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Land Ports of Entry
(LPOE) refer to the facilities
through which entries or
departures, to and from the
United States, of persons,
vehicles, cargo, andmateri-
als occur in a controlled
and supervised manner by
U.S. Customs and Border
Protection and other feder-
al inspection agencies re-
sponsible for the enforce-
ment of federal laws.

According to the General
Services Administration
(GSA), there are 167 LPOE
on the United States bor-
ders with Canada and Mex-
ico. Data compiled by the
Texas Center for Border
Economic and Enterprise
Development (TCBEED)
calculates over $1 trillion of
trade, over 130 million peo-
ple,62millioncars,12.5mil-
lion commercial trucks,
and3.5million railroadcars
processed annually
through the U.S. southern
and northern border
LPOEs.

A significant amount of
activity occurs daily at
these ports. TCBEED data
shows us that annually, in
Laredo alone, $250 billion
of trade, 7.8million people,
3 million passenger vehi-
cles, 2.5 million commer-
cial trucks, and 500,000
railroad cars are processed.
Major ports of entry have
seen exponential increases
through the last 10 years,
with Laredo, the most im-
portant land port for com-
mercial vehicles, seeing a
60% increase in traffic. San

Ysidro, a Port of Entry near
San Diego, CA., and the
most crucial land crossing
for passenger vehicles, is
experiencing an increase of
about 15%. The nearby Ea-
gle Pass LPOE has seen an
increase in loaded train
containers of 93% in the
past 10 years.

Regrettably, this expo-
nential growth and LPOEs’
importance for world trade
and people and vehicles
clearance does not always
correlate to being up to
speed on the latest technol-
ogies. Two of the big four
consulting firms, Mckinsey
& Company, and Deloitte,
have identified several chal-
lenges posed to land ports:
the increasing complexity
of operations, increased
pressure on security and
faster processing, slower
adoption of automation
against comparable sec-
tors, and transformation in-
to environmentally cleaner
andmoreefficient facilities.

Smart infrastructure, in-
novation, and technologi-
cal development will shape
landportsof the future, and
help them solve the chal-
lenges sharedabove.Digita-
lization, automation, ad-
vances in technology, cy-
bersecurity, data access,
and environmental aware-
ness are changing the land-
scape of securely moving
cargo, and people across
borders.

Trends for the future of
LPOE can be divided into
two main drivers: infra-
structure and technology.
Today, let’s examine the

technological drivers shap-
ing the future of land ports.

In a previous column
here, I presented the con-
cept of Logistechs. I de-
fined it as representing the
impact that exponential
technologies have on logis-
tics, and can be classified as
the technologies that sup-
port the transport of goods
-- those that improve their
handling, and those that ex-
pedite their customs clear-
ance. Let's use the frame-
work of Logistechs to ana-
lyze the impact that tech-
nologieswill have on LPOE.

First off, let's analyze the
transport of goods. Two
leading exponential tech-
nologies can produce sig-
nificant efficiencies con-
cerning transportation: au-
tonomous (driverless) vehi-
cles and the Internet of
Things (IoT). Autonomous
vehicles have fewer adverse
environmental impacts and
raise safety standards.They
increase transport efficien-
cybyhavingbetter capacity
utilization and autono-
mously moving goods with-
in land port facilities, and
across international bor-
ders -- allowing for a com-
plete security screening
process. LPOE demand an
efficient networkofpeople,
computers, and devices,
working together to secure-
ly clear cargo and persons
and avoid delays. IoT sen-
sors permit transportation
and traffic pattern data for
people, passenger, and
commercial vehicles, and
railroad cars to be gath-
ered. This data can then be

analyzed, helping produce
higher efficiency, speed,
throughput, and quality in
border crossings.

Exponential technolo-
gies can also impact the
handlingof goodsatLPOEs.
Technologies such as artifi-
cial intelligence (AI), pre-
dictive analytics, robotics,
and automation reduce the
costs of handling, and in-
specting goods, and people
at LPOEs. Optimization
models can be generated
using predictive analytics
and AI to minimize border
crossing wait times -- while
at the same time increasing
the screening and security
capabilities at LPOEs. Auto-
mation and AI permit
LPOE's security agencies to
evaluate travelers and car-
go using intelligent sensors
that integrate technological
advancements in traveler,
and cargo processing. The
use of biometric screening
and non-intrusive inspec-
tion devices aid agencies in
detecting security hazards.
Machine learning algo-
rithms canbetter anticipate
threats, and program re-
sources as needed.

Finally, blockchain, to-
gether with AI, big data,
and predictive analytics,

can reshape customs clear-
ance processes at LPOEs.
Blockchain increases the
traceability of materials
within supply chains, im-
proves visibility, and com-
pliance, andreducespaper-
work, and administrative
costs by reducing physical
inspections. It allows busi-
nesses and port authorities
global shipment visibility,
generating total linkage be-
tweenmanifests and invoic-
es, allowing for the supervi-
sion of the entire logistics
process, and data-sharing
across multiple customs or-
ganizations and users. This
exponential technology en-
hances collaboration be-
tween government agen-
cies, andcorporate entities,
expanding opportunities to
work jointly to address new
security and efficiency
challenges.

