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Dear Carmage Walls judges, 
 
Victoria Advocate Editor Chris Cobler is deeply involved in our community. Whether leading 
our weekly editorial board meetings with newsmakers or attending juvenile justice board 
hearings to research an editorial, Chris works hard to know his subject matter. His efforts pay off 
in the form of opinions that not only resonate with our readers but also lead our community in a 
positive direction. Thus, the broad topics for all of his editorials is engaging in a constructive 
community conversation. 
 
Along with getting out of the newsroom to attend many community functions each week and 
month, Chris uses social media better than all editors I know. He has 5,000 Facebook friends – 
the maximum allowed by the social media platform – and 404 followers. He also has 2,219 
Twitter followers and 1,150 Instagram followers. All of this matters because of how hard Chris 
works to monitor the pulse of our community. 
 
Readers tag Chris many times each week on Facebook, alerting him to breaking news and other 
story ideas; letting him know about delivery problems; or asking him about their Advocate’s 
decisions and editorial board opinions. He also livestreams our news meetings on the Advocate’s 
Facebook page as yet another way to involve our readers in their newspaper. 
 
The four editorials and two blogs submitted for your consideration underscore Chris’ personal 
connection with our community. For each of these editorials, he did extensive personal research, 
including meeting with our school superintendent, our chief district judge, juvenile justice center 
managers, a county commissioner and county judge, and a Houston lawyer with love for the 
historic nature of his small hometown. 
 
One that particularly stands out to me is how he managed to turn criticism of our newspaper for 
covering a teen’s suicide into a deeper conversation about the stigma surrounding mental health. 
He communicated extensively with readers on Facebook and Twitter and then turned those 
conversations into a blog post, which we also published in print. From there, he brought the issue 
to our ethics board, which agreed with his recommendation to refrain from posting suicides on 
social media in keeping with the spirit of the national best media practices helped develop in his 
role on the Associated Press Media Editors board. His efforts shifted the public’s attention from 
attacks on the newspaper into concern about how to best help others. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of Chris for the Carmage Walls honor. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dan Easton 
Victoria Advocate publisher 

mailto:bcooper@vicad.com


John and Steve first taught me about 
suicide 
In Your Advocate: an editor's blog 

 

By Chris Cobler  
Feb. 6, 2016 at 6:49 a.m. 
Updated Feb. 6, 2016 at 6:49 a.m. 

When I was an 18-year-old student at Washburn University, I met two guys who would 
become my dear friends throughout college and into my early 20s. 

Steve and John were funny and smart, and we spent a lot of time playing softball, 
drinking beer and listening to music. Steve made a mix tape of his favorite Bruce 
Springsteen songs for me, and I've been a diehard Boss fan ever since. John remains to 
this day the funniest guy I've ever met; when several of us went to a comedy show once, 
we hung out with the comedian afterward, and that guy was taking notes about John's 
impersonations and one-liners. 

They also shared a dark secret I learned later. They had become friends because they met 
at the Menninger Clinic after each had attempted suicide. I had never known anyone 
before who had attempted suicide, so I recall asking Steve what could possibly make him 
think this was what he should do. 

He did his best to explain his feelings to me, but I can't say I really understood then or do 
now. What I do know is that we should try more to understand and support those who 
struggle with these mental health issues. Somehow, we need to get past the stigma 
associated with mental health and learn to talk about it in a healthy way. 

As an editor, I've tried to help with this greater understanding in many different ways 
over many years, but it remains an elusive, emotional and challenging subject. In 2011, I 
was asked to attend a national conference on updating best media practices for reporting 
on suicide. At the Advocate, we updated our policy to include these key elements based 
on what we heard from experts: 

-- We don't report the names of those who commit suicide unless the death occurs in 
some public way or venue. 

-- We don't go into detail about how the death occurred, listing only the basic cause such 
as a gunshot, hanging or overdose. 

https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/blogs/staff/2009/mar/06/your-advocate-an-editors-blog/
https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/profiles/staff/chriscobler/43/
http://www.washburn.edu/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menninger_Foundation
http://www.victoriaadvocate.com/blogs/staff/entries/2011/mar/21/why-are-mental-health-issues-so-taboo/


-- We always publish information about how to get help with the brief item. 

-- We don't include this coverage with our police blotter, as we used to do, because that 
criminalizes the behavior and adds to the stigma. 

-- We avoid writing 'suicide" in the headline about a specific death and try to give these 
items low-key coverage on an inside newspaper page. 

We followed this policy in print when we reported last week on the suicide of a 17-year-
old in Victoria, but we stumbled when we posted the item to our social media platforms. 
On Facebook and Twitter, there is no equivalent to a small headline on an inside 
newspaper page. Every item that comes across your newsfeed is the equivalent to a front-
page story. 

I'll be recommending to our newspaper ethics board at our next meeting that we stop 
posting these items to social media. That won't stop our readers from doing so, of course, 
but I hope this will lower the intensity of the difficult conversations. 

Some readers and even some at the newspaper think we should not report on so-called 
private suicides at all, and I am sure we'll be talking more about this argument. Our 
longtime stance has been that suicide is a public health issue that should be reported. 
Through consistent, sensitive and appropriate coverage, we hope to eventually lessen the 
stigma associated with mental health issues. 

The mental health forum we organized in October with the Gulf Bend Center was another 
way we hope to make a difference. Reporter Jessica Priest continues to report on a multi-
part series we intend to publish in the coming months on mental health. After the series 
appears, we plan to organize a second public forum. 

Almost 40 years have passed since I first met John and Steve, yet our society's 
understanding of suicide seems to have advanced so little. Even I was surprised when I 
read in a Newsweek article, titled "The Suicide Epidemic," that self-harm had become the 
leading cause of death in developed countries for people ages 15-44, surpassing all 
cancers and heart disease. 

Why don't we all know this statistic? Why aren't we all organizing efforts to help people 
get the treatment they need? 

My old friend John tracked me down several years ago and called to catch up. I was 
pleased to learn he was happily married with kids. He sounded funny as ever and relaxed. 
He was one of the lucky ones who received the expert -- and expensive -- care he needed. 

