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The LUCHA Library
The Land Use Colonia Housing Action [LUCHA] initiative is a partnership of organizations and organized colonia residents to build 
leadership capacity, expand technical knowledge, change land use and development policy, and build relationships between colonia 
residents and local, state and federal authorities. The goal of the LUCHA initiative is to build power by supporting community 
organizing efforts, inform colonia leaders on key issues, and provide opportunities for engaged conversations with regional experts.

The LUCHA Library is part of the larger LUCHA initiative. The Library is a collection of community education resources that seeks to 
provide Rio Grande Valley residents with easy to understand technical information around key community issues. Developed with 
the members of LUPE and ARISE, the LUCHA Library is designed to support community organizing efforts in the region by 
empowering residents with information.
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In Texas, there are distinct differences between the regulatory power in cities and 
counties because of the powers granted by the state [see Governance]. Cities 

have “land use powers,” meaning that they can adopt local ordinances or laws to 
determine how land is used. Land use power is what enables a city to adopt a 

land use plan or comprehensive plan, zoning districts, and other development 
regulations. Counties in Texas do not have land use powers, instead they must 

rely on other standards (such as health, environmental, and subdivision) to ensure 
the quality of the new development.  

The way development is regulated is specific to a place. Each jurisdiction 
is different. The state of Texas has few planning and development 
standards and the majority of power to plan and regulate development 
has been granted to incorporated municipalities. Unincorporated areas 
and counties have limited ability to regulate new development or plan for 
future growth. However, after the adoption of Model Subdivision Rules by 
the State of Texas, subdivision requirements are now one of strongest 
planning tools for local counties.

All subdivisions begin with a company or an 
individual purchasing a plot of land. In most cases, 
that land is undeveloped or a “greenfield.” Once 
the property is purchased, the owner must begin 
the process of platting the new subdivision. 
Platting (level 1) is the process of legally dividing 
property into smaller lots. A plat will include all 
property or lot boundaries, easements and right of 
ways.  

Model Subdivision Rules (MSR) were adopted by 
the State of Texas for border counties to stop the 
development of new colonias. MSR require that all 
new subdivisions have access to water, electricity, 
and wastewater before any lot is sold. Local 
counties can adopt additional requirements to their 
MSR. For many Texas counties, MSRs are the 
strongest tool for planning new development.

Building the home is often the final stage before lots 
in a subdivision are sold to their new owner. In the 
Valley, purchasing a prepared lot without a home is 
common. Either way, as the properties are sold the 
responsibility to maintain drainage easements and 
sidewalks transfers from the developer to the owner. 
Neighborhood streets will either be transferred to the 
city/county or become a private street. 
  To make sure that all Texas residents have access to water, the state created agreements with private water 

companies called Certificates of Convenience and Necessity (CCN). Those with CCNs are granted exclusive 
rights to sell water within a area, in exchange for guaranteeing water access to all residents. Many municipal 
water utilities also provide and plan for wastewater or sewer systems. CCNs are not required to build or plan 
for sewers systems.

Building Code
Building codes are regulations or standards for the 
design, construction, rehabilitation, or maintenance 
of a structure. They are the minimum standards for 
ensuring the health, safety, and welfare of building 
occupants. Counties in Texas do not require single 
family homes to meet any building standard.

Environmental Regulations
Environmental regulations work to keep our water, 
air, and land clear of pollution and other 
contaminants. For example, environmental 
regulations include stormwater runoff 
management, toxic chemical disposal standards, 
emission standards, and tree preservation 
requirements. 

Health & Safety Regulations
Health and safety regulations aim to prevent 
residents from becoming ill or severely injured. 
Health approvals for new development usually 
focus on making sure that wastewater is handled 
properly. Safety regulations usually address fire 
safety or the safety of a structure. 
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Building codes ensure the quality and 
structural safety of new or renovated 
buildings.

