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WE’VE REACHED 
NEW HEIGHTS 
Right Here in Baytown

Leading Medicine — Close to Home
At Houston Methodist Baytown Hospital, we are dedicated to providing Baytown and surrounding communities with high-
quality care, advanced treatments and an outstanding patient experience. As part of that commitment, we are excited to 
announce the opening of our new state-of-the-art, five-story patient tower, Unity Tower. The facility will expand capacity and 
services to the Baytown area and embodies our continued pledge to deliver unparalleled health care to your neighborhood.

We are proud to offer:

• A full spectrum of health care services:  
Primary, specialty, emergency and women’s care  
to treat patients from head to toe, no matter  
the condition

• World-class physicians and nurses: A skilled and 
compassionate team of experts who work together to 
provide outstanding, personalized care 

• Advanced imaging and technology: A hospital-of-
the-future design featuring the latest lifesaving tools 
and equipment to enhance surgical precision and speed 
patient recovery 

• Thoughtful patient amenities: Private patient rooms 
with Wi-Fi-connected tablets, room service with online 
meal ordering, and comfortable waiting rooms for  
visitors and loved ones

Visit houstonmethodist.org/baytown or call 281.428.2273 to find a doctor or 
make an appointment with one of our specialists. 

New Patient Care Tower
NOW OPEN



Last month's edition was about the past, present and future. And 
just like that, it seems the future is already here with the introduction 
of  robots in the workplace. ExxonMobil has SNOOP (see page 4) 
and Goose Creek CISD is teaching Robotics (see page 10).

Now back to the present as we salute Rusty Senac on being named 
the Refiner of  the Year on page 7.

Chevron Phillips is constructing an $8.5 billion integrated 
polymers in facility in Orange, Texas (see page 8) while Port of  
Houston continues to expand their operations (see page 14).

Read about Covestro partnering with the Astros on page 12.
Baytown hosted training for firefighters in techniques that will 

make them more efficient (see page 16).
Lee College is also looking to the future as they offer post-secondary education for 

inmates at criminal justice facilities (see page 18).
In ExxonMobil news, they presented a check of  $1.2 million to United Way of  

Greater Baytown Area and Chambers County for the 2022 Fundraising Campaign. 
They also awarded their 2022 Society of  Hispanic Professional Engineers Star of  
Tomorrow Award. Plus they announced the successful start up of  their new large-
scale recycling facility. See pages 20 - 22 for all the details.

B.J. Simon recaps economic development on page 23. 
We were going to spotlight Baytown's new chief  of  police John Stringer in our "10 
Things" feature, but he was so busy, we didn't gather his information on time. So, my 
publisher forced me do the feature on myself  (see page 24).

Get to know Charles Brantley, a Gulf  War Veteran who beat substance abuse with 
the aide of  Lee College's Drug and Alcohol Counseling program. Read his inspiring 
story on page 26.

There sure were a lot of  holiday activities in the area, like Christmas on Texas 
Avenue, the West Chambers County and the Baytown Chamber of  Commerce 
Christmas parties plus Baytown and Mont Belvieu's Christmas Parades.... and we have 

the photos to prove it! See pages 28-35 
to see all the celebrations.

I'd like to wish you all a Happy New 
Year and look forward to seeing what 
2023 will bring. 

                            Cheryl Donatto

BAYTOWN
Greater INDUSTRY  ALONG THE TEXAS GULF COAST

SNOOP is ExxonMobil's newest 
addition and fits right in with the 
other employees. SNOOP stands 
for Scanning Next-Gen Oil/Gas 
Operations Platform. Boston 
Dynamics is the creator of the 
technologically-advanced robot 
dog.

Photo provided by ExxonMobil

VOL. 7, NO. 1
All material herein c. 2023, Southern Newspapers Inc., dba 
The Baytown Sun 1301 Memorial Drive Baytown, Texas 77520. 
No material herein may be reproduced in whole or in part by 
any means, including electronic retrieval systems, 
without written permission of the publisher.

The Baytown Sun

baytownsun.com     281-422-8302
1301 Memorial Drive, Baytown, TX

On the cover

Cheryl Donatto
Design Editor

EDITOR & 
PUBLISHER
Carol Skewes
editor & publisher

ADVERTISING
Jackland 

Berry-McDowell
advertising manager

Anita Francis
P. K. Wolfe

ACCOUNTING
Cathy Loftin 

business manager 

Deborah Robertson

CIRCULATION
Susan Jones

circulation manager

Daisie Herndon
Steve Gardner

district manager

IMAGING
Cheryl Donatto

design editor 

Martin Castillo
Garcia

graphic designer 

EDITORIAL
Dave Rogers

assistant managing editor

Mark Fleming
reporter 

Matt Hollis
reporter

Mark Kramer
sports writer

Emma Jaramillo
newsroom intern

3Greater Baytown - January 2023



ExxonMobil has a new “mascot” of  sorts at its Baytown 
complex – SNOOP, a robot dog. The robot dog can navigate 

the petrochemical plant’s terrain with exceptional mobility, collect 
critical data and perform routine inspections. 

SNOOP, which stands for Scanning Next-Gen Oil/Gas 
Operations Platform, is made by Boston Dynamics, a Massachusetts 
company that designs robots. Some of  the robots are used by police 
and fire agencies for remote visibility purposes in situations with 
potential danger. The robots are not utilized in any scenario involving 
weapons. 

Zachary Cook, area construction manager for the ExxonMobil 
Global Projects Company, explained what SNOOP does and how 
ExxonMobil was chosen to have the robotic wonder. 

By MATT HOLLIS
matt.hollis@baytownsun.com

Photos provided
by ExxonMobil

Meet Snoop,

Exxonmobil’s

Resident

Robot Dog

SNOOP is ExxonMobil's 
newest addition and fits 

right in with the other 
employees. Boston Dynamics 

is the creator of the 
technologically-advanced 

robot dog.



“It is a self-walking robot that looks like a dog, like a quadruped,” 
Cook said. “Specifically, we're using the product by Boston Dynamics 
within our facilities to help capture data and perform certain tasks 
to help improve our systems and be more efficient with how we do 
things.”

Cook said SNOOP has been at the Baytown complex for over 12 
months. He added it is in the pre-concept stage. 

“It’s really about capturing data for us. That is the main thing,” 
Cook said. “So, being able to move through the unit and capture 
information about the facilities that we are building here is really its 
main function. It provides a level of  precision and efficiency and is 
an improvement over traditional methods.” 

Ivan Swindull, facility developer for mobile projects for 

ExxonMobil, there are other purposes for SNOOP. 
“You can put that robot in a situation where you wouldn't even 

put people, like on different surfaces and different scenarios and 
whatnot. You would have to prep the area differently if  you were 
going to put actual people in these areas,” Swindull said. 

Cook said with the pace of  technology, it is possible to see 
SNOOP take on more significant role in the future. 

“I think it's exciting,” Cook said. “It can move kind of  all over and 
up and down. So, it is hard to say what the future holds, but I think 
it's exciting that it's out there. I think there are many possibilities in 
the future.”

Cook said the “vehicle” could move throughout the ExxonMobil 
facilities and carry different payloads.

SNOOP has been displayed at 
technology and petrochemical 
expos, demonstrating its ability 
to perform tasks that allow it 
to maneuver around plants, 

collect essential data and inspect 
facilities on a routine basis.
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“So it's pretty versatile and is able to do a lot for us,” Cook said. 
Swindull called SNOOP an “innovation ambassador.”
“What happens is you're at a job site, and all of  a sudden, you 

see this robotic dog walking around,” Swindull said. “First, it 
sparks interest. And then you start understanding that, hey, this 
dog actually can do those tasks and can help you do tasks and 
gather the data. At that point, then you start thinking, you know, 
what else can I use this robot for? Then all of  a sudden, you go 
down this direction of  innovation that is really sparked by just 
being part of  that environment. And so having SNOOP out there 
lets folks know that ExxonMobil is interested in testing out new 
ways of  doing work to make it. It empowers other people to think 
innovatively. Being an innovative master is a key win for us.”

