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Jury: McDowell guilty of murder
BY MATT HOLLIS

matt.hollis@baytownsun.com

GALVESTON - After deliberating for 
close to three-and-a-half hours, a jury has 
determined Steven McDowell is guilty in 
the murder of his ex-wife, Crystal Mc-
Dowell.

Steven McDowell showed little emo-
tion as the verdict was read, a complete 
contrast to his earlier emotional state, 
when he testified through tears how he 
claimed to “love her more than anything 
in the world.” 

Chambers County District Attorney 
Cheryl Lieck said Steven McDowell fac-
es life in prison. He was not charged with 

capital murder, and the 
death penalty was waived 
since he agreed to lead 
authorities to Crystal Mc-
Dowell’s body. 

After the verdict was 
read, Judge Chap B. Cain 
III asked if the prosecu-
tion, led by Lieck, and 
defense attorney, Keaton 
Kirkwood, were ready for 
the punishment phase of the trial. Both 
said they were and the second phase be-
gan immediately.

Members of Crystal McDowell’s fam-
ily packed the Constitutional Courtroom 
of the Galveston County Justice Cen-

ter Tuesday where Judge 
Chap B. Cain III of the 
253rd District Court in 
Chambers County is pre-
siding.

Before the case was 
handed to the jury, Steven 
McDowell took the stand 
for a second day, again 
defending his claim he 
“hugged” Crystal McDow-

ell to death instead of strangling her with 
his hands. 

Kirkwood asked when Steven McDow-
ell “hugged” Crystal McDowell if he 
knew it would end the way it did.

“No, sir,” he replied. 

Kirkwood asked if he loved her and his 
kids. McDowell said he did. 

Kirkwood asked if Steven McDowell 
felt remorse. 

“Yes, every day,” he said. 
Then, Kirkwood asked if he choked 

Crystal McDowell and he denied he did. 
Kirkwood also asked Steven McDowell 

what were his emotions as he sat in the 
witness chair. 

“Sad. Shame. Sorry for everybody I 
hurt,” he said, choking on tears. 

Lieck asked about the text messages be-
tween Crystal McDowell and Steven Mc-
Dowell. One was dated Aug. 23, two days 
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BY CHRISTOPHER JAMES 
christopher.james@baytownsun.com 

The petrochemical industry continues to feed 
into the economic success of Baytown and Mont 
Belvieu, driving the area to success and growth 
for the future. 

That was the message delivered by B.J. Simon, 
associate executive director for the West Cham-
bers County Economic Foundation, at the West 
Chamber County Chamber of Commerce mem-
bership luncheon Tuesday. 

Clear signs of economic success have brought 
corporations like Buc-ee’s and HEB to Baytown 
and Mont Belvieu, and the prospects of a redevel-
oped San Jacinto Mall and a hotel and conference 
center in Baytown. Mont Belvieu also has the 
prospect of 60,000 square feet of new retail and 
office space coming this year. 

According to Simon, the growth on the east side 
of Houston is outperforming what some econo-
mists predicted. 

In an outlook of what could happen in the Hous-
ton area petrochemical cluster, economists looked 
at a timeframe from 2014 to 2021 that represented 
about $55 billion in various industrial projects. 

A prediction by an economist from the Univer-
sity of Houston, when about 80% of projects had 
been completed, it was believed 2017 was going 

to be the apex of this activity with a precipitous 
drop going forward. But that prediction was in-
correct, as the economic success in the area in 
2018 and 2019 will hit $10.4 billion with various 
industrial projects planned for the area. 

Between the JSW Steel USA’s pipe mill project, 
development of Covestro’s methylene diphenyl 
diisocyanate plant, ExxonMobil Baytown chem-
ical expansion project and the capital investment 
of $5.9 billion in the midstream sector of Mont 
Belvieu, about 746 new and permanent jobs are 
expected.  

“One hundred new jobs in Chambers County in 
the plastics and material resin production would 
result in $187 million economic impact to the 
county,” Simon said. 

To further expand on a growing east Houston 
area, in 2018 there was a 3.3% growth in employ-
ment in Chambers County while unemployment 
rates continued to decrease — as of April unem-
ployment was at 3.8%, according to Simon.

In the fourth quarter of 2018, jobs in Chambers 
County were above 16,000.

“That’s a 19% increase over time,” Simon said. 
“About 2,700 jobs have been added since the last 
census in Chambers County, which equates to 341 
jobs per year.” 

