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Best bakes
These 
holiday 
cookie 
recipes have 
been deemed 
some of the 
best of 2022.
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BY AMANDA SEITZ 
AND COLLEEN LONG 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

WASHINGTON — The Biden 
administration is still actively 
searching for ways to safeguard 
abortion access for millions 
of women, even as it bumps 
up against a complex web of 
strict new state laws enacted in 
the months after the Supreme 
Court stripped the constitu-
tional right.

Looking to seize on mo-
mentum following a midterm 
election where voters widely 
rebuked tougher abortion re-
strictions, there’s a renewed 
push at the White House to find 
ways to help women in states 
that have virtually outlawed or 

limited the treatment, and to 
keep the issue top of mind for 
voters.

In reality, though, the admin-
istration is shackled by a ban on 
federal funding for most abor-
tions, a conservative-leaning 
Supreme Court inclined to rule 
against abortion rights and a 
split Congress unwilling to pass 
legislation on the matter.

Meanwhile, frustration on the 
ground in the most abortion-re-
stricted states is mounting.

“This is not going away any-
time soon,” said Jen Klein of the 
Biden administration’s Gender 
Policy Council. “Tens of mil-
lions of Americans are living 
under bans of various sorts, 

BY BERENICE GARCIA
STAFF WRITER

NORTH OF MISSION — It’s 
a simple arrangement: Rosa-
rio Marina and Ezequiel Al-
varado and their six children 
live on a ranch here free of 
charge; and in exchange, they 
maintain the property and 
look after the owner’s live-
stock.

Their life there is far from 
comfortable, though, with 
the family making do with 
much less than most people 
here are used to.

The family has two small 
trailers on the property that 
are used as sleeping quarters. 
The four eldest children sleep 
in one trailer while the cou-
ple and their 3-year-old twin 
boys sleep in the other.

Between the two is a make-

shift kitchen that is covered 
by thin sheets of metal and 
blue tarp.

Rosario, 42, and Ezequiel, 
44, have lived on the ranch 

with their children for nearly 
eight years but, to this day, 
their only source of water is 
a well on the property and 
their electricity is borrowed.

The family’s only income 
comes from the few odd jobs 
that Ezequiel takes on — 
cleaning yards, fixing fences 
— but altogether those only 
pay about $350 per week. But 
even that modest income is 
at the mercy of Ezequiel’s 
health.

In 2010, he was diagnosed 
with Lupus, an autoimmune 
disease that, for Ezequiel, 
makes it difficult to be out in 
the sun.

“It attacked my organs, my 
brain, and now I look fine but 
if you had seen me before, 
I was covered in sores, sick, 
very skinny,” Ezequiel said.

Though his more severe 
symptoms have largely sub-
sided, he still has to wear 
pants, long-sleeved shirts, a 
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Feds accuse
12 of extorting 
$27M out of 
transmigrantes
BY MARK REAGAN
STAFF WRITER

The Department of Justice has 
charged a dozen people, includ-
ing the son-in-law of a former
Gulf Cartel leader, with extorting 
at least $27 million from transmi-
grantes and using threats of vio-
lence to include four murders in
Mexico to monopolize the bor-
der industry.

Transmigrantes are people 
who transport used vehicles and 
other goods from the U.S. into 
Mexico that are later resold in 
Central America.

Anyone who has regularly trav-
eled south on Highway 281 and 
77 would recognize them as they 
are routinely traveling south tow-
ing multiple vehicles at a time.

When the transmigrantes ar-
rive in the Rio Grande Valley, they 
head to the Los Indios port of en-
try where forwarding agencies 

Efforts to protect abortion access hit roadblocks

BY VALERIE GONZALEZ
STAFF WRITER

A large portion of a federal law-
suit filed by LULAC against Gov. 
Greg Abbott involving redistrict-
ing claims affecting Rio Grande 
Valley voters was dismissed Tues-
day, though one of the claims will 
move forward.

The League of United Latin
American Citizens, or LULAC,
filed the lawsuit in October 2021
alleging the redistricting maps 
were being formed in ways that 
disadvantaged Latino voters of
congressional District 15, State 
Board of Education Districts 2 
and 3, and House District 37,
among others. Another case filed 
by the Mexican American Leg-
islative Caucus was joined with 
LULAC’s lawsuit.

Plaintiffs believed the new 
plans were “packed” and
“cracked” to, respectively, lump 
voters into areas that already 
elect minority leaders or break 
up large groups and push them 
into conservative districts.

