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Dear Friends:

The Pulitzer Prize-winning writer, 
Katherine Anne Porter, whose child-
hood home is in Hays County, wrote that 
we can overcome society’s challenges, if 
only all of us who want a change for the 
better just get up and work for it, all the 
time, with as much knowledge and intel-
ligence as we can muster.

Porter’s stirring words reflect my 
purpose in the Texas Senate: I work ev-
ery day to bring about a better future 
for our children, our families, our com-
munities and our great state.

These communities are home to 
more than 800,000 constituents living 
in 18 counties, namely, Bee, Caldwell, 
Duval, Jim Hogg, Karnes, La 
Salle, Live Oak, McMullen, 
San Patricio, Starr, Webb, Wil-
son and Zapata; and parts of 
Atascosa, Bexar, Guadalupe, 
Hays and Travis.

Our district is notable not 
only for its size—it stretches 
from the Rio Grande to the 
Colorado River—but also for its diversity: It includes 
small towns and big cities; farms and ranches; and ports 
that transport goods by air, land and sea.

Many miles separate our communities, but we are 
linked by our shared priorities. These include affordable, 
high-quality educational opportunities; jobs and a strong 
economy; public safety; transportation; conservation of 
our natural resources; a fair justice system; and health and 
human services, especially for the very young, the very 
old and persons with disabilities.

Because of my Senate committee assignments, I am 
singularly positioned to make a positive impact on these 
issues for the families of our district. I serve as Vice Chair 
of the Agriculture, Water & Rural Affairs Committee and 
on the Natural Resources and Economic Development, 

State Affairs and Health and Human 
Services committees. What’s more, I 
am delighted to serve as Senate Chair 
of the Eagle Ford Shale Legislative 
Caucus and as a member of the Texas 
Judicial Council. Count on me to con-
tinue to cast every vote by balancing the 
needs and priorities of our district with 
those of our great State. 

Katherine Anne Porter also wrote, 
the habit which distinguishes civilized 
people from others is that of discus-
sion, exchange of opinion and ideas, 
the ability to differ without quarrelling, 
to say what you have to say civilly and 
then to listen civilly to another speaker.

Civility, communication, collabora-
tion and preparation are the cor-

nerstones of effective public 
service. To prompt meaningful 
discussion of key issues, this 
annual newsletter is not only a 
progress report, but also a call 
for action and a challenge to 
work together constructively.

Your feedback remains cru-
cial to our success, especially 

because some of my best legislation was suggested by 
constituents. We will continue to maintain our open door 
policy and respond to every letter, email and telephone call.

My prayer is that the Lord will continue to inspire us 
to work for a better future and to bless us with grace and 
good will, family and friendship, and health and happiness.  
Together we can continue to make a difference for the 
families of our district and of our state.

Civility, communication, 
collaboration and preparation are the 

cornerstones of effective public service.

– Senator Judith Zaffirini
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PROMOTING ORGAN DONATION is the 
goal of Guadalupe County’s Friends for Life-
Seguin and Senator Judith Zaffirini, who 
sponsored and passed the bill creating Texas’ 
organ donation registry as well as four other 
bills enhancing it. She is shown with organ 
donors and recipients and their families.

SENATOR JUDITH ZAFFIRINI is a champion for the needs and priorities of constituents in every Senate District 21 county. She is shown in 
photograph 1. with Texas Farm Bureau leaders (L-R) Raymond and Anna Ruth Meyer of Atascosa County and Ervin Kotzur, Milton Lowak, 
Margie Boening and Russell Boening of Wilson County; and 2. with Ciri Villarreal, the mayor of Mathis in San Patricio County.

Advocacy for issues related to 
children and persons with disabilities 
is Senator Judith Zaffirini’s lifelong 
mission. As a 5-year-old first grader 
concerned about schoolmates stricken 
by polio, she collected dimes and sold 
salted peanuts to raise money for the 
March of Dimes. As a 15-year-old 
high school junior and president of 
the Laredo All-City Student Council, 
she raised money for children with 
intellectual disabilities, and at 22 
she served on the Board of the Texas 
Mental Health Association.