The Newsweek article concluded that "suicide is the rare killer that fails to inspire 
celebrity PSAs, 5K fun runs, and shiny new university centers for study and treatment." 
In Victoria, we still don't even have a support group for suicide survivors. We wrote 

https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/blogs/staff/entries/2013/jul/10/when-should-we-change-our-approach-to-news-coverag/
https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/news/2016/feb/04/victoria-east-high-school-student-found-dead/
http://www.victoriaadvocate.com/news/2007/aug/12/new-review-board-addresses-ethics-questions/
https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/news/2015/oct/27/mental-health-addressed-at-community-forum/
http://www.gulfbend.org/
http://www.newsweek.com/2013/05/22/why-suicide-has-become-epidemic-and-what-we-can-do-help-237434.html


several years ago about one woman's efforts to start one after the death of her father and 
her own attempts.  

She reports receiving wonderful support from strangers after our article appeared, but, 
sadly, no sustained communitywide effort emerged. "I don't believe this town's opinion 
on suicide and mental health has changed much," she wrote me Saturday. 

That doesn't mean we should stop trying, though. Amid the social media criticism of the 
Advocate for reporting on last week's suicide came the voice of David Boedeker, a 
Victoria resident who was only 13 when he tried in 2002 to do something about the rash 
of teen suicides then in our community. With the support of the Advocate and others, 
Boedeker arranged for Mike Miller, author of "Dare to Live," to speak in Victoria.  

Boedeker went on to get a degree in psychology from Abilene Christian University and 
now investigates Adult Protective Services cases for the Department of Family and 
Protective Services. He reached out to say he appreciates the Advocate's efforts then and 
now to raise awareness about mental health. 

"Over the years of becoming an adult, I've seen many people who have been a part of my 
life one way or another who have had friends who have committed suicide," Boedeker 
wrote, "and the Advocate can play a strong role in being a voice out there to help provide 
resources and also get people to talk about it." 

 

https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/news/2011/apr/30/jo_victoria_suicide_050111_136757/
https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=861&dat=20020512&id=FTNSAAAAIBAJ&sjid=HDYNAAAAIBAJ&pg=5092%2C2911965&hl=en
http://www.amazon.com/Dare-Live-Understanding-Prevention-Depression/dp/0941831221


How can Rotarians help the social media 
world go around? 
In Your Advocate: an editor's blog 

 

By Chris Cobler  
Sept. 2, 2015 at 9:10 a.m. 

 

    Image source: Pixabay.com 

A Rotarian wanted to know why the Victoria Advocate couldn't stop those frequent 
online commenters who seem to do nothing but just stir up trouble. 

If you like to read our online comments, as it seems most of the Crossroads does, then 
you know what he means. A few familiar Facebook faces seem to have something to say 
about almost every subject. Commenting appears to be their favorite pastime. 

When I spoke to the noon Tuesday Rotary Club, we covered many topics, but the digital 
world took up much of the discussion. I started by explaining how our ethics board, 
started in 2007, works to help us sort through the many tough issues a newspaper faces. 
Many of the digital questions are ones I never dreamed I would encounter when I started 
as a reporter at the Topeka Capital-Journal in 1982, but we still rely on the fundamental 
and long-standing principles covered by the Society of Professional Journalists' code of 
ethics. 

I encouraged the Rotarian asking the question and all of the other community leaders 
gathered at the Victoria Country Club to add their voices to the conversation. If you see 
someone post a comment that's blatantly false or harmful, you should step up to correct 

https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/blogs/staff/2009/mar/06/your-advocate-an-editors-blog/
https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/profiles/staff/chriscobler/43/
https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/news/2007/aug/12/new-review-board-addresses-ethics-questions/?columns
https://www.linkedin.com/in/cobler
https://www.linkedin.com/in/cobler
https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp
https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp


that, I told them. Stay calm and provide the facts in a level-headed way -- that's the best 
way to navigate the social media world. 

If you don't want to engage online, submit a letter to the editor or guest column. Those 
may be sent to letters@vicad.com. All of us are responsible for promoting a constructive 
community conversation. As another Rotarian said when I saw her later in the day at 
another function, "It's not the newspaper's job to police Facebook. We all have to do our 
part." 

Your Advocate does do its part to police commenting, too. We take as light a hand as 
possible, but we still have to regularly remove some comments from articles or our 
Facebook page and we still occasionally stop all commenting on articles about 
particularly emotional topics like crime. 

Another Rotarian asked why we didn't allow commenting on one particular recent crime 
story. That was a story about a public official's arrest for public intoxication. We also 
brought that story before our ethics board to first determine whether the offense was 
serious enough to warrant publication. Although we decided it was because of the 
defendant's status as a public official, we also thought the minor level of severity of the 
crime warranted only a small story on an inside page of the printed paper. 

The next digital media question became this: What's the equivalent of an inside-page 
story on our website? When readers comment repeatedly on a story, they can raise any 
story to the home page through our "most commented" widget. We also get many 
referrals to our website from the story posts we publish on the Advocate's Facebook page. 
The front page of our website is much different from that of your 169-year-old printed 
Advocate. 

In this case, we decided to turn off commenting to this particular article to give it the 
same play our ethics board decided upon for print. The story still turned out to be one of 
our most-viewed articles of that day and was linked to from our daily summary of top-
viewed articles that we post on our Facebook page. Readers could and did comment on 
that Facebook summary. 

The Rotarian said she supported this decision to turn off comments, but said she thought 
it was hypocritical because we don't do that for other stories. That's a fair criticism. 
Moderating online comments is a moving target. When in doubt about the fairness or 
accuracy of comments, we turn them off or delete them. 

Rather than restrict commenting, though, we much prefer encouraging a constructive 
community conversation. Rotarians -- and all of you -- can help us do that. A 
conversation is only as good as we make it. 

