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WASHINGTON — Demo-
cratic Sen. Kyrsten Sinema 
of Arizona announced Fri-
day she has registered as an 
independent, a renegade 
move that could bolster her 
political brand but won't 
upend the Democrats' nar-
row Senate majority. She 
says she will not caucus with 
Republicans.

Sinema, who faces reelec-
tion in 2024, has been a vi-
brant yet often unpredictable 
force in the Senate, tending 
toward the state's indepen-
dent streak and frustrating 
Democratic colleagues at 
times with her overtures to 
Republicans and opposition 
to Democratic priorities.

"I just don't fi t well into 
a traditional party system," 
Sinema she said in an inter-
view Friday.

In the interview, Sinema 

said she hasn't decided 
whether she will run for re-
election. But she said this was 
the time to be "true to myself 
and true to the values of the 
Arizonans I represent."

"I don't expect anything 
to change for me," she said. 
"This will just be a further af-
fi rmation of my style of work-
ing across all the political 
boundaries with anyone to 
try and get something done."
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BY MATT WILSON
STAFF WRITER

McALLEN — Pat Ramirez 
likes to joke: for a woman 
who couldn’t get pregnant, 
she sure wound up with a 
lot of children — half a doz-
en adoptees in total.

Pat, 67, and her husband, 
Mauro, 80, took them in 
over the years after hearing 
about their misfortunes. 
They’d wanted kids of their 
own, and didn’t like to think 
about children being in 
need.

The Ramirezes are obvi-
ously not short on affec-
tion. They devoted most of 
their lives to making other 
peoples’ children their 
own, and to seeing that 
those children didn’t want 
for love and care.

Pat even struggles, a bit, 
at seeing why she ought to 
get some kind of help.

“We’re just so blessed. I 
mean, so blessed. … I don’t 
know why — I’m not trying 
to be stupid, but I don’t feel 
like I did anything to de-
serve it,” she says.

Pat is wrong about that. 
She and her husband have 
been incredibly charitable 
over the years.

In the ’80s, an acquain-
tance told them about a 
woman in Mexico living 
in abject poverty who was 
about to have a baby. They 
readily offered to adopt and 
were united with their fi rst 
child as a newborn.

About 25 years ago, the 
same acquaintance told 
them about another girl — 
this one about four or fi ve 
years old — who was not 
being treated well. That’s 
how the Ramirezes got Di-
ana, their second born.

“She had a broken leg, 
and her head was all scarred 
up,” Pat said. “She’d been 
abused, so he took her to 
the hospital and they ended 
up putting her in traction 

for about two weeks. She 
was in a body cast for an-
other month.”

Diana still bears the scars 
on her head. The Ramirezes 
struggled for years to legal-

ize her status in the United 
States.

More recently, Mauro re-
turned from a trip to Colo-
rado to visit a son from 
a previous relationship, 
bringing back three grand-
daughters with him. Pat 
doesn’t particularly like to 
talk about what was go-
ing on, but says there were 
problems with the kids’ 
parents. The Ramirezes ad-
opted all three.

Overwhelming needs
Older McAllen 
parents 
struggle to 
maintain home 
for children

Delcia Lopez | dlopez@themonitor.com
Patty Ramirez reaches down to check a window unit in her disabled son’s room on Thursday, Dec. 8, 
2022, in McAllen.
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BY ALLIE MORRIS
DALLAS MORNING NEWS

AUSTIN — The state will release a 
highly anticipated report on maternal 
deaths as early as next week, ending a 
months-long delay criticized by advo-
cates and lawmakers alike.

The review of 2019 deaths will pro-
vide the most up to date look at why 
Texans are dying in pregnancy and 
the year after childbirth. Maternal 
health advocates say the fi ndings are 
critical to help prevent more deaths 
and pressed for their release before 
the upcoming legislative session.

On Friday, officials outlined top 
level data at a meeting of the Texas 
Maternal and Morbidity Review 
Committee. 

The vast majority of deaths were 
preventable and driven by six main 
causes, including hemorrhage, 
mental health conditions and in-
fection. Disparities persisted, and 
Black Texans died at a dispropor-
tionately high rate.

