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HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT
This is the third 
installment of  
“Hidden in Plain 
Sight,” a Victoria 
Advocate series 
that examines how 
Hurricane Harvey 
exposed the gap 
between the people 
who could afford  
to rebuild – and 
everyone else.

IN 

To view exclusive content, 
like photo galleries and a 
Spanish translation, and to 
read previous installments  
in this series, go online to  
VictoriaAdvocate.com/hidden.

This project was produced with  
the support of the University of 
Southern California Center for 
Health Journalism’s National  
Fellowship and the nonprofit  
Report for America, which sends 
journalists to local newsrooms  
like the Victoria Advocate.  
“Hidden in Plain Sight” also is 
available in Spanish through a  
partnership with Revista de Victoria.

ANGELA PIAZZA/APIAZZA@VICAD.COM

Jonathan Sanchez Salas, 33, holds his 7-month-old daughter, Kassidy Sanchez, while his wife, not pictured, tucks son Fernando Martinez, 9, into bed with his brother, who 
is already under the blankets. Fernando wears a hoodie and jeans to bed. The family was forced to move from their apartment after it and their belongings bore extensive 
damage from Hurricane Harvey. They lived in a single room at Crossroads Apartments before Sanchez Salas’ boss offered to rent them their current home, which is also in 
need of repair after the hurricane. To read more about this family’s story and other Crossroads residents who are still struggling after the storm, see YOUR LIFE, Page E1.
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BY JESSICA PRIEST
JPRIEST@VICAD.COM

The Calhoun Port Authority 
spent about $19,000 to send three 
board members and their wives 
to an October conference in Chile.

By comparison, a similarly 
sized port 90 miles east along the 
Texas coast, Port Freeport, sent 
its port director and one board 
member to the international con-
ference. The much-larger Port 
Houston sent no one to the same 

conference.
The Calhoun Port Authority 

board members who attended – 

Randy L. Boyd, Dell R. 
Weathersby, and Shields 
A. “Tony” Holladay Sr. 
– have not shared with 
the public much of what 
they learned from the 
conference that could 
help the port. Neither 
they nor Port Director 
Charles Hausmann re-

turned calls for comment.
“I would think that a far better 

trip to take would have been to 

Washington, D.C., to say, ‘Hey, 
you’re giving all this money to 
the Corpus Christi port, but what 
about us?’” said Paul Lauter-
bach, a Port Lavaca resident.

Lauterbach was referring to 
the Monday announcement by 
the Port of Corpus Christi that 
the federal government had al-
located $59 million to widen and 
deepen its ship channel. Those in 

CALHOUN PORT AUTHORITY

Board members spend $19K on Chile trip
CHILE TRIP COST 
BREAKDOWN
■ Amount spent on conference 

registrations: $4,350
■ Amount reimbursed to Randy L. Boyd: 

$4,406.84
■ Amount reimbursed to Dell R. 

Weathersby: $4,686.26
■ Amount reimbursed to Shields A. 

“Tony” Holladay Sr.: $5,170.08

Boyd Weathersby Holladay

SEE CHILE, A5

MATTHEW WESTMORELAND/ 

MWESTMORELAND@VICAD.COM

Rhett Lindsey Branch, 
6, a student at Trinity 
Episcopal School in 
Victoria, sits with Santa 
Claus at the Leo J. 
Welder Center. She 
asked Santa for gifts 
from the show “Paw 
Patrol” and a unicorn 
pillow. She wants to 
leave brownies for 
Santa. Her favorite tra-
dition is singing “Happy 
Birthday” for Jesus.

Wise, humble leader touched 
hearts of Crossroads, B5

‘41’ led nation through Persian Gulf War, B1
Reporter recalls president’s courtesy, B2
George H.W. Bush’s life in photos, B3
Political leaders share sympathies, B5

1924-2018

NATION’S HERO

BY KALI VENABLE
KVENABLE@VICAD.COM

Loretta Stockbauer sat 
in a chair on Main Street 
and watched her 3-year-old 
granddaughter gaze up at 
the Christmas lights illumi-
nating DeLeon Plaza.

She is one of thousands of 
community members who 
gathered downtown for the 
Victoria Lighted Christmas 
parade on Saturday night.

Stockbauer said her 
friends and family find a 

good viewing spot on the 
parade route every year to 
set up chairs and blankets 
for their grandchildren and 
children.

“It is great to see the kids 
have a good time, enjoy the 
lights and play with their 
friends,” she said.

A day before the parade, 
Stockbauer helped her 
niece decorate her hus-
band’s “Brent Carter for 
Mayor” float. She said they 
painted a Massey Ferguson 

tractor pulling bales of hay 
to look like Santa Claus’s 
red sleigh.

