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In storm, Valley's levees vulnerable to flooding
Without $125 million to bolster Rio Grande structures, hurricane flooding is a threat
By DUDLEY ALTHAUS
Copyright 2007 Houston Chronicle

HIDALGO — Perhaps no region in Texas stands more at risk from
the torments, and torrents, of hurricanes than the borderlands.

Though the state has been spared a major storm since 1990, 
government agencies and outside critics have warned that heavy 
rains from a hurricane, or even a tropical storm, near the mouth of 
the Rio Grande could well cause catastrophic flooding.

In such an event, the river's levees could be topped or toppled, existing flood plains 
overwhelmed. Towns and cities in the Rio Grande Valley that house more than 2 million people 
could be inundated. Thousands of people could be displaced, unknown numbers killed or 
injured. Property worth billions of dollars could be destroyed.

"The levees are too low to sustain a 100-year flood on either side of the river," said Tyrus 
Fain, whose Rio Grande Institute is taking part in a federally funded study of ways to mitigate 
the impact of floods and other hazards on the border. "It's a disaster waiting to happen."

The International Boundary and Water Commission — or IBWC, the joint U.S.-Mexico agency
that oversees the Rio Grande where it serves as the border — has estimated that $125 million
is needed to bolster the levees along the last 100-mile stretch of the river. But Congress has
allocated less than $5 million annually for the task.

Had Hurricane Dean slammed the region last month, as early predictions suggested, "it would 
have been an absolutely devastating event," Gov. Rick Perry said on a recent visit to Mexico 
City.

With Dean packing 165 mph winds in the Caribbean, Perry and Texas officials rushed National 
Guard units to border cities, readied 3,000 buses for evacuations and sent military aircraft into 
Brownsville to carry away the elderly. They also set up shelters far inland to handle the 
expected rush of refugees.

As it happened, Dean killed 20 people as it crossed the Caribbean, tore through the Yucatan 
Peninsula and then made a second landfall in Mexico hundreds of miles south of the border. 
When it died in the country's central mountains, Texas officials shrugged off suggestions they 
had overreacted.

The Rio Grande, here with Mexico on the left 
and the U.S. on the right, is sometimes only 
a few feet wide and walk-across shallow. But 
its feebleness is deceiving; it can become a 
torrent with the slightest rain.
STEVE UECKERT: CHRONICLE



Little wonder. Counting Humberto, which made landfall just east of Houston at High Island last 
week, Texas has been hit by 13 hurricanes and nearly as many tropical storms in the past 40 
years. But only four hurricanes have made landfall since 1989. Many experts think Texas is 
overdue for a bad one. And to some of those experts, no one seems more exposed than the 
growing population along the Lower Rio Grande.

"This area of the state is very vulnerable to any number of natural and man-made hazards," 
said Jo Ann Howard, president of Austin's H2O Partners, which is also working on the hazard 
study. "The cities and counties on the border are extremely concerned."

Fast-growing cities

What Texans call the 100-mile-long Lower Rio Grande Valley actually is a sprawling flood 
plain, flat as a parking lot in most places and often nearly as impermeable.

More than 1 million people now live on the Texas side of the river from McAllen east to the 
Gulf of Mexico, a distance of 56 miles. Nearly twice that number have swollen the neighboring 
Mexican cities of Reynosa, Rio Bravo and Matamoros.

Shantytowns, middle-class neighborhoods and industrial parks have sprouted on flood-prone 
land on either side of the boundary.

As part of the Federal Emergency Management Agency's nationwide review of U.S. levees in 
the wake of Hurricane Katrina, the U.S. branch of the boundary commission decertified Rio 
Grande levees in January. Commission officials judged the levees in the Lower Valley incapable 
of withstanding more than routine flooding.

A major flood, the commission estimated, would overcome at least 38 miles of levees near 
McAllen, one of the fastest-growing U.S. cities. Another 56 miles on the Mexican side of the
river would be topped or breached as well.

"They are all susceptible to failure," said Joe Tucker, an engineer who spent 31 years 
supervising the maintenance of the Rio Grande levees for the boundary commission and now is 
one of the major critics of the failure to improve them.

"There's all kinds of possibilities," Tucker, 80, said as he gave a tour of the river levees and 
flood control dams. "But somebody is going to get hurt somewhere."

That assessment led FEMA to reconsider the threat to the Texas borderlands, potentially
classifying entire cities and counties as flood-threatened. If made formal, that destination will
force homeowners and businesses — anyone with a mortgage — to buy flood insurance.

