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HARLINGEN — The 
network of PVC pipe 
looked harmless enough.

The underwater robot 
sat on the table, static and 
ambivalent, unaware of 
its surroundings.

However, it had the 
power to change lives, 
and its creators were feel-
ing that power Friday at 
the U.S. Navy SeaPerch 
Challenge at HESTEC.

The students from 
Harlingen High School 
showed off what they could 
do by taking first place in 
the event with a robot they’d 
worked with for months.

“We put in a lot of hard 
work every day, we dedi-
cated Saturdays,” said 
Vivian Lopez, 17, a senior 
and president of the engi-
neering club sponsored 
by Paul Tenison.

The HHS team was one 
of 33 from throughout the 
Valley to compete in this 
year’s SeaPerch. The event 
was held at the Harlingen 
school district’s aquatic 
center, 315 N. 77 Sunshine 
Strip. It was intended to 
engage students in the 
STEM (science, technolo-
gy, engineering and math-
ematics) fields.

The SeaPerch is part of 
the Hispanic Engineering, 
Science and Technology 
Week, during which the 
University of Texas Rio 
Grande Valley promotes 
STEM professions locally.

Javier Garcia, STEM 
director for the office of 
community relations for 
UTRGV, said SeaPerch is 
an important way to gener-
ate interest in STEM sub-
jects among local students.

“It helps them interact 
with university profes-
sors and Navy personnel,” 
Garcia said. “We also had 
United Launch Alliance. 
They see them out there 
and they say, ‘Hey, I can 
do that, too.’”

The event was com-

prised of an obstacle course 
and a finesse course, 
Tenison said. During the 
obstacle course, they had to 
maneuver through hoops. It 
was a timed race.

The finesse course 
required students to 
manipulate objects such 
as rings, rods and targets.

“They were picking 
them up and placing them 
in a certain location,” 
Tenison said.

He commended his stu-
dents for doing so well.

“We put in a lot of hours 
after school,” he said. “We 
spent a lot of time practic-
ing in the pool.”

This was the first year Dr. 
Abraham P. Cano Academy 
participated in SeaPerch.

“Everybody’s just try-
ing different designs, 

learning by trial and 
error,” said Justin Evans, 
teacher and coach of 
Cano’s Raven Robots.

His students seemed 
pretty fired up over the 
new challenge.

“I got to do a lot,” said 
Diamond Ortega, 14. “I 
did the wiring. It was 
actually probably easy. 
Blue to the left, orange to 
the middle. I had to solder 
the wiring.”

In order to protect the 
motor from water, she 
filled its container with 
wax. She then placed the 
motor inside and filled in 
more wax.

Tatyana Moore, 14, also 
enjoyed the process with 
the Ravens.

“We actually got to cre-
ate something,” she said.

The Tigersharks from 
San Isidro — who took 
third place — had to scram-
ble at the last minute 
because no one would give 
them the correct informa-
tion about the challenge.

“We had to pick up some 
wire and PVC pieces,” said 
Orlando Perez, 17. “At the 
last minute we were able to 
do some modifications.”

They gestured toward 
a piece of PVC sticking 
out the back they’d had to 
heat up to create a hook.

“If we had known, we 
could have improvised 
even more,” Orlando said.

Harlingen Early 
College High School sur-
prised itself by coming in 
second place, even though 
this was the first year in 
which it competed.
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Top: Harlingen High School’s Engineering and Tech Club won the University of Texas Rio Grande 
Valley’s Engineering and Science Technology 2016 Navy SeaPerch Challenge on its home turf. 
Bottom left: Student participate in a robotics challenge. Bottom right: A diver looks for a part 
that fell off a robot during  a challenge.

Valley students compete during 
SeaPerch event held in Harlingen
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HARLINGEN — Pedal a 
bike along winding trails, 
from historic battlegrounds 
to breezy shorelines. Then 
hop in a kayak and paddle 
across the Laguna Madre.

In Cameron County, a 
group of cities is working 
on a project aimed at pro-
moting the area’s bike 
trails and kayak routes to 
draw “active tourism.”

This week, Harlingen 
city commissioners 
approved a resolution adopt-
ing the Lower Rio Grande 
Valley Active Transportation 
and Active Tourism Plan.

Another resolution sup-
ports the development of a 
hike and bike trail across 
parts of the Laguna Atascosa 
National Wildlife Refuge.

It’s all part of the project 
aimed at drawing cyclists 
and kayakers to the area.

About one year ago, 
Brownsville officials began 
teaming up with Cameron 

County cities to launch the 
project. Now, Brownsville 
has joined Harlingen, San 
Benito, Combes, Los 
Fresnos, Port Isabel, South 
Padre Island, Rancho Viejo 
and Los Indios.

Together, the cities 
pulled together $100,000 
to help fund the project.

Meanwhile, the Valley 
Baptist Legacy Foundation 
funded a $100,000 grant.

