
BY MARINA STARLEAF RIKER
M R I K E R @ V I CA D . CO M

A half-dozen Republicans are vying for
their chance to replace U.S. Rep. Blake
Farenthold, many of whom say immi-
gration, health care and economic de-
velopment are the district’s most press-
ing issues.

On the primary ballot for 2018, six of 10
candidates are running as Republicans
for their chance to fill the congressional

seat in District 27,
which stretches
across the Texas Gulf
Coast around Corpus
Christi and snakes
north toward Austin.

The Republican
challengers will face
off during the March 6
primary before the
winner challenges the
Democrat’s primary’s

winner in the November election.
The Republican candidates include

Bech Bruun, former chairman of Texas
Water Development Board; Michael
Cloud, former chairman of the Victoria
County Republican Party; and Christo-
pher Mapp, a small business owner
from Port O’Connor. John Grunwald, a
retired accountant who lives in Hous-
ton; Jerry Hall, a mediator who lives in
Corpus Christi; and Eddie Gassman, a
contractor from Corpus Christi, also are
seeking the seat.

So far, Bruun and Cloud are emerging
two of the most competitive candidates,
said Victoria County Republican Party
chairman Bill Pozzi. The chairman said
he’s heard that Bruun has been suc-
cessful in fundraising across the dis-
trict, while Cloud is increasingly popu-
lar among grassroots movements in
Vi c t o r i a .

“I think it’s my duty to promote to have
as many good candidates as possible,”
Pozzi said. “And I’m very excited about
the congressional race.”

Bruun, a Corpus Christi native, has
been endorsed by a number of organiza-
tions and individuals, including the
Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers
Association, U.S. Rep. Roger Williams
and former Texas Gov. Rick Perry, who
is the secretary of energy in the Trump
administration.

Before resigning from his position as
chairman of the Texas Water Develop-
ment Board last year to focus on his
campaign, Bruun led the agency in
charge of collecting data, providing fi-
nancial assistance and developing new
water supplies in the state.

If elected, Bruun said he would use his
experience to ensure communities
such as Victoria have water infrastruc-
ture in place to accommodate new busi-
nesses. For example, cities, such as Vic-
toria or Corpus Christi, have roads, rails
and ports in place, but they need to be
able to provide large amounts of water
for new businesses – such as Exxon Mo-
bil, he said.

Once the infrastructure is in place,
new and existing industries can grow,
boosting the number of jobs and
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Black History Parade reflects on past wars
BY ISMAEL PEREZ
I P E R E Z @ V I CA D . CO M

John Thomas Earl Gibson carefully used mag-
nets to attach pictures of African-American sol-
diers who served in the Civil War and other
American wars throughout history.

The faces of the men in the photos would be
seen by Victoria residents as Gibson’s two black
cars slowly drove by them in a parade down
North Street.

“It’s to remind them of people who served in
the military,” the U.S. Army veteran said. “Yo u
c a n’t just say, ‘I’m free.’ Somebody paid for your
freedom.”

The Victoria Black History Committee hosted

SEE DISTRICT 27, A3

SEE HISTORY, A6

QILING WANG/QWANG@VICAD.COM
Jashaun Jackson, 8, gets his hair cut by Preston

Williams, 30, during the Black History Celebration.
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IF YOU GO
� W H AT: Debates for Republican and

Democratic candidates for Congress,
District 27

� WHEN: 5:30 p.m. Monday
� WHERE: University of Houston-

Victoria North Multipurpose Room, 3007
N. Ben Wilson St.
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ALMS is another name for La Raza Unidos, which files tax forms 
as a 501(c)3 charity, according to 990 forms.

Volunteers of Victoria files tax forms as a 501(c)3 charity, according 
to 990 forms. The charity has the same board of directors and 
address as ALMS, according to tax documents. It also provided ALMS 
with $1.3 million in funding in 2015, according to tax documents.

The Internal Revenue Service requires that tax-exempt organizations such as ALMS and Volunteers of 
Victoria file tax documents that provide details on where and how money is spent every year.
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BY MARINA STARLEAF RIKER
M R I K E R @ V I CA D . CO M

Kristi Perez returned to Victoria
after evacuating before Hurri-
cane Harvey, only to find all of her
family ’s belongings were missing
and another tenant had moved in-
to her apartment.

“It was our home,” Perez said
during an interview in October.
“And then come to find out, they
just threw all our stuff out and
moved other people in.”

The mother of two was among
four tenants who sued Cross-
roads Apartments in Victoria, ac-
cusing the landlord of wrongfully
evicting families and taking their
belongings. But the case was dis-
missed when the property owner,
an anonymously owned company
based in Dallas, reached a private
settlement with the tenants, ac-
cording to court records.

This is not the first time there

Legal dispute ties
up water board
in Bloomington
BY MARINA STARLEAF RIKER
M R I K E R @ V I CA D . CO M

Hurricane Harvey’s winds and
rains had no mercy for one of Vic-
toria County’s poorest communi-
ties.

