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Gov. Abbott optimistic in State of the State speech
PATRICK SVITEK
TEXAS TRIBUNE

 Gov. Greg Abbott on 
Monday unveiled a legis-
lative agenda centered on 
the state’s recovery from 
the coronavirus pandemic 
and a series of more 
politically charged issues 
such as police funding 
and “election integrity.”

  In his biennial State of 
the State speech, Abbott 
declared Texas is “brim-
ming with promise” as it 
seeks to turn the corner 
on the virus and return 
to economic dominance, 
despite the fact the state 
remains very much in the 
throes of the pandemic. 

 “Hard-working Texans 
are at the forefront of 
our agenda this legisla-
tive session as we build a 
healthier, safer, freer and 
more prosperous state,” 
Abbott said.

  Abbott designated 
five emergency items, or 
items that the Legislature 
can vote on within the 
first 60 day of the ses-
sion, which began Jan. 12. 
Those items were expand-
ing broadband internet 
access, punishing local 
governments that “defund 
the police” as he defines it, 
changing the bail system, 
ensuring what he de-
scribed as “election integ-
rity” and providing civil 
liability protections for 
businesses that were open 
during the pandemic.

 Abbott also asked 
lawmakers to pass laws 
that would strengthen 
civics education in Texas 
classrooms, part of a 
push by the governor to 
make sure that the many 
people moving to Texas 
are well-versed in what 
he believes has made the 
state successful. In other 
non-emergency items, 
Abbott said he wanted to 
further restrict abortion 
and make Texas a “Second 
Amendment sanctuary 
state” by keeping “any 
government office any-
where” from infringing on 
Texans’ gun rights.

 On issues stemming 
from the pandemic, 

Abbott called for legis-
lation to permanently 
expand telemedicine and 
to prevent “any govern-
ment entity from shutting 
down religious activities 
in Texas,” nodding to a 
debate early on in the 
pandemic over whether 
churches counted as es-
sential businesses.

Abbott said: “We also 
have a duty this session to 
keep Texas the freedom 
capital of America. 

“Whether you’re a new-
comer to our state or your 
family has been here for 
generations, we all unite 
around the ideals of free-
dom and personal liberty.

“But freedom is fragile.
“If left undefended, we 

risk losing our freedoms 
one by one. Freedom of 
Religion is enshrined in 
the First Amendment.

“And yet, some gov-
ernment officials across 
the country shut down 
churches during the pan-
demic.”

“Even in Texas, some 
local officials tried closing 
churches.”

“That is wrong.
“We must ensure that 

freedom to worship is 
forever safeguarded.

 “I want a law this ses-
sion that prevents any 
government entity from 
shutting down religious 
activities in Texas.”

And Abbott briefly 
touched on the debate 
among some in his own 
party over how aggres-
sively he has wielded his 
executive powers to re-
spond to the coronavirus.

 “I will continue work-
ing with the Legislature 
to find ways to navigate 
a pandemic while also 
allowing businesses to re-
main open,” Abbott said.

Abbott gave the prime-
time televised address 
from Visionary Fiber 
Technologies in Lockhart, 
eschewing the traditional 
setting of a joint legisla-
tive session inside the 
House chamber as law-
makers continue to worry 
about gathering en masse 
during the pandemic.

 Democrats pushed 
back on Abbott’s speech 
by accusing him of giving 
an overly rosy view of 
the state’s coronavirus 
response. Calling Abbott 
the “worst Governor in 
modern Texas history,” 
the state Democratic 
Party chairman, Gilberto 
Hinojosa, said in a state-
ment that Abbott “buries 
his head in the sand and 
pretends like nothing is 
happening.”

While the state’s coro-
navirus cases, hospital-
izations and deaths are 
decreasing after record 
highs in January, they still 
remain very high rela-
tive to other points in the 
pandemic.

This will be Abbott’s last 
session before he is up for 
reelection in 2022, and he 
alluded to one potential 
Democratic challenger 
for a third term: Beto 
O’Rourke, the former El 
Paso congressman. Ab-
bott said gun rights are 
“under attack” and noted 
politicians have said, 
“Heck yes, the govern-
ment is coming to get your 
guns” — a paraphrase of 
O’Rourke’s 2019 state-
ment embracing a manda-
tory buyback program for 
assault weapons.

