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Anti-price-
gouging efforts 

in tri-county 
leave more 

questions than 
answers

By STEPHEN PAULSEN
stephen@bigbendsentinel.com

TRI-COUNTY — Have you 
paid too much for meat at Quarters 
grocery store in Alpine?

Probably not, because a store with 
that name does not appear to exist. 
And yet the nonexistent store has 
so far been the target of the only 
coronavirus-related price-gouging 
complaint in the tri-county area, 
according to records from the Texas 
attorney general’s office.

The document also includes the 
name and contact information of 
the person who reportedly filed 
the complaint. But when The Big 
Bend Sentinel called the number, 
the person on the other end did 
not recognize the name from AG 
records and said she had not filed a 
price-gouging complaint.

  The Texas AG’s office says it 
takes such price gouging “seriously” 
and has issued “stern warnings” to 
businesses not to hike prices during 
a pandemic. As of Monday, it’s 
received over 8,500 coronavirus-
related complaints, including over 
7,500 complaints of alleged price-
gouging.

In the tri-county, though, those 
efforts raise more questions than 
answers. After weeks of inquiries 
from The Big Bend Sentinel, the 
Texas attorney general’s office 
could not provide more clarity on 
the Alpine complaint.

The Big Bend Sentinel first 
requested records on all price-
gouging complaints in the tri-
county area in March, after the 
Marfa City Council considered — 
but ultimately decided against — 
filing a price-gouging complaint 
against Porter’s.

The AG’s office quickly honored 
that request. The office’s one local 
record, from March 23, involves 
Quarters. The store was selling 
chicken for $14, the two-page 
document notes, citing a report 
from a complainant. Ground meat 
was going for $10.

After informing the AG’s office 
that such a store does not appear 
to exist, the AG’s office repeatedly 
said it would contact its Consumer 
Protection Division to clear up the 
confusion. But as of this week, The 
Big Bend Sentinel has still received 
no more clarity on the complaint.

Finally, on Monday, a 
spokesperson said the complaint 
was “received by voicemail” and 
acknowledged there could have 
been “a mistake in either giving or 
receiving the information” in the 
complaint.

Complainants can withdraw 
complaints or refile them if there 
is an error, that spokesperson said. 
The agency also documents if it 
can’t contact complainants, she 
said.

Because Porter’s has a similar 
name, runs two grocery stores in 
Alpine and was the subject of a 
Marfa City Council meeting on 
price increases last month, The Big 
Bend Sentinel asked the AG’s office 
if the complaint might concern 
Porter’s, which does exist, rather 
than Quarters, which does not.

In the response, the AG’s office 
said it could not “confirm or 
deny investigations” but that the 
office was “aware” of allegations 
involving the store.

Ky Ellison, a spokesperson for 
Porter’s, said on Monday that was 
news to him.

“We have not heard anything from 
the Texas attorney general’s office,” 
he said. “Nor do we expect to.”

The Big Bend Sentinel has 
asked the AG’s office for updated 
information on price-gouging 
complaints in the Big Bend.

By STEPHEN PAULSEN
stephen@bigbendsentinel.com
and
By ABBIE PERRAULT
abbie@bigbendsentinel.com

TRI-COUNTY — As the private sector has 
taken a financial hit, so have local government 
budgets. With businesses closed and many 
residents temporarily out of work, governments 
in the Big Bend may have to do without the taxes 
and other revenue they have come to depend on.

These problems are acute in the tri-county, where 
the economy runs on a variety of “nonessential” 
services, from the restaurant and hotel industry to 
art shows and festivals. 

In Marfa, Mayor Manny Baeza said coronavirus 
will be a financial hit for the city budget this 
year. Asked how economic slowdown due to the 
coronavirus might impact Marfa’s budget, Baeza 

said, “Sales tax of course plays a huge role, then 
your revenues of water, sewer, garbage.” Cities 
across the state are awaiting the March sales tax 
data from the comptroller to see how steeply sales 
tax revenues declined during March as businesses 
shut down.

Beyond the city and state mandating closures 
for many businesses, Marfa and Presidio County 
also closed hotels and short term rentals. Hotel 
Occupancy Tax revenue will impact grant funding 
from the city, and those closed short term rentals 
will result in losses to the city bottom line. “Just 
by turning those short term rentals into residential 
garbage rates, that’s going to run us close to $5,000 
a month in losses,” Baeza said.

Though Democrats in Congress attempted 
to negotiate $150 billion in funds for state and 
local governments this week, the provision was 
ultimately left out of the most recent coronavirus 
relief bill.

Now six months into the city’s fiscal year, 
Marfa City Council is having a budget workshop 
today, Thursday, at 6 p.m. and budget amendments 
are on the table. Baeza mentioned various potential 
cuts to the budget mid-year, including reassessing 
the various capital improvement projects the 
city had allocated funds for this year. Marfa had 
budgeted an extension to the fire department 
facilities, an outdoor addition to the USO building, 
various investments in heavy machinery and an 
engineering project for Marfa streets.

Of potential budget revisions, Baeza said, 
“Nothing is set in stone right now, but it’s going 
to be a rough fiscal year.”

In neighboring Alpine, city leaders in February 
had their best sales-tax month ever, with over 
$150,000 in revenue. But City Manager Erik 
Zimmer said he was “real anxious” to see how 
the March receipts would be.

Shuttered business leaves local governments hurting

Governor Greg Abbott announced that the Texas National Guard will deploy 25 mobile testing teams this week to operate free drive-through 
coronavirus testing. They will visit Marfa and Alpine on Saturday, April 25 and Presidio and Terlingua on Sunday, April 26.

Photo courtesy of the Office of the Governor

Marfa, Presidio, Alpine and Terlingua will be part of statewide testing blitz

The latest 
coronavirus 

stats for Texas 
and the US

By STEPHEN PAULSEN
stephen@bigbendsentinel.com

FAR WEST TEXAS — At press 
time on Wednesday, the tri-county 
area has no known cases of the 
coronavirus. But faced with strict 
testing rules and a lack of testing 
supplies — Texas has some of the 
lowest testing rates in the nation 
— doctors in the region are now 
presuming that some patients are 
positive without testing them.

Since those presumptive positives 
come from individual doctors 
recommendations rather than state 
tests, there is no official count of 
presumed positive cases in the 
area. Ekta Escovar, a local health 
authority for Brewster County and 
a member of the local COVID-19 
task force, said there is “no way” 
to get those figures. She called 
state testing protocols “really 
disappointing.”

Forty tri-county residents have 
received testing for coronavirus 
to-date, Escovar said at a Brewster 
County meeting on Wednesday. Of 
those, zero cases have been positive 
and zero are pending.

Across the region, El Paso County 
on Wednesday had at least 587 
cases, according to the latest state 
figures.

Midland County has at least 65 
cases and Odessa’s Ector County 
has 61. Crane County has two cases. 
Pecos County has five. And Reeves 
County has around three cases, 
according to the county’s local 
hospital — though state figures 
are still recording zero cases there, 
for reasons that are not yet entirely 
clear.

Overall, Texas has more than 
21,000 cases and around 550 deaths. 
Around 200,000 people have been 
tested — less than one percent of 
the state.

The biggest outbreaks in Texas 
so far have been in Houston (with 
around 5,000 cases reported in 
Harris County) and in the Dallas 
area (with around 2,500 cases 
reported for Dallas County).

Nationwide, the United States 
continues to have the one of the 
worst coronavirus outbreaks in 
the world. More than 800,000 
Americans are known to have 
coronavirus. More than 45,000 
have died.

In a late Tuesday announcement, 
Texas Governor Greg Abbott told 
local officials that the National 
Guard will be conducting testing 
in Marfa, Presidio, Alpine and 
Terlingua as part of a testing effort 
throughout the state. Testing is 
scheduled for Marfa on Saturday 
and Presidio city on Sunday. 

Abbott said each facility will 
have the capacity to test up to 150 
people, though local officials have 
heard 60-80 tests will be provided 
at each testing site in the region.

By ABBIE PERRAULT
abbie@bigbendsentinel.com

MARFA — Imagining the rest of his time at 
Marfa High School, senior Bryan Torres thought 
he would be “coming back from spring break, 
having fun and having a normal graduation.” 
But the hope of a return to normalcy for Marfa 
ISD students, teachers and parents was dashed 
this week when Texas Governor Greg Abbott 
announced public schools, private schools and 
higher education institutions will be closed at 
least through the end of the semester.

Marfa ISD first announced a temporary closure 
last month due to the coronavirus. Cheri Aguero, 
a Montessori teacher for 18 fourth, fifth and sixth 
grade students, said, “At the beginning it was 
really very scary because most everything in my 
classroom was hands on. The other thing I was 
so worried about was losing contact, touch with 
them. I wanted to make them feel okay and that 

we were still here.”
This past Tuesday, Aguero says the class 

celebrated their first digital birthday. Birthdays 
are always a big deal in her classroom, where 
the class and parents take time to celebrate the 
student’s life. The first one online needed to be 
special too. She had students secretly prepare 
signs ahead of time, and surprised the birthday 
student by having his classmates all show their 
signs together on Zoom.

When the school initially closed, Aguero 
immediately instituted Zoom calls that gather 
her students –– twice a week the full class meets, 
and on the other days, various students meet with 
Aguero for reading groups. She is incorporating 
lessons from the art, music and PE teachers to 
keep kids active during the day, and she has given 
assignments to help students process the changes 
and understand why the schools are closed.