As a first-term senator in 1989, 
she passed Senate Bill 1527, creat-
ing a state office that would focus on 
gathering data, raising awareness and 
educating the public about the pre-
vention of developmental disabilities.

Since its inception, the Texas Of-
fice for Prevention of Developmen-
tal Disabilities (TOPDD) has helped 
establish Texas as a national leader 
in preventing child injuries and fetal 
alcohol spectrum disorders that cause 
developmental disabilities, and its re-
search and programming have been 
recognized as outstanding models.

In recent years the program has 
expanded its reach substantially, 
increasing the number of persons 
trained from 300 per year in 2012 to 
approximately 600 per year in 2016.

“The programs and training pro-
vided by TOPDD not only are protect-
ing children from serious disabilities 

TOPDD Strives to Prevent Developmental Disabilities
and health issues, but also are saving 
lives,” Senator Zaffirini said. “Unin-
tentional injuries are among the leading 
causes of death for Texas children.” 

To support and expand on TOP-
DD’s efforts, as a member of the 
Senate Health and Human Services 
Committee, Senator Zaffirini has pri-
oritized authoring and passing legis-
lation that promotes child safety and 
the prevention of developmental dis-
abilities. Since 1987 she’s sponsored 
and passed 124 bills related to child 
safety and welfare, including bills re-
lated to child safety seats, immuniza-
tions and teams that review and im-
prove the response to child fatalities. 

Her priorities include passing 
legislation and securing funds to save 
lives and prevent developmental dis-
abilities. In 2015 she received the 

J.C. Montgomery Child Safety Award 
from TOPDD and Scottish Rite Hos-
pital for her decades of leadership for 
Texas children, including in the arenas 
of child safety, juvenile justice, chil-
dren’s mental health, infant health and 
services for children with disabilities.

She served on TOPDD’s board 
from 1989 through 1994 and also 
passed bills establishing commit-
tee members’ training requirements, 
standards of conduct and staggered 
six-year terms. In 2015 she preserved 
the office by amending legislation 
that would have terminated it.

“Collectively, we have made sig-
nificant progress in raising awareness 
and developing strategies to address 
preventable disabilities in Texas, but 
there’s much more to do,” Senator 
Zaffirini said. “In 2015 some claimed 
TOPDD was no longer needed, but we 
continued it, just as we must prevail 
in further improving child safety.”

Senator Zaffirini encourages her 
constituents to participate in TOP-
DD’s volunteer programs that focus 
on preventing child injuries, preclud-
ing fetal alcohol spectrum disorders 
and improving outcomes for children 
who have a co-occurring intellectual 
or developmental disability and a 
mental health condition.

“Volunteers are an integral part of 
TOPDD, and anyone with a passion 
for protecting children can make a 
difference,” Senator Zaffirini said.  
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The evidence keeps build-
ing that a high-quality education 
system is essential to Texas’ fu-
ture prosperity. A recent study 
by Georgetown University found 
that by 2020, 65 percent of all 
jobs in the economy will require 
education beyond high school. 
Accordingly, Senator Judith Zaf-
firini continues to advocate for 
expanded educational opportu-
nities for all persons of all ages 
and at all levels.

“Access to a high-quality education 
is a right, not a privilege,” she said. “Be-
cause each segment of the educational 
pipeline is critical, Texas should invest 
significantly in early childhood, public 
and higher education.”

After severe cuts in 2011 and mini-
mal increases in 2013, during the 2015 
legislative session Governor Greg Ab-
bott prioritized legislation to secure more 
funding for early childhood education 
and asked Senator Zaffirini to sponsor his 
bill. She authored Senate Bill (SB) 801, 
which ultimately passed as House Bill 4, 
providing an additional $118 million in 
grants for high-quality pre-K programs in 
the 2016-17 biennium.

