
and Mitte Cultural District (MCD).
 
Resources within the Mitte Cultural District are the:

• Gladys Porter Zoo; a renowned regional desti-
nation (400,000 visitors annually),

• Brownsville Museum of Fine Arts, a new 17,000 
SF museum (50,000 visitors annually),

• Brownsville History Center in the restored South-
ern Pacific Depot,

• Brownsville Historic City Cemetery,
• Dean Porter Park, a 36-acre municipal park that 

has the Camille Playhouse, Childrens Museum, 
Costume Museum,

• Dancy Building, the recently restored old Cam-
eron County Courthouse

• Brownsville central police station
• Federal Courthouse

As destinations, these resources vary in their histo-
ricity, attendance and use; with the zoo and park at-
tracting the most visitors and the federal courthouse 
and police station generating the most daily work 
traffic. The diversity of uses is an asset, but the MCD 
lacks a cohesive quality that identifies it as a district. 
This is partly due to the fragmentary character of the 
open space; design and thematic disparities both 
among landmarks and their urban context, and the 
distance between cultural sites. 

The proximity of the federal courthouse, county 
courts and the old county courthouse constitutes 
a strong governmental theme, and is more predis-
posed as a thematic district than as part of a domi-
nant cultural district. Unlimbering the Dancy Build-
ing from the MCD would physically consolidate and 
strengthen its cultural/historic thematic values.

As 6th/7th Streets continue past Washington Park 
they intersect Washington and Elizabeth Streets until 

anced by the corridors. The greatest urban intensi-
ties occur where corridors overlap: most evident in 
the historic commercial district.

RETROFIT OF EXISTING CORRIDORS
As Brownsville developed along its historic corri-
dors, so too must it retrofit its urban corridors as a 
basic strategy for redevelopment within the central 
city. This is achieved through:
• the intensification of land uses, 
• increasing residential densities, 
• provision of services that support housing and 

neighborhoods, 
• streetscape enhancements for pedestrian plea-

sure and safety, and
• appropriate transit service. 

Although the historic town site plan was an undiffer-
entiated street grid, certain streets evolved as major 
thoroughfares and thus influenced land uses, prop-
erty values and urban character, rendering each 
corridor with its own distinctive qualities.

The following corridors have been identified:

• Central – existing and latent corridor organized 
by Washington/Elizabeth Streets and Central 
Blvd.

• Palm – existing and new corridor composed of 
Palm Blvd and new extension to the river.

• Cultural – existing and new corridor composed 
of 6th and 7th Streets and their extension to the 
river.

• Civic – existing, latent and new corridor orga-
nized by 11th Street, its extension to the B&M 
Bridge, the port rail line. 

• Historic – existing corridor along 12th, 13th 
and 14th Streets.

• International – existing corridor along Interna-
tional Blvd between US 77 and the Gateway 
Bridge.

• University – existing corridor connecting Eliza-
beth Street from International to US 77 at Los 
Tomates.

• West – new corridor composed of the MP line 
R.O.W. and rail yard.

• Town/77 – existing and latent corridor com-
posed of US 77 from Boca Chica to Los To-
mates. Also follows the remnants of the Town 
Resaca.
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with a regional cultural destination at the corridor’s 
terminus at the Rio Grande Riverfront, offers ample 
opportunity for Brownsville’s urban future.

CIVIC CORRIDOR
11th Street and the vacated rail line beyond are 
aligned and nearly contiguous. Most importantly, 
the rail R.O.W. continues under the elevated decks 
of US 77 to the Port of Brownsville, and 11th Street 
can be extended to connect with the West Corridor 
and the B&M Bridge. This provides the opportuni-
ty to reconstitute a new urban corridor based on 
an exclusive high occupancy transit route between 
Mexico and the Port of Brownsville, which can ex-
tend to Port Isabel and South Padre Island as proved 
feasible.

losing their arterial potency at Saint Charles along 
the vacated rail yard. Extending 6th/7th Streets to 
connect ITECC has long been considered but stalled 
by the cost of bridging the IBWC levee and adjacent 
resaca. But relocating the IBWC designation to the 
riverside City Levee would enable a more economi-
cal grade level extension that would improve mo-
bility and access between downtown, ITECC and 
development within the Banco District.

Extension of 6th/7th Streets into the Banco District 
would provide a direct arterial linkage between US 
77 and the Rio Grande Riverfront, and increases its 
viability as an urban corridor. Abutting uses includes 
ITECC, and so the extension of a culturally themed 
corridor may have traction. The future location of 
other cultural venues and uses along this corridor, 
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INTERNATIONAL CORRIDOR
International Boulevard was derived from the city 
alley and parallel Garrison Road within Fort Brown 
during the 1950’s to alleviate congestion along 14th 
Street by diverting the traffic. It also realigned the 
Port Isabel Road, now SH 48, to improve regional 
access. Before the Veteran’s Bridge at Los Tomates, 
International traffic was a slow moving parking lot 
of trucks and cars, which attracted a cacophony of 
border-oriented businesses on frontage properties. 
In contrast, the occupation of Fort Brown by UTB/
TSC and the Jacob Brown Civic Center resulted in a 
more park like setting along the opposite side.

The direct access from US 77 to the Veterans Bridge 
at Los Tomates has diverted traffic, particularly trac-
tor trailer trucks, from International Blvd. Pedestrian 
traffic however continues unabated due to the prox-
imity of the Gateway Bridge to the pedestrian link-
ages of downtown  Brownsville and Matamoros.

Despite the campus landscape International Blvd is a 
pedestrian hostile environment and an unimpressive 
approach to the equally utilitarian customs facilities 
at the Gateway. These conditions are not inviting to 
visitors and potential customers, and only reinforce 
International as a barrier between downtown and 
the UTB/TSC campus. Now that the character and 
density of traffic has changed, the opportunity to 
reinvent International Blvd should be explored and 
implemented.

Alterations to the street section and streetscape are 
the most immediate opportunities; such as replacing 
the continuous center turn lane with a planted me-
dian, replacing curb parking with wider and more 
lushly shaded sidewalks, and improving pedestrian 
safety and pleasure with more accommodating 
crosswalks, attractive lighting, signage and street 
furnishings. These are all quite possible within the 
existing R.O.W. and are proven urban upgrades. 
These improvements may well be desirable, but po-
tentially cosmetic should they fail to positively influ-
ence the qualities of abutting properties and uses.

TOWN/77 CORRIDOR
This corridor follows US 77 as it overlays what 
once was the Town Resaca from the area of 5th 
Street to University Blvd. The regional expressway 
is a large scale transportation infrastructure within 

No vehicles other than transit would be allowed 
on this route, which enables operational efficiency 
and a cost effective transportation alternative. The 
11th Street adjacency to the facilities and associ-
ated public spaces of the County Courts complex, 
County Courthouse, Immaculate Conception Ca-
thedral, City Market, City Hall and Capitol Theatre 
is of great value; for these downtown destinations 
are both of substantial functional and civic value.
Between Levee and Jackson Streets, 11th Street runs 
through the center of the downtown historic com-
mercial district, fronted with densely packed historic 
buildings that are as busy on their ground floors 
as they are vacant on the floors above. More than 
500,000 SF of unused or underutilized upper floors 
are within a 5-minute walk from 11th Street, which 
makes high occupancy transit an essential infra-
structure system for downtown revitalization.

HISTORIC CORRIDOR
Parallel to the Civic Corridor (11th Street) are 12th, 
13th and 14th Streets. Before US 77 and Interna-
tional Blvd, these streets served as the major thor-
oughfares from the commercial riverfront, port-of-
entry and downtown to Port Isabel and inland. 12th 
Street carried a railroad track for a portion of the 
late 19th century, and the Gateway Bridge initially 
landed at 14th Street. This traffic corridor resulted in 
commercial growth, which is evident in the residual 
historic buildings that front these streets. Browns-
ville’s most substantial 19th century buildings are 
concentrated along these streets from downtown to 
Ringgold Street. 

Even after International Blvd diverted traffic to the 
Gateway Bridge, 12th, 13th and 14th Streets con-
tinue to carry an appreciable but less than capacity 
volume of traffic because of their grade separation 
from US 77 and connection to the frontage roads. 
12th and 13th stop short of linkage with other ma-
jor thoroughfares beyond US 77, but 14th does 
connect back to International via Southmost Road 
and is often used to bypass boulevard traffic.

The historic qualities of these streets and buildings 
provide a scenic and cultural value deserving of 
conservation, enhancement and investment. Their 
retention of the 19th century urban landscape is 
critical for maintaining the historic look and feel of 
downtown Brownsville.
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For the future revitalization of downtown, the seven-
block long area of US 77 between the Transit and 
International Corridors is a strategic convergence 
for transportation routes and modes and its use as 
a regional inter-modal facility is programmatically 
promising. The further challenges of reconstituting 
the Town Resaca within an integrated transporta-
tion, urban and ecologic landscape would be an 
extraordinary asset for corridor redevelopment.

urban Brownsville. The expressway displaced most 
of the Town Resaca and its associated parkland al-
though there are open water remnants beneath the 
elevated decks that remain part of the stormwater 
drainage system.

