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CITY OF LAREDO 
SPECIAL CITY COUNCIL MEETING 

M2020-SC-07 
LIVE WEB LINK: http://laredotx.swagit.com/live 

CITY COUNCIL CHAMBERS 1110 
HOUSTON STREET 

LAREDO, TEXAS 78040 
August 13, 2020 

6:30 P.M. 
 
I. CALL TO ORDER 
 

Mayor Pete Saenz called the meeting to order. 
 

II. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE  
 
Mayor Pete Saenz led in the pledge of allegiance. 

 
III. MOMENT OF SILENCE 
 

Mayor Pete Saenz led in a moment of silence, remembering the fatalities of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

 
IV. ROLL CALL 

 
In attendance: 
 
Pete Saenz     Mayor 
Rudy Gonzalez, Jr.    District I 
Vidal Rodriguez    District II 
Mercurio “Merc” Martinez, III  District III 
Alberto Torres, Jr.    District IV, Mayor Pro-Tempore 
Norma “Nelly” Vielma   District V 
Dr. Marte Martinez    District VI 
George J. Altgelt    District VII 
Roberto Balli     District VIII  
Jose A. Valdez, Jr.    City Secretary  
Robert Eads     City Manager 
Rosario Cabello    Deputy City Manager 
Kristina L. Hale    Asst. City Manager & Acting City Attorney 
Riazul Mia     Assistant City Manager 

 
Citizen comments 
 
Joe Baeza, Interim Public Information Officer, read public comments into the record: Geraldo 
Aguina stated that a City Charter violation should be considered an Ethics violation; the 

http://laredotx.swagit.com/live


2  

proposed change would allow for transparency and more accountability that would ultimately 
ensure the safety and well-being of the citizenry. He voiced his opinion that there should not be 
any leniency among Council and the City when it comes to Charter violations.  
 
Dolores de la Garza asked Council hold itself accountable to the constituency by approving the 
Charter amendment reversing the recall petition requirement to 10% of the votes cast rather 
than 10% of the registered voters. She also requested Council to approve the amendment that 
a Charter violation would constitute an Ethics violation and to turn the Ethics Commission into a 
quasi-judicial entity; she supported the amendment reducing the amount of discretionary 
funding [District Priority Funds] to $50,000 as well as the amendment that stipulates 
consequences or penalties for violating the City Code of Ethics by employees and elected 
officials. She voiced her support of stopping and converting the sports venue sales tax to an 
economic development sales tax. Lakshmana “Vish” Viswanath spoke in favor of these 
amendments, as well.  
 
Mellie Hereford voiced her disappointment that after requesting citizen input on Charter 
amendment proposals, Council had no intention of using any suggestions provided by the 
public, as all of those public suggestions were voted down. She noted that this is an example of 
taxation without representation as Council ignored every public suggestion and instead crafted 
their own amendments that would benefit themselves and their friends. She asked Council to 
add the Charter amendment proposals as presented by Ms. de la Garza and Mr. Viswanath.  
 
Victor Gomez of the Charter Revision Commission voiced his disbelief that Council proceeded 
to formulate amendments to the Charter without input from or regard for the citizenry or the 
Charter Revision Commission at the August 7 Council meeting. He asked why Council 
appointed a Commission if their recommendations continue to be ignored and voiced his 
opinion that the nine amendment proposals Council approved for the November ballot are self-
serving and not for the benefit of the public.  
 
Armando Cisneros asked why Council Members have $500,000 apiece each year arbitrarily, 
noting that the Charter Revision Commission voted to codify this process so that there is a 
process in place for Council to follow when they decide on their District Priority Funds. Since 
these funds are bonds and therefore borrowed money, he asked why Council is opposed to 
having something formalized in writing to oversee these millions of dollars, especially when the 
public has long asked for a change to the current non-policy.  
 

