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7.0 Executive Summary

The Hidalgo County Metropolitan Planning Organization (HCMPO) is designated by the
State of Texas as the Metropolitan Planning Organization to coordinate transportation
planning for the region. The HCMPO Transportation Policy Committee (TPC) is
responsible for the development of the long-range, 25-year transportation plan for the
Transportation Management Area (TMA), which is updated in five-year cycles. Regional
coordination of the Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP) involves various
stakeholders including the cities, the county, state agencies, transportation agencies, and

the citizens of the region.

The purpose of the 2010-2035 Hidalgo County Metropolitan Planning Organization
MTP is to define the future transportation system for the Hidalgo County Metropolitan
area. Over the next 25 years, the Hidalgo County and Lower Rio Grande Valley region will
face many challenges and opportunities, while continuing to be a dynamic economic center.
One challenge is to assess the region’s mobility needs, then provide the plan for the area’s
transportation system. The MTP is a mechanism to help local and state governments and
transportation agencies identify transportation investments that will improve mobility,
increase safety, and complement communities’ development plans. The HCMPO MTP is a
comprehensive, multimodal blueprint for transportation systems and services aimed at
meeting the mobility needs of Hidalgo County. It serves to guide the expenditure of more
than $1 billion of Federal, State, and local funds expected to be available for transportation

improvements through the year 2035.

The MTP represents the initial stage in the planning development of transportation project
proposals offered to the public and policy makers for discussion. Some of these project
proposals have not been developed for implementation and will require future discussion,
research and coordination. The MTP must determine investment priorities for potential
projects that have the greatest transportation benefit within estimated financial resources.

In order to be fiscally constrained as federally required, the MTP expenditures cannot
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exceed its likely revenues. The MTP recommends a combination of strategies and solutions
to contain and reduce congestion. The MTP proposes to address congestion by efficiently
operating and managing our existing transportation facilities, expanding select roadways,
growing bus and rail transit services, expanding bicycle and pedestrian facilities, and

reducing traffic crashes.

Public involvement was a key component in the development of 2035 MTP Update.
Consistent with the public involvement procedures adopted by the Transportation Policy
Committee, external public meetings were held on the draft 2035 MTP Update, and 60 days
were allowed for public comment prior to adoption of the Plan Update. There were 6 public
meetings held beginning in October 2009, to keep the community aware of the progress
and issues associated with the MTP Update development. Time Warner Cable was utilized
to announce times and locations for open house venues in which the public was invited to
participate and be educated about the MTP process. Recommendations of the Plan Update
were then developed under the guidance of the elected officials who comprise the
Transportation Policy Committee as well the technical guidance and support that was
provided by the HCMPO Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) as well as the MTP

Steering Committee and the Data Criteria subcommittee.
Growth Trends

The 2035 MTP considers the transportation need of the Urbanized Area of Hidalgo County.
The population of Hidalgo County continues to grow at a faster rate than that of the State of
Texas or the United States. (Figure 7.0.1) This trend of rapid growth is expected to continue
through the year 2035. At the time of the 1990 census, the HCMPO was comprised of 338.7
square miles and had a population of 290,000, which made it the seventh largest
Transportation Management Area (TMA) in Texas. After the 2000 census was conducted,
the urbanized area was updated to include 743.21 square miles and a population of almost
570,000, making it the 6t largest TMA in Texas. The Hidalgo County MPO has been among

the top five (5) fastest growing metro areas in the U.S. every year since 1986. According to
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projections performed by the HCMPO staff, population will grow by 75 percent, from
570,000 persons in 2000 to almost 1 million persons in 2030. Employment trends in
Hidalgo County also have high projected growth rates. Employment is projected to increase
by 57 percent by 2030, from 154,000 jobs in 2000 to 241,000 jobs. On average, the region
is expected to add population at a rate of 14,000 persons per year and employment at a
rate of 3,000 jobs per year. The dramatic growth of the region will have significant
accessibility, mobility, and economic implications. If current travel trends continue, this
translates into more travel resulting in increased traffic congestion and negative air quality
impacts. These trends include: increases in automobile ownership, drive alone travel, and
suburbanization, resulting in more and longer trips. Unless a way to modify the travel
characteristics of the residents of the region is found, an already overburdened

transportation system will have to absorb this increase in travel.

Figure 7.0.1: Projected Population Growth for Hidalgo County
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International Impacts
International border crossings have increased tremendously along the Texas border after

the implementation of NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) in January 1994.

Population growth and economic development are the two major factors affecting the
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Valley’s rapid growth increasing pressure on the urban and the transportation
infrastructure. Hidalgo County is the 4th fastest growing Metropolitan Statistical Area
(MSA) in the United States. This region is experiencing a faster economic growth than any
other border town between US and Mexico, particularly in the manufacturing sector. Of all
the trade between the two nations, 12.8 percent comes through this region and out of 148.4
billion dollars that cross through the South Texas border, 38.5% crosses through the Rio
Grande Valley [US Department of Commerce-Bureau of Economic Analysis-compiled by UT-
Pan Am Compiled, 1999]. The increase in number of Maquiladoras (Manufacturing
Industries) across the borders is one of the direct impacts of NAFTA. Maquiladoras are the
manufacturing facilities on one side of the border and warehousing facilities on the other
side. The Maquiladoras are designed to take advantage of both the resources such as labor
supply, lower wages, and etc. These tend to increase interests of the agencies in
establishing industries on the borders to employ individuals for lower wages and for less

investment on the raw materials.