Students, teachers and parents at MISD find a new normal

By ABBIE PERRAULT
abbie@bigbendsentinel.com

FAR WEST TEXAS — Governor Greg 
Abbott’s office informed the county that 
coronavirus testing is on its way, and will 
be administered by deployed Texas National 
Guardsmen this weekend, in a late night message 
to Presidio County Judge Cinderela Guevara on 
Tuesday. Testing will be available for Alpine and 
Marfa on Saturday, April 25 and for Presidio and 
Terlingua on Sunday, April 26.

In a press release on Monday, the state 
announced that the Texas National Guard will 
send 1,200 members, divided into 25 COVID-19 
“mobile testing teams” and each deployed to a 
different part of the state. A full list of testing 
sites across the state has not been made available, 
but regionally, testing will make its way through 
West Texas beginning Friday in Fort Hancock 

and Van Horn, and eventually reaching Pecos, Ft. 
Stockton and further north towards the Permian 
Basin by the following weekend.

The first announced places for testing are 
Fredericksburg’s Gillespie County, which has 
one recovered case, and Floresville’s Wilson 
County, which has had 22 confirmed cases. The 
governor’s office did not return a request for 
comment regarding how cities were chosen for 
testing, but his statement said the teams “will 
cover various regions across Texas to ensure that 
the testing regimen will be expanded across the 
entire state.”

The four local cities will have free drive-
through testing. Tentatively, Marfa testing will 
be behind the USO and Presidio testing at the fire 
station. Alpine testing is tentatively at the North 
Brewster County Emergency Response Center 
and Terlingua testing at the South Brewster 
County Emergency Response Center.

The governor said when all teams are fully 
deployed, the state will be capable of collectively 
testing 3,500 people per day. Each team will have 
11 medical professionals and support staff, as 
well as 34 soldiers. 

Currently, the Texas National Guard has 
the capacity to test up to 150 people per day 
at each mobile testing team location. But in 
Marfa, there may only be anywhere between 60 
and 80 tests available, Guevara was told. That 
number should be similar across the four Big 
Bend cities receiving testing. Currently, the Big 
Bend Regional Medical Center has tested 40 
individuals, all returning negative results.

In a message to local officials Tuesday night, 
Guevara said, “All tests will be scheduled in 
advance and patients will be given appointments 
for their test. A call center number will be given 48 

With schools shut through the end of the semester, 
Marfa senior Bryan Torres helps his pre-school 
brother complete assignments at home.
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THANK YOU!

Make a tax-deductible donation today at 
givebutter.com/thesentinel

As of press time, 69 donors have contributed over $10,000 to our COVID-19 
Local News Fund. Thank you. From the bottom of our hearts.

“You help us stay safe and sane! Thank you.”
“Here’s to sustaining community.”

“Your courage is downright uplifting.”
“Long live the Sentinel.”

These are unprecedented times, and we are working around-the-clock to provide 
the best possible coverage to keep our tri-county area informed. With massive 
cuts to our revenue stream, this important work is sustained by your fi nancial 
support.
Please help us continue to raise funds during this trying time by donating or 
sharing our donation page with your friends.
We’ve partnered with the COVID-19 Local News Fund to enable you to make 
a tax-deductible charitable contribution. Donate today at givebutter.com/
thesentinel.

Our sincerest gratitude,
Maisie Crow, Editor-in-Chief & Max Kabat, Publisher
The Big Bend Sentinel & Presidio International

By STEPHEN PAULSEN
stephen@bigbendsentinel.com

TERLINGUA — As concerns over the coronavirus 
upend the court system, the defamation suit brought 
by Jeff Leach against a former employee and alleged 
assault victim has gained an unexpected second life in 
appeals court.

After Terlingua hotelier Leach was indicted on a 
felony sexual assault charge — and a local judge threw 
out his defamation case against an alleged victim — his 
lawyers last month appealed the lawsuit to the Eighth 
Court of Appeals in El Paso. Those judges on March 26 
ordered that the defamation suit could be continued as 
a personal-injury mediation — meaning a mediator, and 
not a court judge, could now oversee the case.

The appeals court judges in that case could not be 
reached for comment. A spokesperson for the Eighth 
Court of Appeals said the court automatically issues 
orders for mediation, which the other party can then 
oppose.

Still, the developments have left Jodi Cole, a lawyer 
for lawsuit defendant and alleged assault victim Katy 
Milam, feeling blindsided. As she wrote in a court 
fi ling last week, the news of the appeal came as she was 
“extremely ill” with “what appears to be COVID-19.” 
She had shut down her law practice to comply with 
quarantine requirements, couldn’t meet with Milam in-
person and was too ill to fi le legal responses, according 
to her fi ling.

Last year, Jeff Leach, a self-described diet-and-gut 
researcher and the founder of Basecamp Terlingua, 
sued a former employee for defamation and intentional 
infl iction of emotional distress. The employee, Katy 
Milam, told police that Leach allegedly held her down 
and told her “he gets what he wants.”

That lawsuit — which a local judge threw out in 
February — brought additional allegations to light. 

During the case, at least three more women fi led 
affi davits alleging that Leach had sexually assaulted or 
raped them. Airbnb dropped Basecamp Terlingua from 
its listings, citing the allegations. And in a criminal 
case that’s still ongoing, a grand jury indicted Leach in 
March for felony sexual assault based on the account of 
one of the alleged victims.

Within days of the lawsuit’s dismissal, Leach’s lawyers 
announced an intent to appeal. They soon did just that.

Rae Leifeste, a lawyer for Leach, argued in a motion 
to appeal in March that a Brewster County court had 
wrongly thrown out the case. Milam’s lawyers had 
missed fi ling deadlines, and Leach was never able to 
present his side of the case, Leifeste argued in the fi ling.

Milam’s lawyers had introduced evidence they said 
demonstrated Leach’s character — in 2003, for example, 
an El Paso court ruled that Leach violated deceptive 
trade-practice and consumer-protection rules after he 
reportedly billed people for magazines that never came 
and a Middle East tour that never materialized. But 
Leifeste argued these rulings were not “widely known 
to the public” and therefore should not have excluded 
Leach from suing for defamation.

Besides, Leifeste argues, Milam’s lawyers did not 
show Leach had a “well-known reputation for raping, 
sexually assaulting and harassing others.” And though 
multiple women came forward with allegations against 
Leach during the trial, Leifeste writes they have 
“questionable biases.”

Cole, one of Milam’s lawyers, opposes the appeal, 
including the request for a personal-injury mediation.

“This is not a personal injury case,” she wrote in 
a fi ling last week. “[Leach] sexually harassed and 
assaulted [Milam], and then sued her for defamation 
and intentional infl iction of emotional distress when 
[Milam] reported the conduct to law enforcement.”

Leifeste did not respond to a request for comment on 
the appeal.

Leach defamation suit against alleged 
victim moves to appeals court

“I see my students every single day, even if it’s just 
for 20 or 30 minutes. Then, I’ve crazily made myself 
available by email, phone, texting, any way I can get 
a hold of kiddos and they can get a hold of me,” she 
said, “for when they need to say ‘I didn’t understand 
that, Mrs. Aguero.’”

MISD parent Sarah Martinez said so far, her two kids 
are getting along okay. “They get on their Chromebook, 
login, see what they need to do and sit down and do it,” 
she said.

But Martinez said it is tough when her kids aren’t 
understanding their work and don’t have a teacher there 
to help. “The only time it’s stressful is when one of them 
is confused or stuck on something, and I can feel their 
anxiety or stress because they can’t ask their teacher, 

and their teacher isn’t right there,” she said.
Though Martinez said she’s blessed to have kids who 

motivate themselves, she can’t be of much help when her 
9-year-old daughter is struggling. “I can help a little but 
when it’s like, ‘Where’s the link?’ I can’t help with that,” 
she said, speaking about the technological challenges as 
well as the differences in instruction from when she was 
in school herself. Particularly, the way math is taught in 
Texas has changed drastically over the past few decades, 
putting parents at odds with being able to help their kids.

Martinez works for the county, and while her older 
son, who attends Alpine Montessori, can stay home, 
she’s currently bringing her daughter to the offi ce with 
her now that school is out. Daycare isn’t an option in 
Marfa either, so some parents with students suddenly at 
home are forced to fi gure out how to balance work and 
homeschooling.

Aguero and other teachers in the school have stayed in 
contact with parents about how to help their kids along. 
“Some of the kids are choosing to sleep in and work 

MISD

MISD teacher Cheri Aguero said she spends most days on calls and video conferences with her students. She’s 
working (and making birthday signs for students) from her home.

Photo courtesy of Oscar Aguero

“Sadly, I kind of think, ‘Why our 
class?’ but things happen. This 
is just a little barrier along the 

way, and as a class we’re going to 
overcome it. It’s kind of like a little 

glimpse that in life, not everything is 
easy, and we have to adjust.”

later in the day, others are up and emailing me in the 
morning. You have the personality differences and the 
ones whose parents are there with them and the ones 
who aren’t.” That’s not necessarily a bad thing, and 
Aguero is accommodating students by setting all of 
their class meetings later in the day.

Aguero said, “The fi rst week was really chaotic 
because I didn’t know how to do anything. It was about 
us learning as we went.” A month into it, “We’ve worked 
through the kinks.”

The technological challenges have been a learning 
experience for many as they have been forced to rapidly 
adjust to the digital classroom. But another change 
due to coronavirus is giving some relief: the statewide 
STAAR testing has been canceled for the year.

“It releases the pressure from the kids. They still were 
asking me, ‘Mrs. Aguero, are they going to give the 
STAAR test in the summer?’ That is how stressed out 
they get about the STAAR tests,” she said. “It’s fi nally 
released them from that and it allows me more of an 
opportunity to broaden things, I don’t have to be so uber 
focused.”

