Recommendations

Building Prosperity

his report traces historical trends
T along with current developments in

10 broad public policy arenas
including economic development, educa-
tion, transportation, housing, health, envi-
ronment, crime, and immigration. In addi-
tion to looking at how government and
the private sector contribute to growth
and change in the region, the report con-
cludes by examining the governing struc-
tures available to the region’s residents to
help direct and manage their future.

In the course of these discussions a
number of avenues for new or better pub-
lic involvement became evident, touching
on several common cross-cutting themes.

Higher-Wage Jobs

The overarching need in the region is to
raise incomes. This will require both fos-
tering the growth of higher-wage jobs and
the training of the workforce to fill these
positions. These efforts need to build on
strategic industries for which the region
has some natural advantages such as in
serving a growing population or particu-
lar niche markets in U.S.-Mexico trade.

Importantly, the federal and state gov-
ernments should move to recognize the
need to increase incomes in this region
and begin to extend to the entire region
the tools to attract and develop new jobs:

e The federal government should
extend the empowerment zone des-
ignation and funding to all 43
Texas Border counties.

e The State Strategic Economic Plan-
ning Commission should recognize
the goal of raising per-capita

income in the Border region as part
of its new Strategic Economic
Development Plan for Texas.

Other actions can help retain and grow
high-skilled jobs in other sectors of the
region’s economy. Specifically:

e Within the 43 Border counties, the
U.S. Department of Defense should
provide a special weighting in its
assessment process of the impacts
of base closings to reflect the
extreme importance of high-skill,
high-wage defense jobs to the
region.

e The 1999 Texas Legislature should
require all state agencies to devel-
op a plan for increasing their pres-
ence in the region, and to include
the plans in every five-year strate-
gic plan.

Particularly promising for the growth of
high-skilled jobs in the Border region is
increasing health care services. The
region needs additional health care work-
ers, and this industry includes many high-
ly-skilled and highly-paid professionals.

e State law should be amended to
create the Border Health Institute,
a center for Border health services
coordination, education, and
research serving the West Texas,
northern Chihuahua, and southern
New Mexico area.

The proposed Border Health Institute
(BHI) would be a partnership among exist-
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ing Border health education institutions
and service providers located in West
Texas, northern Chihuahua, and southern
New Mexico. The BHI would concentrate
on pressing border issues, including His-
panic and environmental health.

The Texas-Mexico Border region faces
some of the most dire health conditions
in the Western world. In the past, Texas
has repeatedly shown a commitment to
improving health conditions in the Bor-
der area. However, the region’s health
care institutions developed over the years
through separate agencies and systems.
Enhanced coordination—especially with
institutions in Mexico and New Mexico—
could dramatically improve the effective-
ness of the state’s efforts.

Member agencies would include Texas
Tech University, Texas Tech Health Sci-
ences Center at El Paso, University of
Texas at El Paso, EI Paso Community Col-
lege, New Mexico State University, colleges
and universities in Chihuahua, and health
service providers in West Texas, southern
New Mexico, and northern Chihuahua.

The BHI would be ideally suited to
coordinate health activities with Mexico
and adjacent border states.

e The Legislature should convene a
symposium of doctors, Texas
Department of Health, Texas
Department of Economic Develop-
ment, hospitals, university health
centers, and county health officials
to determine the best ways to iden-
tify and serve Mexican nationals at
Border health care facilities.

e The Texas Higher Education Coor-
dinating Board should review med-
ical training needs in the Border
region and make recommendations
to the Legislature addressing any
deficiencies.

These two actions will help identify and
tap new markets for health care in the
region. In addition, the growth of the
health care industry will be promoted by
improving access to health care insurance.

e The Texas Insurance Purchasing
Alliance (TIPA) should establish
two pilot programs in selected Bor-
der sites to increase private health
insurance coverage for small busi-
ness employees. TIPA should con-
tract directly with one or more
provider networks to cover
enrollees and TIPA should develop
one or more local pools of small
business employees whose employ-
ers are unable to offer health cover-
age because they cannot meet mini-
mum participation requirements.

The Legislature should give TIPA statu-
tory authority to assume risk for purpos-
es of implementing these pilot tests, as
well as any other statutory changes that
are needed.

Better Workforce Skills

The goal of increasing the number of
higher-wage jobs in the Border region will
quickly collide with the reality of the Bor-
der's workforce unless significant efforts
are made to upgrade workforce skills.
These efforts must be directed not only at
today’s workers, but at tomorrow’s as well.
This means developing our youth into the
workforce of tomorrow through improve-
ments in public education, providing
appropriate higher educational facilities
and experiences for those coming out of
the public school system, and addressing
the continuing problem of upgrading the
skills of those currently in the workforce.
Crucial to these efforts at all stages—pub-
lic education, higher education and worker
training—is improving the level of Border
workforce trainers’ skills.

» State law should be amended to help
Texas school districts, including Bor-
der districts, with facilities needs by
dedicating $200 million out of each
annual tobacco payment to Texas’
existing Instructional Facilities
Allotment (IFA) program, in which
the state joins with local districts in
repaying bond debt.
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The extension of this program would
benefit all Texas districts requiring addi-
tional facilities assistance, but a special,
enhanced program could meet the extra-
ordinary needs of school districts that are
both high-growth and low-wealth. The
enhanced program also would apply to
all areas of the state, but it would be
invaluable along the border. Using the
tobacco settlement funds for school facil-
ities would go a long way toward getting
Border children out of portable buildings
and into permanent ones. At a minimum,
an effort should be made to recognize
that the high growth and low property
wealth in the Border region prevent
access to the revenue necessary to build
facilities, and assistance should be made
available in this regard to districts in the
Border region.

