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G
ilbert G. Mesa, PE, is the Utility Manager 
for Fort Bliss Water Services Company, a 
subsidiary of American States Utility Ser-
vices, Inc., where he manages the water 
and wastewater utility serving Fort Bliss, 
including the Main Cantonment, Biggs 

Army Airfield, East Bliss, and the training ranges of 
Doña Ana, McGregor, Shorad, Meyer and Oro Grande.  
His responsibilities include overall management of en-
gineering, operations, and administrative staff responsi-
ble for the operation and maintenance of the water and 
wastewater systems; development and implementation 
of the utility’s capital improvement program; comple-
tion of annual renewal and replacement infrastructure 
projects; and oversight of internal and external construc-
tion contractors and engineering consultants.

Before managing Fort Bliss Water Services Company, 
Gilbert was the Executive Director of the Camino Real 
Regional Utility Authority, the water and wastewater 
utility for the City of Sunland Park and the unincorpo-
rated community of Santa Teresa, in Doña Ana County, 
New Mexico.  His responsibilities encompassed the over-
all management of the utility, including its operations, 
maintenance, and capital improvements programs.

Prior to utility management, Gilbert was Vice Pres-
ident of Land Development for IDI Gazeley (formerly 
Verde Realty), responsible for a land development proj-
ect encompassing over 20,000 acres of industrial, com-
mercial, and residential property in Santa Teresa, New 
Mexico.  In this position, he secured governmental ap-
provals of land use master plans, zoning applications, 
and subdivision plats; oversaw the preparation of infra-
structure and utility master plans; fostered public-private 
partnerships to finance and construct regional utility in-

frastructure; and administered over 18,000 acre-feet of 
groundwater rights.

Earlier in his career, Gilbert founded Mesa & Asso-
ciates, Inc., an engineering consulting firm serving West 
Texas and Southern New Mexico.  The firm provided 
consulting services on water, wastewater, street, drain-
age, and land development projects.  Gilbert’s other en-
gineering experience includes positions with the County 
of El Paso, TXDOT, NMDOT, and local engineering 
firms.

Gilbert serves or has served on the Board of Direc-
tors for the Santa Teresa Border Industrial Association, 
Mesilla Valley Economic Development Alliance, El Paso 
Holocaust Museum, and Coronado High School Band 
Boosters Association.  He is a member and past officer 
of the Texas Society of Professional Engineers - El Paso 
Chapter and the American Society of Civil Engineers - 
El Paso Branch; and is a member of the National Society 
of Professional Engineers and the Water Environment 
Federation.  He has also served as Trustee for St. Mark’s 
United Methodist Church.

Gilbert graduated from Stanford University with 
BS and MS Degrees in Civil Engineering.  He has over 
32-years of engineering experience and is a licensed 
Professional Engineer in Texas and California.  He was 
born in Las Cruces, New Mexico, where he grew up 
on a small family farm.  He is married to Barbara Mesa 
(his high school sweetheart) and together they have 
three children:  Emilio (a professional jazz saxophonist); 
Evan (a private pilot and flight instructor); and Estevan 
(a sophomore at Columbia University in New York).  
During his free time, Gilbert is a pecan farmer in the 
Mesilla Valley and a saxophonist with the El Paso Jazz 
Unlimited Big Band.
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T
he El Paso Chapter of the Texas Society of 
Professional Engineers (TSPE) will pres-
ent its 54th Annual Young Engineer of the 
Year Award to Kimberly LaBree, P.E., on 
February 21th of the present year. This 
honor serves to recognize Mrs. LaBree’s 

technical ability, professional achievements, and civic 
and humanitarian activities. Mrs. LaBree is a graduate 
of the University of Texas at El Paso, where she earned 
a Bachelor of Science in Civil Engineering in 2012. Mrs. 
LaBree is a Project Engineer for Parkhill, Smith & Coo-
per, Inc., in El Paso and is a licensed Professional Engi-
neer in Texas and New Mexico. Over the past 7 years, 
she has planned, designed and modeled over 77 miles 
of pipelines ranging from small distribution and collec-
tion lines to large transmission mains, including the de-
sign and management of the Village of Vinton Water 
and Wastewater Improvement Project. Mrs. Labree is a 
current member of TSPE and the current President of 
the American Water Works Association (AWWA) Desert 
Mountain Chapter, while serving on AWWA commit-
tees for the last 7 years. She actively volunteers in the 
El Paso community and has made engineering career 
presentations to area public schools to promote the engi-
neering profession. Mrs. LaBree has also made technical 
presentations at state conferences such as Texas Water 
and national conferences such as UESI Pipelines Con-
ference. In addition to being recognized as the Young 
Engineer of the Year of the TSPE El Paso Chapter, Mrs. 
LaBree will also be nominated for the State Young Engi-
neer of the Year Award. TSPE would like to congratulate 
and thank Kimberly for her dedicated service to the en-
gineering profession, TSPE and the El Paso community.
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EPWatEr goEs to grEat dEPths in
MonTana ViSTa

w
hen residents, elected offi-
cials and the leadership of 
El Paso Water decided to try 
to bring first-time wastewa-
ter service to Montana Vis-
ta, they knew it would be a 

tall order. The colonia in far east El Paso had for 
decades relied on septic tanks. 

