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With more than 36 years of experi-
ence in the oilfield industry, Ma-
rio Garza had seen and heard 

of instances where someone was injured 
while digging for a pipe.
 “When he heard of another instance 
where someone was digging for pipe 
and the pipe was hit and exploded, we 
said there has to be a better way than try-
ing to guess where the pipe is based on a 
stake,” Amada Garza said.
 And so, SureFind Pipeline Markers 
was born in the tiny Texas town of Zapata. 
 “It took us 10 to 12 years to study this, 
figure out what we wanted and then pat-
ent it,” Amada says.

 Since then, the business has been 
growing steadily for three years with Ma-
rio as president and Amada, who retired 
after 29 years as a high school counselor, 
as vice president.
 “Our marker is a true Texas inven-
tion,” Amada likes to say.
 The marker, in the form of a lollypop, 
fastens around the pipe as it is being laid.
 “It is 100 percent accurate in showing 
where the pipe is and how deep it is,” she 
says. “The markers can be used to show 
oil and gas, water, sewer, electric and 
tech pipes and lines.”

SureFind Pipeline Markers received various awards at the 2012 Governors Small Business 
Forum. L-R: State Rep. Tracy King, Gilberto Garza, Mario Garza Jr., Franco Garza,

Celyzia “Princess SureFind” Perez, Mariamada Garza Perez, Amada Garza, Mario Garza Sr., 
Honorable Hope Andrade, Rep. Richard Raymond, State Sen. Judith Zaffirini

and Nativido Lozano, Laredo Development Foundation

Alice highway fresco

For one architectural firm in Corpus 
Christi, the percentage of women 
staffers puts the company in a dif-

ferent bracket than its fellows.
 But then, according to two of those 
women, Connie Rivera and Jennifer 
Hilliard, the culture at WKMC Architects 
is conducive to making sure all employ-
ees are happy and productive.
 “During my tenure here, one of the 
things I like is the flexibility for family 
time,” Rivers says. “I’m also very active in 
the community. They have not only ac-
commodated that, but encouraged it.”
 Rivera has been at the firm for a little 
more than a year, while Hilliard has been 
there for 7+ years.

 “The thing I can say is about the firm 
is not only the flexibility that Connie has 
experienced, but also belief in the way 
you work and how you achieve the high-
est potential,” Hilliard says. “It’s not spe-
cific to women. Everybody has the same 
accommodations. It’s very non-discrimi-
natory.”
 Both women agree that the firm en-
courages all employees to contribute to 
its success.
 “They really encourage everyone’s 
input, whatever professional level or ex-
perience level,” Hilliard says. “Everyone is 

Employees at WKMC Architects enjoy the company’s culture. Back row, L-R: Margaret Brown, 
Interiors; Connie Rivera, AIA, LEED AP, Architect; Bill T. Wilson II, FAIA, Vice President; Jennifer 

Hilliard, AIA, LEED AP, Architect; Carrie Castor, Design/Construction Administration; Ann 
Reddick, Controller; Delia Rodriguez, Interiors; front row, L-R: Naomi Corley, RID, Registered 

Interior Designer; William McCord, AIA, President; and Norma Palacios, Accounting.

St. John The Baptist Catholic Church 
in San Juan, TX. began life in 1908, 
when a chapel was built along the 

banks of the Rio Grande River – not far 
from McAllen. In 1949, it was designated 
a parish.
 On Oct. 23, 1970, a local retired 
schoolteacher, Frank B. Alexander, 
crashed a Piper Cherokee 180 single-en-
gine plane into the church. On the day of 
the plane crash, there were 50 priests 
concelebrating Mass and 100 schoolchil-
dren in the adjoining cafeteria.
 Although most of the two-story 
white church of stone and brick was de-
stroyed and damages were estimated at 
$1.5 million, the only fatality that day was 
the pilot.
 For nearly 43 years, the front end of 
the church and the bell tower stood 
alone with only a void between them. On 
Nov. 5, 2012, NM Contracting LLC was 
contracted by the Roman Catholic Dio-