The float was among 
130 parade entries, which 
ranged from old cars to gi-
ant tractors and residents 
on foot.

Violet Perez, a grand-
mother of three, could not 

wait for her eldest grand-
daughter, Abrelena Marti-
nez, to march past her as 
part of the Stroman Middle 
School marching band.

Abrelena, 12, plays the 
flute, just as her grand-
mother did when she was 
younger.

Perez said she brought 
her husband and two oth-
er grandchildren to cheer 
Abrelena on and see the 

COMMUNITY

Parade lights bring Christmas cheer

SEE PARADE, A3

KAYLA RENIE/KRENIE@VICAD.COM

Maricela Gonzales, right, and Max Pina watch the 2018 Lighted 
Christmas Parade in downtown Victoria.

ONLINE
Watch as the parade rolls through 
downtown, VictoriaAdvocate.com.

rpatterson
Line
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“

She’s like, ‘Mama, I want to go inside. I want to go home.’ 

And I have to explain to her, ‘We can’t right now.’
TRISTIN GARY, 24, mother of 3-year-old Lirik

“
INEQUALITY

UNLIVABLE

Tristin Gary, 24, watches her 3-year-old daughter, Lirik, sleep on two chairs pushed together inside a convenience store and bus station while waiting for a Greyhound bus. Having to rely on a friend to give 
them a ride to the station, they waited about six hours in the store for their 3:20 a.m. bus to arrive. Gary, her boyfriend, Seth Johnson, and Lirik moved into Crossroads Apartments last summer from  
Fort Worth and were locked out in October, leaving the family homeless. Gary said she only had one option: move herself and Lirik to Abilene, where family, shelter and a job await their arrival.

DONATE OR VOLUNTEER
Most charities that are helping residents 
rebuild are looking for materials and 
money to do so. They are also looking 
for volunteers to get the work done – 
especially people who are skilled like 
carpenters, plumbers and electricians.

 ■ In Victoria, call the Victoria County 
Long-Term Recovery Group at 361-
578-3561 or send donations to P.O. 
Box 354, Victoria TX 77902.

 ■ In Refugio, contact the Refugio County 
Volunteer Reception Center at 361-
230-1154 or refugiovolunteers@gmail.
com. You can also contact the Coastal 
Bend Disaster Recovery Group, which 
is working to help Refugio in addition 
to several other counties like Aransas 
and Nueces. To donate funds and 
materials, contact 361-587-5005 or 
coastalbenddrg@gmail.com.

 ■ In Calhoun, contact the Calhoun 
Long-Term Recovery Group at 361-
434-0682 or email calhounltrg@
gmail.com.

 ■ In Austwell and Tivoli, call Rusty 
Cindy Ministries at 512-297-7596.

GET HELP
Regardless of where you live,  
first try dialing 2-1-1.

 ■ In Victoria, dial 2-1-1 or contact the 
Victoria County Long-Term Recovery 
Group at 361-703-5567 to find out 
how to apply for assistance. You can 
also submit an online form from the 
Victoria County LRTG.

 ■ In Refugio, dial 2-1-1 or contact 
the Refugio County Volunteer 
Reception Center at 361-230-1154 or 
refugiovolunteers@gmail.com.

 ■ In Calhoun, dial 2-1-1 or contact 
the Calhoun Long-Term Recovery 
Group at 361-434-0682 or email 
calhounltrg@gmail.com.

Need crisis counseling?  
Call the Gulf Bend Center’s 24-hour 
hotline at 1-877-723-3422 – but know 
that the center only provides mental 
health and substance abuse resources; 
it doesn’t provide services related to 
disaster recovery. 
Need legal help?  
Call Texas RioGrande Legal Aid. To view 
a list of offices near your home, visit 
VictoriaAdvocate.com/hidden.

Mold, bedbugs, rising prices: the reality of renting post-Harvey
STORY BY MARINA STARLEAF RIKER AND PHOTOS BY ANGELA PIAZZA        MRIKER@VICAD.COM AND APIAZZA@VICAD.COM

ristin Gary’s  
desperate last 
resort came in  
the form of a  

one-room apartment, 
with just a minifridge, 
microwave, tiny sink, 
shower and toilet.

It was all the young 
mother could afford.

During the summer, Gary, 
24, fled south with her toddler 
and boyfriend from a violent 
neighborhood in Fort Worth to 
Victoria, a city of 67,000 people 
where she thought her small 
family could build a better life. 
But roughly one year after Hur-
ricane Harvey, which damaged 
an estimated one-third of Victo-
ria’s apartments, finding a rent-
al home within budget of her 
McDonald’s paychecks seemed 
next to impossible.

