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CITY OF LAREDO 
DAILY MEDIA BRIEFING 

MARCH 24, 2020 
 

Dr. Hector Gonzalez, Health Director, thanked the media and public officials for helping 
disseminate correct information to reduce the community’s anxiety and misinformation 
surrounding COVID-19. He reported that eight total cases have been confirmed to-date. 
The first three cases worked at local schools or after-school programs and a recreation 
center. The fourth case was travel-related; that individual had a close contact who has 
now tested positive for COVID-19. The sixth case had respiratory symptoms and saw 
their physician, who tested them and confirmed the virus. The seventh case is also travel-
related and returned with symptoms; the most recent, eighth case, is a close contact of 
that traveler. The close contacts of the three most recent cases are under investigation 
for symptoms to see if they have contracted the virus. If they work or go to school, official 
are performing a contact investigation of their businesses or schools to see if there is any 
transmission in those locations as well. Dr. Gonzalez noted that the positive patients are 
doing well, most with mild or no respiratory symptoms; all are at home in quarantine at 
this time. Their ages range from 24 to 61; this age group has the least amount of symptom 
complication in other places. At this time, none are hospitalized, and the virus does not 
appear to be spreading to the most vulnerable population (aged over 60). This is largely 
due to the health and safety precautions taken, such as social distancing, hygiene, and 
quarantine directives from officials. This has given hospitals the space and support that 
they need to be able to admit and treat patients who might experience respiratory 
complications.  
 
Dr. Gonzalez stated that officials met with a medical committee composed of physicians 
and health professionals yesterday, who are observing a decrease in respiratory 
infections. Several of the individuals who tested negative for COVID-19 have been in the 
60+ age group or individuals who are immunocompromised, which is also encouraging. 
The virus is present in the community, meaning that it is local and can be transmitted 
locally rather than exclusively through travel. Therefore, it is all the more important for 
people to practice social distancing, hygiene, and stay in their homes as much as they 
can to prevent transmission. The current quarantine directive may change soon given the 
virus’s establishment in Laredo and Webb County. He reminded the public that if they are 
exposed to a “positive” person, they should stay at home and monitor their symptoms. 
The City is continuing to implement quarantining, but he noted that at some point it won’t 
matter given the local transmission of the virus. The City and County have earnestly been 
looking to secure personal protective equipment (PPE) such as masks, gloves, gowns, 
face guards and sanitizers. To-date, officials have spoken to half a dozen vendors to get 
the first available PPE and have shared this information with the hospital. He reminded 
the media that this is not a problem faced only in Laredo; it is a national struggle to secure 
PPE. Manufacturers have been ordered to start or continue production. Because there is 
a finite amount of testing kits and reagents, only those who are most at-risk with 
symptoms can be tested clinically at this time. [There is a brief interruption of video and 
audio.] 
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Robert Eads, City Manager, reminded officials and the media that the community will get 
through this pandemic by the exchange of accurate information. Officials expect new 
numbers of cases to come in on a daily basis for a while as the situation unfolds. The City 
eliminated fares at the Transit/El Metro System as of this morning; the front door 
entrances to the buses have also been closed so that boarding passengers do not come 
in close contact with the drivers. Passengers sit six feet apart, which will help prevent 
close contact with community members. He emphasized that the conversation 
surrounding COVID-19 is ongoing, and measures will be changing as officials learn more. 
He commended the guidance of the medical community in private practice and through 
the Health Department. Mr. Eads reminded the public that Governor Abbott will make a 
statement later today, which may include directives on a state level. The City and County 
will be sure to take the next appropriate steps based on observations in the community 
and data occurring state- and nationwide.  
 
Mayor Pete Saenz reiterated that while the number of positive COVID-19 cases are 
increasing, the hospitals still have plenty of capacity to treat respiratory complications. 
Less people are actually presenting to the hospitals. He noted that this may be the “calm 
before the storm,” though he expressed his wishes to the contrary. A medical committee 
comprised of many renowned local physicians and specialists have been meeting 
regularly with officials to ensure that the City and County are moving in the right direction, 
to which the medical community agreed. The committee advised that officials need 
stronger messaging to the public as well as increased enforcement of the orders given to 
the community. The first few days were spent primarily on educating the public to stay 
home except for essentials; moving forward, law enforcement is going to be more 
aggressive in enforcing this behavior. He hoped to see improved effectiveness of this 
enforcement and data-driven changes to the current course of action.  
 
Tano Tijerina, Webb County Judge, stated that there are currently three hospital beds in 
use at this time in response to a media inquiry. There are still about 100 beds available. 
He reiterated the importance that the community is facing a severe situation but must 
remain calm. A complete shutdown would be catastrophic to the community at this time, 
so officials are making careful decisions about finding the right balance. He informed the 
public that law enforcement will start citing as of today, no longer issuing just warnings 
for noncompliance with COVID-19 orders. The community may implement a curfew and, 
though officials hope to avoid it, a shelter-in-place procedure. A shelter-in-place 
procedure will potentially cripple the economy, but officials are not facing that decision at 
this point. This situation is being handled one day at a time. By taking the appropriate 
precautionary actions, Laredo and Webb County are not having to take extreme 
measures right away like other communities. He encouraged officials to find the balance 
between keeping the community safe while keeping commerce as unaffected as possible.  
 
Steve Landin, Fire Chief and Emergency Management Coordinator, read a public 
comment regarding charity events to assist the elderly, asking if these are still allowed 
and what guidelines need to be followed. He responded that any participants are to 
continue practicing social distancing, wearing PPE, and not gathering in larger groups, 
though assisting the most vulnerable populations is greatly appreciated. The guidelines 
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and messaging is no different for these organizations during operation. Mayor Saenz 
noted that the term “lockdown” is a subjective and restrictive term, cautioning the media 
from using it in their reporting.  
 
Mr. Eads reiterated the implementation of citations moving forward. The next step may 
be a curfew in the evening and early morning hours. He noted that there will be exceptions 
for extenuating circumstances like a late-night visit to the hospital or emergency room or 
employees who work shifts that release them after the curfew has gone into effect. He 
clarified that the current situation is not a lockdown, agreeing that the term is incorrectly 
used when describing Laredo and Webb County. If the City moves to a shelter-in-place 
procedure, it will be closer to but still not considered a lockdown. Businesses can still 
operate with 10 or fewer people in a confined space until instructions are issued to the 
contrary. City staff have active engagements with private industries for PPE and testing 
sites. Staff is working hard to secure a mobile testing site; the media and public will be 
notified as soon as that site is developed. 
 
Dr. Gonzalez clarified that the City has taken a very proactive stand to work with a dozen 
private vendors to ensure testing capacities and PPE for all appropriate agencies. 
Officials are communicating with our representatives and Senators to follow up with these 
requests and demands. He asked the media to report the City and County’s coordination 
of private-public partnerships for this purpose.  
 
Cm. Nelly Vielma commended the unity among officials and media partners throughout 
this situation, voicing her hope that the proactive measures were sufficient to prevent 
further infection. If more steps or measures need to be implemented, all parties are ready 
to have those discussions and make a decision. She asked the media and medical 
partners to include visual pictorials if able to for any consumers who may have special 
needs to help make the message clearer for everyone. While domestic violence cases 
have increased during this time, she observed the opportunity to invite counselors to 
media platforms to talk about anxiety, depression, and stress as a resource for these 
people, which will hopefully reduce the instances of violence in the home.  
 
Mr. Eads reiterated that the bus fares have been waived as of this morning; he asked that 
the buses be made available for the neediest populations in the community; if other 
commuters are able to find other means of transportation, he asked them to do so if 
possible.  