Health codes aim to protect our 
communities from illness, disease, or 
unsanitary conditions.

Utility Standards
Historic preservation supports a community’s 
desire to protect and maintain historic structures. 

Design standards allow a community to define or set a standard for new 
development quality. This can include requiring certain building design 
features, building materials, landscaping, building form.

Inclusionary zoning supports the development of mixed 
income communities by requiring that a certain percentage 
of new housing is affordable to a variety of income levels, 
particularly low- to moderate-income households.

  

A certain 
percentage of a 
new apartment 
complex has 
units that are 
affordable for the 
average 
household’s 
income.

Resiliency planning and design focuses on preparing a 
community to withstand a disaster event. This can 
include building or redesigning infrastructure, 
identifying vulnerable areas, increasing or altering 
development standards, and planning for post-disaster 
recovery.

Community Planning Methods

Conventional Innovative

There are a variety of strategies or tools that communities across the country use 
to achieve their goals. It is important to find the tools or set of tools that help 
achieve your goals and create the community you want to live in. Below are a 
variety of planning tools, ranging from conventional methods found in most 
communities to those that are more innovative:

Well-planned places are often safe, attractive, and provide access to goods and services, which makes them 
more desirable and increases their value. Increased property values grow the local tax base, or the amount of 
money local governments have to invest back into the community. 

Utility standards require that all 
development have access to vital 
utilities like electricity, water, and 
wastewater. In some areas, access to 
heat and air conditioning are also 
included within the minimum 
standards.  
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Public Involvement in Planning How Can You Be Involved? 

CAUTION CAUTION CAUTION

@
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PLAN 

For a significant portion of its history, planning was viewed as a technical activity 
that did not need or benefit from community involvement. That change after 
dedicated activists insisted that they have a right to have a say in the future of 
their communities. Today, state and local agencies have a legal responsibility to 
engage the public when developing a future plan, planning future infrastructure, 
changing local land ordinances, and many other activities. Even with this legal 
requirement, many residents still find it challenging to engage or meaningfully 
shape local planning outcomes.

Public notices alert residents, that live in proximity to 
a change in planning or development, when there is 
an item on which the public can comment. Examples 
include a change to a zoning district, the finalization 
of a new road design, or adoption of a drainage plan. 
Public notices are most commonly posted in the 
local paper or “paper of record,” and in some cases 
mailed to residents that live within a certain distance 
of the issue being reviewed. 

After a public notice is posted, there is a period of time called 
the “Public Comment Period.”  This is the time period when a 
government agency expects statements of support or dissent 
from residents and community groups. While it is important to 
participate in the public comment period, in some cases, the 
public comment period is often too late in the process to make 
meaningful changes. This is more common for larger plans, 
infrastructure projects, or yearly spending plans. It is important 
to find ways to be engaged early to make sure your 
community’s interests are represented. 

CAUTION CAUTION CAUTION

Public Engagement Requirements

Public Notice

Public Comment Period

You are an expert in your own neighborhood. You know the streets, the 
buildings, and the people. Your input and the voices of your neighbors play 
an important role in local planning and development. Let’s explore some 
ways for you to get involved and advocate for your community.

Join a Local Organization
There is greater power together than alone. Joining 
a group that supports your physical community or 
your concerns strengthens your ability to affect 
change.

Attend Public Meetings
Meetings hosted by local agencies or 
representatives are often the best way to learn 
about a project or plan as well as to provide 
feedback. Attending public meetings is also a great 
way to meet local department staff or others that 
have a significant role in the the day to day 
decisionmaking that affects your community.

Read Upcoming 
Meeting Agendas
Today, most local councils or commissions post 
the agenda of their upcoming meeting on their 
website. Reading the agenda for the meeting is a 
helpful way to keep up to date on the current 
issues being discussed.

Write/Call Your Local 
Representative
Your representative is your voice in your local 
government. Let them know what is important 
to you.
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