This would not affect funds from the
settlement proposed to be used for health
care purposes.

» State law should be amended to
establish a Texas State Technical
College (TSTC) in El Paso similar
to the facilities at TSTC campuses
in Waco, Harlingen and Sweetwater.

El Paso, with the fastest growing labor
force in the region, has a greater demand
for skills training than it can supply.
TSTC'’s mission provides an ideal fit for
the growth occupations in the region and
would not create an additional drain on
an already stressed local tax base.

e State law should be amended to
create a state grant fund for facili-
ties and equipment of community
and technical colleges in Border
counties.

A special program to provide facilities
funding could be developed, using the
South Texas/Border Initiative as a prece-
dent. This initiative, in response to a law-
suit on higher education in South Texas,
provided substantial funds to enhance
programs and expand universities in the
Border region. Universities were autho-

rized to issue tuition revenue bonds to
fund expanded facilities. Under the pro-
posal for a new fund, the formula could
base state assistance—for equity purpos-
es—on the amount of local property
wealth per-capita available for each dis-
trict and take into account enrollment
levels, unemployment and per-capita
incomes. This formula would recognize
that some districts have greater property
wealth and are better able to provide for
these needs using local revenue.

In applying for funds, the local district
would demonstrate: how the funds would
be used, the local demand for education
and training, and partnerships with local
businesses to meet training and educa-
tional needs.

e State law should be amended to
require public university regents
and presidents to improve educator
preparation programs and coordi-
nate these plans with the State
Board of Educator Certification’s
(SBEC) intervention and assis-
tance strategy.

< All colleges of education at Texas
universities should develop or pro-
vide review courses using both pre-
and post-test methodology for stu-
dents about to take the Examina-
tion for the Certification of Educa-
tors in Texas (ExXCET).

Stricter accountability measures
imposed by the State Board of Educator
Certification (SBEC) on educator prepa-
ration will take effect in September 1998.
That month, SBEC plans to place univer-
sities with too many students failing to
pass the state’s teacher certification
exam on “Accredited—Under Review”
status. The Board plans to send interven-
tion teams composed of faculty volun-
teers to recommend improvements and
provide technical assistance to help uni-
versities improve student scores rather
than risk loss of accreditation or even the
possible elimination of approved teacher
educator programs.
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The regents of Texas’ public universi-
ties, working with individual university
presidents, should develop action plans
spelling out how the institutions will
improve student performance on the
EXCET. The Partnership for Texas Public
Schools—a liaison office in the Texas
Education Agency established by the
Texas A&M University System—is devel-
oping a plan to work with the system’s
institutions and improve test perfor-
mance, which could serve as an early
model for assistance.

College and university administrators
faced with unacceptably poor perfor-
mance on the state’s teacher certification
exam should advise their academic deans
to devise pre-tests that identify student
weaknesses and prepare them for passing
the certification exam on their first try.

Offering test preview classes in a uni-
versity is not without precedent.
Accounting faculty in Texas universities
regularly develop and offer review class-
es for students who take the national cer-
tified public accountants examination.
Sam Houston State University is develop-
ing a program that uses the university’s
student education profiles to identify
weaknesses in students’ preparation,
which can be applied when students are
being advised.

Similar approaches would be to buy
practice EXCET exams, administer a pre-
test, provide workshops to improve identi-
fied weaknesses, and test again to assess
improvements. The SBEC has developed
practice tests for elementary comprehen-
sive, elementary and secondary profession-
al development, and secondary history and
math, with additional tests planned. Uni-
versities that want to use the practice tests
pay for them on a sliding scale, based on
their ability to pay and the number of
teacher candidates taking the practice
tests. Students preparing for the EXCET
exams in this manner improved their test
scores significantly.

e Improve funding for adult educa-
tion programs and basic workplace
literacy training.
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State funding for basic education can
support training for just over 200,000
adults statewide. The Border alone has
800,000 adults in need of literacy train-
ing—a third of the Border’'s workforce
and a fourth of total statewide need.
Competency in basic reading and math is
essential before a worker can benefit
from, or in many cases enter, vocational
training to improve job skills.

e Congress should amend the North
American Free Trade Agreement-
Trade Adjustment Assistance
(NAFTA-TAA) act relaxing inflexi-
ble requirements linking benefits
and training. Lacking this, Texas
leaders should secure waivers that
will transform NAFTA-TAA into an
effective program for the Border.

The U.S. Department of Labor has
failed to recognize the unique situation in
the Border and to adapt its programs
accordingly. The NAFTA-TAA program
does not meet the most critical needs of
displaced workers in the Border because
it does not allow them the time to assess
their skills needs and find the most
appropriate training to move them back
into the workforce. Over 75 percent of
the displaced workers need long term
training to bring their literacy skills to a
level that then allows them to move into
more specific skills training.

» State law should be amended so
that school districts with low-per-
forming schools employ aggressive
measures to increase academic
achievement.

Experience and research have shown
that methods such as open enroliment—
as has been the practice in the Ysleta
Independent School District—reorganiza-
tion of school leadership and staff, and
monetary incentives for campus improve-
ment are successful approaches for turn-
ing around low-performing schools. Stu-
dents in low-performing schools along
the border deserve an aggressive
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approach to ensuring that they are edu-
cated in a quality learning environment.

