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INTrOdUCTION
In May 2013, the American Planning Association (APA), through its professional 
institute, the American Institute of Certified Planners (AICP), organized a Community 
Planning Assistance Team (CPAT) project in La Feria, Texas with its downtown core 
and surrounding neighborhoods as the focus.  La Feria is the twelfth community to 
participate in APA’s Community Planning Assistance Teams initiative.

The project was selected from proposals submitted during CPAT’s summer 2012 
community application cycle.  Irene Szedlmayer, Planning and Community 
Development Director for the City of La Feria, submitted the successful application 
and served as APA’s primary community liaison throughout the effort. La Feria’s city 
manager, Sunny Philip, also served as an important contact and valuable resource 
for the Team throughout the project. 

This report presents the Team’s findings, observations and recommendations for 
the City of La Feria.

THE PUrPOSE OF THE CPAT INITIATIvE
The purpose of the Community Planning Assistance Team (CPAT) initiative is to serve 
communities facing limited resources by helping them address planning issues such 
as social equity and affordability, economic development, sustainability, consensus 
building, and urban design.  By pairing expert urban planning professionals from 
around the country with citizen planners from local communities, the initiative seeks 
to foster education, engagement, and empowerment.  As part of the team’s goals, a 
community develops a vision plan that promotes a sustainable, livable, economically 
vibrant, and healthy urban environment. 

APA staff works with the community, key stakeholders, and the host 
organization(s) to assemble a team of planners with the specific expertise 
needed for the project.  The team meets on-site for three to five days, during 
which a series of site visits, focused discussions, and analysis are performed.  On 
the final day, the team reports their results back to the community with local 
press in attendance.  A final, more detailed report is issued to the community at 
a later date.

GUIdING vALUES
APA’s professional institute, the American Institute of Certified Planners (AICP), is re-
sponsible for the CPAT initiative. It is a part of APA’s broader Community Assistance 
Program.  Addressing issues of social equity in planning and development is a priority 

of APA and AICP.  The Community Assistance Program, including the CPAT initiative, 
was created to express this value through service to communities in need across the 
United States.  

Community assistance is built into the professional role of a planner.  One principle of 
the AICP Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct states that certified planners shall 
aspire to “seek social justice by working to expand choice and opportunity for all per-
sons, recognizing a special responsibility to plan for the needs of the disadvantaged 
and to promote racial and economic integration.  Yet another principle is that certified 
planners should aspire to “contribute time and effort to groups lacking in adequate 
planning resources and to voluntary professional activities.” 

PrOGrAM BACKGrOUNd
In recognition of the key role urban and regional planners play in shaping vibrant, 
sustainable, and equitable communities, the APA Board of Directors established the 
“Community Planning Team” initiative in 1995.  This initiative resulted in a very success-
ful pro bono effort to assist an economically struggling African American community 
in North Carolina.  APA has continued to develop a pro bono planning program that 
provides assistance to communities in need.

Another Community Planning Assistance Program is the Community Planning As-
sistance Workshop initiative, which is held in the host city of APA’s National Planning 
Conference every year.  The workshop is a one-day event that engages community 
leaders, citizens, and guest planners in discussing and proposing specific solutions 
to urban planning challenges.  Workshops typically begin with an introduction of in-
dividuals involved and a tour of the community, neighborhood, or site.  Participants 
form breakout groups that begin by discussing existing issues and formulate new 
ideas based on community needs and sound planning techniques.  Each breakout 
group “reports out” on its results to the entire group.  Facilitators then lead a discussion 
to form consensus around future goals and ways to achieve these goals.  Upon the 
conclusion of the workshop, it is the responsibility of the local community to com-
pose a final report that incorporates workshop results and specific actions that local 
officials should take to turn the project vision into reality.

In 2005, program efforts were notably increased after the tragic and devastating ef-
fects of Hurricane Katrina in the Gulf Coast region.  APA immediately embarked on a 
number of initiatives and projects including Planning Assistance Teams in the affect-
ed cities of Henderson Point, Mississippi, and Mandeville and Slidell in Louisiana.  An-
other ongoing Gulf Coast recovery project is the Dutch Dialogues, which has brought 
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American planners together with Dutch experts to transform the way that Louisiana 
relates to and manages its water resources.

AICP broadened the scope of the CPAT program with its 2009 project in Buzzard 
Point, a neighborhood in Southwest Washington, D.C.  Over the course of the site 
visit, the team met with more than 40 neighborhood groups, government agencies, 
residents, and other stakeholders.  The team advised community leadership on long-
range strategies to strengthen both existing and proposed transit links and increase 
accessibility, improve existing affordable housing developments, position the area as 
a major gateway to the city, and to deal with dominant industrial areas within the 
neighborhood.

Recently completed projects in Matthews, North Carolina, Story County, Iowa, Mari-
copa, Arizona, Wakulla County, FL, Dubuque County, Iowa, and the current La Feria 
project are important landmarks in the development of the CPAT program.  They mark 
the inauguration of CPAT as an ongoing programmatic effort.  The initiative will in-
crease in scope and frequency in coming years, becoming an integrated part of APA’s 
service, outreach, and professional development activities. 

More information about APA’s Community Assistance Program and the Community 
Planning Assistance Team initiative, including full downloadable reports, is available 
at: www.planning.org/communityassistance/teams. 

http://www.planning.org/communityassistance
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ExECUTIvE SUMMArY
The Team prepared this report after studying the CPAT application and materials 
prepared by the City of La Feria; meeting with residents, advocates, stakeholders, of-
ficials, and private sector representatives; conducting field investigations of La Feria; 
gathering and analyzing other existing data sources for La Feria and the region; and 
extensive discussion and evaluation of the varied possibilities and concerns.  We 
offer this document for all those interested in the future and potential of La Feria.

The full report organization presents:

	 A background of La Feria, including a brief history of the city, outline of 
the city limits, and local government revenue (through taxes) and ser-
vices provided to the city; 

	 A market analysis of the current state of La Feria including retail, demo-
graphic and psychographic analyses;

	Details and direction for the community branding of La Feria. This brand-
ing package includes not only a new logo for the community, but stylistic 
guidelines for the colors, fonts and designs to be used on La Feria signs, 
documents, and advertisements;

	 A list of recommendations to improve the gateways of La Feria to make 
them more distinguished and welcoming to visitors;

	Details on how to grow La Feria while following the “Main Street Four 
Point Approach” to preserve the City’s historic integrity, while still promot-
ing economic development and growth; 

	 Suggestions for the economic restructuring of La Feria; and

	 A housing improvement strategy to strengthen the housing market and 
downtown core of La Feria.

The CPAT program provides an independent, professional, third-party planning 
analysis and suggested planning approach.  It is not a definitive plan, but informa-
tion, analysis and suggestions on how to plan La Feria.  

Despite many successes as a small city in the heart of the Lower Rio Grande Val-
ley (LRGV), the City of La Feria struggles to provide basic services to its residents.  
Unemployment is high and taxable retail sales are well below many of its neigh-
bors in the region.  The La Feria CPAT conducted a market analysis to understand 
the retail potential for La Feria, within the city itself, and in a regional context.  A  

number of challenges and opportunities were identified whereby La Feria can 
develop an informed economic strategy that serves its residents and works to 
capture more regional traffic.  

Attracting more traffic to La Feria, however, will also require more people to 
take notice.  The Team created an extensive branding package, equipped with 
a variety of logos, fonts, signage, sample advertisements, and a unified color 
palate and designs that express the values of the community.  Establishing key 
gateways into La Feria is also a key step in making people more aware of La 
Feria.  The addition of branded signage and other thoughtful design features will 
enhance community satisfaction and give visitors a lasting impression of the city.  

La Feria’s downtown is unique and has great potential to develop more desti-
nation character.  The “Main Street Four Point Approach” (organization, design, 
economic restructuring, and marketing and promotion) provides a good set of 
guidelines as the city works to distinguish itself within the LRGV.  

Finally, the Team offers an analysis of the development potential for housing and 
related opportunities in La Feria’s downtown and surrounding neighborhoods.  
La Feria is an affordable and desirable place to live.  An analysis of this demand 
allowed the Team to develop a specific housing strategy, along with several 
design concept plans to visualize the possibilities.

rESUMEN EjECUTIvO
El equipo de Equipo de  Asistencia a la Planificación Comunitaria (CPAT en inglés)  
preparó este informe tomando como punto de partida los documentos y  ma-
teriales preparados por la Municipalidad de La Feria, y que fueron presentados 
en la solicitud formulada al programa CPAT del Instituto Americano Planificación 
(AICP) y de la Asociación Americana de Planificación (APA en inglés).  La infor-
mación anteriormente descrita fue ampliada con datos obtenidos en reunio-
nes  y entrevistas con actores clave, residentes, lideres, funcionarios públicos y 
representantes del sector privado;  adicionalmente  se incorporó información de 
levantamientos realizados en las visitas de campo a La Feria  y datos analíticos de 
otras fuentes de información disponibles a nivel local y regional, la información 
obtenida  fue analizada, socializada y validada de manera participativa, lo que 
permitió evaluar las diversas posibilidades e inquietudes de los participantes en 
el proceso.  Este documento que se describe a continuación se ha puesto  ahora 
a disposición de todos los interesados en el futuro y el potencial de La Feria.
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La organización informe completo presenta los siguientes aspectos:

	 Antecedentes y contexto de La Feria, que incluye una breve historia de la 
ciudad, sus límites geopolíticos, las fuentes de financiamiento municipal 
(incluyendo impuestos) y los servicios prestados por la ciudad;

	Un estudio actualizado de mercado  potencial para La Feria que incluye el 
análisis de actividades comerciales y ventas basadas en datos demográ-
ficos y psicográficos;

	Una orientación detallada para la definición de una “marca” que identi-
fique de manera singular a la comunidad de La Feria. El set de herramien-
tas para promoverla no sólo incluyen un nuevo logotipo para la comu-
nidad, sino además las pautas estilísticas de los colores, motivos, tipo de 
letra y diseños que serían utilizados en la señalización de La Feria, sus 
publicaciones impresas y anuncios;

	Una lista de recomendaciones para mejorar la demarcación de los puntos 
de ingreso a La Feria que permitan hacerlos más distinguidos y acogedo-
res para los visitantes;

	Detalles de cómo hacer que La Feria crezca, mientras se preserva la integ-
ridad histórica de la ciudad sin dejar de promover el desarrollo económi-
co, utilizando el método de cuatro puntos (“Main Street Four Point Ap-
proach” en ingles);

	 Sugerencias para la reestructuración económica de La Feria; y

	Una estrategia de mejoramiento de vivienda para fortalecer y diversificar 
la oferta habitacional en los barrios y en el casco antiguo de La Feria.

El programa CPAT ofrece un análisis independiente y profesional,  proponiendo 
una aproximación focalizada para la planeación comunitaria. No pretende ser un 
plan definitivo, sino más bien una guia de referencia con información, análisis y 
sugerencias sobre cómo planificar el futuro de  La Feria.

A pesar de los muchos logros alcanzados por esta pequeña ciudad ubicada en el 
corazón del  “Lower Rio Grande Valley” (LRGV en ingles),  aún se encuentra haci-
endo esfuerzos significativos por proporcionar servicios básicos a sus habitantes. 
El desempleo es alto y las ventas de bienes y servicios están muy por debajo de 
muchos de sus vecinos en la región. El equipo CPAT de La Feria realizó un análisis 
de mercado para conocer el potencial de ventas de La Feria, tanto dentro de la 
propia ciudad como en un contexto regional. Se identificaron una serie de retos 

y oportunidades determinando que en La Feria se puede desarrollar una estrate-
gia económica informada que le sirva de guía a sus residentes y que permita 
capturar una mayor parte de la demanda regional.

Para atraer más tráfico y por ende mayor  demanda de bienes y servicios provis-
tos en La Feria, se requerirá que más personas adviertan su existencia. Por ello el 
equipo CPAT creó un amplio paquete de herramientas de promoción, equipado 
con una variedad de logos, tipos de letra, señalización, muestras publicitarias, 
y una paleta de colores que unifican  diseños que expresan los valores de la 
comunidad. La definición de demarcaciones claras y atractivas en puntos de 
acceso importantes en La Feria es también un paso clave en hacer que la gente 
esté más consciente de encontrarse en La Feria. La adición de la señalización de 
“Marca” que presenta características de diseño armónico y consistente  confiere 
una identidad única y singular a La Feria,  buscan mejorar la satisfacción de la 
comunidad y proporcionar a los visitantes una impresión memorable y duradera 
de la ciudad.