While the students will still learn testing skills, the 
teacher says “it just doesn’t have to be on the test’s 
schedule” anymore. And with the technological learning 
curve, Aguero said, “All of the energy I would use to 
make sure they were getting the test-taking strategies, is 
now translated to how to use the technology.”

Students receive their assignments digitally, and are 
fi nally hitting a rhythm of working from home. Helping 
along the way was Big Bend Telephone, which set up 
hot spots for students to access the internet if they didn’t 
have it already. The FCC even recognized the company 
for going “above and beyond.”

An older student like Torres, the senior, says he gets 
his work done with ease. He’s at home with his mom, 
freshman sister and pre-kindergarten brother while his 
dad works at Village Farms. In the mornings, the house 
is bustling as they all do their work. 

“Even my little brother has his assignments. He’s 
learning how to spell,” Torres said. In fact, the senior 
fi nishes his work early so he can help his little brother. 
“I’m kind of his little tutor. Out of all of this, I think 
the younger kids are the most affected, because the fi rst 
years of school are the fundamental ones. I’ve been 

trying to do my best for him to not get off track so he’s 
not behind once he starts kindergarten.”

Torres said he misses sports the most –– he plays 
football, basketball, cross country and track. But he’s 
also no longer able to do ballet folklorico or student 
council.

“It’s been a pretty crazy year,” he refl ects. Even 
before seniors lost their prom, senior activities and last 
few months spent in the halls of Marfa High together 
due to coronavirus closures, their homecoming game 
disappeared when their competitors dropped out at the 
last minute.

“It’s pretty sad staying home. I keep in touch with my 
friends through the phone, but not as much as I wish,” he 
said. “It’s pretty hard not being with them. Even though 
I’ll stay in touch with my classmates, I’m friends with 
underclassmen too. These were my last days with them, 
and that’s thrown out the window now.”

The seniors are holding out hope for a graduation if 
Governor Abbott allows it. Seniors like Bella Morales 
are hopeful that if they push back the date, they’ll be 
able to get together for graduation, and not have to limit 
attendance to immediate family.

“Sadly, I kind of think, ‘Why our class?’ but things 
happen. This is just a little barrier along the way, and 
as a class we’re going to overcome it. It’s kind of like 
a little glimpse that in life, not everything is easy, and 
we have to adjust,” said Torres. “Earlier this year our 
opponents canceled for our homecoming game. We 
overcame it, we found solutions, and that’s what we’re 
going to do with this, fi nd solutions.”
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Out West Feed & Supply
2600 East US 90, Alpine

(432) 837-5792

It wasn’t all bad news, Zimmer said. The 
pandemic meant the city could cut back on 
some expenses, including travel for city 
employees. With residents stuck at home, 
some might theoretically use more city 
utilities. And while residents stocked on 
supplies, businesses like Porter’s are doing 
more business than usual — though Zimmer 
stressed that much of Porter’s wares are 
essential and therefore might not contribute 
as much to sales-tax coffers.

But there are nonetheless major concerns. 
Sul Ross State University is the “biggest 
driver of the economy here,” Zimmer said 
— noting that the school already had falling 
enrollment before the coronavirus crisis. 
And with the school canceling events and 
in-person classes, less students and university 
visitors will be shopping and supporting the 
economy in Alpine.

“I don’t think [SRSU] is going to have 
people in town,” he said. “All of that impacts 
the amount of money we have.” Still, he 
stressed it is “too early” to know how exactly 
coronavirus will impact Alpine’s budget.

As tri-county leaders brace for the 
possibility of freefalling budgets, the canary 
in their coal mines may be hotels.

Occupancy rates for Alpine hotels sit at a 
dismal 15 percent, according to Zimmer. But 
that is still better than the rest of the state, 
which has, on average, less than 10 percent 
occupancy.

“To say the situation is dire is probably an 
understatement,” said Chris Ruggia, Alpine’s 
director of tourism. A “significant number” of 
hotels are at zero occupancy, he said.

Ruggia did not have concrete numbers for 
how much money Alpine hotels are losing. 
Hotels only report earnings on a quarterly 
basis, he noted, and Alpine is offering hotels 
the option to defer their taxes and utility 
payments upon request.

Both factors make it hard to know exactly 
how hotels are doing financially — and 
Ruggia doesn’t want to press the matter. 
“Honestly, I’m not going to ask the hotels 
for anything that’s not an emergency need,” 
he said. “They have a lot on their minds.”

Like Alpine in general, its hotels 
were doing exceptionally well before the 
coronavirus crisis — with Alpine hotels 
already netting 48 percent of their total HOT 
payments from the previous fiscal year. The 
question now is how much the situation will 
deteriorate.

In his interview on Tuesday, Ruggia 
prepared a few economic projections for 
hotels in the area and the impact on local 
HOT revenue. One projection showed the 
situation improving by fall — a projection 

Ruggia acknowledged was “obviously an 
optimistic guess.” Another showed them 
bringing in no more HOT revenue at all.

Nowhere in the tri-county may have it 
worse than the City of Presidio — a jumping-
off point for tourism to Mexico and nearby 
state and national parks, and where city 
leaders run a $4 million annual budget with 
little to no cash reserves.

The problems came to a head at a city 
council meeting in Presidio last week, when 
city leaders broached a topic they’d dreaded 
discussing. City Administrator Joe Portillo 
said at the meeting that Presidio could see 
a budget shortfall of $800,000 — nearly a 
whopping 25 percent of the border city’s 
annual budget.

Those figures, he said, mean that Presidio 
will need to “make some tough decisions in 
the next 30 days or so.”

Best-case scenario, he said, the city could 
try to take out an emergency loan or seek other 
relief from the state or federal government. 
Worst-case scenario, the numbers could 
force layoffs of city employees or a “straight 
across-the-board decrease” in city salaries.

In interviews over the past week, city 
leaders said it is too soon to be talking 
specifics about layoffs.

Portillo stressed that the budget numbers 
are “very, very preliminary.” But he added: 
“If this continues, something has to give. I 
don’t have a machine that makes money, and 

my bank account will eventually go to zero.”
“I need to tread very lightly,” Portillo 

said of the topic of layoffs or pay decreases. 
“People are already in a state of panic. People 
are already wondering, ‘Am I next?’”

Still, he added, “If we’ve learned anything 
during this pandemic, we’ve learned to 
differentiate between what is essential and 
nonessential.” He predicted city leaders 
would soon be having “frank discussions” 
about cuts — though he stressed that laying 
off workers is an absolute last-case scenario.

Mayor John Ferguson stressed the same 
thing: Cuts to staffing or pay would be a 
last-ditch effort to keep the city from going 
into the red.

“Everyone who’s still working [for 
Presidio city] is providing a very essential 
service,” he said, from collecting garbage to 
processing wastewater. “I would really, really 
want to look into finding some funding so we 
can maintain our operations.”

On Friday afternoon, city leaders were 
hopeful. Governor Greg Abbott was soon 
scheduled to hold a teleconference with local 
leaders, and Presidio city officials planned to 
ask about emergency funding for cities. But 
while Abbott touched on the topic briefly, 
no concrete plans or promises came out of 
the meeting.

In a follow-up interview on Monday, 
Ferguson acknowledged that the state’s plan 
to help out cities like Presidio is “unclear” 

but said he is “hopeful” that state leaders are 
listening to local officials and “seeing [the 
problem] for themselves.”

After all, Ferguson said, the city must 
continue serving its residents — that is non-
negotiable.

“We have to maintain our services for 
the community because they’re essential,” 
he said. “I don’t know how we’ll continue 
on if we come to a point where there’s no 
money left.”

But as City Administrator Portillo pointed 
out, one issue with the coronavirus pandemic 
is that — unlike previous disasters — it isn’t 
localized.

When Harvey decimated Houston, 
California could step up to help. And when 
wildfires decimated California, Texas was 
likewise in a position to provide aid — 
including by sending firefighters to the 
region.

But from money to medical supplies, “our 
dilemma today is that this pandemic is from 
East Coast to West Coast,” Portillo said. Most 
places are hurting and in need of aid. And just 
like with medical equipment for coronavirus 
patients, banks and federal leaders will likely 
have to triage.

While other communities in the tri-county 
may not yet be in Presidio’s position, cities 
across the region are also dealing with their 
own shortfalls. 

By STEPHEN PAULSEN
stephen@bigbendsentinel.com

MARFA — At last count, the Presidio County Jail has 
36 inmates, a pretty typical number. Just one of them — 
a county inmate on an aggravated assault charge — is 
waiting for county court.

The rest are being held for federal authorities like the 
U.S. Marshals Service for crimes involving drugs and 
illegal entry, said Gracie Parras, the jail administrator 
for Presidio County.

Parras says the number of federal detainees is going 
down. But for now, they still represent a vast majority 
of inmates at the local jail.

The inmates share cells, but the jail is still trying to 
take other precautions, Parras said. Workers disinfect 
cells an extra time each day, and attorneys are screened 
before they visit.

In an interview earlier this month, Sandy Wilson, the 
district attorney for the tri-county area, was working to 
get bonds or temporary releases for nonviolent inmates. 
It’s part of “compassionate release” efforts seen across 
the country to keep local jails from becoming vectors 
for coronavirus — though both Wilson and Parras 
stressed that most nonviolent local inmates were get-
ting bonded out even before the pandemic.

But while local authorities are taking precautions, 
higher-ups, from the governor’s office to the Federal 
Bureau of Prisons, have been much slower to release 
inmates, if they have at all. With a slew of new lawsuits 
this month, detainees and inmates have become a flash-
point in debates over how government authorities can 
and should respond to the coronavirus.