US77 provides valuable regional access to down-
town and its immediate margins; connecting to 
most of the arterial urban corridors including the 
11th Street Transit Corridor, as well as all three 
bridge Ports-Of-Entry. But apart from the value US 
77 lends to these remote features, US 77 is a pe-
destrian hostile environment. But at some point in 
the future, successful downtown revitalization will 
advance upon US 77 and redevelopment pressure 
will raise values and expectations.
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SHARED ASPIRATIONS OF THE PLAN 
OBJECTIVES THAT FIND RESONANCE 
WITHIN THE INTRINSIC QUALITIES OF THE 
CULTURAL LANDSCAPE. Thematic values are:

Historicity
Downtown Brownsville’s greatest asset is its 
inventory of historic properties, which in quantity 
exceeds the combined inventory in the rest of 
the Lower Rio Grande Valley. The city’s regional 
dominance, unchallenged for over a century, 
provided an expansive urban fabric studded with 
substantial landmarks. The quality of this inventory 
varies according to the original architecture and 
present conditions, but the overall impression is one 
of pervasive historicity.

Despite many well preserved and restored buildings, 
most of Brownsville’s historic inventory exhibit 
problems of deferred maintenance, historically 
inappropriate alterations and non-compliance 
codes conditions. These are for the most part 
amendable, but require investment greater than 
currently feasible. A positive and historic townscape 
is immeasurably significant in attracting new 
businesses, cultural resources, residents and visitors 
to downtown. Downtown’s pedestrian scale and 
architectural character provide a legitimate setting 
for an authentic urban experience and lifestyle. 

Previous studies have recommended that a 
comprehensive preservation plan be developed 
to aid in the protection and redevelopment of 
historic properties. This comprehensive preservation 
plan should establish Goals and Strategies 
for: Preservation, Rehabilitation, Economic 
Development, Tourism Expansion, Integration with 
Land-Use and Growth Management Programs.

Rio Grande River and Resacas
Brownsville was established as a riverboat town 
but has since abandoned the river as its source of 
wealth and origin. In the Rio Grande/Rio Bravo is 
the spirit of Place and Brownsville can only be the 
less for its loss. Indeed, rivers nourish life - and this 
can mean the life of a city. 

Brownville has a tradition of incorporating resacas 

Planning Precepts
The architectural and urban design conditions in 
downtown Brownsville form the settings that host 
human activities and relationships. The conceptual 
model for the revitalization plan is constructed of 
the following planning precepts.

PRECEPT I - THE DOWNTOWN AREA 
IS COMPRISED OF THREE ROUGHLY 
CONCENTRIC AREAS defined as the Central 
City, Greater Downtown and the Urban Core. The 
Historic Downtown occupies about a quarter of 
the Urban Core area. The Central City provides 
the limits for long-term urban redevelopment and 
expansion of Brownsville’s downtown areas.

PRECEPT II - THE DOWNTOWN PLAN 
NEEDS TO RESPECT AND STRENGTHEN 
BROWNSVILLE’S INTRINSIC QUALITIES. 
What is the essence of Brownsville? Certainly, it is 
its people who live in a transnational and bi-cultural 
borderland, and the nature of their relationships 
that interweave a complex and challenging social 
fabric. Their imprint on the natural realm reflects 
their values and has fashioned a unique cultural 
landscape.

The cultural landscape of Brownsville is part natural: 
the flat terrain of the river delta, the meandering 
course of the Rio Grande, the resacas, flora, fauna, 
climate; those elements whose life is measured in 
geologic time. It is also an artifactual landscape 
of less permanent patterns of land tenure, roads, 
structures, buildings and cultivated landscapes: 
potent artifacts that amend natural systems for 
human needs and activities.   

The character of downtown incorporates all of these 
elements and those intrinsic resources – those which 
most greatly define its cultural landscape are:

• Historic buildings & urban patterns
• Rio Grande River and resacas
• Institutions
• Cultural patterns
• Geographic location and environment

PRECEPT III – THEMATIC VALUES ARE THE 
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Housing can and should be quite diverse; upper 
floors of historic buildings, additions to historic 
houses, new construction within historic complexes, 
small urban infill and block-size developments that 
offer a variety of lease and ownership opportunities. 
Diversity can and should be the character of the 
downtown population.

Great downtowns are those that are a microcosm 
of the greater city, full with all the basic services 
and goods needed for daily life, supplemented 
by special venues and events that make life worth 
living. Increasing the downtown population requires 
more than housing; it requires urban systems for 
access and mobility, and a civic infrastructure of 
sufficient capacity to sustain a continuum of growth.

Heritage and Cultural Tourism
A regionally dominant center cannot exist without it 
first being a viable local center. As Brownsville can 
reclaim, transform and rejoice in its downtown, so 
to will others feel more compelled to share in the 
authenticity of that experience.

PRECEPT IV – REDEVELOPMENT SHOULD 
BE STRATEGICALLY FOCUSED, SITE SPECIFIC 
AND CONTEXT-SENSITIVE.  The shape of the 
City is determined by the assembly of its urban 
components: Districts, Corridors, Zones, Streets and 
Alleys, Plazas and Squares, Parks and Open Space 
and Public Buildings are distinct urban components 
with different planning and design attributes. The 
lack of urban open space in downtown may be 
recompensed with plazas and squares, but they can 
only be truly useful if they have real meaning. Urban 
spaces need to be a crucible where Brownsville’s 
intrinsic qualities and thematic values are forged as 
memorable places

PRECEPT V – REVITALIZATION IS REALIZED 
AS A PROCESS OF SUCCESSIVE PHASES 
AND CATALYTIC PROJECTS that are mutually 
supportive and integral to a sustainable planning 
process and mechanism for implementation. 
Establishing a regulatory, administrative and 
community supportive environment is critical for 
public support and attracting private investment.  

into its development and resaca frontage is 
generally more desirable and valuable. This cultural 
pattern is quite transferable to riverfront patterns 
of development. Urban riverfronts can and often 
are splendid and highly valued places. Obstacles 
to Riverfront development are many, ranging from 
national security and international agreements 
to flood control and private properties. But for a 
City in need of additional resources, the Riverfront 
opportunity is enormous with potentially profound 
impacts on qualities of life, economic development 
and the long-term sustainability

A&E3
Arts & Education, Entertainment, Economy

The provision of a new kind of open space would 
be one strategic and yet tolerable way of building 
an educative city…where the entire environment 
is a means to education, a place where learning 
and working are absorbing and indistinguishable 
activities...surely this redefinition of working and 
learning will not be brought about by changes in 
city form, but form can reflect and support it. - Kevin 
Lynch, The Possible City 

The Arts, be they fine, performing, literary, building, 
culinary, or others, can tap the creative forces of 
a city in ways that commerce and government 
cannot. The Arts maintain traditions and yet enable 
reinvention to meet demands of change. The Arts 
capacity for personal expression and popular 
entertainment is essential in achieving an inclusive 
quality of life. The presence of a major university in 
downtown, along with other schools for all ages is 
not just a resource but a source of inspiration.

Urban Living
Brownsville, more than any of the other Valley cities, 
has a downtown setting capable of supporting 
urban lifestyles. Historically, the downtown 
functioned in this manner and the inheritance of this 
largely intact urban fabric of buildings and streets 
is a gift to a 21st century Brownsville. Progress to 
develop the Riverfront, conserve historic buildings 
and strengthen artistic, educational and economic 
resources is as essential for new downtown housing 
as it is for improving the value of existing residential 
neighborhoods in and adjacent to downtown. 
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Catalytic Projects

Secure Riverfront

above: Brownsville’s urban riverfront is 4.5 miles in length be-
tween the municipal golf course and reservoir. 

bottom: Brownsville Riverfront c.1858 by Theodore Gentilz

The Lower Rio Grande River represents a dilemma 
because of its coincidence with the U.S. – Mexico 
border.  Rivers are cradles of civilizations and nour-
ish life; unifying rather than dividing its ecological 
and cultural landscape. But as a line between sov-
ereign nations the Rio Grande River also serves as 
a barrier. Historically the premier port city for South 
Texas and Northern Mexico, Brownsville’s urban ac-
tivity and scenic frontage on the Rio Grande has 
considerably diminished its sense of grandeur. The 
removal of the commercial riverfront, addition of 
flood control levees and suburban sprawl has re-
sulted in an isolated and marginally occupied zone 
where human activity is either discouraged or sus-
pect.

The U.S. Department of Homeland Security, U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection and U.S. Border Pa-
trol is constructing approximately 70 miles of tacti-
cal infrastructure, including a pedestrian fence and 
associated patrol roads, and access roads along 
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The Secure Riverfront Development concentrates the physical zone of border security and flood control. The top of the levee is a splendid public espla-
nade, in this view connecting the B&M and Gateway International bridges with intense market development and a reconstructed c.1845 Fort Texas historic 
site. The potential for cultural and economic benefits are enormous.

