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CITY OF LAREDO 
DAILY MEDIA BRIEFING 

MARCH 18, 2020 
 

 
Steve Landin, Fire Chief and Emergency Management Coordinator, reported that the City 
Council had an emergency Council meeting last night and passed action on some 
protective measures for the community. Serious decisions were made that are going to 
impact citizens and local businesses. He urged the media and the public to follow the 
order in order to protect citizens and protect one another from exposure of the virus.  
 
Robert Eads, City Manager, noted the importance of the media at this time to help inform 
the public. He reported that Council’s restrictions will go into effect tonight at midnight. 
The Public Information Office will send a publication to all media partners in English and 
Spanish. Nine motions were passed by City Council after the March 16 emergency 
declaration was signed. The declaration was originally effective for seven days, but after 
consulting with health officials, Council extended the declaration for the next two weeks. 
This allows for certain powers and actions to be enacted to slow the spread of the virus 
and to achieve other public safety matters. The municipality now has the ability to enforce 
and enact these rules; the City may also activate its emergency management powers by 
declaring a state of local disaster under Chapter 418 of the Local Government Code. They 
will go into effect tonight at midnight and continue for the next 14 days unless it is 
amended or suspended by future Council action.  
 
Mr. Eads stated that the business establishments that must close are: 
 
Bars, lounges, and private clubs 
Fitness centers and gyms 
Bingos and amusement redemption centers 
Reception halls and party rental places 
Malls  
Entertainment facilities like bowling alleys, movie theaters, etc. 
 
All restaurants must close their dining area but are allowed to remain open to provide 
takeout, delivery, or drive-through. Mr. Eads reported that the following businesses are 
exceptions and allowed to remain open: 
 
Grocery stores 
Hardware stores 
Office spaces  
Residential buildings, hotels, etc.  
Pharmacies, hospitals, medical facilities, and veterinary facilities 
Spaces where people may be in transit or waiting for transit such as airports or bus 
terminals 
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Public or private gatherings of no more than 10 people in a confined space including 
businesses where people are present but it is unusual for them to be together being arms’ 
length apart for extended periods of time; this is much like what was already in place.  
 
Mr. Eads reported that permissible gatherings include: 
 
Daycare centers and childcare facilities only if no more than 10 people are in a single 
enclosed space including staff and employees 
Funeral homes and funerals only if no more than 10 people are in a single enclosed or 
outdoor space including staff and employees 
Retail stores only if no more than 10 people are in a single enclosed space including 
customers, staff, and employees 
Hair and nail salons and spas only if no more than 10 people are in a single enclosed 
space including customers, staff, and employees 
Banks and financial institutions only if no more than 10 people are in a single enclosed 
space including customers, staff, and employees 
 
Mr. Eads clarified that even with the permissible businesses, the six-foot rule still applies 
and customers and staff must practice social distancing. People may still go to work as 
long as there are not 10 or more people in a single enclosed space at the same, and 
safety protocols such as hand sanitizers and temperature-monitoring devices are readily 
accessible to ensure that the employees are not vectors of COVID-19. Citizens can still 
go outside for recreational activities; however, officials strongly recommend that these 
individuals still practice social distancing across the board. City board and commission 
meetings are canceled during this declaration period. Public transportation is still 
available with social distancing and sanitizing protocols already in place; buses will run 
with open windows for ventilation, and staff are regularly sanitizing the surfaces on the 
buses throughout the day. To the extent allowable by law, no landlord shall evict a 
residential tenant for lack of payment while this declaration is in effect; commercial 
landlords are encouraged to do the same. Parties and celebrations like weddings, 
quinceñeras, and others during this declaration period must be canceled or postponed if 
there is a likelihood that more than 10 will attend the event. Businesses are prohibited for 
charging fees for cancelling events scheduled during the declaration period, to the extent 
allowed by law. The order will be enforced by City of Laredo Police officers and Code 
Enforcement inspectors. Violations of this order are Class C misdemeanors punishable 
by a fine from $50-$2,000. Utilities customers will still be billed during the next two weeks, 
but no local utility authority shall discontinue the provision of cable, internet, water, gas, 
waste removal, and electricity services to a local citizen for nonpayment while this 
declaration is in effect, to the extent allowed by law. Council agreed that the measures 
were drastic but absolutely necessary for the sake of public health. There is no need to 
stock up on groceries or supplies; he urged the public not to horde any items as grocery 
stores are restocked regularly. Buy only what you need and leave the rest for your 
neighbors. Mr. Eads gave the number for the 24/7 COVID-19/Coronavirus hotline 956-
795-4954 where people can call with any questions or concerns. He reminded the public 
to stay at home as much as possible to prevent virus transmission. The order also directed 
the healthcare community to implement more sanitation and screening measures; Mr. 
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Eads commended healthcare professionals for their exceptional work during this time. 
Management was also directed to evaluate City services for amendments that can 
improve public health and protect the workforce. Management is also working with local 
officials on the emergency and contingency plans as the situation evolves. For instance, 
starting utility accounts or requesting permits is now being done over the phone or through 
drive-through facilities rather than in-person consultations.  
 