First, there are inmates in immigrant detention cen-
ters. CBP last month told The Big Bend Sentinel that it is 
adjudicating some cases “in the field” — a process that 
keeps undocumented migrants out of detention centers 
but, on the flip side, also fast-tracks deportations.

Federal authorities have deported around 20,000 peo-
ple since February, The New York Times reported last 
week — including some who later tested positive for 
coronavirus in their destination countries. CBP did not 
respond to a follow-up request this week to clarify its 
coronavirus policies.

But these new policies have done little to reduce 
numbers at already-packed detention centers — and 
coronavirus has already popped up among detained 
immigrants. At a detention center near Miami, federal 
authorities acknowledged in court filings this week that 
more than half of the roughly 600 detainees had been 
exposed to coronavirus.

And in Texas, the American Civil Liberties Union is 
suing federal officials in an effort to release medically 
vulnerable inmates from a facility near Houston. The 
lawsuit, filed earlier this month, lists at least four de-
tainees that the ACLU says are at a heightened risk of 
getting very sick or dying from COVID-19 — includ-

ing a 58-year-old with diabetes, asthma and sleep apnea 
who has been detained since February, and a 37-year-
old with breathing issues who has been in detention 
since last August.

“Detention centers like the Montgomery Processing 
Center cannot adequately protect the lives of those like 
our clients,” Andre Segura, the ACLU’s legal director 
in Texas, said in a statement. “There is no way to prac-
tice social distancing in a detention center, and they do 
not have access to face masks or even regular access to 
basic hygiene.”

“Limiting the number of people held in jails is critical 
to prevent a COVID-19 outbreak at MPC and the sur-
rounding community,” he added.

That isn’t the only ACLU coronavirus lawsuit filed 
this month involving inmates in Texas. The organiza-
tion is also suing Governor Greg Abbott and Texas At-
torney General Ken Paxton over what the group says 
is an “illegal executive order” hindering the ability of 
local judges to enact compassionate-release measures.

The case centers on Houston — where activists and 
legal groups have been fighting for years to overturn 
cash-bail rules that keep defendants in jail before trial 
because they can’t make cash bonds.

During a coronavirus in Houston, Harris County 
Judge Lina Hidalgo ordered hundreds of local defen-
dants released. But state orders preventing releases — 
as well as an order from a district judge — halted those 
efforts.

That’s the crux of the ACLU lawsuit. The organiza-
tion argues that Governor Abbott’s order stymieing 
compassionate releases is a violation of state disaster 
rules and the Texas Constitution.

“Local governments across the State have sought to 
implement the recommendations of public health ex-
perts, not only for the general population, but also for 
those in their custody,” the ACLU argued in their initial 
lawsuit, from earlier this month. But Abbott’s executive 
order “frustrates these efforts and unlawfully undercuts 
the authority of judges and the Legislature,” the suit ar-
gues.

Fights like this go well beyond Texas, though. In a 
case involving an outbreak at a federal prison in North 
Carolina, a judge over the weekend demanded that an 
inmate immediately be released.

The Bureau of Prisons had already approved the in-
mate’s release — and yet he was still in prison, because 
federal prison rules required inmates to be quarantined 
together for 14 days. That timeline can apparently be 
extended indefinitely if one or more of the quarantined 
inmates tests positive during that time.

Noting that these quarantine rules effectively created 
new disease vectors, the judge called the rules “illogi-
cal,” “self-defeating” and a “danger” to inmates and lo-
cal communities. She ordered prison officials to release 
him “immediately.”

County jail population stays steady, despite 
coronavirus’ outsized spread among the incarcerated

Shuttered

hours in advance to register and make appointments.” 
“Now, more than ever, it will be important for all of 

us to work together and we must think about people 
in our community who may not be able to get to the 
testing sites,” Guevara wrote in a Tuesday night email 
to local officials. “I will contact [the] Governor’s office 
to inform them of needing to go out to our colonias, 
Candelaria, Riudosa, Redford, and Shafter.”

“I just have mixed feelings about it,” Guevara told 
The Big Bend Sentinel on Wednesday morning. “Since 
there isn’t readily available testing until you have 
symptoms, it may be good.” The state has not said that 
patients must show symptoms to receive testing at the 
drive-through.

Texas currently ranks 48th in testing per capita, 
having tested just over 200,000 of the state’s nearly 
29 million residents. Even with a low percentage 
of testing, Texas ranks in the top ten states for total 
number of coronavirus cases.

“The State of Texas continues to expand our 
COVID-19 testing capacities and ensure that 
communities across the Lone Star State have access to 
the resources they need,” said Governor Abbott. “I am 
grateful for the dedication of our Guardsmen as they 
continue to serve their fellow Texans throughout the 
COVID-19 response.”

The governor has already announced plans to lift 
restrictions across the state, and his “Strike Force to 
Open Texas” will “safely and strategically restart and 
revitalize all aspects of the Lone Star State — work, 
school, entertainment, and culture,” according to the 
state website.

Abbott last week announced initial “opening” 

plans, including “retail-to-go,” a format that mimics 
restaurants current to-go-only operations. He also 
lifted restrictions on nonessential medical procedures, 
as long as hospitals still reserve 25 percent of their 
bedspace for coronavirus patients. State parks are also 
allowed to reopen for day use, though many in the Big 
Bend region have refrained thus far.

Public and private schools and higher education 
institutions will remain closed through the end of the 
academic year, according to the governor’s statement.

Abbott said he will make additional announcements 
regarding coronavirus restrictions on April 27, adding 
that the stay-at-home order, which expires on April 30, 
may be eliminated.

“I cannot stress enough that testing will not make us 
safer,” Guevara wrote to officials. “We must not allow 
ourselves or people in our community to cultivate a 
false sense of security. All of us together have been 
able to corral the virus away from us thus far by the 
extreme measures of closing businesses, churches, 
hotels, etc.”

“As we move towards eventually opening up the 
local economy, we should in no way relax our efforts 
to reduce interaction with people and social distancing 
should be practiced until we have a vaccine,” she 
wrote.

Echoing local coronavirus task force member and 
doctor Ekta Escovar, Guevara added, “As the urban 
areas see their areas with flattened curves after their 
peaks have come and gone, it could mean that our rural 
areas will be hit later and harder IF we are not careful 
and [if we] relax our efforts.”

“May we be strong together and persevere in this 
difficult time. If we stick together by staying apart, 
we can be safe,” said Guevara. Details on testing 
locations, times and making appointments will be 
available at www.bigbendsentinel.com as soon as they 
are announced.

(Continued from page  1)

Testing blitz
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Dear Editor,

Thank you to the donors who so generously opened their hearts to the 
Marfa Steps Up: Service Worker Relief Fund. Your contributions helped 
us raise $47,207.62, after nominal GoFundMe fees. This was distributed to 
175 service workers in need during this crisis. In addition to your generous 
donations, Porter’s and The Get Go rounded up the cards — this contribution 
took the cards from $269 to a full $300 for each eligible service employee. 
We are so grateful to our local grocery stores, and all of our donors –– those 
in Marfa, and also so many people from beyond who love Marfa, who so 
kindly supported this effort.

The success of the fund was dependent on our donors and so many who 
worked tirelessly behind-the-scenes to make it all come together.

Fellow organizers — Susan Kirr, Rainer Judd, Ian Lewis and Carolyn 
Pfeiffer — thank you for being amazing partners in this effort. You’ve been 
there for constant conversations, diffi cult decisions, logistical challenges 
and countless late nights helping to raise funds. 

A stunning group of volunteers stepped up, including Ashlie Adams, 
Sabine Blaese, Sara Button, Kate Calder, Neil Chavigny, Karen Crenshaw, 
Laura Doll, Nicki Ittner, Caroline Kanner, Faith Melgaard, Tori Raba and 
Molly Shea. You brought ideas to the table with an enormous amount of 
creativity. You helped us get the word out by leveraging your contacts, 
posting fl yers, creating paper forms for those service workers who did not 
have digital access, registering people and so much more. 

We owe a special shoutout to Emily Williams, who pointed us in the 
direction of grocery store gift cards, which helped put food on the table 
while funneling all the money from this fundraiser right back into our local 
businesses.

We could not have done this without Jacqueline Del Olmo, Miriam 
Halpern, Tim Johnson, Jasmin Pineda, Lupita Rivera and David Walstrom, 
who all helped by providing translation. Your efforts made the fund fully 
accessible to our bilingual community. Also to Abbie Perrault, who gently 
nudged us to provide paper forms, so those without digital access could 
apply.

We are so thankful for our local employers who went above and beyond 
to get their service staff registered — Joanne Crenshaw at the Paisano, 
Donna Poenisch at the Hotel Saint George, Abby Boyd at Chinati, Alex 
Gates at Cochineal, Monika Bernstein at El Cosmico — y’all rocked this.

Marfa is lucky to have some of the best public employees we could hope 
for. Mandy Roane, John Washburn, Oscar Aguero and Julio Medina — all 
of you helped to get us connected to so many in our community, and we are 
so grateful for that.

The Big Bend Sentinel, Marfa Public Radio and Sarah Vasquez writing 
for Texas Highways Magazine — thank you all for giving us so much print 
space and air time.

Our grocery store partners at Porter’s — Trae Dutchover, Rigo Cruz, Rosa 
Pereira — and at The Get Go — Maiya Keck and Chrissie Saenz. Thank 
you for taking us up on this journey and going the extra mile to round up 
the cards. And many thanks to the staff at both stores, who are working so 
hard to keep everyone supplied with food and essentials. 

Rainer, thank you for dreaming big and pushing us to make Marfa Steps 
Up something that lasts a long time. Carolyn Macartney, thank you for 
creating the perfect graphic identity, which will help to take this group into 
more initiatives in the future.