Her only option turned out 
to be the small room at Cross-
roads Apartments, a deteri-
orating complex built in the 
1940s. Gary’s unit, where 
she lived with her daughter,  
Lirik, was in the same building 
as two sex offenders, accord-
ing to state records. When it 
rained, water seeped through 
the windows. Cockroaches in-
fested the small space. And of-
ten, her family would run into 
other tenants who were drunk, 
high, fighting or sometimes 
passed out in the stairwells, 
she said.

“Trust me, if I had another 
place where I could go and 
move into tomorrow, we would 
not be here,” said Gary.

This is the harsh reality for 
families with limited budgets 
in Victoria, a community that 
even before the hurricane dealt 

with exploitative landlords and 
a shortage of safe, affordable 
rental housing. Yet in the hurri-
cane’s aftermath, some tenants 
have little choice but to make do 
in rentals where they breathe 
moldy air or sleep in rooms in-
fested with bedbugs and cock-
roaches. Others, like Gary, find 
no other option but to move 
to places like the Crossroads 
Apartments, where the landlord 
has been accused of wrong-
doings ranging from failing to 
provide charitable services it 
claimed on tax documents to 
wrongfully evicted tenants.

“(Even) when you have mold 
in your apartment or you live 
in a substandard apartment, 

(tenants) don’t want to move 
because in Victoria, there lit-
erally is nowhere else to go,” 
said Kate Rainey, of Texas 
RioGrande Legal Aid, who has 
been examining housing prob-
lems in Victoria.

But after Harvey, the state 
of Texas reserved the vast 
majority of federal recovery 
dollars for homeowners – not 
renters. Of roughly $2.236 bil-
lion of federal grant money 
earmarked to repair damaged 
housing in areas outside of 
Houston, about $450 million 
– roughly 20 percent – is tar-
geted for rentals, according to 
advocates.

Crossroads Apartments maintenance workers empty Gary’s apartment without formally notifying the family. The crew 
loads black garbage bags and furniture onto golf carts and drives away to an unknown location. Almost a month later 
when Gary attempted to retrieve her belongings, she said, the office could not locate most of them.

FIND MORE ONLINE
Our interactive e-edition 
provides more content  
than ever! Go online to 

VictoriaAdvocate.com/edition  
and click on this story to find:

 ■ Photo galleries from the 
Advocate’s hurricane coverage.

 ■ Spanish translations of all 
the installments in this series 

courtesy of Revista de Victoria.

 ■ A digital outlet to share your  
story of recovery and join in  

the community conversation.

T

SEE UNLIVABLE, E2

After Hurricane Harvey, the obstacles to rebuilding are often hidden from those who aren’t facing them: “The mentality is, ‘I’m OK, so everybody  
else must be OK,’” said Kim Pickens, a case manager helping people recover. This is the third installment in the series “Hidden in Plain Sight,”  
which explores inequality and how Harvey exposed the gap between the people who could afford to rebuild and everyone else. This project was  
produced with the support of the USC Center for Health Journalism’s National Fellowship and Report for America, which deploys emerging  
journalists to local newsrooms like the Victoria Advocate. The project also is available in Spanish through a partnership with Revista de Victoria.
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Unless more money is set aside 
for building new apartments, ad-
vocates warn that renters will 
be forced from communities ex-
periencing housing shortages. 
Meanwhile, families without fi-
nancial means to move out could 
find themselves trapped in units 
infested with mold, still in dis-
repair after Harvey or lacking 
basic necessities like running 
water.

“Our affordable housing cri-
sis is absolutely going to get 
exacerbated because of this if 
we don’t adequately respond to 
the housing needs,” said Char-
lie Duncan, research director 
for the Austin-based Texas Low 
Income Housing Information 
Service. “We think the needs  
of renters are really getting  
underestimated.”

HOMELESS AFTER HARVEY
When Gary moved to Victoria 

in late summer, she never imag-
ined that within three months, 
her family would become home-
less – like many others in Har-
vey’s wake. 

With McDonald’s paychecks as 
her only source of income, Gary 
knew paying rent on time would 
be difficult. It was paid by the 
week, $226 due every Friday, she 
said. That seemed like a lot for 
the tiny room, which she shared 
with her toddler, boyfriend and 
two dogs – Lucy and Sky, named 
after The Beatles’ “Lucy in the 
Sky with Diamonds.” 

But once she started falling 
behind, saving up one month’s 
rent and deposit for a different 
place while earning slightly 
more than minimum wage be-
gan to seem as unlikely as her  
landlord forgiving the rent she 
already owed.

