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BY JOSH EDWARDS
josh.edwards@dailysentinel.com

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is hope-
ful that a deeply divided Congress will 
compromise and deliver another round 
of coronavirus relief before the end of the 
month, a regional director for the national 
business group said Tuesday.

“We’re hoping that now that the House 
is there we’ll be able to find a path forward 
but time is running out,” said John Gonza-
les, director of the Southwest-South Cen-
tral Regional Office for the U.S. Chamber.

Members of the House returned to the 
nation’s capital Monday, four days after 

Democrats scuttled a GOP-driven recov-
ery bill in the Senate. Speaker Nancy Pe-
losi said Tuesday the House will remain 
in session until lawmakers deliver anoth-
er round of COVID-19 relief. Her remarks 
came around the same time Gonzales was 
addressing the local Chamber of Com-
merce.

“We are committed to staying here until 
we have an agreement, an agreement that 
meets the needs of the American people,” 
Pelosi said on CNBC.

The federal government’s fiscal year 
ends Sept. 30.
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Chamber hopeful next 
aid package will succeed 
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Sen. Ted Cruz, R-Texas, leaves the Senate chamber after voting, 
Tuesday on Capitol Hill in Washington. Cruz has said he doubts 
any meaningful coronavirus relief legislation will be passed 
before the Nov. 3 election. Despite the senator’s prediction, 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce officials remain hopeful that a deal 
might be successful in a deeply divided Congress that is back 
on Capitol Hill this week.
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As school buses roll mid-
way through September, pan-
demic-weary East Texans said 
goodbye to what will be known 
as the COVID-19 Summer, but 
unfortunately, not 
to COVID-19.

“Getting back 
to normal and 
having events is 
something I know 
everyone is crav-
ing, and we have 
different holidays 
coming up,” says 
Amy Mehaffey, a city employ-
ee who is also serving as the 
spokeswoman for the County 
Emergency Management Of-
fice.

But it’s not that simple. The 
same governor’s order that re-
quires masks in public spaces 
also requires the mayor’s ap-
proval for events planned with-
in the city.

“We are filtering requests for 
events, and those goes to sever-
al city officials who vet a safe-
ty plan,” Mehaffey said. “The 

BY JOSH EDWARDS
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Two East Texas legislators are lead-
ing the bipartisan group putting pres-
sure on Gov. Greg Abbott to develop 
a plan to expand high-speed internet 
access across the state as the corona-
virus pandemic has 
“exacerbated existing 
disparities.”

Rep. Trent Ashby 
of Lufkin and Sen. 
Robert Nichols of  
Jacksonville are the 
primary signers and 
authors of a letter 
sent to Abbott’s office 
Friday.

“Texas is well over-
due for a state broad-
band plan, and we 
believe the state needs 
to begin the process of  
creating one immedi-
ately,” the lawmakers 
wrote.

Ashby and Nichols are rural Repub-
licans, but a wide spectrum of legis-
lators — 88 in total — signed the letter 
that says broadband internet expansion 
can’t wait until the 2021 session of the 
Texas Legislature.

“It’s more than bipartisan. I think 
there’s absolutely universal support of  
this expansion,” said Rep. Travis Clardy 
of Nacogdoches, who also signed on to 
the letter. “It is important that we con-

tinually highlight this and make sure it 
is at the top of the priority list, especial-
ly as we’re going into the next legislative 
session.”

Access to broadband internet has 
been a major issue across East Tex-
as since long before the coronavirus 
pandemic, but the pandemic has am-
plified the divide between connectiv-
ity in rural and urban areas. Nichols 

and Clardy have spoken several times 
about internet connectivity during 
calls with the Nacogdoches County 
Chamber of  Commerce.

“Broadband accessibility is one of  
the biggest obstacles East Texans face 
and have faced for years,” Nichols 
said. “Now, during the coronavirus 

Pandemic 
still lingers 
as summer 
turns to fall
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A Stephen F. Austin State University student uses a computer in the Steen Library in 
March. While the university is a hub of high-speed connectivity, much of the region 
lacks access to broadband.
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Shortly before choosing the 
lower of two property tax op-
tions Tuesday night, Nacogdo-
ches City Council heard from 
one resident who spoke in favor 
of a higher rate.

“I came in here thinking this 
would be packed 
with people op-
posed to a proper-
ty tax increase,” 
resident Sammie 
Smith said to the 
mostly empty 
room at the C.L. 
Simon Recreation 
Center. “I’m here to speak for 
the tax increase. The only com-
plaint I have about it is I don’t 
think it’s enough.”

Smith, a Certified Public 
Accountant, has chided city 
leaders for the past three years 
regarding what he refers to as 
an “regressive, hidden tax” in 
the form of higher utility rates 
used to disproportionately prop 
up the city’s general operating 
fund, when it should be support-
ed through property taxes, a 
method through which owners 
of more expensive properties 
pay more.

“I urge the council to stop in-
creasing proprietary fund reve-
nue to fund the general opera-
tion of the city,” he said. “You’re 
putting a significant funding ef-
fort on the backs of people who 
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