Throughout this crisis we are seeing people all over town step up for 
each other. Marfans are helping to get Nutrition Center meals to seniors, 
volunteering at the Marfa Food Pantry, fi xing playgrounds, checking in on 
neighbors, making masks, distributing bandanas, donating and building 
hand sanitizer stations, running errands for those who need to stay home, 
working at our grocery stores and more. 

So many in this town are doing so much to make a difference. We are 
happy the fund could be one small part of this larger community effort.

Thank you all for stepping up!

Shelley Bernstein
Marfa Steps Up
www.marfastepsup.org

Dear Editor,
Silver Lining

According to Wikipedia, the optimism of “every cloud has a silver lining” 
tells us that even the worst events or situations have some positive aspects.  

This pandemic has truly made these silver linings SHINE!
During this diffi cult time, we have been able to witness what our tri-

county community is really made of! While people are doing their part and 
staying home, they think of others working in harm’s way. There has been 
an outpouring of our creative community members who have reached out 
to see what need there is to keep our frontline employees safe: everything 
from sewn masks to ear savers to protect our clinical personnel. Big Bend 
Regional Medical Center is truly appreciative, grateful, and oh so fortunate 
to serve such a caring and involved community!

People have donated N-95 masks from their own businesses, while others 
have donated their time and supplies to sew masks for our community, and 
still others have made Facebook groups to help organize information and 
supplies. The latest group is those with 3-D printers who are printing ear 
savers and other helpful items.

In closing, please remember that for every hard situation there is a silver 
lining, a blessing to be counted, and a positive lesson to be learned. God 
bless our tri-county community!

Ruth C Hucke
Big Bend Regional Medical Center

Dear Editor,

Where’s Dorothy?

Dr. Oz opined: “Opening of schools may only cost us 2 to 3% in terms of 
total mortality … a tradeoff some folks would consider.” Who? Negligent 
parents already in Family Court?

Dr. Phil, ignoring COVID-19’s involuntary, indiscriminate contagion 
pattern, falsely compared deaths to voluntarily driving or smoking. 

Lt. Gov. Patrick opined seniors would willingly throw themselves on their 
swords for the economy! Are “friendly-fi re” deaths the price of reopening?

Have states overreacted? Hardly! Avoidance and social distancing arise 
from a conscientious concern for others’ well-being.

However, gun-toting MAGA-caps protesting stay-at-home orders 
demanded a return to economic activities. Small business employers are 
suffering. Millions unemployed cannot meet basic expenses. They blame 
proactive Democratic offi cials well-aware that COVID-19 is undeterred by 
Trump’s lies and inaction.

Some GOP governors ignore legitimate concerns about a virus we know 
little of but its ruthlessness. Abbott acts irresponsibly, reopening Texas with 
new cases being reported.

Question: “Whom or what is responsible for these economic hardships 
and federal paralysis?”

Answer: “40+ years of conservatism’s deregulation mantra, a privatized 
healthcare system tied to employment and small government ideology 
exacerbated by an incompetent, mentally-ill president’s failure to pursue a 
coordinated national strategy!”

Reopen! Don’t isolate? The ownership, corporate, upper 1% is already 
self-isolated, measured by the distance between themselves and most 
Americans, a paycheck removed from disaster.

An Oz, Phil, Patrick and Trumpian mindset equates people to disposable 
widgets. The Queen of Heartless is very effi cient at harvesting bodies. 
Meanwhile, where’s Dorothy in their wonderland of cruel realities?

Rev. Barry Abraham Zavah
Alpine
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leave a message at 432-729-4342.

America’s spirit will always stand 
stronger than any foe

By U.S. REPRESENTATIVE WILL HURD – TX23

I cannot remember a time in my life when our country was faced with a 
struggle like it is today. Coronavirus has changed everything from our work 
environment to errand running and family time. While a lot has changed, 
and, as this virus has waged a war on our economy and our health, it hasn’t 
hurt America’s spirit or her heart.

Our community, like so many around the country, has stepped up. 
We’ve seen neighbors helping one another by picking up groceries and 
goods. We’ve seen stores prioritize the elderly and our fi rst responders by 
providing special hours exclusively for them. Complete strangers have 
bought groceries or gas for others simply because they know it is a tough 
time for many. Communities have even come together to help people 
celebrate life’s moments, like San Antonio’s Police Department driving by 
for a special birthday surprise for a young girl.

Individually people have stepped up in donating food, money and 
volunteer time. They’ve prioritized stores they rely on in order to provide a 
source of income for our small businesses.

There are also several folks who, while many have stayed home to work, 
have had to venture out to do their jobs. I’m talking about our healthcare 
workers, police and emergency professionals, grocery workers, food 
suppliers, truck drivers, cleaning staff and many others. These men and 
women are keeping our shelves stocked with food, cleaning items and 
more. They are taking care of our sick friends and neighbors. And, they are 
making sure our supply chains keep moving, and, as a result, our economy 
keeps going.

I am beyond appreciative for all these people are still working in our 
community. I know it comes as a sacrifi ce to many of them because they’re 
not only working while their families are home, but they’re often working 
more hours and shifts, and, when they come home, they have to be even 
more cautious about the virus to ensure it doesn’t spread to themselves or 
their loved ones. 

Kindness also extends to our business. Toyota’s San Antonio plant has 
switched from producing cars to face masks, and their fi rst batch is staying 
local for healthcare workers and fi rst responders. Boeing’s San Antonio 
plant is manufacturing 3D printed face shields for distribution nationwide. 
Southstar Air Interiors in Uvalde made and donated face masks for the 
Uvalde Memorial Hospital. Distilleries and some breweries across Texas 
are making and distributing hand sanitizer to show the world that we are 
#StillStrongTX. Exxon donated $100,000 to the West Texas Food Bank. 
That is just the tip of the iceberg on the generosity of our businesses.

We live in an amazing community in an incredible country. I am so 
appreciative for everyone who makes the 23rd District of Texas such a great 
place to live and represent. Every person has had to deal with this virus in 
a different way, and it has shown all of us that the strength of America’s 
resolve is immense, and that kindness never disappears even on a dark day.

Thank you to everyone for stepping up during this time to do what they 
can for others. I am proud of our community, our state and our country for 
looking out for one another especially in times of struggle. America’s spirit 
will always stand stronger than any foe, including coronavirus.

A former undercover CIA offi cer, entrepreneur and cybersecurity expert, 
Will Hurd is the U.S. Representative for the 23rd Congressional District of 
Texas. In Washington, he serves on the House Permanent Select Committee 
on Intelligence, where he is the Ranking Member of the Subcommittee 
on Intelligence Modernization and Readiness, and the House Committee 
on Appropriations, where he serves on the Subcommittees on Military 
Construction and Veterans Affairs, and on Transportation, Housing and 
Urban Development.

Trump played ‘bait and switch’ with 
economic relief for workers

By  PATRICIA A. MARTONE

After nearly a month of stay-at-home orders in all but six states, millions 
of families are fi nding it impossible to keep food on the table and pay rent 
because of mass layoffs and furloughs. Twenty-two million Americans 
have fi led for unemployment benefi ts and adequate government support 
for unemployed workers is desperately needed. Such benefi ts not only help 
workers, they also prevent the complete collapse of the economy. Additional 
support for workers was included in the CARES Act (H.R. 748). But, thanks 
to the Trump administration, millions of workers are fi nding out that they 
have been intentionally locked out of receiving these benefi ts. 

From the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, Republicans have 
sought to provide unprecedented economic relief to businesses, while 
ignoring the plight of workers. In the negotiations leading to the CARES Act, 
the Republican controlled Senate initially proposed an all out $500 billion 
dollar handout to big business with nothing for employees. After intense 
negotiations with Democrats, the president and Republicans in Congress 
fi nally agreed to include the Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) 
program, which adds an extra $600 dollars a week (until July) to existing 
state unemployment and covers workers that were previously excluded 
from benefi ts. However, as soon as the expanded benefi ts were rolled out 
by the Labor Department, it became clear that the administration, through 
rule-making, is doing its best to exclude as many workers as possible from 
these benefi ts.

These rules contain a litany of unnecessary restrictions that permit 
states to require direct proof that unemployment resulted directly from the 
pandemic, or a doctor’s note proving the applicant contracted COVID-19. 
Unemployment benefi ts at the state level are already delayed because of the 
massive infl ux of claims. Allowing states to add additional rules only delays 
or completely stops desperately needed assistance and undermines the entire 
PUA Program. Further, the Labor Department rules exclude gig-economy 
workers, self-employed and independent contractors who are among the 
groups the PUA program was intended to help.

The direction of this administration is clear — give large handouts to 
corporations without restraint while creating a nest of red tape to block 
workers from the funds given to them in the CARES Act.

But the Department of Labor isn’t the only administrative agency trying 
to undermine and underpay workers. Independent from the CARES Act, 
Trump’s Department of Agriculture is currently considering a wage cut for 
foreign guest workers on the H-2A program in order to ease the current 
economic burden on farmers. Participants in the H-2A program make up 10% 
of all farmworkers in the nation. Their wages are set at a rate under $15 an 
hour, so it is astonishing to hear farm industry groups describe their measly 
wage as “artifi cially high,” and advocate for a wage of $8.34 an hour –– only 
slightly higher than the abysmally low federal minimum wage of $7.35 an 
hour. This proposal would have a particularly cruel effect on hardworking 
laborers who provide the food for our local stores. 

