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CITY OF LAREDO 
DAILY MEDIA BRIEFING 

JULY 29, 2020 
 
Ramiro Elizondo, Interim Fire Chief and Emergency Management Coordinator, 
confirmed more deaths since the last media briefing and offered his condolences to the 
family members and loved ones. The high positivity rate, hospitalizations, and fatalities 
continue. Testing is ongoing at the Sames Auto Arena from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. 
through a private company. They can test 400-500 individuals daily; users can register 
through a barcode system and then wait in their car until they are called when their test 
is ready. This testing will continue until August 1, 2020.  
 
Richard Chamberlain, Assistant Health Director for Programs and Services, shared his 
condolences to the families of the recent COVID victims and reported that 17,116 
individuals have been tested for COVID-19 to-date; 10,476 of those tests have been 
confirmed negative with 5,676 positive cases (4,270 active). Of the confirmed cases, 
1,285 individuals have already recovered, 121 have passed away, and 186 are currently 
hospitalized. He stated that the Department of State Health Services will no longer issue 
letters ending home isolation for OCVID-19 patients. Providing such letters has become 
an unsustainable process given the thousands of cases reported during this month 
alone. The Laredo Health Department will provide letters upon request only. Primary 
care providers can also provide letters for their own patients following their 14-day 
quarantine and using the symptom-based strategies previously mentioned. The 
positivity rate, based on total tested, is currently 35.14%, the highest that the positivity 
rate has ever been. Based on population (per 100,000), the positivity rate is 21.62%. He 
urged each community member to do their part to reduce the spread of the virus and 
hospitalizations by staying at home away from each other, “staying together alone.”  
 
Dr. Victor Treviño, health authority for the City of Laredo, shared his condolences to the 
victims of the virus and reported that hospitals continue to operate at or near capacity 
with COVID-positive patients in multiple wards. Hospitals have been able to purchase 
Remdesivir commercially, which was not available through the State of Texas. Nursing 
homes and detention centers have all experienced positive cases upon residents, 
detainees, and staff. Schools continue to struggle with the decision to reopen as they 
consider the viral surge in the community. Hospitals also continue to struggle with 
capacity and staffing; schools understand the reality of the virus in the community and 
are being put in a difficult position due to funding issues. It makes little to no sense to 
reopen schools to only end up in quarantine once again. Even if only 0.5% of the school 
population were to get sick from the group that can be expected to attend in person (10-
12%), it would overwhelm the hospitals. This does not even address the cross-border 
contamination or the lack of a pediatric COVID ICU in Laredo. He reminded the public 
that vaccinations are an important part of public health in the community. Multiple 
studies have found that the use of the antimalarial drug hydrochloroquine for persistent 
mild-to-moderate COVID-19 is insufficient and can actually cause adverse results. The 
medical community does not recommend the use of hydrochloroquine for the treatment 
of COVID-19.  
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Rafael Benavides, Public Information Officer, noted that he has accepted a new position 
outside of City government and that Joe Baeza of the Police Department will serve as 
the Interim Public Information Officer until a new one is selected.  
 
An officer with the Police Department reported that the Department received over 29 
calls for service related to COVID-19, such as 17 business and eight parks checks. 
Three inquiries were received; he reminded the community that household members 
traveling together in a vehicle are not required to use their mask unless they are 
interacting with someone else outside of their household or outside of the vehicle. He 
also noted that purchasing groceries or food is an acceptable allowance during curfew 
hours. Two complaints were received regarding COVID violations like a social gathering 
and a store not following contact tracing or exemption requirements. He wished Mr. 
Benavides well in his new endeavor.  
 
Mayor Pete Saenz offered his condolences for the recently deceased COVID victims 
and asked for the community’s full cooperation to reduce the risk of infection. He noted 
that some of the area’s representatives and officials will come to inspect the hospitals 
for assistance and advocacy. City Council authorized the City Manager to expand on 
whatever is necessary for our facilities to save lives, up to $5 million. He commended 
Mr. Benavides for his excellent work as the Laredo Public Information Officer.  
 
Tano Tijerina, Webb County Judge, shared his condolences for the recent victims of the 
virus and reported that the Commissioner’s Court decided on Monday to not use the 
simple guideline of returning employees back to work 14 days after their positive 
COVID-19 diagnosis if they are no longer displaying symptoms. The Court decided to 
give the Departments the discretion if “non-essential” employees are to continue staying 
home. The National Guard will provide testing for Webb County next week, August 3-7, 
2020, at the fairgrounds. He wished Mr. Benavides well in his new position.  
 
Robert Eads, City Manager, offered his condolences for the recently deceased COVID 
fatalities and noted that Monday’s Council meeting passed several COVID-related 
items, such as his authority to make important decisions to save human lives in the 
community, the approval of a hotel quarantine voucher program, homelessness 
prevention, street outreach, free certification programs through Laredo College for 
individuals displaced by COVID-19 through several industries, additional skills training, 
grant monies from El LiftFund for small business recovery, the extension of the utilities 
assistance program, and data/WiFi issues as they relate to the reopening of schools in 
the fall. He noted that, as a parent, he thinks of his child as well as all children in the 
community regarding the health and safety issues related to the school systems. He 
congratulated Mr. Benavides on his new position and wished him well.  
 
Valeria Reyes, Assistant City Attorney, noted that the guidance issued by the Attorney 
General is not legally-binding, merely based upon opinion outside of the formal opinion 
process. The only entity that can preempt the local health authority is the Department of 
State Health Services.  
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Mr. Benavides thanked staff for their well wishes and commended the City and County 
officials who make an amazing team.  
 
Mr. Chamberlain noted that the community would have to see a plateau of COVID 
cases before the situation can begin to improve. Dr. Treviño added that by the very 
nature of a global pandemic, the situation will continue unless the entire community 
follows the guidelines consistently.  