What Gary didn’t expect 
though, was for her landlord to 
put a lock on her door. During the 
next week, they slept on friends’ 
couches, trying to scrape up 
rent money. But one morning, 
another shock came: Multiple 

men on golf carts showed up 
at her apartment, took the lock 
off the door and shoved all her 
belongings – clothes, children’s 
toys and kitchenware – into 
trash bags. They threw some of 
it into a dumpster. Then hauled 
the rest away, to a place Gary 
didn’t know.

“As a parent … it’s the sh---
iest feeling in the world,” said 
Gary, who ended up homeless. 
“It makes me want to cry when 
I think about it because (my 
daughter) doesn’t really know 
what’s going on. She’s like, 
‘Mama, I want to go inside, I 
want to go home.’”

“And I have to explain to her, 
‘We can’t right now.’”

Management at Crossroads 
Apartments did not return mul-
tiple requests for comment.

But this is a common story for 
renters there. Last year, four 
tenants sued the apartments, ac-
cusing their landlord of wrong-
fully evicting families and tak-
ing their belongings when they 
evacuated during Hurricane  

Harvey. That’s generally illegal. 
In Texas, the law requires land-
lords to give tenants notice and 
file eviction lawsuits in court be-
fore they can kick them out.

These accusations come de-
spite the fact that these apart-
ments are connected with two 
nonprofits that claimed to pro-
vide charity services ranging 
from soup kitchens to disaster 
relief to $17.5 million in free 
and low-income housing over a  
decade. 

Yet even after Harvey, local 
housing advocates said they 
didn’t know anyone who re-
ceived shelter.

These are far from the only 
problems, though. The Cross-
roads Apartments are also 
known as a hub for violent crime 
and drugs: During the past five 
years, Victoria’s emergency 
responders were called to the 
complex almost 3,500 times – 
roughly once every 12 hours, 
according to city data.

UNLIVABLE: After falling behind on weekly rent, family 

comes home to find apartment, belongings locked away

YOUR LIFEPAGE DESIGNER/COPY EDITOR: NICOLE CRAPPS, NCRAPPS@VICAD.COM

After missing a weekly rent payment, Gary’s family was locked out of their apartment in October. A metal exterior lock is 
fastened around the doorknob preventing Gary and Johnson from entering their home or retrieving belongings.

BY MARINA  
STARLEAF RIKER
MRIKER@VICAD.COM

It wasn’t long ago that 
developers were busy 
building hundreds of new 
rental units, the biggest 
boom that Victoria, a city 
of 67,000, had seen since 
the 1980s.

In the middle of the Ea-
gle Ford Shale oil boom, 
developers flocked to the 
area, constructing more 
than 1,000 apartment units 
as out-of-town workers 
flooded the region, causing 
rents to soar. At the time, 
the growth appeared to be 
so prolific that, in 2011, lo-
cal real estate profession-
als feared builders would 
overdevelop the market.

Time, however, would 
prove they were wrong.

When Hurricane Harvey 
slammed Victoria, it dam-
aged roughly one-third of 
the city’s apartment units. 
It became clear that the 
affordable housing short-
age that nonprofit leaders 
warned of during the oil 
boom had suddenly trans-
formed into a crisis over-
night. Dozens of families 
were given five days to 
move from damaged apart-
ments. Others crashed on 
friends’ couches. Some 
packed up and left for larg-
er cities with more housing 
options.

But little has been done 
to boost the number of af-
fordable rental units since 
Harvey struck. Even with-
out the complications of 
a hurricane, it’s become 
harder and harder for de-
velopers to build apart-
ments within tenants’ 
financial reach. Construc-
tion and labor costs have 
gone up, but typical work-
ers’ wages haven’t caught 
up.

Advocates and develop-
ers agree that building 
affordable housing is an 
uphill battle – especially in 
Victoria, a city that must 
often compete with near-
by Corpus Christi, a city 
of more than 300,000 peo-
ple, for scarce government 
subsidies. Despite these 
challenges, it’s a battle 
that advocates and devel-
opers say can – and should 
– be fought.

“Where there’s a will, 
there’s a way,” said Brad 
McMurray, who oversees 
development for Prospera 
Housing Community Ser-
vices, a nonprofit develop-
er based in San Antonio. 
“If they really want to do 
something, I think it’s pos-
sible.”

Although developers built  
more than 1,000 units  
during the most recent oil 
boom, the construction 
didn’t slow Victoria’s rising 
rent costs. Instead, hundreds 
of units were marketed as 
“luxury” apartments, with 
price points out of working  
families’ reach. 

In contrast, it’s been 
more than a decade since 
an “affordable” housing 
complex was built – which 
means tenants are guaran-
teed to spend no more than  
30 percent of their income 
on rent, according to the  
state.