Of that funding, more than $8.3 
million was awarded to enhance pre-K 
programs at 31 public school districts 
in 13 Senate District (SD) 21 counties, 
namely, Bee, Bexar, Duval, Guadalupe, 
Hays, Karnes, La Salle, San Patricio, 
Starr, Travis, Webb, Wilson and Zapata. 
An additional $540,324 was awarded to 
three open-enrollment charter schools 
that operate in Senator Zaffirini’s district.

Research consistently has shown 
that full-day programs have far more 
lasting positive effects on children 
than half-day programs. What’s 
more, every dollar invested in ear-
ly childhood development yields at 
least a $3.50 return on investment, 
and that is among the most conserva-
tive estimates.

“I hope some schools that cur-
rently do not offer full-day pre-K pro-
grams will prioritize expanding their 
existing programs to full-day, espe-

cially if they receive enough funding 
to do so,” Senator Zaffirini said.

Overall in 2015, Texas lawmakers in-
cluded $41.2 billion for K-12 education in 
the state’s 2016-17 budget, a $1.5 billion 
increase from the previous biennium.

In 2016 the Texas Supreme Court 
ruled that the state’s school finance sys-
tem is deeply flawed and needs “trans-
formational, top-to-bottom reform,” 
but that it meets the very minimum 
constitutional requirements. The court 
called school finance “an urgent chal-
lenge” for the legislature to address.

“The Supreme Court’s ruling is a 
call to action to improve our school fi-
nance system,” Senator Zaffirini said. 
“Funding education equitably and ap-
propriately is critical not only for our 

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES for all is 
Senator Judith Zaffirini’s goal. She is shown in 
photograph 1. greeting sisters Anahi and Daniela 
Lopez at Bowie Elementary School in Hays 
County; and 2. receiving an appreciation award 
from Lydia Lopez of the Starr County Retired 
School Employees Association.

children’s future, but also for the 
future of our state.”

In the higher education arena, 
lawmakers increased funding by 
7.5 percent in the 2016-17 budget 
to account for enrollment growth, 
for a total of $19.9 billion.  They 
also authorized $3.1 billion in 
tuition revenue bonds for 64 
higher education construction 
projects and added $40 million 
to a new Governor’s University 
Research Fund to attract top 

researchers and promote high-quality 
research.

SD 21 offers a variety of postsec-
ondary educational and workforce train-
ing opportunities that open doors and 
inspire students with a lifelong love of 
learning. These include four-year uni-
versities such as Texas A&M Interna-
tional University, Texas State Univer-
sity, and The University of Texas-Rio 
Grande Valley; Austin, Coastal Bend, 
Laredo and South Texas community col-
leges; and the Laredo Regional Campus 
of The University of Texas Health Sci-
ence Center-San Antonio.

Count on me to continue to cham-
pion these and all Texas institutions of 
higher education in the Senate,” said 
Senator Zaffirini.

Zaffirini: Quality Education Key to Texas’ Future

BEE COUNTY STUDENTS listen to Senator Judith 
Zaffirini speak about the importance of higher education. 

1
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Senator Judith Zaffirini Champions Wise Stewardship of Texas’ Air, Land, Water

ZAPATA COUNTY LEADER Ricardo Ramirez, president of International Bank 
of Commerce-Zapata, discusses local priorities with Senator Judith Zaffirini.

RETIRED STATE EMPLOYEE Doris Boeker of Cotulla talks with Senator Judith 
Zaffirini at a ceremony celebrating the restoration of the La Salle County Courthouse.  

The Book of Genesis describes how God took 
man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work 
it and take care of it. These lines of scripture in-
spire Senator Judith Zaffirini’s work to promote 
good stewardship of our air, land and water as Vice 
Chair of the Senate Agriculture, Water and Rural 
Affairs Committee and a member of the Senate 
Natural Resources and Economic Development 
Committee. Carrying an environmental agenda in 
each of the 15 legislative sessions in which she has 
served in the Texas Senate, she has filed a total of 
99 environmental bills and passed 50. 

“Count on me to continue to champion legisla-
tion and funding that protect our natural resources 
for future generations,” she said. 

