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April 12, 2011 
 
Commissioner Edward Drusina 
International Boundary & Water Commission 
4171 N. Mesa, Suite 100 
El Paso, Texas 79902-1441 
 
Re:  Vegetation Management in the Arroyo Colorado, Lower Rio Grande Valley Flood 
Control Project 

 

Dear Commissioner Drusina: 

We the undersigned organizations feel compelled to express to you our deep concerns 
regarding the IBWC’s plans to clear the banks of the Arroyo Colorado through Harlingen in the 
Lower Rio Grande Valley. 

While the Arroyo Colorado is a small part of the IBWC flood control system, your agency seems 
to be insufficiently aware of the value of this forested stream to wildlife, the quality of life of 
Harlingen residents, and the economy of the Rio Grande Valley.  

The Arroyo Colorado acts as an important wildlife corridor for terrestrial animals in an area 
where more than 95% of the natural habitat has been lost to agriculture and urban 
development.  The urban forest supported by the arroyo also offers Harlingen residents a 
natural retreat, and increasingly, recreational opportunities such as hiking and paddling.   
Thanks to the habitat on the banks of the Arroyo Colorado, Harlingen has also become the 
center of the ecotourism industry in the Rio Grande Valley, an industry that contributes an 
estimated $125 million per year to the Valley’s economy.   

The Arroyo Colorado’s riparian forest acts as a buffer that helps stabilize the riverbanks, 
providing a natural control for erosion and sedimentation.  The streamside vegetation also 
filters pollutants from urban and agricultural runoff and is critical in efforts to improve the water 
quality of the arroyo and the Laguna Madre.  

We believe that the value of the Arroyo Colorado as a natural forested stream is incalculable. 

In recent years, the vegetation management IBWC has done within the current Arroyo Colorado 
project area has been largely compatible with its environmental and economic value, including 
clearing debris out of the waterway and cutting overhanging limbs.  Our concern is that IBWC 



appears poised to depart from this traditional vegetation management and do more destructive 
clearing.  This alarms us greatly, particularly if this involves clearing the riparian trees and 
understory now supported by the Arroyo Colorado. 

We therefore call upon the IBWC to take specific measures in advance of any actions that might 
irreparably alter the riparian conditions of the Arroyo Colorado.  The first two are mandated by 
the Endangered Species Act and the National Environmental Policy Act, respectively, while the 
third is necessary to ensure that all actions taken along the Arroyo Colorado are based on the 
most complete and up-to-date information available. 

The IBWC should initiate an Endangered Species Act section 7 
consultation before undertaking actions on the Arroyo Colorado. 

Because there has been confirmed ocelot along the Arroyo Colorado downstream from 
Harlingen, and due to the presence of at least one endangered plant species, any plan to 
exceed routine vegetation management would require endangered species consultation with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.   

A Biological Opinion was issued by U.S. Fish and Wildlife on May 23, 2003, pertaining to IBWC’s 
vegetation management practices for the Lower Rio Grande Flood Control Project.  The 
Biological Opinion discussed the impacts on federally endangered ocelot and jaguarundi of 
IBWC’s actions along the Rio Grande.  It did not examine or discuss the impacts of vegetation 
management or other activities along the Arroyo Colorado.  This should be rectified immediately 
with the production of a Biological Opinion covering actions within the arroyo. 

The mouth of the Arroyo Colorado is on the northern edge of the Laguna Atascosa National 
Wildlife Refuge.  Laguna Atascosa is home to one of the last populations of endangered ocelot 
that remain in the United States.  These animals have been radio collared and photographed 
using trip cameras.    

Because the Arroyo Colorado enters the bay at the northern edge of Laguna Atascosa NWR, it 
has the potential to act as a wildlife corridor.  Safe travel corridors that link suitable habitat are 
important, as collisions with cars and trucks as the animals cross roads is the number one 
source of confirmed ocelot mortality.   

There are also believed to be endangered jaguarundi in the area.  The 2003 Biological Opinion 
lists seven specific areas in which jaguarundi may potentially survive, including “’Paso Real,’ an 
area along the lower Arroyo Colorado on the border between Cameron and Willacy Counties.” 
(p. 32)  Laguna Atascosa NWR is also listed as the location of unconfirmed sightings of 
jaguarundi.  As with ocelots, who favor similar habitat, the Arroyo Colorado may act as a 
biological travel corridor for jaguarundi, and in that function may be important to efforts to 
head off their extinction.   