Por otro lado  se reconoce que el casco antiguo ubicado en el centro de La Feria 
es único y tiene un gran potencial para desarrollar más carácter como destino. 
El método basado en cuatro puntos (organización, el diseño, la reestructuración 
económica, y la comercialización y promoción) ofrece un buen conjunto de di-
rectrices que la ciudad podrá implementar para distinguirse dentro del contexto 
regional del LRGV.

Por último, se ofrece un análisis de las posibilidades de desarrollo habitacional e 
incluye oportunidades de productos habitacionales singulares que se adecuan 
al casco antiguo de La Feria y/o a los barrios circundantes. La Feria se define ac-
tualmente como un lugar económicamente accesible y agradable para vivir. Un 
análisis de la demanda permitió al equipo desarrollar una estrategia específica 
de vivienda, junto a algunos diseños conceptuales de los planes que permiten 
visualizar las posibilidades identificadas.
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PrOjECT OvErvIEW
La Feria’s Planning and Community Development Director, Irene Szedlmayer, sub-
mitted an application to APA’s CPAT program in June 2012.  After official selection, 
work on the La Feria project began in the fall months. Robert Barber, FAICP was 
selected to lead the volunteer team of planners.

Robert Barber and APA staff member/project manager, Ryan Scherzinger, conduct-
ed a preliminary site visit to La Feria, February 20-22, 2013.  During the brief visit, 
Barber and Scherzinger toured La Feria with Irene Szedlmayer.  The three met with 
La Feria’s mayor, Steve Brewer, to discuss priorities for the city. In the afternoon, they 
met with Sunny Philip, La Feria’s city manager.  Then, in the evening, Barber and 
Scherzinger met with a small group of community residents and stakeholders to 
discuss the project and encourage strong community participation upon the full 
team’s return.  

Following the preliminary visit, Barber and Scherzinger worked to identify the ad-
ditional expertise needed for the team.  The other team members selected were:  
Andy Kalback; Tripp Muldrow, AICP; Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP; and Philip Walker, AICP 
(see the Meet the Team section on page 54 for more information on each team 
member).  The team participated in several conference calls to discuss the project 
and studied a wide variety of background materials in the months leading up to 
their visit.  

The full team arrived in La Feria in the evening of May 20, 2013.  On the following 
morning, the team met at La Feria’s City Hall to sit down with Irene Szedlmayer and 
Sunny Philip.  Following the conversation, the team members toured La Feria, and 
then met to discuss everyone’s observations and finalize a community engagement 
strategy for the first public meeting that evening.  

Over 40 people attended the public input session in a building on Main Street in 
downtown La Feria.  Team member, Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP, provided English-Span-
ish translation for everyone’s comments throughout the evening’s events.  Follow-
ing brief remarks by La Feria’s mayor, Steve Brewer, team leader Bob Barber shared 
some old photographs of La Feria, along with some brief history of the place.  He 
introduced the CPAT members, why they were invited by the city and their observa-
tions so far.  Next, team member Tripp Muldrow, AICP, led an exercise with residents 
whereby he asked them to ascribe human characteristics (as if they were members 
of your family) to a list of other cities in the region surrounding La Feria.  The en-
gagement strategy served as an opportunity to learn more about other places in 
the region, but also La Feria’s relationship to those places in the region.  The exercise 
allowed residents to get creative with their answers and helped open them up to 

participate.  

Next, the team broke everyone up into three smaller groups to facilitate further 
conversation with residents.  Each group member was asked three location-specific 
questions whereby they would place a colored dot on a map designating the place 
they chose.  The three questions were: (1) What do you like most about La Feria? 
(2) What do you most dislike about La Feria? and (3) What would you most like to 
change (or improve) in La Feria?  Following each question, everyone was asked to 
share why they made the decisions they made.  Every group reported out to the 
whole group a brief summary of the decisions their group made regarding each 
question.  Team member Philip Walker, AICP, ended the evening with a summary 
of the night’s discussions and encouraged everyone to attend the team’s public 
report out of their findings later in the week.  The public was also invited to drop by 
to speak with team members throughout the following day as they worked in the 
same building.

The next two days, the team worked diligently on developing their analysis and 
recommendations based on residents’ and stakeholders input and other infor-
mation collected.  On the evening of Thursday, May 23, the team presented their 
recommendations and findings to the public, followed by questions from those 
in attendance.  The next day, the team met with several city officials to discuss 
the team’s report, receive feedback and answer questions.                

BACKGrOUNd
La Feria was first settled by Spain in 1777.  Spain assigned the land to Rosa María 
Hinojosa de Ballí, a rancher known as “La Patrona” and the first “cattle queen” of Texas.  
The Ballí family established several farms in the area and maintained control of the 
land well into the mid-1800s.  In 1909, a local developer named G.J. Schoenberg de-
veloped the town of La Feria.  In that same year, a post office opened in town.  Two 
years later, a railway stop named Bixby opened, about a mile from town, along the St. 
Louis, Brownsville and Mexico Railway.  The following year, however, in1912, La Feria’s 
founders hauled the Bixby depot a mile to their town site.  By 1915, the fledgling area 
had a bank, two churches, a weekly newspaper, and a population of roughly 200.  The 
city was incorporated in 1933 with a reported population of 1,594.  The population 
grew to 3,000 in a little less than 30 years by 1960, then to 4,360 in 1990.1  

1  Historical information was obtained through the Texas State Historical Association’s web-
site: www.tshaonline.org  
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Located in Deep South Texas, the City of La Feria sits along the Rio Grande River in an 
area referred to as the Lower Rio Grande Valley (LRGV) - or more commonly as just, 
“The Valley.”  It is roughly 60 miles west of the Gulf of Mexico and lies on the western 
edge of Cameron County, bordering Hidalgo County.  The climate is sub-tropical and 
the terrain is flat.  The city is currently 2,800 acres (see Map 4 below showing the city 
limits) and is home to over 7,300 residents.

Map 1:  La Feria is in Cameron County, TX.  Source: City of La Feria

The predominant land use in La Feria is agricultural (36%) followed by residential 
(33%).  Public and semi-public lands (parks, schools, irrigation canals, etc.) cover 15%, 
Industrial 8%, commercial 6%, and street rights-of-way 5%. 

The Valley is isolated from much of the rest of Texas.  However, it is a center of interna-
tional commerce with five bridges to Mexico.  The Valley is experiencing rapid popula-
tion growth and urbanization.  Neighboring Hidalgo County’s population grew 36% 
between 2000 and 2010 (from 383,455 to 569,463) and Cameron County’s grew by 
21% (260,120 to 335,227).  That growth followed population increases of 48% and 30% 
respectively between 1990 and 2000.  La Feria’s population grew 40% between 1990 
and 2000 and 19% between 2000 and 2010.  Given the relatively few new homes con-
structed in La Feria, however, much of its population increase is due to annexation of 
nearby colonias.  The Regional Water Plan projects the region’s population to double 

Map 2:  La Feria in the context of the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  Source: Davinci Real Estate

in the next forty years.   

The economy and people of the Valley are nearly one-hundred percent auto-
dependent for daily life - commuting to and from work and school, visiting with 
family and friends, and enjoying entertainment and recreation outlets.  A couple 
of bus routes were introduced in recent years, but ridership is still considerably 
low.  

The City recently completed $24 million worth of improvements to its water 
and wastewater systems, including a brand new wastewater treatment plant.  
Through aggressive and strategic grant writing, the City has nearly $40 million 
worth of capital projects underway including regional drainage improvements, 
extension of water and waste water services to colonias outside of the city, solar 
photovoltaic cells for the water and wastewater treatment plant, expansion of 
the public library, construction of an Indoor recreation Center, and planning for 
two emergency shelters to serve La Feria and communities towards the coast in 
the event of evacuations due to hurricanes or flooding.  Despite the incoming 
grant money for specific projects, the budget for basic municipal operating costs 
is tight.   

La Feria is bisected by the ten-lane U.S. Expressway 83 (six travel lanes and two 
frontage lanes each direction).  U.S. Expressway 83 runs roughly parallel to U.S. 
Business Highway 83 (known locally as “Old 83”) and the Rio Grande Valley 
Switching Company.  The railroad’s introduction to La Feria provided an essential 
link to markets for the abundant agricultural production possible on the rich 
delta soils.  The railroad now has a much more limited economic impact on the 
area.  Regional discussions have included the possibility of converting the line to 
passenger service connecting Brownsville in the east to Mission on the west, a 



APA  |  La Feria Community Planning Assistance Team                                                                                                                                                                                                             10   

corridor of approximately 67 miles.  North to south, the main corridor in La Feria 
is F.M. (Farm to Market) 506, also known as Main Street.  

The CPAT’s study area includes the oldest parts of La Feria.  The original town 
site contains a symmetrical arrangement of blocks around four centrally-located 
parks.  La Feria is a charming small town, but is affected by very high poverty 
rates.  La Feria’s median household income (MHI) is 62% of the Texas MHI and 
59% of the national MHI.  Unemployment is high and remains persistently higher 
than the state or national average.  

Image 1: Main Street in downtown La Feria during the 1950s.  Source:  City of La Feria

The City of La Feria, as a local unit of government, also lacks resources to provide 
basic services.  For example, in the aggregate, the state of Texas has three times 
the taxable property per capita than does the City of La Feria.  Texas has $343 
worth of real estate per capita while La Feria has $115.  A second important 
resource for funding local economic development and public services is sales tax 
revenue.  Taxable retail sales in La Feria are well below many of its neighbors.  In 
2009, the overall per capita, taxable retail sales in the state of Texas were $10,778.  
Neighboring Hidalgo County’s per capita figure was $6,885, with the two cities 
McAllen and Mercedes coming in at $17,711 and $20,269 respectively.  Cameron 
County, host to the gulf coast resort community of South Padre Island with per 
capita taxable retail sales of $31,637, has a county-wide rate of $6,460.  La Feria’s 
taxable retail sales were $4,214 (see Figure 1 below).

The primary roadways within the study area are in good condition.  However, 
the presence of deteriorated and marginal commercial development detracts 
from the more attractive and viable businesses.  Several structures in prominent 
locations haveremained vacant for many years.  There is need and potential for 
intensification of commercial activity, beautification of the public realm, and up-
grading and redevelopment of the buildings and their surroundings.  while once 
lushly landscaped with palms and bouganvillia, the disinvestment along Busi-
ness 83 Is now a common denominator among many communities connected 

by the corridor.  

La Feria has high home-ownership rates.  Seventy-two  percent (72%) of oc-
cupied housing units are owner-occupied and fifty-four percent (54%) of those 
are mortgage free.  However, home ownership rates do not tell the whole story.  
More than one-third of the homes were built before 1959 and they are modest, 
wood-frame structures on blocks.  The city’s 2007-2025 Comprehensive Plan 
included a lot-by-lot housing survey that identified 30% of residential structures 
as deteriorated.  The 2010 Census shows 16% of total housing units in La Feria 
as vacant, but half of those are, in fact, maintained for seasonal occupancy by 
“Winter Texans” (the local parlance for “snow birds”).    
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Figure 1: Taxable Retail Sales (per capita)

Figure 1:  Taxable retail sales (per capita) in La Feria and surrounding cities and counties 
based on 2009 data.  Source: Texas Comptroller’s Office
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Images 2-5:  Early photos of La Feria.  Source: City of La Feria
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Maps 3-4:  (On the left) The CPAT study area, within the blue outline, 
encompasses downtown and most surrounding residential areas, and 
includes the diagonal stretch of Business Highway 83.  (On the right) An 
outline of the City of La Feria’s current city limits.  Source: City of La Feria

CPAT Study Area

La Feria City Limits
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MArKET ANALYSIS
One of the key tasks in understanding how to plan for the future of La Feria is to 
examine the retail market opportunities for the community.  Understanding the 
retail market helps property owners, shopkeepers, investors, and decision makers 
better understand how to position La Feria amidst the other communities along 
the Lower Rio Grande Valley so that it can grow as a competitive and vibrant retail 
market.  

This section examines the retail market for La Feria in two different ways.  First, it 
looks exclusively at La Feria itself to understand the retail opportunities within the 

community.  Then it examines La Feria in a regional context.  