Keeping Cities Healthy, Clean, Beautiful
Senator Zaffirini believes that local commu-

nities should be able to make their own decisions 
about how to keep their streets and waterways safe, 
clean, healthy and beautiful.

“These are among the most basic functions of 
local government,” Senator Zaffirini said. “Local 
governments are closest to the people and are best 
equipped to make decisions about local ordinances.” 

Preventing litter generated from discarded 
plastic bags was the goal of Laredo’s bag reduction 
ordinance, which was passed in 2014. The city had 
been facing a deluge of plastic bags—more than 
120 million were consumed annually—many of 
which were clogging the city’s creeks and storm 
drains and polluting its only source of drinking 
water, the Rio Grande. 

Like Austin’s ordinance before it, the Laredo or-
dinance is facing a lawsuit. When a group of North 
Texas legislators intervened opposing self-determi-
nation for Laredo, Senator Zaffirini filed her own 
amicus brief in support of her hometown’s ability to 
protect its rivers, drinking water and environment.

“People who are not 
from Senate District 21 
should not dictate how 
our communities ad-
dress local issues,” Sen-
ator Zaffirini said. “The 
City of Laredo was on 
firm legal standing when 
it passed the ordinance, 
which I hope ultimately 
will be upheld.” 

Preserving the River
The San Marcos River 

is an ecological treasure 
and a magnet for recre-
ational users and tubers, 
more than 80,000 of whom 
visit each year. 

Due to a lack of 
enforcement, however, 
some parts of the river 
attract minors who drink illegally and river-goers 
who engage in reckless and unlawful behaviors. 
As a result there are frequent alcohol-related in-
cidents on the river, ranging from minor to cata-
strophic in nature. 

In 2014, for example, a 19-year-old drowned 
after a day of tubing and drinking alcohol with 
friends, and in 2016 a 21-year-old woman was 
charged with intoxication manslaughter after al-
legedly drinking while floating on the river and 
being involved in a car crash that killed a man and 
injured his pregnant wife, causing her to lose their 
unborn child.

What’s more, landowners along the river face 
problems with excessive littering, public intoxica-
tion, assaults, trespassing, noise and traffic.

A bill authored by Senator Zaffirini in 2013 
and again in 2015 would have 
authorized local voters to cre-
ate a recreation district along 
the portion of the San Marcos 
River where many of the prob-
lems occur. 

The bill was passed twice 
by the Senate, but died in the 
House of Representatives both 
times. The senator is expected 
to file it again, and stakehold-
ers agreed to join a Texas Parks 
and Wildlife Department task 
force to identify ways to con-
trol illegal behavior, improve 
public safety, safeguard pri-
vate property rights and con-
serve environmental quality 
along the river. 

“Residents of Caldwell, Guadalupe and 
Hays counties do not want any more preventable 
tragedies to occur on the San Marcos River,” 
Senator Zaffirini said. “Protecting this precious 
natural resource would increase safe and lawful 
tourism to the area. All Texans have the right 
to enjoy the river, but they should do so safely, 
lawfully and without causing irreparable envi-
ronmental degradation.”

Protecting the Environment, Preventing Zika
The potential spread of the Zika virus in 

Texas is a major concern, and the Senate Health 
and Human Services Committee, of which Sena-
tor Zaffirini is a member, is reviewing the state’s 
response to the disease.

“Environmental and public health issues 
are interconnected,” Senator Zaffirini said. “Im-
properly handled scrap tires can not only cause 
pollution, but also serve as a breeding ground 
for mosquitoes that might carry diseases such as 
Zika, West Nile virus or dengue fever.”

In 2015 the Texas Commission on Environ-
mental Quality (TCEQ) found that more than 
one million discarded tires are lying in unau-
thorized piles in SD 21, including sites in Bex-
ar, Caldwell, Duval, Hays, Karnes, San Patricio, 
Travis and Wilson counties.