The Secure Riverfront Development project (SRD) is 
proposed as a more sustainable, economically pro-
ductive and socially appropriate design alternative 
to the currently proposed USBP fence design. The 
SRD utilizes security design considerations as es-
sential tactical components of a more encompass-
ing strategic design solution that incorporates levee 
and flood control improvements, wetlands habitat 
reclamation, stormwater pollution abatement, rec-
reational and social open space and urban devel-
opment. Furthermore, these additional components 
support and strengthen public uses that enhance 
security.

the U.S./Mexico International Border in the USBP 
Rio Grande Valley Sector, Texas. The purpose of 
the action was needed to provide USBP agents with 
the tools necessary to strengthen their control of the 
U.S. border between Ports of Entry. 

The adopted fence design has been vigorously 
protested in the Lower Rio Grande Valley on eco-
logical, agricultural, cultural and political grounds, 
which have generally supported a no fence alterna-
tive but not denied the need for bettering the se-
curity of the Texas and Mexico borderlands. In the 
post 9/11 urgency for action immediate solutions 
have been needed, which has precluded a process 
that seeks more permanent and sustainable security 
initiatives.
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Sectional Diagram, Existing Condition
The Rio Grande River along the Banco and University 
Districts is 40’-60’ wide and protected from flood level 
by the City Levee. The City Levee lies outboard of the 
IBWC Levee and is a nominal 10’ height above da-
tum grade. Compliance with IBWC standards would 
require additional height and width. 

The USBP fence location is generally proposed to be 
near the foot of the inboard levee berm, and thus cre-
ates a non ultra zone 4.5 miles in length. In addition 
to the 50+ acres of neutralized land, the USBP fence 
zone discourages all but industrial adjacent uses and 
consequently limits development opportunities and 
land values.

Sectional Diagram, Stage 1 Development
To create a formidable barrier, a 15’-18’ high rein-
forced concrete wall would be constructed at the top 
of the existing levee and supported with piers. The le-
vee would subsequently be built up using excavated 
earth from nearby dry resacas. The top of the levee 
would be leveled to create a broad esplanade for re-
stricted vehicular traffic.

The elevated wall height will be a significant deterrent 
to scaling. Surveillance of both sides of the river also 
has a superior vantage for security personnel. As the 
levee parallels the winding course of the river, virtually 
all outer face and base of the wall is viewable from the 
esplanade. 
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Sectional Diagram, Stage 3 Development  A 
staged approach is climaxed through the urban devel-
opment fronting the esplanade. The height of the le-
vee provides a practical and aesthetically appropriate 
solution for parking under buildings without sublevel 
construction. Three to five-story buildings for residen-
tial and mixed commercial uses are also advantaged 
with two grade level floors and increased value-add-
ing public frontage.

The esplanade, initially a compacted gravel path, is 
transformed into a paved and landscaped paseo and 
attracts residents, citizens and visitors for daily use and 
special events. Lined with housing, offices, shops, out-
door cafes and amenities, the SRD becomes a more 
secure border setting through occupation, not isola-
tion; and opens a new chapter of understanding in the 
story of place, time and the river flowing.

Sectional Diagram, Stage 2 Development
As the excavated resacas gradually recharge from 
shallow groundwater and rainfall, riparian habitat and 
wildlife recovers. Resacas are a distinctive feature of 
Brownsville’s natural systems and urban fabric. Adding 
value to adjacent properties, resacas are an integral 
part of Brownsville’s park system; detaining stormwater, 
helping to purify urban runoff and ultimately improving the 

Rio Grande’s water quality.

The broad levee top provides for an esplanade and 
linear parkway. As conditions both allow and are pro-
vided for, recreational use as hike and bike trails can 
occur. All successful and livable riverside cities are de-
pendent upon a positive urban response to their river 
frontage.
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BANCO DISTRICT DEVELOPMENT PLAN
Redevelopment of the 500-acre Banco District pro-
vides the opportunity for expanding the urban quali-
ties and efficiencies of Brownsville’s urban core. Us-
ing the historic scale and character of Brownsville’s 
historic townscape, the plan will support a resident 
population of 18,000 and an additional 4 million 
square feet of commercial and institutional space. 
The UTB/TSC International Technology Education 
Commerce Center already occupies the 500,000 
square foot former Amigoland Mall and is an an-
chor institution. Middle and elementary schools are 
sited for neighborhood viability and vitality. The es-
timated value for a 25-year build out is approxi-
mately $2,500,000,000.

The esplanade serves as a linear park for strolling, 
jogging and bicycling that connect a series of raised 
parks and plazas along its circuit. Mixed-use com-
mercial, office and residential properties along the 
esplanade enhance border security through passive 
surveillance and normal day/night activity. Office 
and dwelling windows afford splendid views of the 

Rio Grande and observation of public and open 
spaces, which is an extremely cost effective crime 
deterrent design tactic. Defensive site and building 
design principles can further reinforce the security 
goals along the esplanade with secure place de-
sign, observable public spaces, creation of mutually 
supportive and overlapping viewsheds, and unob-
trusive surveillance positioning.

The Banco is interlaced with resaca formations, 
the result of the river shifting over time. The plan 
reconstitutes these recent and ancient channels as 
a continuous resaca edged by a variety of walks, 
buildings, parks and wildlife reserves. Restoration of 
the silted resacas will provide for community recre-
ation, increase wildlife habitat, mitigate stormwater 
pollution and expand the qualities of Brownsville’s 
cultural landscape. A design strategy for water con-
servation and water quality is to capture building 
A/C condensation and roof runoff for landscape 
irrigation along the esplanade and replenish the re-
sacas; making for a sustainable symbiosis of urban 
and natural systems.
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This project will also provide regulatory flood pro-
tection for approximately 500 acres of marginally 
developed land (Banco District) that lies between 
the IBWC and City levees. The proximity of the Ban-
co District to downtown Brownsville makes it ideal 
for efficient, sustainable and pedestrian oriented 
urban expansion that reduces energy wasteful sub-
urban sprawl. With a carrying capacity of 21 million 
square feet the projected build out value exceeds 
$5 billion. While both the DHS fence and Secure 
Riverfront designs will provide short-term economic 
benefits for construction related activities, the SRD 
project magnifies economic and social benefits be-
yond initial construction. 

The long-term view of the Secure Riverfront De-
velopment project also imagines a future that can 
have a peaceful and positive border, where secu-
rity measures are intact but not culturally divisive 
or visually intrusive. Not shown in the Banco pan-
orama is a reciprocal response by Matamoros, with 
which Brownsville is unalterably linked in culture 
and destiny. The SRD project will positively impact 
not only the Rio Grande’s north bank but its south 
bank as well. The example set by the SRD project 
can energize a similar response in Matamoros for 
redevelopment of its enfacing marginal and indus-
trial properties. The Lower Rio Grande River has a 
common heritage despite divided nationalities, and 
its built environment should help to inspire, rather 
than discourage open cooperation between good 
neighbors.
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the south and west but is aligned for about six blocks 
with 11th Street. Currently 11th Street terminates at 
the county jail at the north and at the IBWC levee 
at the south. Extending 11th Street north therefore 
ends at the Port, and extending 11th Street south 
ends at the B&M Bridge. Closely located along this 
route are the Capitol Theatre, Market Square, the 
Cathedral, the County Courthouse and the County 
Courts Building and Jail Complex. 

Passenger Station and Park

Taking advantage of the rail R.O.W., the West Loop 
has been a highway project envisioned for decades 
as the logical compliment to the East Loop. To en-
hance downtown’s vehicular access and connectiv-
ity, West Loop has been promoted as a restricted 
access freeway or toll way.

Recent attempts to implement the West Loop as a 
restricted access highway has met with considerable 
community resistance and has lead to this alterna-
tive idea of a multimodal transit corridor. 

The West Loop has been envisioned as enhanc-
ing downtown’s connectivity and vehicular access. 
The most direct highway access to an internation-
al crossing is via US77 to the Veterans Memorial 
Bridge at Los Tomates, with the International Blvd to 
the Gateway Bridge being less direct. 

Catalytic Projects

West Loop /
11th  Street
Transit Corridor

The heritage street grid pattern continues beyond its 
historic limits and incorporates all of the major thor-
oughfares converging on downtown. The pattern of 
resacas interrupts the contiguousness of this street 
grid and only a handful of through streets maintain 
connectivity between downtown and the surround-
ing city. The displacement of the Town Resaca by SH 
77 reinforced this constriction with all of the con-
necting thoroughfares over passed by the elevated 
freeway and remaining streets severed by access 
ramps. Palm Blvd, the 5th and 6th Streets couplet, 
the 13th and 14th Streets couplet and International 
Blvd have sufficient capacity for present conditions 
but can be expected to become increasingly con-
gested as downtown generates more destination 
traffic. Except for International Blvd, the effective-
ness of their connectivity to the city street network 
is limiting.