Cook and Swindull said SNOOP is about the size of  a 
German shepherd. He added the robot also interacts with human 
employees almost like another employee. 

“The operators of  the dog certainly go through some training, 
but in general, outside of  just the introduction, (the workers are 
told) there's going to be this robot, and it's going to be new and 
different,” Cook said. “It has a job to do just like you have a job to 
do, so don't let it be too big of  a distraction. And over time, you 
get accustomed to and familiar with the technology and kind of  
seeing it. And so people get used to it.” ❂

Senior living like you’ve never known before is now 
a reality in Mont Belvieu. The Retreat at Barbers 

Hill, a brand new, unique community featuring 
apartments and cottage homes, is the place where 

resort-style amenities merge with everyday living for 
those 62 or better.

Luxury Independent Senior Community

Now Leasing

The Retreat at Barbers  Hill
10929 Eagle Drive, Mont Belview, TX

281-845-2995
TTY 281-645-5927:711

www.retreatatbarbershill.com

$1000 off
1st month’s 

rent
with 

12-month 
lease

Living the Retreat Life!

Once SNOOP was introduced to the ExxonMobil employees, 
it did not take long before they accepted it, just like another 
team member.
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ExxonMobil Baytown 
named Rusty Senac as its 

Refiner of  the Year for 2022, 
adding him to its list of  people 
who have made lasting and 
exemplary contributions to the 
greater Baytown area.

Senac has held many titles and 
roles over the years: Beach City 
councilman, Beach City mayor, 
Chambers County commissioner. 
He has served on the boards of  
United Way of  Greater Baytown 
Area and Chambers County, the 
Baytown Chamber of  Commerce 
and the Coastal Water Authority.

He currently serves on the 
board of  the Baytown West 
Chambers County Economic 
Development Foundation, the 
Lee College Foundation and is a 
member of  Baytown Rotary Club 
and Barbers Hill Lions Club.

After receiving the honor, 
Senac was visibly emotional.

“There are so many people that 
do so much for the community 
and as far as I’m concerned I’m 
just one of  them. It’s a great 
community.”

“I’m so blessed,” he said. 
"Actually, I think I’m more 
blessed than Justin Verlander, and 
he has to go to New York. I get 
to stay here!”

“I’m really humbled by this 
recognition — I really am. We 
have such great partners in this 
community; it’s amazing what you 
can get done when everybody’s 
working together and being 
positive about things.

“ExxonMobil has been just a 
fabulous partner for our entire 
region. It’s not just Baytown and 
Chambers County,” Senac said.

See page 31 for photos of  the 
event. ❂

By MARK FLEMING
mark.fleming@baytownsun.com

REFINER OF THE  YEAR      Rusty Senac

ExxonMobil Baytown has awarded its Refiner of the Year honor since 1987 to a citizen 
volunteer who has made outstanding contributions to the Baytown area and its citizens. 
While it is usually awarded to an individual, it has honored organizations or programs on 
occasion.

1987 – Fred Hartman
1988 – Brenda Dykes
1989 – Emmett Hutto
1990 – Fritz Lanham
1991 – Bob Gillette
1992 – Bill Conway
1993 – Charles Shaffer
1994 – Bill Cates
1995 – Lee College Honors Program
1996 – Eddie Gray
1997 – Flora Wilhite
1998 – Bobby Rountree
1999 – Cleo Gresham
2000 – Cleo Gresham
2001 – John Tucker
2002 – Jean Shepherd
2003 – West Baytown Civic Association
2004 – Margie Hartrick

2005 – Ruben DeHoyos
2006 – Wanda Mitchell
2007 – Doug Huddle
2008 – Joyce Pennington
2009 – Don Murray
2010 – Pete Alfaro
2011 – Billy Barnett
2012 – Ronnie Anderson
2013 – Wayne Gray
2014 – Tracey Wheeler
2015 – Lee College Veterans Center
2016 – Sandra Bell
2017 – Terry Sain
2018 – Stephen DonCarlos
2019 – Dennis Brown
2020 – Sara Bailey
2021 – Wayne Hanson
2022 – Rusty Senac

ExxonMobil Refinery Manager Shawn Kuntz, Rusty Senac, Chemical 
Plant Manager Wim Blokker and Public & Government Affairs 
Manager Aaron Stryk.

Photo by Carol Skewes



Chevron Phillips Chemical and QatarEnergy to 
construct integrated polymers facility on Gulf Coast

Facility expected to create more 
than 500 full-time jobs and 
approximately 4,500 construction 
jobs and generate an estimated 
$50 billion for the community 
over 20 years

Chevron Phillips Chemical Company and QatarEnergy announced 
that they are proceeding with the construction of  an $8.5 billion 
integrated polymers facility in Orange, Texas, expected to create more 
than 500 full-time jobs and approximately 4,500 construction jobs 
and generate an estimated $50 billion for the community in residual 
economic impacts. 

The companies have made a positive final investment decision on the 
project and created a joint venture company, Golden Triangle Polymers 
Company, named for the region that includes the city of  Orange. 
Chevron Phillips Chemical owns a 51% equity share in the joint venture 
and QatarEnergy owns 49%. 

“Chevron Phillips Chemical and QatarEnergy have collaborated for 
over 20 years on the assets we operate together in Qatar. We have 
a great relationship and a proven track record of  operating these 
facilities safely and reliably,” said Chevron Phillips Chemical President 
and CEO Bruce Chinn. “Our products help make life better for 
billions of  people every day, and they are part of  a lower carbon future. 
This facility will help meet the growing demand for our products and 
improve the quality of  life for the world’s growing global population.” 

Saad Sherida Al-Kaabi, the minister of  state for energy affairs, 
the president and CEO of  QatarEnergy said: “We are excited to 
announce taking the FID on our largest petrochemical investment 
ever, highlighting QatarEnergy’s integrated position as a major 
player in the LNG and international exploration sectors, as well as 
being a global petrochemicals producer. This important project will 
complement QatarEnergy’s growing portfolio, both internationally as 
well as in the United States, and will help meet growing global demand 
for polymers. It builds on our long-term and successful partnership 
with Chevron Phillips Chemical, and we look forward to further 
collaborations in the future.” 

Once operational, the plant will produce Marlex polyethylene. 
Polyethylene is used in the production of  durable goods like pipe 
for natural gas and water delivery and recreational products such as 
kayaks and coolers. It is also used in essential packaging applications to 
protect and preserve food, helping prevent it from going to landfills, 
and keep medical supplies sterile.  

The plant, expected to begin operations in 2026, will include a 2,080 
KTA ethane cracker and two 1,000 KTA high-density polyethylene 
units. The project is targeting to have approximately 25% lower 
greenhouse gas emissions than similar facilities in the United States 
and Europe, supporting the company’s efforts to help enable a lower 
carbon future. Chevron Phillips Chemical will manage engineering, 
procurement and construction for the project and operate the facility 
after start-up. 

Construction of  the Golden Triangle Polymers plant will begin 
immediately near Chevron Phillips Chemical’s existing facility in 
Orange, located 113 miles east of  Houston. Chevron Phillips Chemical 
and its predecessors have had a presence in the Orange community 
since 1955.  