< Both the written and oral usage
and comprehension portions of the
Examination for the Certification
of Educators in Texas (ExXCET) for
bilingual educators who will be
teaching Spanish-speaking students
should include sections adminis-
tered in Spanish to better assess
knowledge of Spanish grammar and
Spanish reading ability.

Nearly all of the current EXCET exam
for bilingual teachers of Spanish involves
demonstrating proficiency in instruction-
al methods. Oral comprehension is mea-
sured by a separate test, the Texas Oral
Proficiency Test. None of the EXCET test
currently focuses on proper Spanish
grammar, reading or writing.

< A study should be conducted to
identify best practices in bilingual
education, and the findings should
be disseminated to all Border
school districts.

The federally funded Southwest Educa-
tional Development Laboratory, which
has explored opportunities for joint U.S.-
Mexico endeavors in public education,
has expressed a willingness to survey
best practices along the border.

Maintaining Growth

Although the highest priority in the Bor-
der is to upgrade both worker skills and
the number of skilled jobs available, solv-
ing the region’s long run unemployment
problems also involves fostering the
growth in industries which have historical
roots and strength in the region to absorb
the growing labor force. Instead of “writing
off” some of these jobs as casualties of
international competition, the region needs
to seek niche markets to preserve, and
even expand, job opportunities.

e The U.S. Department of Agriculture
should work with agricultural pro-

cessing firms to develop a plan for
increased agricultural product
inspections along the border. The
goal of this program is to ensure
the safety of agricultural products
from Mexico. The U.S. president
could designate areas in the region
as part of a special zone for pro-
cessing Mexican foodstuffs to
ensure a safe and continuing flow
of Mexican products into the U.S.
market.

One of the results of the increasing
internationalization of the Texas-Mexico
marketplace is a shift of some agricultural
production southward. But, preserving
this trade into the future is important.
Food safety is an increasing concern to
U.S. consumers and more agricultural
inspections of imported foodstuffs would
not only serve to reassure these con-
sumers of safety, but it could add another
assurance of quality. If such inspections
occurred in the Border region, this would
also prove an ideal point to further
process some of the imported foodstuffs.

e The Texas Department of Economic
Development should convene a
summit with apparel industry lead-
ers in Texas to identify niche pro-
duction markets that can be devel-
oped in the Texas Border region.

Although it may not be possible to pre-
serve all the jobs in the apparel industry
along the border, some parts of apparel
production may be best suited to higher
valued-added processes, or have unique
connections to the consumer market,
making their retention in the region more
feasible. Before current producers leave
the region entirely, these niche markets
deserve to be explored.

e The Texas Department of Economic
Development should fund a feasi-
bility study of Major League Base-
ball spring training in the Rio
Grande Valley. This study should
consider both short-term econom-
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ics and longer term development
effects that baseball training camps
would have on tourism.

e The permanent home for artifacts
from Gulf Coast and Border histor-
ical sites should remain in the Bor-
der region to support the develop-
ment of tourism.

Tourism is an important job-generator
in the Border region whose growth
should be fostered. New possibilities
which would add to the region’s increas-
ing set of attractions should be carefully
investigated.

Relieving Congestion

In several areas of life along the border,
physical facilities are strained to the limit
and beyond. As demonstrated by the long
lines of trucks sitting at border crossing
points, this is true of many parts of the
region’s transportation system. There is a
similar lack of capacity in the affordable
housing market as well. To address these
needs:

e The U.S. government should
require U.S. Customs facilities at
major international border cross-
ings to be open around the clock to
ease congestion.

Possibly requiring a treaty or other
agreement with the Mexican government,
such a step would alleviate multiple rush
hours at border crossings, which con-
tribute to costly delays and detours.

Staffing patterns for federal customs
officials could also be improved. Hours,
manpower, and the distribution of staff
are all factors. From Laredo to El Paso,
trucks are already backed up on the U.S.
side. Key factors appear to be the limited
hours of U.S. Customs offices and a
shortfall of needed staff.

One way of improving the staffing prob-
lem at the border is to “deputize” Texas
paid agents such as DPS troopers who
can also perform inspections. A 24-hour
customs operation would alleviate the
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traffic gridlock between 3 and 9 p.m. A
federal agreement between the U.S. offi-
cials and Mexican officials would need to
be reached. According to Laredo customs
brokers, it is the Mexican side that is
unwilling to open the customs operations
24 hours. Both sides need to find a mid-
dle course that will benefit trade as a
whole.

e The U.S. government should imple-
ment and promote technology
improvements at U.S.-Mexico bor-
der crossings to ease U.S. Customs
inspections and reduce traffic con-
gestion.

Automated Export System Post-depar-
ture Authorized Special Status equipment
is available. U.S. Customs officials could
promote this new technology to
importers/exporters and trucking compa-
nies. Benefits include one-stop export fil-
ing, the savings inherent in a paperless
system, and the improved accuracy of
trade statistics.

e State law should be amended to
provide for one-stop border inspec-
tion stations on the Texas-Mexico
border, improving state and federal
tax collections and traffic flow,
while enhancing safety inspections.

As in California, one-stop multi-agency
border inspection facilities on major
arteries of commercial trucking would
benefit federal, state, and municipal
agencies with the statutory responsibility
to regulate commercial vehicle traffic at
the border.

