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CITY OF LAREDO 
DAILY MEDIA BRIEFING 

MARCH 29, 2020 
 

 
Steve Landin, Fire Chief and Emergency Management Coordinator, asked for the 
continued support of the medical community and media partners in getting the City and 
County’s messages and directives to the public.  
 
Dr. Hector Gonzalez, Health Director, reported that 192 people have been tested to-date; 
25 are positive, 79 are negative, and 88 are still pending. Officials continue to analyze the 
situation and have seen that the newly-added cases continue to be clusters of family 
members with prolonged close contact. This is why officials are developing a website for 
people living in a household with a COVID-19-positive person as well as providing 
guidelines for those positive individuals so that they can stay distanced from their family 
members in order to prevent infection and wear personal protective equipment (PPE) 
such as masks. This information supports the message that officials have shared from 
the beginning, which is that close, prolong contact with others is the main mode of 
transmission, making the need for social distancing and self-quarantining all the more 
necessary. The age group has changed significantly in local cases, though the majority 
remains under 50. There are 11 cases over the age of 50; the youngest individual is 17 
and is not hospitalized. There is an 89-year-old hospitalized but is stable and doing well. 
Dr. Gonzalez reported that a total of six individuals are hospitalized with COVID-19 
symptoms, though all are stable and doing well. He estimated that more positive cases 
will come to light as the community tests more. However, he noted that most of the testing 
results have been negative. There have been no deaths so far. 
 
Chief Landin confirmed that a tent site at the Hillside Park and Ride for rapid testing, 
which are expected to come in today or tomorrow. Once they arrive, officials will have to 
test the process before providing the tests to the public who have doctors’ orders for 
testing. It will not be available for anyone that wants to be tested. Dr. Gonzalez noted that 
there will be up to 19,000 tests through a public-private partnership.  
 
Robert Eads, City Manager, noted that it may seem like Laredo and Webb County are 
slower to release information, but he iterated that officials are concerned with making 
correct decisions and going through the proper channels before making a lot of 
announcements or noise. As officials secure testing kits for a test site, they will then test 
the system to verify that the site and process is appropriate for the public. He woke up to 
several calls and texts regarding a local newspaper post online talking about the recent 
number of cases using an old photograph before the City’s restrictions were in place. This 
caused unnecessary anxiety and scrutiny from the public who thought that the City was 
gathering large groups of people for press releases. He asked the media to be cautious 
of using old photos or information that misinforms the public of how officials are treating 
the situation. The City has a hard-working team focusing on the City’s messaging, so if 
media struggles with officials to get the correct message out, it hurts the overall effort. If 
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the media wishes to interview any City official, he asked them to go through the Public 
Information Office Rafael Benavides rather than contacting that individual directly. 
 
Chief Landin read a comment regarding death reports in other communities and the rise 
of panic if the public does not think that they are being provided with all of the facts. He 
assured the media and public that City and County officials have committed to being 
honest with the public and have been very forthcoming throughout this entire process. He 
agreed that there may be casualties related to this emergency, which is to be expected. 
However, the community will get through these scary and sad moments together. Mr. 
Eads added that some employees have been home for weeks now and have watched the 
event unfold like a soap opera before their eyes. Without much else to occupy their minds 
or time, some people have succumbed to the spreading of misinformation more than they 
otherwise would have. This is why it is so critical for the media to shoulder the 
responsibility of issuing the correct information from officials to reduce this panic or 
rumormongering.  
 
Mayor Pete Saenz reiterated that communication between partners must be extremely 
clear. He recalled that a person died yesterday but voiced his understanding that this was 
not a COVID-19 victim. Dr. Gonzalez in the Health Department will confirm any COVID-
19-related deaths. He reminded officials of the “non-essential” businesses that are 
making tremendous sacrifices for the good of their company and employees. The 
community will get through this together.  
 