In 2015 Senator Zaffirini co-authored 
legislation by Senator José Rodríguez, D-El 
Paso, to stop illegal tire dumping and protect 
health and the environment from hazardous 
tire piles. The bill was passed by the Senate 
and by a House committee, but failed be-
cause the House of Representatives did not 
consider it. 

Local communi-
ties in SD 21 have 
enacted their own or-
dinances to combat 
illegal tire dumping, 
and in 2014 the TCEQ 
paid to remove thou-
sands of tires from an 
illegal dump in Bee 
County.

“These efforts are 
a step in the right di-
rection, but we need 
to do more,” Senator 
Zaffirini said. “The 
arrival of Zika in Tex-
as underscores the ur-
gent need for action to 
reduce scrap tires.” 

Addressing Landfills 
Proposed landfill 

projects in Caldwell, Guadalupe and Webb 
counties highlight not only the necessity of ad-
dressing environmental concerns, but also the 
importance of engaging and communicating 
with members of the community where large-
scale projects are planned.

“Landfills perform a critical function, but 
they require careful oversight during every 
stage of planning, construction and operation,” 
Senator Zaffirini said. “SD 21 residents care 
deeply about the potential impacts on health 
and safety, traffic and the integrity of our wa-
ter supply. If contamination were to occur at 
some landfills, it could not only pollute the 
drinking water supply, but also make water un-
safe for recreation, livestock 
and wildlife.”

Senator Zaffirini joined 
Senator Donna Campbell, 
R-New Braunfels, in oppos-
ing the Guadalupe County 
project because of concerns 
about the local watershed 
and widespread opposition 
from residents.

The senator also pre-
vailed upon the TCEQ to 
host public meetings for 
Caldwell and Webb county 
residents to ask questions 
and express concerns about 
the proposed landfills be-
fore the agency takes action 
regarding them.

“I believe controversial 
projects such as these should 

be in supportive communities that consider 
them economic development, not in areas in 
which they are opposed strongly,” she said. 

Preventing Aerial Spraying of Herbicides
In 2016 Senator Zaffirini received the 

Special Community Recognition Award from 
the Rio Grande International Study Center, a 
nonprofit environmental organization whose 
mission is to protect the Rio Grande through 
awareness, advocacy, research, education, stew-
ardship and bi-national collaboration.

The senator received the award for her ef-
forts to prevent the aerial spraying of herbicides 
along the river’s banks. 

“Controlling Carrizo cane along the Rio 
Grande is an important priority, especially be-
cause the proliferation of this invasive species 
along the river damages the environment, uses 
valuable water resources and raises border se-
curity concerns,” Senator Zaffirini said. “Many 
communities, however, believe that there are 
better solutions than the aerial spraying of toxic 
chemicals along the riverbanks.”

Starr, Webb and Zapata counties, along with 
several city councils in SD 21, have passed res-
olutions opposing the aerial spraying of herbi-
cides to control Carrizo cane.

“As a result of our action, the Texas State 
Soil and Water Conservation Board assured me 
they would not pursue the aerial spraying of 
herbicides in communities that oppose it,” said 
Senator Zaffirini, who co-authored 2015 legis-
lation calling for a state plan to control Carrizo 
cane. “Biological, mechanical, and cut-stem 
herbicide methods should be considered as pos-
sible safe, effective alternatives.”  

JIM HOGG COUNTY Judge Humberto Gonzalez, 
Department of Public Safety (DPS) official Paul Watkins 
and County Fair Royalty join Senator Judith Zaffirini to 
celebrate the grand opening of a new DPS office.

THE GAME WARDEN JAMES E. DAUGHTREY Memorial 
Highway, honoring a McMullen County lawman killed in 
the line of duty, was created by Senator Judith Zaffirini’s 
legislation. She is shown with Texas Game Wardens and 
Warden Daughtrey’s family at the highway’s dedication.
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Senator Zaffirini: It’s Time for Texas to Ban Texting While Driving
Texting while driving is a serious 

problem in Texas, which is why Sena-
tor Judith Zaffirini continues to pursue 
her quest to pass a statewide law ban-
ning the dangerous practice. 