In California, the inspection stations at
Otay Mesa and Calexico allow commercial
vehicle motor carriers from Mexico to pur-
chase insurance and file appropriate paper-
work, register vehicles, and buy fuel per-
mits. Vehicles are inspected for compliance
with federal and state regulations, and taxes
and tariffs are collected on freight. Califor-
nia, according to the U.S. General Account-
ing Office, has the nation’s most rigorous
border state truck inspection program.
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Planning of the inspection facilities
should meet state and local government
needs. Where possible, land should be
purchased for a facility that accommo-
dates all relevant agencies, especially
since more than 65 percent of all Mexi-
can truck traffic entering the U.S. crosses
through Texas. California, with two state-
of-the-art inspection stations, handles
only 24 percent of Mexican truck traffic.

The availability of ample land at a rea-
sonable cost near the border crossing
may be a Texas challenge. California had
enough space to build the facilities with a
race track-type structure in part because
the border cities were rural without sig-
nificant growth-related crowding.

A Texas alternative might be to build
one-stop facilities that would accommo-
date all agencies responsible for regulat-
ing commercial vehicle traffic away from
the border. Some 90 percent of trucks
enter the U.S. at seven of the 23 crossing
points for commercial trucks. Four of
them are in Texas (El Paso, Laredo,
McAllen, and Brownsville). Facilities
could be limited to the major commercial
vehicle crossings.

= State law should be amended to
require the Texas Department of
Transportation (TxDOT) to encour-
age private investment in trans-
portation infrastructure in the
Texas-Mexico Border region.

While Camino Colombia, a privately
funded toll road around Laredo to Inter-
state 35, demonstrates the possibilities of
private sector investment in Border infra-
structure, future opportunities merit state
encouragement. California, for instance,
has entered into a franchise agreement
with a private consortium to build and
operate a major highway giving access to
the Otay Mesa port of entry at the Cali-
fornia-Baja California border.

TxDOT should spur private investment
in transportation infrastructure along the
border by identifying the best possible
projects for public-private partnerships.
Projects with a high probability of provid-

ing enough return of revenue to pay for
themselves should be targeted. TXDOT
should, within the planning process,
place a priority on Border projects with
some private funding. These private enti-
ties could staff facilities in accordance
with state and federal specifications for
training and knowledge in license and
weight inspection and safety.

e State law should be amended to
direct the Texas Department of
Housing and Community Affairs
(TDHCA) and the Texas State
Affordable Housing Corporation
(TSAHC) to implement a program
promoting for-profit construction
of homes that are affordable to
Border workers.

TDHCA and the Affordable Housing
Corporation should be instructed to
develop and operate a builder incentive
partnership with Texas builders. The
partnership would make it profitable for
builders to construct homes in the
$30,000 to $50,000 range that Border
workers need, by minimizing the builder’s
risk and incorporating reasonable profits.

The builder incentive partnership would
feature a guaranteed purchase (“assured
take-out”) agreement with a “cost-plus”
profit structure. TDHCA or TSAHC should
guarantee a percentage of the purchase
price for a certain number of homes at
specific prices in the $30,000 to $50,000
range. The cost-plus structure would pro-
vide the profit incentive builders need to
work in the lowest end of the market,
while the guaranteed purchase arrange-
ment would minimize the builder’s risk.

The homes purchased through the
builder incentive partnership should con-
form to a set of quality and design crite-
ria developed by TDHCA. The houses
should be laid out to accommodate room
and amenity additions easily if families
want to add on in future years. In short,
the houses should be classic “starter”
homes, built to appreciate in value but
flexible enough to be the only home a
family ever needs to own.
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Builders would continue to market
their product to buyers as they do cur-
rently. Qualifying buyers would meet typi-
cal “first-time home buyer” criteria, with
income eligibility tightened and locally
structured to ensure that the homes go to
low-wage workers.

TSAHC could assume title to any
homes that did not yet have qualified
buyers within 30 days of completion, and
sell them to individuals, non-profits, or
local housing agencies. Alternatively, the
state could simply put up the guarantee
fund and have cooperative agreements
with local agencies and non-profits to
buy the unsold units. In any case, the
builder’'s warranty should convey to the
first owner-occupant.

TDHCA should continue to make down-
payment assistance available to individu-
als purchasing homes through the builder
incentive partnership. TDHCA and
TSAHC should work together to identify
sources of funds that would be appropri-
ate for the partnership. The agencies
should consider issuing taxable bonds
and using market-rate financing. Because
the new homes would be truly affordable,
buyers would not need low-interest
loans.

Most buyers in the program should try
to go through traditional lenders. TSAHC,
in its role as lender of last resort, should
develop an alternative financing program
for buyers who, while they have stable
income, can’t obtain conventional loans
because of lack of credit history or other
problems that many low-wage workers
face.

e State law should be amended to
direct the Texas Department of
Housing and Community Affairs
(TDHCA) to establish an owner-
builder interim construction loan
program in partnership with con-
struction supply companies.

The state should work with one or
more construction supply companies to
administer an interim construction loan
for owner-builders. TDHCA should guar-

RECOMMENDATI]ONS

antee a percentage of the value of loans
made through the program.

Along with administering the loan, the
supplier would agree to provide technical
assistance to the owner-builder and to
facilitate the inspection process or to per-
form inspections for projects outside city
limits. TDHCA should develop the pro-
gram in consultation with local building
inspectors so that the program can
include an incremental inspection
process. The interim construction loan
should be available to those individuals
and families who need to expand or reha-
bilitate homes, as well as those who are
starting from scratch.