 The session is also 
coming at the start of a 
new Democratic presi-
dential administration in 
Washington, D.C. While 
Abbott and other top 
Texas Republicans have 
made clear they plan 
to vigorously challenge 
President Joe Biden’s poli-
cies, the governor made 
only one allusion to Biden 
in his speech, saying that 
“because of the federal 
government’s open border 
policies, Texas must 
fortify its efforts to secure 
our border.”

 When it came to legisla-
tive priorities, Abbott was 
noticeably light on details 
in some cases. On election 
security, Abbott did not 
say what he was look-
ing for beyond instilling 
“trust and confidence in 
the outcome of our elec-

tions.” Texas already has 
some of the most restric-
tive voting laws in the 
country, though the state’s 
Republicans are newly 
focused on the issue after 
fighting efforts by Demo-
crats to make it easier to 
vote ahead of the Novem-
ber election due to the 
pandemic.

Abbott’s prioritization 
of election security comes 
three months following a 
November election after 
which top Texas Republi-
cans, including U.S. Sen. 
Ted Cruz and Attorney 
General Ken Paxton, 
played central roles in 
fueling former President 
Donald Trump’s base-
less claims of widespread 
fraud. Those conspiracies 
led to a violent siege on 
the U.S. Capitol the day 
Congress met to certify 
the results last month. 
Abbott was among the 
Republicans who did not 
immediately recognize 
Biden’s victory after major 
news outlets declared him 
the winner, and he was 
later supportive of Pax-
ton’s unsuccessful lawsuit 
challenging the results in 
four battleground states.

 Abbott did not mention 
any particular proposal 
to penalize local govern-
ments that cut police 
funding, though he has 
previously pitched ideas 
like freezing property tax 
revenues for cities that do 
so. Abbott has focused al-
most all of his ire on Aus-
tin, whose City Council 
voted last year to cut its 
police department budget 
and redirect some of the 
money to social services. 
Austin officials did so 
after the death of George 
Floyd, a Black man, re-
energized a movement 
against police brutality 
against Black Americans. 
It also followed Austin 

officers’ fatal shooting of 
Mike Ramos, an unarmed 
Black and Latino man.

 In Texas Democrats’ 
video response to Abbott’s 
speech, Candice Mat-
thews of the Texas Coali-
tion of Black Democrats 
said lawmakers instead 
need to address inequi-
ties in law enforcement’s 
treatment of communities 
of color.

   “Our communities 
should not have to live 
with trauma and fear of 
wondering if they, or their 
families or their neigh-
bors will be the next to 
die from police brutal-
ity,” Matthews said in the 
video. “We demand that 
every single racist policy 
be uprooted.”

 Shortly after railing 
against the “defund the 
police” movement in his 
speech, Abbott said the 
state still “cannot ignore 
the need to improve polic-
ing” and called for better 
“tools and training” for 
cops. But he did not make 
reforming police behav-
ior or accountability an 
emergency item like he 
did with police funding.

 “We need real help from 
the state, not more politics 
or finger-wagging,” Austin 
Mayor Steve Adler said in 
response. “State interfer-
ence with local govern-
ment is not the answer.”

  While Abbott did not 
go too in-depth on some 
topics, he prescribed a 
specific piece of legislation 
when it came to chang-
ing the bail system: the 
Damon Allen Act. The 
proposal, which Abbott 
unsuccessfully pushed 
last session, is named 
after a slain state trooper. 
The suspect in Allen’s 
death was out on bond. 
Bail reform efforts often 
aim to stop cash bail 
practices that hold people 

in jail before they are con-
victed solely because they 
are poor, but Abbott said 
last week his bill would 
focus instead on keeping 
“dangerous criminals off 
the streets.”

 On abortion — another 
area where Texas already 
has some of the toughest 
laws in the country — 
Abbott specified that he 
wanted to “make explicit 
what should be obvious: 
No unborn child should 
be targeted for abortion 
on the basis on race, sex 
or disability.” Similar 
legislation filed last ses-
sion would have barred 
later-term abortions even 
in the case of severe fetal 
abnormalities, which crit-
ics refer to as “discrimina-
tory abortions.”

“The most precious 
freedom of all is life itself. 
Our creator endowed us 
with the right to life. And 
yet, millions of children 
lose their lives every year 
before they are even born.