The Trump administration’s plan to bailout businesses and punish 
workers isn’t just immoral –– it’s bad economic policy. Consumer spending 
accounts for two-thirds of our GDP, and if consumers can’t afford to spend, 
our economy comes to a grinding halt. When wealthy Americans like me 
acquire additional cash, we tend to invest it. But the average worker, when 
given cash, will pump that money right back into the economy, purchasing 
food and consumer products. It is essential that we bail out the workers who 
will be the ones resuscitating our economy. 

Americans were struggling to stay afl oat before the COVID-19 crisis. 
Ironically, this crisis has shown us that our “essential” workers are also our 
lowest paid workers. The foundational principle of United States democracy 
is that the government exists to serve the people. That means all of the people, 
not just a fortunate few. This crisis is not political –– the coronavirus does 
not care if you are a Republican or Democrat. Similarly, this country does 
not need economic relief tethered to politics. It is time for our leaders to step 
up and take care of all of our workers and businesses. 

Patricia A. Martone is a practicing attorney, a former adjunct professor at 
New York University’s School of Law, a former equity partner in several law 
fi rms and a member of Patriotic Millionaires, a group of wealthy individuals 
united in their concern about the destabilizing concentration of wealth and 
power in America.

About the Patriotic Millionaires
Proud “traitors to their class,” members of the Patriotic Millionaires are 

high-net worth Americans, business leaders, and investors who are united 
in their concern about the destabilizing concentration of wealth and power 
in America. The mission of The Patriotic Millionaires organization is to 
build a more stable, prosperous, and inclusive nation by promoting public 
policies based on the “fi rst principles” of equal political representation, a 
guaranteed living wage for all working citizens, and a fair tax system. You 
can fi nd out more at http://patrioticmillionaires.org/about/
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“Pueblo Indian Pot”
Louise Culbertson
6th Grade
Marfa Elementary School

Puzzle solutions for last week’s issue

Presented by:

YOUR LOGO HERE!
Contact us at 
ads@bigbendsentinel.com 
or more information!

Marfa nutrition 
program expands to 
seven days a week

MARFA — The Marfa Nutrition Center is 
now offering meals seven days per week. The 
expanded home-delivery program comes after 
more than $20,000 in funding from Meals on 
Wheels America and the Permian Basin Area 
Foundation was awarded to the center over the 
last week. 

For now, weekend meals will be shelf-stable 
options and delivered with Friday’s hot meal. 
However, city administration is working on a 
plan to utilize local restaurants to ensure senior 
citizens are getting hot meals every day of the 
week.

“We’re thrilled to be able to offer this new 
service,” said Community Services Director 
Mandy Roane. “The funds from our generous 
donors and the amazing staff and volunteers at 
the Nutrition Center are reasons we’re able to 
do this; I’m excited to get this off the ground 
and see how far we can take it.”

The new meal plan comes after COVID-19 
concerns caused the in-house senior meal 
program to be temporarily closed and all 
seniors switched to home delivery. Nutrition 
Center Director Ed Cobos also worked to add 
almost 20 new clients to the list, bringing the 
total meals served daily to 107.

For more information about the senior 
nutrition program or any of the city’s other 
community services, contact Mandy Roane at 
librarydirector@cityofmarfa.com or call 432-
729-4315.

Photo by Helen Snook

Brothers Paul Stratakos of Alpine and 
Johnny Stratakos here from Austin 
occupied themselves during their house 
shut-in by building a ramp for BMX and 
skateboard tricks. Pictured are, from left 
to right, Johnny’s wife India, grandfather 
Don Snook, father Steve Stratakos, Paul 
on BMX bike and Johnny transferring 
from one skateboard to another on top 
of the ramp. Johnny is an accomplished 
BMX rider in Austin. Paul graduated 
from Alpine High School in 2019.        

Helen Snook
Alpine, Texas

Write in to the Big Bend Senti nel 
with text and/or photos showing 

and telling us how you are creati vely 
entertaining yourself during social 

distancing and isolati on.
Send your writi ng and images to 

editor@bigbendsenti nel.com

By ABBIE PERRAULT
abbie@bigbendsentinel.com

PRESIDIO COUNTY — The Marfa Municipal 
Airport will receive $30,000 in federal relief 
funds, a part of the Coronavirus Aid, Relief and 
Economic Security (CARES) Act passed by 
Congress on March 27. The relief bill included 
$10 billion in funding to provide economic relief 
for U.S. airports affected by the prevention of, 
preparation for and response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

The funding is intended to support continued 
operations at airports across the country, as well 
as provide some relief for lost revenue during 
the pandemic. According to the United States 
Department of Transportation, the funds can 
be used for airport capital expenditures, airport 
operating expenses, including payroll and utilities, 
and airport debt payments.

The neighboring Alpine-Casparis Municipal 
Airport in Alpine was awarded $20,000 in the bill, 
but the Presidio Lely International Airport was 
left out of the federal relief package, because it 
has not yet received classifi cation as a National 
Plan of Integrated Airport Systems (NPIAS) 
airport. Presidio County Airport Director Chase 
Snodgrass said the county has applied but they 
have not heard back. And while they meet some of 
the criteria, there are certain aspects of the Presidio 
Lely Airport that could mean they aren’t qualifi ed.

But Snodgrass suspects that most of the $30,000 
of funds will be used to make up for lost revenues 

since traffi c through Marfa Municipal Airport has 
slowed. Before the coronavirus, the airport was 
breaking its own records, bringing in funds faster 
than ever. Snodgrass said the airport sold more 
fuel every month of this fi scal year compared to 
last year.

Then, the coronavirus hit. “In March, the two 
airports sold 4,000 gallons, and the previous 
March we sold 10,000 gallons.”

Those months of high revenues will hopefully 
help offset budget shortfalls. The county made 
76 percent of its budgeted income in six months, 
meaning the latter half of the year does not need to 
be as successful in order to keep them afl oat.

“My proposal would be to put it in the airport 
revenue and use it to replace what was lost in fuel 
sales,” Snodgrass said. Airport revenue covers the 
costs of insurance, vehicles, salaries, electricity 
and smaller airport improvement projects that 
don’t qualify as capital improvement projects.

“We were terribly optimistic before this 
coronavirus nonsense,” the director said. “Now 
fuel sales have dropped off by 75 percent loss in 
volume by gallon over March and April.”

“I don’t know how long it will continue, April 
looks to be the same way,” he said. As for the 
$30,000 infusion of federal money, Snodgrass 
said, “That $30,000 just barely makes up for that. 
I hope we start recovering and people start fl ying 
again.”

“People are still fl ying in, but we’re not getting 
the big jets from New Jersey and California that 
we normally do,” he said.

Marfa airport gets boost from federal 
coronavirus relief bill

Snap shot
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marfa shorthorns
sports calendar

Pace & Associates
CPAs, L.L.C.

more experience, better solutions

432.837.3371
www.mrpacecpa.com

YOUR AD HERE!
ONLY $10 / WEEK

Contact
ads@bigbendsentinel.com

Raul Lara
City Council Member

Cell# 432-249-1189
councilmemberlara@cityofmarfa.com

Post Offi ce Box 787
432-729-4315 / fax 432-729-3158

Prescription Shop Marfa
A full-service pharmacy. Now 

accepting many insurance plans 
for service while you wait.

105 East Oak Street,
next to Marfa Country Clinic

 432.729.4244 
rxshopmarfa@gmail.com

Celebration Liquor Marfa 

Mon - Thu11:30 am - 9 pm
Fri - Sat 10 am - 9 pm 

729-4682 • Alpine 

Mon - Sat 10 am - 9 pm
432-837-7479 • Marfa

Convenience West BBQ

Friday • Saturday • Sunday
5 pm - 9 pm or till gone

 1411 W San Antonio/Hwy 90

YOUR AD HERE!
ONLY $10 / WEEK

Contact
ads@bigbendsentinel.com

Bullet Transport 
Services INC.

for all your transportation 
needs: local, international, 

USA, Mexico, Canada
Presidio/Mexico/Canada

229.4427

YOUR AD HERE!
ONLY $10 / WEEK

Contact
ads@bigbendsentinel.com

Check www.bigbendsentnel.com for updates. 

OBITUARIES

Bentley
A lifelong member of the Jeff 

Davis-Fort Davis community 
Mr. Joe Bonilla Bentley, Sr. 95, 
surrounded by his loving family 
was called home by his Lord and 
Savor on Wednesday, April 15th, 

2020 at Big Bend Regional Medical 
Center in Alpine, Texas.

Mr. Bentley was born on May 20, 
1924 in Fort Davis, Texas to George 
Bentley, Sr. and Angelita Bonilla 
Bentley.  He later married the love 
of his life Dora Bentley.   They had 
six wonderful children.  He worked 
for Fort Davis Independent School 
District.  Mr. Bentley was also an 
avid wood craftsman.

Private graveside services were 
held on Monday, April 20, 2020 
at St. Joseph’s Catholic Cemetery 
with Father Joe Raj serving as 
Graveside Celebrant.  Memorial 
Rosary and Mass of Christian 
Burial will be held at a further time.

Mr. Bentley is preceded in death 
by his parents; his beloved wife 
Dora Bentley; one sister Amelia 
Dutchover; two brothers George 

Bentley and Eliseo Bentley.
Those left to cherish and honor 

the memory of Mr. Bentley is 
his daughters Linda Castillo 
of Midland, Yrma Cantano of 
Monahans, Janey Bentley of Fort 
Davis and Lilly Bentley of Fort 
Davis; his sons Joe Bentley, Jr. of 
Monahans and Ricky Bentley of 
Fort Davis; his sisters Manuela 
Granado of Fort Davis and 
Consuelo Leyva of Fort Davis; 
his sixteen grandchildren, forty-
two great grandchildren, four 
great great grandchildren and his 
numerous  nieces and nephews.