In Harlingen, residents 
like Gene McCullough are 
counting on the project to 
tap into the fast-growing 
number of cyclists.

“I think it’s a phenomenal 
prospect,” said McCullough, 
an attorney who is part of the 
local cycling boom. “It’s 
exciting — bike trails, kayak-
ing trails. I think it has a lot to 
offer for the active lifestyle, 
and it’s the right fit for our 
climate. You can do almost 

anything outside here.”
The group of cities 

plans to try to leverage 
more grant money to 
develop the project, said 
Ramiro Gonzalez, 
Brownsville’s special 
projects manager.

“Active tourism is very 
popular right now and 
continues to grow,” 
Gonzalez said.

Already, he said, biking 
and kayaking have 
become popular sports in 
the area.

“Birders want to take 
kayak trips,” Gonzalez said.

This year, he said, the 
Rio Grande Valley Birding 
Festival features a kayak-
ing tour. Meanwhile, more 
birders are taking up bik-
ing as part of a growing 
segment of eco-tourism.

McCullough said the 
mix of biking and birding 

might draw more tourists 
to the area.

“Birding has become a 
huge tourism draw in the 
last 20 years in the Valley,” 
he said.

For the project, many of 
the trails already are wait-
ing to draw more cyclists.

“They were chosen for 
scenery,” Gonzalez said. 
“Cameron County gets pret-
ty scenic, believe it or not.”

Across the county, 97 
miles of bike routes run 
along existing right-of-ways.

In Harlingen, the 
Arroyo Colorado Hike & 
Bike Trail would tie into 
the project.

Along the Laguna Madre 
and the Arroyo Colorado, 
the area features 10 miles 
of kayaking routes.

Across parts of the 
Laguna Atascosa National 
Wildlife Refuge, 17 miles 
of trails run across its 
Bahia Grande Segment.

In the Brownsville 
area, trails run to the Palo 
Alto National Battlefield.

Tourism, activity efforts target cyclists, kayakers
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Pharr native Magali de 
la Rosa, 30, was over-
whelmed when she first 
learned of her Best New 
Female Artist Tejano 
Music Award nomination.

“I cried a lot,” de la 
Rosa said. “I still want to 
cry talking about it.”

Music always has been 
important to her, she said. She 
was raised in a family of musi-
cians, including her father, 
Carlos de la Rosa. He wrote 
and produced the majority of 
the songs on the album “Esta 
Vez,” for which she has 
drummed up attention.

“When we were little, 
we always had music in the 
house,” Magali de la Rosa 
said. “The fun thing for us 
to do wasn’t to play dolls 
— it was to hear my dad 
play the guitar.”

Magali joined choir, fol-
lowing the footsteps of her 
older sister, and credits 
that as breaking her out of 
her shell. She recalled her 
first gig was a rendition of 
Selena’s “No Me Queda 
Mas,” which was broadcast 
live on TV.

“It was my first perfor-
mance singing in front of a 
huge group of people,” Magali 
said. “After that, something 
just clicked for me. I wanted 

to do it every day, all day.”
She continued perform-

ing in high school musicals, 
and was inspired by female 
vocalists “in the music busi-
ness with powerful and 
soulful voices,” she said.

“Even in tejano, where 
that’s not traditionally how 
you’d sing those songs, it’s 
still in there because of all 
the influences growing 
up,” Magali said.

After graduating high 
school, Magali relocated 
to Long Beach, California, 
in pursuit of a fashion 
design education. She 
sells under the brand 
RagzbyMagz via Etsy.

Magali said she inherited 

her fashion sense from her 
grandmother, who dressed 
opulently with sequined 
pieces. And her other grand-
ma, a “very independent, 
single woman taking care of 
all her children solely by 
being a seamstress,” was a 
big influence as well.

She decided the need to 
sew was something that was 
ingrained in her. But she 
never forgot about music.

Many attempted proj-
ects have failed, she said.

“You get so many doors 
slammed in your face, espe-
cially moving to Los Angeles,” 
she said. “There’s a criteria. 
Maybe you’re not thin enough. 
You’re not tall enough.”

BY DANYA PEREZ-HERNANDEZ
STAFF WRITER

McALLEN — The sec-
ond cohort of Rio Grande 
Valley professors and 
teachers are receiving 
training on how to better 
engage and understand 
the skills needed by stu-
dents in the fields of sci-
ence, technology, engi-
neering and mathematics.

About 75 educators 
gathered Thursday and 
Friday for the new Texas 
Regional STEM Degree 
Accelerator program host-
ed by South Texas College 
through an $800,000 
grant by the Education 
Foundation, a public-pri-
vate partnership seeking 
to increase STEM work-
force in the state.

The college initially 
received a $16,000 grant 
in 2015 to develop the pro-
posal, which was 
approved, and the final 
grant was awarded in 
February. The college 
proposed creating part-
nerships with local school 
districts, employers and 
other higher education 
institutions to try to better 
understand and prepare 
students for jobs in nurs-
ing and computer science, 
two of the most in-demand 
jobs in the area.