“We work hard to be a good neighbor in the communities where 
we operate, and we are extremely grateful to the community members 
and public officials in Orange for their support as we developed this 
project,” Chinn said. “This facility will contribute to the social and 
economic fabric of  the entire Golden Triangle region of  Texas, bringing 
in thousands of  high-paying American jobs and billions of  dollars in 
economic impact. We care deeply about the community of  Orange, and 
we’re thrilled to be bringing jobs and resources to the region with safety 
and environmental performance at the forefront, as always.” 

For more information about the project visit cpchem.com/
goldentrianglepolymers.    ❂
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Products  
that perform,
People  
who care

At Chevron Phillips Chemical, we responsibly manufacture chemicals and polymers the world 
needs, provide enriching careers and create shareholder value because we care about each other, 
our customers and our communities. We live by our values of safety, respect, integrity and drive, 
which enable us to make the petrochemical solutions found in products of all kinds, with purpose, 
collaboration and care.

Performance by design. Caring by choice.™

Connect with us online 
www.cpchem.com



Story and Photos
by MARK KRAMER

mark.kramer@baytownsun.com

Goose Creek
Robotics, STEM
receive strong
support
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Since the Goose Creek CISD Robotics Program was formed in 2004, it has seen 
tremendous growth over the years.

In fact, the interest has grown so much that the program now has a new place it calls 
home, the GCCISD Robotics Center, located on YMCA Drive across from the Stuart 
Career Center.

The program initially began with the formation of  the Blarglefish robotics team 
comprised of  high school students. In recent years, the junior highs have established their 
own programs and elementary students are now becoming involved.

“Our intent is to see robotics and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics) opportunities available to all of  our students from not just the high 
school level, but from kindergarten and up,” GCCISD Director of  Career and Technical 
Education RoxAnne Wyatt said.

The GCCISD programs also receive support from local industry, including companies 
such as ExxonMobil and Covestro who have made monetary donations going toward 
robotics-oriented initiatives. ExxonMobil partners with the STEM Academy at Lee High 
School, while Covestro presented the robotics program with a $13,000 contribution in 
October.

“ExxonMobil is active at Lee working with them on STEM projects,” Wyatt said. “The 
workers enjoy serving as mentors to the students on different things throughout the year.”

Covestro’s annual donation to the district to supports STEM programming outside of  
the classroom including robotics.

“The robotics program is the most engaging STEM-related activity that the school 
district has but has been largely underfunded in years past,” said Covestro spokesperson 
Preslie Cox. The program helps pay for the schools to attend competitions, purchase 
materials to build the robots and this year aided to the new (robotics) facility opening its 
doors.”

While it’s still in the planning stages, Wyatt hopes to host competitions among the junior 
high robotics teams sometime this spring.

“One of  the ideas we have are to arrange some competitions at the Robotics Center,” 
she said. “We think it will spark the students’ interest and keep them engaged and learning 
new concepts about the world of  STEM.” ❂

Robotics is the 
most engaging
STEM-related 
activity in the 
school district.

Some members of the Blarglefish robotics team 
are Antony McLaughlin, Alison Jannise,
Sophia Izaguirre and Aiden Juarez.



Covestro is back
in full swing
with Astros
partnership

Story and photos by PRESLIE COX
Covestro External Communications Manager

Covestro Industrial Park Baytown has been corporate partners 
with the Houston Astros since the April 2019 season, but 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, nearly all activity with the World 
Series Champions came to a halt. The sponsorship has temporarily 
taken the place of  large annual company picnics and offers an array 
of  engaging activities for employees, their families and community 
partners of  Covestro. The 2022 season was back in full force with 
excitement for everyone ranging from employees, their friends and 
family, and local community partners.

“It was so great to pick back up on the planning and fun this year 
after little to no activity with both the Astros and my colleagues,” 
said External Communications Manager Preslie Cox-Lastovica. 
“Seeing employees be able to volunteer and enjoy events at Minute 
Maid Park in person again was refreshing and has me motivated for 
the 2023 season.”

The first large-scale event was the Astros Hispanic Heritage Street 
Fest, and employees attended with colleagues and their families 
in conjunction with volunteers from the Eddie V. Gray Wetlands 
Center to help guide visitors through Covestro’s “Cleaner Energy, 
Brighter World” mobile sustainability exhibit, a 40-foot trailer with 
interactive stations about solar power, geothermal energy, biomass 
and wind power. Susan Dadd, director of  site logistics for the 
Baytown site is passionate about volunteering, specifically helping 
educate young generations about STEM.

“The Astros Street Fest is the perfect opportunity to team up with 
our local Astros on their STEM initiatives and teach young minds 
about different energy sources such as solar, hydro and geothermal 
energy,” said Dadd.

A new addition to the sponsorship this season was a concourse 
activation space, which allowed employees the opportunity to engage 
with fellow Astros fans in a concourse area of  Minute Maid Park 
during a game. Coatings and Adhesives Unit Trainer Cully Mulryan 
helped lead the initiative with a group of  volunteers.

“I enjoyed getting out and sharing Covestro’s name and mission 
with Houstonians at the Astros' game,” said Mulryan. “We connected 
with the community in a fun way while also providing information 
about Covestro. Knowing that Covestro was a part of  a Word Series 
season for the Astros is a great feeling.”

Covestro also hosted two employee days in August and September 
where workers could bring friends or family members and enjoy 
food and beverages in Champions Pavilion, a private event space 
in Minute Maid Park, followed by watching the Astros game. Lisa 
Moore, controller for Covestro’s Performance Materials Operations, 
attended with her husband and said they enjoyed being able to 
connect with friends and coworkers outside of  work.

"I am so happy that Covestro provided the Astros employee day 
and gave me the opportunity to engage with my coworkers away 
from the work environment,” said Moore. “It's always so much fun to 
unwind and visit with each other in such an energizing environment, 
all the while supporting a World Series Championship team."

Process Safety Engineer Katherine Hoerner attended the event 
in August and said it was a great time. “It's nice to get to see people 
from site that you don't have the chance to interact with on a daily 
basis, as well as meet their families,” said Hoerner. “Attending the 
game together is also a great way to learn about coworkers’ interests 

Astros Shortstop Jeremy Peña and Alex Meismer, son of Covestro 
Shift Supervisor Brandon Meismer
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outside of  work and participating in the excitement of  the Astros 
game is a fun way to build stronger team connections."

Covestro believes in providing these activities for employees, as 
they are the company’s most valuable asset, and a fun and successful 
season this year was much-needed after virtual working with little 
in-person interaction for the last two years. 

To wrap up the season, at Covestro’s annual Safety & Health 
Fair, employees had the unique opportunity to win an Astros VIP 
experience to a selected game with a guest, which also included 
private batting practice viewing on the field, a private tour of  Minute 
Maid Park, and a player meet-and-greet followed by the game in the 
Jim Beam corporate suite with food and beverages. Senior Shift 
Supervisor Brandon Meismer was eager to win an experience for 
he and his son Alex, 9, and even showed up to the fair early to get 
entered in the raffle, which he ended up being a winner of. Meismer 
said the experience was the highlight of  Alex’s year.

“He was able to meet lots of  his favorite players, get autographs, 
take a tour of  Minute Maid and see the game from a suite,” said 
Meismer. “He even took the photos with him to school to show his 
friends and teachers how much fun he had. The smile didn’t leave 
his face for several days after this experience, and I am very grateful 
for this opportunity from Covestro. I’ve always said our company 
does a lot for our families, and this is another example of  that.”

Site Development Manager Guido Persiani was also a winner 
of  a VIP experience and attended the Oct. 4 game against the 
Philadelphia Phillies.