 

https://www.victoriaadvocate.com/reader-comments-policy/
https://www.facebook.com/VictoriaAdvocate
http://www.victoriaadvocate.com/blogs/staff/entries/2012/jun/16/why-are-we-changing-to-facebook-commenting/
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reat school districts
must care as much
about values as they do
about victory, as much
about purpose as they
do about profit and as

much about being effective as they
do about being successful.

At the Jan. 21 regular scheduled
board meeting, we had much to
celebrate in terms of value, pur-
pose, effectiveness and success.

We are extremely proud to show-
case our latest “You Make A Dif-
ference Award” winner: Twin
Pines North and Twin Pines Nurs-
ing and Rehabilitation Center.
Twin Pines North and Twin Pines
Nursing and Rehabilitation Center
are partnering with the Victoria In-
dependent School District’s Career
and Technical Education (CTE)
Department to offer the students
of VISD a Certified Nursing Assis-
tant (CNA) certification program.

The opportunity that Twin Pines
is providing our students is ex-
tremely impressive and unprece-
dented. Students from Victoria East
High School, Victoria West High
School and Liberty Academy have
the opportunity to partner with
Twin Pines North and Twin Pines to
earn the required classroom and
clinical hours needed to take the
CNA written and practical exams.

The idea of a partnership be-
tween Twin Pines North and VISD
started as a discussion regarding
the employment shortage of Certi-
fied Nurse Assistants in the Victo-
ria area. The goal is for each stu-
dent to earn their CNA certification
and be fully certified by May 2016.

The students actually attend the
CNA classes at the Twin Pines
North Nursing and Rehabilitation
Center on Tuesdays and Thurs-
days during the school year.

F R O M O T H E R SF R O M U S

F R O M Y O U

VIEWPOINTSDan Easton,
Publisher

Chris Cobler,
Editor, Vice President of Content

Opinions published under
“From Us” represent the
views of the Victoria
Advocate editorial board.

E D I T O R I A L B O A R D

John M. Roberts,
President, Chairman of the Board

Editorial page coordinator: Kathleen Grones, 361-574-1222, kgrones@vicad.com

Camille Easton,
Sponsorship Coordinator

Catherine R. McHaney,
Secretary-Treasurer

Handling of
school cases
teaches
wrong lesson

rosecutorial dis-
cretion demands
extraordinary
judgment.

In the American
justice system, prosecuting
attorneys have almost abso-
lute powers. Chief among
them are choosing whether
to bring criminal charges,
deciding the nature of those
charges, plea bargaining
and making sentence rec-
ommendations.

Victoria County District
Attorney Stephen Tyler’s re-
cent use of prosecutorial
discretion in two school dis-
trict cases can be described
only as head-scratchers, at
best, or dangerous signals,
at worst.

In the first case, the DA
decided to charge three Vic-
toria school district educa-
tors with failure to report
abuse, a misdemeanor but a
serious accusation against
any teacher or counselor.
The law requires educators
to report any suspected
child abuse within 48 hours
to law enforcement.

The flaw in the case against
the educators is obvious:
They weren’t sure a
15-year-old’s creative writing
assignment was an outcry or
merely the exercise of his
imagination. The school dis-
trict looked into the issue
and, within a month, brought
in a deputy to investigate, but
not quickly enough to satisfy
the letter of the law.

A separate investigation
looked into the teen’s story
of a sexual relationship with
a 25-year-old woman who
was a family friend. After
the boy recanted and the
adults involved in the situa-
tion, including his mother,
denied the relationship oc-
curred, the sheriff in Goliad,
where the family was living,
closed the case without any
prosecution.

Yet, Tyler inexplicably
went forward in January of
this year with a misde-
meanor case against the
three educators he con-
tends didn’t act fast enough
on behalf of the boy in
March 2015.

Then, the same week,
Tyler announced he would
not prosecute 20 Victoria
West High School students
who participated in a
so-called senior prank last
spring that resulted in
$4,000 in damages. In a
dizzying display of prosecu-
torial discretion, Tyler said
he would not charge the
vandals, as recommended
by a sheriff ’s deputy serving
as the school resource offi-
cer, because school admin-
istrators had coerced con-
fessions from some of them.

The confessions came as
part of the superintendent’s
efforts to decide whether
some of the students should
be allowed to participate in
graduation ceremonies.
However, the superinten-
dent said, he stressed to the

students and their parents
that the school’s questions
and graduation decision had
nothing to do with the sepa-
rate ongoing criminal inves-
tigation.

Two of the students the
Advocate was able to reach
after the DA’s decision said
they never felt coerced and
were ready to accept the
punishment for their mis-
take. It’s a safe assumption
almost all of the students
felt the same way.

The DA easily and quickly
could have disposed of these
cases after he received
them last summer. He could
have offered the students a
plea deal of community ser-
vice and the opportunity to
have the charge expunged
after a certain period of
good behavior.

Instead, he let the cases
linger for months, leading to
needless and harmful spec-
ulation about favoritism be-
ing given to the students.
When he finally issued a
written decision, he blasted
school administrators for
how they handled the case.

Basically, he said, the ad-
ministrators got too involved
in the West vandalism case.
Yet, that very same week, he
charged three school dis-
trict educators with a crime
for not getting involved fast
enough.

Surely, the DA has no ax to
grind against the school dis-
trict. Giving him the benefit
of the doubt, he apparently
sees these two cases as ap-
propriate uses of his prose-
cutorial discretion.

Yet, in both cases, he so
easily could have picked up
the phone and called the
school district to discuss his
concerns. He could have
worked with, instead of
against, the school district.

Both cases send alarming
signals to all involved in edu-
cation in Victoria. The lesson
some educators may take
away is to not get involved in
or care about students’ lives
and to look the other way at
any sign of abuse. Keep your
head down and your mouth
shut, or so the saying goes.

Of course, that’s no way to
be an effective teacher. In-
stead, great educators jump
into the fray and try to do
the best by all of their stu-
dents, no matter how messy
the situation may be.

They also try to figure out
what’s fair when faced with
students who make mis-
takes. They have the
courage to make a decision,
even knowing that some
may criticize them for doing
what they believe to be right
for those students.

