
By KAYLEIGH SOMMER
Staff Writer

HARLINGEN — Family and 
friends of David Salinas have 
been waiting weeks for this. 

On Thursday, it finally hap-
pened. 

A Cameron County grand jury 
has indicted a Harlingen woman 

on manslaughter charges after she 
struck and killed a motorcyclist.

Taylor Nicole Ramirez, 23, is 
now charged with intoxication 
manslaughter, a second degree 
felony in connection to the Aug. 
30 incident.

 Police said she hit 29-year-old 
Salinas with her 2015 Honda 
Accord at the intersection of 

Loop 499 and East Grimes.
At the time, Ramirez and a friend 

had just left the Tipsy Tavern. 
Police said Ramirez was drunk 

when she struck Salinas who was 
riding his yellow Kawasaki 
motorcycle that was stopped at 
the intersection. 
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By FERNANDO DEL VALLE
Staff Writer

HARLINGEN — Pedal your 
bike along winding trails, from 
historic battlegrounds to 
breezy shorelines.

Then hop in a kayak and pad-
dle across the Laguna Madre.

In Cameron County, a 
group of cities is working on a 
project aimed at promoting 
the area’s bike trails and kayak 

routes to draw “active tour-
ism.”

This week, Harlingen city 
commissioners approved a reso-
lution adopting the Lower Rio 
Grande Valley Active Transporta-
tion and Active Tourism Plan.

Boosting tourism, activity

Hurricane 
threatens 
some 
Historic 
cities

By TRAVIS M. WHITEHEAD
Staff Writer

HARLINGEN — The net-
work 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 feeling 
that power yesterday at the 
U.S. Navy SeaPerch Chal-
lenge at HESTEC. 

The students from Har-

lingen High School showed 
off exactly what they could 
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By BRENDAN FARRINGTON 
and HOLBROOK MOHR
The Associated Press

ST. AUGUSTINE, FLA. — Hurricane 
Matthew spared Florida’s most heavily 
populated stretch from a catastrophic 
blow Friday but threatened some of the 
South’s most historic and picturesque 
cities with ruinous flooding and wind 
damage as it pushed its way up the 
coastline.

Among the cities in the crosshairs 
were St. Augustine, Florida; Savannah, 
Georgia; and Charleston, South Carolina.

“There are houses that will probably 
not ever be the same again or not even 
be there,” St. Augustine Mayor Nancy 
Shaver lamented as battleship-gray 
floodwaters coursed through the 
streets of the 451-year-old city founded 
by the Spanish.

Matthew — the most powerful hur-
ricane to threaten the Atlantic Sea-
board in over a decade — set off alarm 
as it closed in on the U.S., having left 
more than 300 people dead in Haiti.

In the end, it sideswiped Florida’s 
Atlantic coast early Friday, swamping 
streets, toppling trees onto homes and 
knocking out power to more than 1 
million people. But it stayed just far 
enough offshore to prevent major dam-
age to cities like Miami, Fort Lauder-
dale and West Palm Beach. And the 
coast never felt the full force of its 120 
mph winds.

WATER WORKS

Students dive deep into underwater 
robotics in SeaPerch competition

Woman facing manslaughter in motorcycle death

COURTESY ART OF BIKE TRAIL

Cameron County cities emphasize cycling, kayaking

See HURRICANE ★ A6

What is SeaPerch?
It is an innovative underwater 

robotics program that equips 
teachers and students with the 
resources they need to build an 
underwater Remotely Operated 
Vehicle (ROV). 

The SeaPerch Program provides 
students with the opportunity to 
learn about robotics, 
engineering, science, and 
mathematics (STEM) while 
building an underwater 
ROV as part of a science 
and engineering 
technology curriculum. 

SeaPerch.org

Johnathan Barron, 
17, Economedes 

High School

“Since eighth grade I’ve 

aspired to be in robotics. 

I love creating. I love 

innovating.” 

Orlando 
Perez,
17, San Isidro 
High School

“If we knew, we 

could have 

improvised even 

more.” 

Tatyana 
Moore,
14, Cano 
Academy

“We actually 

got to create 

something.” 