A representative of the Webb County Judge’s office echoed the same sentiments 
regarding disseminating the right information and urged the public not to panic. Chief 
Landin read a media comment saying that when the City or County posts information, 
media partners have to chase it down and report it right away. He voiced his opinion that 
when the City posts information, they simultaneously notify media partners.  
 
Rafael Benavides, Public Information Officer, stated that the City tries its best to ensure 
accurate and timely information to everyone in the community through different platforms. 
There will be some mistakes during different crises, but he agreed that keeping all parties 
on the same page would be best. He confirmed that the media is alerted at the same time 
that the City posts information on its various platforms, noting that it may take longer for 
this communication to go through someone’s inbox; he stated that staff can review that 
process to see if it can be made more efficient. Chief Landin added that these documents 
take some time to review in order to ensure that the language is the most correct, since 
one misplaced word can easily change the entire meaning of a statement or document.  
 
Mr. Eads stated that the City’s first priority is accuracy over speed. Officials also have the 
responsibility to not violate any COVID-19 patient’s health and privacy information. 
Retracting or changing information is worse than delivering it quickly in the first place. Dr. 
Gonzalez added that the City needs to let these patients’ doctors advise them prior to 
their release. The City must allow time for the patient and their family members to consult 
with their doctor and then have the City confirm the accuracy of the circumstances before 
releasing that information to the public. He reminded the public that people are getting 
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sick or suffering from other health problems at this time, such as diabetes. Those other 
illnesses and diseases need proper medical attention, as well.  
 
Claudio Treviño, Police Chief, noted that the Police Department has not seen much 
change since the order was modified last night; calls decreased in volume with 31 calls 
to complain of order violations. In total, officers made about 130 park visits and 150 
business visits; over 400 contacts were made with seven citations issued last night. Only 
one citation was a curfew violation for a juvenile being out past curfew. The rest were for 
people eating in the dining area of restaurants. Police has been reinforcing the message 
of staying home and reminding the public that arrests can be made if necessary.  
 
Mr. Eads stated that due to the heightened level of anxiety in the community, officials 
have found it appropriate to provide statistical updates once a day, unless there were a 
death, in which case officials would report immediately. Constant updates throughout the 
day with an increasing number of positive cases does not help alleviate anxiety around 
this issue. Chief Landin noted that state and national counts do not have a running total 
that constantly updates, either; most other organizations are reporting once a day. He 
agreed with Mr. Eads argument for once-a-day reporting since the number of positive 
cases does not change the City’s directives to the public. The Office of the Webb County 
Judge agreed as well.  
 
Mr. Benavides agreed as well that a once-a-day media briefing is the best option as it 
also provides the chance for staff to explain the circumstances of increased cases. Dr. 
Gonzalez explained that these cases are local, and travel is less relevant since the virus 
is worldwide now. These cases are also clustered around families that are having close, 
prolonged contact. He was informed of a resident who has not been filling their 
prescription for a chronic illness because he was not sure if he was going to be able to 
do so. Dr. Gonzalez urged the public to continue filling and taking their prescription 
medications as they are necessary.  
 
Mr. Eads voiced his hope that all partners can agree to a once-a-day media briefing form 
of reporting. While the media is free to report as they deem necessary, it does not benefit 
any member of the public to have the media operating against officials. He encouraged 
all parties to come together as a messaging team. Mayor Saenz suggested that if once a 
day is not enough for the media partners, then twice a day could be a compromise.  
 
Chief Landin voiced his preference to keep the conference calls going, though he would 
agree to a different meeting time. He suggested keeping a noon media briefing followed 
by a written report twice a day. The Office of the County Judge agreed. Dr. Gonzalez 
reminded staff that most other organizations, including the Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC), the World Health Organization (WHO), and the Texas Department 
of State Health Services only report once a day. After some general consensus, the group 
agreed upon reporting at 12:00 p.m. and 5:00 p.m. over the next few days for reporting.  


