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Ecological History of the Valley.    

Before the advent of agriculture in the lower RGV, South Texas was dominated by Tamaulipan 
thorn forest (known locally as ‘brush’ or ‘monte’; Diamond et al. 1987), subtropical savannah (frost-
sensitive grassland; Johnston 1963) and riparian forest (i.e., riverbank vegetation; Lonard & Judd 2002), 
probably in this order of prominence.   Upon the arrival of Europeans, native grasslands and their animal 
communities disappeared on account of ranching and over-grazing (Lehmann 1969), followed soon 
thereafter by the clearance of thorn and riparian forests to accommodate agriculturists, ranchers and 
expanding urban centers.   Wholesale eradication of native plant communities proceeded in earnest 
during the 20th century, having been subsidized by the USDA and promoted by extension centers of 
Texas A&M (Longoria 1997).  Concurrently, the region’s native flora was impacted by the introduction of 
highly competitive exotic grasses from  Africa (Guinea Grass, Panicum maximum, Buffelgrass, 
Pennisetum ciliaris), resulting in the disappearance of native grass communities and the inability of 
native shrubs and short-trees to re-establish themselves within dense mats of pyrogenic, invasive 
grasses (http://216.104.181.187/drupal-6.16/index.php).  About  5% of South Texas is now covered by 
native vegetation, albeit in a highly disturbed state (Jahrsdoerfer & Leslie, 1988).  These landscape 
transformations have had devastating effects on native animal populations, insofar as regional animals 
depend directly on native plants for food and cover.   As a consequence, subtropical landscapes of the 
lower Rio Grande Valley maintain some of the rarest and most disturbed ecosystems of the U.S.A.  

In order to mitigate the lamentable land-use practices of our recent past, the US Fish and 
Wildlife Department and Texas Parks & Wildlife have initiated a long-term effort to establish a corridor 
of protection zones along the Rio Grande floodplain (Jahrsdoerfer & Leslie, 1988), including programs to 
cultivate native trees and shrubs to facilitate and accelerate the reclamation of our natural flora (Judd et 
al. 2002; Sternberg 2003; Vora 1992; Vora & Messerly 1990) and its interdependent animal 
communities.  As well, limited attempts to eradicate exotic plants (Lonard & Judd 2006) have been 
undertaken, in recognition that invasive plants can retard or halt the natural process of native plant 
community regeneration (‘plant succession’).  These conservation initiatives have been undertaken, 
however, in rural regions, leaving urban planners and administrators to manage city environments.    

 

Rarity of Native Vegetation in the Greater McAllen-Edinburg Citi-scape (Edinburg, McAllen, Pharr and 
Mission).  

 Since the identity, character and health of human societies are determined in large part by 
native environments, cities throughout the world spend considerable time, money, and effort to 
conserve their native green spaces.  A neighboring city to the North, for example, Austin, takes pride in 
having dedicated 10% of its land for conservation and recreational activities, including an 8-mile stretch 
of native vegetation along the Barton Creek greenbelt (Table 1).   In like fashion, San Antonio preserves 
approximately 5% of its urban landscape for parklands.   Such efforts have been much less ambitious in 
urban centers of the RGV, however, where a mere one-hundredth of one percent of the greater McAllen-
Edinburg region is dedicated to parklands (Table 1).  Furthermore, a very small portion of these lands 
maintain significant stands of mature trees.  This state of affairs is particularly unfortunate when we 
consider the intensity and prolongation of the region’s hot and dry summer weather.   



In order to assess the status of native vegetation in the greater McAllen-Edinburg area, 
botanical surveys of undeveloped sites within the city limits of Edinburg, McAllen, Pharr and Mission 
were undertaken.  Google-Earth was employed to pinpoint significant green spaces (>4 acres) that 
sequester mature, closed-canopy vegetation (i.e., mature forest communities with >75% tree cover), 
each of which were visited, observed and assessed in terms of plant species composition and vegetation 
structure.   The survey was instigated with an aim to identify and characterize remnants of native 
vegetation that might be of high conservation value.   

 

Results.   

Upon examining aerial photos of the greater McAllen-Edinburg area (Figs. 1-4), only 17 
discernible green spaces with closed-canopy vegetation in the 4-City region were recognized.  The 
results of cursory plant surveys on each site are summarized by Table 1, wherein each locality is 
characterized in terms of size, location, and vegetation type.   The County Tax Appraisal Office on 
Trenton Rd. provided data on ownership of our last remnants of green space.    