Mayor Pete Saenz reiterated the need of media partners for keeping track of the situation 
and informing the public. He echoed the sentiments that while Council’s measures seem 
severe, they are justified to help protect the public. Testing is ongoing and will likely show 
increased numbers of positive cases in a curving trend. While he and other Council 
Members have been contacted directly for interviews, they wish to stay true to the process 
of the Emergency Management Coordinator format; he commended Chief Landin for his 
coordination of the media briefing and for compiling the information for the public. He 
asked the media to adhere to this point of contact and information moving forward.  
 
Mr. Eads noted that the City has begun a Public Information Operations team at City Hall 
to translate every media release and information document into Spanish, which should 
be sent to media partners shortly. Everything that the City will do related to COVID-19 will 
be in both languages.  
 
Chief Landin read a comment that the demand on some community services, like local 
food banks, are increasing during this time. The South Texas Food Bank asked if this 
lockdown will prevent them from utilizing volunteers at their facility, which they greatly rely 
upon to complete their mission, or if it will prohibit their ability to perform their large-scale 
distribution service to over 100,000 Laredoans per month. Mr. Eads noted that food banks 
were not prohibited, but they must operate with fewer than 10 people in an enclosed 
space and/or six feet apart. People cannot congregate in any space in greater numbers 
than 10 persons, regardless of what service they are providing. If they can split up into 
different rooms or different spaces, then they can continue to operate with no more than 
10 people in each space. Chief Landin confirmed that he spoke with the HEB 
representative, and the stores are distancing their staff and customers and controlling the 
local stores to comply with the order.  
 
Dr. Hector Gonzalez, Health Director, stated that there is no need to panic in light of these 
new measures, as they are precautionary to control the transmission of this virus as long 
as treatments and vaccines are not available. Treatments pilots are forming in Germany 
and China currently with medication that could be accessible to local physicians. 
Vaccinations are about to start their clinical trials, though they will not be ready for a year. 
Changes to healthcare services, like telemedicine and drive-through consultations, are 
helping; he reiterated that healthcare services must continue and should not be canceled. 
Locally, 32 people have been tested for COVID-19; 10 are negative and one has been 
confirmed positive. Officials will continue to update the media as more results come in. 
Any suspected COVID-19-positive persons will be placed in quarantine for 14 days and 
monitored. Officials are also working closely with the school district of the positive person 
to investigate the potential contact that may have exposed others to the virus.  
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Chief Landin noted that multiple phones are available to take calls on the Coronavirus 
hotline; City and County staff members are working the phone lines to assist the multitude 
of citizens who are calling with questions and concerns. At this time, bridge closures have 
not been ordered, but officials are taking precautions at the bridges. He noted that staff 
will inform the media if that situation changes, but the local economy relies on an active 
bridge system. The Diocese of Laredo has contacted officials and will soon release their 
own information on religious services and weddings for the Catholic community.  
 
Dr. Gonzalez added that phones are being added to the hotline regularly; he also 
reminded the media that for a person to be tested for COVID-19, they have to have a 
fever and show other lower respiratory infection symptoms. More private labs are being 
added to the testing resources, so the capacity for testing is increasing. However, officials 
will only test those persons with fever and symptoms as described.  
 