Educators are used to pub-
lic criticism by now. What
they don’t expect is to have
the district attorney sec-
ond-guessing their good in-
tentions.

This opinion reflects the
views of the Victoria Ad-
vocate’s editorial board.

� Topic: DA’s prosecutorial discretion
� Our View: Educators shouldn’t be
charged; vandals should be

Education,businesswork together forbenefit of students

P

G

Y O U R P O E M W O R D S

Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment

of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the
freedom of speech, or of the press;
or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and to
petition the government for a
redress of grievances.

– First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution

F I R S T A M E N D M E N T WE WANT YOUR LETTERS
And, Whosoever shall swear by the
altar, it is nothing; but whosoever

sweareth by the gift that is upon it, he
is guilty. Ye fools and blind: for

whether is greater, the gift, or the altar
that sanctifieth the gift? Whoso there-
fore shall swear by the altar, sweareth

by it, and by all things thereon.
Matthew 23:18-20

“On the whole, human beings want to be
good, but not too good, and not quite all

the time.”
George Orwell (1903-50) English novelist,

essayist, journalist and critic; author of such
works as “1984” and “Animal Farm”

Missions
Old Spanish mis-
sions dot the land.
Crumbling walls
speak of a way of
life.
Dry canals sigh
for water.
Pastures insulate
the dwellings.
The chapel re-
sounds with
by-gone praises.
Sr. Frances Cabrini

Janvier, Victoria

We want your letters because we value your opinion on
issues in the community and region. We have a few re-
quirements and will help you meet these if needed.

We will need your name, home address and daytime
telephone or cellphone number so we may contact you to
verify that you want your opinion published.

If you do not hear from us within a couple of days of
submitting your letter, call us to make sure we received your
letter. Sometimes our email filter will not allow a letter through.

Our letter lengths are 150 words for thank-yous, 200 words
for election-related letters and 350 words for all others. We
ask that letter writers submit one letter per 30-day period.
Letters may be delivered at the Victoria Advocate, 311 E.
Constitution St.; mailed to P.O. Box 1518, Victoria 77902;
faxed to 361-574-1220; or emailed to letters@vicad.com.

Becky Cooper,
Managing Editor

A W O R D F R O M V I S D

Once students com-
plete all the required
classroom and clini-
cal hours, they will
be eligible to sit for
the written and prac-
tical exams to be-
come a Certified
Nurse Assistant.

This amazing opportunity is of-
fered to our students at no cost
and utilizes the Twin Pines staff to
provide the required classroom
and clinical hours.

In addition to this certification
opportunity, many of the students
are currently employed with Twin
Pines as comfort aides. This al-
lows our students to not only earn
an income, but hone their skills
while pursuing their certification.
We want to thank Phillip Hopkins,
president of TAG Management
Services, and his staff from Twin
Pines North and Twin Pines, on
embarking in this groundbreaking
partnership with VISD for the ben-
efit of our local economic region.
This is truly a success story of ed-
ucation and business working to-
gether for the benefit of our com-
munity.

We would also like to congratu-
late Denise Canchola, principal of
Shields Elementary School, on re-
ceiving the VISD Employee of the
Month Award. Canchola was nom-
inated by the Shields staff who
state “her tireless efforts and
commitment to excellence has
truly created a culture of caring,
support and learning. There is
never a doubt that Canchola val-
ues each and every staff mem-
ber. She stresses the impor-
tance of truly growing ev-
eryone.”

It is clearly evident that
every decision Canchola

makes is based upon data to ben-
efit the academic needs of each
student. Her desire to enhance
student achievement and success
is rooted in her every conversa-
tion. In every aspect of leadership,
Canchola is awesome and makes
us all “VISD Proud.”

This month’s Pillar of Excellence
Award in the category of Fairness
was presented to Victoria West
High School senior Bao Nguyen.
AP Environmental Science teacher
Denise Andruss states that Bao
has been an asset in group labora-
tory projects and class activities.
He helps guide his group members
to follow directions, work together
as a team, and contributes to all of
the activities. He is a team player
and always ensures his group
members follow the project guide-
lines and that everyone contributes
their fair share of the work.

During class discussions, he is
open to the ideas of the other stu-
dents and always presents his
ideas in an appropriate manner.
Bao never tries to place blame on
another student but focuses on
working together toward a solu-
tion. Bao also speaks highly of his
classmates. He is always positive
and will praise his fellow class-
mates when they have done a
good job in class. Bao is an excel-
lent representation of the charac-
ter of fairness. Congratulations
Bao Nguyen and his family. Thank
you for a “Job Well Done.”

Robert Jaklich is the superin-
tendent for the Victoria Inde-

pendent School District.
Contact him at
361-788-9202 or through
the VISD website,
visd.com.

ROBERT
JAKLICH

Program is in need
of volunteers
Editor, the Advocate:

The blues got you down?
After the rush of Christ-
mas is over, we some-
times feel a bit down.
Well, jump up and get
yourself outside. Doing
something for someone
else is the perfect way to
put a smile on your face.

Volunteering one hour a
week to deliver meals to
those shut-ins who need
a hot meal is the perfect
way to give back to the
community and put a
stop to the blues.

To be a volunteer for
Meals on Wheels, just call
361-552-3350. And remem-
ber – it is only one hour
each week. Most of us go
to the grocery store at
least once a week. Plan
that trip to coincide with
your Meals on Wheels de-
livery. The smiles from

those you deliver to will
be your reward.

Now before you start
thinking of laying this
down and forgetting
about it, decide to be the
Good Samaritan – don’t
pass by on the other side
of the road. Reach out to
those in need, and your
life will truly be blessed.

Patti Fitzpatrick, Port Lavaca

Victoria needs new
convention center
Editor, the Advocate:

My wife, daughter,
grandson and I went to the
Dinosaur Expo this past
weekend, and it’s a shame
that we can’t have a bigger
convention center with a
new rodeo arena.

It was so crowded that
there was hardly any
room to walk. We ought
to be ashamed. Edna,

Hallettsville and Gonza-
les all have bigger and
better facilities than Vic-
toria does, and they are
much smaller towns.