“Being able to participate in the VIP experience at Minute Maid 
Park was an absolutely fantastic event, especially when Astros 
won the world series just a little later in the season,” Persiani 
said. “The Covestro group was given a guided tour of  the park 
which included a visit to the media and broadcast rooms; that 
was followed with on-the-field batting practice where autographs 
and photos with the players was in full swing… figuratively and 
literally. Autographs to cherish included Jeremy Peña, Hunter 
Brown and even Craig Biggio. After all those great activities we 
were escorted to our VIP seats for two treats: a meal and an 
Astros win (10-4) over the Phillies. You can't ask for a better VIP 
experience than that!”  

Cox-Lastovica said the Astros sponsorship allows everyone 
a chance to disconnect from day-to-day work activity, laugh, 
volunteer and get to know each other’s friends and families on a 
unique, personal level. “We are very happy with this partnership, 
and it’s especially a wonderful time to be partners with the Astros 
after such an exciting season and the team winning the World Series 
Championship,” said Cox-Lastovica. “We are already gearing up for 
next season and look forward to what’s in store!” ❂

Covestro employees and their family members pose on the field in Minute Maid Park with Astros Pitcher Hunter Brown during a VIP 
experience before the Oct. 4 game against the Philadelphia Phillies.



PORT of HOUSTON CONTINUES to EXPAND

The Port of  Houston was 
established in 1911 after approval 
by Harris County voters. The port 
includes both Barbours Cut and 
Bayport container facilities, as well as 
six breakbulk docks scattered along 
the Houston Ship Channel.

It has grown to become the #1 US 
port for waterborne tonnage, and 
the #1 container port on the Gulf  
of  Mexico.  The port generates over 
$800 billion nationally, with a $339 
billion impact in the state of  Texas — 
20% of  the State’s GDP.

The port is responsible for over 
1.3 million jobs in the state of  Texas, 
many of  them in Baytown and the 
surrounding area.  In fact, nearly 30% 
of  the container volume in the port 
can be traced to Baytown and West 
Chambers County.

On a single day last week, there 
were over 7,000 truck visits to the 
two port container facilities, and there 
are more than 5,000 barge, ship and 
tugboat movements every day on the 
Houston Ship Channel, making the 
channel one of  the busiest waterways 
in the world.

The Port is currently overseeing a 
$1.5 billion expansion of  the channel 
in order for the port to safely allow 
larger container vessels to call on our 
facilities, of  which the port is funding 
approximately $600 million of  the 
costs. The port is truly a massive 
economic engine for our city, state 
and country. ❂

By Stephen DonCarlos
Port Commissioner
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How to submit your nomination:
Email: Send to carol.skewes@baytownsun.com with 
“COY Nomination” in the subject line. Please make 

sure your email has the nominee’s name and detailed 
information about why they should be considered for 

Citizen of the Year.
Mail your form to The Baytown Sun, P.O. Box 90, 

Baytown, TX 77522, fax your form to 281-427-6283. or 
drop off at 1301 Memorial Drive.

of the

Nominations are being

accepted for The Baytown Sun

Tell us about your nominee. 
Use this form below as a guide and let us know why 

your nominee deserves to be recognized.
Please provide plenty of details. 

The deadline for Citizen of the Year nominations is 
Jan. 31, 2023.

A Citizen 
of the Year 
★Gives back to the  

community

★Gives their time and 
energy

★Always thinks of  others

★Goes out of  their way 
to help others

★Volunteers for groups 
to help the needy

★Helps raise money to 
feed or help others

★Gets involved because 
they care

2009 Joyce 
Pennington

2016 
Nancy Mann

2008 
Gilbert Santana

2015 
Mel Stone

2010 
Carl Brandon

2017 
Ken Pridgeon

2011 
Larry Cryer

2004 
Pete Alfaro

2019 
Jay Eshbach

2012 
Roger Elswick

2005 Carolyn & 
Robert Francis

2020 
Judy Wheat

2013 
Gary Englert

2006 
Tommie Jones

2021
Daryl Fontenot

2014 
Jim Wadzinski

2007 
Mike Wilson

2022
Stephen 
DonCalros

2011 
Pam Warford

2018 
Lee & Leila 
Bates

1997
Eddie V. Gray

❏  I nominate:

❏  Phone:

❏  Submitted by:

❏  Phone:

❏  Email:

❏  Attach a separate sheet:

(please print)

Please included detailed information telling us why they should be recognized.
Attach separate sheets as necessary.

---  All entries must be received by Jan. 31, 2023.  ---

The Baytown Sun
of the
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Baytown 
hosts
innovative 
firefighter 
training

By DAVE ROGERS
dave.rogers@baytownsun.com

Baytown played host to six dozen 
firefighters from across the states of  

Texas and Louisiana, with other trainees 
coming from as far away as Washington state 
on Dec. 11-12.

The event was a nationally recognized 
Nozzle Forward training class held at the 
Baytown Fire Training Field on Bayway 
Drive.

More than half  a mile of  firehose was 
needed as trainers from as far away as Seattle, 
Washington, taught the new technique for 
battling residential and industrial fires.

“It was the first time in five years we’ve had 
this type of  training in the Houston area,” 
said City of  Baytown firefighter Billy Fregia.

Fellow Baytown firefighter Jeff  Smith said 
it was unknown how many 
gallons of  water flowed 
through the hoses. 
But Smith pointed 

out that Baytown Fire Field, used to host in-
house fire academies and allow local industry 
to train their response teams, was constructed 
so that the water used in the training was 
captured in a recirculation system.

The goal of  the Nozzle Forward class is 
to create more efficient engine companies. 
The class was created and is taught by Seattle 
firefighter Aaron Fields and a cadre of  hand-
selected instructors.

“It’s just more efficient techniques for hose 
handling and putting water on fires,” Smith 
explained. “It’s more efficient ways to combat 
fires.”

In-state students for the class 
came from as far away as the 
Dallas/Fort Worth and Austin/
San Antonio areas and from 
nearby in Pearland, Santa Fe, 
Montgomery County, Crosby 
and Mont Belvieu with 12 
firefighters from Baytown 
taking part, Fregia said.
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Nearly 70 firefighters attended the 
Nozzle Forward class held in December 
at the Baytown Fire Training Field.
The Nozzle Forward program 
is designed to increase the 
firefighters’ competency with 
their tools and help craft 
more efficient engine 
companies.

Out-of-state students came from Illinois and Colorado, as well 
as Louisiana and Washington. Students ranged in age from 14 for a 
Baytown Explorer to 70 for a firefighting vet, and about 70 firefighters 
attended, Smith said.

Host for the event was the local chapter of  the F.O.O.L.S. organization. 
The acronym stands for Fraternal Order of  the Leatherhead Society, 
leather being what the firefighters’ helmets were originally made from, 
Fregia explained.

He and Smith recently created the Dirty Bay F.O.O.L.S.
“F.O.O.L.S. is an international group 

of  firefighters that believe 
in brotherhood and 
training,” Smith 
said.

“The idea,” Fregia said, “is that it’s firefighters who get together not 
only to learn more about the trade but to carry on the tradition of  
taking care of  each other.”

A raffle was held at the Baytown training that raised money to help 
a Pearland firefighter with expenses incurred for his wife to battle 
ovarian cancer, Fregia said.

The Baytown Nozzle Forward class was the second Fields taught 
recently in Texas. The first was hosted by the Lone Star F.O.O.L.S. in 
Round Rock, Smith said. ❂

17Greater Baytown - January 2023



College education behind bars

Colleges are in the business of  changing 
lives, and Lee College has a long 

history of  doing that well. Nowhere, though, 
is it seen as dramatically as its Huntsville 
Center — which has the added benefits of  
reducing crime and saving taxpayer money. 
With a recent expansion of  the federal Pell 
Grant program, the Huntsville Center will 
reach even more students.