Distracted driving is getting pro-
gressively worse in Texas, and in 2015 
it was a factor in more than 105,000 
crashes in our state, an increase of 
nearly five percent from 2014. These 
crashes were responsible for more than 
3,100 incapacitating injuries and 476 
deaths. All were needless and could 
have been prevented.

What’s more, in 2010 the nation-
wide economic cost resulting from 
crashes involving a distracted driver 
totaled $46 billion, and in 2013 they 
cost employers $8.2 billion.

Texting while driving increases the 
risk of a collision by at least eight times. 
According to the Texas Department 
of Transportation, driver distraction 
causes one in every five crashes in our 
state, and a recent study by the AAA 
Institute for Traffic Safety indicates 
that it causes nearly 60 percent of 
accidents in which teenagers are behind 
the wheel.

In Travis County 15-year-old Delia 
Ramirez was killed when an inattentive 
driver ran a red light and crashed into 
the vehicle she was riding in, and in 
Webb County, texting is suspected as a 
factor in a deadly wreck that killed two 
young women out jogging.

“Something as small as a text mes-
sage has snuffed out lives and caused 
immense pain and heartache for fami-

lies,” Senator Zaffirini said. “A state-
wide ban on texting while driving 
could make a real difference in reduc-
ing the number of deaths and injuries 
on our roadways.”

Such bans have been imple-
mented in 46 states, and research-
ers at Texas A&M University found 
that the number of car crash hospi-
talizations declined in states that in-
stituted strict laws prohibiting tex-
ting while driving.

LIVE OAK COUNTY leaders meet with 
Senator Judith Zaffirini at the Texas Capitol. 
They include (clockwise from top left) 
Jamye Royal, Commissioner Donna Mills, 
Commissioner Richard Lee, Glynis Holm 
Strause and Brooklynn Soliz.

1 2 3

Senator Zaffirini has championed 
the issue in Texas for four legislative 
sessions, authoring legislation in 2009, 
2011, 2013 and 2015. It gained support 
each session, and in 2015 a bipartisan 
bill by Rep. Tom Craddick, R-Midland, 
and Senator Zaffirini was passed over-
whelmingly by the House of Repre-
sentatives and by a Senate committee 
before coming up one vote short of pas-
sage by the Senate. 

More than 80 Texas cities have 
passed their own bans on texting while 
driving, resulting in conflicting laws 
that confuse drivers.

Nevertheless, until a statewide ban 
is passed, Senator Zaffirini urges SD 21 
residents to ask their hometown city 
councils to pass local regulations. 

“For a law to be effective, drivers 
also will have to change their behavior,” 
she said. “To reduce the risk of a crash, 
for example, you can put your phone in 
silent mode until you reach your des-
tination or put it in a place where you 
can’t see it and won’t be tempted to 
reach for it.”

If they are traveling with a passenger, 
drivers can select a “designated texter.” 
What’s more, there are many download-
able smartphone apps such as Live2Text 
and AT&T’s DriveMode that can help 
prevent texting-while-driving.

“Perhaps most important, the next 
time you see friends or family members 
start to send a text while driving, remind 
them that it can wait,” Senator Zaffirini 
said. “Their lives—and yours—could 
depend on it.”

INTERACTING WITH CONSTITUENTS is not only enjoyable, but also critical to Senator Judith Zaffirini’s effectiveness in the Texas Senate. She 
is shown in photograph 1. helping Leon and Ginger Matula of Karnes County celebrate their 25th wedding anniversary; 2. visiting with Bexar County 
postal worker Homer Hernandez and his wife, Alma; and 3. discussing local issues with Dr. Belia Blanton of Duval County.
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Capitol Office
P.O. Box 12068

Austin, Texas 78711
512/463-0121
800/851-1568

Telefax: 512/475-3738
Dial 711 for relay calls

How to Contact Senator Judith Zaffirini

Southern District Office
1407 Washington St.