Boom exceeding forecast
Plant expansions, retail growth powers economic future

Hurricane season 
brings its challenges

BY MARK FLEMING
mark.fleming@baytownsun.com

Local, state and federal officials 
filled the White’s Park Commu-
nity Center for an informational 
meeting on hurricane prepared-
ness hosted by Chambers County 
Judge Jimmy Sylvia.

Among the speakers was Jeff 
Evans, meteorologist in charge 
for the National Weather Service 
for Houston/Galveston area.

He cautioned that hurricanes 
behave in unexpected ways, 
while residents often expect the 
next storm to act like the last one.

He used Hurricane Michael, 
which hit the Florida panhandle 
as an example.

Many residents underestimat-
ed the strength of the storm, as 
it contradicted conventional wis-
dom in several ways: It was far 
more powerful than many storms 
that form in the Gulf, it rapidly 
gained strength as it approached 

landfall, and it maintained wind 
strength farther inland than most 
storms do.

Hurricanes pose four distinct 
risks, Evans said, and each storm 
is unique in its mix of dam-
age. The risks are storm surge,  

damaging winds, tornadoes, 
and rain-related flooding.

Harvey, for example, was not 
even a hurricane by the time it hit 
the Houston area, so storm surge 
and high wind were not serious 
problems. However, the torrential 
rain caused major damage.

Ike caused a lot of its damage 
from the storm surge, but was 
a Category 2 storm at the time 
it made landfall in Galveston, 
meaning it did not qualify as a 
“major” hurricane based on wind 
speed.

In addition to hurricanes being 
unpredictable, Evans noted that 
the Houston area population has 

Storm preparedness focus of community meeting
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Barbers Hill High School softball’s success on the diamond has led to a continued 
interest by local youngsters to be involved in the program’s camps and continue 
to provide the Lady Eagles with future prospects of potentially helpful players. 
Over 90 kids showed up this year to the annual softball camp, compared to 65 

last spring. “Winning definitely helps the younger girls be excited about wanting to 
play softball,” head coach Aaron Fuller said.  The Barbers Hill Lady Eagles finished 
39-5 this year and lost the Region 3 Final in three games against eventual Class 5A 
champions Angleton.

Is it too hot for you in the garden these 
days? If your tomatoes have played out, 
and everything looks heat-weary, perhaps 
you might consider pulling everything up 
and solarizing the garden plot during the 
dog days (which in Texas, dog days seem 
to last from June through September!)

 There are a lot of benefits to solariz-
ing the vegetable or flower bed. If you are 
in an area with sandy soils, for example, 
you can destroy nematode infestations.  In 
other soils, ground bugs like grub worms 
can be eliminated.  The remaining vege-
tation can be cooked and broken up, pro-
viding additional nutrients.  And the soil, 
since it’s been worked over, is ready for 
immediate fall planting.

If you are working with an 
established bed, pull every-
thing up.  

If you are starting a new 
bed, mow as short as possi-
ble. Then till or turn over the 
soil in your proposed area. 
You are trying to break up 
the existing roots that are 
already in the top several 
inches of soil.    Pull some 
of the edge soil into the cen-
ter, forming a bit of a trench 
around the edges. Water the soil thor-
oughly, if you haven’t had an absolutely 
drenching rain in the previous day or so!

You need clear plastic for your cover. 

Plastic drop cloths that 
you get at the big box 
stores or paint stores come 
in packages or rolls.   You 
need to completely cov-
er your proposed area, 
and two layers are better 
than one, although more 
than that can defeat the 
purpose. Lay your plastic 
completely over the area, 
enough to dip a bit past 
the trenched edges.  Then 

you need to anchor your plastic down so 
it doesn’t move in the wind.  A 2x4 in the 
center can work, and maybe put concrete 
blocks on the corners and mid-way down 

the side of the trenches.
Your work is now done.  
In our heat, with sufficient water un-

derneath, the plastic will trap the heat and 
cook whatever is below.  

Temperatures can get above 100 de-
grees easily within that plastic sheeting, 
and over a 6 week period, your soil will 
be prepped for planting.  

And you’ve avoided the agony and ec-
stasy of trying to grow in the summer in 
Texas.  You can tell your friends you are 
working hard on preparing for fall plant-
ing, while you sip your sweet tea in the air 
conditioning! 

A. Lynette Parsons is a master gardener 
and Chambers County resident.

Solarizing the garden during dog days of summer

A. LYNETTE PARSONS
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