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Rare is the day that I don’t
get missives — often from vet-
erans or parents of men and
women in uniform — urging
me to keep the threats to Camp
Bullis in the public eye.

But how many ways can one
warn that we are courting eco-
nomic disaster by allowing de-
velopment so close to the camp?

In June 2007, I reported — in
the first of 30 columns — how
unusual it was for Fort Sam
Houston spokesman Phil Reid-
inger to go public about the Ar-
my’s concerns about develop-
ment encroaching on the 27,994-
acre camp.

“We tend to be very quiet,”
he said at the time. “So when
we do make noise, it’s because
of very real concerns.”

Set up in 1917, Camp Bullis
originally was a place where
Fort Sam Houston troops could

train in realistic combat condi-
tions. Then in the middle of the
boonies, Bullis was still close
enough that the soldiers could
be transported there quickly. 

And since there were few res-
idents nearby, the soldiers could
make all the military noises
they needed, 24-seven, year-
round. 

They did. Over the years,
they also set up 26 firing and
grenade ranges, a combat build-
up area, a combat-assault land-

ing strip, helicopter landing ar-
eas, explosive detonation zones
and more. Development was
limited to 127 acres, so most of
the rest was perfect for realisti-
cally simulating combat condi-
tions and situations.

But a small stretcher-bearer
obstacle course grew into the
primary mission of today’s Fort
Sam and Camp Bullis: military
medical training. On the two
bases, technologies and tech-
niques have been developed that
give our fighting men and wom-
en the highest survivability rate
in history, even now as impro-
vised explosive devices grow in
use. 

Camp Bullis even has a for-

ward medical base so combat
physicians can train amid the
din of rifle fire. And some re-
cent noise complaints have
been about Arabic music being
played too loudly. 

But development nearby has
already taken its toll. All firing
ranges have been reoriented so
shooting is toward the camp’s
interior. The .50-caliber machine
gun training is gone, as is the
80-person Fort Sam unit that
supported local governments
during natural disasters. And
in 2007, two Explosive Ordi-
nance Disposal units that
trained with explosives were
moved because of noise com-
plaints. 

But as rare as the day I do
not get a note from a vet or
military parent is the week I
don’t also get a note from some
real estate type arguing that the

Army has too much invested in
Fort Sam to abandon it. 

“Have you seen all the con-
struction out there,” chortled
the last one. 

I remind them that when the
Base Closure and Realignment
Commission voted to close Kel-
ly AFB, it too was buzzing with
construction activity. 

But I also remind them that
most important is not Fort Sam
Houston and Camp Bullis, but
the mission undertaken there. 

Some forget that the bases’
common mission is not to line
local pockets with paychecks
and construction contracts.
Their mission is to keep the
men and women that we put in
harm’s way alive. 

And to toy with that is sim-
ply unconscionable. 

cguerra@express-news.net

Trump card in Bullis debate is camp’s mission 
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Rio Grande Valley veterans
who have long complained
about making a five-hour drive
to San Antonio for medical care
aren’t likely to get a VA hospi-
tal anytime soon.

Veterans Affairs Secretary
Eric Shinseki said Wednesday
in San Antonio that an expand-
ed clinic in Harlingen will
serve all but about 5 percent of
area veterans. Others still
would have to come here for
major procedures.

While not ruling out con-
struction of a hospital, Shinseki
told reporters he wanted to see
how well the new health care
clinic serves Valley vets.

“I would say let’s put it up
and let’s see what the response
is, and then if there is more dis-
cussion — as I’m sure there
will be — then let’s take one
on,” he said. “But let’s at least
provide them what they’re ask-
ing for, and that is save them
the five-hour drive for a shot or
a blood test or an X-ray. That
we can do.”

Valley veterans have long de-

manded a hospital of their own.
They’ve complained of making
250-mile drives to the Audie
Murphy VA Hospital for care
not available on the border.

Ground was broken in April
on the Ambulatory Surgery
and Specialty Outpatient Cen-
ter at the University of Texas
Health Science Center’s Harlin-
gen campus. When it opens in
2010, the 158,000-square-foot cen-
ter will be four times the size of
the old clinic and the VA’s big-

Setback
for Valley
veterans

VA HOSPITAL DEBATE

Expanded clinic seen
meeting 95% of needs
BY SIG CHRISTENSON 

sigc@express-news.net
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VA Secretary Eric Shinseki didn’t
rule out a hospital, but he wants
to see how well the Harlingen
serves Valley veterans.
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With an eye on shaving
costs, Bexar County Commis-
sioners Court on Wednesday
touched — but didn’t act on
— the politically volatile is-
sue of getting state and coun-
ty court judges to run their
courtrooms more efficiently.