When renters have lower 

incomes, affordable hous-
ing  developers must rely 
on other funding sourc-
es to fill the gap between 
construction costs and the 
rent that property owners 
collect. 

Often, that financing 
comes in the form of tax 
credits from the federal 
government, which devel-
opers can sell to investors 
who want to lower their 
federal tax bills.

But Victoria must com-
pete with other cities, in-
cluding Corpus Christi, 
for those scarce credits. 
“There is usually at least 
one application each year 
for a project in Victoria, 
but it’s very competitive, 
and we rarely stack up to 
Corpus Christi properties 
based on their scoring cri-
teria,” explained Julie Ful-
gham, who oversees city 
planning in Victoria.

McMurray, who works 
for the San Antonio-based 
developer, knows that all 
too well. Because Corpus 
Christi has significantly 
more people, projects can 
score higher on competi-
tive applications for fund-
ing because they’re in an 
“urban core.” And because 
putting together an appli-
cation is so expensive, “it’s 
very unlikely that someone 
is going to try to go to Vic-
toria to do that,” McMur-
ray said.

But there could be ways 
to change that. If Victoria’s 
officials are serious about 
wanting to boost afford-
able housing, McMurray 
said they could take a first 
step by meeting with state 
officials to discuss ways to 
make the city more com-
petitive.

That’s an option the state 
is open to, too. Marni Hol-
loway, who oversees the 
multifamily financing divi-
sion at the Texas Depart-
ment of Housing and Com-
munity Affairs, said she’d 
be happy to meet with offi-
cials in Victoria.

“To participate in our 
programs, the city doesn’t 
really have to do a whole 
lot more than pass a res-
olution (of support),” said 
Holloway. “It’s not like 
they’re being asked to do 
anything other than have a 
little more welcoming en-
vironment.”

Besides the competitive 
tax credits that McMur-
ray mentioned, there are 
a number of other pro-
grams developers can tap 
for financing. One is an-
other tax credit program, 
which isn’t as competitive 
because it doesn’t provide 
as much financing. There 
are also loan programs, 
including one that’s forgiv-
able if projects serve fam-
ilies who are considered 
“extremely low income.” 
In Victoria, a project would 
qualify for serving a fami-
ly of four that makes less 
than $25,100 per year.

“The need for affordable 
housing is statewide; it’s a 
hole we’re never going to 
fill,” Holloway said. “But it is 
something we can work to-
ward, and we have tools and 
resources to at least hope-
fully serve the most vulner-
able of our neighbors.”

Backlog mounts for decade
HOUSING OPTIONS

Victoria hasn’t seen new affordable housing 
in 11 years; advocates say change needed

Black mold was evident at an Autumn Park apartment through a hole 
in the exterior wall Feb. 20. Some of the apartment buildings in the 
complex are still unlivable more than a year after Hurricane Harvey.Locked out of their apartment, Gary, Lirik and their two dogs take refuge from chilly weather in a neighbor’s apartment 

during the day. Uncertain of where they sleep at night, Gary sent her daughter to spend the night with her mother.

A Crossroads maintenance worker throws a black garbage bag filled with items 
he collected from Gary and Johnson’s apartment into a dumpster. The bag 
was one of several that ended up in the garbage. Without giving Gary an exact 
time, the crew let themselves into her apartment and cleared all of the family’s 
belongings out in about an hour.

SEE UNLIVABLE, E3
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This is where families trying 
to climb out of poverty are of-
ten stuck alongside criminals if 
they can’t afford anything else. 
But even though these apart-
ments are often considered 
Victoria renters’ rock bottom, 
they are far from the only ones 
that have caused problems for 
tenants.

Even before Hurricane Har-
vey struck, Victoria dealt with 
serious housing problems. A 
city plan approved in 2015 iden-
tified at least 185 renter house-
holds that lived in substandard 
housing – defined as a home 
without hot or cold running wa-
ter; a flushing toilet; a bathtub 
or shower; or a kitchen with-
out a sink with running water, 
a range or stove, or a refrig-
erator. The report also found 
475 renter households living in 
overcrowded homes, and 2,020 
who paid more than 50 percent 
of their income on rent.

Despite the widespread is-
sues, many tenants avoid re-
porting problems because they 
fear landlords’ retaliation – be-
havior that’s illegal, according 
to local officials. 

During the past three years, 
Victoria’s health department 
received at least 19 complaints 
about problems with rental 
housing, nearly half of which 
occurred in the months after 
Harvey. The complaints ranged 
from accusations of mobile 
homes leaking raw sewage to 
mold infestations to an apart-
ment’s ceiling caving in.