INTrOdUCTION TO THE LA FErIA rETAIL MArKET
La Feria is part of a regional market at the center of the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  
This market is dynamic in that is relates to a comparably sized market in border 
communities in Mexico, offers extensive tourism resources, and serves a large 
hinterland of rural Texas.  The larger cities of Brownsville, McAllen, and Harlingen 
have long been the center of ‘mainstream’ big box retail; however, many smaller 
communities in the LRGV have successfully carved out market niches that serve 
their local populations and the visiting public.  A nearby example is Mercedes, which 
is home to a large outlet mall that is a regional attractor and tourism destination.  La 
Feria has an opportunity to carve out its own niche to serve the local population 
and the region.  

Downtown La Feria is the traditional core of retail and services for the community.  
Additional retail and restaurant growth had migrated northward out of downtown 
to connect to the US 83 interchange.  Much of this growth is suburban in nature and 
caters to both locals and the motoring public.  

This market study will first look at La Feria as a market itself.  This kind of examination 
only tells a partial story, as the market is fluid and will not adhere solely to the 
city limits of La Feria.  Customers within the City will leave to shop elsewhere and 
customers from other places will come to La Feria to shop.  However, it will provide 
a snapshot of opportunities that will need to be carefully examined in the context 
of the region.  

The second part of the study will put La Feria in the context of the Lower Rio Grande 
Valley.  The LRGV is a large transnational metropolitan area with 1.3 million people 
and a huge retail market.  By looking at the entire metro area, we can glean certain 
opportunities of regional importance that might enhance La Feria’s standing as a 

retail market.

TrAdE ArEA dEMOGrAPHICS
Population
	 La Feria’s population has grown from 5,168 to 7,510 between 2000 and 2013.  

This represents a 45% growth rate, which is very rapid.  (Note: some of this 
growth has occurred through annexation of existing residential so the number 
is slightly inflated.)

	 La Feria is expected to continue to grow by another 500 people by 2018.

Households 
	 La Feria is home to 2,463 households in 2013 and is expected to grow by 7.4% 

by 2018 to 2,644.

	 This figure does not include Winter Texans, who account for a significant portion 
of the housing units in La Feria (estimated at 15%).

	Without accounting for growth in the retirement/Winter Texan market, a 
conservative estimate is that La Feria will add 181 additional households by 
2018.

Income and Wealth
	 The Median Household Income for La Feria residents is $25,212 compared with 

approximately $35,000 for the LRGV, $51,000 for Texas, and slightly less than 
$53,000 for the United States.

	 30% of families live below the poverty line.

Housing
	 73% of the homes in La Feria are owner-occupied.

	 The median home price is $55,500, compared with $75,500 for Cameron 
County (the region is frequently cited as among the most affordable in the 
United States).

	 82% of the homes in La Feria were built prior to 2000, meaning the housing 
stock is aging and needs rehabilitation in some cases, infill housing in others, 
and new development types.

A complete Nielsen demographic report of La Feria accompanies this synopsis in 
Appendix D. 
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Psychographics
Psychographics are a more sophisticated way to look at demographics by 
segmenting the population based on behavior, lifestyle, attitude, purchasing trends, 
and other factors of geography.  For this report Nielsen data is used, which divides 
the country into 66 psychographic segments. 

Of the 66 segments profiled across America by Nielson, only 6 predominate in La 
Feria.  These six segments represent nearly 90% of the households in the community.  
A detailed profile of each is attached in Appendix A and they are summarized below:

	 Bedrock Families (36% of La Feria households): These are hardworking families 
in small towns located throughout the nation’s heartland. Many have modest 
educations, larger families, and service jobs.  While they work hard to support 
their families, they sometimes struggle to make ends meet. 

	Old Milltowns (21% of La Feria households): America’s once-thriving mining 
and manufacturing towns have aged.  These older residents are retired and live 
modestly, enjoy gardening, and socializing at veterans clubs. 

	 Crossroads Villagers (18% of La Feria households): These are white-collar 
couples and families, living in rural communities.  They live modestly but are 
very self-reliant.  These families have children in the home and enjoy outdoor 
pursuits (fishing and hunting)

	Golden Ponds (10% of La Feria households): Golden Ponds is also a retirement 
lifestyle, dominated by singles and couples over 65 years old. Found in small 
bucolic towns around the country, these high school-educated seniors live 
in small apartments on less than $35,000 a year; one in five resides lives in a 
nursing home. 

	 Kid Country (2.7% of La Feria households): This is a segment dominated 
by large families living in small towns.   This segment has an above-average 
concentration of Hispanic families.  These families are working-class households 
that include homeowners and renters.

	New Homesteaders (2.5% of La Feria households): This segment includes 
young, upper-middle-class families seeking to escape suburban sprawl for 
smaller towns.  These families enjoy outdoor recreation and technology.  

MArKET ANALYSIS
In this section, the retail market of La Feria and the two-county region will be 
examined to identify potential opportunities for new retail development or 
expansion of existing retail.  This will allow the community to assess what kind of 

additional stores might be attracted to La Feria as a whole and more specifically 
to downtown.  These data will also help individual existing businesses understand 
how they might diversify product lines to be attractive to more customers.  This is 
both a retention and recruitment tool.

It is important to recognize, however, that pent up retail demand is but ONE reason 
why a store might be successful in a setting, there are MANY reasons why a store 
may succeed or fail beyond market forces alone.  This research should be used as a 
resource to incorporate into a thorough business plan for store expansions or new 
store locations.  It is also important to note that the figures shown below represent 
a macro view of the market forces at work and should be taken in context with the 
current ups and downs of the national market.  

Having said this, the opportunities presented below represent a conservative look 
at retail market potential for La Feria for three important reasons.  First, these figures 
examine local customers’ trade patterns and not the potential for La Feria to attract 
regional customers and visitors from elsewhere.  Second, this information is a 
“snapshot” in time and does not account for the ongoing growth the community is 
expected to enjoy in the coming years.  Third, these data do not account for Winter 
Texans who spend regularly while in residence.

Retail Leakage in La Feria
“Retail Leakage” refers to the difference between the retail expenditures by residents 
living in a particular area and the retail sales produced by the stores located in the 
same area.  If desired products are not available within that area, consumers will travel 
to other places or use different methods to obtain those products.  Consequently, 
the dollars not spent in local stores in the designated area are said to be “leaking.”  If a 
community is a major retail center with a variety of stores, it may be “attracting” rather 
than “leaking” retail sales.  Even large communities may see leakage in certain retail 
categories, while some small communities may be attractors in certain categories.

Such an analysis is not an exact science and should be viewed as one tool to 
evaluate trade potential.  In some cases, large outflow may indicate that money 
is being spent elsewhere (drug store purchases at a Walmart or apparel purchases 
through mail-order).  It is important to note that this analysis accounts best for 
retail categories where households (rather than businesses) are essentially the only 
consumer groups.  For example, lumberyards may have business sales that are not 
accounted for in consumer expenditures.  Stores such as jewelry shops and clothing 
stores are more accurately analyzed using this technique.  

For La Feria, the market data as supplied by Nielsen Inc. (one of two leading market 
analysis companies in the United States):
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	 $104 Million in retail sales by La Feria stores 

	 $76 Million in retail spending by La Feria residents

	 Consequently, La Feria is gaining $28 Million in retail sales.

Although La Feria is gaining sales overall, when the retail sales are broken down into 
specific categories, the community gains sales only in certain categories.  The key 
gain categories are limited-service restaurants (fast food), gas stations, and general 
merchandise stores such as Dollar General and Family Dollar. 

La Feria is actually leaking sales in several key retail categories.  Among the most 
important are specialty food, gifts, clothing, department stores, and full-service 
dining.  

Several of these categories would be difficult to capture into the market.  The outlet 
mall in Mercedes absorbs much of the demand for clothing stores, and department 
stores are unlikely to locate in a small community.  

However, several key categories represent significant opportunities for La Feria 
particularly in downtown.  Full service dining; specialty food; and specialty stores 
such a jewelry, book, hobby, gift, and toy stores.  Most of these store types would 
be small “mom-and-pop” type stores that would work well in the walking district of 
downtown.

Retail Leakage in Cameron/Hidalgo Counties
The retail opportunities for La Feria become even more pronounced when they 
are examined in the context of the greater region.  For the purposes of this study 
Cameron and Hidalgo county data was used.  The two counties represent 1.3 million 
population area.

For the region:

	 Retail stores in Cameron/Hidalgo Counties have $18.4 Billion in sales 

	 Consumer spending in Cameron/Hidalgo Counties is $13.4 Billion in spending.

	 The region is gaining $4.9 billion in sales each year.  

The region gains sales for a several important reasons.  First, it serves a large regional 
hinterland.  Second, the region is multi-national and Mexican consumers are coming 
to the area to shop and dine.  Third, the region attracts visitors and Winter Texans 
that shop and dine here.

In spite of this massive gain in sales, the region actually LEAKS sales in certain very 
important categories that have consequences for La Feria.  The key categories are:

	 Full service restaurants leak $250 million sales each year.  The region is greatly 

underserved by full service dining.

	 Specialty food leaks $86 million in sales each year.  Specialty food is a subset 
of food and groceries and represents highly specialized food stores such as 
butchers, bakers, seafood, wine and cheese, etc.  It is a growing category across 
the nation.  

	 Specialty retail leaks $70 million in sales each year.  

This regional leakage represents an opportunity for La Feria to capture retail and 
restaurant types that are not available to regional residents that, in turn, could make 
the city a regional destination.  In fact, the region lacks a small community that has 
the charm and specialty retail mix that could be highly successful in La Feria.  

OBSErvATIONS ANd OPPOrTUNITIES
	Demographically, La Feria offers some strong advantages as well as challenges.  

Fortunately, the community is rapidly growing.  Growth is essential for any 
market to be successful and the rate of growth has been on par with that of the 
region.  Unfortunately, income levels for La Feria lag that of the region, which 
limits the full impacts of that growth.  The appropriate strategy for La Feria is 
to continue to encourage growth while attracting residents across a broader 
income spectrum.

	 La Feria has the opportunity to better capture regional traffic to the downtown 
and continue to play a pivotal tourism role if it focuses on core strengths such 
as food and food heritage as well as specialty shopping.

	 The region itself is a huge retail attractor importing sales to the tune of $4.9 
billion per year.   All of this is related to importation of sales from outside the 
region.  La Feria is and can continue to play a major role in attracting shopping 
and dining from outside the area.

	 To reiterate, the key market opportunities for La Feria include:

o Full-Service Dining 

o Specialty Food and Food-Related Items

o Highly specialized Retail Such as Gifts, Jewelry, Toy/Game, Sewing/
Knitting, etc.

	 La Feria needs to continue to develop a marketing strategy targeted particularly 
to the local population to build pride and ultimately to the regional population 
to foster regional awareness.

More detailed demographic information is included in Appendices D of this report. 
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COMMUNITY BrANdING 
La Feria has much to offer as a place to live and visit.  It is an authentic community 
that has maintained its downtown and its values as a small town amidst a large 
metropolitan area that has experienced phenomenal growth. 

La Feria has a chance to foster its community image through building a strong 
brand that reflects the values of the community.  The term “community brand” is 
often difficult to understand.  A community brand is much more than a logo, a 
typeface, or a tagline; it is a promise a place makes with people.  Unlike companies 
that have centralized control of their brand message, communities must have an 
identity system that is compelling enough to convince residents, stakeholders, and 
decision makers to “buy into” this identity.  This is no small task, and La Feria has 
started on this path by creating a new City Seal that includes important symbols 
and colors that positively reflect the community.  

In addition to the seal, the CPAT team has developed the following identity system 
along with a series of recommendations for La Feria to consider.  There is not always 
a clear “roadmap” on implementing an identity system and the maturation of the 
system into a “brand” will take the efforts of both the public and private sectors.

BrANd vALUES
One of the important steps in establishing a brand is to understand the values for 
which it stands.  Through public input the following values emerged as important 
to La Feria:

	 La Feria is a family friendly community with a strong self-identity within the 
region.  

	 La Feria is a community where people take care of one another.  

	 La Feria is an authentic small community with excellent schools, parks, and an 
intact (and compact) downtown.   

	 La Feria’s name itself is celebratory; the community hosts the annual Fiesta 
de La Feria as well as Christmas and Independence Day events.  Events and 
celebrations are part of the heritage of the community.  

	 La Feria is not content to rest on its successes.  The community is not “frozen in 
time” but rather continues to look at ways to improve while preserving what 
makes it unique.