Judges who appeared at
the commissioners’ work ses-
sion certainly didn’t like
what they heard.

Facing a budget shortfall of
$4 million this fiscal year,
which would balloon to near-
ly $12 million next year at the
current pace of spending,
commissioners had directed
budget officer David Smith to
“rough scrub” the budget in
search of savings.

One of the commissioners’
principal concerns is the run-
away cost associated with
county jail operations —
housing of a burgeoning
county jail inmate population

County looks for
ways to trim costs 
Commissioners at
odds with some
judges over expense
of courts, jail.
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Norma Martinez Rogers took
the helm of the National Associ-
ation of Hispanic Nurses with
the twin goals of increasing the
number of Hispanic nurses to
help with health disparities in
that community and building the
group’s political clout.

Those two themes also dom-

inate the group’s annual confer-
ence, being held through Friday
in San Antonio, where Martinez
Rogers grew up. 

Some speakers lined up to dis-
cuss practicalities such as asth-
ma education among low-income
Latinos — the topic of a group of
professors and doctors based in
Silver Spring, Md. Also on the
agenda was testing a disaster-pre-
paredness information card for
Hispanics with limited language
and literacy, developed by Josefi-
na Lujan, an associate professor
with the Texas Tech University
Health Sciences Center in El Pa-

so.
Others studying how to best

deploy bilingual nurses for Span-
ish-speaking patients discussed
regional recruiting programs for
Hispanic and minority nurses.

Having Hispanic nurses brings
a health advantage to the Hispan-
ic community, said Martinez Rog-
ers, a professor with the Univer-
sity of Texas Health Science Cen-
ter and director of Hispanic
nurse mentoring programs.

“I think that it’s more impor-
tant to have the representation in

Hispanic nurses a growing force 
Group meeting here
focused on politics 
as well as health. 
BY ELIZABETH ALLEN 

eallen@express-news.net
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High school students don’t
typically spend their summer
dissecting sheep eyes.

However, 22 rising sopho-
mores attending the Max and
Minnie Tomerlin Voelcker Bio-
medical Research Academy
spent Wednesday morning do-
ing just that. 

The program, inaugurated
this year, provides biomedical
research education to San Anto-
nio students. It aims to build a
relationship between students
and the scientific community.

“We hope that this program
will open the eyes of students to
the opportunities that are avail-
able to them locally, in their
backyard,” said Dr. Irene Chapa,
the program’s co-director and
the director of the center’s Of-
fice of Recruitment and Science

Outreach. 
Throughout the three-year

summer program, students will
interact with leading biomedical
scientists from the University of

Texas Health Science Center.
“We hope we’re creating the

next generation of biomedical
scientists,” Chapa said.

“Before,” said Bria Woods
from Johnson High School, “I
had a stereotypical image of a
scientist in a lab coat.”

“When I first joined this program, I thought I knew I wanted
to be a brain surgeon. Yeah, brain surgery is cool,

but now I know that there’s so much more out there.” 
ELIZABETH SANTIAGO, INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF THE AMERICAS STUDENT

Alexandra Sharp examines a goat’s eye she is dissecting at the Voelcker Biomedical Research Academy at the
University of Texas Health Science Center on Wednesday.

PHOTOS BY BILLY CALZADA/gcalzada@express-news.net

Eye on the future
Budding scientists
learn the ropes at
summer academy. 
BY NAZISH DHOLAKIA 

ndholakia@
primetimenewspapers.com

Sophia E. Piña (left), assistant dean of the Graduate School of Biomedical
Science, helps students with their projects. 