There is one unused breach along US 77 that pro-
vides a unique opportunity to expand downtown’s 
connectivity, which occurs at the abandoned rail 
line between 10th and 12th Streets. The highway 
overpass and ramps once respected the active line 
that connected downtown to the Port of Brownsville 
and a portion is still an active spur line from the 
Port terminating about four blocks north of US 77. 
Below its termination the vacated R.O.W. extends to 
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5TH/6TH STREET EXTENSION
Extending the 5th/6th Street couplet from its pres-
ent termination at Fronton Street has in the past re-
quired ROW across the switchyard, the active rail 
line and the IWBC levee and consequently a sub-
stantial overpass. Given the abandonment of the 
switchyard and the Secure Border Riverfront scenar-
io, extension of the 5th/6th Street couplet can occur 
at a less costly grade level. 

RAIL SWITCHYARD LINEAR PARK
The vacated switchyard provides an opportunity 
to establish a significant urban space to support 
downtown residential and mixed-use development. 
Although the IWBC levee and undeveloped proper-
ties imparts an impression of available open space, 
there is actually only one small city park in this gen-
eral area. 
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Building Densities
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city grid, these zones are coincident with specific 
landmarks, are roughly equivalent to a pedestrian 
shed and represent an optimal area for focusing 
public improvements. The revitalization zones thus 
described would be of manageable size to coordi-
nate public and private projects to achieve specific 
goals and provide a rational framework for prioritiz-
ing investment and funding.

Revitalization Zones
Revitalization Zones are specific areas within districts 
generally composed of nine contiguous city blocks 
with a central or dominant block or landmark that is 
distinctive from the overall urban fabric. This is most 
apparent along the Eleventh Street corridor, where 
the El Jardin/Capitol Theater, Market Square, Cam-
eron County Courthouse and the County Courts 
complex are located at 3-block intervals. Adjacent 
and fronting International Boulevard are the less or-
ganized but definable Border Retail and El Cueto 
Zones. 

The nine-block configuration is a unique attribute 
of Brownsville’s urban pattern within the heritage 
downtown and though potentially useful in other 
downtown areas should not be considered univer-
sal. Indeed, some zones have overlapping char-
acteristics as well as gaps. But within the Heritage 
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The Majestic Theatre has been gutted and margin
ally reoccupied. The highest activity generator in this 
zone is the Greyhound Bus Station, which occupies 
an entire block that will be vacant when operations 
move to the Multi-Modal center. The only large sur-
face parking lot in all of Downtown lies within the 
zone. More recent events are encouraging: a new 
Ross store occupies the building adjacent to El Jar-
din Hotel and there is interest in commercial rede-
velopment of the bus station and other underutilized 
blocks

CAPITOL AND MAJESTIC THEATRES
The vacant Capitol Theatre is the only significant 
building in the zone that has a redevelopment plan 
and goals to restore both its architectural character 
and performance value, and is an essential anchor 
for revitalization. The interior of the Majestic The-
atre has been gutted but its exterior remains intact 
and contributes to the historic streetscape. 

El Jardin Hotel

Revitalization Zones

ENTERTAINMENT

This area has the highest rate of ground floor va-
cancy and the greatest amount of vacant upper 
floor area of all the Downtown zones. Bounded by 
Elizabeth, 10th, and St. Francis Streets and the Rio 
Grande, the area contains historic theaters and ho-
tels that are valuable resources for an entertainment 
district. The new 600-seat music and performance 
hall on the UTB/TSC campus and existing Jacob 
Brown Civic Center are two blocks from this zone 
and will have a contributing effect.  

The area is part of the oldest portion of Brownsville 
and during the steamboat era was the commercial 
center for Brownsville’s riverfront. Hope Park, the 
only public open space in Downtown that fronts 
the Rio Grande, lies atop the levee and marks the 
southernmost end of the Chisolm Trail. The Mis-
souri Pacific was extended into this area, intensifying 
property values and resulting in the redevelopment 
of previous built out properties. Several 19th century 
buildings have survived, but most were replaced by 
taller buildings in the first three decades of the 20th 
century. This is the “high-rise” core of Downtown 
and was Brownsville’s banking as well as entertain-
ment district with hotels, restaurants and a public 
park along the river.

Now gone are the railroad station, banks and res-
taurants and the remaining hotel is of poor quality. 
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Existing Plan Cultural Arts Revitalization Zone

Concept Plan Cultural Arts Revitalization Zone

1    Capitol Theater

2    Hotel El Jardin

3    UTB/TSC

4    Ross

5    Parking Lot

6    Bus Station

7    Hope Park

8    Rio Grande River

9    Majestic Theater

A    Hotel El Jardin Expansion

B    Perl Plaza

C    Esplanade

D    River Front Development

E    11th Street Transit Cor-
ridor

F     Parking Structures with 
       ground lease commercial
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riverfront development. Of all the locations in 
Downtown, this portion of the Rio Grande Espla-
nade offers the best location for highly rated hotels, 
restaurants, upscale retail and new urban housing. 
The direct linkage to Matamoros deepens the mar-
ket capture from visitors originating either side of 
the border.

CONVENTION CENTER
The City has long considered this area as a location 
for a regional scale convention center. A stand alone 
convention center, constructed entirely through 
public funds requires a significant financial commit-
ment. The economic benefits are rarely, if ever, real-
ized from direct revenues, but from secondary sales 
and job creation, and calculating these benefits is 
not without controversy. The limited capacity of the 
Jacob Brown Center is constraining and additional 
meeting and exhibition space will be needed to 
meet rising demand. If Brownsville determines that 
a convention center is a priority then it should be lo-
cated in Downtown where it can be most effective in 
generating activity and in the Entertainment Zone.

A less costly option for developing a convention 
center may be as a public/private project in col-
laboration with a major hotel. The size of a ma-
jor hotel ballroom is 20,000-40,000 SF with ad-
ditional breakout and meeting rooms. The study 
commissioned by the City in the 1990’s recom-
mended 40,000 SF of exhibit space and 12,000 
SF for meeting rooms. Utilizing the typical assembly 
functions of a major full service hotel and adding to 
their capacity to achieve a viable convention cen-
ter would require less public funds than that of a 
stand alone facility; and provides an incentive to a 
hotelier. The City would not have the same control 
over booking revenues in such an arrangement as it 
would with its own center, but Brownsville would still 
benefit from all the secondary economic benefits.

TRANSPORTATION AND PARKING
Conversion of the parking lot to a pedestrian plaza 
does require accommodation of displaced parking 
elsewhere, and the facing retail would lose its front 
door parking. In the mid and long terms, additional 
development will require structured parking, so an 
interim parking plan for phased development is a 
critical planning issue. As an interim measure, a re-
duced number of parking spaces, enough to sup-

PERL PLAZA
While the esplanade does provide urban open 
space, its elevated grade level and focus on the riv-
erside makes no direct contribution to public urban 
space needs within Historic Downtown. The loca-
tion most appropriate in the Entertainment Zone for 
establishing a public plaza or park is the existing 
parking lot bounded by Sam Perl, Levee and 12th 
Streets. This is a private commercial parking lot 
primarily used by downtown shoppers and people 
crossing the Gateway Bridge on foot from the U.S. 
side. 

Although not centered with the Entertainment RZ, 
this somewhat irregularly shaped block would be 
an organizing urban open space and strengthen 
the linkage from Downtown to the riverfront. The 
functional aspect of this plaza would be its capacity 
for outdoor performances and assembly. The an-
nual Jazz Festival currently requires closure of Levee 
Street between 12th and 11th Streets as an ad hoc 
venue. A performance use plaza would substantially 
improve prospects for an entertainment district by 
supporting outdoor concerts and events that attract 
activity without adversely affecting traffic flow. 

RIO GRANDE ESPLANADE
This is the only Zone within Historic Downtown that 
has a civic interface with the Rio Grande, and has 
the most immediate opportunity for riverfront devel-
opment along the Rio Grande Esplanade between 
the Gateway and B&M Bridges. As the properties 
between the levee and Sam Perl Blvd range from 
250-500 feet in depth, there is sufficient area for 
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port fronting retailers, could be integrated into the 
design of Perl Plaza along with a car free pedestrian 
area. The reduced parking area could be tempo-
rarily closed off for large events to make the entire 
block car free. Overall quality of paving, landscap-
ing, shade, lighting and other design features would 
be essential to a pedestrian oriented environment. 
The balance of displaced parking will need to be 
relocated but at a reduced level. Several vacant and 
underutilized lots within the Zone have the capacity 
and could be used for an interim period pending 
redevelopment.

DEVELOPMENT SCENARIO
The other revitalization zones do not have the large-
size building inventory or opportunity for large-scale 
development as does the Entertainment RZ. The 
unpredictable outcome of the Border fence, specu-
lative nature of redevelopment interests and slow 
progress in funding the Capitol Theatre make it dif-
ficult to determine a developmental scenario. Ulti-

mately, it is the riverfront that provides the unique 
difference between Brownsville and other LRGV cit-
ies and efforts to recover and transform the River’s 
intrinsic quality should be relentless.