Report on
maternal
deaths is 
forthcoming 

BY FRANCISCO E. JIMENEZ
STAFF WRITER

McALLEN — The city of McAllen 
is ending the year by looking toward 
the future with the newly renovated 
McAllen Municipal Court.

A ribbon-cutting ceremony was 
held Friday morning to usher in a 
new technological era for the court, 
which also recently became a court of 
record.

“We’re having our grand reopen-
ing to celebrate some of the things 
that we’ve accomplished this year 
as a court — the fi rst being the huge 
amount of tech upgrades that we did,” 
Lauren Sepulveda, presiding judge for 
the Municipal Court of McAllen, said 
after the ceremony.

McAllen city court
boosts accessibility
and accountability

Democrat Sen. Sinema registers as an independent
Sen. Kyrsten 
Sinema, D-Ariz., 
fl anked by Sen. 
Tammy Baldwin, 
D-Wis., left, and 
Sen. Susan Collins, 
R-Maine, speaks to 
reporters Tuesday 
at the Capitol in 
Washington.

J. Scott Applewhite 
| AP



The last addition, Ken-
ny, came from the same 
parents in 2016. He hasn’t 
been offi cially adopted, 
but he’s one of the clan.

“He’s not going any-
where,” Pat says.

Two of the children, 
including Kenny, have 
special needs. Kenny has 
Down syndrome, suffers 
from seizures and cannot 
swallow. He’s fed through 
a gastrostomy tube on his 
stomach.

Financial aid has given 
Kenny fairly comprehen-
sive care, and Pat says 
they’ve been lucky getting 
help.

“We all have our is-
sues, and we’re dealing 
with some major stuff, but 
overall they’re blessings,” 
she said. “If I retired, and 
I didn’t have the kids here, 
I’d probably be on the 
couch, fl icking the TV. They 
keep me alive.”

The couple’s problem is 
that they obviously need 
more help. Though their 
commitment to their kids 
is unwavering, the task 
seems at risk of being over-
whelming.

Mauro acts like a young-
er man, but he’s not any-
more.

“He’s starting to feel it,” 
Pat says.

She’s slowing down too.
Recent falls broke Pat’s 

hip and pelvis. Up un-
til a few months ago, she 
couldn’t stand for long pe-
riods of time. Pat walks no-
ticeably slouched.

The older couple live 
with their four children, 
all under the age of 13, in 
a fairly small home that’s 
an affectionately chaotic 
scene.

There’s a gaggling trio of 
girls, a small pack of not-
so-fearsome dogs and little 
baby Kenny, the apple of 
everybody’s eye.

Pat and Mauro met 42 
years ago doing factory 
work.

“He told me he was the 

ambassador to Mexico. 
And I didn’t know him back 
then; now I know he’s a liar, 
but I didn’t know that back 
then,” Pat teases.

Mauro will tease her 
right back. He likes to talk 
and he’ll occasionally 
commandeer a story she’s 
telling.

“Let me fi nish the rest of 
the story, Paul Harvey,” he 
says with a twinkle in his 
eye.

Pat rolls her eyes and 
waits for a chance to get 
back into the conversation.

Pat’s recent injuries, 
however, seem to have 
been a turning point for 
the family.

She returned from the 
hospital unable to do 
housework and mainte-
nance. Things got away 
from her, and Mauro’s get-
ting too old to do many of 
them himself.

“What we struggle with 
is home repairs,” Pat said.

The home is in disrepair. 
There’s some leaks in the 
ceiling, and the particle 
board in the kitchen began 
to disintegrate a few years 
back.

Insulation sticks out of a 
hole in the wall by the girls’ 
room. Plumbing in one of 
the home’s two bathrooms 
sprung a leak a while back, 
so the Ramirezes had to 
close it off.

The house is cluttered 
and not particularly clean. 
Cockroaches are a problem.

“My friends,” Mauro 
jokes as one crawls across 
a picture frame.

Mauro doesn’t seem to 
be terribly disheartened. 
Pat, though, is struggling.

“It becomes overwhelm-
ing, and I get depressed,” 
she said. “It’s like, ‘Forget it, 
give me something to eat, 
I’m gonna watch TV.’ It ex-
acerbates the problem.”

Pat is more comfortable 
talking about the children, 
particularly about Kenny. 
She wants to see him walk 
across the stage at gradu-
ation one day. She says 
they’re all blessings.