The Lee College Huntsville Center is one 
of  the country’s oldest and largest providers 
of  post-secondary education for prison 
inmates. It started with 182 students in 1965 
and has grown to more than 1,200 students 
today across nine prison units.

Donna Zuniga has worked with the 
program for 36 years and has led it since 
1999, first as dean and now as associate vice 
president, Huntsville Center. 

As her long-term commitment to the 
program suggests, Zuniga is passionate about 
prison education. While she gets most excited 
about the stories of  lives turned around, she 
is also aware of  the dollars and cents benefits 
it provides to the state, reducing recidivism 
and turning former prisoners into taxpaying 
citizens with sustainable jobs.

“It’s really not as big a barrier as it used 
to be,” she said. “Most of  our students 
are employed within a month of  leaving, 
especially in some of  these high-demand areas 
like truck driving. They have a job practically 

the day they get out.”
“We do work with trucking companies 

and people that are interested in these areas 
that are short of  working. Welding is another 
one…they have a job in a week or two.”

By MARK FLEMING
mark.fleming@baytownsun.com

Students in one of the classrooms at the nine Texas prison units served by the Lee College 
Huntsville Center. Photos provided by Lee College

Culinary arts students learn to work in the 
restaurant business and also help improve 
food service inside Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice facilities.

Horticulture students at the Plane State Jail in Dayton, which is the only Lee College 
Huntsville Center unit serving female inmates.
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The most recent recidivism study of  the 
Lee College program, based on information 
from the Texas Department of  Criminal 
Justice, indicated as of  a few months ago, 
the recidivism (return to prison) rate for Lee 
students was 6%, compared to about 40% to 
50% for ex-offenders overall.

Many of  the programs Lee offers behind 
walls have a technical orientation, like truck 
driving, welding, culinary arts, horticulture, 
air conditioning and cabinet making. Others 
are academic, including business management 
or associate degree programs for transfer to a 
four-year university.

In some cases, outside employers come into 
the units to provide expertise and network 
with potential future workers. Some also 
donate equipment and supplies.

The education benefits aren’t just for 
released inmates, though. “There’s a lot of  
value in that for the units themselves,” Zuniga 
said. “The culture of  a unit changes with a 
better-educated population. They have less 
disciplinary problems and less property loss. 
There are a lot of  advantages to the Texas 
Department of  Criminal Justice and our 
taxpayers.”

About 20 years ago, TDCJ approached 
Zuniga about creating a culinary arts program 
to help it improve the quality of  food served 
in the prisons. Lee College now trains inmates 
to work within the system in addition to 
having employment opportunities post-
release. Truck-driving students who get their 
commercial licenses can also work within the 
prison system.

In recent years Lee College has expanded 
its follow-up services, starting a re-entry 
program to encourage former students 
to either continue their education or to 
maintain employment after release. Such 
“wrap-around” programs are part of  the 
requirements under the new Pell Grant 
expansion, and Lee College provides a model 
for other schools to follow.

“We hired Brandon Warren, who happened 
to be one of  our former students years and 
years ago. When he got out he got a bachelor’s, 
he got a master’s, and he just completed his 
doctorate about a year ago. He is the director 
of  the re-entry program, and then we have 
two other re-entry specialists, one of  which 
was a former student as well, and we have 
started alumni support groups.”

There are weekly Zoom meetings for the 

alumni support group, and a separate group 
for alumni starting their own businesses.

The Pell Grant program was open to 
incarcerated persons when it started, but 
that access was blocked in the 1994 Crime 
Bill. While many schools and some states 
ended their programs when the federal 
money ended, the Texas Legislature 
continued support of  the programs, as did 
Lee College.

A few students had family support to pay 

for college, Zuniga said. The state continued 
providing some funding, and the Texas 
Department of  Criminal Justice offered 
student loans, paid back as a condition of  
parole.

A pilot program to restore access was 
begun under the Obama Administration and 
expanded under the Trump Administration, 
leading to a full restoration planned for 2023. 
Lee College had the second-largest program 
in the pilot study. ❂

Donna Zuniga, associate vice president of Lee College Huntsville Center, has led the 
prison education program since 1999. She is pictured with managers from 9 Finishes, a 
Houston tile company that provides both materials and volunteers (Jimmy Killian, far left, 
and Orlando Ramirez, far right), and Jason Turner, cabinet making instructor.

Students learn to install tile as part of the Lee College cabinet making program, which 
prepares students to work in home construction.
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ExxonMobil presents United Way with
honorary check for 2022 fundraising campaign

ExxonMobil Baytown Area presented the United Way of  Greater 
Baytown Area and Chambers County with an honorary check totaling 
$1.2 million. This check represented the generosity of  ExxonMobil 
Baytown Area employees and annuitants and marked the end of  
their annual campaign. ExxonMobil is a proud supporter of  United 
Way and its efforts to make this community a better place. 

In 1946, Humble Oil Company employees were instrumental 
in getting United Way started in the Baytown area. ExxonMobil 
Baytown Area proudly continues this tradition with this year’s 
campaign marking the 22nd year in a row they have topped the $1 
million mark in donations.

In addition to their annual fundraising efforts for United Way, 
ExxonMobil employees also participate in United Way’s Day of  
Caring, an all-day volunteer activity where the Baytown community 
comes together to help support local nonprofit agencies. This year 
ExxonMobil had over 400 volunteers who participated in more than 
40 projects supporting the Baytown area. 

“ExxonMobil is committed to supporting the communities in 
which we work,” said Public and Government Affairs Manager 
Aaron Stryk. “The partnership we have with United Way of  Greater 
Baytown Area and Chambers County is one that we are proud of  and 
one we intend to continue to make stronger.” ❂

ExxonMobil Baytown Area managers and campaign chairs present 
members of United Way of Greater Baytown Area and Chambers 
County with a check for the 2022 Fundraising Campaign. 
Pictured (front, from left): Kendall David with GCCISD, Jerrica 
Givens with ExxonMobil, Melissa Reabold and  Brittany Rodriguez 
with United Way. (Back, from left): Jason Conley, Rob Hill and 
Oliver Lake with ExxonMobil and Jacob Ickes with United Way.

ExxonMobil Baytown Area volunteers at 
the Bay Area Rehabilitation Center.

ExxonMobil Baytown 
Area volunteers at the 
Love Network office.
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ExxonMobil Baytown Area employee
receives 2022 SHPE Star of Tomorrow Award

Recently ExxonMobil Baytown Area Chemical Plant Lead Financial Analyst Milena 
Sowell was presented with the 2022 Society of  Hispanic Professional Engineers Star of  
Tomorrow Award at the SHPE National Convention in Charlotte, North Carolina.

SHPE is the nation’s largest association dedicated to fostering Hispanic leadership in 
the STEM field. The Star of  Tomorrow Award is given to honor an engineer who has 
demonstrated a commitment to excellence and shows potential for becoming a strong 
leader within their organization. 

Sowell is an active member on the Hispanic Scholarship Fund Houston Advisory 
Council where she has mentored students at the Youth Leadership Institute at Princeton 
University as well at various HSF conferences. She has attended HSF conferences on 
behalf  of  ExxonMobil to help recruit students for the Future Leaders Academy and 
received the SHPE Houston Professional Chapter Member of  the Year Award in 2018 
and joined the board in 2019 as the Scholarship Coordinator. 

Sowell was a part of  the Engineers Without Borders team at Hopkins where she was 
able to help close out a project in Ecuador that built an earthquake resistant children’s 
center for a local community. Additionally, she laid out the foundation for a project in 
Peru to implement a rainwater catchment system. At Hopkins, Sowell was involved with 
the SHPE chapter and helped serve as the Community Outreach chair with the STEM 
Achievement in Baltimore Elementary Schools program. Sowell became the first Latina 
engineer in her family and she strives to help pave a way for younger engineers to be 
successful in their careers. At ExxonMobil, she is currently the Community Outreach 
chair for the Baytown GOAL chapter where she has a passion for coordinating the 
annual STEM Day at San Jacinto Elementary. 