Clearing the large trees or understory could make the arroyo useless as a biological travel 
corridor for ocelots and jaguarundi.  As stated in the 2003 Biological Opinion,  



“The ocelot and jaguarundi also depend on densely vegetated travel corridors along 
resacas, ramaderos, and between brush tracts.  Such corridors facilitate dispersal 
through an otherwise cleared landscape.  Vegetation removal associated with “clean 
farming” and water storage, delivery, and drainage has negatively affected felid 
populations by preventing travel between remnant brush tracts.”  (p. 35) 

Before such vegetation removal is undertaken, its impacts on the continued survival of 
endangered cats must be examined in order to comply with the Endangered Species Act. 

The presence of an endangered plant, the Ayenia limitaris, has also been confirmed in the 
habitat adjacent to the Arroyo Colorado.  Other rare plants in the project area include the 
Tillandsia baileyi, Manfreda variegate, and Adelia vaseyi.  The impacts of planned brush clearing 
on any listed plants should be examined as part of the section 7 consultation, and means to 
ensure that they are not harmed should be fully explored. 

IBWC should prepare a supplemental Environmental Impact 
Statement that examines the impacts of a range of management 
alternatives in the Arroyo Colorado. 

The 2008 Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (PEIS) for Rio Grande Flood Control 
Projects looked at the big picture, so to speak, of the impacts of IBWC’s flood control activities 
in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  It did not look at the impacts on the Arroyo Colorado with any 
detail or specificity.  A supplemental EIS should be developed in advance of any actions that 
IBWC may undertake in the Arroyo Colorado that may seriously impact either the human or 
natural environment.  This need becomes more urgent if there is any plan to increase 
vegetation removal beyond historic levels. 

The supplemental EIS should address potential impacts to avian species covered under the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act.  The 2003 Biological Opinion stated that, 

“On October 2, 2002 the USIBWC agreed to avoid migratory bird peak nesting season 
(March through August) if possible.  If this is not possible, surveys would be performed 
to locate active nests prior to mowing activities.  A report would be submitted recording 
survey dates, number of nests and type.  If an active nest is located, the nest will be left 
undisturbed, [and] a vegetative buffer of 25-50 feet will be left in place to offer 
protection from predators.” (p. 18) 

We assume that this agreement continues to be honored, and suggest that if this is so then the 
supplemental EIS should examine the degree to which it has been effective in preventing avian 
mortality. 

The supplemental EIS should also examine the impacts of a range of vegetation management 
programs on the water quality of the Arroyo Colorado, and any potential implications under the 
Clean Water Act.  Vegetation can act as a filter to reduce some pollutants which might 
otherwise impair water quality.  Roots also anchor the soil, preventing erosion that could 
increase the sediment load in the water and create sandbars that would impede water flow and 



necessitate dredging.  Vegetation management programs that maintain or improve water 
quality should be explored, including the preservation of existing wetlands and the 
establishment of new ones. 

The impacts of IBWC’s actions on the economy and quality of life should also be examined in 
the supplemental EIS.  Ecotourism is estimated to generate $125 million in annual revenues in 
the Valley, and the natural habitat of the Arroyo Colorado has made Harlingen the center of this 
industry.  The World Birding Center operates two Arroyo Colorado sites, the 55-acre Hugh 
Ramsey Nature Park, which is within the project area, and the 40-acre Harlingen Thicket, which 
is just outside of it.    In addition, Harlingen hosts the annual Rio Grande Valley Birding Festival, 
the first and largest birding festival in Texas.  The impact of the habitat destruction on local 
businesses, tax revenues and jobs should be thoroughly analyzed.   

The IBWC flood control regime appears to be based on outdated 
information and modeling, and should therefore be reexamined in 
the light of current conditions. 