Diana, the couple’s 
30-year-old daughter, 
says her mom doesn’t 
take enough credit for the 
sacrifi ces she’s made and 
the struggles she’s going 
through.

“My mom’s always been 
the one to give,” she said. 
“She’s always giving and 
giving and giving, and she’s 
never accepted to receive. 
And now she’s learning to 
receive.”

The Ramirez family is in 
particular need of funds for 
home repairs and renova-
tions. The family could also 
use shelving, and funds for 
pest remediation.

To help, call the United 
Way of South Texas at 
(956) 686-6331 and inquire 
about this family and the 
Spirit of Christmas cam-
paign. The Monitor has 
partnered with the United 
Way of South Texas to gar-
ner support for Rio Grande 
Valley families in need of 
monetary donations, or 
other items and gifts speci-
fi ed in this story.
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Delcia Lopez | dlopez@themonitor.com
Mauro Valdez Ramirez, 80, laughs with his son Alejo, 6, while in the living room of their home on 
Thursday Dec. 8, 2022, in McAllen. Alejo “Kenny” has Down syndrome and needs 24-hour care.

Mauro Valdez Ramirez with his family and wife Patty at their 
home on Thursday, Dec. 8, 2022, in McAllen. 
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WASHINGTON — The 
Biden administration is 
accusing Russia of mov-
ing to provide advanced 
military assistance to Iran, 
including air defense sys-
tems, helicopters and 
fi ghter jets, part of deep-
ening cooperation be-
tween the two nations as 
Tehran provides drones to 
support Vladimir Putin's 
invasion of Ukraine.

White House National 
Security Council spokes-
man John Kirby on Friday 
cited U.S. intelligence as-
sessments for the allega-
tions, saying Russia was 
offering Iran "an unprec-
edented level of military 
and technical support that 
is transforming their rela-
tionship into a full-fl edged 
defense partnership."

Kirby said Russia and 
Iran were considering 
standing up a drone as-
sembly line in Russia 
for the Ukraine confl ict, 
while Russia was training 
Iranian pilots on the Suk-
hoi Su-35 fi ghter and Iran 
could receive deliveries of 
the plane within the year.

"These fi ghter planes 
will signifi cantly strength-
en Iran's air force relative 
to its regional neighbors," 
Kirby said.

The U.S. allegations are 
part of a deliberate effort 
by the U.S. to drive global 

isolation of Russia, in this 
case targeted at Arab na-
tions who have looked to 
contain Iran's regional 
malevolence and who 
have not taken a strong 
stance against Russia's in-
vasion of Ukraine.

Earlier this year, the 
Biden administration ac-
cused Saudi Arabia of sid-
ing with Russia in the con-
fl ict by shepherding cuts 
by the OPEC+ cartel to 
boost the price of oil, cru-
cial to funding Moscow's 
war effort. Saudi Arabia 
and Iran have been on op-
posite sides of a yearslong 
proxy war in Yemen.

Kirby said the arms 
transfers were in violation 
of U.N. Security Council 
resolutions and that the 
U.S. would be "using the 
tools at our disposal to 

expose and disrupt these 
activities."

Concerns about the 
"deepening and a bur-
geoning defense partner-
ship" between Russia and 
Iran come as the Biden 
administration has re-
peatedly accused Iran of 
assisting Russia with its 
invasion of Ukraine.

The administration 
says Iran sold hundreds 
of attack drones to Rus-
sian over the summer. 
Kirby on Friday reiterated 
the administration's be-
lief that Iran is consider-
ing the sale of hundreds 
of ballistic missiles to 
Russia, but acknowledged 
that the U.S. doesn't have 
"perfect visibility into Ira-
nian thinking on why" the 
deal hasn't been consum-
mated.

US: Russia, Iran moving toward 
full defense ‘partnership’

Patrick Semansky | AP
National Security Council spokesman John Kirby speaks during a 
press briefi ng at the White House, Nov. 28 in Washington. 

Committee members 
applauded the report’s up-
coming release, but some 
said there was no need for 
delay.

“Suppressing and with-
holding data that does not 
make us look good is dis-
honorably burying those 
women,” said committee 
member Nakeenya Wilson, 
a maternal health advocate 
in Austin.