TDHCA should work with non-profit
groups that have already begun testing
rehabilitation loans and “self-help”
owner-construction approaches. Local
groups and housing agencies could also
put up loan guarantee pools using their
own funds if they chose.

As part of the owner-builder loan pro-
gram, TDHCA should refinance or facili-
tate refinancing of lots purchased
through contract for deed where the
buyer wants to apply for an owner-
builder loan.

Guaranteeing owner-builder loans would
improve the quality of owner-built homes,
decrease the cost of financing, and ensure
that the end result is a valuable piece of
real estate in which the builder has money
equity, not just “sweat equity.”

e State law should be amended to
direct the Texas Department of
Housing and Community Affairs
(TDHCA) to find ways of improving
the profitability of serving low-
income home buyers in the state’s
bond programs.

Serving low-income buyers would be
more profitable for lenders and real estate
agents if the profit margin on low-value
sales was higher than usual, or if the
amount of time necessary to serve a low-
income family was reduced. The former
goal could be accomplished by targeting
payments to those involved in the real

BORDERING THE FUTURE, July 1998



RECOMMENDATIONS

estate transaction while some of the
administrative burden of serving low-
income households could be addressed by
non-profit organizations and home-buyer
assistance programs. TDHCA should evalu-
ate both approaches and report to the
Bond Review Board and the Legislature
on the effectiveness of incentives in
improving service for low-income clients.

e State law should be amended
directing the Texas General Land
Office and the Texas Department of
Housing and Community Affairs to
identify state-owned property,
including lots and structures, that
could be used effectively for afford-
able housing.

The two agencies should estimate the
total value of state property that could be
used effectively for affordable housing,
the total value of housing that could be
built on the identified state property,
alternative uses of the property, and
property tax implications of using state
property for affordable housing.

National Problems on Texas Soil

Federal and state agencies must accept
some responsibility for the problems fac-
ing the Texas Border region. Certainly the
trade adjustment issues of NAFTA, such
as the loss of jobs in import-competing
industries and any subsequent retraining
needs, stem from national policies
designed to aid U.S. and Mexican con-
sumers and producers. Unfortunately, the
bulk of the adjustment problems in the
apparel industry, in food processing, and
in the congestion from increased traffic
are played out not on a national stage,
but in the Border region. Moreover, feder-
al immigration policies have resulted in a
large supply of people ill-prepared to par-
ticipate in the economy.

Washington can and should address
many Border problems it has long
ignored, or even helped create, through
federal trade and immigration policies.
Among practical steps:

e The federal government should estab-
lish a Border Regional Commission
for the four U.S. states bordering
Mexico. This Commission would have
a national voice in Washington, D.C.,
for the Border region, while each
state would remain responsible for
developing its own plan for lifting
per-capita income in the region and
for directing federal funds to impor-
tant projects.

In establishing the Appalachian Region-
al Commission in 1965, the federal gov-
ernment recognized the need for inter-
vention in one poverty-plagued part of
the nation. In some ways, this type of
intervention and other examples of feder-
al recognition of regional economic prob-
lems resemble a domestic “Marshall
Plan.” Indeed, goals later established to
help the Appalachian region improve its
living standard could be adopted whole-
sale by the Border counties not only of
Texas, but also the three other U.S. states
bordering Mexico. But instead of provid-
ing this recognition and support, the fed-
eral government, except for designating
0.3 percent of the region as a federal
empowerment zone, has been silent
about the poverty of the Border.

This Commission should be established
with the goal of helping the Border
region raise itself out of poverty. Like the
Appalachian Regional Commission, each
state should be responsible for develop-
ing its own plan and Commission actions
should only be the result of unanimous
consent by the governors of the four
states.

e The U.S. government should fund
high-tech X-ray capabilities at all
major seaports of entry to mini-
mize drug smuggling.

As suggested by the U.S.-Mexico Cham-
ber of Commerce, additional X-ray
inspections complement other anti-smug-
gling activities. In particular, such an
effort could assist the Business Anti-
Smuggling and Interdiction Coalition, a
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voluntary group of businesses that work
on reducing international drug smuggling.

e The state should encourage U.S.
Department of Justice officials to
find adequate, stable funding
sources to reimburse Texas Border
counties for costs incurred to
house and prosecute federal drug
suspects.

In October 1997, after Webb County’s
district attorney estimated the local cost
of jailing and prosecuting federal drug
suspects, federal officials began reim-
bursing Border counties for the costs of
jailing the federal offenders. The federal
government also hired additional prose-
cutors to address drug cases. But there
was no guarantee the reimbursements or
additional prosecutorial assistance would
continue.

Furthermore, increased enforcement in
the Border region as a result of additional

customs and Border Patrol officers is cer-

tain to increase apprehensions of drug
smugglers and undocumented workers.
Since the Southern District of Texas does
not have a federal detention center, the
number of federal detainees in county
jails will increase. The number of drug
case prosecutions will also rise.

Federal authorities regulate commerce,
trade, and narcotics interdiction along the
border with local collaboration and coop-
eration. A stable federal funding source

for continuing local and federal prosecuto-

rial collaboration would ensure that coop-
eration not only continues, but expands.

e State law should be amended to
change drug sentencing laws so
they make trafficking drugs in
large quantities a crime for which
the death penalty is a possible sen-
tence.