Mr. Eads clarified that the phrase “mandatory lockdown” is being use for a lack of a better 
phrase; what has actually been instituted are mandatory restrictions on community 
movements. Since there are exceptions to these restrictions, the order is not a complete 
lockdown or lock-in. Single space or office space means a division of four walls between 
spaces with groups of 10 people or fewer. The order is enforceable at 12:01 a.m. March 
19, 2020, for the next two weeks. Police officers and Health Department enforcement 
officers will help enforce this order through citations or education of the public. He 
reported that he was just informed officers responded to the Mall Del Norte food court 
because there was a congregation of more than 50 people. He clarified that private get-
togethers like a carne asada or cookout are still required to be composed of 10 people or 
fewer, even if they are private gatherings. People can still travel to and from work or their 
doctor’s office; they can still go out to pick up food or groceries, pharmaceuticals, and 
other essentials. Outside of that, officials are reminding the pubic to stay at home and 
stay in groups of less than 10 people while continuing to practice social distancing. 
Common sense must prevail, regardless of what the activity is unless there is a clear 
exception or prohibition.  
 
Chief Landin confirmed that officials are communicating with HEB regarding supply chain; 
HEB says that there is plenty of supply coming in daily, but people are overbuying which 
is causing the apparent shortage of some supplies. There is no shortage in the supply; 
the community is creating the shortage because they are hording more than they would 
normally buy. He asked the public to be courteous of one another and only buy what is 
needed for the household. The stores have put restrictions on the quantities that can be 
purchased for particular items. He noted that it is important to increase hygiene and 
sanitation at work spaces to decrease the potential for transmission. If somebody feels 
sick, then they need to stay home rather than trying to go to work. Employers should 
ensure that hand soap and hand sanitizers are readily available to keep hands clean. 
Officers have discretion to issue citations, as does the Judge when reconciling those 
citations in court. Schools have already extended their spring breaks and will release that 
information to the media shortly. The Health Department has been working with the 
families that have come into contact with the positive case; they have been interviewed. 
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Dr. Gonzalez explained that contact investigations for the positive case have been started 
for 158 students, three teachers, and all coaches. So far, there are no major health issues, 
though some people may be tested in the near future. At the recreation center where the 
positive person also works, seven families and all City staff have been investigated as 
well. The quarantine for this individual will be lifted next Monday. He reiterated that 
nobody from a healthcare authority is performing in-house Coronavirus testing, urging the 
public not to accept any testing for COVID-19 being offered to them other than through 
the healthcare community. Nobody is performing testing door-to-door. There is no positive 
case of COVID-19 at Santos Benavides Elementary School.  
 
Chief Landin added that the spacing requirement of the order applies to members of the 
media, as well; the requirement applies to everybody. He reminded the community that 
the streets of Laredo are safe; police officers and other law enforcement entities are out 
maintaining order and helping the public. If anybody sees anything out of the ordinary, 
alert law enforcement. He noted that assistance for people who are unable to work 
because of the lockdown is something that is forthcoming from the federal government; 
the City is suspending late payment penalties at this time.  
 
Dr. Gonzalez clarified that the susceptible persons for COVID-19 are the elderly and 
those with underlying health conditions. Pregnant women are a group that health officials 
want to monitor, but the data from China shows that pregnant women did contract the 
virus, but no pregnant woman died from COVID-19.  
 
Chief Landin noted that the airlines have the discretion to cancel their flights during this 
time; officials strongly encourage the public to stay home and not travel out of town or 
even through the community if they do not need to. Officials are not trying to limit or restrict 
the media’s access to themselves, but they will adhere to distancing requirements and 
will transfer as much information through virtual means over in-person interviews. The 
City and County are receiving a heightened number of calls and are working diligently to 
answer those questions and alleviate those concerns. Mr. Eads added that the media 
should refrain from using the term “lockdown” as its connotations are misleading to what 
restrictions and exemptions are actually in place in the community. He confirmed that the 
southern border is not closed at this time and trade is still open to the extent that it is 
allowed. Chief Landin noted that the National Guard has not reached out to him, and the 
City has not requested their aid at this time.  
 