“I’d just heard this morning 
that a woman was living with 
mold, and she was scared to 
say anything because her land-
lord would evict her if she did,” 
said Ginny Stafford, who runs 
Mid-Coast Family Services, a 
nonprofit that provides rental 
assistance. “And sure enough, 
he did – he did evict her be-
cause she complained about 
the hole in the ceiling and the 
mold in the walls.”

After Harvey, it became clear 
how many people had been liv-
ing in dilapidated structures: 
trailers with no running water, 
storage sheds or single-rooms 
without kitchens or bathrooms, 
explained Stafford. 

When those units were dam-
aged, many of their tenants 
were forced out.

“They were getting by, they 
were paying $300 to $400 a 
month, and now there’s noth-
ing for them,” Stafford said. 
“Hardly an hour goes by that 
someone here isn’t looking for 
a place to live because they just 
can’t afford the regular rent.”

RENTAL CRISIS CROSSES  
ECONOMIC BOUNDARIES

In Harvey’s wake, renters with 
extremely limited incomes, like 
people earning minimum wage 
or elderly surviving on Social 
Security, aren’t the only ones 
struggling. Even tenants with 
steady incomes and protections 
that come with traditional leases 
are squeezed by Victoria’s rental 
housing shortage.

In the year following Harvey, 
Victoria’s health department 
received a few complaints about 
large apartment complexes, in-
cluding at least two alleging that 
mold infested the Autumn Park 
Apartments, a complex built in 
the 1980s where at least 17 units 
were so damaged by Harvey that 
tenants were forced to move out. 

That’s where Teresa Lee has 
been living with her partner and 

two young daughters in a unit 
that always seems to crawl with 
cockroaches, no matter what 
they do to kill them. It’s in that 
apartment where the couple has 
dealt with hot water getting shut 
off for days at a time, she said. 
And where, this fall, Lee discov-
ered that her apartment was 
swarming with bedbugs, too.

“We had to throw out our box 
spring, our couch,” she said. “I 
had never seen a bug infestation 
like that.”

On a chilly October day, at least 
two couches, five box springs 
and six mattresses – including 
one covered in at least 78 bed-
bugs – littered the pothole-rid-
den parking lot at Autumn Park. 
The mother of two said she wants 
to move from that complex, but 
finding another apartment after 
Harvey is difficult at best, even 
with steady income from her job 
at a local daycare.

When asked about the bedbugs, 
Lee’s landlord said that manage-
ment inspects all units and gives 
tenants a form showing how to 
check for bedbugs before they 
move in. But if tenants discover 
the pests once they’re living there, 
they’re responsible for picking up 
the bill, said Melissa Moore, prop-
erty manager of Autumn Park.

“Unfortunately, bedbugs are an 
epidemic and can show up any-
where, even five-star hotels,” said 
Moore, adding that management 
also works quickly to address oth-
er problems ranging from mold 
to outages of hot water.

Moore also serves as president 
of the Victoria Apartment Associ-
ation – one of the only agencies in 
Victoria that serves as a resource 
for property managers and land-
lords. It’s the same group that 
health officials often call when 
they receive complaints about 
apartments – because in Victoria, 

there is no local tenants’ union or 
additional protections within city 
code to protect renters.

“Many other states have bet-
ter protections for tenants,” said 
Sandy Rollins, who runs the Dal-
las-based Texas Tenants’ Union. 
“The Texas Legislature has a lot 
of catching up to do to protect 
the people in the state from un-
fair practices.”

For example, landlords of-
ten make tenants like Lee sign  
bedbug addendums – documents 
that put tenants on the hook for 
eradication. But there’s no law 
requiring landlords to tell new 
tenants whether bedbugs cur-
rently overrun properties. In-
stead, tenants can end up like 
Lee, who discovered the pests 
and suddenly found herself re-
sponsible for paying hundreds of 
dollars to kill them.

UNLIVABLE:  
Fear of eviction 
may keep renters 
from reporting 
substandard 
living conditions 
after hurricane

In a kitchen bare of furniture on Anaqua Avenue, Nathan Sanchez, 1, watches his mother, Cindy Barrientes, 28, cook while Jonathan Sanchez, 5, plays a game on his Sony PlayStation Portable. After  
Hurricane Harvey damaged their apartment on Oaklawn Street badly enough that FEMA ruled it uninhabitable, the family moved twice before settling in this two-bedroom home, though it also has damages.
Like Barrientes’ family, hundreds of other renters in Victoria were forced out of their homes after the hurricane.

More than 75 bedbugs cover a queen-size mattress left beside a dumpster in 
October at Autumn Park.