Drug smugglers continue to see the bor-
der as a wide-open door through which to
ship drugs into the U.S. On May 13, 1998,
the U.S. Customs Service in Laredo discov-
ered more than two tons of cocaine con-
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cealed in a tanker attempting to enter at the
Columbia Bridge. The cocaine has an esti-
mated street value of nearly $200 million.
The 1994 crime bill made trafficking in
large quantities of drugs a federal crime
punishable by death. Texas should add
the death penalty as a sentencing alterna-
tive to use against major drug traffickers.

e State law should be amended to
increase manpower and funding to
the Texas Department of Public
Safety (DPS) Narcotics Service and
allow the service to replace vehi-
cles sooner.

DPS reports that drug traffickers have
become more brazen and are storing
their smuggled goods in residential neigh-
borhoods. Keeping up with the drug traf-
fickers’ activities requires around-the-
clock vigilance and investigation.
Enforcement of narcotics laws is danger-
ous work—armed encounters are fre-
guent—and requires that officers have
safe and dependable equipment. Some of
the automobiles used by the officers have
excessive mileage on them and are often
in the shop.

The Texas asset forfeiture law allows
DPS to use confiscated automobiles in
their drug operations. However, DPS
maintains that confiscated autos are not
always a dependable source of vehicles.
Furthermore, DPS autos are driven until
they have 70,000 to 90,000 miles on them,
and pick-ups are driven until they have
100,000 miles.

Narcotics officers often work drug
operations with federal drug enforcement
officers. In some instances, DPS officers
take the lead. Yet, the pay of DPS officers
is less than the federal officers with
whom they work.

Improve Cooperation

While many instances of cooperation
between the U.S. and Mexico, or among
states and local governments were noted
in this report, more needs to be done.
There is no ongoing connection between
either the executive branch or the legisla-
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tive branch of Texas government with
our neighboring states in Mexico. Focus
group participants decried the lack of
coordinated economic planning among
the cities and counties in the Texas bor-
der region. Even at the local level, agree-
ments to form cooperative workforce
boards have not been forthcoming in
some cases.

To remedy these problems:

e State law should be amended to
create an Office of Texas-Mexico
Relations in the Texas Governor’s
Office.

An Office of Texas-Mexico Relations
(OT-MR), in the Governor’s Office would
establish more formal and sustained lines
of communication between the govern-
ments of Texas, Mexico, and the states of
Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, and
Tamaulipas. The OT-MR should develop
economic and cultural relations between
Texas and Mexico by working with public
and private sector organizations to initi-
ate, coordinate, and implement projects
that improve the quality of life on the
border.

An important function of the OT-MR
should be to develop innovative ways for
funding development in the Border
region, such as attracting U.S. aid pro-
grams for Mexico and working for the
creation of a Border Regional Commis-
sion, patterned after the Appalachian
Regional Commission. In addition, the
OT-MR should be the central source of all
information pertaining to Texas-Mexico
initiatives.

e The Texas Legislature should initi-
ate sessions with the legislatures
of Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo
Leon, and Tamaulipas to establish
communications between these leg-
islative bodies and begin discus-
sions on issues pertinent to the
region.

Texas and the Mexican states of Chi-
huahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, and

Tamaulipas face common challenges to
infrastructure, environment, and health
along the border. While collaboration on
common issues between the U.S. and
Mexican governments has been part of
the area’s governing tradition, collabora-
tion between the states’ legislative bodies
is less frequent.

One goal of these sessions would be to
establish a multilevel governmental
framework through which the states of
Texas, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Leon,
and Tamaulipas could initiate, coordi-
nate, and complete projects to develop
the Border region and improve the quali-
ty of life for residents in both countries.

e Form operational local workforce
development boards and promote
cooperation among boards repre-
senting different parts of the Bor-
der Region.

The Texas Workforce Commission’s
(TWC) difficulties in implementing the
massive reforms that created the agency
and the local boards, and the reluctance
of local officials to shift their focus to
regional concerns are two fundamental
factors that keep some boards from form-
ing and from becoming quickly opera-
tional. The key reason to form a local
board is to get input from business.
Unless there are strategic local conversa-
tions with businesses who can provide
the jobs to workers, then job training pro-
grams will have difficulty succeeding—a
prime purpose behind reforms enacted in
1995. While formation of a local work-
force development board is not required,
if a region fails to do so, it forfeits local
control of the programs administered by
TWC.

Because the Border counties are divid-
ed into nine workforce regions, efforts to
develop a coordinated strategy for com-
bating unemployment and improving eco-
nomic development may be stymied.
Leaders of each of the boards should
form a special group to draw up solutions
for the entire region. By coming together
to address the unique needs of Border
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workers, local workforce board leaders
can create an even more powerful force
in Austin. The Texas Workforce Commis-
sion should designate staff to support
and assist this Border working group and
provide it with the research and technical
assistance the group needs to succeed in
its mission.

e State law should be amended to
require the Texas Department of
Transportation (TxDOT) to negoti-
ate streamlined safety and operating
standards between Texas and Mexi-
co, reducing barriers to efficient
free trade without hindering safety.

U.S. Department of Transportation
(USDQT) goals foster a “compliance mind
set” among the NAFTA countries to
achieve continuous improvement in adher-
ing to U.S. truck safety standards. TxDOT
should develop an assessment program to
determine the extent to which Mexican
operators understand their obligations and
U.S. truck safety expectations.

