
 
Intro: 
In the Civil Rights Act of 1968.  
America does move forward. 
And the bell of freedom rings out a little louder. 
 
Christina:  
Hi there. This is A Little Louder, a podcast for wonks, housers and rabble rousers where we talk 
about Fair Housing, Community Development, and how we can use these issues to build people 
power and work toward equity and justice. I'm Christina Rosales. 
 
John: 
And I'm John Henneberger.  
 
Christina: 
And welcome back. This is season two, episode 1.  
 
John: 
And welcome back to you, Christina, you've been in London.  
 
Christina: 
I've been in London. I've been in New York and D.C., and it's all been fabulous work-related 
travel. Don't feel so sorry for me. But the thing that we're here to talk about is my recent travels 
to the Rio Grande Valley and Hidalgo County. 
 
John: 
An area that we have a special interest in over many years because of the colonias. 
 
Christina: 
That's right, and it's my birthplace so I have a special attraction to it, always and forever. So 
today we're going to start a two-part series, two-part podcast episode about drainage issues in 
Hidalgo County. This is actually a story about suffering, about building power, people fighting for 
what they believe in and doing it in a musical way too. 
 
Now, does that sound better? 
 
John: 
Yeah, I'm tingling with anticipation. 
 
Christina:  
Okay, so John, Texas Housers has been working in the Rio Grande Valley for decades, about 
30 years. 
 



John: 
We have been down there since the late 80s, early 90s when our friends at Texas Rio Grande 
Legal Aid asked us to help them think about how to attract some public funds from the federal 
government to deal with the outrageously substandard housing conditions.  
 
Christina: 
How did it happen that tens of thousands of people are living in inadequate conditions where 
there's no drainage or no public lighting or no sanitation services? How did this happen?  
 
John: 
The primary need for the people who owned land and control the economy in the Rio Grande 
Valley was originally for farm laborers. But there were also needs for people to do construction 
work, domestic work, a variety of other functions and the region's proximity to Mexico and the 
Rio Grande River meant that there was movement of the population back and forth. As the 
population grew very rapidly in the area, people obviously had to find a place to live and there 
was essentially no provision for accommodating them in the cities. In fact, the cities did not want 
low-wage Mexican workers or even native Hispanic workers to live in the urban areas. The 
areas were largely politically controlled by Anglos.  
 
Gradually, that changed with the onset of the Voting Rights Act. But these patterns of exclusion 
of low-wage people and people who were primarily Spanish speakers and recent immigrants 
persisted even as a power structure became more representative of the Hispanic population. 
Given Texas' very loose regulatory structure on what you can build and how you build it, and the 
lack of any controls of zoning and things, people went out and did what they had to do in order 
to create housing for themselves. People bought raw land originally without water, sewer or 
roads, and basically built for themselves a house with whatever means. And they were always, 
almost always in the colonias, extremely limited means that people had to be able to afford to 
buy building materials. So over time, pressure grew on the part of local officials and state 
officials to deal with the consequences of the lack of provision of any basic infrastructure. 
 
In the 1980s, the state came in and provided bond issues to provide water and in some cases, 
basic wastewater disposal systems, like septic tanks and in some cases, centralized systems for 
wastewater disposal. So there's been a slow process over 40 or 50 years to bring physical 
infrastructure improvements into these informal settlements. And there's been, at that same 
time, there's been an attempt to create a network of laws at the state level to prevent the 
proliferation of settlement in these informal areas. And real progress has been made particularly 
in water and wastewater and other essential things like that. But there remain a lot of other 
problems in the colonias, like flooding, have yet to be addressed.  
 
Christina: 
After Hurricane Dolly, it was like the unraveling of all of these problems in the colonias. It was 
like “we didn't invest in housing for people who are working and propping up our economy along 
the border. We didn't invest in infrastructure where they lived, we allowed them to settle this 



area on their own without any investment and without any help the way, you know, white 
communities in the city received investment in infrastructure. And then we didn't pay attention to 
the growing population that needed housing throughout the 70s and 80s. And then we didn't do 
anything about man-made climate catastrophe. We didn't do anything about the distortion of the 
weather that we were experiencing as a country.” And so then Hurricane Dolly hits and it's just 
that last bit of unraveling that it really took for people to pay attention and to start to confront all 
of this, this string of problems.  
 
Martha Sanchez, who is a community organizer at La Union de Pueblo Entero, she was working 
for LUPE during Hurricane Dolly. And what she says is that people moved to the colonias to this 
side of the border for a better life for their kids. And Hurricane Dolly was the point where their 
lives were completely disrupted and it threatened that ideal of a better life for their kids and for 
themselves. 
 