Ramirez

MyValleystar.com

See video of the hurricane 
aftermath.

MyValleystar.com

See proposal with 
maps and routes.

Harlingen High School 
big winners yesterday

After a full day of 
competition, Harlingen 
High School won HESTEC 
2016’s Navy SeaPerch 
Underwater Robotic 
Challenge ...
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READ MORE PAGE A6
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An official vehicle navigates debris as it 
passes along Highway A1A after it was 
partially washed away by Hurricane 
Matthew, yesterday, in Flagler Beach, Florida
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A team of students maneuvers their underwater ROV during the SeaPerch Challenge which took place at the Harlingen CISD Aquatic Center 
yesterday. The SeaPerch Program provides students with an opportunity to learn about robotics, science, mathematics and engineering.  
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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 a year ago, 
Brownsville officials began 
teaming up with Cameron 
County cities to launch the 
project.

Now, Brownsville’s 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,” McCullough, an 
attorney who’s part of the 

local cycling boom, said 
yesterday.

“It’s exciting — bike trails, 
kayaking 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 proj-
ect, said Ramiro Gonzalez, 
Brownsville’s special projects 
manager.

“Active tourism is very 
popular right now and con-
tinues 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 Festi-
val features a kayaking tour.

Meanwhile, more birders 
are taking up biking 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 are already waiting 
to draw more cyclists.

“They were chosen for 
scenery,” Gonzalez said. 
“Cameron County gets 
pretty 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 Lagu-
na Atascosa National Wild-
life Refuge, 17 miles of trails 
run across its Bahia Grande 
Segment.

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

“The whole idea is to get 
the communities to work 
together,” Gonzalez said.

fdelvalle@valleystar.com

Salinas was transport-
ed to the hospital where 
he died from his injuries 
three days later.

At the crash scene, 
Ramirez appeared drunk 
and failed a field sobriety 
test, police said. 

Investigators said she 
refused to provide a 
breath sample and was 
taken to the hospital for a 
blood test as part of 
Cameron County’s “No 
Refusal” policy.

She initially was 

charged with third-
degree felony intoxica-
tion assault and a Class B 
misdemeanor for posses-
sion of marijuana.

On Thursday, Cameron 
County District Attorney 
Luis Saenz presented the 
“enhanced” charge to the 
grand jury and Ramirez 
was indicted.

Officials with the dis-
trict attorneys office 
declined to release 
Ramirez’s blood alcohol 
level at the time of the 
crash. It is currently 
secured as evidence and 

will be released in court. 
Ramirez has a criminal 

history. 
In 2014, she was 

arrested after interfering 
in the arrest of another. 
During that time she 
showed signs of intoxica-
tion. 

She was charged with 
public intoxication and 
fined

Ramirez is expected to 
be arraigned on the new 
charges in the coming 
weeks.

ksommer@valleystar.com 

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 through-
out 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, Technol-
ogy, Engineering and 
Mathematics) fields. 

The SeaPerch is part of 
HESTEC — Hispanic 
Engineering, Science, and 
Technology (HESTEC) 
Week, in which the Uni-
versity of Texas Rio 
Grande Valley promotes 
the STEM professions 
locally. 

Javier Garcia, STEM 
director for the Office of 
Community Relations for 
UTRGV, said SeaPerch is 
an important way to gen-
erate interest in STEM 
subjects among local 
students.

“It helps them interact 
with university professors 
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 consisted of 
the obstacle course and 
the finesse course, Teni-
son said. In 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 loca-
tion,” Tenison said. 

He commended his 
students for doing so well.

“We put in a lot of 
hours after school,” he 
said. “We spent a lot of 
time practicing 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 sol-
der 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 
create something,” she 
said. 

The Tigersharks from 
San Isidro — who took 
third place — had to 
scramble at the last min-
ute because no one would 
give them the correct 
information about the 
challenge. 

“We had to pick up 
some wire and PVC piec-
es,” 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. 

Early College High 
School surprised them-
selves by coming in sec-
ond place even though 
this was the first year 
they’d competed. 

“We took 29 zipties 
and duct-taped them 
together,” said Daniella 
Roberts, 17, a senior. 

