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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.



How Can We Promote
Healthy Homes & Communities?

Why Is Poor Quality Housing
Such An Issue In The RGV?

The Rio Grande Valley may face many obstacles, but it is also 
a place with strong communities, and people who are 
tirelessly working to make it a better, stronger, and a healthier 
place for the next generation. 

Promoting quality housing is critical in helping individuals, 
families, and whole communities moving closer to that goal. 

The Rio Grande Valley, like many low-income communities has a high number of 
home in poor condition. Let's explore some of the causes for the range of housing 
conditions seen in the RGV.

Damage from Disasters  
[wind, flood, hurricane, fire, etc]

Poor condition due to age 
or deffered maintenance

Unhealthy indoor environment
due to mold, poisonous

Groundwater or soil contamination 
from septic systems due to 
flooding or overflow

Inaccessibility for those with physical 
limitations or disabilities
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Pests might also be an issue!

HOUSING QUALITY ISSUES  
Housing quality issues are often a balance of building or 
maintenance costs, government regulation, and enforcement. 
The differences in county and municipal housing standards 
and enforcement, combined with the high number of 
low-income households in the region plays a role in the wide 
range of housing conditions seen in the RGV.

COST OF AFFORDABILITY

Cost of affordability plays a big role in the condition of the 
Valley’s housing stock. Higher building standards, often 
referred to as building codes, can increase the cost of new or 
rehabilitated housing. The higher initial cost is often more 
than many think they can afford, particularly those who are 
purchasing undeveloped land. 

NEED OF REPAIRS
Homes that are not built to current standards tend to have 
need more repairs, are less likely to withstand disaster events 
or severe weather, and may develop safety and health issues 
for residents. 

GOVERNMENT REGULATION
Government regulation or enforcement, or lack thereof, also 
plays a role in the level of poor quality housing. In Texas 
certain areas of the county do not require single family or 
manufactured homes to meet any building standards; it is 
optional. Additionally, many counties are limited in their 
ability to enforce housing standards or model subdivision 
rules. 

 materials, etc



Building New Homes 
In The Rio Grande Valley

Model Subdivision Rules

Most buildings built recently have had to comply with some form of building codes. Typically this means there will be 
some combination of building permits, inspection, and final approval before any structure can be used, or occupied. 
Most counties in Texas do not have the power to enforce building codes for single family residential buildings. 
Exceptions to this include coastal counties, which have been allowed to enforce higher building standards to ensure 
public safety, and foundation height inspections for anyone building in a floodplain. 

Regulating and permitting new home construction or manufactured housing, 
is a way to set standards that promote health and safety for residents and 
visitors. Following building code standards can result in higher upfront 
building costs, but it can also save a family money over time, and protect 
them from damage related to disaster or severe weather events.

The Valley has the highest number of “colonias”, or neighborhoods developed 
without access to basic infrastructure, in the country. In 1989 the State 
Legislature established a set of standards for new subdivision known as 
Model Subdivision Rules (MSRs). MSRs help to prevent the development and 
sale of residential lots that do not have water, electricity, and waste water 
infrastructure in place, and were required to be adopted and enforced by 
counties bordering the Texas-Mexico border.  

ENERGY & WATER
CONSERVATION
STANDARDS

ACCESSIBILITY

WINDSTORM CERTIFICATION

FIRE PROTECTION

ENVIRONMENTAL

FLOOD PROTECTION

Ensures that a home is built
to withstand storms and
high winds. [impact-resistant,
windows, hurricane straps]

  
 

 

Building design 
standards that ensure 

people with disabilities 
can access and use a 

space. [ramps, handrails, 
counter heights] 

Fire Prevention and 
Safety related to building 
materials and the 
presence of things like 
fire extinguishers 

Building material standards to limit 
exposure to harmful chemicals.  
formaldehyde-free building products]

Helps to reduce the 
amount of energy and 
water your house uses. 
[Energy Star appliances, 

insulation standards]

High or elevation requirements that 

Building Codes are regulations or 
standards for the design, 
construction, rehabilitation, or 
maintenance of a structure. They 
represent the minimum standards 
for ensuring the health, safety, and 
welfare of those who use or occupy 
a building. 

IBC

INTERNATIONAL
BUILDING
CODE
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• Subdivisions must have access
to water, electricity, ans waste
water infrastructure

Lots using on-site wastewater or 
septic system must be half an acre 
in size and is limited to 1 
Dwelling/Home/Structure per lot. 

What happens if you have more than 
one structure on a lot, or what happens 
if you are renting a spare trailer on a lot? 

Unfortunately, if the county enforce 
this regulation, any additional 
structures would need to be removed, 
and if you are renting an extra trailer 
on a property you may be at risk.

Some homeowner 
may still struggle to 
connect to utilities, 
because their home 
does not meet 
certain physical 
standards required 
by the utility 
company.

MSRs do not ensure a healthy home, 
but they do make sure that every lot 
sold in a subdivision has access to the 
basic utilities - electricity, fresh water, 
and wastewater.

Counties who have 
adopted MSRs can add 
additional subdivision 
regulations.

MSR Minimum Standards

Property setbacks

Roads

Developer must get final county 
approval before selling any 
residential lot



For a Safe & Healthy Home
What Can I Do 8 Principles
In My Home To Keep It Safe & Healthy?

KEEP IT 
CONTAMINENT FREE

KEEP IT DRY
Prevent water from entering your home through 
leaks in roofing systems, rainwater from entering 
the home due to poor drainage, and check your 
interior plumbing for any leaking. This will reduce 
the likelihood of mold growing in your home.  
When water does enter, make sure it dries 
completely, especially carpets and 
drywall, which can retain water 
more easily.

The Department of Housing and Urban Development has 
come up with 8 principles to keeping your home healthy.

Houses that get too hot or too cold may place the 
residents at increased risk. Young children, babies, and the 
elderly are vulnerable to negative health events when 
exposed to extreme temperatures.  

Reduce lead-related hazards in pre-1978 homes by 
removing or encapsulating (sealing off) deteriorated paint, 
and keeping floors and window areas clean using 
wet-cleaning approach. Test your home for radon, a 
naturally occurring dangerous gas that enters homes 
through soil, crawlspaces, and foundation crack. Install a 
radon removal system if levels above the EPA action-level 
are detected.

TEMPERATURE
CONTROL

Store poisons out of the reach of 
children and make sure that they 
are properly labeled. Secure loose 
rugs and keep children's play 
areas free from hard or sharp 
surfaces. Install smoke and 
carbon monoxide detectors and 
keep fire extinguishers on hand.

KEEP IT SAFE

Ventilate bathrooms and kitchens to the 
exterior and use whole house ventilation for 
supplying fresh air to reduce the concentration 
of contaminants in the home.

KEEP IT WELL 
VENTILATED

Control the source of dust and 
contaminants, creating smooth and 
cleanable surfaces, reducing clutter, and 
using effective wet-cleaning methods, 
using products that kill surface germs.

All pests look for food, water and shelter. Seal 
cracks and openings throughout the home; 
store food in pest-resistant containers. If 
needed, use sticky-traps and baits in closed 
containers, along with less toxic pesticides such 
as boric acid powder.

KEEP IT CLEAN

KEEP IT PEST FREE

KEEP IT MAINTAINED
Inspect, clean, and repair your home routinely. 
Take care of minor repairs and problems before 
they become large repairs and problems.

Heat

Ground Pores

Radon & Air

AirAir

LEAKS