BrANd ATTrIBUTES
Unlike brand values, brand attributes are more “technical” in nature.  They are the 
tools that the graphic artist uses to market the community.   For La Feria the brand 
attributes are as follows:

	 Typefaces:  The main typeface for La Feria combines a unique and bold script 
that is easily readable and designed to have a very long lifespan.  A secondary 
typeface – a serif block – is used as a modifier.  It allows for more contemporary 
and assertive uses.

	 Colors:  The colors for La Feria include a series of eight very rich colors were 
taken from the City Seal.  The colors are well saturated and designed to imply 
warmth and depth.

	 Logo:  The logo for La Feria is the City Seal.  Rather than reinventing a secondary 
logo, the seal can serve as the identifier for the community.  

	 Tagline:  The word, “celebrate,” is used in the tagline for La Feria.  There are several 
ways the word can be used.  For regional positioning, the tagline “Celebrate Life 
in the Valley” allows La Feria to position itself amidst the many communities 
in the LRGV.  For more local use, the phrase can be simplified to “Celebrate 
Life.”  Finally the word can be expanded to modify attributes of La Feria such as 
Celebrate Downtown, History, Recreation, Dining, Shopping, etc.
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BrANd STATEMENT
A brand statement is an articulation of community values and tagline.  It can be 
imagined as a script for the tagline.  The brand statement for La Feria is as follows, in 
English and Spanish:

We are La Feria.

Established just after the turn of the 20th century, La Feria is a place where people 
come together.  Each year we live up to our name with the Fiesta de La Feria that 
attracts people from all around to celebrate our unique downtown.  We are also 
a place where each day we celebrate living in a place where neighbors know one 
another, children go to excellent schools, and our natural surroundings entice us 
to enjoy our parks.  Winter Texans make their home here to escape the cold of 
northern climates.  We are a small town doing great things in the dynamic Lower 
Rio Grande Valley.  We invite you to explore what we celebrate each day.

La Feria, Texas: Celebrate Life in the Valley

Somos La Feria.

Fundados alrededor del siglo XX, La Feria es un lugar donde todos nos reunimos 
y cada año le hacemos honor a nuestro nombre con la Fiesta de La Feria que atrae 
a personas de todas partes a celebrar en nuestro singular centro histórico. En la 
Feria cada día celebramos el que podamos vivir en un lugar donde los vecinos se 
conocen entre sí, los niños pueden educarse en excelentes escuelas y que nuestro 
atractivo paisaje natural nos permita disfrutar de bellos parques. Somos el hogar 
de muchos Texanos de invierno que vienen aqui para escapar del frío del norte.  
Somos una pequeña ciudad que esta haciendo grandes cosas en el Lower Rio 
Grande Valley.  Te invitamos explorar todo lo que celebramos cada día.

La Feria, Texas: Celebra La Vida en El Valle
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BrANd rECOMMENdATIONS
The brand attributes above form the foundation of the brand itself and can be used 
to deploy a series of marketing recommendations that follow.

Short Term
A. Recommendation:  Adopt the brand statement and brand system.   
A brand statement is different from a mission statement.  A brand statement is an 
explanation of a place that should resonate with local residents (most importantly), 
visitors, and investors.  The brand statement for La Feria explains its history, its pres-
ent, and its outlook on the future.  The brand statement is the foundation of the 
brand system that allows La Feria to deploy a versatile set of tools to market the 
community to residents, visitors, investors, and those wishing to live in the commu-
nity.  The system must have meaning to the community. 

A brand style guide has been provided to the City of La Feria.  It provides guidance 
on proper usage of the identity system, color specifications in RGB, CMYK and Pan-
tone, a copyright release allowing the client to modify and use the system as needs 
evolve, and a simple licensing agreement should Revitalizing La Feria wish to allow 
products with the logo to be developed and sold.  Finally, a complete file system 
with all logos, ad templates, typefaces, and support graphics is included as part of 
the deliverables for this effort. 

B.  Recommendation:  Host a brand launch event.
Host a La Feria “brand launch event” to celebrate the new La Feria brand identity.  
This event can take many forms including a specific party/reception, coordination 
with an existing event such as the La Feria Arts Fest, cooperation to showcase mer-
chant offerings, or even a community-wide celebration.   Many communities have 
taken the ad samples and enlarged them into posters to profile the brand cam-
paign.  Others have worked with local merchants to create branded items to sell 
(cakes or cookies with the La Feria brand).  Many communities look for participants 
in brand launch events to have a small take away such as a magnet or window decal 
that will both allow the brand to be seen and shared.    

C.  Recommendation:  Redesign La Feria business collateral. 
The brand identity for the destination (La Feria) and the organizations are similar 
but have different and distinct uses.   Revitalizing La Feria should consider reinforc-
ing the destination identity system through its own adoption of a new logo for the 
organization itself including letterhead, business cards, and ultimately a new web 
page design.  The distinctive typefaces and color scheme will clearly show that Revi-
talizing La Feria is promoting the destination of La Feria.  Additional logos for partner 
organizations can be developed using the same typefaces and color schemes.  Each 
organization can maintain as unique an identity as it wishes yet remain “in the fam-
ily.”  For example, the logo for the La Feria Area Development Corporation is a bit 
more “businesslike” than that of the La Feria Tourism Council.

In addition, the lodging guide and shopping and dining guide for La Feria should 
also be redesigned to reflect the brand identity.

D.  Recommendation:  Use brand identity on street banners.
The brand system has designed banners highlighting the 250th anniversary of La 
Feria.  These banners will be installed throughout the community as a way to show-
case the overall brand and celebrate the sestercentennial of the community.  The 
banners are designed to be simple colors so as to create rhythm and consistency 
while accenting the uniqueness of the architecture of La Feria.
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E.  Recommendation:  Retain marketing/art production steward.
The brand resources provided to Revitalizing La Feria equip the organization and 
its partners with a host of tools to implement the brand.  Volunteers and the di-
rector of Revitalizing La Feria can use many of these tools right away.  Other parts 
of the brand system will require art production and design (additional ads, signs, 
event posters, etc.).   For these, we recommend hiring an “on call” graphic produc-
tion specialist to serve Revitalizing La Feria on an as needed basis.  Keeping graphic 
elements consistent is imperative especially early in the implementation process.  

F.  Recommendation:  Redo City and Tourism Council websites.
Both the Revitalizing La Feria and the La Feria Tourism Council websites serve spe-
cific purposes and both provide information of interest to visitors and residents.  
The two sites should look complementary and this redesign could also lead to the 
eventual redesign of the Town of La Feria’s website.  The websites should link to 
one another and both websites should contemplate using social media tools and 
Google Analytics as a way to track visitor traffic and evaluate the success of market-
ing materials.

Next Steps
G.  Recommendation:  Create La Feria branded merchandise and brand ex-
tension.
It isn’t necessary to roll out all new brand designs right away.  However, as events 
look ahead to the future, they should consider using the color scheme and type-
face in their logos as well.  Over time, new products might be explored for a 2014 
roll out such as window signs for stores and shopping bags.  Later implementation 
might work with local businesses to develop their own merchandise with the brand 
alongside Revitalizing La Feria. 

H.  Recommendation:  Launch individual business marketing.
While there are frequently incentives available to recruit businesses and investors to 
a community, there are fewer opportunities to assist existing businesses.  Further-
more, many independent businesses end up cutting marketing when the market 
takes a downturn.  Revitalizing La Feria should contemplate launching a matching 
grant program that would provide a direct way to alleviate the cost of advertis-
ing for La Feria businesses, incent those that aren’t marketing to begin the effort, 
and create a more coordinated image of La Feria through deployment of the brand 
identity.  

This technique also provides a more savvy way to deploy a marketing image than 
the traditional ad co-op program. Traditionally, if a community wanted to do coop-

erative advertising, a staff member of volunteers would go “hat-in-hand” to collect 
a share amount from participating businesses to appear in a cooperative ad that 
would include business card size ads arranged around some sort of logo or sym-
bol.  The result is the purchase of a full-page ad without the companion impact of 
purchasing such an ad.  This alternative approach allows for Revitalizing La Feria to 
create micro marketing grants to businesses that use the La Feria brand concept 
and tagline.  

The pilot funding for the project should be five thousand dollars.  The program 
would follow these steps and parameters:

	Revitalizing La Feria, alongside its partners, issues a statement that a pilot mar-
keting grant program is being launched (perhaps a meeting is held to present 
the program). 

	The funding for the initial year would be limited so the program is a first come 
first serve effort (this will hopefully motivate participation).

	Businesses would get a fifty-fifty match of any marketing program that em-
ploys the La Feria brand.  Print ads would follow the templates provided by 
Revitalizing La Feria, broadcast ads would use a simple tagline at the end of 
the ad “La Feria, come at it from a different angle,” web based ads would also 
include the brand identity.

	Revitalizing La Feria would develop an administrative and reimbursement 
policy for the grant.  

	The business is responsible for ensuring that a copy of the ad (or recording) is 
saved for the archive.  

The program would need to be closely evaluated to determine its effectiveness and 
tweaked as it continues beyond the pilot year.

I.  Recommendation:  Begin implementing wayfinding signage system.
The wayfinding signs are likely to be a multi-year project with many different goals 
and objectives.  La Feria should pursue funding for wayfinding as a critical need to 
direct visitors to the village and to amenities throughout the community. The sign 
system designed as part of the branding package identifies primary and second-
ary trailblazers for vehicles, signs directing visitors to public parking, and pedestrian 
oriented signs.  The pedestrian signs are designed to be casually implemented signs 
that direct visitors to additional shopping, dining, parks, and gathering spots in La 
Feria.  
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J.  Recommendation:  Host an annual marketing summit.  

Each year, Revitalizing La Feria and its partner organizations should host a marketing 
summit to share marketing initiatives, coordinate placement of marketing materi-
als, and refine marketing as needed.  This summit will allow each organization to 
clearly know their role in marketing La Feria, explore stronger partnerships, and re-
fine marketing material as needed.  One approach for this summit would be to issue 
a request for proposals from media to provide competitive bids for ad placement.  

Ongoing Long-Term
K.  Recommendation:  Continue implementing wayfinding signage system.  
La Feria’s wayfinding system is likely to evolve with time, especially as major attrac-
tions and destinations come on line such as the new municipal complex.  The signs 
should continue to be placed as funding permits.  

L.  Recommendation:  Host an ongoing annual marketing summit.
The various community partners should continue to explore ways to refine and en-
hance the brand identity of the community through an annual marketing summit.
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CELEBrATE LA FErIA’S GATEWAYS
Entryways or gateways provide the first impression of a community. Conveying a 
very good first impression is vital to community development efforts and makes 
a real statement of what a community thinks of itself. A good first impression 
leaves visitors and residents with a positive attitude and will nearly always result 
in increased community satisfaction as well as increased willingness to do busi-
ness locally. 

The primary entry ways into La Feria are Business 83 from the extreme city limits 
to the east and west and Main Street North from Interstate 83 to the north. There 
is a southern entry on Main Street but it services primarily local residences and 
rural areas to the south. The entries terminate at the north end of Downtown at 
intersection of these two streets.

Map 5:  The yellow stars represent potential spots for La Feria’s gateways.  Created by CPAT member, 
Bob Barber, FAICP

La Feria’s North Main Entry
The entry along Main from Interstate 83 is a five lane roadway presenting orderly, 
dominated by newer construction, and is lines Palm trees on the east and Olive 
Trees on the west. However, the route offers no distinctive features to indicate 

the nearby unique historic downtown. Because of its connection with Interstate 
83, this route presents the greatest visitor exposure from downtown with 57,000 
vehicles per day passing the entry point into La Feria in 2007. 

Figure 2:  Traffic counts around La Feria.  Source: Texas Department of Transportation

La Feria’s Business 83 Entries 
Business Highway 83 has served as the primary east/west connection in the Rio 
Grande Valley of Texas for decades. The route connects La Feria to Harlingen on 
the east and the McAllen area on the west. The highway is constructed parallel 
to the Rio Grande Valley Switching Company. The Highway was expanded from a 
two lane highway artery to five lanes around the year 2005. According to the Texas 
Department of Transportation, the five-lane Highway carried 5800 vehicles per 
day at its intersection with Main Street in the year 2011. Up until its improvement 
to five lanes, the two lane highway artery provided a tree lined route through La 
Feria.  Palm Trees were concentrated near the intersection of Main Street and Busi-
ness 83 and located between the highway and the railroad in the public right of 
way.  During the improvement process, the trees adjacent to the roadway were re-
moved, creating a significant negative visual impact on the community and less-
ening its visual attractiveness (see Images 6-7 below).  In general, these corridors 
present a very generic, somewhat deteriorated environment with aging buildings 
and a somewhat barren landscape. 
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Images 6-7:  (On left) Business Highway 83 in previous years with palm trees lining the street. (On 
right) Business 83 currently with no trees.  Source: City of La Feria (left) and CPAT member, Bob Barber, 
FAICP (right)

Improving La Feria’s Gateways 
Each of these entryways offers the opportunity to celebrate La Feria and to sup-
port the heart of the community through thoughtful design and key features. 
These key opportunities present themselves two primary ways; La Feria’s presen-
tation of itself in the public realm (those areas within the public rights of way) and 
in the private realm through guidance for land use and design decision.