cese of Brownsville to rebuild and ex-
pand St. John the Baptist Church.
 Some of the damages included inte-
rior walls of Mexican marble; hand-
carved statues; 14 hand-carved Stations 
of the Cross imported from Germany; 
most of the stained glass windows; and a 
baptismal font imported from Spain. The 
only thing that remained after the fire 
was the steel beams.
 According to Noel Munoz, owner 
and founder of NM Contracting, chal-
lenges during construction were numer-
ous and included honoring the request 
of the building’s owner, the Roman Cath-
olic Diocese of Brownsville.
 “We had to maintain the original de-
sign concept, while doubling the struc-
ture in size and reusing all of the salvaged 
material from the original structure,” he 
said. “Another difficulty was working in a 

St. John The Baptist Catholic Church in San Juan has been restored
to its former glory after being destroyed in 1970.
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 And, Amada says, the markers, made 
out of high-density polyethylene, will last 
for a long time. According to her, ranch-
ers are even starting to use the product 
to mark water lines.
 “They tell us, ‘my grandkids need to 
know where the water pipes are at’,” she 
says.
 The Garza’s four children left their col-
lege studies to come home and help with 
the burgeoning company. Daughter Mar-
iamada is the office manager, while sons 
Mario Jr. and Franco are also helping.
 As many small businesses do, the 
company was run out of the home for 
awhile, but soon outgrew that and 
moved into a rented building. Then, the 
family bought their own building and 
soon built a 2,400-sf warehouse next 
door. And their hometown of Zapata may 
be in the read-view mirror one day.
 “We are excited about expanding 
and being able to help in more areas,” 
Amada says. “We are in a rural area and 
we need to be more accessible.”
 A newer line is the mini-markers, 
which can be used to pinpoint pipes laid 
around homes, hospitals, schools, civic 
centers and more.
 All of the markers show the direction 
of the pipe, the exact depth of the pipe in 
inches and feet and who the pipe be-

longs to, if applicable.
 “It’s all about saving time and saving 
lives,” Amada said.
 The company has recently been 
awarded several kudos, including being a 
2012 Governors Forum honoree, the 2012 
Spirit of Laredo award, the 2012 State of 
Texas Small Business Award and more. –cw

SureFind markers are built to last
and be 100 percent accurate.

Middle school students in 
Corpus Christi had fun and 
learned some valuable 
tips from industry experts 
at the American Institute 
of Architects Corpus 
Christi Chapter (AIA) Tex 
Prep Academy in July. –cw

Designing 
the future

encouraged to contribute to projects and 
solutions.”
 Partner Bill Wilson believes WKMC 
has a track record of hiring and mentor-
ing women.
 “Our firm has probably had a higher 
percentage of women than any other 
comparable firm in our region,” Wilson 
says. “A number of other talented women 
have come through our firm and gone on 
to other ventures.”
 Currently, there are six women em-
ployees at WKMC.
 “What happens, honestly, is that 
women talk to other women,” Rivera said. 
“But it has more to do with the mentor-
ship environment, it’s not particular to 
women.”
 Hilliard remembers when the 2008-09 

downturn in the economy hurt the firm.
 “Some people left the company, 
some employees had to be let go, growth 
potential was down,” she said. “It was 
very painful to the firm and the talent of 
the firm.”
 Hilliard, a triathlete, also enjoys the 
showers provided for employees who 
choose to use their lunch hour as a train-
ing gig. She wound up in Corpus Christi 
after marrying someone from the area.
 Rivera, who is currently president of 
American Institute of Architects Corpus 
Christi (AIA), went to school in Austin, but 
chose Corpus for the easier cost of living 
and growth potential. 
 Formed in 1994, WKMC is a full-service, 
national architectural firm with offices lo-
cated in Dallas and Corpus Christi. –cw

Did You
know

?

Construction News
reaches

your target market

American Institute of Architects Corpus Christi (AIA) 2014 Summer Academy was 
all about lighting – a comprehensive architectural lighting design workshop 

sponsored by Spectrum Lighting Inc. The event happened on Jul. 25 and was led 
by professional lighting designer and educator Charles Thompson, FAIA. –cw

Summer lights
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