V. PUBLIC HEARING 
 

1. Motion to open public hearing #1.  
 
Moved:  MPT Torres 
Second:  Cm. Rodriguez 
For:  8   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Motion to take each proposal individually. 
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Moved:  Cm. Altgelt 
Second:  MPT Torres 
For:  8   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Joe Baeza, Interim Public Information Officer, read a comment from Gerald Schwebel into 
the record in which Mr. Schwebel stated that the City of Laredo has deemed it not the right 
time for social gatherings or gatherings in businesses, schools, or places of worship. He 
asked if it is the right time for Charter reform, noting that the City’s focus should be to lower 
the Coronavirus transmission rate to a controllable level; Charter changes are not part of 
that solution. Reform requires a robust conversation with the public, and making changes 
during a global pandemic undermines the public trust in government. After reading the 
proposed changes to the Charter in this public hearing, he asked what is so important that it 
requires a Charter change now and also asked who stands to benefit from Charter reform in 
the middle of a pandemic.  
 
An Ordinance of the City Council of the City of Laredo, Texas, ordering a special election 
for the submission of charter amendments to be held within the City on November 3, 2020; 
and providing for severability, publication, and an effective date. 

 
SECTION 1.  A Charter amendment election is ordered to be held in the various voting 
precincts of the City of Laredo on November 3, 2020 to submit the following propositions to 
amend the City Charter of the City of Laredo to the qualified voters of the City: 

 
Proposition A 
Shall the City Charter be amended to provide that upon the conviction of a criminal offense, 
excluding a felony, by the Mayor or a City Council Member, a declaratory judgment action 
shall be filed with a district court of competent jurisdiction to seek a determination on 
whether the crime committed is one involving moral turpitude, and if it is so determined, a 
recall process shall be automatically triggered? 

 
YES ( ) 
NO (  ) 
 
Cm. Vielma noted that this language implies that a felony is an automatic forfeiture of office 
while another crime involving moral turpitude would trigger a recall election. Kristina L. Hale, 
Assistant City Manager and Acting City Attorney, confirmed that this was staff’s 
understanding of Council’s intention during the drafting of that language. Cm. Vielma and 
Cm. Altgelt countered that their understanding of the proposal was that any crime of moral 
turpitude would result in an automatic forfeiture of office.  
 
Mrs. Hale confirmed that staff watched the video of that language and verified that Council’s 
motion was to trigger a recall election for a non-felony crime involving moral turpitude, not 
an automatic forfeiture of office. Mayor Saenz agreed with staff’s interpretation, noting that 
while he did not agree with it, Council approved the proposal as it is written now.  
 
Cm. Altgelt initiated a motion to amend Proposition A so that it reads: “Shall the City Charter 
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be amended to provide that upon the conviction of a criminal offense, including a felony or a 
crime of moral turpitude, by the Mayor or a City Council Member, a declaratory judgment 
action shall be filed with a district court of competent jurisdiction to seek a determination on 
whether the crime committed is one involving moral turpitude, and if it is so determined, it 
will trigger an automatic forfeiture of office?”. 
 
Motion to amend Proposition A so that it reads: “Shall the City Charter be amended to 
provide that upon the conviction of a criminal offense, including a felony or a crime of moral 
turpitude, by the Mayor or a City Council Member, a declaratory judgment action shall be 
filed with a district court of competent jurisdiction to seek a determination on whether the 
crime committed is one involving moral turpitude, and if it is so determined, it will trigger an 
automatic forfeiture of office?”. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Altgelt 
Second:  Cm. Vielma 
For:  3   Against:  5   Abstain:  0 
 Cm. Gonzalez Cm. Rodriguez 
 Cm. Vielma Cm. Mercurio Martinez 
 Cm. Altgelt MPT Torres  
  Dr. Marte Martinez 
  Cm. Balli 
 
Motion fails.  
 
Proposition B 
Shall the City Charter be amended to require the Mayor to execute his/her veto power 
within the next two regularly scheduled Council Meetings? 

 
YES ( ) 
NO (  ) 
 
Proposition C 
Shall the City Charter be amended to require any candidate filing an application for place on 
the ballot to submit a filing fee, or signature petition in lieu of the filing fee, with the City 
Secretary as prescribed by City Ordinance in accordance with the Texas Election Code? 

 
YES ( ) 
NO (  ) 

 
Cm. Altgelt initiated a motion to apply the filing fees to all elected officials, not just Council 
Members and Mayor positions. He shortly amended his motion for clarity.  
 