“Estimates show more 
than 40 million babies 
lost their lives to abortion 
in 2020. That’s shocking. 
It’s horrifying. It must 
end.

“I have signed eleven 
laws that protect innocent 
lives, but more must be 
done.

“This session, we need a 
law that ensures that the 
life of every child will be 
spared from the ravages 
of abortion.

“We should also make 
explicit what should be 
obvious: no unborn child 
should be targeted for 
abortion on the basis on 
race, sex, or disability.”

 In between the red 
meat, Abbott continued 
to paint an optimistic 
view of the state’s slow 
and staggered economic 
recovery from CO-
VID-19.

Texas legislature keys up for 
transgender in sports debate

Texas lawmakers have filed legisla-
tion that would ban males who identify 
as female, and who attend public K-12 
schools, colleges and universities from 
playing on single-sex sports teams desig-
nated for girls and women.

A Senate bill, filed by Sen. Charles Perry, 
R-Lubbock. who represents Wilbarger 
County, would prevent transgender males 
in traditional public schools and charters 
from playing on a girls sports team. The bill 
defines “biological sex” as the one assigned 
at the student’s birth and “correctly stated 
on the student’s official birth certificate.”

Perry said transgenders  could have an 
unfair advantage in strength and ability. 
“This is purely 100% devoted to the pres-
ervation of Title IX and allowing women 
to compete against women in their peer 
groups in that biological category, so they 
know they can have an equal and fight-
ing chance based on ability and not over 
some political narrative of the day that 
undermines fairness,” he said.

 One bill filed by Rep. Valoree Swanson, 
R-Spring, is similar to others filed across 
the country that are characterized by con-
servative advocates as trying to maintain 
fairness in women’s sports. Idaho passed a 
law last year called the “Fairness in Wom-
en’s Sports Act.” In Montana, a similar 
bill, called the “Save Women’s Sports Act,” 
advanced to the state Senate last week.

According to a tally from the American 
Civil Liberties Union, nine other states 
have similar bills moving through the 
legislative process this year, including 
Mississippi, Connecticut and Tennessee. 
According to Equality Texas, more states 
are also filing bills this year that would 
apply these policies to colleges as well.

 The University Interscholastic League 
of Texas, which governs high school 
athletics and extracurricular activities, 
relies on students’ birth certificates to 
determine whether they participate in 
men’s or women’s athletics. Notably, the 
UIL will recognize changes made to birth 
certificates to alter their gender marker.

 Texas universities follow National 

College Athletic Association rules for di-
vision athletics, and some apply similar 
policies to intramural sports. Texas A&M 
University and the University of Houston 
allow students to play on the intramural 
team of the gender they identify.

  In previous sessions, Texas Republi-
cans, like those in other states, unsuc-
cessfully pursued so-called “bathroom 
bills” that would prevent transgender 
people from using the bathroom that 
matched their gender identity.     

Republican lawmakers also filed a bill 
that would make it a crime for doctors 
and mental health providers to provide 
care to children that affirms their gender 
identity or prescribe a treatment known 
as puberty blockers, characterizing these 
actions as “abuse.” Puberty blockers are 
reversible drugs often used by a trans-
gender child who wants to delay puberty, 
including changes such as starting a 
period or deepening voice. The bill would 
also prohibit gender-confirming surger-
ies and hormone therapies.

Advocates said lawmakers in at least 
five states have filed the bill restricting 
medical access for trans youth in tandem 
with the sports bill.

Swanson’s bill allows for co-ed intramu-
ral and interscholastic sports to continue 
at colleges and universities, but said a 
“biologically male student” cannot play on 
a team for “biologically female students.” 

Swanson daid in a statement that the 
bill is intended to protect women’s rights 
under Title IX, the federal civil rights law 
prohibiting sex-based discrimination.

“This bill is a common sense measure that 
is sadly necessary in a world where male ath-
letes are robbing women of both champion-
ship trophies and educational opportunities,” 
Swanson said in a statement Thursday. Her 
staff did not respond to questions.

It would also allow students to take legal 
action against a school or the UIL if they 
felt they were deprived an opportunity to 
play on a sports team due to violations of 
this bill, or if they’re retaliated against for 
reporting a school for violations.