Working with the Department of Public
Safety (DPS), TxDOT officials should
conduct a continuing education campaign
on U.S. safety standards by giving train-
ing seminars and leaflets to Mexican
trucking companies and drivers. A 1993-
95 pilot project for greater inspection
presence at the border by USDOT provid-
ed nearly $300,000 to train 285 Mexican
truck inspectors in a two-week certifica-
tion course. By 1996, about 50 of the
trained inspectors were still employed by
the Mexican truck inspection agency.

Despite the significant turnover,
USDOT is prepared to provide additional
funding of about $96,000 left from the
pilot project toward truck inspector train-
ing in Mexico. To overcome flaws in the
pilot project, future training could focus
on Mexico’s federal highway patrol offi-
cers, described by USDOT as working for
the most stable agency in Mexico.

If more federal funds are provided for
training and DPS officers aid in contin-
ued training classes for Mexican Federal
Highway officers, the streamlining effect
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of compliance with U.S. safety regula-

tions will increase because the compli-
ance mind set will start in Mexico and

continue into Texas.

This training should continue to be pro-
vided by DPS officers until Mexican high-
way patrol officers can conduct the
inspection program in Mexico. USDOT
should also be involved in funding
because the program benefits both the
U.S. and Mexico. A resulting willingness
to enforce safety regulations on the Mexi-
can side of the border could decrease
infrastructure damage and increase safe-
ty on both sides of the border.

 Remove barriers to binational
exchanges of information on dis-
ease and epidemiological reporting
through the exchange of laborato-
ry/diagnostic and computer equip-
ment.

The U.S.-Mexico Border Health Associ-
ation and the Border Governors’ Confer-
ence should ask the federal governments
of the U.S. and Mexico to commission a
comprehensive analysis of federal laws
inhibiting the cross-border exchange of
equipment and personnel for technical
assistance and capacity building. A Texas
legislative committee should conduct an
interim study of state laws inhibiting
cross-border cooperation following the
1999 session.

e State law should be amended to
require the Texas Water Develop-
ment Board (TWDB) to hold quar-
terly summits to report the status
of each Economically Distressed
Areas Program (EDAP) project
pending before the board and the
reason for any delays.

The summits should bring together
local officials, taxpayers, and colonia res-
idents.

For various reasons, some water pro-
jects slated for underserved colonias
have been pending before the TWDB
since 1992 or longer. But colonia resi-
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dents—the Texans most affected by such
delays—have had no regular opportuni-
ties to monitor applications or hear
explanations for slow progress. The
TWDB should conduct the quarterly
meetings in an informal setting to inform
participants about the status of their par-
ticular colonia EDAP application and the
reasons for delays. Local residents
informed about government delays will
be better able to influence decision-mak-
ers to move forward with the application
process.

< To help raise the standard of living
for Border residents, the 1999 Leg-
islature should develop a collabora-
tive economic development strate-
gy for the Border region, with spe-
cial emphasis on solving regional
planning, resource allocation, and
accountability problems. The Texas
Department of Economic Develop-
ment (TDED) should form task
forces comprising government,
business, and community leaders
from the Border region to collabo-
rate in developing local plans to
create an environment and infra-
structure to sustain higher stan-
dards of living.

A clear and often repeated need
expressed by community leaders in inter-
views with the Comptroller’s staff is to
develop a shared vision for the Border
region into the next century.

TDED and the task forces should hold
summit meetings to identify problem
areas and changes necessary in work-
force preparation, in public and higher
education, and in planning, coordinating,
and implementing infrastructure projects
to better foster economic development in
the region.

These task forces should include repre-
sentatives of business, government, and
the greater Border community, including
representatives from Mexico, members of
the Texas Regional Councils of Govern-
ments, and the affected Texas Workforce
Commission regions. The task forces

should help develop regional develop-
ment plans on behalf of the Office of
Texas-Mexico Relations and Border
regional communities, identifying con-
straints of and catalysts to development,
as well as needed changes in govern-
ment, business, and community econom-
ic development policies.

The issues the summits should identify
include:

« How Texas’ higher education institu-
tions could ensure that training facili-
ties are available in the Border region
for needed medical professionals;

< How the region could capitalize on the
bilingual skills of its residents;

< How the region could develop trade-
facilitating jobs in the transportation
and distribution industries to take
advantage of binational trade increases;

* How the region could promote the fur-
ther development of maquila opera-
tions in northern Mexico, while identi-
fying higher-skilled, more capital-inten-
sive companies that provide services to
the maquila industry from plants on the
Texas side of the border.

Equitable Allocations

That the border is at an economic dis-
advantage with respect to most parts of
Texas and the nation is well-documented
in this report. State funding formulas, in
some cases, have considered the
inequitable distribution of resources not
only along the Border but wherever they
exist in the state. But more widespread
adoption of this principle would help
this region catch up with the rest of
Texas:

e The 1999 Legislature should make
more widespread use of measures
of need and the inability to raise
local revenues in designing state
funding formulas, particularly
those requiring local governments
match state and federal dollars.

In not requiring economically disadvan-
taged counties to provide a local share of
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highway funding to receive state and fed-
eral highway funding, the 1997 Legisla-
ture made the important statement that
the distribution of needs doesn’t neces-
sarily match the distribution of tax
resources. The Legislature should extend
this principle to other instances in which
local matching funds are required to
receive state or federal assistance.