Bringing the precious wastewater infrastruc-
ture to their neighborhood required thousands 
of resident signatures, a sanctioned health study, 
advocacy from local and state elected officials and 
$12.9 million in financial assistance from the Tex-
as Water Development Board’s (TWDB) Econom-
ically Distressed Area Program (EDAP).

A tall order indeed. But now that the vision is a 
reality and construction is underway, it’s very evi-
dent that the project is also a deep order. Because 
a wastewater system is typically gravity-based, 
that gravity flow had to be designed. To achieve 
the necessary four-degree slope, the deepest man-
holes at the bottom of the system are a whopping 
30 feet deep.

“This depth makes it very difficult to install 
the manholes without affecting other utilities, 
street paving, and accessibility for the residents 
and emergency services,” said Sergio Adame, an 
engineer with Brock & Bustillos, the firm that de-
signed the project. “It’s also a slow process. But 
once we install the deeper manholes, production 
will speed up as we move up higher and higher 
toward the street level.”

Not starting at the proper level could lead to 
not having the needed inclination to have the 
gravity-based wastewater line. The depth of the 
low-point manholes also allows for a system with-
out lift stations to pump the wastewater, maximiz-
ing the TWDB funds.

Irazema Rojas, Capital Improvement Program 
Manager, says that although the utility is proud of 
the technical and logistical aspects of the project, 
she is most proud of EPWater’s outreach efforts to 
the community.

“One of the rewarding things about our en-
gineering field is that we can make lives better,” 
Rojas said. “Through everyone’s efforts, including 
our community partners, we are now delivering 
this very necessary service. I got to meet many 
of the residents and receive hugs and numerous 
thank-yous for bringing the service to their com-
munity. It’s very moving.”

Because a wastewater system is typically gravity-based, the deepest man-
holes at the bottom of the Montana Vista system are a whopping 30 feet 
deep. Photo by Carlos A. Briano/EPWater.

The 30-foot manholes in the Montana Vista Wastewater system are twice the height of the average giraffe.

 Construction of the El Paso Water Wastewater System in Montana Vista 
started in December. The first customers will connect to the system this 
month. Photo by Carlos A. Briano/EPWater.
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fEMalE EnGinEErS cliMb
lEadErShiP rankS aT

El PaSo waTEr

E l  P a s o  C h a P t E r  o f  t h E  t E x a s  s o C i E t y  o f  P r o f E s s i o n a l  E n g i n E E r s

E
l Paso Water is building diversity in 
leadership for women in the water 
sector, with six female engineers at 
the helm.

As the rising tide of women in wa-
ter swells, Irazema Rojas, Capital Im-

provement Program Manager, and Aide Fuentes, 
Wastewater Treatment Manager, are happy to wel-
come new engineers entering the fold at EPWater.   

Rojas and Fuentes are only two of the six fe-
male engineers in leadership roles at the utility. 

• Water Production Manager Veronica Galindo

• Engineering Division Manager Amy Castner for Water/
Wastewater Engineering

• Engineering Division Manager Adriana Castillo for 
Planning and Development

• Engineering Division Manager Gisela Dagnino for 
Stormwater Engineering

All play an important role in the design and 
maintenance of EPWater’s water and wastewater 
systems and policymaking.

no-comfort zones
At EPWater, both Fuentes and Rojas found 

that stepping outside their initial job descriptions 
altered their career paths significantly.

Fuentes has been promoted in management 
twice at EPWater, first as Water Production Man-
ager to her current role as Wastewater Treatment 
Manager. In her career, every day has been differ-
ent, with not a dull moment in sight.

“It’s been fun,” Fuentes said. “I have seen con-
struction, design, how we operate wells on the 
production side, how water distribution works and 
now I am getting to see the wastewater side.”

“I have had to be flexible – big time – and open 
to learning,” said Rojas, who rose from early ranks 
as an engineering co-op to becoming the highest 
ranked female engineer at EPWater. Rojas has 
held varied positions in management at EPWater, 
including Reclaimed Water Manager, Environ-
mental Compliance Manager and her current po-
sition as Capital Improvement Manager.

always learning
Fuentes and Rojas are grateful for many oppor-

tunities and have relished each role at EPWater, 
including their current ones. They both concede 

they still have a lot to learn.
“As Wastewater Treatment Manager, I get to 

work with wastewater plants that are alive,” said 
Fuentes, adding she has enjoyed working with a 
variety of employees – from trades helper to engi-
neers. “Seeing superintendents tweak their plants 
when troubleshooting and then seeing how the 
plant reacts in five to seven days has been inter-
esting.”    