But the most immediate and least costly project that 
can generate the greatest activity would be Perl Pla-
za. Its cost is quite moderate compared to the Capi-
tol Theatre and a fraction of the Rio Grande Espla-
nade. It would substantially improve the townscape 
in this area and provide a more attractive venue for 
informal, programmed and ticketed performances. 
As performances grow in scale and variety so too 
will attendance. Perl Plaza can be more than an ur-
ban plaza or performance venue; it can be a peren-
nial place for the cultivation and recruitment of both 
performers and patrons.
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REVITALIZATION ZONES

MARKET SQUARE

In 1850 Brownsville dedicated a block nearer to 
the riverfront to serve as a civic commercial cen-
ter. Market Square was a single block that was then 
sub-divided by two additional longitudinal streets 
into three slender blocks. The c.1852 City Market 
House was constructed on the middle block, and 
has been damaged, rebuilt, added onto and re-
modeled into the present structure. The most re-
cent alteration was the addition toward 13th Street, 
which has become the icon for Brownsville, along 
with its concrete and tile roof bus shelters. 

Market Square did, and to some degree still has a 
small measure of open space, but it is was never the 
open town square or plaza mayor one might expect 
as the central civic space. Instead, it is the build-
ing that dominates: it’s historically open and stoutly 
arcaded ground floor dedicated to goods and pro-
duce and the upper floor used for municipal offices. 
It was and is the center of intense activity and is the 
main bus transfer station for the city. 

The remaining and adjacent blocks were developed 
for commercial uses and in the early 1880s rein-
forced by the first Cameron County Courthouse and 
the Immaculate Conception Catholic Church. The 
old courthouse was a splendid two-story building 
that has been altered and converted into a Ma-
sonic Lodge. The church is one of the earliest of a 

Brownsville - City Market Building

Brownsville - City Market 1923
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Existing Plan Market Square Revitalization Zone

Concept Plan Market Square Revitalization Zone

1    City Market Building

2    Fernandez Complex

3    Cathedral

4    Brownsville City Hall

A    Market Plaza

B    Multimodal Center

C    Cathedral Plaza

D    Parking Structures

E    11th Street Transit Cor-
ridor
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brick Gothic Revival Style churches in the U.S. and 
is the cathedral for the Archdiocese of Brownsville. 
The exemplary 19th century Fernandez Complex 
has been recently and well restored, activated with 
ground floor commercial and landscaped interior 
patio overlooked by second floor apartments.

The buildings fronting Elizabeth and Washington 
Streets form the core of Downtown’s historic com-
mercial district. The historic storefronts are largely 
intact and in several buildings masked by   con-
temporary false fronts. Several buildings have been 
restored, most notably the c.1911 Bollack Store 
Building. 

The longitudinal streets of Elizabeth, Washington, 
Adams and Jefferson have been upgraded with 
palm trees, sidewalk pavers, lighting and street 
furnishings. The restrictive widths of the transverse 
streets have narrow concrete sidewalks and minimal 
improvements.

CITY MARKET BUILDING
The impending relocation of the Market Square bus 
station is a step in the positive direction to recover 
the integrity of the City Market Building and qualities 
of its historic setting. Current plans are to adaptively 
use the building as a cultural center with a public 
market at the ground floor and museum above. This 
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Market Building both house municipal departments. 
The new uses and building programs of the City 
Market Building will displace these offices and the 
Park Hotel Building which was never an ideal floor 
configuration for office use.

The City Market project therefore provides an op-
portunity for consolidating municipal offices into a 
more efficient and convenient facility. Because re-
development of vacant upper floors is a basic revi-
talization strategy, it is recommended that the City 
create a public/private partnership to redevelop the 
upper floors of all the buildings facing Adams Street 
between 11th and 10th Streets. This block of build-
ings includes the City-owned Stegman Building, 
whose second floor and the second floors of the 
adjoining buildings could be reworked as a con-
tiguous floor level and connected to City Hall. The 
combined floor areas of City Hall and the second 
floors of the adjacent commercial buildings would 
provide a consolidated and efficient office space. 
The historic integrity of the exteriors can be restored, 

will be a valuable activity generator and will posi-
tively change the dynamics of the adjacent blocks. 

Although the block long streets were historically 
open to traffic, their closure and conversion into 
a more pedestrian oriented environment is recom-
mended to meet quality urban space needs. Emer-
gency access remains necessary but people should 
feel free to walk about and amenities for shade, 
seating, outdoor dining and entertainment are 
essential. Opening up the arched arcades of the 
ground floor will recover the historic and essential 
relationship between the building mass and exterior 
space.

MUNICIPAL OFFICES
The Market Square RZ also incorporates many of 
Brownsville’s administrative offices including the 
former U.S. Post Office and Courthouse Building.  
The tallest building in the zone is now the City Hall 
for Brownsville and a prominent landmark. The 
three-story c.1912 Park Hotel Building and City 
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Cameron County Courthouse 1882-1912 (Masonic Lodge)

the ground floors can continue as commercial lease 
space, and the entire effort serve as a demonstra-
tion project to encourage more investment in His-
toric Downtown.

CATHEDRAL PLAZA
The need for urban open space can also be met on 
the adjacent block facing the Cathedral. Unlike its 
Matamoros counterpart, the Cathedral lacks a pub-
lic plaza to enhance its architectural qualities and 
provide a suitable civic setting. There is a two-lot 
large parking lot that was historically a commercial/
residential complex and its remaining outbuilding, 
a brick arched stable, which has been converted 
into the Cathedral gift shop. There are adjacent 
two non-historic commercial buildings and another 
parking lot. 

Acquisition and demolition of these six lots, except 
for the gift shop, would create a half-block open 
space and plaza, and dramatically improve the vi-
sual qualities and townscape relative to the Cathe-
dral. This Cathedral plaza or square would also en-
gage the Masonic Lodge (old courthouse building) 
as a set piece and elevates its presence. Restoring 
the original exterior architectural features and roof 
of the old courthouse would substantially reinforce 
the plaza townscape. The spatial enclosure of a Ca-
thedral Plaza should be further defined by the build-
ings fronting 11th Street and the longitudinal alley 
behind the gift shop.

TRANSPORTATION AND PARKING 
There is also the need to increase parking capacity 
for existing commercial and future office develop-
ment. The 11th Street buildings facing Cathedral 
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into landscaped and shaded patios. These proper-
ties; with street and plaza frontage, patios and con-
venient parking are prime for restaurant and retail 
uses.

DEVELOPMENT SCENARIO
The developmental scenario for the short term is 
partially realized by the City Market Building project 
but displaced city offices should remain in the zone. 
Redevelopment of existing vacant upper floors can 
be accomplished to the benefit of both the City 
and property owners. Subsequent increased activity 
opens up investment opportunities for private prop-
erties that can be realized by a mid-term Cathedral 
Plaza and parking structure. The parking structure 
supports the increase of commuting workers, local 
shoppers and regional visitors and the redevelop-
ment of vacant upper floors into office use is made 
more feasible. The peak parking demands of the 
Cathedral, City Market, commercial and office uses 
are largely offset and enabling an efficient parking 
pattern of use. As nearby downtown housing and the 
11th Street transit corridor occur in the long-term, 
commuter parking demand decreases and frees up 
space to meet increased office use demand.

Plaza are of lesser architectural and historic val-
ue compared to the historic building inventory of 
Brownsville. Acquisition of the half block bounded 
by Jefferson, 10th and 11th Streets for a parking 
structure will enable redevelopment of properties 
currently constrained by inadequate parking and 
support parking needs for city offices. The existing 
affected buildings would be either demolished or 
relocated to nearby vacant lots. 

The existing character of the alley along the plaza 
edge will detract from the rest of the plaza improve-
ments. Also, the rear facades and service yards of 
the buildings along the alley would face the plaza. 
Special design treatment of both conditions is need-
ed, but would also provide opportunity to redevelop 
the buildings and adapt new uses that would benefit 
from plaza frontage and the increased activity. The 
overhead utilities can be converted to underground 
and more pedestrian friendly paving and landscap-
ing can extend the plaza character along this mar-
gin. Many of the plaza-facing facades are historic 
brick walls with simple but well proportioned arched 
openings. Service functions can be redesigned and 
consolidated so that the yards could be converted 
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edges of the courthouse block, and the drainage 
swales disrupt what should be a more level and se-
rene lawn. 

Plans for courthouse parking were compromised 
when during the site work, burial sites were discov-
ered. A cemetery; apparently opened to receive vic-
tims of a disease outbreak in the 1850s, occupied 
a significant portion of the block fronting Monroe 
Street. The cost of documenting and relocating the 
human remains proved prohibitively costly and so 
the middle lots remain vacant and unimproved. A 
more limited parking lot was developed and park-
ing spaces are provided along 11th, Monroe and 
Jackson Streets. To reduce through-traffic, tempo-
rary barriers have been placed on Jackson Street at 
its intersection with 12th Street.

The southern margin of this zone fronts Jefferson 
Street and is predominately non-residential. The 
former county courthouse and commercial build-
ings front Cathedral Plaza, and is referenced in the 
Market Square RZ narrative. Residential uses prevail 
in the rest of the Courthouse Square zone and the 
housing is a mix of modest historic and non-historic 
structures that range in condition and character.