Lastly, we question the IBWC’s need to increase the capacity of the Arroyo Colorado to 21,000 
cfs during the projected 100 year flood event.  The IBWC established 250,000 cfs at Rio Grande 
City as the projected flow during the 100 year flood event back in 1968.  While that may have 
been a reasonable estimate 43 years ago, it needs to be reexamined.  Since 1968 the water 
storage capacity on the Rio Grande watershed has increased by 60% with construction of the 
following reservoirs:  Luis Leon (1968), Amistad (1969), San Gabriel (1990), La Fragua (1991), 
Pico del Aguila (1993), and Cuchillo (1994).  Cuchillo, on the San Juan River, is of particular 
importance.  It was the San Juan, which enters the Rio Grande below Falcon Dam, which 
brought down most of the floodwaters after Beulah in 1967 that subsequently flooded the Rio 
Grande Valley.  In light of the markedly increased storage capacity on the Rio Grande 
catchment basin now as compared to 1967, we ask that your agency or another objective 
scientific body perform an updated analysis of the expected 100 year event for flood planning 
purposes. 

The undersigned organizations should be considered stakeholders in the development of 
procedures that impact the Arroyo Colorado.  Please notify us when the scoping process for a 
supplemental EIS begins.  We further ask that you keep us informed of the IBWC’s plans for 
Arroyo Colorado as soon as they are developed, and that you involve the citizenry in planning 
so that together we can keep the Rio Grande Valley safe from flooding while simultaneously 
preserving our natural environment. 

Sincerely, 

Lower Rio Grande Valley Group of the Lone Star Chapter of the Sierra Club 
Stefanie Herweck – Chair 
7300 N. 32nd St. 
McAllen, TX  78504 
956-453-0754 
lrgvsierraclub@gmail.com 
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Friends of the Wildlife Corridor 
Keith Hackland - President 
3325 Green Jay Rd. 
Alamo, Texas 78516 
956-784-7500 
alamoinn@aol.com 
 
 
Arroyo Colorado Audubon Society 
Norma Friedrich - President   
PO Box 531582 
Harlingen, TX  78553-1582  
acaskiskadee@yahoo.com 
 
Frontera Audubon Society 
Jim Chapman - President 
1101 South Texas Blvd. 
Weslaco, TX  78596 
956-968-3275 
jchapmanrgv@gmail.com 
 
 
Rio Grande Delta Audubon Chapter 
Lee Zieger - President 
8801 Boca Chica Blvd. 
Brownsville,Texas 878521 
956-266-8801 
Lee.Zieger@GMail.com 
  
 
Valley Nature Center 
Martin Hagne – Executive Director 
301 South Border Ave. 
Weslaco, TX 78599-8125 
956-969-2475 
info@valleynaturecenter.org 
 
  
Bay Area Birders 
Janet Randall 
40 Golf House Road 
Laguna Vista, TX 78578 
 
 
Rio Grande Valley Birding Festival 
Marci Fuller - Chair 
P.O. Box 3162 
Harlingen, TX 78551-3162 
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info@rgvbf.org 
 
 
Native Plant Project 
Eleanor Mosimann - President 
PO Box 2742 
San Juan, TX  78589 
mosimann@sbcglobal.net 
 
 
Rio Bravo Wildlife Institute 
Carol Sebastian - Executive Director 
1474 W. Price Road, Ste 7 Box 146 
Brownsville, TX 78520 
956.504.9563 
csebastian@rbwi.org 
 
 
 
Cc: Carlos Peña, Principal Engineer, USIBWC 
Carlos.Pena@ibwc.gov 
 
Rodolfo Montero, Lower Rio Grande Valley Area Operations Manager, USIBWC 
Rodolfo.Montero@ibwc.gov 
 
Daniel Borunda, Natural Resources Specialist, USIBWC, Environmental Management Division 
Daniel.Borunda@ibwc.gov 
 

David A. Ramirez, Regional Director, TCEQ 
David.Ramirez@tceq.tx.gov 
 
Ernesto Reyes, Field Biologist, U.S. Fish and Wildlife, Ecological Services 
Ernesto_Reyes@fws.gov 

Jesus Franco, Wildlife Diversity Biologist, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department 
Jesus.Franco@tpwd.state.tx.us 
 

mailto:info@rgvbf.org�
mailto:mosimann@sbcglobal.net�
mailto:csebastian@rbwi.org�
mailto:Carlos.Pena@ibwc.gov�
mailto:Rodolfo.Montero@ibwc.gov�
mailto:Daniel.Borunda@ibwc.gov�
mailto:David.Ramirez@tceq.tx.gov�
mailto:Ernesto_Reyes@fws.gov�
mailto:Jesus.Franco@tpwd.state.tx.us�

