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WASHINGTON — They mourned together and laughed to-
gether in the Oval Office — and spoke of what President Joe Bi-
den called “the hard reality that racismhas long torn us apart.”

The first anniversary of George Floyd’s death was supposed
to be a milestone moment in Washington, a time to mark the
passage of a policing law to make criminal justice more just.
Instead, Floyd’s family met with Biden and Vice President Ka-
mala Harris at the White House on Tuesday to commemorate
their loss and continue to push for legislation.

“It was a remembrance of what happened to my brother,”
Philonise Floyd said of the meeting with Biden.

Biden told them “he just wants the bill to bemeaningful and
that it holds George’s legacy intact,” said George Floyd’s neph-
ew Brandon Williams. Williams said Biden showed “genuine
concern” for how the family is doing.

Biden took time during the meeting to play with George
Floyd’s young daughter Gianna.

Later, she stoodbefore the camerasoutside theWhiteHouse

GEORGE FLOYD’S DEATH: ONE YEAR LATER

Grief, hope on day that
‘set theworld in a rage’

Evan Vucci / Associated Press

Benjamin Crump, front center, along with Gianna Floyd, daughter of George Floyd, and her mother Roxie
Washington join other friends and family after meeting with President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris.

Family, lawmakersmeet on policing; Houston honors sacrifice
By Alexandra Jaffe and Alan Fram
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Floyd continues on A7

Godofredo A. Vásquez / Staff photographer

Travis Cain comforts Latonya Floyd during an event in
Houston on the first anniversary of her brother’s death.
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The news landed at the Texas Capitol last
month like a bombshell: State police were
investigating claims that a male lobbyist
from one of the most influential firms in
Austin had used a date rape drug on two fe-
male legislative staffers.

The Capitol quickly swung into outrage
mode. Female legislators wore pink in soli-
darity with the victims. The House speaker
condemned the “disgusting, detestable alle-
gations.”After the alleged culpritwas identi-
fied, some legislators banned his firm, Hill-
Co Partners, from their offices. And new
laws requiring that lobbyists receive harass-
ment training were proposed.

Within aweek, however, theTravis Coun-
ty district attorney and the Texas Depart-
ment of Public Safety announced in a state-
ment that they would not be bringing any
charges. “We have concluded there is not
enough evidence to support these allega-
tions.…Nocrimeoccurred in this instance,”
DPS and DA Jose Garza said.

Now, a DPS investigation has concluded
that a legislative staffer fabricated the story
of thedate rapedrug to coverupembarrass-
ingpersonal behavior. “Noevidenceor facts
obtained during the investigation support
the allegation,” the 50-page report said.

In a separate audio recordingobtainedby
Hearst Newspapers, the investigator went
even further, describing the accused lobby-

Rape-drug
case that
hit Capitol
found false
Allegation spurred calls
for laws to fix ‘culture’
By Jay Root and Eric Dexheimer
STAFF WRITERS

Capitol continues on A10

Just east of downtown stand 150 acres
of grass. It stretches along a mile of water-
front on the north shore of Buffalo Bayou.
From it, you can see Minute Maid Park,
and behind it, a cluster of skyscrapers — a
postcard view of Houston’s skyline from
an angle not often featured on postcards.

In fact, that view of the skyline and
stretch of the bayou have been experi-
enced by relatively few — the property
was an industrial site for nearly a century,
inaccessible to the public. Midway, the
Houston-based developer best known for
developing west Houston’s CityCentre
mixed-used shopping destination, has a
$2.5 billion, 15- to 20-year plan to change
that.

Newly released details on the first

FifthWard project puts future at a crossroads

Project continues on A11

$2.5B plan may reshape
the historic community

By R.A. Schuetz
and Katherine Feser
STAFF WRITERS

Steve Gonzales / Staff photographer

Midway development teammember Shelby Sealy walks through items that have
been salvaged from the East River site that could be used in future art projects.
The mixed-use development is expected to break ground this summer.

The Texas Legislature is nearing agree-
ment on a sweeping set of energy reforms
that experts say are encouraging but won’t
likely fix the biggest failures from this win-
ter’s deadly outages.

Senate Bill 3 passed the House on Mon-
day and is headed for negotiations be-
tween the House and Senate later this
week; lawmakers have until Monday to
send it to the governor.

While a final draft is still being worked
out, neither Republican-controlled cham-
ber has shown support for forcing natural
gas suppliers to prepare for extreme cold.
Most of the state’s power grid runs on natu-
ral gas, and disruptions in the gas supply
were among the earliest and most signifi-
cant causes of the blackouts.

The version of the legislation passed by
the House calls for some winterization but
limits it to wells and processing facilities
that directly supply power plants — a hard
designation to apply because gas from dif-
ferent sources is often combined as it en-
ters pipelines. The measure also calls for
minimal daily fines and tasks the industry-
friendly Texas Railroad Commission to set
and enforce the rules.