COURTHOUSE SQUARE
The Dancy Building is a potent civic icon and ar-
chitectural gem, worthy of generating visitor atten-
dance just to experience its qualities. But its setting 
is physically incomplete and does not enhance the 
building or the urban experience of the square. The 
perimeter of the square should be a complete edge 
of buildings with activated uses. Historic buildings 
need to be restored and given new life, non-con-
tributing structures need to be removed, and new 
buildings need to infill the vacant lots and weak 
gaps in the urban fabric. This will fulfill the vision of 
a traditional courthouse square as a dignified cen-
ter of meaning and purpose; full of life and activity 
for its citizens and guests.

MEMORIAL MALL
The constraints for developing the cemetery proper-
ties can be ameliorated by transforming the vacant 

REVITALIZATION ZONES

COURTHOUSE Square

The recently completed restoration of the c.1912 
Cameron County Courthouse, the Dancy Building, 
has returned a significant cultural and architectural 
resource to prominence and focus of community 
pride. Unlike most other county seats, the court-
house is not located at the center of Downtown, but 
does form a traditional courthouse square with its 
block sized lawn and centered building. The Court-
house Square is a strong and centralizing urban set-
ting.

The spatial integrity of a courthouse square is de-
pendent on the sense of enclosure provided by the 
surrounding urban fabric. Like the model urban 
pattern, the Courthouse Square is defined by four 
facing blocks and four corner blocks. One of the 
corner blocks is anchored by the two-story Pacheco 
Complex; two others by one-story buildings and the 
remaining corner is a vacant lot. Of the four front-
ing blocks, the Madison Street block provides the 
greatest sense of continuous frontage with a two-
story commercial building (BISD offices) and the 
one-story Old Jail Building, both occupying corner 
lots. Although these are historic buildings that con-
tribute to the spatial enclosure of the square; the 
side yards on 11th and 12th Streets and vacant lots 
and surface parking along Monroe Street weaken 
the sense of enclosure. The current parking lot and 
partial closure of Monroe Street blurs the defining 
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Existing Plan Historic Courthouse Revitalization Zone

Concept Plan Historic Courthouse Revitalization Zone

1    Building

2    Old County Jail

3    Masonic Lodge (Historic
      County Courthouse)

4    Cemetary/Unmarked 
Burials

A    Courthouse Square

B    Old County Jail

C    Masonic Lodge (Historic
      County Courthouse)

D    Parking Structure

E    11th Street Transit Cor-
ridor

F    Memorial Mall
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the lives of those whose remains are buried may 
provide a meaningful sense of remembrance and 
place.

HISTORIC PRESERVATION AND INFILL
The number of vacant, underutilized and substan-
dard properties is extensive and provides oppor-
tunities for infill and redevelopment. The Pacheco 
Complex occupies an entire half block; its two-story 
mass, robust brick details and ornamental metal 
and wood galleries are among Brownsville’s most 
significant historic resources. Its ancillary buildings, 

land into positive urban space. The cemetery is situ-
ated on the plan north axis of the Dancy Building, 
and provides a potential view corridor centered on 
the courthouse’s north entrance. If combined with 
the vacant lots across the alley that front Van Buren 
Street, this view corridor can be treated as a mall 
that extends a formal presence of the courthouse 
beyond its confining square. Such a mall would 
remain a grassed surface to avoid disturbing any 
remains, but could accommodate paved walks, 
lighting, benches and other park improvements. An 
interpretive program for the site that memorializes 
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revitalization step for the Courthouse Square RZ al-
ready accomplished by the restoration of the Dancy 
Building. Subsequent County work needs only to 
improve the treatment of parking and landscaping 
of the square and, perhaps with other partners the 
development of Memorial Mall. The Pacheco Build-
ing needs to be at least stabilized to forestall signifi-
cant damage, but if restored and reoccupied should 
include a high activity generator like a restaurant 
and bar.  The Pacheco can serve to influence the re-
development of other properties around the square. 

Infill development can be both office and residen-
tial, their mix determined by market forces and de-
mand for parking. A future parking garage site has 
been identified on the half block bounded by 10th, 
Jefferson and 11th Streets that would be similar to 
and across from the Market Square RZ parking ga-
rage.

walls and yards are an extraordinary resource for re-
storative and infill redevelopment. The Old Jail has 
similar attributes; its Border Brick character, mass-
ing and internal patios adaptable for many uses. 

Many of the modest houses and cottages in the 
surrounding residential inventory have a charming 
architectural character worthy of preservation. This 
can be a zone of mixed institutional, commercial 
and residential uses, and even small houses can be 
quite livable or adaptable within an urban context.

DEVELOPMENT SCENARIO
The heart of many a Texas city is often a courthouse 
and Brownsville is no exception.  As the county seat 
and heart of the city, the Cameron County Court-
house should be seen as the focal point for improv-
ing the Courthouse Square RZ.  Known as the Dancy 
Building, the newly restored courthouse also stands 
ready to symbolize and exemplify all of that can be 
imagined for Brownsville.  With the most ambitious 
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across Madison Street from the first County Jail; and 
later succeeded by the c.1888 Jail at the corner of 
12th and Van Buren Streets. A newer jail was built 
later one block north, and a newer courthouse was 
built two blocks from the new jail. With each move 
these facilities increased in size and changed in ar-
chitectural character. The more recently constructed 
Federal Courthouse is located several blocks west 
of this RZ, and should be considered a contributing 
thematic resource and activity generator.

Unlike the c.1912 courthouse, the new courthouse 
did not establish a positive setting within the urban 
pattern (courthouse square), nor did the new jail fit 
into the surrounding building fabric as had its pre-
decessors. The prevailing scale and urban pattern 
of their present context is the small residential scale 
of the Buena Vida neighborhood, the historic Fourth 
Ward. The primary open space considerations are 
for parking only; two entire blocks surfaced in as-
phalt and unrelieved by the token landscaping. 

REVITALIZATION ZONES

Cameron Square

The growth of county government in Brownsville is 
uniquely recorded by three generations of court-
houses and jails in Downtown. The c.1888 Cam-
eron County Courthouse near Market Square was 
succeeded by the c.1912 Dancy Building, which is 

Cameron County Courts Building
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Existing Plan County Courts Revitalization Zone

Concept Plan County Courts Revitalization Zone

1    County Courts Building

2    Parking Lot

3    County Jail Facilities

4    Brownsville Herald

5    Historic County Jail

A    County Courts Park

B    Mixed-Use Infill 
       Development

C    Parking Structure

D    Historic County Jail

E    11th Street Transit Coori-
dor
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In a suburban context an equal area of parking is 
hardly noticeable, but in the dense and historic ur-
ban fabric of Downtown the parking lots seem a 
vast wasteland. The Brownsville Herald building 
completes this urban ensemble in an ironically un-
heralded building, and for what should be one of 
the most prominent and significant of Brownsville’s 
civic centers, the place is both undesirable and un-
memorable.

A courthouse, a jail, a newspaper; each represent 
vital civil rights and responsibilities within a demo-
cratic society. When the physical manifestation of 
these values is low and mean, it fails to convey a 
sense of justice, the rule of law, free speech and 
protection of basic human rights. The physical at-
tributes of these places should form the positive ex-
pression of governance, encourage civic responsi-
bilities, and communicate the ideals of democracy.

GOVERNMENT CENTER
This should be a great Government Center, one that 
attains its significance not from monumentality, but 
from an ennobling and enriching human environ-
ment. These governmental uses also generate high 
levels of activity for which there are currently few 
adjacent complimentary uses. The presence of the 
free press adds a poignant counterpoint, or at least 
could if it physically portrays its role as a guard-
ian of truth and essential institution for an informed 
citizenry.

CAMERON SQUARE
The revitalization approach here is to transform 
some of the area dedicated to parking into posi-
tive and centralizing urban open space. This is ac-
complished by converting the parking lot bounded 
by Harrison, 10th, Van Buren Streets and a future 
11th Street transit line into a public plaza. For the 
purposes of this study this plaza is referenced as 
Cameron Square, and would be the urban setting 
for redevelopment of the surrounding blocks. Cam-
eron Square would be not just a formalized setting 
for government uses, but also a community focus 
and park for the Buena Vida neighborhood.

MIXED-USE DEVELOPMENT
The jail needs substantial improvements and expan-
sion in the future, and the concept plan calls for its 
relocation on the parking lot on the north of the 
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gins. Similar to the Courthouse Square, the modest 
scale and character of the neighborhood houses 
can be retained if appropriately rehabilitated for 
residential and small office uses. 

DEVELOPMENT SCENARIO
The revitalization of this zone is largely a Cameron 
County initiative as the Cameron Square RZ rep-
resents a diverse landscape although characterized 
predominately by civic oriented functions.  There-
fore, crucial to the successful revitalization of this 
area is the careful redistribution of spaces and func-
tions.  Foremost, the jail should be relocated north 
of the County Courts Building in a larger version 
that would be more contextually appropriate.  This 
move would free up space for mixed-use develop-
ment and provide a more suitable venue for the 
home of the Brownsville Herald.  Additionally, at-
tention should be focused on parking facilities that 
fit into the existing urban fabric.