See VOELCKER/5B
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SOBCZYK
Larry Michael Sobczyk, age
58, passed away in his home
July 17, after a long battle
with brain cancer. Larry was
born in Minneapolis, Minne-
sota on January 31, 1951 to
Audrey Corrine and Walter
Michael Sobczyk. After a
"Wonder Years" type up-
bringing in Richfield, Minne-
sota he was drafted into the
Army and served in Vietnam.
He returned to Minneapolis,
couldn’t stand the cold and in
the ear ly ’80s made the
move to San Diego where he
met Penny, his bride. They
married in 1991 and moved
to San Antonio shortly after.
Larry worked as a facilities
maintenance engineer at
North Frost Center until his
cancer showed itself in 2003.
Larry’s favorite past times
were bicycling, camping and
enjoying the company of
family and friends. Larry was
an inspirat ion to al l who
crossed paths with him. Larry
had his parents, loving sister,
Jean Snover and sister in law
Laura Stich to greet him on
the other side. He is survived
by his wife, Marisue (Penny)
Sobczyk; daughter, Lauren
Anne Cagle; son in law, Ma-
rio Garcia; grand daughter,
Audrey Corrine Garcia (our
little blessing, still in the ov-
en, due September); mother
and father in law, Doug &
Marisue Mebane; brother
and sister in laws, Jeffrey &
Pam Sobczyk of San Diego,
Terry Snover of Edina, MN.,
Lindsey Kearns of San Anto-
nio, Doug Mebane, III (&
Jayne) of San Antonio, Wil
Stich of Franklin, TX; neph-
ews, Marc Snover of New
York City, Eric Snover and
Jon Snover of Edina, Michael
Sobczyk of San Diego, Jason
( & S a n d r a ) K e a r n s o f
S c h e r t z , J a k ( & T r a c y )
Kearns of Lockhart, Daniel (&
Cass ie ) Kea rns o f New
Braunfels, Trigger Matjeka of
Houston, Scott Speir of San
Antonio; nieces, Jennifer
Matjeka of Houston and Lau-
ra Jayne Mebane of San An-
tonio; as well as a long line of
extended family all who loved
him dearly. A memorial ser-
vice will be held Friday, July
24 10:00 AM at Covenant
Presbyterian Church, 211
Roleto Dr., San Antonio with
interment to follow at 11:30
at Fort Sam Houston Nation-
al Cemetery. In lieu of flow-
ers donations will go to Lar-
ry’s favorite charity c/o the
Church of St . Edward in
Bloomington, Minnesota.
You are invited to sign the

electronic guestbook at
www.schertzfuneral

home.com

SOLIS
Roberto Solis, a loving hus-
band, father and son, was
called by the Lord on July 17,
2009, at the age of 41. He
was born in San Antonio,
Texas on Sep tember 1 ,
1967. He was known for his
immense faith and conta-
gious smile. His color coordi-
nation of bandanas and caps
will be greatly missed being
seen. Those who knew Ro-
berto will miss his loud voice,
laughter and company. He
will be greatly missed and al-
ways remembered. He is
loved and will be missed by
his wife of 23 years, Sonia
Martin Solis; sons, Robert Jr.
and Elijah Angel; daughter,
Mariah Ana; parents, Ernesto
& Luci la Sol is; brothers,
Jorge and Hector; sisters,
Maria and Irma; numerous
nieces, nephews and other
loving family and friends. Vis-
itation will be held from 1
p.m. until 9 p.m. at Castillo
Mission Funeral Home on
Friday, July 24, 2009, with a
Rosary to be recited at 7 p.m.
The funeral procession will
depart the funeral home at
9:30 a.m. on Saturday, July
25, 2009, for a 10 a.m. Mass
of Christian Burial at Our La-
dy of San Juan de los Lagos
Catholic Church, 3231 El Pa-
so Street. Entombment will

follow at San Fernando
Archdiocesan Cemetery II.

Services under the direction
of Castillo Mission

Funeral Home.

BURIAL PLOTS (3) at Mission
Park South. Good location. Must
sell. Call 979-865-2604

Sunset Memorial Park, Space
FC3, Inside Chapel 2, single/dbl
occup., $15,000 obo. 693-4072 