How do we get Victoria to
get with it and build one?

Tommy Kingston, Victoria

Getting help for
those in need
Editor, the Advocate:

I think we need to do
something in this com-
munity to get these guys
on the street corners, es-
pecially around Navarro
and the loop, off the
street. What used to be
“standing with a sign ask-
ing for help” has turned
into quite a show. I’ve
seen guys strutting up
and down the median,
wiggling their signs, as if
they’re selling something.
Many wave at drivers and

approach the closed win-
dow with the sign, basi-
cally sticking their “need”
in the driver’s face.

I think this gives Victoria
a bad look. We all agree
that we want to help those
who are less fortunate,
and there are several
places in Victoria that of-
fer help and assistance.
Rather than strutting up
and down the median ask-
ing for handouts, I’d like to
see them get plugged into
a resource that could help
them or deal with whatev-
er they have going on. And
maybe get them working!

I challenge our city
leaders to look into this
matter before it grows
even further. We spend
lots of tax dollars trying
to improve the city, and
this is one thing that
gives us a black eye, in
my opinion.

Bret Barnett, Victoria
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holiday for a
Bootfest
holiday,
thereby sav-
ing paying
administra-
tive leave
for hours
not worked.

I don’t buy that.
Also, don’t forget, lost

production is also an ex-
pense. More than
two-thirds of our employ-
ees aren’t even affected
by the downtown situa-
tion.

I will admit that one good
argument for the holiday is
limited access to our
downtown offices. This is a
concern. For one day, it is
inconvenient. This gives
us a chance to try and
think out of the box and
come up with alternatives.

A few years ago, be-
cause of construction, we
closed the parking lot and
used the high-rise park-
ing. This went on for
more than 30 days with
very few complaints.

This year, I contacted
another agency about a
shuttle service. Another
option for our employees
was to walk a couple of
extra blocks. We would
need to offer assistance
for our customers. All
slightly inconvenient, but
we could still operate and
offer our services.

We are a service organi-
zation and should be
available. With the holi-
day, there won’t even be
anyone to answer the
phones. Sometimes, life is
inconvenient. We are here
to find solutions and pro-
vide service.

We have a good Com-
missioners Court. We
want to make good deci-
sions. Each one of us has
unique skills that, hope-
fully, complement each
other. I know that no one
had any personal agenda
in mind. No matter how
we voted, each of us did
what we thought was
right. I hope we all move
past this and that it will
not affect our future deci-
sions and that we will
continue to do what is
best for Victoria.

We have great employ-
ees. They work hard and
do a good job. They need
to be well compensated.
We offer a benefits pack-
age that is above average.
Our employees deserve
this package.

In closing, I would
rather give more money
for time worked than put
it toward paid time off.

Gary Burns is a Victo-
ria County Commis-
sioner for Precinct 3.
You can email him at
gburns@vctx.org.

f my family bud-
gets $100 for
weekly gro-
ceries, and I go
to H-E-B, pay

for $100 of groceries, but
leave them in the store,
we are still in our budget.
However, we have noth-
ing to show for it.”

A lady whose opinion I
value sent me this short
piece. She said this illus-
tration is similar to the
extra Bootfest holiday. I
want to thank the folks
who have contacted me
and commented on our
decision. We need to know
what the voters think, and
I have been asked to ex-
plain some of the issues.

I’m disappointed that
Bootfest Friday is com-
pared to the Friday after
Christmas last year. My
opinion is we granted this
Dec. 26 holiday only be-
cause Christmas fell on a
Thursday and only as a
one-time deal to be re-
viewed at future budget
meetings. This situation
won’t happen for another
11 years.

I’m surprised we didn’t
wait to discuss this issue
in our budget process (be-
ginning next week). When
we find a way to cut ex-
penses without cutting
needed services, we nor-
mally try to make the cut.

In county government,
we work off of a formal
budget, but circumstances
and unforeseen needs
continually arise. It’s kind
of like your car breaking
down. You have to take
care of the problem, even
if you didn’t budget for it.
All of us, even if we don’t
agree, want to save mon-
ey, provide needed ser-
vices, and make Victoria a
better place.

We ended last year in
great shape financially. We
have a better than aver-
age reserve fund, but we
have some very pressing
infrastructure needs with
some challenging price
tags we have to address.

Even so, we should be
in the position to cut our
tax rate and still meet
these challenges and pro-
vide the services needed.
This is what we have
been working for. To ac-
complish these goals, we
have to continually evalu-
ate what we do and how
we spend our tax dollars.

We can’t even agree
what the holiday costs.
The one-day payroll is ap-
proximately $145,000.
Some of this cost is reim-
bursed to us from the
state. The majority is lo-
cal funds and the balance
state funds, all taxpayer
dollars. We could say we
are saving money by
swapping one temporary
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Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment

of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the
freedom of speech, or of the press;
or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and to
petition the government for a
redress of grievances.

– First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
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G U E S T C O L U M N

And the multitude rebuked them, be-
cause they should hold their peace: but

they cried the more, saying, Have
mercy on us, O Lord, thou Son of
David. And Jesus stood still, and

called them, and said, What will ye
that I shall do unto you?

Matthew 20:31-32

“It is an easy thing for one whose foot is
on the outside of calamity to give advice

and to rebuke the sufferer.”
Aeschylus, Ancient Greek dramatist and
playwright known as founder of Greek

tragedy (525-456 B.C.)

Dreams
Dreams are God’s
forgotten lan-
guage.
Take the child and
flee.
Do not be afraid.
Seven years of
plenty.
Seven years of
famine.
Sr. Frances Cabrini

Janvier, Victoria

Paid holiday needs to get the boot
� Topic: Victoria County Bootfest decision� Our View: Commissioners need to use common sense

h, the great American
holidays: Christmas,
Thanksgiving, Bootfest.