County Courts Building as a taller building. With 
both blocks of the existing jail site cleared, there is 
area for approximately 500,000 GSF of new of-
fice, commercial and residential mixed-use devel-
opment. Remodeling, reconstruction or relocation 
of the Brownsville Herald within this zone is recom-
mended.

Displaced and additional parking demand can 
be accommodated with 800 spaces of structured 
parking, which would have ground floor lease com-
mercial use. Residential space would incorporate its 
own parking and Brownsville’s tradition of metered 
curb parking would be part of streetscape improve-
ments.

Sensitivity to the smaller scale residential character 
of Buena Vida should be an important concern in 
revitalization. The concept plan shows four-story 
buildings fronting Cameron Square and step down 
to three and two stories fronting the residential mar-
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MULTIMODAL
14th Street had been the Gateway’s connecting 
thoroughfare before being cut off by International 
Blvd and partially closed. But another portion of 
14th will be closed between Adams and Jefferson 
for the planned multimodal center. The multimodal 
will consolidate local and regional bus service from 
Market Square and the Entertainment RZ, which will 
be an improvement. But it will also take up more 
than two full blocks from International to the Ca-
thedral.

This study has struggled with the location of the 
multimodal, recognizing its service value but also 
its negative impact from increased bus traffic. For 
the present there may be no other choice, but as 
downtown grows in activity and other transit systems 

REVITALIZATION ZONES

BORDER TRADE

The immediacy of the Border permeates this zone 
and is the most activated area in Historic Down-
town. The transition of University Blvd to Elizabeth 
and Washington Streets while intersecting Interna-
tional Blvd at the Gateway POE is further compli-
cated by heavy pedestrian usage. This zone faces 
the greatest of downtown’s urban challenges:  the 
small park seems overwhelmed, vehicles are tightly 
stacked and slow moving, and there is little visual or 
physical comfort to be found. 

The customs facilities are entirely utilitarian and a 
dull contrast to the casually elegant Mediterranean-
styled building it had replaced. International Blvd 
spreads out to transition the POE drive lanes and 
pedestrians along Elizabeth must detour a block 
up to Washington just to cross International Blvd. 
A federal initiative is looking at options to expand 
the POE operations, of which their preference is to 
encroach on Elizabeth and International.

INTERNATIONAL PLAZA/TRADE CENTER
To alleviate the visual congestion and begin remak-
ing the POE into a more dignified and pedestrian 
environment a plaza can be created from the trian-
gulated city block between Elizabeth and Washing-
ton Streets. This is partially occupied by a duty free 
store and the remainder is surface parking with a 
half block remnant of 14th Street converted into a 
short and pleasantly shaded walkway aligned with 
the POE pedestrian entry.

The “international” theme imbedded in the Gate-
way and the Boulevard suggests an International 
Plaza and more substantial trade oriented building 
uses. An International Trade Center would certainly 
be a thematically appropriate urban response and 
is conceptualized as a larger scaled pattern of the 
City Market building with pubic ground floor ar-
cades and upper floor showrooms and offices. The 
14th Street walk would be converted into an arcade 
the full breadth of the block and the plaza an active 
place for vendors and market stalls.

Gateway International Port of Entry

US Customs House ca. 1935
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Existing Plan Border Trade Revitalization Zone

Concept Plan Border Trade Revitalization Zone

1    U.S. Customs Point 
      of Entry

2    Parking Lot

3    Jacob Brown Center

4    Park

5    UTB/TSC Main Campus

A    Multimodal Center

B    Plaza

C    International Trade  
      Building
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14th Street Walkway
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emerge, the multimodal as located is likely to re-
emerge as a larger version of its old Market Square 
character. 

Because the multimodal location is strategic to the 
Gateway POE, the Cathedral and Market Square, 
the initial response was to recommend the addition 
of a parking deck above the bus zone. A single level 
would provide about 500 parking spaces plus shade 
and protection below. The cost effectiveness of a 
single parking deck is not ideal, nor would the bulk 
mass of additional parking decks be desirable. 

The difficulty is that neither the multimodal nor park-
ing deck is being considered as part of a larger and 
an integrated transportation facility. As the Market 
Square location proved, the context of time is an 
important planning and design determinant.  This 
led to the idea that the multimodal center should 
be designed for a more diverse range of modes, 
including critically needed parking, and for future 
reuse when operations need to be moved out of the 
heart of downtown to a more regionally accessible 
location. 

1    U.S. Customs Point 
      of Entry

2    Parking Lot

3    Jacob Brown Center

4    Park

A    Multimodal Center

B    Plaza

C    International Trade  
      Building

Concept Plan Border Trade Revitalization Zone
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MULTIMODAL ALTERNATE
An alternative approach to the multimodal was con-
ceived by reevaluating the urban conditions associ-
ated with International Blvd, in particular its divisive 
role in the UTB/TSC and Historic Downtown rela-
tionship. Although the same qualities of landscap-
ing on both sides would be an improvement, the 
sides are still opposite. In searching for more sub-
stantial means of bridging the International divide, 
the coincidental axial alignment of the Cathedral 
and Gorgas Hall was identified.

The relationship is not readily apparent because of 
obstructing buildings, trees and landscaping, but 
however coincidental, the alignment is as uniquely 
powerful as it is tentative. When the buildings are 
cleared from the multimodal site, the relationship 
will be revealed but ultimately obscured when the 
facility is built.

The power of axial alignments is their visual and 
cognitive focus: even an ordinary object seems 
more important on a visual axis. So the aligned 
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with the relocation of the multimodal.

DEVELOPMENT SCENARIO
The catalytic project for the Border Trade RZ is the 
multimodal center. Its design has been funded and 
site acquisition is complete. It is not known at the 
time of this printing what will become of a design 
alternative.

phenomena of Gorgas Hall and Immaculate Con-
ception Cathedral should give pause to the thought 
of transforming their physical relationship into a 
shared reality. This requires a dedicated visual cor-
ridor between the Gorgas and the Cathedral and 
suggests the spatial equivalence of a bridge that 
unifies both sides.

The creative use of space and meaning can be en-
tirely practical: the multimodal can be kept to the 
side of the plaza view corridor with structured park-
ing above providing 500-600 spaces. In keeping the 
parking structure a half-block in width, the ground 
floor could be converted to commercial lease space 
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Adjacent to urban college and university campuses 
are ancillary settings that host student activities and 
extend higher education lifestyles: fraternal and so-
rority houses, service organizations, private dorms 
and housing, cafés, bookstores, shops and clubs. 
Where there is a strong cultural congruence between 
institutional and civic values, these “off-campus” 
zones are likely to be positive in character and ac-
tivity. However, most “town and gown” relationships 
exercise a form of civil inattention: they each try to 
stay out of each others domains because joint ini-
tiatives can be exceedingly complicated. The result 
can often include unsatisfactory but tolerated ele-
ments of exploitive housing, bars and raffish street 
life that fill cultural voids without fulfilling values.

Among the reasons why a significant off-campus 
zone has not developed are the commuter charac-
ter of UTB/TSC enrollment and divisive character of 
International Blvd are major. But as future enroll-
ment increases to a projected capacity of 20,000, 
so too will near-campus market demand for stu-

REVITALIZATION ZONES

EL CUETO

bottom: La Nueva Libertad (Andres Cueto Building)
Andres Cueto was a Spanish immigrant whose first store was named 
Libertad. He moved to this location in 1893 and named the new build-
ing La Nueva Libertad. The ground floor was a grocery, bakery and 
pawn shop and the upper floor provided living quarters. 
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Existing Plan El Cueto Revitalization Zone

Concpet Plan El Cueto Revitalization Zone

1    El Cueto Building

2    UTB/TSC Main Campus

3    Hotel Casa Blanca

A    Infill Development
       Residential/ Commercial
       Mixed Use
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dent/faculty housing and associated uses. The pres-
ent and near future therefore presents a critical time 
for cultivating the relationships and initiatives neces-
sary for recreating the campus and town margins to 
the mutual benefit of institutional, market and civic 
goals.

The best opportunity for cultivating an off-campus 
neighborhood is along the west side of Internation-
al Blvd north of Jefferson Street. These blocks are 
characterized by a mix of building conditions rang-
ing from quality historic structures to underutilized 
and vacant lots; ideal conditions for small to medi-
um scale infill, makeovers and historic preservation 
projects. A catalyst can be the Andres Cueto Build-
ing - La Nueva Libertad – owned by UTB/TSC and 
one of Brownsville’s exemplary Border Brick archi-
tectural specimens. UTB/TSC’s control of this prop-
erty can serve as an anchor and, for the interim, as 
a namesake for an “El Cueto” neighborhood.