“I have been part of changes in management, 
and I am very excited about the emphasis senior 
leaders are putting on safety; on knowledge, skills 
and abilities; as well as supporting employees to 
further their careers through education,” said Ro-
jas, who has discovered through her many leader-
ship roles that she is a numbers and people person. 
“It’s something that makes me proud to be part of 
this current management team.” 

Both have similar advice for female engineers 
looking to make their mark at EPWater. 

“Have fun,” Fuentes said. “If you are flexible 
and enjoy what you do, you will advance.”

“Life is full of surprises, and you never know 
what’s in store,” Rojas said. “I am taking oppor-
tunities as they come. You just have to be able to 
take chances.”

Irazema Rojas (center) leads a meeting on the Montana Vista wastewater project with (from left) Utility Engineer Victor Morales, Engineering 
Division Manager Adriana Castillo, Utility Engineer Associate Pablo Mejia and Fiscal Operations Manager Lidia Carranco.

Aide Fuentes has advanced from the lowest engineering position to 
Wastewater Treatment Manager during her career at El Paso Water.



6 El Paso Chapter of the Texas Society of Professional Engineers 2020

T
he revitalization project for Downtown Las 
Cruces, at least 14 years in the making, has 
created a renaissance in the center of the 
city, changing a one-way street system into 
a two-way traffic pattern and creating a fam-
ily friendly, appealing destination. 

The challenge was to get people to come to the down-
town area instead of passing by it. The vision was 
to make this a destination and revitalize the 
city’s core, spur economic vitality, and in-
still community pride.

More than a decade of master 
planning, public involvement, coor-
dination with all the involved parties, 
traffic studies, regional growth studies 
and pedestrian walkability reports in-
dicated that the one-way to two-way 
conversion would revitalize Down-
town Las Cruces. The design team con-
sisted of multiple disciplines, including 
the City of Las Cruces Public Works staff, 
City planners, transportation and traffic engineers, 
landscape architects, and architects. 

Consulting and architectural/engineering firms such as 
Parkhill, Smith & Cooper, Inc.; Bohannan Huston Inc.; 
Sites Southwest; and Hartman + Majewski Design Group 
and many others participated in the revitalization of down-
town. Christopher B. Leinberger, a distinguished scholar 
and research professor with the Center for Real Estate & 
Urban Analysis, was also part of the design and concept 
team.

Services to reopen the historic Main Street corridor 

included utility line and storm 
drain improvements, aerial map-
ping and surveying, road design, 
lighting and electrical system de-
sign.

Street and sidewalk design
One concern was the safe conversion of the one-way 
street system into a two-way system. The city was able 

to change the traffic patterns through carefully 
phased construction sequencing. Design-

ers focused on street design, landscaping, 
“Callecitas” provide a safe and inviting 
atmosphere where people could gath-
er and interact. The city’s aesthetic im-
provements also included colored and 
stamped concrete.

“Callecitas” provide a safe and in-
viting atmosphere where people could 

gather and interact. The city’s aesthetic 
improvements also included colored and 

stamped concrete.
Additional lighting improvements included eval-

uating the existing street lighting and relocating poles to 
provide better coverage on the roadway and at pedestrian 
crosswalks. All of the lighting is dark-sky compliant. Traffic 
signals were reconfigured to accommodate the two- way 
traffic flow, and additional pedestrian lighting was added 
in these locations. 

other improvements
Firms provided engineering improvements to alley-

ways called “callecitas” with architectural features meant 

to provide a safe and inviting atmosphere where people 
could gather and interact. The city’s aesthetic improve-
ments also included colored street lighting and ornamental 
light poles. Shade structures harvest rainwater, and land-
scaping focused on desert-friendly species of plants.

Parking
The project also provided ample parking. Adding back-

in angle parking was challenging due to the perceived no-
tion that this type of parking would be difficult for drivers 
to maneuver. However, through engagement with the pub-
lic, business owners and elected officials, studies proved 
its benefits, which included traffic calming and pedestri-
an safety. A mixture of parallel and back-in angle park-
ing added 56 additional parking spaces to the 216 parking 
spaces. Parking was a key element in the revitalization be-
cause each additional space meant an additional attraction 
to shoppers and visitors to the area.