Figure 3:  Elements to consider when identifying the public realm.  Source: CPAT member, Bob 
Barber, FAICP

Improvements to the Public Realm 
Several key improvements in the public realm are recommended to establish the 
visual significance and broaden the functioning of both Business Highway 83 and 
the North Main Corridor:

Reestablish Palm Trees on Business 83 Corridor - The reestablishment of the Palm 
Trees along the railroad track would add visual interest and improve the aesthetic 
of the Highway 83 corridor in a fundamental way. 

Establishing Bike Lanes - Current right of way for Business Highway 83 includes 
contains a 9 foot lane on its south side which is not used for vehicular travel. The 
lane could very easily be converted to a bike lane to accommodate cyclists and 
broaden the mobility choices for LaFeria. 

a. Entry Signage - There is no signage or other landmark to signify entrance 
into LaFeria. Much interest has been expressed in establishing. Utilizing La 
Feria branding for sign graphics, along with a landscape cluster of Palm 
Trees will serve to establish a distinctive and memorable entry marker for 
the community. 

Image 8-10:  (On left) Representation of Hwy. Bus. 83 with palm trees and entryway signage. (On 
right) Top image shows Hwy. Bus. 83 currently without bike lanes; bottom image demonstrates 
how a bike lane could be added.  Source: CPAT members, Bob Barber, FAICP & Tripp Muldrow, AICP
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Guiding Private Design
In addition to improvements in the public realm, key design guidance will serve 
to reinforce the streetscape and enhancing the sense of enclosure, arrival, and 
efficient pedestrian movements. By aligning both public and private design in-
terests in improving Business Highway 83, the sense of the La Feria community 
can significantly increase. Primary guidance to private design through the use of 
appropriate design guidelines and land development coding can be achieved in 
the following ways:

Positioning Buildings Closer to the Street - Enclosing streets by positioning build-
ings nearer the front of lots creates a development scale that is both more attrac-
tive and economically efficient. the scale of the highway and its design speeds 
create an environment that is not conducive to building placement at the front 
property lines. However, this streetscape improvement can be accomplished 
through a 70’ build to line rather than an unlimited building setback in the case 
of Business 83. 

Side and Rear Parking – Private design goals that reinforce street character can 
further be advanced by appropriately designing the parking bays in front of build-
ings. A maximum of 2 bays deep with two way traffic cross movements with access 
to properties on both sides of a development continue the pattern of enclosure 
and facilitate efficient vehicular and pedestrian movements among properties, 
avoiding the need to reenter  Business 83 to access next door properties.

Figure 4:  Example of side and rear parking.  Created by CPAT 
member, Andy Kalback

Establish facade standards to communicate quality and stability – More durable 
materials convey characteristics of quality qualities of value. The use of façade ma-
terials native to the area, such as brick, stucco, and wood or wood simulated sid-
ing, coupled with a limitation on the exposure of generic or non-native material 
like metal or concrete block, will serve to reinforce the architectural character of 
the community.

Images 11-12:  Differences in facade standards.  Source: CPAT member, Bob Barber, FAICP

Native Landscaping – All private sites should be amply landscaped with native 
plant species, respecting the local climate conditions of extreme heat and low 
rainfall. 

Business 83/Main Street Intersection Focus
The intersection of Business 83 and Main Street is the historic heart of the com-
munity and provides a critical focal point terminating the entry corridors. This 
key intersection is important in providing visual support to downtown and offers 
an area for the extension of downtown development patterns. The detailed 
Downtown Plan illustrates several key features that are needed to increase the 
destination character of the intersection and extending Main Street character.  
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In the public realm these key features include the inclu-
sion of on street parking and the insertion of medians. 
Also included is the application of pedestrian crossings 
that are of contrasting pavement color and texture to 
emphasize the arrival into downtown. 

Design in the private realm should include the posi-
tioning of building at the front property lines to extend 
street enclosure. All parking should be to the rear of 
added buildings. 

Implementation of Corridor 
Improvements
Implementation in the private realm will require a 
review of La Feria’s zoning codes to insure that build 
to lines are included for the Business 83 Corridor and 
Noh Main. Areas immediately north of the railroad track 
should be included in a downtown zone that requires a 
build to line of zero. Additionally, simple design stan-
dards should be implemented to produce building 
character of the type proposed in this chapter. 

Public realm implementation includes the City initiated 
establishment of palm trees, entryway welcoming signs 
and the deployment of logo banners and way finding 
signs. The transportation interventions of bike lanes, 
medians and on street parking are to be City sponsored 
as well but will require close coordination with the 
Texas Department of Transportation. 

Figure 5:  (Top) Illustration of Bus. Hwy. 83 and Main Street where-
by the development is positioned at the front of the property 
line.  Created by CPAT member, Andy Kalback

Image 13:  (Bottom) An example of the development type that 
may work at the intersection.  Source: CPAT member, Bob Barber, 
FAICP



American Planning Association  |  CPAT                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 25 

Entryway to downtown La Feria

Figure 6:  The downtown entryway into downtown La Feria from Business 83 can adopt new deisgn features to pronounce the arrival to the city’s center.  Created by CPAT member, Andy Kalback   
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CELEBrATE dOWNTOWN LA FErIA
La Feria is fortunate to have a very intact downtown relative to many communities. 
Although it is small in scale, there is a cohesive collection of historic buildings that 
are, for the most part, uninterrupted by vacant/parking lots fronting key streets 
and inappropriate infill development, a challenge faced by many downtowns. The 
Downtown offers one of the greatest opportunities for La Feria to distinguish itself 
within the Lower Rio Grande Valley (LRGV) and to serve as a regional draw.  Down-
town La Feria has the potential to become the premier specialty shopping and 
dining destination in the Valley. 

Because of the tremendous success that the National Main Street Center of the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation has experienced with downtown revitaliza-
tion over several decades, this section of the plan has been organized into four 
sub-sections based upon the Main Street “Four Point” Approach:

Main Street Four Point Approach
	Organization
	Design
	Economic Restructuring
	Marketing & Promotion

While it is not recommended at this point in time that the City pursue formal par-
ticipation with the National Main Street Center because of the costs, it is strongly 
recommended that the community utilize Main Street program educational ma-
terials and related resources.

Images 14-15:  (On left) This building represents the “best of both worlds” – a historic structure 
preserved by hosting an economically viable use.  (On right) This historic photograph offers a clear 
blue print for an appropriate rehabilitation of this drug store.  Sources: CPAT member, Philip Walker, 
AICP and the City of La Feria

OrGANIZATION
Because most downtowns cannot rely solely on market forces to revitalize on their 
own, it is important that an organization infrastructure exist to make it happen.  
The current most relevant entities for downtown revitalization include:

	City of La Feria - Department of Planning & Community Development

	La Feria Economic Development Corporation

	La Feria Industrial Development Corporation

	La Feria Chamber of Commerce

Other relevant entities include the South Texas Collaborative for Housing Devel-
opment, Inc. and the South Texas Emerging Markets Development Fund, Inc., 
which is a private business created in 2009. 

1. Create an organizational structure to revitalize Downtown La Feria.

	 Establish a Downtown La Feria organization within the recently estab-
lished La Feria Chamber of Commerce.

	 Establish multiple working committees as part of the new organization 
based upon the Main Street Four Point Approach (Design, Economic 
Restructuring, Marketing & Promotion) to the extent that volunteers are 
available to serve.

	 Provide at least minimal staffing via the Chamber of Commerce to help 
support the new Downtown La Feria organization.

2. Leverage existing entities and individuals to help support the 
efforts of the new Downtown La Feria organization.

	Utilize the capabilities and resources of the key stakeholder entities, in-
cluding those listed at left, by appointing various representatives to the 
leadership of the proposed Downtown La Feria organization.

	 Enlist the participation of helpful individuals, including Downtown busi-
ness owners and operators.
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Image 16: Because downtown revitalization 
strategies are not self-implementing, it is critical 
that an organizational infrastructure be created 
with a singular focus on this important issue.  
Source: CPAT member, Philip Walker, AICP

dESIGN
Design issues include topics such as streets, streetscapes, parking, buildings, and 
other physical planning issues.  There are numerous tremendous opportunities for 
Downtown La Feria to be enhanced through design interventions.  However, it is 
important that the Downtown not fall into the same trap as many other revitaliza-
tion programs that focus primarily on design issues to the detriment of economic 
restructuring and marketing and promotional efforts.  

1. Grow Downtown to the east and west.
Downtown presently has a growth boundary on its north end created by the 
presence of Business Hwy. 83.  While it could conceivably expand south on Main 
in the future, it is recommended that a linear downtown not evolve but, instead, 
a more nodal downtown should evolve.  The downtown will be more pedestrian-
friendly if future infill development occurs east and west of Main on Commercial 
Avenue and Oleander Avenue.  

Image 17: The south side of West 
Oleander, currently featuring a 
large parking lot, needs some infill 
building frontage to link Main 
Street with the restaurant to the 
west.  Source: CPAT member, Philip 
Walker, AICP

2. Create an inviting “front door” to Downtown at its interface with 
Business Hwy. 83.

Downtown La Feria is fortunate to front onto Business Hwy. 83, as the downtowns 
of many communities are “off the beaten path.”  This high-visibility location offers 
a presence on the highway that should be capitalized upon.  The following strate-
gies should be considered to achieve this objective:  

	Redesign the triangular green space on the south side of Business Hwy. 83 
flanking either side of Main Street to encourage more pedestrian use.  Fea-
tures might include more paved surfaces, extensive seating areas, and a water 
feature (splash pad for children, etc.).   Please see the concept plan on page 29 
to illustrate this concept.

	Add eye-catching features to draw attention to the Downtown as seen from 
Business Hwy. 83.  Features might include palm trees, banners, evening light-
ing, and similar gateway components that underscore a “sense of arrival” to a 
special place.

	Prioritize plan implementation efforts for this area given that the revitalization 
process will require phasing over time.  This front door to downtown should 
be first in the sequencing of tasks.  

3. Provide more on-street parking and enhance the pedestrian realm.
	Explore the potential to replace parallel parking on Main and Oleander with 

angled parking.  There may be sufficient street width on both streets to 
achieve this objective, and the primary benefits are increasing the amount 
of available parking and tightening the driving lane widths to achieve “traffic 
calming” benefits.  It is note- worthy that this approach for Main will require 
TxDOT approval, but the concept should be vigorously pursued with them 
given the tremendous potential benefits.  See pages 30-31 for a concept plan.
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	Provide pedestrian bulbs and crosswalks at street intersections, including the 
intersections of Main & Commerce and Main & Oleander.  Curbed bulbs will 
protect the end vehicles and shorten the distance that pedestrians must walk 
at street crossings.  The crosswalks, using a paving material that differs from 
the street (and which drivers will feel via their tires going over them), will cre-
ate greater awareness to drivers that Downtown is a pedestrian-friendly en-
vironment.

	Plant palm trees in the existing planters on Main Street.  Most of the existing 
planters are lacking landscaping and/or sufficient maintenance, yet the irriga-
tion system already exists.  

	Add street lights back to the existing street light poles.  Although relatively 
new light bollards exist, the lights for the taller street light poles no longer 
exist, but could be reinstalled. Images 18-19:  Angled parking above versus today’s parallel parking below.  

Source: CPAT member, Philip Walker, AICP
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Examples of other design issues that are especially prevalent for existing buildings 
in Downtown La Feria include the following:

►	 Façade canopies need to follow traditional designs; including a simple 
wooden or metal canopy supported by a thin metal rod or chain (some 
existing buildings are using non-traditional supports).

►	 Heavily tinted or reflective glass should be avoided in storefronts to help 
animate the streetscapes.

►	 Transom windows above storefronts should be retained and not filled in 
or painted.