On Tuesday, U.S. District Judge 
David C. Guaderrama filed an 
opinion dismissing LULAC’s claims
for congressional District 15, and 

Portions of 
LULAC’s 
redistricting 
lawsuit 
dismissed

Evan Vucci | AP
President Joe Biden speaks about abortion access during a Democratic 
National Committee event at the Howard Theatre, Oct. 18 in Washington.

Photos by Joel Martinez | jmartinez@themonitor.com
Ezekiel Marina, 3, plays in the front of his home on Friday, Dec. 2, 2022, in Mission.

Ezequiel Alvarado watches the goats at his home on Friday, Dec. 2, 
2022, in Mission.
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hat and sunglasses — 
even in the heat.

“In cold weather, it 
doesn’t happen as often 
but in the heat, it harms 
my skin,” he said.

He is able to get medi-
cation at a reduced price 
from Nuestra Clinica Del 
Valle, a health center that 
caters to people of low in-
come. However, the cost 
to see a rheumatologist 
comes out of pocket and 
their inability to afford 
them prompted Ezequiel 
to cancel his last two ap-
pointments.

“If we go there, we’d be 
left without other things 
that we need,” he said. 
“I call and tell them that 
right now I don’t have 
enough to make the ap-
pointment but when we 
have enough for the ap-
pointment, I’ll go.”

He’s supposed to go to 
the rheumatologist ev-
ery three to six months 
for tests but they’re also 
necessary to obtain the 
prescription for his medi-
cation. Without it, he can’t 
get the medication from 
Nuestra Clinica.

Fortunately, Ezequiel 
still has medication from 
his last refill but it’s un-
clear how long that will 
last him.

Despite the struggles, 
Rosario is grateful because 
she views Ezequiel’s life 
as a miracle, remember-
ing that when he was first 
diagnosed with Lupus, he 
was told he only had about 
two months to live.

“His life is a miracle 
from God because, medi-
cally, there was nothing 
else left,” she said.

Rosario is just as appre-
ciative about the family’s 
overall situation, despite 
the fact that they have 

very little to their name 
and a limited ability to af-
ford much else.

One reason is because 
of the donations they have 
received from others.

During the height of 
the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, when there was little 
work for Ezequiel, people 
would drop off food and 
other necessities at their 
gate.

“They didn’t tell us 
where they came from, 
they just came and left 
boxes,” Ezequiel said.

They also received do-
nations through their chil-
dren’s schools, according 
to Rosario.

On the topic of school, 
Rosario beamed with 
pride as she talked about 
her kids’s high perfor-
mance in school.

The four kids currently 
enrolled in school — three 
girls aged 18, 15, and 12 
and a boy aged 13 — often 
come home with little re-
wards for their scholastic 
achievement.

“They have very high 
grades and the teachers 
are always praising them 
for their high performance 
and they participate in all 
the extra-curricular ac-
tivities at school,” Rosario 
said.

She stressed that the 
kids stay busy with their 
school work, helping out 
around the ranch, and 
with their participation at 
church.

Several days out of the 

week, the family attends a 
nearby church where the 
kids play in the band — 
one of the girls plays the 
piano while their oldest 
boy plays the guitar.

“So they’re busy, they 
get home from school and 
they start rehearsing,” 
Rosario said. “They have 
a lot to do — here, at the 
school, personal things, 
and at church.”

While thankful that 
their kids are doing well in 
their studies and extracur-
ricular activities, the fam-
ily is undeniably in need 
of a better shelter.

They also are in need 
of clothing and basic hy-
giene items.

Ezequiel added that if 
they aren’t able to find 
a better place to live, he 
hopes to be able to buy 
another trailer for the 
older kids so that the four 
aren’t confined to such a 
small space.

“Right now, they’re our 
focus — that they stay in 
school, studying, and then 
hopefully we’ll get a larger 
place,” Rosario said.

To help, call the United 
Way of South Texas at 
(956) 686-6331 and in-
quire about this family 
and the Spirit of Christ-
mas campaign. The Moni-
tor has partnered with the 
United Way of South Texas 
to garner support for Rio 
Grande Valley families in 
need of monetary dona-
tions, or other items and 
gifts specified in this story.

MISSION FAMILY 

many of them quite extreme, 
and even in states where 
abortion is legal, we’re all 
seeing the impact on pro-
viders and on systems being 
loaded by people who are 
coming across state lines.”

Since the U.S. Supreme 
Court decision in June, 
roughly half the states have 
some type of abortion re-
strictions in place, with at 
least 11 states essentially 
banning the procedure.

Administration officials 
are meeting Tuesday and 
Wednesday with state law-
makers ahead of their 2023 
sessions, including in states 
with more extreme bans on 
the table, and will discuss 
safeguarding rights and help-
ing women access care as top 
issues. The meetings follow 
sit-downs with roughly nine 
governors, attorneys general 
and Democratic state leg-
islators from more than 30 
states.