Martha:  
We have several big hurricanes. They made it worse, right. Typically people learn how to live on 
whatever comes. They understand that you know that they're poor and that they don't have no 
voice and that they have to take whatever comes. But I think Hurricane Dolly made it really, 
really bad, where people lost the property, lost the belongings that they had. And so I think that 
it was a wake up call for some of the people in the colonias. And then when we started seeing 
that, we wanted to organize them around that issue. I mean, it took a while for us to convince 
them that they can actually create the change that they needed. And so I think that Dolly helped 
us to get to, like too much to be too much. And I think that people find that little chispa that they 
need, the little thing that they need to really said you know what, I'm not gonna take it any 
longer. 
 
Christina: 
That spark. You help with the spark and then they light the fire. 
 
Martha: 
Exactly.  
 
Christina: 
The people who took that chispa and ran with it are the leaders from organizing groups LUPE 
and A Resource in Serving Equality, ARISE. Here are Alberta Ramirez of LUPE and Anna Maria 
Gonzalez talking about what it's like when it rains in their neighborhoods. 
 
Alberta:  
Cuando llovía, verdad, pues estaba desastrosa, vi la colonia, la calle. Se estaba haciendo el 
agua bien grande en la entrada y pues, lo que es de un inundacion, feo ahi el agua.  
 
Anna Maria: 



A veces, existen problemas como la infrastructura que no está bien, este bien hecha y a veces 
este problemas es con los mismo residentes que tiramos basura que no, no limpian y pues es 
eso una problema cuando viene la lluvia. 
 
Christina: 
Alberta Ramirez lives in Owassa Acres and she says it would get very flooded and the entrance 
and exit out of the colonia would be too dangerous to pass through. And Anna Maria Gonzales, 
who organizes in several colonias with ARISE, says that there are problems with some of the 
ditches. There can often be trash that accumulates in the ditch and when it rains, it ends up 
clogging the drainage. 
 
(Music) 
🎵El magico Valle del Rio Grande 
Como ha crecido verdad de dios 
Y en estas colonias ricas, ricas y pobres 
Eres un orgullo para la nacion🎵 
 
 
Christina: 
So now we're going to hear from Josué Ramírez. He was a policy analyst and later Rio Grande 
Valley co-director here at Texas Housers and he really supported the community organizers, 
LUPE and ARISE, for a drainage campaign post-Dolly. 
 
Josué: 
So the drainage campaign really started out of work that we did with a group of community 
residents or leaders in a program called LUCHA or Land Use Colonia Housing Action, which 
was basically a leadership development program where we walked residents through their 
issues in their communities, and then educated them as to the specific topics. So if their 
problems were dealing with drainage, we spoke as to you know, what the drainage conditions 
were in the county, who were the entities that were responsible for addressing the issues and 
the current policies that were in place that regulated those sort of things. Those concerns 
around community infrastructure and community equity were really what the main issues for 
residents, when you ask them what is the biggest problem it was always, "Oh, it floods all the 
time."  
 
One of the low hanging fruits that we identified through that drainage assessment with residents 
was a huge study that the state of Texas was doing after Hurricane Dolly in 2008 occurred. The 
State was required to do an assessment on what the drainage conditions were in the colonias, 
something that had never been done before. There really wasn't a way to say, well, this needs 
to be addressed. And this needs to be a priority. And we really need to divert monies to address 
these conditions that are affecting X amount of communities. And so that type of data wasn't 
available. And we thought, well, we need to get involved. And so we tried to set up meetings 
with the Water Development Board, which was the state entity that was running the 



assessment. Eventually, the first draft of this study came out and we decided to review with the 
community residents that we had been doing leadership classes and they were shocked at the 
results that the state or this agency, the study basically prioritized 100 colonias in the entire Rio 
Grande Valley and studied them. 
 
So, that's kind of ridiculous considering that even in Hidalgo County there's, you know, 1,000 
colonias. These colonias that they identified, a lot of them were what, you know, what we would 
not generally associate with colonias. They were either empty plots of land or they were places 
that now had been developed. What the community members did was they rallied around this 
and they said “no, if you're going to do an assessment about the colonias, and you had to visit 
the colonias, you have to provide better information.” So that's where the campaign began. And 
it was really around this understanding that this assessment is really, it's the first time that 
they're going to they've done this in the state, it's probably going to be one of the last times that 
they do it. If they're going to do it, they should do it right. And we should have a say in that. 
Because ultimately, that can be used to say, “hey, these are the priorities that need to be 
addressed.” 
 