	New infill buildings should follow design principles for traditional urban 
mixed use buildings, including:

►	 Buildings built to the street with rear parking (C-1 zoning does not require 
a front setback, but a “build-to” line requirement is needed to avoid exces-
sive front setbacks.

►	 Main entrances of buildings fronting the street

►	 Ground floor glazing (door and window glass) façade ratios consistent 
with historic storefronts to provide sufficient transparency

►	 Façade massing that breaks up the façade from being an extensive un-
broken plane and instead creates a series of vertically-oriented bays 
through the use of recesses and projections, pilasters, material changes, 
and similar elements.

	Adopt design standards for the Downtown to implement these design prin-
ciples. The designated district should include the core of Downtown and it 
should be implemented by a City-appointed design review board.  A preser-
vation ordinance would be required and should follow state enabling laws for 
historic districts.

	Promote the availability of federal tax incentives for historic rehabilitation.  A 
20% tax credit is available for National Register eligible income-producing 
properties that follow federal preservation standards. 

5. Maintain the existing street grid and block structure.
It is important that an interconnected street network be retained to disperse ve-
hicles efficiently and to make it more walkable. The consideration of vacating any 

Images 20-21:  The image on the 
bottom illustrates how pedestrian 
bulbs can be added at key intersec-
tions, such as at Main and Com-
merce (top) to enhance pedestrian 
safety.  Source: CPAT member, Philip 
Walker, AICP

4. Preserve and enhance existing buildings while encouraging 
compatible infill development.

	Avoid the demolition of any of the Downtown’s older buildings unless they 
are so deteriorated as to not be viable for rehabilitation.  It is particularly criti-
cal that existing building stock be retained along Main Street from Commerce 
to Primrose.  

	Encourage the sensitive rehabilitation of older buildings in the Downtown 
using federal preservation standards (Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and 
Guidelines for Historic Rehabilitation) as the basis.

Image 22:  Although the old 
bank building is one of the 
most architecturally significant 
buildings in town, it could be 
enhanced by the removal of the 
upper floor shutters, reinstalla-
tion of wooden-framed double-
hung sash windows (one 
over one) on the upper floor, 
removal of wood boarding and 
reinstallation of the full glass 
storefront windows, and re-
creation of the original entrance 
design.  Source: CPAT member, 
Philip Walker, AICP
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Figure 7:  M
ain Street D

iagonal Parking 
Concept Plan Created by CPAT m

em
ber, 

Andy Kalback
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Main Street Parking - detail

Figure 8:  Details of Main Street parking concept.  Created by CPAT 
member, Andy Kalback
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street segments or alleys should be strongly discouraged if the issue arises in the 
future.     

6. Enhance parking lots for greater usage and improved aesthetics.
Although parking is not a critical issue at present because of limited demand, 
it will hopefully become more significant as revitalization occurs.  The following 
improvements should occur. 

	Redesign existing lots for greater space efficiency, landscaping and lighting.  
In some cases, a more efficient design may yield additional parking spaces.  
Landscaping, such as the addition of deciduous trees, can provide needed 
shade during warm months.  Lighting will make parking lots safer and more 
appealing for evening users.

	Provide screening along street edges to minimize the negative appearance of 
parking lots. While it is preferred that most streetscapes are lined with build-
ings having interesting storefronts, several parking lots currently front onto 
key downtown streets.  They should be screened along their street frontages 
with a wall and/or landscaping, although it should be no higher than roughly 
4 feet to maintain surveillance for public safety purposes.  

	Where existing buildings sit back a substantial distance from their associated 
streets, pursue design measures to lessen the setback.  For example, the JC 
Wing Company’s building has an excessive setback from its associated streets 
(Main and Primrose).  The introduction of a small outdoor dining area along 
either frontage could lessen the impact of these setbacks.  

	Expand the recent trend of painting black walls with colorful murals.  Such 
walls typically front onto parking lots and this artistic gesture is one way to 
make parking lots more attractive and interesting.

Image  23:  This parking lot on Main 
Street could be greatly enhanced with 
a low wall and/or landscaping to visu-
ally screen it from the street.  Source: 
CPAT member, Philip Walker, AICP

ECONOMIC rESTrUCTUrING
Within the context of downtown revitalization, economic restructuring entails 
determining the extent of potential market demand for various land uses (busi-
nesses by type, housing types, etc.), developing a desired tenant mix, and identify-
ing funding mechanisms and incentives to attract new businesses and housing.  
Because it is less visible and straightforward than design interventions, economic 
restructuring is sometimes overlooked by downtowns when, in fact, it is often the 
most critical need.

1. Develop an optimal tenant mix based upon market analysis.

As noted previously, La Feria has the opportunity to be the Valley’s premier spe-
cialty shopping and dining destination.  Based upon the analysis conducted for 
this plan, the following uses appear to have sufficient market demand to be viable 
for Downtown La Feria:   

	Full service restaurants

	Specialty food

	Specialty retail

	Hobby/games/toys

2. Identify and/or adopt incentives and tools for economic 
restructuring.

Existing incentives and tools include the following: 

	Federal tax credit for historic rehabilitation of buildings

	Federal tax credit for low and moderate-income housing

	South Texas Emerging Markets Development Fund, Inc.

	South Texas Collaborative for Housing Development, Inc.

	La Feria Industrial Development Corporation

	La Feria Economic Development Corporation

	Tax Increment Financing (TIF) program

	City Revolving Loan Program
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Potential new incentives and tools might include the following:

	Property tax abatement program for building rehabilitation and infill develop-
ment (State laws permit up to 10 years per property)

	Façade grants for approved rehabilitations

	Waiver of fees for permitting for certain development types based upon a 
clear adopted policy

3. Develop a strategy and materials for business retention, expansion 
and recruitment.

Key components of a strategy and materials should include the following: 

	Forums that facilitate a regular dialogue with existing business owners so 
struggling businesses, as well as those wanting to expand, can be identified 
and provided assistance.

	A business recruitment team, to include one or more existing business own-
ers, to call on targeted new businesses.  

	A marketing package to tout the merits of operating a business in Downtown 
La Feria. In addition to printed materials, other mediums should be utilized, 
including web-based alternatives. 

	Occasional business recruitment fairs to showcase Downtown La Feria for 
prospective new business owners.

4. Consider the establishment of a Small Business Incubator.

One national trend that is gaining traction is co-working, incubators, and accel-
erators.  Each concept is subtly different, but they all provide flexible space where 
solo entrepreneurs, small companies, and startups share space and common 
areas. Many universities are opening both incubators and co-working space in 
downtown areas as a way to have a presence in the business community.  An 
incubator program in Downtown La Feria might include the following features: 

	A single building with relatively small individual tenant spaces and shared 
common spaces for meetings, break room, restrooms, etc.

	Shared support services, including secretarial support and support from the 
local office of the Small Business Administration (SBA)

	Flexible rental terms (month-to-month leases, graduate rent program, etc.)

Once businesses mature and are ready to “leave the nest” based upon policies 
that might trigger that step, they should be strongly encouraged to remain in the 
Downtown.

5. Make any policy revisions needed to accommodate a rich mixture 
of land uses within the Downtown, while also avoiding potential 
nuisances.

The zoning ordinance should be thoroughly reviewed to achieve the following: 

	Allow important uses needed in the Downtown, such as housing (including 
upper floor over commercial) and a diverse range of retail types and services.  
The current zoning prohibits apartments and townhouses in the C-1 zone 
(downtown), so it needs amendments to allow such uses.  Nightclubs are also 
prohibited.  Although undefined in the code, they should likely be permitted.  
Similarly, breweries are prohibited in the C-1, but provisions should be consid-
ered to allow micro-breweries.

	Prohibit uses that pose too much of a nuisance (noise, dust, glare, etc.), in-
cluding excessive tractor trailer traffic.  At present, the C-1 allows waste water 
treatment plants as a “specific” approval use.

6.   Maintain Downtown as an institutional center.

Downtown currently benefits greatly from the presence of the City gov-
ernment, including the economic support that its employees and visi-
tors lend to downtown retail and service businesses.  It is critical that City 
offices remain Downtown.  Furthermore, any potential new institutional 
uses in the area should be directed to the Downtown if viable, including 
post offices, County offices, and educational institutions.

Image 24:  Institutional uses are critical for downtowns both to retain their role as a cul-
tural and civic center and to support their economic vibrancy.  Source: CPAT member, 
Philip Walker, AICP  
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MArKETING & PrOMOTION
Just as most individual businesses need to market and promote themselves to 
be successful, so much most downtowns.  Aggressive marketing and promotion 
efforts are sometimes sequenced to begin following an earlier “product improve-
ment” phase for the downtown so as to avoid new customers from being under-
whelmed by a downtown’s offerings.  This approach of holding off on aggressive 
marketing and promotion for Downtown La Feria is advisable based on the lim-
ited options that currently exist for visitors.  However, once the timing is right, the 
following approaches should occur:       

1. Make Downtown La Feria’s premier special event venue.
	Continue to hold special events in the downtown if they have traditionally 

been held here. 

	Identify any local events currently held outside of the downtown that might 
be moved to the downtown.  

	Explore the initiation of new events in the downtown.  Examples of potential 
new events, which can be small and regularly-scheduled, include a monthly 
musical event or theatrical performances. 

2. Utilize telecommunications effectively to market Downtown.
The recommended new Downtown La Feria organization should leverage a va-
riety of telecommunications vehicles to promote the downtown, including a 
website and various forms of social media (facebook, twitter, and linked-in, etc.).  
Google Analytics should be used to track effectiveness, and the organization 
should purchase the use of “CelebrateLaFeria.com.”

3. Engage in joint advertising among Downtown’s businesses.
The recommended new downtown organization should work with downtown 
businesses to coordinate joint advertising in local newspapers.  The ad can pro-
mote the downtown in general and utilize this plan’s proposed branding product 
(see below), while also identifying the businesses that would help fund the ad. 

4. Utilize the new branding graphic developed as part of this project.
The graphic, illustrated below, can be used in the following manners:

	 Integrated into advertising, including the joint advertising suggested 
above.

	Utilized on merchants shopping bags

	 Incorporated into all social media, decorative banners provided as part of 
the streetscape, and other similar means.
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CELEBrATE COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
COLLECTING dATA & GETTING INPUT
A meeting was held to gather input and engage the community in the planning 
process.  Given the fact that La Feria is a border town with a significant presence of 
Hispanic / Latino residents, simultaneous bilingual communication was used by the 
CPAT as a way to reach out to members of the community whose presence has not 
been acknowledged in previous planning efforts.

Images 25-26:  (Above) CPAT member, Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP, on right translated for Spanish-
speaking residents and for other team members during both public meetings during the project.  
(Below) Three breakout groups were formed during the first public meeting to facilitate discussion 
among residents and stakeholders.  Source: CPAT member, Bob Barber, FAICP

To collect specific community input, La Feria residents and other stakeholders were 
asked to identify likes & dislikes within their city (see Appendix C). 

Stakeholders were also asked to identify things or places within the study area that  
they would most like to see changed.  

Input provided was processed by the team to identify major agreements or 
consensus on what are the strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for the study 
area.

Through lively discussions, including a dot exercise, the citizens of La Feria described 
the City’s strengths and weaknesses as well as their hopes for its future.

The most frequently cited strengths included: 

	La Feria heritage and sense of history; 

	The charm and character of its historic downtown; 

	Its small-town scale; 

	Existence of neighborhood park space and sports facilities; 

	Their schools;

	Existing grocery store and bakeries;

	The diversity of its population, including winter Texans that keep their seasonal 

homes well maintained; 

	Festivals (specifically, “La Fiesta de La Feria”); and 

	A celebratory community spirit.

The most frequently cited weaknesses included: 

	Highway 83 acts as a barrier that separates downtown from the neighborhoods 
to the north; and at the same provides high visibility to unattractive dilapidated 
properties and industrial uses creating a negative image.

	Downtown’s lack of sufficient retail, empty buildings and lots, disorganized 
parking lots; and the lack of Downtown activity particularity during the summer 
months.

	Lack of definition of entrances to downtown and in-town neighborhoods.

	Neighborhood parks fail to provide attractive places to engage residents in 
public interaction while dilapidated houses and empty lots create unsafe 
environments for residents.
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Figure 9:  A summary of the dot exercise illustrating the concentration of dots for each question asked residents and stakeholders.  The pictures below are examples of areas where there was a high con-
centration of dots.  Created by CPAT member, Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP
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	A street pattern which does not provide east-west connectivity and street 
design that discourages pedestrian and bike mobility.