“We improvised a lot,” 
added James Galvan, 17, 
also an ECHS senior.

The SeaPerch event 
used robotics as a way to 
teach innovation. Ironic 
since the word robotic 
conveys monotonous 
movements, unvarying, 
unchanging and mind-
less. To the contrary, 
underwater robots teach 
students how to use sci-
ence to think creatively. 

twhitehead@valleystar.com
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By VICKY BRITO
Special to the VMS

HARLINGEN — After a 
full day of competition, 
Harlingen High School 
won HESTEC 2016’s Navy 
SeaPerch Underwater 
Robotic Challenge, held 
yesterday for the first time 
at the Harlingen CISD 
Aquatics Center.

The annual competi-
tion is part of The Uni-
versity of Texas Rio 
Grande Valley’s Hispanic 
Engineering, Science 
and Technology Week, 
which celebrates its 15th 
anniversary this year. 

The team’s Remotely 
Operated Vehicle (ROV) 
— the aptly named Red 
Rovr — has been in pro-
duction since early Sep-
tember.

“It paid off,” said Har-
lingen High School senior 
Vivian Lopez, who also 
serves as team president. 
“We worked day in and 
day out. We did Saturday 
practices. All the hard 
work paid off.”

Though the team was 
tired after the long day, 
they all agreed the accom-

plishment of winning was 
“amazing.”

For HHS sophomore 
Coltin Lopez, and juniors 
Nathan Bauer and Ryan 
Arnold, this win is fuel to 
make them even stronger 
for next year’s SeaPerch 
Challenge.

“We want to inspire 
next year’s group to work 
just as hard and be just as 
good,” Arnold said. 

Each member of the 
winning team received a 
TI-Nspire CX calculator 
provided by Texas Instru-
ments. 

The top six teams now 
advance to the national 
competition. They are: 

★ FIRST PLACE – Har-
lingen High School.

★ SECOND PLACE – 
Early College High School, 
Harlingen. 

★ THIRD PLACE – San 
Isidro High School.

★ NOT RANKED – Rio 
Hondo High School, Juan 
Diego High School, Los 
Fresnos Night School. 

The national competi-
tion will take place Moth-
er’s Day weekend 2017 at 
a location still to be deter-
mined.

COURTESY PHOTO

Shown is a proposed bicycle route that would link Cameron County cities together.

“It looks like we’ve 
dodged a bullet,” said Rep. 
Patrick Murphy, a Democrat 
whose district includes 
Martin County, just north of 
West Palm Beach.

At least four people died 
in Florida. An elderly St. 
Lucie County couple died 
from carbon monoxide 
fumes while running a gen-
erator in their garage and 
two women were killed in 
separate events when trees 
fell on a home and a camper.

While the hurricane was 
weakening quickly, several 
northeastern Florida cities, 
including Jacksonville, were 
still in harm’s way, along 
with communities farther 
up the coast. Authorities 
warned that not only could 
Matthew easily turn toward 
land, it could also cause 
deadly flooding with its 
surge of seawater.

The storm gouged out 
several large sections of the 
coastal A1A highway north 
of Daytona Beach, and had 
nearly completely washed 

out the northbound lane for 
about a mile at Flagler 
Beach.

“It’s pretty bad, it’s jagged 
all over the place,” said 
Oliver Shields, whose two-
story house is within sight of 
the highway.

About 500,000 people 
were under evacuation orders 
in the Jacksonville area, along 
with another half-million on 
the Georgia coast. More than 
300,000 fled their homes in 
South Carolina. The latest 
forecast showed the storm 
could also scrape the North 
Carolina coast.

“If you’re hoping it’s just 
going to pass far enough 
offshore that this isn’t a 
problem anymore — that is 
a very, very big mistake that 
you could make that could 
cost you your life,” National 
Hurricane Center Director 
Rick Knabb warned.

St. Augustine, which is the 
nation’s oldest permanently 
occupied European settle-
ment and includes a 17th-
century Spanish fortress and 
many historic homes turned 
into bed-and-breakfasts, was 

awash in rain and seawater 
that authorities said could 
top 8 feet.