The survey provides several shocking conclusions that should be of concern to citizens and City 
planners of the lower RGV:    

 (1) Of the 17 substantial green spaces in the greater McAllen-Edinburg region, these ranging from 
approximately 5-160 acres in size (Fig. 5), most are inhabited by ‘new-growth’ forests in fallow pastures 
(11/17) on private properties.  These sites amount to approximates 368 acres of urban woodlands, 
comprising less than one-half of 1% of 82,300 acres in the greater McAllen-Edinburg region (Fig. 5).  
These sites are dominated by relatively few tree species (notably mesquite, huisache, granjeno, prickly 
pear, and occasionally retama): the standard ‘pioneer species’ of disturbed lands in this region of the 
world.  All of these lots are dominated by a dense understory of exotic grasses.  Since non-native 
grasses generally prevent the natural recruitment of native shrubs and trees, thereby impeding the 
natural process of plant succession, this vegetation type cannot be classified as a native plant 
community.   Some of these forests are no more than a decade old (i.e., denoted as ‘early successional’ 
in Table 1) and of little conservation value in their present vegetative states.   However, the older 
mesquite forests (‘mid-successional’) harbor large trees and should be valued as potential parklands, 
given the rarity of shaded landscapes in the greater McAllen-Edinburg region.  

(2)  Only five sites in the greater McAllen-Edinburg urban region maintain plant cover that can be 
considered native, ‘old-growth’ vegetation (Riparian or Tamaulipan Thorn Forests.).  These sites are 
identified as ‘climax communities’ (undisturbed, ‘primary forests’) in the literature (Jahrsdoerfer & 
Leslie, 1988) and parkland documents of the Texas Parks & Wildlife (Anon. 1986).  Collectively, these lots 
encompass a total of 62 acres in a 4-City urban landscape of 82,300 acres (Table 1, Figure 5).   This 
accounts for less than one-tenth of 1% of our cityscape, most of which is privately owned and/or 
unprotected.   

The largest (ca. 24 acres) and therefore most significant site of native vegetation is privately 
owned and located in a commercial zone of Edinburg (Fig. 1, Site E-2).  Although I have yet to acquire 
permission to undertake a detailed survey of this vegetation, I have assessed three separate remnants of 
native vegetation in our urban setting, one being the McAllen Botanical Garden, also known as the 
McAllen Nature Center, (Fig. 3, M-1; mcallengreenspace.wordpress.com), another on the Westside of 
Edinburg (Fig. 1, E-1), and a mixed stand of riparian and Tamaulipan forest on 4 acres of land off 10th 
Street in Edinburg (Fig. 1, E-3).  The remnant of native thorn forest on Jackson Road is especially 



noteworthy, as it preserves robust populations of several uncommon cacti species in its understory as 
well as several uncommon short-trees (see Appendix 1 for preliminary species list).  The land is possibly 
available for acquisition by the City of Edinburg.   

It is notable that the only park that has been established in Edinburg for the purpose of plant 
and animal conservation is the Edinburg World Birding Center (Fig. 2, E-9).  This facility is unquestionably 
a great success as a park and conservation/educational center, but the three acres of vegetation on this 
site are reconstructed as a native-plant garden and do not constitute a natural remnant of native 
vegetation per se.  Moreover, the park is primarily an aquatic habitat, with limited space available for 
terrestrial plants and animals.  These ‘Scenic Wetlands’ serve the city as a vital refuge for local flora and 
fauna, including elements of Tamaulipan thorn forest, and has proven itself as an invaluable resource for 
educational and touristic activities.    

(3) Only two significant mature Riparian Forests have been observed thus far, one of which is located in 
a deep drainage ditch on the eastern boundary of the McAllen Botanical Garden, the other on a small, 4-
acre plot of private property off 10th St in Edinburg (Sites E-3 and M-8; Figs. 1, 3).  These sites amount 
collectively to a total of 6 acres.  Incipient riparian forests are encountered sporadically along various 
drainage ditches throughout the four cities, but most are too small to be considered as substantial green 
spaces and most are dominated by immature trees.  Few if any of these sites exhibits the species 
richness occurring in sites E-3 and M-8 (Figs. 1, 3).     

(4)  No native Grasslands are found within the city limits of Edinburg, McAllen, Pharr and Mission.  The 
dominant vegetation type in all four cities is, of course, grassland, but these communities are invariably 
dominated by three exotic, invasive grasses ( buffelgrass, Guinea grass, and King-Ranch bluestem).   

 

Summary.   

Native vegetation is a rare and valuable resource in the lower RGV, insofar as it conserves the 
natural history of our land and people.   In an economic context, our tropical natural history is arguably 
the most significant, economic asset of the 4-City region, given the touristic value of our natural 
landscapes.  Yet the urban landscapes of Edinburg, McAllen, Pharr and Mission conserve few native 
habitats.  Since only a few pockets of vegetation in the 4-city region maintain a hint of our natural past, 
these should be appreciated (valued by our citizens and city officials) and conserved as parklands for 
educational, recreational and touristic purposes.    

I did not observe significant green spaces (>4 acres) in Pharr and Mission from aerial photos, but 
several small lots with closed canopy plant cover might be worthy of preservation.  McAllen has only 
two lots (ca. 25 acres) that are dominated by native vegetation, one of which is protected in the McAllen 
Botanical Garden.  There are no known plans, however, to conserve a larger tract of disturbed 
Tamaulipan thorn forest in North McAllen (Fig. 3, M-8).   Edinburg maintains only three patches of native 
thorn forest, one of which covers about 7 acres near the junction of Jackson and Freddy Gonzalez Roads 
(Table 1, Site E-1; Fig. 1).  This site is potentially available for acquisition.  Another more significant 
vestige of mature, native forest covers about 24-acre, representing the largest stand of natural growth 
in the greater Edinburg urban area (Fig. 1, Site E-2; Table 1).  This forest is situated, however, on a 
commercial corridor along Trenton St, and will likely prove costly to purchase.  

 



 

 

Recommendations  

I. Citizens of Edinburg would benefit recreationally, educationally, and economically (as tourist 
attractions) from the acquisition and development of two remnants of native Tamaulipan Thorn Forest in 
the city limits (Sites E-1 and E-2, Table 1), amounting to only 31 acres.   

II. The City of McAllen should be encouraged to conserve and develop this city’s last remaining 
Tamaulipan Thorn Forests and Riparian Forests (Sites M-1 and M-8), amounting to less than 24 acres.  
Special efforts should be made to establish ‘buffer zones’ (surrounding properties with limited 
development) around these miniscule and highly sensitive remnants of native biota.    

III. Plans to restore and manage riparian forests, Tamaulipan thorn forests, and native grasslands along 
irrigation and drainage canals that link the four sister cities (Edinburg, McAllen, Pharr, and Mission) in 
the heart of the Valley’s most prosperous metropolitan center should be developed on an inter-regional 
basis.  With relatively modest financial support and community participation, this effort would establish 
a unique green-network between the integrated cities and showcase the unique identity and marketable 
‘brand’ of our once verdant, tropical valley.   Such efforts would enhance the region’s reputation as a 
uniquely Texan environment and a desirable location to visit or establish residency.       

IV. Since Edinburg and its neighboring cities have lagged behind other progressive cities of Texas in 
preserving green spaces, lots that maintain large groves of mature mesquite trees should also be 
considered desirable as parklands (Sites E4-7, 9, M2-7; comprising less than one-half of 1% of the 4-
Cityscape, Figs. 1-5).  This action is easily justified on account of the rarity of mature forests in Edinburg, 
McAllen, Pharr and Mission, the rarity of shady parklands in the 4-City perimeter, and the eternal need of 
our citizens to have access to cool environments.       

 

In short, the greener our cities become (both figuratively and materially), the 
more healthy, attractive, and prosperous our citizens will be.  
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            Table 1. 

 

 

Comparative Urban Parkland cover in Six Cities of Central and South Texas.  Data 
obtained from official city websites.     

 

City   Area/sq. mi.  acres* Area of Parklands  Percent Cover  

Austin        271.8   173,952 17,500 acres  10%  

San Antonio 412    263,680 14,200  5%  

McAllen  46.3   29,632       244  0.01%  

Edinburg  37.4   23,936       267  0.01% 

Mission 24.1   15,496       190  0.01% 

Pharr  20.8    13,312         60**  0.001% 

                  

*(640 acres/sq. mi.)  

**data uncertain



                                       Table 2.    
 

Calculations of Percent-Cover of Closed-Canopy (Mature) Forest in Greater 
McAllen-Edinburg area (red font indicates rare, native Tamaulipan Thorn Forest) 

 

Size of Greater McAllen-Edinburg Area (Four-Cities) 

 

37.4  sq. miles  +      46.3     +      24.1     +     20.8     =  128.6 sq. miles   (=  82,304 acres)     

(Edinburg)                (McAllen)      (Mission)       (Pharr)    =  TOTAL  

 

 

Closed-Canopy Forest Cover of Four-City Region 

         62 acres of ‘climax’ Tamaulipan Thorn Forest       = 0.07% City Cover   

    + 368 acres of Pioneer Mesquite/Invasive Grass Woodlands        = 0.45% City Cover 

   =  430 acres of Closed-Canopy Vegetation                                           = 0.5% City Cover   

 

CONCLUSION:   Native plant communities (Tamaulipan thorn forest) occupy less 
than one-tenth of one-percent of the greater McAllen-Edinburg urban region.  
Pioneer (re-growth) Mesquite Forest covers less than one-half of 1% of ground 
cover.   



Table  3.  Approximate Canopy Cover in the Greater Edinburg Area   (*Lot Sizes measured in acres)  

Edinburg  

Site Vegetation Type   Size* Ownership           Location                              

E-1  Tamaulipan Thorn Forest   7  Private (3)  N of Jackson & Freddy Gonz.  

E-2 Tamaulipan Thorn Forest  24  Private (1)  N of Trenton & Sugar  

E-3 Riparian/Tamps Thorn            4 Private (1)   N of Hobbs & N 10th  

E-4 Mesquite pioneer (early)  17 Private (1)   S of Freddy Gonz. & Hoehn  

E-5 Mesquite pioneer (early)  40 Edinburg?  S of 107 & 10th  

E-6 Mesquite pioneer (mid)  20 Private (1)   S of 107 & 23rd   

E-7 Disturbed mesquite              160 Private (1)  S of Russell & Hoehn  

E-8  Reclaimed Tamps Thorn   3   Edinburg   E of Sprague & Longoria  

E-9 Mesquite pioneer (late)  20 Private (1)  S of E Rogers & M St.  

   TOTALS         295 acres of Closed-Canopy Forest  

                38 acres of Tamaulipan Thorn Forest    

McAllen  

M-1  Tamps Thorn/Riparian  15  McAllen   McAllen Botanical Garden  

M-2 Mesquite pioneer (late)  30 Private (2)  N of 83 & S Bentsen  

M-3  Mesquite pioneer (mid)  17 McAllen   N of Frontera & 23rd  

M-4  Mesquite pioneer (early)  25 McAllen/Police   N of Oxford & Rooth 

M-5 Mesquite pioneer (early)  19 STC   S of Pecan & Ware Rd.  

M-6 Mesquite pioneer (early) 15 Private   N of Idela & S Ware Rd. 

M-7 Mesquite pioneer (early)  5 McAllen                      N of Sarah Ave & S 23rd   

M-8 Tamps Thorn-Mesquite   9 McAllen  S of Mile 6 & N. Bentsen        

   TOTALS             135 acres of Closed-Canopy Forest  

                  24 acres of Tamaulipan Thorn Forest 

 Pharr & Mission -- No substantial acreage (>4 acres) with Closed-Canopy Vegetation  



Appendix 1.   

Preliminary List of Dominant Native Species of Tamaulipan Thorn Forest on the 
Westside of Edinburg (Site E-1 of Fig. 1)  

 

(* = rare in Cities) 

Shrubs & Short Trees  

Chapotillo/Texas torchwood (Amyris texana) * 

Guayacán/Texas lignum vitum (Guaiacum  angustifolium)*  

Guajillo (Acacia berlandieri) * 

Chaparro prieto/black brush (Acacia rigidula)*  

Coma  (Sideroxylon celastrina)  

Brasil (Condalia hookeri)  

Coyotillo (Karwinskia humboldtiana)  

Colima/Lime Prickly Ash (Xanthoxylum fagara)   

Palma pita/Spanish dagger (Yucca treculeana)   

Granjeno  (Celtis pallens) 

 

Trees  

Mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa ) – trunks up to 3 ft. in diameter 

Palo Blanco (Celtis laevigata)   

 

Cacti  

Chilitos (Mammilaria sphaerica)*  

Biznaga de limilla/Turk’s head (Ferocactus hamatacanthus)  

Englelmann’s prickly pear (Opuntia engelmannii)  

Pencil cactus (Opuntia leptocaulis)  

 

 



Herbs  

Crucillo (Chromoleana odorata)  

Bristlegrass (Setaria leucopila) 

Milkweed vine (Cynanchium sp.)   