	Some institutional buildings, including some school facilities do not provide 
friendly and/or attractive façades and entrances towards neighborhoods.

There was also agreement on the areas seen as most in need of improvement:

	City’s gateways, including mayor intersection at Main Street and Highway 83.

	Enhance existing downtown buildings and management of future 
development, street and parking design.

	Neighborhood park Improvement and housing strategy.

Image 27:  Residents and stakeholders participated in a dot exercise during breakout groups 
whereby they were asked to place a dot on the map signifying their likes, dislikes, and areas in 
need of improvement within the city.  Source: Ryan Scherzinger

KEY CHALLENGES
	Entrances to Downtown and neighborhoods are unattractive and confusing.

	Highway 83 creates a barrier between neighborhoods north of it and 
downtown.

	The local street pattern fails to connect residents with schools, parks and 
down town.

	Large parking areas create a vacant, deserted image while failing to provide 
visitor friendly parking.

	In-town neighborhoods are separated from downtown due  to wide roads 
and underdeveloped areas.

	Neighborhood parks fail to provide inviting spaces to enjoy public places were 
social interaction occurs.

	There are very few residences in Downtown core Vacant lots and houses harm 
the overall image and perception of neighborhoods within the study area.
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Figure 10:  Each of the five districts with a photo demonstrating the potential for development potential within each is shown here.  Created by CPAT member, Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP
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Figure 11:  The five sub-districta are demarcated here with a photograph representative of the housing types found in each.  Created by CPAT member, Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP
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CELEBrATE LA FErIA’S NEIGHBOrHOOdS
La Feria has a large stock of low- to mid-range single-family housing, mobile home 
parks and a small amount of multifamily units in neighborhoods throughout the 
city of La Feria. Total housing units by 2012 are at 2,920.

The data reviewed shows that La Feria is a desirable and affordable place to live. 
Over the last ten years housing occupancy rates in la Feria have been consistently 
above 80%. Of those permanent resident units, 73% are owner occupied and 27% 
are rentals.

The housing market study conducted by the CPAT shows demand for 181 housing 
units in Downtown and the in-town neighborhoods over the next five years. 
According to the psychographic data, the target market segments for new housing 
units within Downtown La Feria will be mainly comprised of empty nesters, retirees 
and family-oriented households. (See Appendix D for psychographic information). 

Parcel data was used to conduct a preliminary assessment of development potential 
to accommodate new housing units within the study area.

Table1:  The table shows 
the segment of market 
by each Nielsen family 
category identified in 
the market analysis of La 
Feria.  demand for a total 
of 181 new housing units 
is expected over the next 
five years.  Source: CPAT 
members, Tripp Muldrow, 
AICP & Irayda Ruiz-Bode, 
AICP 

A windshield survey of the study area shows that there are clear distinctions 
amongst specific neighborhoods and its downtown core.

Recognizing the diverse character of neighborhoods surrounding the downtown 
core seems critical to identify the housing typology that should be built to better 
respond at future housing demand.

The La Feria CPAT recommends organizing a housing strategy around five 
distinctive areas as follows:

1. Downtown core

2. North of Route 83

3. Southwest of Route 83

4. Southeast of Route 83

5. Country Woods & Hidden Acres

Table 2:  The table out-
lines the range of hous-
ing opportunities in La 
Feria based on each of 
the five sub-districts 
identified.  Source: CPAT 
member, Irayda Ruiz-
Bode, AICP
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Figure 12:  The figure above shows 4th Street park as it is currently.  Created by CPAT member, Andy Kalback
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Figure 13:  The figure above shows improvements and infill that can be made to 4th Street park in order to provide higher density housing, and better parking and landscaping opportunities.  
Created by CPAT member, Andy Kalback
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Figure 14:  This design plan show
s a neighborhood concept for U

nger Park, using the park as a focal point for surrounding developm
ents.  

Created by CPAT m
em

ber, Andy Kalback
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Figure 15:  Conceptual Master Plan 
for downtown La Feria.  Created by 
CPAT member, Andy Kalback
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Distribution by housing type is shown in Table 2 above (Potential Market for New 
Housing Units) and clearly identifies the potential for a full range of housing types - 
from rental multi-family to for-sale, single-family detached houses by neighborhood..

Downtown Core
New construction in the Downtown Core should concentrate on the higher-
density housing types that support urban development and redevelopment most 
efficiently, including:

	Rental lofts and apartments (multi-family for-rent);

	For-sale lofts and apartments (multi-family for-sale);

	Live-work or flex units (single-family attached for-sale); and

	Adult housing, assisted living and nursing homes.

Downtown Core represent the pool of potential renters/buyers of new market-rate 
housing units (new construction and/or adaptive reuse of formerly non-residential 
structures), excluding single-family detached units, within the Downtown Core. 

Furthermore, the experience of other American cities has been that, once the 
downtown residential alternative has been established, the percentage of 
households that will consider downtown housing typically increases.

IN-TOWN NEIGHBOrHOOdS HOUSING STrATEGY
Keeping La Feria neighborhoods strong and healthy is crucial for the overall future 
of the community. In-town neighborhoods are well served by great school facilities, 
a public library and a brand new recreations and sports complex.

Despite of all the efforts made by the City to modernize community facilities,  an 
increased number of empty lots and vacant properties need to be taken into 
consideration. Analysis shows that while there is still a small market for single family 
housing, there is also a need for other types of housing within those neighborhoods 
such as duplexes, quadruplexes, multifamily, live-work units and row houses, which 
could be accommodated as infill development on empty or underutilized lots in 
existing neighborhoods.

Development potential analysis made by CPAT reveals that every neighborhood 
within the study area presents opportunities to develop additional housing.  To 
achieve that goal, the typical street pattern comprised by wide streets, unpaved 
alleyways and discontinuous sidewalks should be improved by narrowing pedestrian 
crossing, improve alleyways (explore options to convert them into bike lanes and 

enable parking in the rear of houses), and complete investments on continuous 
and/or widening sidewalks. 

Currently, every in-town neighborhood is provided neighborhood park space. 
However, neighborhood parks fail to provide inviting places to enjoy public areas 
where social interaction occurs. Existing neighborhood parks, when improved, 
will be a great asset for existing and future residents.  Housing market analysis 
encourages improving and diversifying housing options to meet existing and new 
family needs.

A denser compatible housing pattern (such as duplexes and quadruplexes) facing 
neighborhood parks will allow the ability to leverage high quality development 
around existing amenities.  Unique neighborhood identities shall be consolidated 
with a tailored housing strategy to celebrate neighborhoods in La Feria.  CPAT 
recommends naming every neighborhood park.

A proposed framework shall create a series of attractive development parcels with 
strong marketing advantages because of the quality of their “address.”  Proposed 
initiatives around neighborhood parks should include both private development 
and public space improvements in order to create a complete address. 

The CPAT study identifies specific development opportunities either on publicly 
controlled land or land for which collaboration is likely. The document includes 
proposals for infill development of privately owned property on scattered parcels 
which are described in less detail.  However, partnerships and collaborations 
with private property owners are recommended as a means of advancing these 
components.
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MEET THE TEAM
Team Leader
Robert L. Barber, FAICP (Hernando, MS)

   Robert L. Barber, FAICP is a founding Orion partner, having retired after 25 years of public service, most recently as Director of Planning for 
Hernando, Mississippi from 1996 to 2012. In this role he focused planning and development policy on preservation, design, place making and 
smart growth principles. Hernando was selected as one of the 100 best small towns in America by Forbes Magazine in 2012. As a consultant, 
Barber’s practice has focused on creating quality places in southeast and expanding nationally with the Orion Planning Group. 

He is currently president of the Mississippi Chapter of the American Planning Association, former Chairman of APA’s Chapter Presidents Coun-
cil and national board advisor of APA. He has been a member of the American Institute of Certified Planners since 1990. He was elected to the 
College of Fellows in 2010 and currently serves as its Chairman. He is a former executive board member of the Memphis District Council of 
the Urban Land Institute and board member of the Mid-South Regional Design Center.

Bob has served as Adjunct Professor of Planning in the Graduate School of Urban Affairs and Public Policy at the University of Memphis and 
is a lecturer in community planning for the Mississippi Municipal League’s CMO program. He is a frequent regional and national speaker on 

small town planning and design issues. His writings are published in numerous publications and professional journals including “Planning Magazine”, Mississippi Mu-
nicipal Local Government Handbook, Mississippi Cities, Clark and Boardman’s Legal Review, and the Journal of the American Planning Association.

Andy Kalback (Annapolis, MD)

     Andy Kalback is a talented designer with over twenty years of professional experience. His diverse abilities include urban design, land plan-
ning, landscape architecture, illustration, and graphic communications. Andy has a specific expertise in quick and collaborative conceptual 
design, particularly within the strategic development of downtown and waterfront master plans and revitalization projects. In this capacity, 
he has extensive experience in working with and assisting downtowns in the creation and communication of their future vision through 
master plans, design charrettes, and developmental strategies. Andy is also skilled in developing plans for reusable environments, parks and 
open spaces, and environmentally sensitive areas. In addition to redevelopment and revitalization, new development opportunities such as 
mixed use communities, main street retail/lifestyle centers, and new urban residential neighborhoods are also a substantial part of his pro-
fessional practices.  

Andy’s specific project involvement has included lead designer and project manager as well as sub-consultant to associated fellow profes-
sionals and disciplines. Professional assignments have taken place in numerous local and national locations as well as international locales 
including Brazil, Portugal, Korea, China, England, Poland, and the Caribbean.      
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Joseph “Tripp” Muldrow, AICP (Greenville, SC)

   Tripp Muldrow is an accomplished urban planner with experience covering a broad range of areas in the planning field.   Tripp’s particular 
talents lie in understanding how planning and urban design concepts apply to economic development policies and strategies.   He has 
coordinated commercial corridor business associations, developed and implemented historic preservation policies, and authored down-
town market studies, tourism plans, and economic development master planning efforts.   

Tripp is a skilled public facilitator and talented writer.   He is equally comfortable conducting public meetings, facilitating community 
groups, writing technical reports and distilling complex technical information for general audiences. He has served on the faculty of the 
South Carolina Mayor’s Institute for Community Design and has been guest lecturer at Clemson University, Pfeiffer University, and the South 
Carolina Planning Academy.   

Most recently, Tripp was selected as part of an eighteen person Kellogg Foundation Grant delegation to County Mayo Ireland to study 
sustainable tourism and community development.   Tripp is also committed to his own community where he serves as President-Elect of 
the South Carolina American Planning Association, a board member of Community Builders (formerly the SC Downtown Development As-

sociation), a commissioner for the Greenville Housing Authority, and on the Board. 

Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP (Guatemala City, Guatemala)

   Irayda Ruiz-Bode brings over fifteen years of professional experience in all aspects of infrastructure planning and development. She has over 
ten years of professional experience in the formulation, implementation and evaluation of programs and projects related to sustainable 
management of infrastructure in Latin America and in the United States.

Her experience includes providing technical assistance applying or adapting design standards to ensure environmental and technical quality 
of public infrastructure, land use planning and the improvement of the quality of life, sustainability investments, public services and institu-
tional strengthening, in addition to having several years dedicated to teaching and research in urban issues.

Throughout her professional career she has been part of multidisciplinary and multicultural teams having successfully worked in collabora-
tion with public and private institutions and agencies of cooperation and bilateral and multilateral funding.
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Philip L. Walker, AICP (Nashville, TN)

    Phil Walker has over twenty-five years of experience in community planning.  His public sector experience consists of serving as the Executive 
Director of the Pensacola (Florida) Downtown Improvement Board and City Planning Director for Natchez, Mississippi.  Most recently, he has 
spent the past two years serving as the part-time Interim Director of the Two Rivers Company – Clarksville, Tennessee’s new downtown and 
riverfront revitalization entity.  Phil’s private sector experience includes Associate positions with Hintz-Nelessen Associates in Princeton, 
New Jersey, and       Christopher Chadbourne and Associates in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  He also had his own firm, Community Planning 
& Research, Inc., based in Nashville, between 1995 and 1998. From 1998 to 2002 he served as the Director of Planning for the Nashville office 
of Looney Ricks Kiss Architects (LRK).  

