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Project Background 

  

Decades of commercial trawl fishing has stripped bottom flora and degraded delicate, low-relief 

nursery reef in many areas. According to Texas’ Conservation Action Plan, an area that is subject 

to bottom trawling one time suffers productivity reduction for six months to five years; an area 

that is trawled multiple times suffers for a minimum of ten years but may never recover its 

productivity. Artificial reefs can help to make up for this loss in habitat. However, most of the 

artificial reefing in the Gulf of Mexico uses oil platforms or monocultures of prefabricated, high-

relief pyramids in dense small reefs, which do not adequately provide nursery protection for 

juvenile fish or the base productivity improvement. 

The 1,650-acre Rio Grande Reef was established in 2016, and deployment of artificial reef 

structures began the next year in an attempt to reverse some of the damage that was threatening 

fisheries in the Brownsville-Harlingen Coastal Zone Area. Friends of The Rio Grande Valley 

Reef (FRGVR) began raising money and forming strategic partnerships with other non-profits, 

local governments, businesses, and the Port of Brownsville to begin “putting fish back into the 

Gulf.” After years of successfully raising hundreds of thousands of dollars in private donations, 

Gary Glick applied in 2021 for funding to enhance FRGVR’s efforts to build the largest single 

artificial reef system in Texas waters. In the summer of 2022 FRGVR was awarded a Coastal 

Management Program Project of Special Merit grant under the Gulf of Mexico Energy Security 

Act of 2006 and administered by the General Land Office. 

For this restoration artificial reef project, FRGVR deployed 9,250 tons of contaminant-tested and 

inspected recycled concrete, adding substantially to the large, low-relief nursery reef off the coast 

of South Padre Island. Materials were composed of concrete railroad ties donated by the 

Burlington Northern and Santa Fe (BNSF) Railway and broken or off-spec concrete from the 

local economy. The major goal of this project was to provide complex, low-relief, hard substrate 

reef and the graduated steppingstones of habitat to increase juvenile reef fish survivability to 

adulthood. It was also [intended/expected] to provide habitat for all life stages for multiple 

species of microbes, invertebrates, crustaceans, crabs, forage, and other fish. The reef materials 

were placed in an area known to have the densest population of juvenile Red Snapper in the 

entire Gulf of Mexico. By enhancing survivability for Red Snapper as well as other biota using 

durable concrete materials, FRGVR hoped to provide long-term economic and ecological benefit 

both locally and regionally.  

Due to a lack of coordination between the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers and the National 

Marine Fisheries Service, the reefing permit that Texas Parks and Wildlife had tried to renew in 

early 2022 was not actually in place until July 2024. The resulting delay in deployment and 

deposition of reefing materials not only increased costs significantly but also caused the project 

timeline to be extended by two years. The project was divided into four major tasks, which will 

be described in detail in the rest of this report. 
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Task 1: Reefing Material Accumulation 

 

FRGVR accumulated sufficient donated concrete materials (e.g., worn out concrete railroad ties 

from BNSF Railway and broken concrete from local government and private road repair) on 

deep water port frontage in the Brownsville Ship Channel. The Port of Brownsville allowed 

FRGVR to store the accumulated materials rent-free, which was essential to the completion of 

the project.  

Through a competitive bidding process FRGVR identified and selected a qualified contractor to 

unload the donated reefing materials from the railroad cars onto the storage site. The contractor, 

Bryant Industrial Services, Inc. (BIS), unloaded 9,250 tons of concrete using equipment owned 

and rented by, or donated to FRGVR. In addition to unloading the concrete, BIS maintained the 

equipment and the grounds where the reefing material was being stored.  

Photographs of accumulated reefing material as of April 2023 are presented in Appendix 1. 

 

Task 2: Reefing Material Deployment 

 

More than two years after its expected renewal, the reefing permit was approved by the U. S. 

Army Corps of Engineers in July 2024. FRGVR’s contract with BIS included loading the reefing 

material onto the deployment vessel prior to marine transport. For a variety of reasons, suitable 

marine transport was not found until late 2024. 

 

Task 3: Marine Transport and Deposition of Nursery Reef Materials 

 

In October 2024 FRGVR requested proposals for the marine transport portion of the project but 

received only one bid from Romeo Papa LLC. In February and March 2025, Romeo Papa 

provided marine transport services with a 170-foot dynamic positioning vessel and placed 

approximately 9,250 tons of reefing material on the seafloor at precise locations using 

coordinates approved by TPWD for this project. In accordance with TPWD, FRGVR 

coordinated the deployment date with TPWD to allow a TPWD staff member or observers 

approved by TPWD to be on the vessel during material deposition. FRGVR also installed 

temporary CMP signage on the deployment boat and posted CMP funding acknowledgement on 

the FRGVR website. Photographs of the material deployment and signage are presented in 

Appendix 2. 
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Task 4: Reefing Material Documentation 

 

Following reef deployment, FRGVR contracted with researchers from the University of Texas 

Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV) to verify correct placement of reefing materials according to the 

coordinates approved by TPWD. The original contract called for a sidescan SONAR survey to 

confirm the newly deployed materials, but the researchers had a unique opportunity to utilize a 

multibeam SONAR unit to conduct this portion of the project. This fortuitous turn of events 

allowed for more precise imaging and more detailed mapping of the 53 reef patches deployed in 

the summer of 2025, which can be seen in Appendix 3. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Photos courtesy of Curtis Hayungs, Port of Brownsville, April 2023 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Drone image of stacked railroad ties 
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Drone image of stacked railroad ties, material handler at left 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drone image of stacked railroad ties and concrete blocks 
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Appendix 2   Photos courtesy of Curtis Hayungs, Port of Brownsville and Gulf of Mexico  

(RGV Reef), February/March 2025 
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