P.O. Box 627
Laredo, Texas 78042-0627

956/722-2293
Telefax: 956/722-8586

judith.zaffirini@senate.texas.gov

Texas Judicial Council Enhances Access to Justice

THE BEST IDEAS for Senator Judith Zaffirini’s 
legislation often come from constituents and local 
leaders. She is shown (above) with Austin City 
Council Member Sabino “Pio” Renteria; and 
(below) with Myrtle Moore of Caldwell County.

Senator Judith Zaffirini’s strong 
belief in a fair, impartial justice system 
inspires her work as a member of the 
Texas Judicial Council (TJC), a posi-
tion to which she was appointed by Lt. 
Gov. Dan Patrick.

TJC, the policy-making body for 
the state judiciary, has led reform efforts 
in areas such as truancy, guardianship, 
specialty courts, indigent defense and 
court technology.

“All residents of our state and district 
deserve equal treatment under the law,” 
Senator Zaffirini said. “Accordingly, it is 
my priority to advocate for changes that 
enhance access to justice for everyone.”

Texas Supreme Court Chief Justice 
Nathan Hecht, who chairs TJC, also 
appointed Senator Zaffirini to three 
TJC committees: Elders, Court Secu-
rity and Mental Health.

Because the population of Texans 
65 years of age or greater is estimated 
to more than double by 2040, many of 
whom will need assistance with daily af-
fairs, the Elders Committee is focused on 
improving Texas’ guardianship system.

The issue continues to be a key pri-
ority for Senator Zaffirini, who in 2015  
passed 10 bills improving guardianship 
and court appointments. 

“Count on me to continue to author 
legislation that ensures the system not 

only is fair and efficient, but also protects 
vulnerable Texans while helping them 
live with the greatest possible degree of 
independence,” she said. 

An assassination attempt that se-
riously wounded Travis County Dis-
trict Judge Julie Kocurek in 2015 led 
to TJC’s recent focus on court secu-
rity. Accordingly, the Court Security 
Committee is assessing security at 
courthouses and identifying policies 
to ensure they remain safe, welcom-
ing places for Texans administering or 
seeking justice.

“Deficiencies in court security 
threaten the integrity of our justice sys-
tem,” Senator Zaffirini said.

A longtime champion for persons 
with mental illnesses, the senator has 
passed 30 related bills and is working 
on TJC’s Mental Health Committee to 
enhance the administration of justice 
for this population.

In 2015 she authored and passed leg-
islation preventing the use of harmful re-
straints on persons with mental illnesses 
under emergency detention and facilitat-
ing their transfer to treatment facilities. 

Whether during the legislative ses-
sion or the interim, Senator Judith Zaf-
firini continuously seeks suggestions for 
legislation that addresses the needs and 
priorities of Senate District (SD) 21 fami-
lies. Accordingly, the residents of SD 21 
often are among the best sources of ideas.

“I welcome suggestions for bills that 
would improve quality of life in our com-
munities and throughout our great state,” 
Senator Zaffirini said. “No issue is too 
big or too small, and every issue is im-
portant to someone.”

Because the legislative filing deadline 
occurs on the 60th day of every biennial 
session, the senator urges those with ideas 
to submit them as soon as possible so they 
can be vetted and drafted into bills timely.

“Good ideas can come from anyone 
or anywhere, and we would love to hear 
yours, even if it isn’t fully developed yet,” 
Senator Zaffirini said. “My staff and I have 
experience crafting new laws and can as-
sist in transforming a good concept into a 
detailed proposal. Some of my best legis-
lation was suggested by constituents.”

For example, Morris Cowley, 
a retired volunteer firefighter from 
Atascosa County, was the source of 

Senator Zaffirini’s Senate Bill (SB) 
31 (2015), which permanently autho-
rizes volunteer firefighters to hold 10 
fundraisers a year, thereby allowing 
departments to raise more funds for 
equipment and training. 

In 2015 Live Oak County farmers 
Lonnie Stewart and Mark Katzfey rec-
ommended the senator’s SB 974, which 
would have eliminated an unnecessary 
tax penalty on rural landowners seeking 
to change the status of their land from ag-
ricultural to non-agricultural use. 