In Bloomington, a rural unin-
corporated community of about
2,500 residents, corrugated metal

SEE BOARD, A6

SEE ALMS, A4
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were damaged. Klimist
would not provide data on
how long residents stayed,
nor would he disclose
where shelters were locat-
ed.

Housing advocates can’t
confirm it either.

An email from an ALMS
representative shows the
nonprofit offered two homes
in Bloomington to be used
as shelter. But leaders of lo-
cal charities overseeing re-
covery efforts after Hurri-
cane Harvey said ALMS
wanted contract terms that
w e r e n’t feasible, according
to their officials.

Other than this offer of the
two units, local nonprofit
leaders said they don’t know
of anyone who has received
free housing in recent
years. Meanwhile, officials
who work for the Victoria
Housing Authority, which
oversees low-income hous-
ing programs, said they
c o u l d n’t recall working with
the nonprofits.

Kim Pickens, who advo-
cates for the homeless, said
she wasn’t aware of anyone
who took part in a free hous-
ing program while she
served as president of Vic-
toria’s homeless coalition
for four years.

“It’s not something they
publicize,” Pickens said.

Instead, ALMS runs
apartments more like mo-
tels than traditional
long-term rentals, Pickens
said. Most tenants pay by
the week and aren’t given
the same rights as tenants
who have conventional leas-
es, she said.

If people don’t pay on time,
they can end up homeless,
she said. She recalled one
instance when she spoke
with a man whose employer
was late giving him his
check, so he was kicked out
on Easter weekend because
his rent was late, she said.

“I know a lot of people who
have become homeless be-
cause of the way they do
things,” Pickens said.

That was all too real for
Yvonne Brazil, one of the
tenants who sued Cross-
roads Apartments. During
an interview Oct. 19, Brazil
said she hated losing all of
her belongings – especially
family photos.

Even though it was small,
the Victoria apartment was
her family’s home. But her
family had nothing left after
the landlords removed their
things, so Brazil, her
boyfriend and her 7- and
15-year-old children were
better off starting a new life
in a new city, she said.

“We were feeling hope-
less. … We ’re homeless
n o w. ”

ALMS

roofs were ripped from di-
lapidated homes, and
trees crashed onto trailer
houses.

County Commissioner
Danny
Garcia, whose district in-
cludes the community, es-
timated 35 percent of res-
idents were left homeless.

Garcia, however, didn’t
want them to get left be-
hind. So he pleaded with
the local school board to
consider selling land – 4
acres that could be devel-
oped into affordable hous-
ing.

The school board consid-
ered it, but Garcia ran into
a problem – something
that could stop the devel-
opment from moving for-
ward.

“The problem is now be-
coming that the water dis-
trict may be at capacity
with their sewer plant be-
cause of all the growth,”
Garcia said. “That may
cause us some issues
where we can’t build
homes for families.”

Within the past several
years, dozens of apart-
ments were built in Bloom-
ington when transient
workers flocked to the area
in the midst of an oil
boom.

In the years that fol-
lowed, the water district
struggled to keep up with
new demand while also
maintaining aging infras-
tr ucture.

In 2015, the district hired
a consultant to study
whether it was charging
customers enough to cov-
er its costs. The study said
some customers weren’t
paying their fair share, so
the district placed cus-
tomers into commercial or
residential categories
based on their burden to
water and sewer lines.

ALMS, a nonprofit that
managed dozens of apart-
ment rentals, was dubbed
a commercial customer.
But ALMS said the rates
were unfair and started a
legal fight that now has im-
plications for the entire
community ’s future.

“If we didn’t have ALMS
suing us, we could improve

our water lines and we
could improve our sewer
lines,” said Noemi Tron-
coso, the water board pres-
ident.

But the nonprofit’s attor-
ney, Bernard Klimist, ar-
gues the district is dis-
criminating against ALMS
and its tenants.

Last spring, ALMS sued
the water district, alleging
it was charged significant-
ly higher rates than other
water customers. The law-
suit accused the district of
overcharging ALMS via il-
legal meter up-sizing, im-
proper rate classification
and excessive billing
rates.

The district charged
ALMS up to five times
more than other similar
rental properties, Klimist
said.

“The biggest issue with
the water district is the dis-
crimination,” Klimist said.

But Klimist said there
were deeper problems at
the district.

He pointed to blog posts,
which appear to be written
using aliases, that contain
unverified accusations
against board members
ranging fraud to misusing
funds.

The author of the blog
posts did not respond to re-
quests for comment.

Klimist also accused one
board member of taking
advantage of water rates,
saying family members of
Lucy Morales, who serves
on the water board, were
charged cheaper rates at
their rental properties
than ALMS was.

“If you verify that No. 1,
they are sitting and elected
on the board, No. 2, they
have family members who
own, develop and benefit
from their decisions about
the rates, you don’t even
have to get anywhere
else,” Klimist said. “The
next question is: Why isn’t
anybody looking at that?”