ALFRED MARIN
We think of you everyday
and miss your presence
tremendously. Today we

celebrate you and the joy
you brought to our family.
You are in our thoughts

and prayers daily. 
HAPPY BIRTHDAY FRED

Loving you & missing you
always, Mom, Brothers,

Sisters and Family

TAYLOR
Blanton Price Taylor, age 80
of Hondo, Tx. passed away
July 20, 2009. Blanton was
preceded in death by his par-
ents Oscar and Hazel Taylor
of Hondo, TX. He is survived
by his wife Catherine Woolls
Taylor , daughters Cathy
Haass of San Antonio, Tx. Jo
Beth Darington of New Or-
leans, La., sons Tommy Tay-
lor of Hondo, Tx. David Tay-
lor of D’Hanis, Tx. and 9
grandchildren and 2 great-
grandchildren. Blanton grad-
ua ted f rom Hondo H igh
School in 1947 and was an
all around athlete for the
Owls. He played in the Texas
High School Coaches Asso-
c ia t ion Al l -Star Footbal l
game in El Paso in 1947.
Blanton graduated from Tex-
as A&M University in 1951.
He played Aggie football and
baseball and played in the
College World Series in 1951
in Omaha, Ne. After college,
Blanton played semi-pro
baseball for the Cuero Trot-
ters and the El Campo KC’s.
Blanton coached football and
baseball in Yoakum, D’Hanis
and Devine. He later became
a Medina County probation

officer. Blanton will be
remembered for his

competitive spirit, his love
for a good golf game or

card game and just having
fun. He will be missed

by all of us.

DIRECT
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Now, she has done everything from
dissecting a sheep’s heart to performing
a restriction enzyme digest, a technique
used to cut DNA and RNA.

“Exploring as much as we have has
opened my eyes to all that science has to
offer,” Bria said.

During their first summer, students
participate in seven weeks of labs, work-
shops and seminars led by members of
the biomedical community. In the follow-
ing two years, students will spend eight
weeks working with a faculty mentor in
the lab.

“What’s different about this program
is that it’s not a one-week summer camp
activity. We want to build a relationship
with these students,” Chapa said.

Elizabeth Santiago, a student at Inter-
national School of the Americas, dili-
gently uses a pipette to transfer droplets
containing DNA.

“When I first joined this program, I
thought I knew I wanted to be a brain
surgeon,” she said. “Yeah, brain surgery
is cool, but now I know that there’s so
much more out there.”

Each year, 20 students will join the a-
cademy so that by 2012, approximately
60 students will be participating in the
program.

Alamo Heights High School student
Albert Lee admitted that he still doesn’t
know if he wants to pursue a career in

biomedical research, but he says this op-
portunity has allowed him to explore
the field.

“It’s one thing to see the stereotypes
on television; it’s another thing to read
about it. But it’s a completely different
thing to experience it firsthand,” he
said.

The program was made possible by a
$750,000 gift from the Max and Minnie
Tomerlin Voelcker Fund. 

Students have learned about such top-
ics as the cardiovascular system and the
science of aging. And the learning pro-
cess will continue throughout the school
year, as students attend a variety of lec-
tures and meet with their mentors.

“We want them to pursue careers in
biomedical science. More importantly,
we want them to have a sense of self-
confidence that what they’re doing and
what they want to do can become a real-
ity,” Chapa said.

Alexandra Sharp watches as Irene Chapa helps her dissect a goat’s eye during the Voelck-
er Biomedical Research Academy at the University of Texas Health Science Center.

PHOTOS BY BILLY CALZADA/gcalzada@express-news.net

VOELCKER 
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Elizabeth Santiago measures her visual
close-focus capability while participating in
one of the research academy’s classes on
Wednesday. 

gest ambulatory care facility.
The VA, meanwhile, has

awarded a multiyear contract to
a pair of private hospital sys-
tems to augment inpatient and
emergency care. 

The contracts will cost $6 mil-
lion to $7 million annually and
could run up to five years, Au-
die Murphy spokeswoman Kath-
ryn Petravage said.

Valley Baptist Health Care
System began providing care
April 13 in Harlingen and
Brownsville. South Texas
Health System spokeswoman Li-
sa Killion said veterans started
receiving care that day at McAl-
len Medical Center and Edin-
burg Regional Medical Center.

Valley veteran Treto Garza
said doctors in those systems
wouldn’t know their patients or
have fast access to records. 

Audie Murphy’s Petravage
said the VA is working to devel-
op a system where medical re-
cords would be quickly given to
the private contractors but
noted, “We’re not where we
want to be.”

Garza, a 65-year-old Vietnam
veteran and co-chairman of the
Veterans Alliance, sees the hos-
pital as the sole solution to
those issues. So, too, does re-
tired postal worker and Vietnam
veteran Josemaria Vasquez, 60,
of Edinburg.