Compared with the other revitalization zones, the El 
Queto RZ has no central or organizing urban space. 
But the pleasant grounds of the Cueto Building can 
be further enhanced, and possibly expanded to 
provide a centralizing social setting for daily and 
special use. Other quality historic properties are 

Hotel Casa Blanca
The Border Brick Casa Blanca takes up a quarter of the block with 
main and ancillary buildings with shady internal patios; providing a 
spatial character perfect for cafes and shops.
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The nine-block zone between 13th Street and International Blvd is anchored by the Cueto Building, shown here with expanded grounds to provide a focal 
urban open space. Infill opportunities for student-oriented housing is shown as two and three-story buildings, which would have upper floor dwelling units 
and arcaded ground lease commercial for complimentary food service, retail and entertainment uses.

of use in the neighborhood and begin to positively 
influence redevelopment opportunities. The critical 
infrastructure project is the improvement of Interna-
tional Blvd as an attractive and pedestrian friendly 
environment. Enhancing the grounds of the Cueto 
Building will provide a focal open space, but a suc-
cessfully redeveloped International Corridor should 
be where the greatest activity should occur.  

the Casa Blanca Hotel and former Quartermaster 
buildings at Madison and 15th Streets, and several 
dozen other historic single and multi-family struc-
tures. Nearly all are in need of repair and would be 
eligible for certified rehabilitation as revenue gener-
ating properties.

DEVELOPMENT SCENARIO
The catalytic project for the El Cueto RZ is the de-
velopment of a truly student-oriented infill and/or 
adaptive use housing project for at least 100 stu-
dents. Such a project would change the character 
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and suffers from being either sharply contrasting or 
muddled.

International Blvd exemplifies the problem of being 
too much of a contrast. The campus side is a pleas-
ing landscape with lawn, shady trees and pleasant 
sidewalks. The town side is treeless, riddled with 
intermittent parking lots and generally inhospitable 
for anyone on foot. The impulse and border ori-
ented businesses offer little cultural opportunity one 
might associate with a campus edge. International 
Blvd, once the front door for the campus, is now 
being succeeded by University Blvd, an anchor leg 
of the East Loop connection to the Veteran’s Bridge, 
and a more attractive approach to the campus. The 
neighborhood and campus margin exemplifies the 
problem of insufficient contrast, but here it is the in-
terim piecemeal encroachment of campus parking 
as it seeks a future boundary with one of Browns-
ville’s poorest neighborhoods.

The need for UTB/TSC to distinguish the physical 
domain of the campus from the surrounding town-
scape is essential, but it does not, nor need be a 
contrast of the quality of the landscape. Indeed, the 
relatively hostile street environment of International 
Blvd is devaluing for all frontage property owners. 
So a common initiative for all property owner inter-

REVITALIZATION ZONES

GATEWAY NORTH

The physical origins of the UTB/TSC campus are 
the resacas and Fort Brown. The military post layout 
was organized around a central rectangular parade 
field and aligned with the geomorphic geometry of 
the resacas. The western edge of the post was not 
the broad expanse that is the present International 
Blvd, but an alley behind a row of infantry barracks. 
Following Fort Brown’s decommissioning, the build-
ings were occupied by the Southmost Junior Col-
lege and gradually transformed and expanded into 
the present UTB/TSC campus. UTB/TSC has the 
distinction of being both a locally funded commu-
nity college and a university within the University of 
Texas System, and is unique as the only university in 
the world that shares an international border.

Through the last half of the 20th century, the campus 
was closely knitted with Brownsville’s townscape: the 
Peninsula had hotels and condo’s, the Brown Civic 
Center was the city’s sole assembly venue, and In-
ternational Blvd was dense with slow-moving traffic 
crossing the Gateway Bridge. The changes in the 
past two decades have been profound, producing a 
lovely and romantic campus character around the 
resacas, which reflect the architectural continuum 
of Fort Brown heritage architecture, and linked with 
shaded paseos and patios. Where the campus ap-
proaches its expanded margins with the surrounding 
townscape however, the character loses its potency 

Fort Brown c.1939
The present physical relationship between UTB/TSC originated from 
the military post of Fort Brown, whereby the NE edge of the post was 
lined with barracks that backed on to an alley. The barracks faced the 
main parade ground and opposite the headquarters (Gorgas Hall) 
and the string of officers quarters. Post WWII the barracks were de-
molished, International Blvd was constructed and the post decommis-
sioned and occupied by Texas Southmost College.
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Existing Plan Gateway North Revitalization Zone

Concept Plan Gateway North Revitalization Zone

1    UTB/TSC Main Campus

A    Infill Development Resi-
      dential/Commercial 
      Mixed Use

B    UTB/TSC Main Campus 
      Expansion
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Palm Boulevard is one of Brownsville’s exemplary streets and a suitable model for other enhancing the city’s other boulevards and avenues.

International Boulevard looking from US 77 to downtown. The quality of commercial frontages, streetscape and overhead utilities render an uncomfort-
able setting and repelling image for such an important approach. UTB/TSC is obscured from view for the six blocks between US 77 and the campus. The 
only visible indication is the UTB/TSC logo on the water tower, itself a less than graceful utilitarian structure and partially obscured as well.
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Using Palm Blvd as a model, International Boulevard can be revived as a splendid urban corridor more appropriate as the approach to a major university 
and international port of entry.  With campus expansion overtaking the four blocks between Van Buren and Ridgely, UTB/TSC can be physically revealed to 
inbound traffic on US 77.  This image illustrates the dramatic effect of a major campus building complex anchoring the axial view terminus, an enhanced 
streetscape and reinvigorated mixed-use corridor.

campus image, increase frontage property values 
and provide campus growth capacity beyond 2.2 
million square feet is the prospect of expanding the 
campus into the four blocks bounded by Interna-
tional Blvd and Van Buren, 19th and Ridgely Streets. 
Acquisition of these blocks provides the opportunity 
for expansion that not only increases future capacity 
but with appropriate site and building design can 
establish a compelling town and campus landmark. 
Because the route of International Blvd was histori-
cally derived from several different streets and the 
former alley between Fort Brown and Brownsville, it 
has varying alignments, which if properly exploited 
provide a powerful axial terminus with a future sig-
nificant campus building complex. 

DEVELOPMENT SCENARIO
The catalytic project for Gateway North is the im-
provement of International Blvd and assembling 
the land to allow future expansion of the UTB/TSC 
campus. Brownsville’s Palm Blvd serves as a positive 
comparable model for International Blvd improve-
ments.

ests would be the revitalization of the International 
Blvd corridor and improvement of its streetscape. 
Brownsville’s Palm Blvd serves as a positive com-
parable model for International Blvd improvements.

University Blvd was functionally necessary for cam-
pus vehicular access and circulation. But it also ac-
complished what UTB/TSC could not attain from 
International Blvd, which was control of the scenic 
qualities approaching the campus. Initial impres-
sions are crucial and lasting, so every effort should 
be made to enhance the image of UTB/TSC within 
Brownsville’s townscape. A problem more basic than 
the streetscape of International Blvd is the relative 
obscurity of the campus along its approach. Except 
for the UTB/TSC logo on the water tower, there is no 
sense of the campus from US 77 until it is obliquely 
revealed some five blocks in, and then it is the mod-
est signage that informs the viewer. This condition is 
simply inadequate in conveying the unique, distinc-
tive and consequential aspects of UTB/TSC within 
the city and region.

A possible remedy that would assert a stronger 
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downtown revitalization

B R O W N S V I L L E  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

% GSF of historic building inventory at maintenance 
level

% GSF of historic building inventory that is occupied 
and not tax exempt

% GSF of historic building inventory that is granted 
ad valorem abatement

GSF of historic building inventory that is certified 
rehabilitation by the US DOI Standards

% of total construction permits for work on historic 
buildings

Inclusion on of the annual list of the “Dozen Distinc-
tive Destinations” by the NTHP 

Want to expand the quantity, diversity and quality 
of cultural offerings, fine arts education, support for 
entertainment-based jobs and enterprises, and de-
velop sustainable venues and programs that show-
case our cultural wealth worldwide.

Annual attendance at arts/cultural venues per 1000 
residents

% of arts/cultural organizations’ funding from pri-
vate donations

Survey measures of awareness of City’s cultural as-
sets by Brownsville and non-Brownsville residents

Indicators
Want a revitalized downtown consisting of an eco-
nomically thriving and creative cultural district rec-
ognized as an international attraction and the pre-
eminent historic and entertainment destination of 
the Rio Grande Valley.

% sales tax revenues produced downtown

% of property tax revenues produced downtown

Number of entertainment venues downtown per 
1000 residents

Number of arts/cultural venues downtown per 1000 
residents

Survey measures of awareness of City’s downtown 
assets by Brownsville and non-Brownsville residents

% of economic activity produced as a result of his-
toric/cultural venues downtown

Want to capitalize on Brownsville’s significant his-
tory, recognize it as our most valuable cultural as-
set, promote its appreciation, and protect, restore 
and conserve all of Brownsville’s historic locations, 
structures and neighborhoods.

% of historic building/neighborhood/sites inventory 
at maintenance level

Survey measures of awareness of City’s historic as-
sets by Brownsville and non-Brownsville residents