To further this conversa-
tion and promote and gen-
erate supply chain, logis-
tics, and land ports re-
search, Texas A&M Interna-
tional University (TAMIU)
will host the Land Ports of
the Future Workshop
March 24 - 25.

The LandPorts of the Fu-
ture Workshop is a joint ef-
fort between theTexasCen-

ter for Border Economic
and Enterprise Develop-
ment at TAMIU, the Cross-
Border Threat Screening
and Supply Chain Defense
Center of Excellence, and
the Texas A&M Transporta-
tion Institute (TTI). This
Workshopwill serve as a bi-
nationalmeeting of federal,
state, and local government
with private sector supply
chain stakeholders and aca-
demia to identify the stud-
ies and applied research
that will advance land port
function and trade through
people, programs, infra-
structure, and technology.

Interested? Please regis-
ter and attend this free
workshop open to all. Reg-
istration is underway
through Tuesday, March 15.
To register, please visit:
https://events.tti.ta-
mu.edu/conference/land-
ports-of-the-future-work-
shop/registration/

Dr. Daniel Covarrubias is
the Director of Texas A&M
International University’s
Texas Center for Economic
and Enterprise
Development housed in the
A.R. Sanchez, Jr. School of
Business.
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To Vicky and Mickey
Popat, it seemed as if ev-
eryone in Orlando, Flori-
da, wanted to buy a house
last spring. “The market
here was so skimpy that
anytime a decent proper-
ty got listed, it would re-
ceive multiple offers right
away and get snatched
up,” said Vicky Popat, 39.

Much has been written
about the extremely tight
sales market for existing
homes across the coun-
try, but there is a relative-
ly unheralded segment of
the market that has been
experiencing a boom dur-
ing the pandemic, and
that is the market for va-
cant lots.

Nationwide, the sales of
vacant lots decreased be-
tween 2018 and 2019 but
then turned around in the
past two years, rising sig-
nificantly last year, ac-
cording to Realtor.com, a
real estate listings site. Be-
tween January and Octo-
ber 2021, 79,289 vacant
lots were sold in the 100
largest U.S. metro areas, a
32.4% increase from the
same time period in 2020.
Realtor.com attributes
the jump to the tight for-
sale market. In that same
time period, existing
home sales increased by
13.4%.

Frustratedwith the lack
of homes for sale, the Po-
pats, who have two chil-
dren, decided to look for a
piece of land where they
could build their nine-
bedroom dream home
with lots of space for offic-
es and guest rooms. After
several months of search-
ing, the couple bought a 1
1/2-acre lot on a cul-de-sac
in July, paying the full list
price of $399,000.

“Most of the lots in this
area are a quarter of an
acre or a third of an acre,
so it’s a rare find,” said
Mickey Popat, 42.

Here is what you need
to know about buying a
piece of land and building
a home.

Assembling your team
You should have the

right professionals by
your side when you buy a
piece of land.

An experienced local
real estate agent can help
you find a property that
fits your needs, draw up
an offer, negotiate with
the seller and navigate
other steps of the land-
buying process.

It is important to have a
general contractor lined
up, but they are in high
demand right now be-
cause of labor shortages,
said Nicole Bachaud, an
economist at Zillow. Cre-
ating a construction bud-
get can also be tricky,
since building materials
such as lumber have been
fluctuating in price signif-
icantly during the pan-
demic amid supply chain
issues.

For a similar reason, an
architect is a must-have.
With their expertise, an
architect can explain cus-
tom-design features and
finishes in creating a de-
tailed plan for the new
house, said Nia Lewis,
who bought a 1 1/2-acre lot
in Ridgeville, South Caro-
lina, with her husband,
LaVario, for $58,000 in
February 2021.

“We had a hard time
finding a builder who
would return our calls,”
Nia Lewis said.

The Lewises plan to be-
gin building a four-bed-
room, 3,000-square-foot
house this spring, on a
budget of up to $500,000.

“I’m excited to have a
man cave,” said LaVario
Lewis, 27, a budget ana-
lyst. His wife, 26, a college
professor and entrepre-
neur, is looking forward
to having a home office.

The Lewises will be
documenting their home-
building experience on
YouTube, Instagram and
TikTok. “We’re African
American, and we want
other people to see that
building a custom home is
possible for people like
us,” Nia Lewis said.

Finally, if you buy a

property in a develop-
ment, one decision might
be taken out of your
hands: The developer
might require that you use
his builder.

Getting a mortgage
Unless you can buy

land and pay for construc-
tion costs with cash, you
will need to borrow mon-
ey. But obtaining a loan to
buy land and build a
house is not as simple as
getting one for an existing
home.