The culmination of one of the City of Las Cruces’ big-
gest projects in the past decade is an increase in thriving 
businesses, a rise in visitors to the community gathering 
space, as well as increased Plaza events, visual attractions 
like a new Las Cruces Mural on Court East Callecita, and 
family activities such as a new splash pad. Benches and 
shading in callecitas are an added draw, complementing 
activities like “Chalk Park” in May.

City of Las CruCEs suCCEEds in 
MiSSion To rEViTalizE 
downTown arEa
By Eduardo hernandez/ PARKHILL, SMITH & COOPER

stakeholders fact box
The list of stakeholders was broad and consisted of:
• Business Owners
• The United States Federal Courthouse
• New America High School
• Mesilla Valley MPO
• Bicycle advocacy groups
• El Paso Electric Company
• City of Las Cruces Sanitary Sewer and Water Utilities
• Elephant Butte Irrigation District
• Developer of the Award-Winning Historic Amador Hotel
   (New Mexico Heritage Award)
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imPortant East sidE
STorMwaTEr 

ProjEcT undErwaY

r
esidents along Sam Snead Drive in El 
Paso are looking forward to improved 
flood control as El Paso Water overhauls 
the stormwater system in the Pico Norte 
area. 

During rain events, many of El Paso’s 
streets are designed to carry storm flows to stormwater 
ponds and pipes, which is the case for Sam Snead Drive. 
However, Sam Snead collects storm flows from the larg-
er surrounding area, and sometimes the intensity causes 
streets to become inundated.

A 2014 rain event that dropped a significant amount of 
water in the area washed cars and trash bins into the Pico 
Norte Pond and illustrated the urgency for improvements. 
This event coupled with new evaluation data elevated the 
project to become one of the top stormwater priorities to 
increase public safety and protect homes and businesses in 
East El Paso.

In Phase 1 of the improvements, $1.9 million was in-
vested in excavating the Pico Norte Pond. Phase 2 will 
apply an additional $7.3 million to relocate Sam Snead’s 
stormwater system underground and increase its carrying 
capacity. 

“Anyone who’s been around this neighborhood knows 
that the streets can flood when it rains,” said EPWater Proj-

ect Manager Ryan Stubbs. “This project will move that 
water off the streets, into an underground tunnel and in-
crease public safety for those who live and travel through 
here.” 

A new 2,200-foot box culvert tunnel is being construct-
ed under Sam Snead from the Pico Norte Pond to Lee Tre-
vino Drive. Drop inlets will be installed in the center of the 
road to allow stormwater to drain from the street and into 
the underground system. The tunnel will have the poten-
tial to send over 350,000 gallons per minute of stormwater 
to the Pico Norte Pond.

“The road right now is configured like a channel, so the 
water flows toward the center of the road,” said Mark Me-
dina, project manager for Moreno Cardenas Inc. “That’s 
where all the inlets will capture the water, drain it out of the 
street, discharge it into the culvert and then into the pond.”

 “The public will see some improvements in the center 
of the street with the inlets, but the majority of the work 
will be underground,” said Saul Trejo, construction manag-
er for Moreno Cardenas Inc. 

EPWater is planning for future stormwater improve-
ments to the area. Designs are underway for another storm-
water tunnel along Bywood Drive. The Bywood tunnel 
will be able to send another 350,000 gallons per minute of 
stormwater underground to the pond.

Sam Snead Tunnel - The tunnel will have the 
potential to send over 350,000 gallons per 
minute of stormwater to the Pico Norte Pond.

Sam Snead Concrete Pour - Crews work near Sam Snead Drive to 
encase a new stormwater tunnel in concrete.
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S T u d E n T  C h a P T E r  L i a i S o n

C h a P T E r  d i r E C T o r S :

E L  Pa S o  C h a P T E r

o
n behalf of the El Paso Chapter of the Texas Society of Professional Engineers, 
we hope you enjoy this special section of the El Paso Inc. celebrating the 69th 
Annual National Engineers Week.  This week is dedicated to raising public 
awareness of the engineering profession amongst students, parents and teach-
ers and to encourage students to pursue engineering and technology careers 
in order to provide a diverse and vigorous engineering workforce.  Engineers 

Week was started in 1951 by the National Society of Professional Engineers and is now a col-
laboration of more than seventy engineering, educational and cultural societies with the sup-
port of many corporations and government agencies.  Although we are celebrating one week, 
we invite you to explore and increase your awareness of how engineers, through innovation, 
contribute to our everyday quality of life.  Speak to a teacher, counselor or one of the many 
engineers working in our community and find out how you can or encourage someone to pur-
sue an engineering profession.  

Sincerely,

Jorge A. Martinez, P.E.
President, El Paso Chapter of TSPE

2 0 1 9 - 2 0 2 0 
B o a r d  o F
d i r E C T o r S