Wait. Bootfest?
The city of Victoria’s

annual party downtown offers a
fine time for all, but it hardly
deserves status as a holiday.
Yet, Victoria County Commis-
sioners voted recently to de-
clare the Friday of Bootfest
weekend a paid holiday for all
560 of its employees.

The split decision naturally
elicited howls from the private
sector, where paid holidays are
much more difficult to come by.
Most private companies offered
nine paid holidays in 2015, ac-
cording to a Society for Human
Resource Management survey.

But Victoria County is much
more generous, offering 13 this
year. That’s up from 12 two
years ago. Last year, commis-
sioners decided to add a 13th
holiday because the day after
Christmas fell on a Friday.

Because Christmas is on a
Friday this year, the commis-
sioners decided they had a paid
holiday to swap and chose the
Friday of Bootfest. They didn’t
do this to honor or promote the
festival. Rather, they did this
because of downtown parking.

Yes, commissioners decided to
spend at least $100,000 of tax-
payer money – the cost of giv-
ing all employees a paid day off
– because they couldn’t solve
the riddle of parking for a festi-

val that really doesn’t get going
until after 5 p.m. Friday. Com-
missioner Gary Burns was the
main voice of reason in this de-
bate, voting no and pointing out
that the county had previously
closed its downtown lot for re-
pairs for two months and
worked out parking in the One
O’Connor Plaza garage across
the street.

County Judge Ben Zeller and
commissioners Kevin Janak and
Clint Ives, however, voted that
a paid holiday was the best an-
swer to this parking pickle.
They also used logic that can
be found only when you’re
spending other people’s money.

Because of the parking pain,
some elected officials already

were giving paid administrative
leave to their employees for
Bootfest. Here’s the dizzying
leap in logic: Rather than work
out the parking predicament,
commissioners declared it
somehow saves money to give
everyone a paid holiday. Never
mind that this logic ignores the
real solution that elected offi-
cials should be held account-
able for when they choose to
give administrative leave and
do so only in truly emergency
situations. Never mind that only
200 of the county’s 560 employ-
ees work downtown.

And never mind that county
officials easily have the power
to work out parking for the
public. For crying out loud,

they’re the government.
They’re the ones who get to
tell people where they can and
can’t park. It’s not at all a
question of accessibility to the
downtown county offices on that
Friday.

People like to joke about the
high number of bank holidays.
But even Prosperity Bank on
the other end of DeLeon Plaza
from the downtown county of-
fices doesn’t close for Bootfest.

Columbus Day, maybe. But
Bootfest? The county needs to
kick this pernicious perk to the
curb.

This opinion reflects the
views of the Victoria Advo-
cate’s editorial board.

A

“I

Commissioner
says county
services should
be available

GARY
BURNS

Victoria County Judge addresses
misunderstandings about holiday

t’s been a busy month in
county government, and I
want to address any mis-
understandings created by
last Sunday’s front-page
newspaper story bearing

the headline, “County Officials Ar-
gue Over Bootfest Holiday.”

After reading that article, some
county residents were left with the
false impression that Victoria Coun-
ty was spending $100,000 of taxpayer
money to create a new county holi-
day around Bootfest, which is cur-
rently the city of Victoria’s signature
festival.

I want to dispel these misunder-
standings and provide some key
facts.

First, Victoria County did not in-
crease the number of holidays given
to any employee.

In 2014 there were 13 county holi-
days, and there will be 13 county
holidays again this year. What the
county did was substitute one day
off for another (Dec. 26, which fell
on a Friday and was a county holi-
day last year, for Oct. 2), which
keeps the same number of county
holidays as before.

Rather than increasing expenses,
making this holiday trade-off will ac-
tually decrease paid time off costs
for Victoria County by eliminating
what had become a widespread
practice of elected officials offering
administrative leave to give their
employees time off on the Friday of
Bootfest.

Victoria County has had 12 or 13
county holidays each year for the

past decade, depend-
ing somewhat on
which day of the week
Christmas falls. In
working cooperatively
with the city of Victo-
ria, the county allows
the city to use county
parking areas and var-

ious county facilities for the festival.
However, doing so creates many

accessibility issues for the public
during Bootfest.

While street closures and very lim-
ited parking may not greatly impede
employees who can park offsite and
walk, it is highly undesirable for
public, county-operated facilities to
be inaccessible to the public during
business hours.

Switching two holidays this year
resolves the issue. Keeping the
same number of holidays as last
year by moving one of them from a
day when there has been no logisti-
cal barriers to productivity (street
closures, lack of parking, etc.) to a
day when we know such barriers to
productivity will exist is a positive
move for the county and public that
kills two birds with one stone.

It is also important to note the
roughly $100,000 cost of any county
holiday is essentially the same as the
cost of a normal workday. For exam-
ple, we could eliminate any given
paid holiday this year, and it would
not decrease county government
salary expenses one dime compared
to if those employees were working
instead.

The issues here are fairness, pub-

lic accessibility and employee pro-
ductivity, which are all important
concerns we will consider when de-
termining what county holidays
should be set for 2016.

For now, the county has made a
holiday schedule change that re-
duces costs without adding to the
total number of county holidays. It’s
unfortunate that the county’s nor-
mal process of performing such ad-
ministrative planning has suddenly
been deemed controversial by some.
Fortunately, our court stuck with the
facts and made a decision reason-
able for our needs this year.

The bottom line here is that no
new county holiday was created, nor
was any extra holiday pay expense
incurred. In fact, this move will pro-
vide a net savings for taxpayers by
eliminating administrative leave
that would be paid to employees for
October 2nd. A positive change like
this that cuts administrative costs
and cures logistical headaches with-
out increasing the total number of
county holidays is a win-win-win.

The next time I have the chance to
write a guest column here, I hope it
will be on a topic more meaningful
to the residents of our community
than a holiday schedule change. Un-
til then, my door is always open and
the coffee pot is on for anyone who
would like to visit about county busi-
ness.

Ben Zeller is the county judge of
Victoria. You can reach him at
361-575-4558 or by email at
bzeller@vctx.org.