“No one is going to do 
this alone,” STC President 
Shirley Reed said in 
February. “It’s going to 
take the best thinking and 
the commitment of all the 

institutions, and we select-
ed them because we know 
they are going to deliver.”

The college partnered 
with seven Valley school 
districts, including La 
Joya, Pharr-San Juan-
Alamo and Edinburg, and 
with Texas A&M 
Kingsville, the University 
of Texas Rio Grande 
Valley, Region One 
Education Service Center, 
RGV Focus, Rio Grande 
Regional Hospital, 
Infragard RGV Members 
Alliance and Workforce 
Solutions of Cameron and 
Hidalgo County.

The goal is to train 
132 college faculty and 
69 dual-credit teachers 
who ultimately will 
serve about 30,000 col-
lege students and 15,000 
high school students, 
officials estimated.

This summer, the 
first cohort of about 53 
educators graduated 
from the training, and 
this cohort will graduate 
in June 2017, since the 
seven-day training will 
continue in March and 
April of next year. Then, 
a third cohort of educa-
tors will be trained 
throughout the summer 
of 2017.

The goal is to entice 
more students into these 
fields and also have teach-
ers better understand the 
needs of the industry, said 
Valerie Gamez, Texas 
Regional STEM Degree 
Accelerator grant director.

BY LORENZO ZAZUETA-CASTRO
STAFF WRITER

NEAR EDINBURG — 
Deputies with the Hidalgo 
County Sheriff’s Office 
shut down another illegal 
game room, according to a 
news release.

Sheriff’s investigators 
arrested three people in 
connection with alleged 
illegal gambling and 
drug-related charges 
after an ongoing investi-
gation revealed an illegal 
gambling room in rural 
Edinburg, officials said.

Authorities charged 
Mirna Dorantes Gomez, 
46, and Hector David 
Garza, 44, both of Sullivan 
City, each with keeping a 
gambling place, promotion 
of a gambling place and 
possession of a gambling 
device, the release states.

A third person, Michael 
Ernest Morse, 37, of Weslaco, 
was charged with possession 
of a controlled substance and 
possession of a prohibited 
weapon, officials said.

The charges stem from 

the execution of a search 
warrant related to an 
investigation that discov-
ered the game room was 
illegally paying out cash to 
customers, officials said.

At about 4 p.m. 
Wednesday at a nonde-
script building west of 
Farm-to-Market Road 493 
on Highway 107, investiga-
tors seized nearly 70 elec-
tronic gambling machines 
and nearly $8,000 in cash, 
the release states.

A Hidalgo County 
Justice of the Peace for-
mally charged the trio 
Thursday and set their 
bonds at $30,000 each for 
Gomez and Garza and 
$15,000 for Morse, the 
release states.

Sheriff’s investigators 
last raided an illegal game 
room in mid-August. 
Investigators raided the 
room Aug. 16 near the 
intersection of Texas and 
North Alamo Roads and 
arrested four people, 
seized nearly 80 electronic 
gaming machines and 
more than $14,000 in cash.

Sheriff ’s office shuts down 
illegal gambling room

BY BERENICE GARCIA
STAFF WRITER

RIO GRANDE CITY 
— Starr County Justice 
of the Peace Salvador 
Zarate was in court again 
this week after testing 
positive for cocaine.

Zarate, who was con-
victed of bribery but 
acquitted on a charge of 
cocaine possession in 
April, was sentenced to 
five years probation with 
30 days in jail. He also 
was ordered to vacate his 
position and wear a patch 
used to monitor drug use.

His conviction is cur-
rently on appeal, which 
stayed his sentence. 
However, he is on bond 
supervision with many of 
same conditions in place.

Zarate tested positive 
for a single use of cocaine 
Sept. 13 and in mid-August. 
A sample collected Aug. 30 
tested negative.

But Judge Jose Luis 
Garza did not issue a 

decision at the hearing, 
stating he was concerned 
with the minimal cocaine 
detected on the patch.

“I’m really concerned 
with the testimony from 
(the expert witness) 
about the supposed 
cocaine found in the sam-
ples to where the expert 
testifies at best, at best, 
there was a single use.”

David Kuntz, a foren-
sic toxicologist, testified 
by phone on the results 
of Zarate’s tests.

“The values that we 
see here are not extreme-
ly high,” Kuntz said. “I 
certainly cannot support 
anything higher or more 
with any degree of 
confidence other than a 
single use.”

Kuntz, director of the 
Clinical Reference 
Laboratory in Lenexa, 
Kansas, which analyzed 
Zarate’s drug patch, tes-
tified the patch was 
designed to detect a sin-
gle use of cocaine.

Judge delays decision
in Starr County JP case

Pharr native nominated for Tejano Music Award
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Local educators train 
to better STEM skills
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