The Bentley family has entrusted 
Alpine Memorial Funeral Home 
with professional services.

Online condolences may be left 
at: www.alpinememoiralfuneral-
home.com

Woodward
Tommy Raymond Woodward, 

born February 28, 1933, passed 
away peacefully with family at his 

side April 15, 2020. During his 87 
year lifespan, he lived in Alpine 
and Midland Texas as well as 6 
years in Colorado. He graduated 
from Alpine High School (Alpine, 
TX), received his Associate of Arts 
degree in Business Administration 
and Bachelor of Science Degree in 
Geology at UTPB (Odessa, TX)

 He was a Master Sergeant in 
the US Air Force where he served 
a total of 32 years that included 
Veteran Korean confl ict (served 
in West Germany). His careers 
included: Geological Draftsman, 
Petroleum Geologist, School 
Bus Driver Midland ISD, H&R 
Tax Preparation & AARP Tax 
Assistant Volunteer. He proudly 
held memberships with: Air Force 
Sergeants Association (AFSA), 

Veterans of Foreign Wars, 
International Order of DeMolay 
Alumni Association, Alpine 
Masonic Lodge #766, Royal Arch 
Keystone Chap #172 (High Priest) 
and Council #112 (Thrice Illustrious 
Master), Midland Commandery 
#84, 32nd Degree Scottish Rite 
Mason (Lubbock TX), The Order 
of Eastern Star, Star of German 
Chapter #1 (Wiesbaden, Germany)

 Tommy is survived by 
his wife of almost 66 years, 
Katherine Woodward; his 
daughters: Ella Trumpfeller & 
Joyce Wood.  A son, TR Woodward, 
preceded him in death. His burial 
will take place in a private family 
memorial at Elm Grove Cemetery.

Services have been entrusted to 
Alpine Memorial Funeral Home.

Felsot
It is with a heavy broken heart to 

announce the passing of a beloved 
wife, soul mate, mother, friend, 
business owner and fi rst responder 
Traci Felsot entered eternal life 
on Tuesday, April 7, 2020 at Big 
Bend Regional Medical Center after 
a courageous battle with cervical 
cancer.

Traci was born on February 4, 
1971 in Grand Rapids, Michigan 
to Laura Faye Planck and Devere 
James Planck.  Traci served as the 
EMT Supervisor for West Texas 
Ambulance Service in Alpine, 
Texas.

A private chapel service followed 
by graveside service was held on 
Tuesday, April 14, 2020 with Joe 

Greer Denham, III serving as funeral 
celebrant.  A memorial service for 
held for Traci in the summer.

Traci enjoyed being around 
water.  Since she grew up on the 
Great Lakes of Michigan, she loved 
to boat, swim as well as other water 
activities.  She had a knack for sweet 
talking restaurateurs into taking 
extra special care of her family and 
friends during their visits.   Traci 
had so many lifelong friends that 
she grew up with and befriend in 
Alpine.

Upon graduation, Traci moved to 
Arizona, El Paso and then in October 
of 1998, she moved to her forever 
home of Alpine, Texas.  Traci 
started as a Volunteer Firefi ghter in 
Alpine.  She met her future husband 
on her birthday February 4, 1999 
at a volunteer fi re fi ghter meeting 
becoming instant best friends. 

Traci became an EMT in 2001 
and served the community of Alpine 
for almost 20 years.  She held 
the position of secretary and later 
1st Captain for the Alpine Volunteer 
Fire Department.  Traci went into 
business for herself when she 
opened “Traci’s Vape Shop” Alpines 
fi rst and only vape shop.  Upon the 
death of her brother in law Chief 
Mark Scudder, Traci became Assist. 

Fire Chief.  Traci was also selected 
as Firefi ghter of the Year. 

Traci was preceded in death by her 
Mother Laura Faye Planch and her 
Father Devere James Planck.  Traci 
was also preceded in death by her 
brother in law Chief Mark Scudder.

The wonderful life of Traci will 
forever be honored and cherished 
by her husband Michael Scudder 
of Alpine; her daughter Jessica 
Scudder-Patterson and husband 
Jeremy of Portland, Texas; her 
nephews Corey Scudder and wife 
Corey and Colby Scudder; her two 
nieces Cheyenne and Sierra as well 
as her loving grandson Michael 
(Mikey) Patterson of Portland, 
Texas.  As well as her beloved 
friends that she made during her 
incredible life’s journey.

From her husband Mike “Please 
God take care of my Angel that was 
on this earth and now in your hands.  I 
love your Traci Felsot with all my 
being and heart.   I LOVE YOU MY 
MICHIGAN GIRL!”   Traci will 
forever be a constant reminder of 
love, friendship and true spirit.

Services for Traci was entrusted to 
Alpine Memorial Funeral Home.

You may leave online condolences 
at: www.alpinememorialfuneral-
home.com.

ALPINE — Sul Ross State University’s The Bryan 
Wildenthal Memorial Library, Archives of the Big 
Bend and the Museum of the Big Bend recently fi nished 
a collaboration focusing on the transition of a WWI 
exhibit at the library to a virtual format.

“WWI: Lessons and Legacies” is organized by the 
Smithsonian Institution’s Traveling Exhibition Service 
and the National Museum of American History.

The exhibit has been in the works since Fall 2019 and 
is supported by SRSU history faculty according to Betsy 
Evans, director of Access, Instruction, and Outreach.

“We were originally planning to host an in-person 
exhibit on the second fl oor of the library following 
spring break with documents and photos from the 
Archives and real artifacts from the Museum of the Big 

Bend,” Evans said. 
“Because of the COVID-19 pandemic and the closure 

of the Sul Ross campus to the public, we decided to 
transform the exhibit to an online format to share with 
people and still be able to give some true regional 
context about the Great War.”

Evans noted that the university hopes to share the 
artifacts and documents in person at a later date.

“Of great excitement in our planning phase was a 
panoramic photo taken in 1919 of soldiers, sailors, and 
American Red Cross workers in front of the Brewster 
County courthouse in Alpine,” said Evans. The photo 
was taken by Duncan Photo of Marfa, Texas.

To view the online exhibit, visit https://library.sulross.
edu/presenting-world-war-i-lessons-and-legacies/.

ALPINE — The Museum of the Big Bend’s 34th 
annual Trappings of Texas is now online. “Though we 
will not be able to meet together because of the current 
health crisis with COVID-19, we will still be able to 
host our annual show and sale via an online format,” 
said Mary Bones, museum director.

The sale will continue through August 2. Bones said as 
works are sold and shipped, artists will have new works 
available for purchase on the Trappings website.

“This will create an evolving, new show and sale on a 
continuing basis,” said Bones.

Sul Ross graduate and artist Phil Bob Borman will have 
three works on display. Fellow alumnus and gearmaker 
Wayne Franklin will display two metal works.

Paintings by Alice Leese will also be featured along 
with silver pendants, jewelry, knife and buckle works 
from Buddy Knight.

This year’s premiered artist is Brian Asher of Ft. 
Worth.

Considered one of the best Western art and custom 
cowboy gear exhibits and sales in the country, Trappings 
of Texas showcases the work of both up-and-coming 
and well-established artists.

“Please know your purchases help to support our 
artists and the Museum of the Big Bend,” Bones said.  
“We look forward to working with you!”

To see this years offerings, visit https://www.
museumofthebigbend.com/trappings-of-texas/

Brewster County soldiers and American Red Cross workers, World War I, Alpine, Texas. Photo taken on July 
7, 1919. 

SRSU WWI exhibit transitions to online format

Photo courtesy of Sul Ross State University

Sanchez
Aaron Sanchez, 62, of Marfa, 

Texas, was welcomed into the 
Kingdom of Heaven Sunday April 
19, 2020 at Big Bend Regional 
Medical Center in Alpine, Texas.

Aaron was born August 4, 197 
in Chihuahua, Mexico to the late 
Bartolo Sanchez and Alba Carbajal. 

He is survived by his wife of 38 
years, Elpidia Sanchez, sons Cesar 
David Espinoza and his wife 
Ivonne Legarreta, Aaron Sanchez 
Jr., daughters Alicia Sanchez, 
Elia Sanchez and her husband 
Rodolfo Rascon, grandchildren 
Mateo, Yoanna, Abraham, Abigail, 
Rodolfo, Paula and Victoria, brother 
Eliseo Sanchez, sisters Elvia 
Salazar, Abisag Sanchez, Many 
nieces,  nephews, and extended 
family. Aaron was a loving father, 
husband, grandfather and friend to 
everyone that knew him.

Aaron graduated from Universidad 
Autonoma de Chihuahua as an 
Agricultural Engineer, he moved 
to Marfa, Texas with his family 
in 1998. His last job was as an 
insulator in Houston, Texas. He 
retired in 2019. Aaron was a fi rm 
believer of God and was raised in 

a Christian home. He loved life and 
was a positive fi gure for all that met 
him.

Service will be Thursday, April 23, 
2020 at “Iglesia Cristiana Jesus es 
Rey” at 10:00 a.m. in Marfa, Texas. 
He will be buried at Cementerio de 
la Merced. Pastor Ernesto Zubia 
will offi ciate the service.

 “En la casa de me Padre muchas 
moradas hay; si asi no fuera, yo os lo 
hubiera dicho; voy, pues, a preparar 
lugar para vosotros” Juan 14:2.

Papa Aaron we love you and we 
will miss you forever.

Sincerely,
Your wife, sons, daughters, 

grandchildren, family and friends.
Alpine Memorial Funeral Home 

was entrusted with his services. 
Online condolences and you may 
also sign the register book at:  www.
alpinememorialfuneral.com.