Morales would not com-
ment. But Mike Gershon,
an attorney representing
the Bloomington water
district, said ALMS fought
to have Morales removed
from the board in 2014, say-
ing one of her relatives was
a property developer.

But after looking into
rules surrounding the is-
sues, the attorney found

that Morales’ relative, who
owns a mobile home park,
d i d n’t fit the Texas Water
Code’s definition of a devel-
oper, he said.

According to that code, a
developer is someone who
owns land and has divided
the land to build a subdivi-
sion, lots or properties in-
tended for public use.

About three years later,
Gershon is now fighting
ALMS in a different legal bat-
tle that centers on what the
nonprofit will pay for water.

Before the new commer-
cial rates took effect, all cus-
tomers paid the same rates
for water, Gershon said. But
in 2015, the consultant hired
by the district analyzed op-
eration costs and customers’
data and said ALMS should
be charged commercial

rates.
In general, customers can

appeal the rates with the
Public Utility Commission of
Texas, which is in charge of
deciding if rates are fair, said
Gershon. But ALMS didn’t
do that and instead sued the
district.

“ALMS never appealed the
rates,” Gershon said. “We
never faced a challenge to
how these rates were set
up.”

Troncoso, the water board
president, said the district
tried to be as fair as possible
when setting the rates,
which is why the board hired
a consultant. ALMS still
owes the district about
$40,000, she said.

“They don’t pay,” Tr o n c o s o
said. “But then their tenants,
they better pay or they get

thrown out.”
After months of negotia-

tion meetings, the district
and ALMS haven’t reached
an agreement. Troncoso
said she recognizes how the
lawsuit is hurting the district
at a time when Bloomington
needs housing more than ev-
er. Garcia knows that all too
well.

The county commissioner
was hoping the land owned
by the Bloomington school
district could be developed
into 16 to 20 homes – homes
for families in desperate
need.

Now, he’s trying to figure
out a way to make it work –
even if the odds are against
him.

“That’s going to cause us
some issues,” Garcia said.
“We don’t know yet.”

CONTINUED FROM A5
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MADELYNNE SCALES/MSCALES@VICAD.COM
Cathy Garcia, of Victoria, addresses Bloomington water board members during a meeting at St.
Patr ick’s Catholic Church.

their annual Black History
Parade and Festival on Sat-
urday at the Victoria Com-
munity Center. This year’s
theme was “A f r i c a n -A m e r i -
cans in Times of War.”

The parade started at Pat-
ti Welder Middle School and
ended at the community
center where the festival
began.

There were 30 entries in
the parade and about 100
people who attended the pa-
rade, said JT Murphy, the
parade organizer.

Stephanie Loewe, 45, of
Hallettsville, was support-
ing her daughter, who is a
c h e e r l e a d e r.

She said she tries to show
her support for Black Histo-
ry Month in any way she

can and hoped more people
were there to show they
support, too.

“It matters that we care
about our history and how
we got here,” the University
of Houston-Victoria crimi-
nal justice and psychology
double major said. “We
have come a long way but
still have a long way to go,
so showing our support def-
initely shows we are inclu-
sive of everybody.”

Kelvin Orlando Scott, 48,
of Victoria, was the grand
marshal of the parade and a
speaker at the celebration.
The U.S. Army veteran,
who moved to Victoria in
2010 after his last tour in
Iraq, invited his family from
Ferriday, La., to the festi-
val.

“I called them once I got
the notice to be a speaker
and grand marshal,” he
said. “It’s an honor for me

to have them come and
share this moment with my
f a m i l y. ”

Scott spoke about his ex-
periences and also in-
formed the festival atten-
dees how the military pro-
vides good opportunities.

Sherilyn Shelton, an event
organizer in charge of en-
tertainment, said more
than 200 people were in at-
tendance at the festival.

She said the festival was
not just open for
African-Americans; anyone
from the public was invited,
too.

Celebrating with people
from different backgrounds
helps people be one and get
along, she said.

“Being together, we are
only one. And if we can in-
volve different nationalities,
we will become together
one big family here in Victo-
ria,” Shelton said.

CONTINUED FROM A1
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QILING WANG/QWANG@VICAD.COM
A group of children take a picture with UHV Jaguar before the Black History Celebration parade
starting at Patti Welder Middle School.

Rotary Clubs of Victoria & Victoria Adult Literacy Council

Friday, February 23, 6:00 pm
Victoria College Student Center | 2200 E. Red River

4-person team $100 | Spectators $5 Each

Proceeds benefit the Victoria Adult Literacy Council
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It’s like trivial pursuit but more challenging and fun!
Answer questions on subjects like history, arts, literature, science, geography, pop culture and current events.

Register at victorialiteracycouncil.org by Feb. 20.
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Here, We Go…into a bright
future for UHV Athletics.

The University of
Houston-Victoria
thanks those who

attended or sponsored
A Night for the Jaguars.

We also are grateful to
the many businesses and
individuals who donated or
purchased auction items in
support of scholarships for
UHV’s student-athletes.
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