Since establishing The Walker Collaborative in 2002, he has led planning projects that have won awards from the state chapters of the 
American Planning Association in Tennessee, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Alabama.  Phil Walker has consulted to the National Main Street 
Center and numerous local Main Street programs, and he is a frequent speaker at national and regional conferences, including those of 
the American Planning Association, the National Main Street Center, and the National Trust for Historic Preservation.  He is also an Instruc-

tor with the University of North Alabama’s continuing education progress where he teaches courses to professional planners and planning 
officials.  His book entitled Downtown Planning for Smaller and Midsized Communities was published by the American Planning Association’s Planners Press in 2009.  
Phil has been a member of the American Institute of Certified Planners (AICP) since 1989, and he is trained and certified to manage public charrettes by the National 
Charrette Institute.  He holds a bachelor’s degree in Historic Preservation from Middle Tennessee State University, a master’s degree in Urban and Regional Planning 
from the University of Florida, and a master’s degree in Real Estate Development from Harvard University.  

APA Staff / Project Manager
Ryan Scherzinger (Washington, D.C.)

    Ryan Scherzinger is Senior Outreach Associate for the American Planning Association (APA), where he’s been since 2007. His responsibili-
ties include creating opportunities to communicate the importance of planning to a variety of audiences. He’s shepherded the rebirth of 
the pro bono Community Planning Assistance Teams (CPAT) program at APA, which officially relaunched in 2010. Through the CPAT 
program, Scherzinger coordinates multidisciplinary teams that  conduct projects in communities lacking planning resources. 

He’s worked with allied organizations and government agencies at the federal, state, and local levels on a wide variety of planning proj-
ects. He co-designed and built 3D, interactive exhibits that educate the public about the connections between planning and sustainabil-
ity on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. and City Park in New Orleans. Internationally, he’s worked on APA’s China Program, the Global 
Planners Network, and in Latin America through APA’s Energy and Climate Partnership of the Americas (ECPA) grant with the U.S. State 

Department. He currently manages a grant through the USDA Forest Service  to promote and increase collaboration in conservation planning efforts. Scherzinger 
also organizes and hosts a monthly lecture series at APA’s national headquarters in Washington, D.C. called, Tuesdays at APA, and works on several programs for APA’s 
professional institute, the American Institute of Certified Planners (AICP), including the College of Fellows, Certification Maintenance, and the Community Planning 
Workshop at APA’s annual National Planning Conference. Ryan holds a Master’s Degree in Public Anthropology from American University where he specialized in 
ethnographic urban studies.
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Top:  The team toured the study area exten-
sively.  Here, they are examining some of the 
neighborhood’s under-utilized alleyways.  
Team member, Irayda Ruiz-Bide, AICP is on the 
left with La Feria Planning and Community 
Development Director, Irene Szedlmayer.  Team 
members, Philip Walker, AICP and Bob Barber, 
FAICP are on the right capturing images of the 
area.  Photo by Ryan Scherzinger

Bottom:  The full team posed in front of a home-
made banner outside the downtown building 
where the team’s final presentation was held.  
Photo by Irene Szedlmayer  

PICTUrE GALLErY
The following are select photographs from the CPAT visit to La Feria, Texas. Each picture is followed by a brief caption. 
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Top:  El Centro Foods market is La Feria’s only supermarket.  
The market is well-liked by many residents, which was re-
flected in the dots exercise during the first public meeting.  
Photo by CPAT member, Irayda Ruiz-Bode, AICP

Bottom:  The City of La Feria recently built a new recreation 
center.  The new facility was not open yet during the team’s 
visit, but residents expressed their excitement for the new 
addition to the community.  Photo by Ryan Scherzinger
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Top:  Team member, Andy Kalback, seated, discussed design con-
cept plans for 4th Street Park with other team members.  Photo by 
Ryan Scherzinger

Bottom:  The triangular shaped parcel at 4th Street, the topic of 
discussion in the image above, is considered for park space by 
the City of La Feria.  The vacant house, right of center, will soon be 
removed from the space.  Photo by Ryan Scherzinger
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Top:  Team leader, Bob Barber, FAICP, traveled to La Feria in February 
for the preliminary visit to better understand the study area and what 
expertise was needed for the full team.  Here, Barber is viewing one of 
the canals that runs through La Feria and supplies water to agricul-
ture in the area.  While not a part of the CPAT study area, the team 
discussed the possibility of the City creating a greenway along the 
scenic canals. Photo by Ryan Scherzinger

Bottom:  From its beginnings, La Feria’s been a haven for agricultural 
activity due to the suitability of its climate for many crops. A variety of 
crops are grown, including: sorghum, cotton, corn, melons, cabbages, 
and citrus - such as the orange grove pictured here, located just out-
side the CPAT’s study area.  Photo by Ryan Scherzinger
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APPENdIx A:  PSYCHOGrAPHIC dATA
While they are both used to segment groups of people, psychographics vary from demographics in that psychographics are based off of lifestyles, attitudes and be-
haviors, whereas traditional demographics are focused on quantifiable data. Psychographics give a much deeper look into the market, offering better predictions of 
how that market will act. Neilson data on La Feria suggests that the city is divided into 6 main segments. Below are rounded descriptions of each of La Feria’s psycho-
graphic markets. 

Bedrock Families (36%): Bedrock families are a strata of middle aged households with kids. This segment is consists of economically challenged families with mod-
est educations, sprawling families, and services jobs located in small, isolated towns throughout America’s heartland. Many of these families are struggling to make 
ends meet, with a quarter of bedrock families living in mobile homes, and a nearly a third without a high school degree. Homeownership is low, with the majority 
of bedrock families renting, and there are very low income producing assets in this group. While there may be economic challenges, bedrock families live in rural 
places, often great locales for outdoor activities like hunting, hiking, camping and fishing. 

Old Milltowns (21%): Old Milltowns consist of downscale, older individuals without children. These residents are mostly retired, living either alone or in couples 
in outdated homes. These residents have below average income producing assets and live on a downscale income; however, many of them do own their homes. 
The majority are high school graduates. Leisure activities for this psychographic include activities such as joining a veteran’s club, sewing, gardening, and eating out 
at casual restaurants. These residents have aged along with America’s once thriving mining and manufacturing towns. Lifestyle traits include watching daytime TV 
programming, belonging to a veteran’s club, and ordering from JC Penney.

Crossroads Villagers (18%): This is a population of downscale older white-collar couples and families. Residents tend to be between 45 and 65 years of age.  Cross-
roads Villagers lead a classic rural lifestyle, emphasizing self-reliance as they put food on the table through fishing, gardening and hunting. Residents are high school 
graduates, living in modest housing and mobile homes that they own. Employment tends to be a mix of service and working class positions. Lifestyle characteristics 
include going fishing, shopping at Rent-A-Centers, and watching TV shows like Jerry Springer. 

Golden Ponds (10%): Golden ponds is a downscale, mature retirement lifestyle of singles and couples without kids. Residents are over 65 years of age, mostly 
white, and are founds in small, rural towns. Even though they are high school educated, many live on less than $35,000, with one fifth living in a nursing home. This 
segment mostly consists of homeowners. Daily life could be considered a succession of sedentary activities like reading, watching TV, or playing bingo. Lifestyle traits 
include sewing garments, watching TV game shows, and reading Country Living magazines. This stratum falls into the “rustic living” social group.

Kid Country (2.7%): This segment is dominated by working-class households of younger families with kids living in small towns throughout the nation. Kid Country 
families are primarily white, which a very high concentration of Hispanics. There is a mix of owners, renters, and military personnel living in base housing. Roughly 
16% of residents in this stratum own mobile homes. This segment of Middle America is host to residents with high school diplomas with working class and service 
jobs. Lifestyle habits could include shopping at Old Navy, and watching Spanish speaking television shows. 

New Homesteaders (2.5%): The smallest of the 6 segments for La Feria consists of New Homesteaders- downscale middle aged family mixes. This group is a mag-
net for adults in transition. Many residents are young singles and couples, just starting out in the workforce, or starting fresh after relocation. There is extreme ethnic 
diversity within New Homesteaders, with over half being Hispanic, Asian, or African American. There are modest living standards found in this group as most are 
apartment renters. There is a mix of employment levels, and some of these residents have some college education. This stratum is a combination of people under 55 
years old and a mix of families with and without children. Lifestyle traits include listening to gospel music, and ordering from more middle class stores like Victoria’s 
Secret. 
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APPENdIx B:  BrANd STYLE GUIdE
The CPAT created a community image style guide. The guide holds information regarding La Feria’s brand statement, logos, color palette and typography, along with 
information on advertising and wayfinding signage. A complete copy of the style guide has been given to the City of La Feria for their use.  A few examples of logos 
are provided below.  Anyone wishing to obtain a copy of the branding guide should contact the City of La Feria.
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APPENdIx C:  CHArrETTE dATA
During the meeting with community members, the CPAT asked residents to identify areas of La Feria they liked, areas they disliked, and areas they would like to 
change. Below is the full list of responses from La Feria residents. These responses are visualized pictorially on page 44. 

Likes/Favorite Places:

•	 Veteran’s Memorial Sports Complex- families get together; very accessible; nice for kids; ability to expand

•	 Downtown and Main Street- is walkable; “real” lot of potential; convenient- pharmacy, bakery, bank

•	 St. Francis Xavier Catholic Church

•	 Irrigation Canal

•	 Community Center

•	 Subway restaurant

•	 Old High School

•	 El Centro Supermarket- meet people, social aspects; good meat counter; increasing variety of foods; geographically convenient 

•	 Dunlap Memorial Library- story hours; reading; relaxing

•	 Music broadcast along Main Street

•	 Pavilion Park

•	 Nature Park- peaceful; potential for tourists and birders; bathrooms; family friendly

•	 Tiny Town Park- nice play equipment; brings people together

•	 La Feria Schools- well-rounded education; parental involvement; people move here for schools

•	 Citrus Valley MH Park

•	 Development potential to the east

•	 RAM’s BBQ (outside planning area)
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•	 Football Friday at HS football stadium

Dislikes:

•	 Access to/from Stripes/Valero- congested; dangerous

•	 Deteriorated homes west of Main Street

•	 The Block Manufacturing company- dust; visual appearance; truck traffic

•	 Lack of lighting on Keister Street

•	 Main Street is underutilized

•	 Lack of parking near City Hall

•	 Lack of public parking in Downtown

•	 Businesses are not open in the evening

•	 Dilapidated Alaskan Hotel at Rabb Road and Bus. 83

•	 Vacant, ugly buildings

•	 Daycare at West and Spruce- not enough parking

•	 Gun club south of town- noise pollution 

•	 Middle school is not friendly looking- no landscaping

Things We Want to Change:

•	 Make Downtown La Feria a destination- fill the empty buildings with businesses; attract more retail and consumer businesses to Industrial Park off of Main Street; 

unite the businesses to create an attraction; improve the appearance of Downtown; more parking; more lighting; revitalize Main Street north of Bus. 83; revitalize 

the Masonic Lodge; offer Arts & Antiques; cinema at the “old theater” needs restrooms
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•	 Need a hospital

•	 Parking on Short Street- perhaps use wasted space by Short Street and Bus. 83 for parking

•	 More activities in parks- more programming

•	 Welcome signage

•	 Use the alleys to help circulation

•	 The streets are super-sized and difficult to cross

•	 Need handicapped-accessible play equipment at parks

•	 Block factory- relocate It somewhere else along the railroad 

•	 Tear down the Alaskan Hotel

•	 Dust cropping with chemicals

•	 Need fencing around basketball courts to keep basketballs in at Veteran’s Memorial Sports Complex

•	 Need a better supermarket

•	 Make La Feria more like a city- higher density

•	 Better drainage at Texas and Winchester

•	 Need more east-west connections from Parker to Kansas City Road

•	 Better drainage on Canal Street near high school and St. Francis Xavier

•	 Some neighborhoods need clean-up- the houses need paint and repair; yards need to be cleaned
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APPENdIx d:  NEILSON dEMOGrAPHIC dATA: LA FErIA
Neilson is one of the nation’s most reliable sources for demographic data. Pop-Facts: Demographic Snapshots are reports complied by Neilson that provide compre-
hensive data for the city, county, or state of your choice. This data includes everything from age and race/ethnicity distribution to housing values and how many cars 
are owned per household. This appendix shows the full Neilson report for the City of La Feria, which was prepared on May 21, 2013 by team member, Tripp Muldrow, 
AICP. The La Feria demographic report along with deomographic reports for Cameron and Hidalgo Counties, and a Nielsen PRIZM Lifestage Group Distribution (psy-
chographics) for La Feria were supplied in digital form to the City of La Feria with the CPAT’s final report.   
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