Motion to apply the filing fees to all elected offices of the City, as amended.  
 
Moved:  Cm. Altgelt 
Second:  Cm. Vielma 
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For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Cm. Gonzalez, Cm. Mercurio Martinez and Dr. Marte Martinez were not present.  
 
Mrs. Hale clarified that the language of the proposal was not specific to just Council 
Members and the Mayor; it said “any candidate filing an application for a place on the 
ballot.” Cm. Altgelt countered that his motion stands.  

 
Proposition D 
Shall the City Charter be amended to provide that the Mayor, in addition to City Council 
Members, are excluded from the prohibition against participating in political activity while on 
duty, in uniform, or using city resources? 
 
YES ( ) 
NO  ( ) 
 
Mayor Saenz noted that as mayor, he represents the City as a whole and yet is often 
removed from the political process. Dr. Marte Martinez reminded Council that the Mayor is 
a political spokesperson or figurehead of the City; Council Members represent the citizens 
themselves. Charter Revision Commission members who provided the original language 
had explained to him that this language was structure to keep the Mayor above the fray. 
The concern is not that the Mayor will use his or her personal time to support his or her 
political causes but to instead determine who exactly the Mayor represents.  
 
Cm. Vielma voiced her understanding that the Charter’s language here was a reaction to 
the abuse of mayoral power by Mayor JC Martin, Jr. Dr. Martinez noted that Mayor Saenz 
specifically has the power to recognize who gets to speak at Council meetings, and he 
wields that power fairly and appropriately; however, in different hands, a political Mayor can 
abuse that ability and steer discussion in a very pointed way, which the Charter Revision 
Commission at the time wanted to limit as much as possible.  
 
Proposition E 
Shall the City Charter be amended to provide that a City Council Member who was elected 
through a special election to finish an unexpired term may serve the unexpired term in 
addition to two four-year terms? 
 
YES ( ) 
NO  ( ) 
 
Cm. Altgelt recalled that on December 12, 2008, the Charter Revision Commission created 
a priority to address the “confusing Charter language” that allowed a Council Member serve 
a third term because he only served a fraction of his second term. A memorandum sent by 
the City Attorney at that time also noted this language as being a source of confusion or 
litigation. Commission members at that time were of the belief that a Council Member 
should only service two terms, whether full or unexpired; the matter was referred to as the 
“Jose Valdez Problem” or the “Jose Valdez Rule.” The sitting Council put this matter on the 
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ballot, and the citizenry already resolved this matter by approving the Charter language as 
it is stated currently. To use the logic of Cm. Balli and MPT Torres when arguing on the 
matter of recall petition requirements (10% of registered voters versus 10% of the votes 
cast), the arguments are the same as this one in which the electorate has already made a 
decision on this matter. Therefore, Council can respect the decision of the citizens and do 
not need to bring the matter up again lest they risk appearing disingenuous and 
hypocritical. To that effect, he initiated a motion to remove this amendment proposal from 
the November ballot.  
 
Jose A. Valdez, Jr., City Secretary, reported that in 2006, the voters approved to change 
that section of the Charter to read as follows: “A Council Member may serve two four-year 
terms excluding time served through appointment or election to an unexpired term.” He 
sued the City and won the suit so that he could run for reelection according to this 
language. As a sitting member of the City Council, he helped tighten up the language of the 
Charter to what it is now. He noted that later, the “excluding time served” language was 
removed for political purposes by others but resulted in a Council Member only being able 
to serve two terms. To reverse this language reopens the matter to ambiguity. He agreed 
with a previous argument by Cm. Balli that if a Council Member serves one day of his or 
her term and then leaves, that day of service counts as a full term against the individual 
should he or she decide to run again. As time progresses, the situations change that may 
or may not necessitate amendments to the Charter’s language.  
 
Cm. Altgelt voiced his opinion that Mr. Valdez served the City very honorably; the question 
before this Council is that an elected official vacates their position in a calculated risk and 
should have that vacancy count as a full term no matter when it occurred. Mr. Valdez 
confirmed that this scenario as described by Cm. Altgelt is still in place.  
 