In most cases, you can
apply for a residential
construction loan, which
is a short-term loan — usu-
ally 12 to 28 months — that
provides the funds need-
ed to buy land, obtain
building permits and
build a home. Once your
house is built, you either
convert the construction
loan to a conventional
mortgage or take out a
separate mortgage to pay
off the construction loan,
said Guy Cecala, execu-
tive chair of Inside Mort-
gage Finance, a newslet-
ter that covers the mort-
gage industry. Some lend-
ers offer a
construction-to-perma-
nent loan that converts to
a fixed-rate long-term
mortgage once a house is
built.

Some lenders will give
construction loans to pro-
fessional builders but not
to individuals, Cecala
said, so youwill have to do
your homework.

Also, the construction
loan approval process can
be challenging. “Usually,
you have to provide a
lender with an appraisal
of the land to show that
you’re not overpaying for
it, a construction time-
line, and a detailed bud-
get” for the house you
plan to build, Cecala said.
“Basically, your lender is
going to be looking over
your shoulder the whole
way.”

Construction loans of-
ten have tougher under-
writing standards since
they pose greater risk for

lenders, who do not have
a home that they can seize
as collateral if you fall be-
hind on your loan pay-
ments.

Generally, construc-
tion loans have a mini-
mum 20% down payment
requirement, and some
lenders require downpay-
ments of 25% to 30%. Con-
struction loans also typi-
cally have variable mort-
gage rates that are at least
about 1 percentage point
higher than mortgage
rates for conventional
loans. (The average rate
on a 30-year fixed-rate
mortgage was 3.92% in
mid-February, according
to Freddie Mac.) Because
rates and terms can vary
from lender to lender, Ce-
cala said, it is worth shop-
ping around.

Zoning laws,
regulations and liens

It may sound obvious,
but before you buy a va-
cant lot, confirm that it is
zoned for residential
housing. “Some land is
only zoned for industrial,
commercial or agricultur-
al use,” said Michael Lei-
geber, founder and CEO of
LandSearch, a website
that lists vacant land, buil-
dable lots and rural prop-
erties.

Do not make any as-
sumptions, said Mario
Greco, a real estate broker
at Berkshire Hathaway
HomeServices Chicago
and the founder of MG
Group, which specializes
in land acquisition and
new-construction devel-
opment. “Just because
you’re looking at a plot of
land that has a house next
to it doesn’t necessarily
mean you can build a
house on that vacant lot,”
he said.

First, contact the city
or county zoning office to
find out what laws apply
to the property you want
to buy, said Justin Fox, a
real estate broker at RE/
MAX Professionals in St.
Paul, Minnesota.

Regulations might re-
strict the kind of house

you can build. “There
could be height limita-
tions when building a sin-
gle-family home,” Leigeb-
er said, “or if you’re build-
ing a house in a historic
zone, there could be re-
strictions on the types of
materials that you can use
and the general style of
the house that you can
build.” Also, “some cities
will limit the surface area
of your home, meaning
you have a maximum
square footage that you
can build,” he added.

Always hire a title com-
pany to search for liens
against the property.
Liens are debts, such as
unpaid taxes, that can af-
fect who has a legal claim
of ownership for the lot.

Setting up utilities
If a lot is in a big city or a

well-developed suburb,
“there’s usually no issue
with accessing water, gas
and electric,” Greco said.
However, land in rural
areas and some suburbs
may not have access to
public utilities, in which
case you would have to
make changes to the prop-
erty to set up utilities —
and those changes “could
be impossible or prohibi-
tively expensive,” Greco
cautioned.

For example, “if you
don’t have access to pub-

lic water, you may have to
drill or dig a well,” said
Robert Carroll, a home-
builder based in Clinton,
Louisiana. That is no
small expense; it costs, on
average, $5,500 to a drill a
well with a depth of 150
feet, according to Ho-
meAdvisor.

If there is no septic sys-
tem, you might have to
buy a septic tank, which
can cost between about
$3,150 and $10,370 on
average, depending on
the type of tank. Don’t
have access to a natural
gas line? A propane tank
costs about $800 to
$1,000 to install, depend-
ing on the size of the tank,
according to HomeAdvi-
sor.

As for electricity, “If a
lot doesn’t have access to
a power line, you usually
have to pay, per foot, to
extend the power line
from the nearest connect
point to your property,
such as a road, whether
underground or over-
head,” Leigeber said.

And do not forget about
internet strength, said
Fox. “With so many peo-
ple working from home
nowadays, high-speed in-
ternet has become a big
priority, but some areas
have slow internet
speed.”
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How to buy a vacant lot
By Daniel Bortz
THE NEW YORK TIMES
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Vicky, left, and Mickey Popat stand on the
one-and-a-half-acre empty lot on a cul-de-sac that
they bought in Orlando, Fla., March 8, 2022. Much
has been written about the extremely tight market
for existing homes, but the boom during the
pandemic in vacant lot sales has been relatively
unheralded.