“Organizations such as SHPE not only financially invested into my academic pursuit, 
but also opened my eyes to opportunities that I would have never dreamed of  before 
and helped me recognize my own potential,” said Sowell. “I am incredibly humbled and 
honored to receive this recognition and it only inspires me to continue paying it forward 
so that others just like me can continue to dream big and accomplish their goals. I’m 
grateful that ExxonMobil has encouraged my participation in SHPE and supports my 
involvement in building up the Latino community and creating a new narrative for our 
generation.”

Sowell’s passion for STEM, dedication to being a role model and commitment to 
mentoring and community service makes her beyond deserving for this distinguished 
award. ❂

Americas Marketing Payments Manager and 
SHPE Recruiting Team Lead Joseph Perea 
presents Sowell with her award.

Left: 2022 Society of 
Hispanic Professional 
Engineers Star of Tomorrow 
Award recipient Milena 
Sowell gives interns and 
fellow Future Leader 
Academy peers a field tour 
at ExxonMobil Baytown Area.

Right: Sowell volunteers with 
students from the Centro de 
la Promesa teaching STEM 
concepts through fun and 
engaging activities.



ExxonMobil starts operations at
large-scale advanced recycling facility
ExxonMobil announced successful startup of  one of  the largest 

advanced recycling facilities in North America. The facility at the 
company’s integrated manufacturing complex in Baytown uses 
proprietary technology to break down hard-to-recycle plastics and 
transform them into raw materials for new products. It is capable 
of  processing more than 80 million pounds of  plastic waste per 
year, supporting a circular economy for post-use plastics 
and helping divert plastic waste currently sent to 
landfills. 

“We’ve proven our proprietary advanced 
recycling technology at Baytown, and 
now we’re leveraging our scale and 
integration to increase production 
of  certified circular plastics to 
meet growing demand,” said 
Karen McKee, president 
of  ExxonMobil Product 
Solutions Company. “There 
is substantial demand 
for recycled plastics, and 
advanced recycling can 
play an important role by 
breaking down plastics 
that could not be recycled 
in traditional, mechanical 
methods. We are collaborating 
with government, industry and 
communities to scale up the 
collection and sorting of  plastic 
waste that will improve recycling 
rates and help our customers around 
the world meet their sustainability goals.” 

Since the start of  pilot operations at Baytown 
last year, ExxonMobil has recycled nearly 15 million 
pounds of  plastic waste. The proprietary Exxtend technology 
enables the breakdown of  plastic waste that would previously be 
destined for landfills – from synthetic athletic fields to bubble wrap 
and motor oil bottles. 

The company helped form Cyclyx International, a joint venture 
created to collect and sort large volumes of  plastic waste and is 
investing in a first-of-its-kind plastic waste processing facility in 

Houston to help supply ExxonMobil’s Baytown advanced recycling 
facility.

To accelerate advanced recycling, ExxonMobil is a founding 
member of  the Houston Recycling Collaboration, which brings 
government and industry together to increase access to recycling 
programs and expand infrastructure for mechanical and advanced 

recycling technologies. 
ExxonMobil plans to build advanced recycling 

facilities at many of  its other manufacturing 
sites around the world, which would give 

it the capacity to process up to 1 billion 
pounds of  plastic waste annually 

by year-end 2026. The company 
is assessing facilities in Baton 

Rouge, Louisiana; Beaumont, 
Texas; and Joliet, Illinois; as 
well as at sites in Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Singapore 
and Canada. 

ExxonMobil is also 
collaborating with third 
parties to assess the 
potential for large-scale 
implementation of  advanced 

recycling technologies and 
opportunities to support 

improvements to plastic waste 
collection and sorting in Malaysia 

and Indonesia.  
ExxonMobil has commercial 

contracts to sell certified circular 
plastics to customers around the world for 

use in food-safe plastic packaging, including 
collaborations with Sealed Air and Ahold Delhaize 

USA, Berry Global, and Amcor. 
Advanced recycling is a proven technology that can help accelerate 

a circular economy and address the challenge of  plastic waste. With 
effective government policies in place to modernize the recycling 
system and improve waste collection, more plastic materials can be 
collected, sorted and recycled, especially plastics that aren’t easily 
recycled today.  ❂

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Addressing the challenge of plastic waste – 
right here in Baytown
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Baytown facility can process more 
than 80 million pounds per year of 

plastic waste

Certified circular products meet de-
mand for more sustainable materials, 
diverting plastic waste from landfills

Planning additional global capacity to 
recycle 1 billion pounds annually of 

used plastics by year-end 2026
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Baytown/Chambers County - Primed for growth
2022 has been a very busy year for the Baytown West Chambers 

County Economic Development Foundation and Baytown/Chambers 
County region, which continues to be of  special interest vis-à-vis 
site selection in the Houston MSA.  The area petrochemical and 
logistics clusters, industrial infrastructure, and regional labor shed are 
particularly attractive in this regard. These assets are complemented by 
and elegantly integrated with Port Houston’s deep-water ship channel, 
the Barbours Cut and Bayport Container Terminals, an array of  
industrial parks (i.e., Cedar Port, AmeriPort, Port 10, Baytown 10, and 
Bay 10), an extensive pipeline network, abundant natural gas, water 
resources, electrical power (NRG – Cedar Bayou), and excellent rail 
and barge systems --- all essential drivers of  the  Baytown/Chambers 
County “Metro East” economy.  A review of  the EDF 2022 news 
feed (baytownedf.org/news-media) features numerous projects that 
illustrate robust economic development activity and are indicative of  
the concepts of  diversification and agglomeration. 

Economic Diversification is the economic development strategy 
of  shifting an economy from a single wealth creating source toward 
multiple sources from an expanding range of  sectors and markets. 
Diversification was the driving force for establishing the EDF in 1986.    

Agglomeration refers to the clustering or co-location of  firms 
and employees in a particular geographic area. Harvard economist 
Michael Porter notes that agglomeration economies occur when a 
number of  firms producing similar 
or complementary goods locate near 
one another, which, in turn, produces 
positive externalities for those firms.  
These externalities not only benefit 
the firms but also the 
communities within which 
they operate.   An 
example of  this are 
the benefits produced 
by and derived from 
the region’s 
longstanding 
petrochemical 
cluster. 

Development in the Baytown/Chambers County region will 
continue a robust cycle of  diversification/agglomeration in 2023 and 
beyond. Diversification in the petrochemical cluster is represented 
by proposed carbon capture and circular plastics projects with 
potential investments of  over $6 billion dollars.  Agglomeration in 
the midstream and downstream petrochemical clusters continues 
with projects by Enterprise Products, Targa Resources, and Energy 
Transfer representing planned investments of  over $1 billion, coupled 
with additional downstream projects. 

Logistics and Distribution is another sector where diversification 
and agglomeration are occurring as well.  Cold storage is an emerging 
sector, represented by Blackline Cold Storage, Maersk, and additional 
providers to be announced in 2023.  The agglomeration of  global 
plastics distributors and retail distribution continues, with expansions 
by Wal-Mart, Home Depot, joined by NHI, Safavieh, Article, and 
others. These logistics projects will result in the creation of  over 1,000 
jobs.   