What’s more, three attorneys from 
SD 21—Manuel Flores, Victor Villar-
real and Eduardo Romero—submitted 
proposals to reform Texas’ system for 
court appointments of guardians and 
attorneys. Senator Zaffirini expanded 
these ideas into two bills she passed in 
2015, namely, SB 1369, requiring the 
reporting of court appointees’ compen-
sation; and SB 1876, requiring the rota-
tion of court appointments. 

To submit your own ideas or discuss 
problems that should be solved, use the 
contact information for Senator Zaffirini 
and her staff provided in the box at the 
bottom of this page. 

Senate District 21 Constituents 
Great Source of Legislative Ideas



Senator Judith Zaffirini a Tireless Advocate for Families

FAMILY IS THE BEDROCK that underlies Senator Judith 
Zaffirini’s commitment to public service, and what she wishes for 
her own beloved family is what she champions in the Texas Senate 
for all families in SD 21. Hers includes her husband, Carlos Sr.; their 
son, Carlos Jr.; and Carlos Jr.’s wife, Audrey.  
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A tireless advocate for Texas 
families, Senator Judith Zaffirini is 
the second-highest-ranking member 
of the Texas Senate and the highest-
ranking woman and Hispanic. Of the 
more than 900 honors she has received 
for her legislative, public service and 
professional work, more than 260 are 
in communication.

In 2016 she was named an Out-
standing Alumna of the Moody College 
of Communication and named to the 
Hall of Fame of The Daily Texan, the 
student newspaper at The University of 
Texas at Austin, where she earned B.S., 
M.A. and PhD degrees, each with a 3.9 

grade-point average. Her beloved alma 
mater also named her a Distinguished 
Alumna in 2003 and awarded her the 
Presidential Citation in 2013.

The owner of Zaffirini Communi-
cations, she also received 25 statewide 
and 5 national awards in 2016 from the 
Press Women of Texas (PWT) and the 
National Federation of Press Women. 
PWT also honored her with its 2016 
Sweepstakes Award. 

The Center for Health Care Services 
awarded Senator Zaffirini its Pinnacle of 
Achievement Award in 2015 for her ad-
vocacy for persons with mental, physi-
cal, intellectual and developmental dis-

abilities, and in 2016 Easterseals named 
her an Outstanding Advocate for her 
legislative leadership in improving the 
lives of persons with disabilities. 

Senator Zaffirini’s legendary work 
ethic is reflected in her having cast 
55,666 consecutive votes and main-
tained 100 percent perfect attendance 
in the Senate since 1987, except for 
breaking quorum deliberately in 2003 
to prevent an untimely redistricting 
that violated the Voting Rights Act.

The senator has been married to 
attorney Carlos Sr. for 51 years. Their 
son, Carlos Jr., an attorney and busi-
nessman, lives in Austin with his wife, 

Audrey.  Carlos Jr. endowed 
scholarships in his mother’s 
name at The University of 
Texas at Austin, Baylor Col-
lege of Medicine and Texas 
A&M International Univer-
sity. He also established the 
Carlos Sr. and Senator Judith 
Zaffirini Access to Justice 
Initiative, which pays for bar 
review courses and exams for 
low-income UT law school 
graduates who will represent 
low-income clients. 

The Beaumont Foundation 
endowed a scholarship honor-
ing the Zaffirinis at A&M In-
ternational, where the annual 

Senator Judith Zaffirini Medal 
is presented to faculty mem-
bers and students who excel 
in scholarship and leadership. 
Buildings bearing her name 
include a library at Laredo 
Community College, the stu-
dent success building at A&M 
International, an elementary 
school at United ISD in Lar-
edo and a drug treatment fa-
cility in Edinburg.

Senator Zaffirini is fea-
tured in 25 books and refer-
enced in 19. Her story is told 
in If Judy Pappas Can Do It, 
Anybody Can, her booklet for 
elementary school students.