I
BEN

ZELLER

G U E S T C O L U M N

VICTORIA ADVOCATE
FILE PHOTO
Deleon Plaza
was packed for
2014 Bootfest.
Victoria County
Commissioners
voted recently
to declare the
Friday of
Bootfest
weekend a
paid holiday
for all of its
employees.
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he Victoria Independent
School District established
its roots in 1824 as Don
Martin De Leon and 41 fam-
ilies settled into the region

that is now known as Victoria. The
past 192 years have brought forth
much change, but our commitment
to provide all children in our commu-
nity the opportunity to develop their
mental, moral and physical capabili-
ties to their maximum potential still
remains constant.

One way to create excellence for all
students is to provide a comprehen-
sive early childhood program that
prepares pre-K students to handle
the rigors of classroom instruction
and to enhance their readiness for
regular school academia. Starting
Feb. 16, VISD will open the applica-
tion process for our tuition-based
Pre-kindergarten program.

VISD offers a high quality, educa-
tionally rich pre-K program for both
students who meet state qualifica-
tion guidelines and students whose
families do not qualify but want their
children to benefit from this early
childhood environment.

All VISD employees and communi-
ty members who have a child who
will be 4 years old on or before Sept.
1 and who might not otherwise qual-
ify for the state-funded program are
eligible to apply for these limited
spots in our classrooms.

Children in families who meet the
required qualifications for the
state-funded (no cost) pre-K pro-
gram are guaranteed a space in our
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Fast-food decision gives public heartburn
he overarching issue in
Cuero’s debate about
the towering McDon-
ald’s sign is open gov-
ernment.

Back in 1994, when
McDonald’s erected a free-
way-size sign in the heart of the
historic town, Cuero lacked a
sign ordinance. City Council
members didn’t like how the
75-foot sign overshadowed their
courthouse and the rest of down-
town, but they were powerless to
stop it.

Instead, they worked to keep it
from happening again by adopt-
ing a sign ordinance in 1995 that
limited such signs to 30 feet and,
among other regulations, defined
the difference between on- and
off-premise signs.

That distinction is more impor-
tant than the difference between
a Big Mac and a Whataburger in

this case. When McDonald’s
moved across U.S. 87 for a new-
er, better restaurant, the
fast-food chain abandoned its
controversial location, leaving
behind only its beckoning golden
arches.

As McDonald’s built its new
restaurant, it had to abide by
Cuero’s current sign ordinance.
However, the company argued
the old sign could stay because
the new McDonald’s would use
the vacated land as overflow
parking.

Of course, that logic lacks com-
mon sense. No one parks a block
away to eat at a fast-food restau-
rant and tries to navigate a
five-lane highway that doesn’t
even have a crosswalk. Obvious-
ly, McDonald’s kept the property
purely to hold onto the sign.

No one can blame any busi-
ness for trying to maintain a

competitive advantage, but that
also is why cities create rules
designed to ensure fairness and
to look at what’s best for all res-
idents.

The minute McDonald’s
stopped flipping burgers at the
old location, the 75-foot arches
became an off-premise sign and
subject to those rules. It no
longer received any grandfather
protection because the building
below was razed.

Here’s where those concerned
about good government should
be alarmed. When McDonald’s
applied for a conditional use per-
mit to keep its old sign, the is-
sue never received any public
discussion or scrutiny, as re-
quired by the Texas Open Meet-
ings Act.

Instead, city staff unilaterally
accepted the overflow argument
and issued the permit. The issue

never went before the city’s
Planning and Zoning Commis-
sion or City Council.

Cuero native Jeff Steen has
never liked the super-sized sign,
but he became even more con-
cerned by this lack of good gov-
ernance. He has asked the City
Council to invalidate the condi-
tional use permit and send it
back through the proper chan-
nels for approval. Respected
businessman Bill Blackwell,
chairman of the planning com-
mission, agrees.

If the City Council approves
the sign after the public review
process, Steen said, then he’ll
accept that consensus.

“Whether you like this sign or
not, it’s become a good govern-
ment issue,” Steen said.

Cuero residents should thank
Steen, now a successful lawyer
for a Houston oil company, for

his continued and longtime in-
terest in his hometown. He even
offered a couple of years ago to
buy the corner property from
McDonald’s and give it to the
city.

His interest, he said, is purely
in preserving the historic nature
of Cuero, which, with state help,
spent $7 million to renovate its
courthouse in 2007 and $2.7 mil-
lion to build the nearby
Chisholm Trail Heritage Muse-
um.

City Council members today
should honor the 1995 work of
their predecessors and look
anew at the McDonald’s sign.
Only by practicing good govern-
ment will the city ever get the
public to swallow its decisions.

This opinion reflects the
views of the Victoria Advo-
cate’s editorial board.

� Topic: McDonald’s sign in Cuero � Our View: Open government supporters not lovin’ it

Candidate will bring glory days back to precinct

Youngsters take small steps toward big futures

T
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Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment

of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the
freedom of speech, or of the press;
or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and to
petition the government for a
redress of grievances.

– First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution

F I R S T A M E N D M E N T WE WANT YOUR LETTERS
Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees,

hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited
sepulchres, which indeed appear

beautiful outward, but are within full
of dead men’s bones, and of all un-

cleanness. Even so ye also outwardly
appear righteous unto men, but within

ye are full of hypocrisy and iniquity.
Matthew 23:27-28

“Every man alone is sincere. At the en-
trance of a second person, hypocrisy be-

gins.”
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-82) American

poet, lecturer and essayist

Mardi Gras
Celebrate now.
Soon Lent comes.
Ashes and
penance,
Fasting and alms-
giving.
Grab the fat of this
Tuesday.
Sr. Frances Cabrini

Janvier, Victoria

We want your letters because we value your opinion on
issues in the community and region. We have a few re-
quirements and will help you meet these if needed.

We will need your name, home address and daytime
telephone or cellphone number so we may contact you to
verify that you want your opinion published.

If you do not hear from us within a couple of days of
submitting your letter, call us to make sure we received your
letter. Sometimes our email filter will not allow a letter through.