Energy experts had hoped that at least
newgaswellswouldhavetobeinsulatedbe-

State’s grid
reform plans
lack heat on
gas suppliers
By Jeremy Blackman
AUSTIN BUREAU

Grid reform continues on A11
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phase of the development, set to
break ground within months,
provide a clearer picture of how
the Fifth Ward site will be trans-
formed into Midway’s most ambi-
tious mixed-use development to
date. One million square feet of
new construction — including
apartments, office space, restau-
rants, retail shops and medical
and entertainment buildings —
will span the equivalent of 60
city blocks.

The project, dubbed East
River, will be roughly four-and-a-
half times the size of CityCentre,
which redeveloped the old Town
& Country Mall site at the Katy
Freeway and Beltway 8. It is
expected to have a transforma-
tive impact on the historically
black neighborhood of Fifth
Ward, a prospect that has raised
both hopes of benefits for the
community and fears of displace-
ment.

“This will change the east side
of Houston,” said David Hightow-
er, Midway’s executive vice presi-
dent of investment and devel-
opment. “We’ve already seen a
great deal of redevelopment in
the area — in EaDo, there’s an
awful lot going on just south of us
on the other side of the bayou:
restaurants and high-density
townhouses, apartment projects.
But it’s all one-offs. Nobody really
has any really large piece of land
where they can create a place.
And this will create a place — it
will create a core, a sense of
gravity.”

Anticipation and concern has
swirled around the change, com-
ing to a head in December when
the details of an agreement de-
tailing what East River would do
to benefit the community were
finalized.

The price of housing was a key
issue of contention. In the end,
Midway promised — if financially
feasible — to price 15 percent of
units belowmarket rate for at
least 10 years, although it says its
intention is for the units to re-
mains affordable beyond that
time frame. That means rents will
be set at levels affordable for
households making from 80
percent to 120 percent of the
Houston area’s median income.

But some argue it’s not
enough. Even with income of
$63,050 for a family of four,
which is 80 percent of the Hous-
ton region’s median income,
families would be earning more
than double Fifth Ward’s median
household income of roughly
$30,000. As a result, people like
Kendra London, who grew up in
the neighborhood, are calling for
East River to make units available
at rates affordable to Fifth Ward’s
median earner — around $750 a
month, compared to the afford-
able units that will start at rough-

ly $1,100 a month.
“To me, rents that are afford-

able to those living in the historic
Fifth Ward would mean a great
deal,” London said. “And not for
10 years — it should be available
forever.”

Kathy Payton, who’s on the
board of the local Fifth Ward
Redevelopment Authority, which
negotiated the agreement with
East River, supported the devel-
oper’s inclusion of affordable
units. She said she understood
why it was difficult to price them
lower. “When you look at the
cost of building right now… it’s
really difficult to respond to
people below 80 percent of (the
area’s median income) with new
construction.”

The development will be split
into four or five phases, with the
first breaking ground within
months. That section, covering
the 26 acres closest to down-
town, will begin with a five-story
apartment complex named the
Laura, after the steamboat that
brought the Allen brothers up the
bayou to found Houston in 1837.

The Laura will reference the
industrial feel of a steamboat,
according to its interior design-
ers, and will feature a dog park,
pool, outdoor yoga space and
lawn games.

Midway projects Phase One
will be completed in 2023, by
which time it expects commercial
real estate in Houston will be
largely recovered from the pan-
demic.

Every building in the project,
including the parking garage, will
have retail on the first floor. The
commercial spaces will begin
construction in the fall.

“One of the things that we’re
really excited about is being able
to bring jobs — whether office

jobs or service, retail, hospital-
ity,” Hightower said. “So people
who are in the community and
who have been here some time
have an opportunity to get a job
where they can bike to work… or
even walk.”

The community benefits
agreement includes a commit-
ment, to the extent financially
feasible, to give three Fifth Ward
retailers a 10 percent discount on
rents to attract local businesses
to the development.

The buildings in Phase One are
loosely arranged around a 13,000
square-foot plaza, and industrial

details, such as exposed brick
and steel beams, nod to the site’s
prior use.

The phase will include
250,000 square feet of office
space and 110,000 square feet of
retail, with design elements con-
necting the commercial space to
the outdoors.

Offices will have balconies,
stairwells will be placed on the
exteriors of buildings to encour-
age their use and restaurants may
use a portion of the plaza to grow
vegetables.

Buildings will get progressively
taller as they go east, so that

much of the development will
have views of the skyline.

The tallest building in the
first, westernmost, phase of the
development will be five stories.

Public artwork will dot the
development, including a mural
by local artist David Maldonado.
Painted on the side of several
shipping containers, the mural
references the site’s past life as
the headquarters of engineering
and construction firm Brown &
Root, which helped build NASA
Mission control.

Cyclists will be able to access
East River via a trail stretching
along the water and under the
Jensen Bridge — an effort coordi-
nated with the Buffalo Bayou
Partnership, a nonprofit working
on extending the Buffalo Bayou
Park into the east side of Hous-
ton.

Additional trails will stretch
up to Clinton Drive, connecting
Fifth Ward to the bayou.

Sandra Edwards, who lives in
Fifth Ward, said she believed the
affordability of new housing
needs closer examination, but
that she was looking forward to
being able to walk along the
bayou in her neighborhood.