Important in these funding considera-
tions are the joint effects of the Border
region having both high service needs
and diminished local revenue capacity.
For example, anecdotal evidence indi-
cates that Border students in community
colleges may require more developmental
courses than students coming from other
parts of the state. But, if this increased
burden were shifted to the local commu-
nity college, this would mean imposing
above-average costs on a system that has
below average capacity to raise funds
from their local property tax base.

e The Texas Department of Housing
and Community Affairs (TDHCA)
should allocate Texas’ low income
housing tax credits to each Texas
region based on the region’s popu-
lation.

TDHCA divides the state into 10 planning
regions called Comprehensive Housing
Affordability Strategy (CHAS) regions.
Each of these regions should create a Tax
Credit Review Board responsible for
administering the Low Income Housing Tax
Credits (LIHTC) application process and
making tax credit awards. Each region’s
recommendations would be sent to
TDHCA board members for final approval.

The Tax Credit Review Board would be
made up of city and county housing
authority representatives. Developers
would apply to the regional board. Each
board would establish criteria for choos-
ing tax credit projects. This would allow
each Texas region to plan strategically in
addressing housing needs.

If a regional Tax Credit Review Board
failed to award all its federal tax credits
within six months of the last program
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cycle, the region would return those tax
credits to the TDHCA and they would be
redistributed to regions that can use them.
TDHCA should continue to monitor the
property granted a tax credit for compli-
ance with Internal Revenue Service rules.

« Smart Jobs grants should be better
targeted to companies in regions of
the state with the highest unem-
ployment rates and the lowest per-
capita income.

The Texas Department of Economic
Development should create a formula for
ranking Smart Jobs grant applications that
includes a special weight for the per-capita
income of the region in relation to the
statewide average. Applications that would
create jobs in regions with lower per-capita
incomes should be given priority.

Quality of Life

Finally, several actions can be taken
which will increase the overall quality of
life for Border residents by improving the
environment and providing needed—and
unique— medical services

e The Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) should provide fund-
ing and technical assistance,
through its Border XXI initiative,
to expand “sister city” agreements
to include other areas of environ-
mental concern as deemed appro-
priate by local residents.

“Sister city” agreements regarding
cooperative response to hazardous waste
emergencies are already in place or being
negotiated in cities along the U.S.-Mexico
border. These agreements provide an
excellent model for cross-border cooper-
ation and “bottom-up” decision-making in
setting environmental priorities. EPA cur-
rently provides funding and advice to
support local decision-making during the
negotiations for such agreements, but
should expand its scope to include air
and water quality and hazardous and
solid waste disposal issues.
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e State law should be amended to
authorize the Texas Natural
Resource Conservation Commis-
sion (TNRCC) to develop a policy
for the use of international Supple-
mental Environmental Projects
(SEPs).

The Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) and TNRCC have each wielded
SEPs as enforcement tools, allowing pol-
lution violators to pay reduced fines by
investing in environmental projects that
benefit the affected community. Last
year, EPA allowed an El Paso company to
invest in pollution controls in Mexico.
State law is silent on whether the TNRCC
can develop such arrangements across
the border. To date, TNRCC has not
determined whether it has such authority.

With a change in state law, TNRCC
would have clear authority to develop
international solutions by implementing
SEPs on both sides of the border. A law
authorizing such arrangements would
erase any confusion and allow the agency
to proceed with innovative approaches.

e Urge the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board (THECB) to
focus research and technology
funds on Border environmental
issues.

THECB should designate Border environ-
mental needs, including water quality and
water availability, as high-priority projects
to be funded from the Advanced Research
and Advanced Technology programs.

Population growth, the increasing
scarcity of water, and problems with
water quality, including increased salinity
and fecal coliform in the Rio Grande,
require new, affordable solutions. Texas
public colleges and universities could
apply existing resources to help find
answers through innovation and technol-
ogy, with funding directed by the coordi-
nating board. Since 1987, the board’s
Advanced Research and Advanced Tech-
nology programs have provided $60 mil-
lion every two years to fund research

projects in 24 priority areas. The THECB
should designate Border environment
proposals, including research on water
quality and water availability, as a top pri-
ority for funding.

e State law should be amended to
offer an optional, uniform promoto-
ra training and licensing program.

The training program, to be used within
health science centers, community col-
leges, and adult/continuing education
programs, should include a curriculum
building on the Border Vision project
through the Health Education Training
Centers Alliance of Texas (HETCAT). The
curriculum should be developed in con-
junction with the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board and Texas Depart-
ment of Health (TDH). HETCAT esti-
mates $500,000 would be needed to
develop a curriculum and initiate a
licensing or certification body for the
first two years.

Furthermore, a licensing or certifica-
tion body should be created, possibly
housed within TDH, to oversee state pro-
motora efforts. Licensing or certification
fees could be charged on a sliding scale,
depending on whether the promotora is
paid or unpaid, or could be paid by the
agency employing the promotoras.

e State law should be amended to
make promotora services an integral
part of publicly funded health insur-
ance programs along the border.

By working with patients on follow-up
care, providing house calls, and ensuring
compliance, promotoras reduce acute
care visits and increase prevention—both
proven to be cost-cutting measures—in
hard-to-reach communities in the Border
region. Under a legislative directive, this
concept could be required as a value-
added service for health management
organizations participating in health care
delivery for Medicaid, Healthy Kids, or
the federal Children’s Health Insurance
Program.
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