Cm. Vielma noted a provision in the Election Code or the Local Government Code 
regarding vacant terms and home-rule cities having 120 days available for an election. 
Local Government Code Chapter 23 states, “…The vacant office shall be filled for an 
unexpired term only. A person serving as a member of the governing body is not, because 
of that service, ineligible to be appointed to fill a vacancy in the office of mayor of the 
municipality, but the person may not vote on the person’s own appointment.” In letters and 
complaints that she has received from her constituents, she reminded Council that they 
should not do anything that will benefit the current sitting Council as it is self-serving. The 
community has already told officials that two terms are enough for one person to serve in 
one position.  
 
Cm. Altgelt agreed with Cm. Vielma’s argument, noting that a currently-sitting Council 
Member would directly benefit from this proposed Charter amendment; it would be in bad 
form for any Council Member to vote for something that benefits himself or herself directly. 
He voiced his hope that this Council Member would exercise self-policing and abstain from 
the vote on this matter.  
 
Kristina L. Hale, Assistant City Manager and Acting City Attorney, explained that this 
proposal, if approved, would give someone the ability to serve two four-year terms (eight 
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years) plus whatever time that they serve on an unexpired term through their special 
election.  
 
Dr. Marte Martinez clarified that the reason he brought this item forward was based upon 
the intention to not penalize those individuals who are stepping up to serve a vacated term 
yet still penalizing those Council Members who vacate their seats in the pursuit of “bigger 
and better things.” If a Council Member goes through their campaign and is elected, they 
have a duty to their position as an elected representative of that district or area. If they 
make a choice to leave their post, then they should face a consequence of that vacancy by 
having it count as a full term against them, which is the fairest treatment of the situation. Dr. 
Martinez voiced his disagreement with the decentivizing of those individuals who step up to 
fill a vacated position and serve their community on short notice. It is very difficult to decide 
to run and go through a campaign in 120 days. There are many ministerial, arbitrary laws in 
place at this time, and he noted that the City has not seen someone leave after their first 
few days in office; it is not seen because most people who run for office want to serve their 
community. He voiced his opinion that those who decide to answer the call to serve should 
not be penalized by this limitation and reminded Council that it is the voters who will decide 
how this matter takes shape.  
 
To Dr. Martinez’s point, MPT Torres suggested that the language include certain exclusions 
or applications, such as death, leaving in order to run for another office, or something 
similar. Cm. Altgelt noted that this suggestion is already captured in the Charter and law 
and noted that Council does not want to create career politicians in the City. Dr. Martinez 
asked if this proposal creates career politicians or if it is instead the simple removal of an 
arbitrary requirement; Cm. Altgelt reiterated that it kicks back at the notion and has already 
been decided by the electorate, so there is no need at this time to revisit the matter.  
 
Cm. Vielma agreed that there is no need to rehash an issue that the voters have already 
methodically discussed and decided.  
 
Cm. Rodriguez asked Mrs. Hale if anyone on Council has an ethical dilemma in voting on 
this item, to which Mrs. Hale stated that ethical dilemmas are on the part of the individual 
and speculating on a hypothetical violation is moot as it has not occurred yet so there are 
no facts to examine.  
 
Mrs. Hale reminded Council that any changes that are made will trigger two more public 
hearings before the final reading, which must take place on Monday, August 17 (the 
deadline to order an election with all candidates and propositions included). MPT Torres 
noted, therefore, that any changes to the languages of these propositions would essentially 
kill them from the ballot.  
 
Mayor Saenz voiced his opinion that Council should have been notified of this, to which 
Cm. Vielma agreed. Mrs. Hale reminded Council that they were notified of the deadlines 
and why they were encouraged to have a special meeting for any changes to the 
propositions.  
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Cm. Altgelt noted that this whole endeavor feels rushed with no consideration for the public.  
 
Motion to remove Proposition E from the November ballot. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Altgelt 
Second:  Cm. Vielma 
For:  3   Against:  5   Abstain:  0 
 Cm. Gonzalez Cm. Rodriguez 
 Cm. Vielma Cm. Mercurio Martinez 
 Cm. Altgelt MPT Torres  
  Dr. Marte Martinez 
  Cm. Balli 
 
Motion fails.  
 