34th annual Trappings of Texas goes digital
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Cibolo Creek Ranch is seeking a 
Dining Room Manager, 

Cooks and Servers.

Experience in restaurants and the 
Hospitality industry is required.

If interested please send resume to 
obott ois@cibolocreekranch.com

Classifi eds & public notices

The City of Marfa is accepti ng applicati ons 
for the positi on of Code Enforcement Offi  cer. 

An applicati on and job descripti on detailing 
duti es and responsibiliti es can be obtained 

at the Marfa City Hall at 113 S Highland Ave. 
or online at cityofmarfa.com/employment.  

Compensati on will depend upon 
qualifi cati ons and experience. The positi on 
will remain open and posted on the City’s 

website unti l fi lled.

NOW HIRING
Village Farms – Marfa

Maintenance - perform general building, plumbing, electrical 
and equipment repairs and preventati ve maintenance.

• 2 years maintenance experience required, to include 
high voltage electric, mechanical and plumbing (welding 
experience preferred)

• Strong ti me management, organizati onal & follow up skills
• Att enti on to detail
• Ability to work independently 
• Ability to work at heights up to 20 feet
• Must be willing to work fl exible hours, including 

weekends, evenings and holidays.
  
Full-ti me positi on off ers great pay and competi ti ve benefi ts 
package which includes health, vision, dental, life and STD 
insurance & 401k

Contact Informati on:
texashr@villagefarms.com  or 432-729-3071 ext. 607. 
Applicati ons @ Village Farms Security Stati ons 3 miles N. Hwy 
17, Marfa or 3 miles S. Hwy 17, Fort Davis 

Come worship with us

First United 
Methodist Church
Do not fear, for I am with you,

    do not be afraid, 
for I am your God;

I will strengthen you, 
I will help you,

    I will uphold you with my 
victorious right hand.

Isaiah 41:10

Sundays 9 am
Pastor Young Hoon Kang

110 W Washington Steet
Marfa 432-729-4534

•

•

Alexandra Rau, LCSW
Therapy for individuals and couples

www.alexandrarau.com
917.213.7449
alexandra@alexandrarau.com
Highland Avenue, Marfa

MARFA ISD BREAKFAST INFO DURING CLOSURE 9:00 am - 9:20 am 9:20 am - 9:40 am 9:40 am - 10:00 am

Marfa ISD provides free
 breakfast and lunch for all 

children 18 years and younger. 
Please be on the look out for a Marfa 
vehicle for deliveries at the following 

locations and times:

Mando’s 
Restaurant  
Parking lot

or
Apartments 

on Spring and 
Columbia

Porter’s Field
or

USDA on Ave D

Robertson Cafeteria 
will be open for 
drive-by pick up 
from 9:00-10:00

Blackwell 
Playground

or
Marfa Villa

presented by

REMEMBER: 
There are online meetings at intherooms.com
https://www.sobergrid.com/  
Sober Grid is a mobile sober community.

JOIN ONLINE:
Go to zoom.us or download the app:

ACA Thursday’s 5:30
https://tinyurl.com/y7qyghga

Al Anon. Sunday 2:00
https://tinyurl.com/yd78lsa6

AA Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday 
6PM
https://tinyurl.com/y7uxgrcy 

AA Noon Saturday
https://tinyurl.com/yd7opqwu

JOIN BY PHONE:
One tap mobile
+13462487799,,673978624# US 

Dial by your location
+1 346 248 7799 US         
+1 253 215 8782 US          
+1 301 715 8592 US

Noon: Meeting ID: 673 978 624
6PM: ID 459 281 670
AL-ANON SUNDAY 2PM: ID 706 301 103

MARFA AA and AL-ANON MEETINGS
Due to the coronavirus, meetings are now available online and by phone:

By STEPHEN PAULSEN
stephen@bigbendsentinel.com

TRI-COUNTY — Local 
offi cials across the Big Bend took 
proactive steps to slow the spread 
of COVID-19, closing bars and 
restaurants while the disease was 
still relatively far away. And by 
some measures, those efforts appear 
to be working.

Historical data from the 1918 
Spanish fl u and other outbreaks 
show that diseases often reach rural 
areas about two weeks after they 
hit nearby cities, according to Ekta 
Escovar, a local health authority in 
Brewster County and a member of 
the local COVID-19 task force. But 
more than a month after El Paso’s 
fi rst case in early March, the Texas 
Department of State Health Services 
is still reporting no coronavirus 
cases in Presidio, Brewster or Jeff 
Davis counties.

Granted, the offi cial zero-case 
count should be treated with 
skepticism; Texas has some of 
the lowest per capita coronavirus 
testing rates in the country. The 
Big Bend Sentinel reported on local 
testing issues as early as March.

And since many COVID-19 
patients show mild or moderate 
symptoms and therefore don’t 
qualify for testing, doctors are now 
presuming local patients positive 
without testing them, as Marfa 

Public Radio reported last week.
Because these presumptive 

positives rely on individual patient 
recommendations rather than 
medical tests, there is no offi cial 
tally of these cases. In an interview, 
Dr. Escovar said there is “no way” 
to determine how many presumed 
positive cases there are in the tri-
county.

Escovar called the testing protocols 
in Texas “really disappointing.”

“Texas as a whole hasn’t made a 
ton of progress on testing,” she said. 
She thinks the state is “slowing 
down” testing too soon.

Still, the number of local residents 
tested for the virus continues to 
slowly climb — and with it, no 
confi rmed positive results. Forty tri-
county residents have been tested, 
with no pending results and no 
confi rmed cases, Ekta Escovar said 
at a Brewster County meeting on 
Wednesday. That’s up from 32 tests 
earlier this month.

And even without better testing, 
there are still clear signs that the 
coronavirus isn’t widespread in the 
area, said Katie Ray, a doctor at 
Preventive Care Health Services.

“We haven’t had a single severe 
case,” she said. “That does tell us 
the caseload in the region is low.”

That’s the good news. The bad 
news is that social distancing could 
be the norm for a while — and that 

even with such measures, people in 
the Big Bend could become infected 
and die.

“We don’t expect to signifi cantly 
decrease the number of people 
ever exposed [to coronavirus] in 
their lifetime,” Ray said of social-
distancing efforts — predicting 
that a “huge percentage of the 
population will be exposed at one 
point or another.” Rather, the goal 
is simply to slow the spread of the 
coronavirus enough that our fi rst 
severe cases don’t overwhelm the 
healthcare system.

Week by week and day by day, 
the coronavirus has inched closer to 
the Big Bend and become more of a 
reality for the people who live here.

What started as a far-off disease 
outbreak in Seattle and New York, 
and then in Houston and Dallas, 
has now spread to nearby cities like 
El Paso. And while bar closures 
and stay-at-home orders may seem 
extreme enough already, measures 
like those in Presidio — where city 
offi cials are now advising residents 
they “should” wear masks in public 
— could foreshadow stricter rules 
to come.

El Paso reported the fi rst case in 
the region on March 13, a man in 
his 40s. Like many of the early cases 
around the country, offi cials said the 
infection was linked to travel — in 
his case, to California.

Crane County reported its fi rst 
case on March 19 — the fi rst case in 
the Permian Basin, and the fi rst case 
in a rural county of Far West Texas. 
That patient is an employee at the 
University of Texas of the Permian 
Basin in Odessa, health offi cials 
said.

Midland and Odessa soon 
confi rmed their fi rst cases — 
with Midland’s Midland County 
reporting one on March 25, and 
Odessa’s Ector County reporting a 
day later, on March 26.

Less than a month later, those case 
counts have ballooned, according 
to data from the Texas Department 
of State Health Services. At press 
time on Wednesday, El Paso 
has confi rmed over 500 cases, 
while Ector and Midland County 
have reported a total of over 120 
combined.

Meanwhile, the disease has 
continued to spread into neighboring 
rural counties — bringing confi rmed 
cases of the disease closer to the 
Big Bend. Crane County now has at 
least two cases, and Pecos County 
has at least fi ve.

In Reeves County, meanwhile, the 
Pecos County Memorial Hospital 
now says it’s found at least three 
confi rmed cases of the disease. But 
those numbers aren’t refl ected in 
Texas state fi gures, which still show 
zero cases in Reeves County.

The hospital declined to comment 
on the discrepancy, but one 
explanation is likely: the patients 
split their time between Reeves and 
another county, and were instead 
added to the count elsewhere.

These local counts may continue 
to rise, but don’t expect much more 
information anytime soon. While 
low testing rates are preventing 
state offi cials from understanding 
the true scope of the coronavirus 
spread, sparsely-populated West 
Texas has another factor working 
against it: patient-privacy rules.

The Big Bend Regional Medical 
Center for weeks couldn’t release 
local testing fi gures, citing HIPAA, 
the Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act. Since there are 
so few people in the tri-county — 
and even fewer people are getting 

tested — hospital offi cials said 
they couldn’t release information 
without breaking privacy rules.

Those same rules are also limiting 
how much information is disclosed 
on confi rmed COVID-19 cases 
— like in Reeves County, where 
hospital spokesperson Venetta Seals 
also cited HIPAA in declining to 
provide more information on local 
cases.

 “We certainly don’t want a person 
or family or employer targeted,” 
Seals said of the Reeves County 
patients. “It could be unpleasant for 
them.” She acknowledged Midland, 
Odessa and El Paso were releasing 
more information on cases, 
including ages, genders and details 
on how people became infected. 
But she added: “You have a little 
more anonymity there.”

How coronavirus spread across the state

8 am - 1 pm
place coffee 

orders at:
thesentinelmarfa.

com/shop

209 w el paso st,  
marfa, tx 79843

THURSDAY

TO-GO ONLY
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