Notwithstanding the potential headwinds of  recession, 2023 will 
be another productive year for economic development, given the 
momentum established in 2022.  In mathematics, 2023 is that rare 
number, both composite and prime, apropos for the aforementioned 
trends.   ❂

B. J. Simon,
President / CEO
of the Baytown-
West Chambers 
County Economic 
Development 
Foundation

By B.J. SIMON
EDF President/CEO



If you suspect a child is being 
neglected or abused please call 
Texas Family and Protective 
Services: 1-800-525-5400

STOP CHILD 
ABUSE. 
END NEGLECT.
If you see any combination of the following 
signs in a child, please make a report!

•  Displays of hunger, stealing, hiding,
   or hoarding food.
•  Frequent injuries with a lack of 
   parental communication or care.
•  Poor hygiene, scrapes, bruises, and      
   cuts left unattended.
•  Clothing and belongings are dirty,    
   worn, broken and clothes are 
   inadequate for the weather.
•  Frequent unexplained school 
   absences.

1. I was born and raised in Raywood 
and am the youngest of six children. After 
living elsewhere for decades, I now have 
the privilege to live in the very home I 
grew up in, which was built by my dad.

2. I graduated from Hull-Daisetta 
High School in 1976. My extracurricular 
activities were: playing the baritone in 
the band; part of the yearbook staff; and 
member of the basketball and tennis 
teams.

3. I graduated from East Texas State 
University (now known as Texas A&M at 
Commerce) in 1980, earning a bachelor 
of science degree with a double major in 
photography and journalism and a minor 
in printing.

4. My cousin, Raymond Donatto, who 
worked in The Baytown Sun pressroom for 
years, suggested I apply for an internship 
position there in 1977 for one of my 
college courses. There were no positions 
available, so I ended up at the Liberty 
newspaper. How crazy is it that 45 years 
later, I finally got the chance to work at 
The Baytown Sun!

5. After college, I moved to the 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, area. After a 
couple of years of taking odd jobs, I finally 
landed a job as a typesetter/graphic 
designer and was with that company for 
18 years. I returned home to Texas in 2001 
and settled in Humble where I was the 
head of the graphic's department for a 
local newspaper group. Seven years later, 
I was recruited to join a new community 
paper there and was with them in the 
same capacity for 13 years until they shut 
their doors in June. 

6. I rode a Harley-Davidson for almost 
15 years when I lived in New Mexico. I 
was a charter member and officer of 
two chapters of a national coalition 
called ABATE (American Bikers Aimed 
Towards Education). We promoted safety, 
education and motorcycle rights. And 
yeah… we had some awesome parties! 
I even got to make the trek to Sturgis, 
South Dakota, for the 50th Anniversary of 
the granddaddy-of-them-all biker rallies.

7. I love music, especially The Blues 
and Classic Rock. I’ve seen lots of the 
big names including The Rolling Stones, 
Santana, The Who, BB King and many 
others. I even saw Elvis at the Houston 
Livestock Show. But the artist I’ve seen 
perform the most is Eric Clapton. I’ve seen 
him 19 times — once in Albuquerque,  
Phoenix (twice) and several times in 
Dallas and Houston. Then there was the 
bucket list trips to London (twice) and one 
to New York City. These days I’m happy 
checking out the local Blues artists.

8. I’m an avid flower gardener. My 
entire backyard is like one huge flower 
bed. As a member of the fundraising and 
entertainment committees of the local 
church,  I grow and sell plants as part of 
their annual bazaar. 

9. I’m a board member of the Raywood 
Water Supply Corp. I maintain the website 
for the church and offer my design skills 
for their promotional needs along with 
serving on a couple of committees. I 
also volunteer my services at Langetree 
Retreat and Eco Center and serve on 
the board of their Tiny House for Veterans 
project.

10. I’m the mom of a dalmatian mix 
dog, Gibson, who is the smartest, cutest 
and craziest dog on the planet! 

10 THINGS you didn't know about

GREATER BAYTOWN DESIGN EDITOR

Cheryl Donatto
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If you suspect a child is being 
neglected or abused please call 
Texas Family and Protective 
Services: 1-800-525-5400

STOP CHILD 
ABUSE. 
END NEGLECT.
If you see any combination of the following 
signs in a child, please make a report!

•  Displays of hunger, stealing, hiding,
   or hoarding food.
•  Frequent injuries with a lack of 
   parental communication or care.
•  Poor hygiene, scrapes, bruises, and      
   cuts left unattended.
•  Clothing and belongings are dirty,    
   worn, broken and clothes are 
   inadequate for the weather.
•  Frequent unexplained school 
   absences.



Charles Brantley can tell you firsthand what it is like to hit rock 
bottom and how it feels to rise to the top.

The Gulf  War Navy veteran spent four years fighting on the front 
lines during Operation Desert Storm, but when he returned home to 
the states, Brantley faced a new battle – one with substance abuse. 

“I had a lot of  issues that I hadn’t yet confronted, so I used 
alcohol and drugs to deal with them,” he shared. “I was alienated 
from my family. I was homeless at one point. It was a horrible, dark 
time in my life.”

But Brantley says he is not ashamed about his past because it made 
him who he is today: A 54-year-old Lee College student, who just 
celebrated seven years of  sobriety and is graduating this month with 
an Associate of  Applied Science in Addiction Counseling. 

“Thank goodness for recovery and the 12-step program and 
strangers who helped me,” said Brantley, Class of  2022. “They saw 
me at my lowest point and offered me a hand up and some hope.” 

Once he knew he was “free from the bondage of  addiction,” 
Brantley realized that if  he was going to dedicate his life to helping 
others get well, he would have to go to school. In 2019, he enrolled 
at Lee College. That is where he met Reanna DeGeorge, instructor 
in the college’s Drug and Alcohol Counseling program. DeGeorge, 
who is also in recovery and 16 years sober, recalled one of  her first 
interactions with Brantley. It was at the beginning of  COVID-19 and 
face-to-face courses had switched to online learning. 

“He did not know how to turn a computer on, and I remember 
him calling me saying he was going to give up. But I would talk him 

RECOVERY MISSION:
Lee College student, 

Navy veteran
earns addiction 

counseling degree

Charles Brantley was recognized by Lee College in 2022 with a Service-Learning Award for his community service work helping 
individuals with substance use disorders and mental health conditions. 

By SARA TUBBS
Lee College
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through it and help him navigate through 
the feelings of  the unknown,” DeGeorge 
explained. 

Despite those feelings, Brantley refused 
to give up and turned out to be one of  
DeGeorge’s top students. 

“Charles is a prime example of  someone 
who has been through the trenches in terms 
of  addiction and has come out on the other 
side,” DeGeorge said. “He’s also giving back 
to the community with those experiences.”

Others are taking notice of  Brantley’s hard 
work as well. 

He was recently awarded the John Peña 
Memorial Scholarship. Created in 2005 
by the Texas Association of  Addiction 
Professionals, the scholarship honors 
John Peña, the son of  former Texas State 
Representative Aaron Peña who died at 
the age of  16 after he was given tainted 
drugs at a party. Aaron Peña is a champion 
of  military veterans and an advocate for 
addiction treatment and prevention. Each 
year the TAAP gives out scholarships to 
students like Brantley who are pursuing 
a career in counseling. Lee College also 
recognized Brantley this year with a Service-
Learning Award for his community service 
work helping individuals with substance use 
disorders and mental health conditions. 

For the past six years, Brantley has been 
working in the addiction counseling field. 
These days, he serves as a strategic relations 
manager and veteran liaison at Discovery 
Behavioral Health. He is a licensed chemical 
dependency counselor intern, and after 
graduation, Brantley plans to use his Peña 
Memorial Scholarship funds to pay for the 
state licensure preparatory courses and exam. 

“When other students are struggling, 
Charles is always willing to share his 
experience, his strength and hopes with 
them,” DeGeorge added. “He is incredibly 
supportive of  his fellow students. It is 
part of  his nature, and he will be a great 
counselor.”