Martha:  
One of these sparks that helped us to get there was the LUCHA 1.0, right? Because that gives 
us the opportunity for us to learn technical language that we didn't have 
and gave the opportunity to the leaders to learn technical things and also see the drainage as 
an issue that all of us have to be responsible for. It wasn't just, “fix me the drainage,” but it's 
“what is my responsibility in this matter?” And I think that even that issue was a big, important 
bargaining chip with the commissioners, and also with the drainage district because as we take 
responsibility for my part, then you have to take responsibility for your part, and so it wasn't just 
like we blame them. But it's also like let's be responsible, and let's help educate people that 
maybe don't know that we also have part on this flooding problem, that we also have a part in 
that to play. And I think that that's what these projects helped us right like LUCHA 1.0, they help 
us develop the language, the technical skills. And also it helps us to move on after that to create 
the curriculum for LUCHA for the community to use. So it was, it was a learning experience that 
a lot of partners that had to be in place. And so we developed partnerships with bcWorkshop, 
Texas Housers, with a lot of organizations that have the knowledge that we did not have. And 
so I think that coming together, it was like a puzzle in a way. Everybody had a piece. We bring it 
all the pieces together, and we created this big, beautiful picture of helping the community and 
what is possible.  
 
Josué: 
Community residents really identified, I guess three main areas of interest that they wanted to 
address in the drainage campaign, which was obviously the equity. So making sure that the 
monies were going where it was supposed to go, and that the study was done correctly. The 
second one was that there was transparency in the drainage system and the drainage 
management in the county, and, you know, community residents were included at the table or at 
least had a say, and identifying issues in their communities, in their precincts, and having those 



addressed by the people who had the authority to do so. And the third one was to educate the 
community really, and to get them more involved in the drainage. I guess in the public, in the 
civic engagement really, and when talking to commissioners and talking to the drainage district 
and talking to representatives, and not only that, but talking to your community members and 
getting them engaged around these policies or these, you know, potential changes that can 
really affect things. And so those were the three areas that we try to cover in the drainage 
campaign, and we pushed parallel. The end result was that if these three things were completed 
with several goals within those three factors were completed, then there would be a more 
equitable drainage system in Hidalgo County. And so that was ultimately the goal to work 
towards. 
 
There were a lot of victories that led to, I think the biggest one, which was the changes in the 
subdivision. And then obviously, the changes in the study, which was one of the biggest ones in 
the beginning. But we've seen the different ways that we've accomplished things with, you 
know, the education within the civic engagement and with the ability issue in drainage.  
 
Christina: 
So I'm going to play an interview with Alberta Ramirez who is one of the organizers. 
 
Alberta: 
Ahorita, ya, gracias a Dios, con la ayuda de la organización de LUPE y ARISE y que fuimos 
también a los Cortes de Comisionados y que anduvimos luchando como por tres años para 
poder lograr lo que ya se logró, de que nos pusiera el drenaje, bueno el drenaje de la lluvia y 
pues ya tambien para arreglaron nuestras calles. Ahorita ya, esta mejor. 
 
Christina: 
Está mejor. 
 
Alberta: 
Ya está mejor que antes, verdad.  
 
Christina:  
They were able to launch this three year campaign, which improved the conditions that she was 
living in and she said that it's much better than it was. So I asked her about the program, 
LUCHA, which she participated in, which is what you and Josué were talking about, John. 
 
But she said, first of all that the advantage of that program was that it was it was personal 
development. So the whole aim of LUCHA was to educate people about land use in colonias 
and infrastructure but her experience was that it taught her a lot more than that. It taught her 
how to be a community leader and develop the confidence to confront problems that affected 
her. 
 
 



 
 
 
Alberta: 
Bueno para mi, el programa LUCHA me ayudo bastante. Primero como persona para aprender, 
verdad, de como este podemos solucionar el problema de inundaciones en nuestros ditches, de 
que manera mantenerlos limpios y que manera poner plantas y que absorben más pronto el 
agua y pues me ayudo crecer como persona — aprender sobre todo también entender 
información porque yo hago juntas en mi casa, en mi colonia para llevarles informacion y 
ensenar mas que nada a los demas, personas en mi comunidad de que manera podíamos 
solucionar un poco el problema. 
 