Mother of four Cindy Barrientes said her current Anaqua Avenue home was 
also damaged in the hurricane last year. The front door does not stay closed, 
and the roof leaks when it rains. Mold grows on the bathroom door frame.

SEE UNLIVABLE, E4

In September 2017, Barrientes lifted a curtain in her uninhabitable Oaklawn Street apartment to show a broken window. The mother said she tried to barricade  
the window with a mattress during Hurricane Harvey, but the wind was too strong. Broken glass, clothing and a water-damaged mattress are scattered across  
the bedroom floor. The family was eventually forced to move from this space because of the unlivable conditions.



—  

Even worse from a health 
standpoint, landlords don’t have 
to tell tenants that units were 
damaged by storms like Harvey. 
Some landlords may simply paint 
over mold, which can pose a dan-
gerous threat to health. “Mold 
is a huge issue in the state,” ex-
plained Rollins. “But city (and 
state) codes don’t deal with it  
adequately.”

‘ZERO PERCENT IS REALLY 
GOING TO RENTERS’

Like hundreds of other rent-
ers in Victoria, Cindy Barrien-
tes’ family returned after evac-
uating during Harvey to find 
they wouldn’t be able to live in  
their two-bedroom apartment 
anymore.

Because the housing market 
was so tight, Barrientes, her 
husband and their three sons 
found no other choice but to rent 
at Crossroads Apartments. The 
mother, who was pregnant at 
the time, felt overwhelmed with 
anxiety knowing that her family 
lived in a complex notorious for 
crime and drugs. 

But then her family got lucky: 
Her husband’s boss at a con-
struction company offered them 
a rental home within walk-
ing distance of her children’s 
school. Cracks split the walls. 
Mold lined sections of the ceil-
ing and doorways. But they 
would make do.

When her family first moved in, 
they didn’t have furniture. Bar-
rientes vividly remembers how 
uncomfortable it was sleeping 
on the floor after delivering her 
daughter via cesarean section. 
Eventually, a local nonprofit 
gave them a bed. Months later 
though, they still haven’t been 
able to save up enough to re-
place everything else.

“It breaks my heart and at 
times I find myself a lot just 
locked in my room and just cry-
ing,” the mother said. “But you 
got to stay strong for the kids.”

But for people like Barrientes 
who rented their homes instead 
of owning them at the time of 
Harvey’s landfall, housing ad-
vocates warn the help they still 
desperately need may not come. 
Amelia Adams, a researcher 
with the Texas Low Income 
Housing Information Service, 
explained that none of the $450 
million of federal funding re-
served to rebuild rental units is 
actually going directly into rent-
ers’ pockets. “Zero percent is re-
ally going to renters themselves 
– it’s all going to developers and 
owners of multifamily property,” 
she said.

Instead of giving cash as-
sistance to renters, the state 
awards money to property own-
ers and developers so they can 
rebuild apartments – properties 
that, in theory, will house South 
Texans who lost homes to Har-
vey, Adams explained. But so far, 
there are major red flags with 
the state’s plan. No. 1, it doesn’t 
prioritize projects that prom-
ise to serve communities’ most  

vulnerable renters – people with 
extremely limited incomes who 
otherwise can’t afford rent.

Rather than giving priority to 
projects that serve those rent-
ers, applications are general-
ly prioritized on a first-come, 
first-serve basis, Adams said. 
Developers just have to promise 
to serve families whose income 
falls at 80 percent of the area me-
dian – a family of four in Victoria 
would qualify if they made less 
than $55,450 in 2018.

But in Victoria, 42 percent of 
renters who applied for federal 
assistance after Harvey made 
less than half that amount, said 
Adams. Those renters are con-
sidered “extremely low-income,” 
which means a family of four 
makes less than $25,100 per year. 
“It’s going to put the rent out 
of reach for most tenants,” she 
continued.

But the Texas General Land 
Office, the agency overseeing 
housing programs, said it de-
signed the plan to house dis-
placed tenants as efficiently as 
possible – and everything was 
backed with data. When asked 
about advocates’ criticism that 
the plan failed to protect vulner-
able renters by not prioritizing 
affordability, GLO spokeswoman 
Brittany Eck said she heard the 
opposite argument in some ar-
eas; some local officials wanted 
more flexibility to serve renters 
with higher incomes, not only 
ones with extremely low in-
comes.

“We’re here to implement as 
quickly and efficiently as pos-
sible because there are people 

outside of housing,” said Eck, 
who added that more funding 
was allocated to homeown-
ers than renters because their 
homes cost more to rebuild per 
unit than apartments.