“It would have our records
right then and there, and the
doctors in the VA hospital
knowing exactly what our dis-
eases are,” he said, adding that
civilian physicians aren’t famil-
iar with the “unique illnesses
we have,” such as post-traumat-
ic stress disorder.

Sen. John Cornyn, R-Texas,
has filed a bill that includes an
option to build a 50-bed hospital
with a 125-bed nursing home.
Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison, who

has fought to fund the bigger
clinic, also backs the measure. 

A similar House bill is sup-
ported by Reps. Solomon Ortiz,
D-Corpus Christi, and Henry
Cuellar, D-Laredo.

Cornyn noted many troops
from the Valley have served in
combat and that their numbers
back home “will only increase,
as will future demand for VA
health care services.” 

In a ceremony for the new
clinic, Hutchison, R-Texas,
called it “a down payment on a
much larger debt — a hospital”
for Valley GIs.

A larger question is whether
the new clinic will fix most of
the problems identified in a 2007
report. Valley veterans, the re-
port said, endured an “excessive
travel burden” that forced them
to make 10-hour roundtrips for
treatment that took as little as
10 or 20 minutes.

The study showed that de-
mand for care in the Coastal
Bend and Valley far exceeded

the agency’s capacity to handle
it, and that drives to San Anto-
nio were too long under VA
guidelines for acute care.

Shinseki, a disabled Vietnam
veteran and the Army’s former
chief of staff, said the new facil-
ity should handle most needs.
The Harlingen center will offer
everything from CT scans and
MRIs to colonoscopies and cata-
ract removal.

“If we can move that down
closer to where they live, then
that solves the majority of the
problem,” Shinseki said, adding
that high-risk procedures must
be performed in places that do
them often enough to ensure
competence.

“We have examples of where
hospitals were built and there
was not enough patient load for
those kinds of acute care, and
people lose their competencies,”
he said. “It’s not safe. So we
want to keep those in a place
where we maintain competen-
cies.”

VETERANS
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Participants in the San Antonio Parks and Recreation Department’s summer youth program twist into the shapes of letters
during a body percussion class at San Juan Community Center. It was conducted by Third Coast Rhythm Project, a festival
of tap and percussive dance that draws dancers, choreographers, teachers, historians and musicians to the city each summer
to study, share, and celebrate their style of movement.

SHAMINDER DULAI/sdulai@express-news.net

REACHING BEYOND ‘Y.M.C.A.’

and paying the corrections officers
who man the facility.

Commissioners and County
Judge Nelson Wolff also say that
in these lean times district and
county court judges must operate
more efficiently and save tax dol-
lars by shortening an inmate’s
stay behind bars.

One idea they are pursuing is
the creation of individual court
budgets and making each judge re-
sponsible for managing it.

399th District Court Judge Juan-
ita Vasquez-Gardner was on hand
Wednesday — and unhappy. She
said in an interview that she was
insulted “by the implication that
my job is not to mete out justice
but to be a budget analyst and
watch out for the dollars and
cents.”

She said judges are receiving the
brunt of the blame for what she
said is a thorny cost issue over
which judges have no control, fac-
ets of which include how the jail is
managed and the district attor-
neys’ prosecutorial philosophy.

“When (commissioners) are
looking at not raising property
taxes and everyone has to appear
to be tough on crime, it is easy
enough to point the finger of fault
and say we are the problem,” she
said. Property taxes account for 72
percent of the county’s general
fund.

The county has a hiring freeze
in effect; a mandate that all de-
partments trim their budgets by 3
percent to 5 percent; and no em-
ployee raises or benefits increase
planned for the 2009-2010 budget.
But the commissioners still face
unpalatable options.

Given sobering revenue projec-
tions, the commissioners may
have to decide between cutting
programs and furloughing work-
ers or raising taxes.

But even as commissioners
grappled with the budget, they
quickly agreed to create a new
post, with a salary of up to
$150,000, to serve as the county’s
expert on state and county court
case management.

On Wolff ’s recommendation,
they authorized offering the job to
County Court-at-Law No. 5 Judge
Timothy Johnson, who would be
required to step down from the
bench if he took the job, Smith
said.

COURTS
CONTINUED FROM 1B

Judge Timothy Johnson:
Offered post of county’s
expert on court case
management.