 
Martha: 
Besides having our leaders in power, besides going to Commissioners Court, what else do we 
need? We realized that we needed to have a leverage, constant visits or presence in 
Commissioners Court to give us some kind of leverage. Because that way we find out that the 
county was proceeding to pass a bond. And we took advantage of that bond and said, "Well, if 
you're going to do a bond, we can help you pass that bond. But we need a percentage of that 
bond to go to colonias. So can we make a deal?" And I think that it's being in Commissioners 
Court constantly for so many years, every time that gives us that kind of leverage because we're 
on top of things that were going on with the county.  
 
They also helped us to develop relationships were the people who had the power, the drainage 
district, the director of the drainage district, the commissioners, all these people. It was 
important they get to know these leaders and get to know other organizations and also be 
engaged on building the political power.  
 
So we also did that. We got engaged in getting people to vote and also get into people to work 
for the bond helps us to give us the leverage that we needed to really have a better, louder 
voice in asking for a percentage of that money to go to colonias. We had seen that outcome, we 
had seen that there is becoming a habit with the drainage district, even in the second bond that 
they passed, that is going to be something that we establish that we are going to be having 
investment in communities. Traditionally, you know, that wasn't the case. So now we have a 
bigger voice, we have a more established voice, we have relationships with all these people 
who handle this money. And because all these different partners that are able to help us to 
understand better the program, the problem and understand solutions. 
 
Christina:  
It's almost like that the leaders learn that ellos valen, that they matter, that they're worth it. And 
it's also making the county see that la comunidad vale.  
 
Alberta: 



Exactly, yeah, it was mutual, because when the people start feeling their own value, then they 
convince their people in power that they are valuable, right. And it takes convincing from both 
sides. But I think that that's the biggest miracle. I guess you can see that happens in this project. 
That we had seen those two things come together, and that we could see that it works and this 
is I think that this is one of the things that we wanted to share with the communities, these 
empower communities, is that there is work involved. It's a lot of work and investment, but at the 
end, you really want it to see, create the change. That's what it takes. 
 
(Music) 
 
John:  
You know, Christina, the story about colonias starts out as a story about immigrants. But you 
know, sometimes at some point 30 or 40 years into the process, people aren't immigrants 
anymore. Kids grow, gone to school, grow up and we expect the immigrant experience to be 
one of integration into society. I think one of the challenges of the colonias is the failure to see 
integration in a timely fashion in the population for people to move on. And I wanted to mention 
a few statistics that the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas had compiled in a recent report that 
they issued on the colonias that sort of, I think, caused me to think about these issues.  
 
You know, the colonias are 96% Hispanic, but only now today, less than 35% of the persons 
living in colonias are foreign born, which compares to in the state of Texas at 16%. So it's twice 
as large as the state of Texas but it's still only about a third of the population are foreign born. 
These are residents, these are American citizens in overwhelming numbers. The levels of 
citizenship for people who are 18 years of age and over, citizenship is over 60% in the colonias. 
And if you count all the children and you look at everybody living in the colonias, the Federal 
Reserve Bank says that in Texas colonias over 73% of the people are US citizens. So, you 
know, when you think about the lack of public services, the level of segregation. These are 
homeowners, American citizens who are playing on a different field, than other citizens are 
playing. There's no streetlights. People are paying a real segregation tax, a real tax of exclusion. 
And they're not just doing it on a brief period of time where you have to struggle as an 
immigrant, but you're doing it over decades and over generations. And we have to fix the 
colonias. We have to make the investments to provide this missing infrastructure. But we also 
have to learn this lesson, that if we exclude people from the normal processes of housing and 
the right to live in urban areas, and the like, that we're going to continue to produce this type of 
inequality and it's a terrible price that people have to pay.  
 
Christina: 
Colonias are this incredibly distorted, separate and unequal society right on the border and so 
the issues are layered on top of you know, citizen and non-citizen. And there's colorism 
involved. There's an incredibly complex web of things to disentangle for policymakers and for 
people who are just trying to organize communities that we have to figure out. So, this leads me 
to our next episode.  



Next time, we are going to talk about how arts and culture try to break through this entangled 
mess of inequality to express the real, the real suffering and also persistence in the face of this 
inequality and this injustice. So on the next episode of A Little Louder we're going to talk about a 
project that colonia leaders led with help from our friends at bcWorkshop and Texas Housers. 
They produced an album which we've mentioned in a previous podcast, they produced an 
album called El Sonido Del Agua with artists and they co-created music to discuss their 
experiences of flooding in their colonias and to call for action and call on people to do something 
about this with the experience and input of residents at the center. 
 
(Music) 
 
🎵Las inundaciones  son un gran problema 
Buscando el apoyo se puede arreglar 
Uniendo a la LUPE, junto con ARISE 
Y con bcWorkshop lo resolveran🎵 
 