Under the current plan, home-
owners outside Houston will be 
able to tap into $1.334 billion set 
aside for rebuilding their prima-
ry homes. Because the state’s 
plan so drastically favors home-
owners rather than renters, 
advocates say it could open the 
state to legal challenges.

“We are starting to think about 
how to bring large-scale litiga-
tion against the GLO alleging 
that its lack of focus on rent-
ers is discriminatory because 
renters are likely to be more 
African-American and Hispan-
ic compared to homeowners, 
which are more white,” said 
Rainey of Texas RioGrande Le-
gal Aid, which works closely with 
Adams’ group.

Housing discrimination is il-
legal, but the argument against 
the state is a messy one because 
private landlords aren’t required 
to track tenants’ race. That 
means it’s difficult to know how 
many renters of color didn’t re-
ceive the help they needed after 
Harvey, Rainey said.

No one knows exactly how 
many families, like Barrientes’, 
are still struggling to replace 
what Harvey destroyed. Or how 
many rental homes have yet to 
be repaired. But unless some-
thing changes, advocates say it’s 
clear the situation for renters 
will gravely worsen in Harvey’s 
aftermath.

BUS TICKET OFFERS HOPE
After the men cleared out her 

apartment in mid-October, Gary, 
her boyfriend and daughter shuf-
fled between friends’ couches. 
Sometimes, they stayed with 
Gary’s mother, who works in con-
struction and sleeps in the homes 
that she renovates. On four oc-
casions, the small family found 
themselves sleeping outside, just 
as temperatures dropped sharp-
ly from the 70s to upper 40s. The 
family’s blankets and jackets, 
however, were still locked away 
by their ex-landlord.

The spiral of chaos that swal-
lowed up Gary’s apartment, be-
longings and sense of stability 
also cost the mother her job at 
McDonald’s. “I’m not going to go 
to work knowing that my kid is 
out on the street,” she explained.

She knew she had to get away, 
if only to protect her daughter. 
Away from the city where there 
isn’t an emergency shelter for 
families. Away from Victoria, 
where the City Council has large-
ly ignored rental housing prob-
lems in Harvey’s wake.

Gary made the sacrifice most 
mothers would: Leave every-
thing else behind, even her own 
mother, boyfriend and two dogs, 
to build a better life for her child. 
With just $20 to her name, she 
packed all their belongings in two 
backpacks. A local soup kitch-
en and church pitched in $352 to 
buy two Greyhound bus tickets 
to Abilene. One for Gary, one for 
her daughter. They also gave her 
a coat for the little girl, peanut 
butter crackers, granola bars and 

raisins for the 14-hour journey.
When the time came to leave, 

Gary arrived five hours early to 
the bus stop, a parking lot outside 
a gas station on the edge of town. 
Inside the convenience store, she 
pushed two chairs together so 
her daughter could sleep as they 
waited. She picked the 3:20 a.m. 
bus so she would arrive in Abilene 
after 5 p.m., when her cousin 
would be off work and could pick 
her up. From there, they would 
drive 45 minutes to Cisco, a town 
of 3,800 people where Gary grew 
up.

“I told everyone, ‘I’m never 
moving back to this town,” she 
recalls her younger self saying. 
But when her cousin offered her 
a place to stay, Cisco didn’t seem 
like a bad option anymore. Unlike 
Victoria, there wasn’t a long wait 
to get an affordable apartment, 
she was told. And in less than 
four days, she would start a job at 
a restaurant owned by her aunt.

At 2:56 a.m., Gary woke up her 
daughter, bundled in a blanket, 
and led her outside to the bus stop 
where the cold air reeked of gas-
oline. The 3-year-old whimpered 
and motioned to her mother to 
pick her up. Soon, Gary’s arms 
started to ache, but she wasn’t 
going to let her daughter down. 
Not now and not in the future.

After 30 minutes of waiting 
in 36-degree weather in just a 
hoodie and sweatpants, Gary fi-
nally could see the lights of the 
bus. “See that big ol’ bus?” she 
told her daughter. “We’re going 
home!”

The Greyhound bus had arrived. 

UNLIVABLE
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ABOVE: Jonathan Sanchez Salas, 33, 
asks his family if they need more  
tortillas at dinner. Cindy Barrientes 
sits on the floor and balances her 
meal on a set of steps while the 
children eat from the coffee table.

“

It breaks my heart and at times I find myself a lot just locked  
in my room and just crying. But you got to stay strong for the kids.

CINDY BARRIENTES, mother of four

“

In good spirits, Gary looks excitedly to Lirik as their Greyhound bus pulls up beside the convenience store. The mother and daughter boarded the slightly delayed bus with their only belongings: a blanket, 
two backpacks and the clothes they were wearing.
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