 
Cm. Altgelt initiated, in light of the rushed manner of these propositions and the disregard 
for public involvement in his opinion, a motion to table all Charter amendment propositions 
until the next election cycle.  
 
Motion to table all Charter amendment proposals until the next election cycle.  
 
Moved:  Cm. Altgelt 
Second:  Cm. Vielma 
For:  3   Against:  5   Abstain:  0 
 Cm. Gonzalez Cm. Rodriguez 
 Cm. Vielma Cm. Mercurio Martinez 
 Cm. Altgelt MPT Torres  
  Dr. Marte Martinez 
  Cm. Balli 
 
Motion fails.  
 
Proposition F 
Shall the City Charter be amended to provide that any proposed issuance of a bond valued 
at over 10% of the comprehensive budget, excluding those issued through the Enterprise 
funds, for capital improvement projects must be approved through a ballot referendum? 
 
YES ( ) 
NO  ( ) 
 
Proposition G 
Shall the City Charter be amended to provide that the minimum qualifications of the City 
Manager require a Master’s Degree and no less than eight years experience in 
government, economic development, or related government fields? 
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YES ( ) 
NO  ( ) 
 
Proposition H 
Shall the City Charter be amended to provide that the City Tax Assessor and Collector or 
his or her contracted designee be responsible for the assessment and collection of taxes 
levied by the City of Laredo? 
 
YES ( ) 
NO  ( ) 
 
Proposition I 
Shall the City Charter be amended to provide that all taxes due to the City of Laredo shall 
be payable at the office of the City Tax Assessor and Collector, or at one or more other 
designated locations, and may be paid any time after assessments have been made final 
by the Council.” 
 
YES ( ) 
NO  ( ) 
 
SECTION 2.nThe City Manager and City Secretary, in consultation with the City Attorney, 
are hereby authorized and directed to take any additional action necessary to comply with 
provisions of the Texas Election Code or other state and federal statutes and constitutions 
in carrying out the conduct of the election, whether or not expressly authorized herein. 
 
SECTION 3. Notice of the November 3, 2020 Charter amendment election shall be given 
by publishing a substantial copy of the proposed amendment, both in English and in 
Spanish, in a newspaper of general circulation on the same day in each of two successive 
weeks, with the first publication occurring before the 14th date of the election; and a 
substantial copy of this Ordinance, both in English and in Spanish, shall be posted at public 
places in the City of Laredo and also at City Hall, not less than 21 days prior to Election 
Day. 
 
SECTION 4. All resident qualified voters of the City shall be permitted to vote at the 
November 3, 2020, election and on the day of the election, such electors shall vote at the 
designated polling places. The election shall be held and conducted in accordance with the 
provisions of the Texas Election Code, as amended, and the provisions of the Texas 
Government Code, and as may be required by any other law. All election materials and 
proceedings shall be printed in both English and Spanish. The official ballots for the 
November 3, 2020, Charter amendment election shall be prepared in accordance with the 
Texas Election Code. 
 
SECTION 5. If any provision of this Ordinance or its application to any person or 
circumstance shall be held to be invalid, the remainder of this Ordinance and the 
application of such provision to other persons and circumstances shall nevertheless be 
valid, and this Council declares that this Ordinance would have been enacted without such 
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invalid provision. 
 
SECTION 6. It is officially found, determined, and declared that the meeting at which this 
Ordinance is adopted was open to the public and public notice of the time, place, and 
subject matter of the public business to be considered at such meeting, including this 
Ordinance, was given, all as required by Chapter 551, Texas Government Code. 
 
Motion to close and introduce as amended. 
 
Moved:  MPT Torres  
Second:  Cm. Rodriguez 
For:  5   Against:  2   Abstain:  0 
 Cm. Rodriguez Cm. Vielma 
 Cm. Mercurio Martinez Cm. Altgelt 
 MPT Torres  
 Dr. Marte Martinez 
 Cm. Balli  
 
Cm. Gonzalez was not present. 

 
VI. EXECUTIVE SESSION 
 

None 
 
VII. ADJOURNMENT 

 
Motion to adjourn. 
 
Moved:  MPT Torres  
Second:  Cm. Rodriguez 
For:  7   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
 
Cm. Gonzalez was not present.  

 