Initially, the state missed 
the report’s mandated Sept. 
1 release date and pushed 
off publication until mid-
2023. At the time, former 
Department of State Health 
Services Commissioner 
John Hellerstedt said more 
time was needed to fi nish 
investigating every death.

The decision was a sur-

prise to the committee and 
drew swift backlash from 
Democratic lawmakers and 
maternal health advocates, 
some of whom accused 
Gov. Greg Abbott of delay-
ing the release until after 
the midterm elections.

On Friday, the depart-
ment’s new interim Com-
missioner Jennifer Shuford 
said the committee has now 
investigated nearly all 147 
known deaths. The overall 
conclusions and recom-
mendations drafted earlier 
this year remain the same, 
she said.

“I feel confi dent that the 
data from cases reviewed by 
the original deadline is rep-
resentative,” Shuford said. 
“In light of that, I expect 
DSHS to release the report 
once staff can put the fi n-
ishing touches on it as early 
as next week.”

With the Legislature set 
to convene Jan. 10, com-
mittee members said work 
now begins to get their sug-
gested policies written into 
law.

As in past years, the com-
mittee’s top recommenda-
tion is to expand Medicaid 
coverage for a full year af-
ter childbirth. Last session, 
lawmakers extended the 
safety-net health insurance 
from two to six months 
postpartum.

On Friday, House Speaker 
Dade Phelan, R-Beaumont, 
said the full-year of cover-
age is a top priority.

Other recommendations 
include engaging Black 
communities in the devel-
opment of maternal health 
programs, improving pro-
grams to address domestic 
violence and growing the 
workforce.

Fight to curb food waste 
increasingly turns to science
BY DEE-ANN DURBIN 
AP BUSINESS WRITER

Hate mealy apples and 
soggy french fries? Science 
can help.

Restaurants, grocers, 
farmers and food compa-
nies are increasingly turning 
to chemistry and physics to 
tackle the problem of food 
waste.

Some are testing spray-
on peels or chemically en-
hanced sachets that can 
slow the ripening process 
in fruit. Others are develop-
ing digital sensors that can 
tell — more precisely than 
a label — when meat is safe 
to consume. And packets af-
fi xed to the top of a takeout 
box use thermodynamics to 
keep fries crispy.

Experts say growing 
awareness of food waste 
and its incredible cost — 
both in dollars and in en-
vironmental impact — has 
led to an uptick in efforts to 
mitigate it. U.S. food waste 
startups raised $4.8 billion 
in 2021, 30% more than they 
raised in 2020, according to 
ReFed, a group that studies 
food waste.

"This has suddenly be-
come a big interest," said 
Elizabeth Mitchum, director 
of the Postharvest Technol-
ogy Center at the University 
of California, Davis, who has 
worked in the fi eld for three 
decades. "Even companies 

that have been around for a 
while are now talking about 
what they do through that 
lens."

In 2019, around 35% 
of the 229 million tons of 
food available in the U.S. 
— worth around $418 bil-
lion — went unsold or un-
eaten, according to ReFed. 
Food waste is the larg-
est category of material 
placed in municipal land-
fi lls, according to the U.S. 
Environmental Protection 
Agency, which notes that 
rotting food releases meth-
ane, a problematic green-
house gas.

ReFed estimates 500,000 
pounds (225,000 kilograms) 
of food could be diverted 
from landfi lls annually with 
high-tech packaging.

Among the products in 

development are a sensor 
by Stockholm-based Inno-
scentia that can determine 
whether meat is safe de-
pending on the buildup of 
microbes in its packaging. 
And Ryp Labs, based in the 
U.S. and Belgium, is work-
ing on a produce sticker that 
would release a vapor to 
slow ripening.

SavrPak was founded in 
2020 by Bill Birgen, an aero-
space engineer who was 
tired of the soggy food in his 
lunchbox. He developed a 
plant-based packet — made 
with food-safe materials 
approved by the U.S. Food 
and Drug Administration 
— that can fi t inside a take-
out container and absorb 
condensation, helping keep 
the food inside hotter and 
crispier.

Carlos Osorio | AP
Apples are washed and inspected at the BelleHarvest packing 
and storage facility Oct. 4 in Belding, Mich. 