The administration, 
meanwhile, is implement-
ing Biden’s executive orders 
signed in July and August 

that directed federal agen-
cies to push back on abor-
tion restrictions and protect 
women traveling out of their 
state to seek one, though 
some women’s rights ad-
vocates say it doesn’t go far 
enough.

And there are still other 
avenues left for the adminis-
tration to explore, said Kath-
leen Sebelius, a former U.S. 
health and human services 
secretary.

HHS might look to wield 
its power around federal 
protections for health care 
providers, life-saving abor-
tions, abortion pills and 
travel for women in abor-
tion-restricted states, she 
said. During her tenure, for 
example, the agency did 
some policy maneuvering 
to expand rights for same-
sex couples, including a re-
quirement that any hospi-
tals receiving federal funds 
allow their patients to select 
a same-sex partner as a visi-
tor, years before gay mar-
riage was legalized.

“It’s amazing how broad a 
lot of the agency’s authorities 
are and how much creative 
thinking can go on,” Sebelius 

said.
Already, the Justice De-

partment has sued Idaho 
over its restrictive abortion 
policy and indicted at least 
20 people who have been ac-
cused of obstructing access 
to abortion clinics. Attorney 
General Merrick Garland 
has said he would protect 
the right for women to travel 
between states for medical 
care.

Veterans and their ben-
eficiaries are able to access 
abortion, even in states that 
have outlawed it, through the 
Department of Veteran Af-
fairs in cases where the wom-
an’s life or health is at risk or 
in cases of rape or incest. The 
Defense Department will 
cover leave and travel costs 
for troops seeking abortions 
if they are not available in 
their state.

The Federal Trade Com-
mission has sued at least one 
data broker for selling infor-
mation that tracks people 
at reproductive health care 
clinics, while the Federal 
Communication Commis-
sion reminded 15 mobile 
carriers of privacy laws in a 
recent letter.

ABORTION 
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WASHINGTON — 
Hailed as heroes, the law 
enforcement officers who 
defended the U.S. Capi-
tol on Jan. 6, 2021, were 
honored Tuesday with 
Congressional Gold Med-
als and praised for secur-
ing democracy when they 
fought off a brutal and 
bloody attack by sup-
porters of then-President 
Donald Trump.

House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi opened the emotion-
al ceremony, tensions still 
raw in the stately Capitol 
Rotunda, which was over-
run that day when Trump 
supporters battled police, 
broke into the building and 
stormed the halls trying to 
stop Congress from certify-
ing Joe Biden's election.

"January 6 was a day of 
horror and heartbreak; it is 
also a moment of extraor-
dinary heroism —staring 
down deadly violence and 
despicable bigotry," Pelosi 
said.

In bestowing Con-
gress' highest honor, Pe-
losi praised the heroes for 
"courageously answering 
the call to defend our de-
mocracy in one of the na-
tion's darkest hours."

Senate Republican lead-
er Mitch McConnell said: 
"Thank you for having our 
backs. Thank you for sav-

ing our country."
But showing the raw po-

litical and emotional fall-
out from the violent insur-
rection and its aftermath, 
representatives of the fam-
ily of fallen officer Brian 
Sicknick declined to shake 
hands with the Republican 
leaders, snubbing McCon-
nell's outstretched palm.

Sicknick's mother had 
personally lobbied House 
GOP leader Kevin McCar-
thy and other Republican 
leaders for the formation 
of an independent com-
mission to investigate the 
Capitol attack, or when 
that failed, to support the 
House investigative pan-
el. Both McConnell and 

McCarthy voted against 
the independent commis-
sion, and McCarthy has 
railed against the House 
panel as a partisan politi-
cal exercise.

To recognize the hun-
dreds of officers who were 
at the Capitol on Jan. 6, 
the medals will be placed 
in four locations — at U.S. 
Capitol Police headquar-
ters, the Metropolitan Po-
lice Department, the Capi-
tol and the Smithsonian 
Institution. In signing the 
legislation last year, Biden 
said that one will be placed 
at the Smithsonian muse-
um "so all visitors can un-
derstand what happened 
that day."

Jan. 6 ‘heroes’ honored for 
defending Capitol from Trump mob

Alex Brandon | AP
Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi of Calif., applauds U.S. 
Capitol Police Chief J. Thomas Manger, during a Congressional 
Gold Medal ceremony honoring law enforcement offi cers who 
defended the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, in the U.S. Capitol 
Rotunda in Washington, Tuesday.  