In addition to DeGeorge, Brantley 
says other individuals instrumental in his 
success include Howard Bushart, division 
chair, Allied Health and licensed chemical 
dependency counselor; Rosemary Coffman, 
associate dean, Testing and Student Life and 
licensed chemical dependency counselor and 
Toni Bates-Somerset, program director, Into 
Action Recovery Center. ❂
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Parade winnersParade winners
announcedannounced

Baytown’s 2022 Christmas Parade was big and bright — 230 
vehicles and more than 1,200 walkers on the theme of  Christmas 
Lights on Parade brought the holiday spirit to Baytown historic 
downtown area Dec. 1.

The award-winners for the parade were:
• Best organization: Robert E. Lee High
   School Tennis Team
• Best local business: St. James House
• Best use of theme: Goose Creek CISD 
   Transportation
• Best holiday spirit: EPIC Club
• Best city department: Public Works
• Best antique vehicle: Carl Chafin,
   white Thunderbird
• Best first responder: Blue Santa
• Best low rider: Latin Cartel Lowrider Club

See photos beginning on page 32.
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Christmas on Texas Avenue

Best motorcycle: Harley, Jesus Armenta

• Best import: yellow Sprite, Al Amato
• Best street rod: yellow Chevy Luv, Ron Fehring
• Best street bike: Slingshot, Candace Watkins 

• Best motorcycle: red Harley, Jesus Armenta
• Best exterior: Ford Fairlane, Roger Vasquez 
• Best interior: red Pontiac, Todd Lanquist
• Best engine: Gran Torino, Richard Rice
• Best new model: Corvette Stingray, Adam George
• Best of show bike: blue Harley, Scott Bentley
• Best of show car: Mach 1, Bob Cowan
• Mayor’s choice: Mach 1, Bob Cowan
• People’s choice: Slingshot, Candace Watkins

The 25th Christmas on Texas Avenue took time out to recognize some of  
the earlier organizers of  the festival that has continued to celebrate the one-
time downtown for Baytown (and for Goose Creek before that). The city’s 
business center may have moved, but Texas Avenue remains an important part of  
community life.

Christmas on Texas Avenue has itself  changed over the years as it has been 
sponsored by a succession of  different organizations.

Honorees who were present included Harold Maris, Yvonne Thomas, Judy Wheat 
and Marsha Landers. Others who were instrumental in keeping it going over the 
years but were not present included Gordon Ginzel, Terry Presley, Chris Presley 
and Scott Sheley.

This year’s activities were Saturday and Sunday, Dec. 3-4.
Yvonne Thomas, president of  the current sponsor, Baytown’s Historic Arts, 

Culture & Entertainment District, said the second day of  the annual event 
continues to grow each year. Some vendors told her they were even busier Sunday 
than Saturday.

“The event was a huge success bringing the community together,” she said. 
“Visitors were happy, children were overjoyed when they received the wristbands 
for Santa’s Playground and Santa and Mrs. Claus were a big hit this year as they 
always are. Vendors are lining up to register for next year.”

She added, “We are thankful to our sponsors: Food Town, TSO, Chevron Phillips, 
Beacon Federal Credit Union and HEB. Thank you to those who donated including 
Team Outfitters, Pet Smart, Best Trash, Baytown Communications, and Little 
Caesars. Thank you to our wonderful volunteers, our board of  directors, and our committee. It would not have been as successful as it was 
without them.”

Thomas said there were several winners of  door prizes and raffle items. One person went home with $226 in the 50-50 raffle also.
A regular part of  the event is the car and bike show. This year’s winners were:

Best of show car: Mach 1, Bob Cowan

Best street bike and People’s choice:
Slingshot, Candace Watkins



Baytown Chamber of Commerce 
Christmas Party

Alexis Porter, Rikki Wheeler, Tracey Wheeler and Celeste 
Rodriguez hosting the Baytown Chamber of Commerce 
Christmas party

Chamber member Nicci Butler, owner of All Eyes On Me - The Salon 
(second from left), is pictured with friends and family at the holiday 
party. 

Bill Davidson and Lee College 
President Dr. Lynda Villanueva

Brian Moran of the City of Baytown, City Councilman 
Jacob Powell and Gretchen Knowles of Harris County 
Pct.2 Commissioner Adrian Garcia’s office

Jenny Montes and Randy Casey of 
State Farm

Adrienne Joseph and CEO David Bernard of Houston Methodist Baytown 
Hospital, Lee College Board of Regents Chair Gilbert Santana and Lee 
College Vice President College Advancement Patricia Ranzini.

Ronnie and Barbara Anderson are pictured with 
Pam Warford
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Connie Tilton of ExxonMobil is pictured with Gretchen Knowles (right) and 
Gretchen’s mother, Shirley Hartzog.

Jim Wadzinski of Community Toyota-Honda-Kia-Cartopia, Nanci Sandoval 
of Brothers Who Just Do Gutters and Andrew Landry of Juicy Heads & Spicy 
Tails Crawfish and More!

Will Carter of U.S. Congressman Brian 
Babin’s office and Wayne Smith, former state 
representative

Shana Joseph of Birdz Bitez, Dr. Yvonne Thomas-
Chapa of the ACE District and Adelina Abshire of 
Beacon Federal Credit Union

LaNetia Taylor-Deason of Focused Care at Allenbrook, Baytown Sun Advertising 
Manager Jackland McDowell and Carmen Parris of LegalShield

Cynthia Blake of Springhill Suites and Sherry Perez of 
Sherry’s Sweets
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EXXON/MOBIL BAYTOWN AWARDS
REFINER of the YEAR to RUSTY SENAC

Charles Johnson and Mayor Capetillo

Gary and Judy Gill

Lynne Foley, Dan Foley, Lynda Villanueva and Mayor 
Brandon Capetillo

Patti O'Neill, Sagan Greenfield and Suzanne 
Heinrich

Rikki Wheeler, Tina Martinez, Karla 
Opryshek and Robert Mauch

Stan Cook, Tracey Dillard and Gina 
Guillory

Yvonne Thomas-Chapa, Oscar Chapa 
and Tracey Wheeler

Rusty Senac receives the Refiner of the Year award.
Photos by Carol Skewes
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BAYTOWN CHRISTMAS PARADE
Baytown Mayor 
Brandon Capetillo
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Photos by Cheryl Donatto
and Carol Skewes
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West Chambers County Chamber of Commerce Christmas Celebration

TOP LEFT: Ashley Wells, Emily Keller, 
Ted Keller, Bryan Crisman, Rhonda 
Barker and West Chambers County 
Chamber of Commerce President 
Macie Schubert

TOP RIGHT: Bayer Federal Credit 
Union’s Aleyda Alvarez, Louisia Cantu, 
Mayra Hernandez, Joseph Smith, 
Brenda Wray and Neva White

BOTTOM LEFT:  Keith Wiiliams of 
Executive Catering

BOTTOM RIGHT: Paul Dunlap and 
Stephanie Allen
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Meet Your RealtorMeet Your Realtor
Karla OpryshekKarla Opryshek

Broker/Associate Broker/Associate 
CRS, ABR, MRP, ASR, CRS, ABR, MRP, ASR, 

NHS, MCNENHS, MCNE
281-433-2281 | 4500 N. Main281-433-2281 | 4500 N. Main

kopryshek@cbunited.comkopryshek@cbunited.com

HOME FOR THE HOME FOR THE 
HOLIDAYSHOLIDAYS

Owned by a subsidiary of Realogy Brokerage Group LLC.

Mont Belvieu Christmas Parade

Photos by Chris Cody

Advertise your homes for sale here.     



 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Addressing the challenge of plastic waste – 
right here in Baytown
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