A 2004 impact study done for the boundary commission suggests that the levees at risk protect 
at least $322 million in property along the Texas side of the final stretch of river.

But officials in Hidalgo County, which is anchored by McAllen and is considered the most 
vulnerable to levee failure, estimate that at least $8 billion worth of property could be 
threatened should the Rio Grande levees be breached in Texas and in Mexico near Reynosa.

"For us to get a whole bunch of rain right now would be devastating," said J.D. Salinas, the 
county's chief executive. "Our system is already at capacity."

When many border natives discuss the potential for trouble, they usually recall 1967's 
Hurricane Beulah. After making a September landfall just north of the border, the storm 
chewed through the ranch and farm country of the Lower Valley. Beulah poured nearly 3 feet 
of rain in many places over just 36 hours before expiring in the northern Mexico desert.



Flooding in the San Juan River, which rises in the mountains outside Monterrey and feeds the 
Rio Grande upstream from McAllen, sent a surge of water into the Lower Valley, overwhelming 
the flood-prevention systems of the time.

Harlingen and other Texas cities were flooded, the water rising as much as 45 feet in some 
areas near the coast, Tucker said.

"I saw people hurt real bad, propertywise," Tucker said. "There would be a lot of flooding in 
the Valley with a repeat of Beulah. I wouldn't expect a big loss of life, but there would be a 
huge economic loss."

Years of neglect

In the aftermath of Beulah, the levees were improved and a new flood-control dam was built 
to withstand a storm of similar intensity. But years of neglect and the changing conditions 
along the river render those measures obsolete, Tucker and other experts say.

The amount of water that the river's channel can accommodate has been reduced, Tucker said, 
by soil that has been deposited from upstream and by thick vegetation that has grown along its 
banks, in part because of federally controlled wildlife corridors.

Rainfall so far this year in northern Mexico and the borderlands has been much greater than 
normal. The two large Mexican reservoirs on the Rio San Juan are nearly filled to capacity.

Significant amounts of new rain would simply wash into the Rio Grande, overwhelming the 
levee system.

"You don't know what will happen, but there could be flooding along the entire floodway 
system," Tucker said.

Of course it doesn't take a hurricane to bring a deluge. Tropical storms or thunderstorms can 
also do the trick.

Locally torrential rains last summer spawned severe flooding in El Paso and its sister city 
across the Rio Grande, Ciudad Juarez. Storm drains on both sides of the river were unable to 
handle the runoff. Preparations were made to evacuate huge areas of El Paso when a dam in 
Ciudad Juarez threatened to break.

More than 4,000 homes were destroyed in the Mexican city, 1,500 in Texas. Damage was 
estimated at nearly $500 million.

Another storm in April 2004 killed at least 34 people in Piedras Negras, a Mexican border city 
of 200,000 upriver from Laredo, when a flash flood sent a 25-foot surge of water through a 
small tributary to the Rio Grande.

With communities and farms along its 1,900-mile course often requiring more water than the 
river has in it, the Rio Grande dwindles to merely a trickle below El Paso until it is replenished 
by the Rio Conchos flowing out of Mexico's western mountains.

From trickle to torrent

The Rio Grande has sometimes dried up before reaching the Gulf of Mexico, or is only a few 
feet wide and walk-across shallow at its mouth. But the river's feebleness is deceiving; it 
becomes a torrent with the slightest rain.

'The majority of people in the Valley have no idea what this is about," Tucker said of the 



potential for flooding. "They haven't been exposed to it."

So far, Congress has ignored the warnings and heavy lobbying by border politicians, continuing 
to earmark just a few million dollars a year for levee repairs.

Facing both the threat of an actual disaster and the costly increase in federally required flood 
insurance, Hidalgo County commissioners this year approved a $40 million effort funded by 
local taxpayers to begin raising the height of the levees.

"We all decided it was best to do it ourselves," said Mayor Norberto Salinas of Mission, one of 
Hidalgo County's larger cities, parts of which could be flooded if the levees fail. "The federal 
government is not going to come up with the money."

Hidalgo County officials hope they'll be paid back the money they're spending. State and 
federal officials are trying to pressure Congress into approving the funding, but it's not certain 
the money will be available any time soon.

"What surprises me is that I thought after Katrina and all, Congress would appropriate the 
money," said Tucker, the retired levee engineer. "But I guess not.

"A little talk here and there, but no improvements made. Really, there's been nothing."
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