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CITY OF LAREDO 
DAILY MEDIA BRIEFING 

MARCH 20, 2020 
 

 
Dr. Hector Gonzalez, Health Director, noted that the community is in a state of heightened 
awareness due to the novel virus COVID-19, but officials are monitoring it and have 
observed that it seems to behave like the rest of the Coronavirus family with the exception 
that it causes a lower respiratory infection developing into pneumonia. Officials are still 
concentrating on those high-risk groups with which the virus may complicate symptoms. 
He reported that 45 people have been tested to-date; 15 tests have been found negative 
with three being positive (two more than yesterday). One of the positive cases is a contact 
from the first case. This person is also a school employee at Dovalina Elementary School; 
he asked the media to verify if the school has already verified the situation with parents 
before issuing the school. This individual is also a student at Texas A&M International 
University and a part-time employee at the Blas Castañeda Recreation Center. This 
recreation center is already closed for sanitation and hygiene; the positive cases have 
already been self-monitoring and self-quarantining. Officials are performing contact 
investigations and think that they have identified 20-25 people who may have been 
possible contacts for follow-up. One of the cases is travel-related as the individual is a 
federal employee who traveled for work and likely transmitted the virus during that travel. 
Both new cases are doing well with mild symptoms and do not require hospitalization at 
this time. Anybody who has been in contact with these individuals are being asked to 
quarantine for 14 days from the first day of contact to these cases. Under the declaration 
of emergency, the City Manager has approved an emergency purchase order for 1,000 
testing kits which will allow officials to focus on those who are ill or at high risk for 
transmission. Alternative test methods are also being explored at this time. He asked for 
the media’s assistance in calming the community; the best methods of prevention are 
staying at home, washing hands, covering coughs or sneezes, not touching one’s face 
(especially one’s eyes, nose, or mouth), and practicing social distancing of at least six 
feet. The City recommends social distance because the main mode of transmission is 
through droplets in coughs or sneezes.  
 
Robert Eads, City Manager, thanked media partners for helping officials disseminate the 
necessary information. He implored the media and public to respect those individuals who 
have tested positive for the virus, asking all parties not to try to find out the identities of 
these people or their personal details. The community needs one another’s support, not 
harassment. Officials expect that the number of positive cases will continue to rise, so 
harassment of our fellow community members will not be tolerated. The recreation 
centers will remain closed and disinfected to a greater degree if possible; he noted that 
the City has reduced its operation by about 1/3 with the potential to reduce it even further 
in the near future. More information is forthcoming as to the level of service changes, but 
the City will maintain all core and essential services. New restrictions went into effect last 
night, and officials are seeing compliance for the most part. He noted that a challenge to 
these changes is the fact that too many people are gathering together in parks playing 
sports or celebrating together. He urged the community to discontinue congregating in 
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groups of 10 or more people. The state of Texas and other big cities are catching up to 
Laredo as the City is on the forefront regarding preventative measures and restrictions, 
serving as a model for others. He asked the public to self-monitor, wash their hands, and 
look after their neighbor.  
 
Mayor Pete Saenz agreed that more positive cases are expected, and respect is 
demanded for these community members. He asked the media to be respectful of their 
privacy as they navigate this difficult time. He commended grocery stores for making the 
space for citizens who are at risk or offering free deliveries to people who were struggling 
to get out of the house. The community is taking care of each other, such as food banks 
providing meals for children and families who are struggling financially during this time. 
Social distancing is crucial to reduce the number of positive cases.  
 
Tano Tijerina, Webb County Judge, confirmed that the Webb County Commissioners’ 
Court singed an emergency order yesterday, asking the media to note that the order 
addresses price gouging which has been a major concern in the community. He urged 
the public to stay calm and show respect for their community, including business owners 
that are selling goods. If price gouging is found through an investigation, those violators 
will be fined.  
 