Our letter lengths are 150 words for thank-yous, 200 words
for election-related letters and 350 words for all others. We
ask that letter writers submit one letter per 30-day period.
Letters may be delivered at the Victoria Advocate, 311 E.
Constitution St.; mailed to P.O. Box 1518, Victoria 77902;
faxed to 361-574-1220; or emailed to letters@vicad.com.

Becky Cooper,
Managing Editor

A W O R D F R O M V I S D

T
schools. If you are un-
sure whether or not
your family may qualify
for the free pre-K pro-
gram, or have ques-
tions about the tu-
ition-based process,
please call the Federal
Programs Office at

361-788-9294.
As a second step, pre-registration

for both state-funded and tu-
ition-based students will be held on
campuses from April 4-15.

The regular tuition rate has been
set at $3,600 for the 2016-17 school
year. Pre-K in VISD offers early
childhood education in 10 skill do-
mains: social emotional develop-
ment, language and communication,
emergent literacy reading, emergent
literacy writing, mathematics, sci-
ence, social studies, fine arts, physi-
cal development and technology.

It truly is an exceptional early
childhood program led by a dedicat-
ed, certified teacher and paraprofes-
sional in every classroom who have
received extensive training in cur-
riculum and childhood development.

VISD believes strongly in the bene-
fits of early education instruction,
and we are passionate in our com-
mitment to the 601 pre-k students we
are currently serving in our schools.

The motto of the VISD Early
Childhood Program is “Small
Steps toward Big Futures.”

Studies show that students
who participate in strong early
education programs are more

likely to graduate in four years, take
more advanced and higher level
courses, and are less likely to drop
out of school than students who did
not attend an early education pro-
gram. Research also indicates that
students who attend a high quality
early education program were better
equipped to face the rigors of school,
as well as life.

For complete or further informa-
tion on pre-K eligibility and registra-
tion, please visit our web site at
www.visd.net.

Ralph Waldo Emerson once stated,
“The creation of a thousand forests
is in one acorn.” As educators, our
job is to look into the future and see
the organization not as it is, but as it
should be.

In the VISD, we realize that we are
not in the education business serv-
ing people; we are in the people busi-
ness serving education. We have
aligned our systems to build relation-
ships on trust and focused on every
student’s unique potential. By com-
mitting our resources and our exper-
tise to “Every Child, Every Class-
room, Every Day,” we have been
able to provide our students with a
future of hope and endless possibili-
ties.

We are “VISD Proud.”

Robert Jaklich is the superin-
tendent for the Victoria In-
dependent School District.
Contact him at
361-788-9202 or through the

VISD website, visd.com.

ROBERT
JAKLICH

TEXAS U.S. SENATORS
� U.S. Sen. John Cornyn:

317 Hart Senate Office
Bldg., Washington, D.C.
20510, office:
202-224-2934, fax:
202-228-2856

� U.S. Sen. Ted Cruz:
B40B Dirksen Senate Of-
fice Bldg., Washington,
D.C. 20510, office:
202-224-5922

TEXAS U.S. REPRESEN-
TATIVES
� U.S. Rep. Blake Faren-

thold: 2110 Rayburn
House Office Bldg.,
Washington, D.C. 20515,
office: 202-225-7742, fax:
202-226-1134

� U.S. Rep. Filemon Vela:
437 Cannon House Office
Bldg., Washington, D.C.
20515, office:
202-225-9901

TEXAS SENATORS
� State Sen. Lois

Kolkhorst: P.O. Box 1867,
Brenham 77834, office:
979-251-7888, fax:
979-251-7968;
Austin: 512-463-0118,
Austin fax: 512-475-3736

TEXAS REPRESENTA-
TIVES
� State Rep. Geanie Mor-

rison: 1908 N. Laurent,
Suite 500, Victoria
77901, office:
361-572-0196,

fax: 361-576-0747;
Austin: 512-463-0456,
Austin fax: 512-463-0158

� State Rep. Todd Hunter:
15217 S.P.I.D., Suite 205,
Corpus Christi 78418, of-
fice: 361-949-4603, fax:
361-949-4634; Austin:
512-463-0672, Austin fax:
512-463-5896

VICTORIA COUNTY
COMMISSIONERS COURT
� County Judge: 101 N.

Bridge St. Victoria 77901,
361-575-4558 (general
number for the commis-
sioners court)

� County Commissioners:
Precinct 1 at DaCosta
77905, 361-575-8711
Precinct 2 at Nursery
Drive 77976,
361-575-3972
Precinct 3 at Goliad
Highway 77905,
361-78-8212
Precinct 4 at Foster
Field 77904,
361-575-5221

VICTORIA COUNTY SHER-
IFF

101 N. Glass St., Victo-
ria 77901
361-575-0651

CITY OF VICTORIA
� City Manager and City

Council
105 W. Juan Linn St.,
Victoria 77901,
361-485-3030

Editor, the Advocate:
I grew up in this

quaint coastal area in
Port Lavaca. In my
childhood years, we had
such pride in our
precinct and beaches
within it. We would
camp and picnic at the
beaches and enjoyed
every aspect of our
precinct.

Then something
changed. Our current
commissioner forgot
about the people. He
didn’t put our citizens
or tourism first. Sud-
denly the beaches and
bathrooms were
trashed. Instead of sand
we found cement and
rebar. Sometimes trash
wasn’t picked up for
weeks! People stopped
coming; families quit
camping!

I was happy to see
David Hall throw his

hat in the ring! He’s
had such a positive im-
pact as a sheriff ’s de-
partment officer and is
constantly on our local
beaches and waterways!
He’s committed to
bringing our precinct
back to its glory days!

David Hall is transpar-
ent, consistent and
available. He will hear
the needs and ask for
effective ways to clean
our precinct up. His
wife, Donna, is a good
friend of mine and has
been for most of our
lives. You couldn’t ask
for more dedicated, car-
ing local citizens!

Vote to bring back our
glory days with David
Hall as Calhoun County
Commissioner for
Precinct 1.

Beckey Boyd Gooden,
Port Lavaca
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