“It’s a really serious dev-
astating situation,” the 
mayor of the city of 14,000 
said. “The flooding is just 
going to get higher and 
higher and higher.”

Historic downtown 
Charleston, usually bustling 
with tourists who flock to 
see the city’s beautifully 
maintained antebellum 
homes, was eerily quiet, 
with many stores and shops 
boarded up with plywood 
and protected by stacks of 
sandbags.

The city announced a 
midnight-to-6 a.m. curfew 
Saturday, around the time 
the coast was expected to 
take the brunt of the storm.

Matthew’s outer bands 
began lashing Savannah, a 
city that was settled in 1733 
and has a handsome his-
toric district of moss-
draped trees, brick and 
cobblestone streets, Greek 
revival mansions and other 
18th- and 19th-century 
homes.

Report shows big increase in people seeking asylum on border
By ELLIOT SPAGAT
The Associated Press

SAN DIEGO — Hundreds 
of thousands of people have 
sought asylum along the 
U.S.-Mexico border in the 
last two years, a dramatic 
increase that shows how 
migrants have changed 
from mostly Mexican men 
trying to evade capture to 
more Central American 
families who often turn 
themselves in, a report for 
the federal government 
shows.

Asylum seekers, many of 
them fleeing drug-fueled 
violence south of the border, 
peaked in 2014 at 170,000, 
nearly triple the 63,000 who 
arrived the previous year. 

Before 2012, there were 
fewer than 30,000 a year.

In the 2015 fiscal year, the 
number declined to 140,000 
people, according to the 
report by the Institute for 
De-fense Analyses, a feder-
ally funded research organi-
zation that was tapped to 
help develop new measures 
of bor-der security. The 
Associated Press obtained a 
copy of the report from a 
government official involved 
in border is-sues who acted 
on condition of anonymity 
because it has not been 
made public.

“The dramatic increase 
in asylum seekers since 2011 
may represent a structural 
change in illegal entry 
behavior at the southern 

border,” the report said. 
“This trend is driving signifi-
cant changes in how to 
enforce immigration laws 
and the demands for 
resources for enforcement.”

The number of asylum 
seekers spiked well after the 
U.S. launched a major 
expansion in enforcement, 
erecting hundreds of miles 
of fences, adding surveil-
lance gear and doubling the 
size of the Border Patrol.

The spike highlights the 
need to address other 
aspects of the immigration 
system, such as the courts 
and the De-partment of 
Health and Human Services, 
which supervises unaccom-
panied children, said David 
Aguilar, who led the Border 

Patrol from 2004 to 2010. 
“There’s a new border 

environment that we, as a 
country, need to address,” 
Aguilar said. “The border 
environ-ment that I took 
over as chief in 2004 is very 
different than what we see 
today.”

The report’s authors did 
not include asylum seekers 
in their calculation of how 
many people are appre-
hended at the border. That 
is in contrast to the Home-
land Security Department, 
which counts them.

The different approaches 
help explain why the report 
found that 54 percent of 
people trying to enter the 
country illegally between 
Mexico border crossings got 

caught last year. That’s 
much lower than the gov-
ernment’s publicly stated 
success rate of 81 percent.

Rep. Martha McSally, an 
Arizona Republican who 
has pressed Homeland 
Security officials to release 
the report, said the 54 per-
cent figure was no surprise.

“Given that DHS knows 
these facts, they need to 
stop pushing misleading 
measurements that don’t 
show the full picture and 
create mistrust with the 
American public,” she said.

The Homeland Security 
Department began releasing 
its “interdiction effectiveness 
rate” two years ago — 81 
per-cent last year and 79 
percent in 2014. It also 

includes people who set foot 
in the country and turned 
back. The most recent report 
does not include them.

The authors caution that 
the number of asylum seek-
ers cannot be counted pre-
cisely and was calculated 
using categories of people 
most closely associated with 
those claims, including 
unaccompanied children 
from countries other than 
Mexico.

Homeland Security offi-
cials said Thursday that the 
report was “one building 
block provided by a research 
organi-zation” toward devel-
oping more reliable mea-
sures of border security and 
that its methodology need-
ed refinement.

Harlingen High School 
big winners yesterday
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