Steve Landin, Fire Chief and Emergency Management Coordinator, noted a heightened 
interest in the Bridge System and stated that the federal government will be releasing 
information about their findings at the international bridges. For the sake of getting 
information as accurately as possible, City officials are waiting for federal reports and will 
not comment on the federal government’s operations at the bridges. To the question of 
how the virus will affect the 2020 Census in Laredo and Webb County, he noted that the 
virus emergency will affect a lot of different activities. He estimated that COVID-19 will 
cause delays or potentially reductions in responses to the Census. Census workers will 
not go door-to-door during any quarantining period as the community is in emergency 
mode until further notice. He confirmed that the Mayoral order can be extended past the 
14 days since officials are managing a situation that is growing and changing without 
notice.  
 
Claudio Treviño, Police Chief, stated that the Department’s task is to enforce the order 
and educate the public so that they are more likely to comply. Officers have been doing 
so, though the order allows people to leave their home for essential goods and services. 
However, if they notice that stores are closed and people are out of doors when there is 
no reason for them to be out of their homes, officers will make contact and urge them to 
comply with the order. Police are not currently citing individuals simply for being out of 
their homes since they are conducting their business or making their essential purchases.  
 
Dr. Gonzalez confirmed that officials are conducting contact investigations, which is how 
they are determining the amount of contacts that each positive person made; this is linked 
to the first case. The main mode of transmission is through sustained close contact. It is 
believed that the third case is travel-related since that individual traveled to South 
America.  



3 
 

 
Chief Landin observed less traffic on the roads in town, and he noted that Customs also 
observed a reduction in traffic at the bridges. Mr. Eads noted that normal Transit ridership 
is about 9,000; on March 18, that number dropped to about 4,000 riders. Yesterday, 
ridership dropped to an all-time low with 2,906 passengers using mass transit and 79 El 
Lift riders. The greater importance at this time is that people stay at home unless they 
absolutely have to go to work or perform essential services or purchases. He reported 
that the City is working to secure more testing kits, though it has been a continual struggle. 
Officials have contacted private vendors for about 2,000 extra kits and about 5,000 masks 
and sets of gloves.  
 
Dr. Gonzalez confirmed that the City made an emergency purchase order for local testing 
kits to test more individuals; however, those kits will be prioritized for people who are sick 
or at high risk. Private laboratories are also being added at this time. He confirmed that 
the City has conducted 45 total tests with 15 coming back negative and three positive. 
Anyone who is suspected of having close contact with the confirmed persons will be 
placed in quarantine for 14 days. Nobody is hospitalized at this point, and two of the cases 
are connected with mild symptoms. The third person is also doing well but was seen for 
mild respiratory infection and not hospitalized. COVID-19 does not itself cause anxiety, 
but he noted that the public is becoming anxious and could develop anxiety or distress 
as a result of this situation. He confirmed that there is no positive case of COVID-19 at 
TAMIU; there is a contact investigation taking place there right now.  
 
Chief Landin responded that Bethany House is still in operation and their kitchen is still 
serving meals to those in meals. However, individuals are picking up their meals to-go 
and are not allowed to dine at the kitchen; everyone is being asked to maintain the social 
distancing requirements. Dr. Gonzalez noted that the pending test results taken by the 
private sector take up to a week while public health tests get results in about two or three 
days, depending on when the San Antonio lab receives the tests. This lab is operating 
24/7.  
 
Chief Landin asked KGNS to edit their recent post that the two new positive cases are in 
stable condition and were not hospitalized for clarification purposes. He asked for the 
public’s cooperation in maintaining social distance requirements when waiting in line for 
grocery stores or other businesses. He confirmed that he spoke with an HEB 
representative regarding distancing requirements and shopping cart sanitation. They are 
only letting 30 people in at a time and are placing stickers on the floor at the registers for 
people to wait in order not to stand too close to one another. The cashiers are also placing 
Plexiglas barriers between themselves and customers as a protective measure. He asked 
other businesses to consider these measures to ensure proper distancing.  