Maquiladoras have seen growth in many areas due to growth in number of facilities,
expansion of existing facilities and employment. Earlier statistics showed that there were
around 2000 Maquiladoras and 500,000 workers in the early to mid 1990s. As per the
statistics of the current period there are around 3000 Maquiladoras on the United States-
Mexico border with over one million workers in these manufacturing units. This shows that
the number of Maquiladoras has increased and the number of workers has more than

doubled.

Some of these businesses expedite products being shipped from other states and/or
countries to Mexico; assemble them in a finished product and ship them back to the United
States. Some of these products are accessories for the electronic equipment, clothing,
plastics, furniture, appliances and auto parts. Operations such as General Electric, General

Motors, TRW, Black & Decker, Bissell, Whirlpool and Maytag are among Fortune 500
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companies that are cutting their production costs by utilizing the world-class labor pool

associated with the Maquiladoras Program.

Because of the growing population due to the manufacturing plants, border cities are acting
as foreign trade zones or “free ports” that are regulated by the US customs. Raw materials
and/or finished goods may be brought into the zone from another country duty-free and
then may be stored, assembled, repackaged, graded, manufactured, or re-exported without
payment of U.S. Customs duties. This has prompted the likely increase in the border traffic
in Texas. Figure 7.0.2 shows the historical growth trends of freight movements entering
Hidalgo County through the International Bridges. 2008 showed a dramatic decrease in

northbound truck traffic due largely upon the downturn in the economy.

Figure 7.0.2: Incoming Trucks from Mexico
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Interstate 69

Another issue related to NAFTA and the Valley is Interstate 69. The development of
interstate 69 would create a seamless freight corridor from Canada to Mexico. Interstate 69

is an interstate highway in the Midwestern United States. It runs from Indianapolis,
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Indiana at interstate 465 to the U.S side of the Blue Water Bridge in Port Huron Michigan at
the Canadian border. [-69 has become increasingly important point of international trade
between United States and Canada after the NAFTA agreement. 1-69 is one of two so-called
“NAFTA Highways” in Michigan connecting two countries. Earlier [-69 began in Michigan

and ends in neighboring Indiana.

[-69 being an integral part of the high priority corridor 18, originated with the Intermodal
Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991(ISTEA) where the U.S Congress designated
certain highway corridors of national significance to be included in the National Highway
System. The corridor now has been defined by congress to extend from Port Huron,
Michigan at the Canadian border, to the southern border connecting Mexico and Canada.
This would make the shortest route between the industrial northeast and the South Texas
border with Mexico. A Steering Committee consisting of representatives of eight State
Departments of Transportation and Federal Highway Administration has directed the
analysis for corridors 18 and [-69. This committee is the national-level planning and
coordinating entity for extension of the existing [-69 from Port Huron, Michigan to the

Texas/Mexico border.

Development of [-69 is supposed to improve international and interstate trade and help
develop surface transportation. [-69 would provide a continuous highway link designed to
Interstate highway standards from the Mexican border to the Canadian border, which is
approximately 1,650 miles. Throughout its length, the [-69 would connect 16 existing
Interstate highways crossing corridor 18 (10 east-west routes and 6 north-south routes),

and it would also link 10 urban areas or more than 50,000 population along the corridor.

Within urban areas, development of 1-69 could provide the means to upgrade existing
Interstate routes, connect major transportation corridors and radial freeways with a new

facility. About 63% of total U.S truck-borne trade with North America is through the 1-69
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corridor states and the states using [-69 and its borders crossing ports. 1-69 corridor states
account for 51% of U.S truck-borne trade with Mexico. The existing [-69 is from Port
Huron, Michigan/Sarnia, Ontario, Canada to Indianapolis. A new interstate route will be
from Indianapolis to the Lower Rio Grande Valley (LRGV) serving Indiana, Tennessee,

Louisiana, and Texas.

What ' s Next ?

Upon approval of the 2035 MTP by the TPC in December, the HCMPO will continually
review and evaluate the future transportation needs of Hidalgo County. Mindful of the
increased growth in population and transportation needs of Hidalgo County the HCMPO
staff will begin to evaluate several areas for possible advancement in the 5 year time frame

between updates of the MTP.
There are several areas that the HCMPO should address in the future, such as:

e Encouraging a reduction in peak period automobile travel by encouraging flexible
work schedules and an increase in Transit usage. Travel by transit tends to be 20
times safer than automobile travel;

e Inclusion of a multi-modal project list in the plan that identifies projects in all modes
to e built under the plan;

e Development of an integrated public transportation system that will promote public
transportation as a viable option for many regional trip;

e A greater emphasis on land use. Land use can have a dramatic impact on the
viability of alternative modes including walking, biking and transit;

e A great emphasis on land use and growth management. Integrated land use and
transportation and growth management can have a beneficial impact on energy use
and the environment;

e Construction of park-and-ride facilities that allow connection between automobile

trips and transit;
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e Deployment of a regional ITS framework that allow data to be shared between
various service providers;

e Provision of bike racks in busses and at transit centers that allows for convenient
transfer between bikes and transit;

e Shifting towards tolling or non-traditional funding for many added capacity
projects-tolls can provide a revenue stream that can support maintenance of

facilities over time.

Although the MTP process is approved in Hidalgo County, the process does not start and
begin at those time frames. It is important that the HCMPO TPC, TAC, and Staff continue to
analyze, evaluate and determine the growing needs of the citizens of Hidalgo County with

regards to their transportation needs.

Copies of this report will be available on the HCMPO web (www.hcmpo.org) site once the
web site is updated. Copies may be acquired at the HCMPO offices located at 510 South
Pleasantview Drive, Weslaco, TX 78596, or you can contact the offices via phone at 956-

969-5778 or via email at info@hcmpo.org.


http://www.hcmpo.org/