She also welcomed the retail,
“Because we have no food places
out here hardly. … You have to
go to other communities to get
those little things.”

The redevelopment authority
is betting big on the benefits East
River could provide. It has
agreed to use 85 percent of the
property taxes it collects from
the development to reimburse
Midway for building an estimat-
ed $133 million in park, sidewalk,
utility, street and drainage im-
provements.

Midway has agreed to put at
least $1.4 million over the next
five years into a fund for commu-
nity benefits.

The fund will be overseen by a
nine-person council that is not
subject to open meeting require-
ments, leading some to ask to be
included in the conversation on
how the money is spent.

This report includes prior
reporting by Mike Morris.

rebecca.schuetz
@chron.com;
twitter.com/raschuetz
katherine.feser@chron.com
twitter.com/kfeser
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Steve Gonzales / Staff photographer

Midway development team member Anna Deans points to the East River project model. The
development team fromMidway are developing the East River, a $2.5 billion project that should
bring more retail, restaurants and jobs but could push out Fifth Ward’s lower-income residents.

East River
development team
Owner/developer: Midway
Partner: Cathexis RE Holdings
Commercial architect: Page
Multifamily design architect:
Munoz + Albin
Multifamily interior design:
Mayfield and Ragni Studio
(MaRS)
Landscape architect: OJB
Civil engineer: BGE

Midway

Midway soon will break ground on the first phase of East River
at Jensen Drive and Clinton Drive near downtown. The project
includes a 360-unit apartment complex, 250,000 square feet of
office space and 110,000 feet of retail development.
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cause they produce more
than older wells. During
Winter StormUri, the state’s
gas production fell more
than 20 percent over five
days.

The Federal Reserve
Bank of Dallas found last
month that safeguarding
new wells would be among
the cheapest preventative
steps for the state, costing
between $85 million and
$220 million annually. The
financial toll fromtheFebru-
ary outages is estimated to
be at least $80 billion.

Republicans in the House
rejected amendments from
Democrats that would have
increased penalties for gas
suppliers that don’t winter-
ize andwouldhave required
progress on winterization
within six months of the
measure becoming law.

Gas producers say they
recognize the need to equip
their operations for the cold
but contend that mandates
requiring them to do so are
unnecessary.

“The market can provide
the signals that are neces-
sary to make sure the prod-
uct flows,” said Todd Sta-
ples, president of the Texas
Oil and Gas Association.

DougLewin,acleanener-
gy advocate who runs the
consulting firm Stoic Cli-
mate and Energy, warned
that this leaves the state
without protections head-
ing into at least thenextwin-
ter.

“Everybody better buy
their generators or their
storageorwhatever toput in
their garage, because that

basicallymeans therewould
be nothing done to gas sup-
ply for this winter,” he said.
“And I guess the Legislature
is OK with that. I imagine
most Texans aren’t.”

House SpeakerDadePhe-
lan, R-Beaumont, called SB
3 one of the “most conse-
quential pieces of legisla-
tion” in recent memory.

The bill would require
power plants to winterize,
increase communication
among regulators, improve
oversight and create a state-
wide emergency alert sys-
tem for future outages. It
would also require gas com-
panies to register certain in-
frastructure as “critical” so
it doesn’t lose power during
emergencies.

“This legislation will bet-
ter ensure the reliability of
our electricity market and
makeourgridmoreresilient
in the face of extreme
weather emergencies, and I
applaud the House for their
vital efforts to that end,”
Phelan said in a statement.

The Legislature has de-
clined to mandate weather-
ization after past grid fail-
ures, arguing that suppliers
would find it in their own
best interest to do so with-
out regulation. The practice
is common in the North,

where it freezesmore often.
It cancostbetween$20,000
and $50,000 to weatherize
a well, according to the Fed-
eral Reserve Bank of Dallas.

This time, gas suppliers
have been at the center of
political debate over the
winter outages,which killed
more than 200 Texans. As
drilling rigs froze and gas
processing plants shut
down, the price of gas ex-
ploded, leading to record
profits for some suppliers as
power plants struggled to
secure fuel.

MichaelWebber, an ener-
gy resources professor at
the University of Texas at
Austin, said the bill is a step
in the right direction but
mostly ignores the scarcity
incentives at play.

“Various gas companies
have made a killing and a
windfall, so whywould they
winterize now if it’s not re-
quiredand it’sprofitablenot
to do so?” he said.

Webber said the bill also
fails to increase energy effi-
ciency and otherwise re-
duce consumption during
peak periods or to incorpo-
rate climate change science
to more accurately predict
weather patterns.

Daniel Cohan, an associ-
ate professor of civil and en-
vironmental engineering at
Rice University, described
the gas reforms last week as
a half-step.

“If you just winterize
those lines that are directly
carrying the gas to power
plants, you’re not going to
address the other systemic
problems of the system,” he
said.

jeremy.blackman
@chron.com
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Kim Brent / Staff photographer

Speaker Dade Phelan
says SB 3 “will better
ensure the reliability of
our electricity market.”


