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Facing an economic crisis, the 
McFarland City Council voted to 
allow a private prison company to 
convert two state prisons into de-
tention centers for U.S. Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement at 
a virtual meeting Thursday.

In two 4-0 votes, with Council-
man Stephen McFarland recusing 
himself due to a conflict of inter-
est, the council voted to allow the 
immigrant detention centers.

The issue has generated fierce 
debate in the city.

Interim City Manager Larry 
Penell laid out the city’s position 
early in the meeting. He said the 
detention centers would generate 
$500,000 in mitigation fees and 
$50,000 in direct support to police 
and fire support. With the city in 
dire financial straits, he said Mc-
Farland could hardly afford to lose 
$36 million in local payroll and 
$500,000 in property taxes.

He urgently recommended the 
city adopt the proposition.

“Let’s allow these out-of-town 
protesters to return to their com-
munities while we accept to save 
ours,” he said, referring to the 
individuals and groups who have 
opposed the facilities.

The private prison company, 
GEO Group Inc., had submitted 
two proposals for permit changes 
for the Golden State Modified 
Community Correctional Facility 
and the Central Valley Modified 
Community Correctional Facil-
ity, which had been used by the 
California Department of Correc-
tion and Rehabilitation for state 
inmates.

GEO proposed to convert both 
700-bed facilities into annexes of 
the Mesa Verde ICE Processing 
Center in Bakersfield, which it also 
operates for ICE.

The McFarland Planning Com-
mission initially denied GEO’s 
proposals. After a large showing of 
protesters attended a meeting in 
February, a pair of tie votes by the 
commission doomed the effort.

However, GEO appealed the 
Planning Commission’s decision 
directly to the City Council, bring-

INSIDE TODAY
MORE ON THE CORONAVIRUS

 � A Kern County Public Health Ser-
vices official was peppered with 
questions Thursday about asser-
tions made by two local doctors 
the day before that COVID-19 
was no worse than influenza and 
stay-at-home orders should be 
lifted immediately. Page A3

 � The Mission at Kern County 
announced one of its emergency 
shelter guests tested positive for 
the novel coronavirus. Page A4

 � Congress delivered a nearly 
$500 billion infusion of corona-
virus spending Thursday, rushing 
new relief to employers and hos-
pitals buckling under the strain 
of a pandemic that has claimed 
almost 50,000 American lives 
and one in six U.S. jobs. Page B1
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Roger Hewson, 69, test drives one of his stock outboard racing boats on Lake Ming Thursday afternoon. Roger and his son 
Holland Hewson are from Huntington Beach and were in town to test their racing boats. Roger is a former national champion 
in the sport who has been racing since he was 11 years old. The pair are usually here in March for the start of racing season.

Racing on Lake Ming

BY JOHN COX
jcox@bakersfield.com

Tumbling oil prices may have 
cost Kern oilfields hundreds of 
jobs in recent months, but if 
there’s a bright side, it’s the con-
tinuing decline in gasoline prices.

If only there were somewhere 
fun to travel during the lockdown, 
right?

The AAA reported Thursday that 
Bakersfield’s average was $2.648 
per gallon, a decline of 9.4 cents 
from a week earlier and 62.4 cents 
down from a month ago.

There’s a good chance local 
gas prices have another nickel or 
dime per gallon to fall, auto club 
spokeswoman Jeanette Casselano 
said. But the pace of the decline 
will slow, she added, meaning 
prices will drop only very gradu-
ally during the next few weeks.

“You’re going to continue to see 
gas prices decrease, but I would 
say … we’re not going to see an-
other 25-cent drop,” Casselano 
said.

Shopping around couldn’t hurt. 
Gasbuddy.com, a consumer web-

site listing consumer-reported gas 
prices, stated Bakersfield’s cheap-
est gasoline, at $1.949 per gallon, 
was found Thursday at Central 
Cali Deli & Grocery, 801 E. Califor-
nia Ave.

The same price was posted at 
On The Go Food Store, 2501 River 
Blvd.

Observers say two main fac-
tors have contributed to low fuel 
prices: supply and demand for 
crude oil.

Local gas prices, down 62 cents over 
past month, may have further to fall
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Central Cali Deli & Grocery at East California Avenue and South King 
Street was selling regular unleaded Thursday for $1.949 per gallon. 

BY EMA SASIC
esasic@bakersfield.com

When Jeremy Adams began 
his teaching career at Bakersfield 
High School in the late 1990s, he 
thought students were ready and 
willing to learn at all times.

He quickly learned that isn’t 
always the case.

Through his 
22-year career as 
a history, govern-
ment and econom-
ics teacher, rather 
than just providing 
students with new 
subject material 
on a daily basis, he 
learned of another 
important task 
educators have: 
making sure their 
students feel safe 
and supported.

“Students have 
to feel supported and know that 
you’re on their side if they’re go-
ing to learn from you,” he said. 
“I had teachers who would say ‘I 
don’t care why you’re tardy, get it 
together.’ Now you have to un-
derstand some of these kids don’t 

have transportation or they’re 
taking care of a younger sibling.”

The constant changing and 
challenging world of education 
and importance of relationships 
make up the core of Adams’ 
newest book, “Riding the Wave: 
Teacher Strategies for Navigat-

ing Change and 
Strengthening Key 
Relationships.”

Every few years, 
teachers are given 
a bigger plate and 
have to learn to 
juggle new tech-
nology or teaching 
strategies, Adams 
explained. Some-
times it can be sink 
or swim.

“You stand at 
the water’s edge 
and you see waves 
coming, and you 

don’t know how big they’re going 
to be,” he said. “Either you’re 
going to be destroyed by them or 
ride the waves and improve your 
skill set and flourish.”

One way to navigate those 
tides, he writes, is based on the 

relationships teachers build with 
themselves, colleagues, students, 
administrators and the commu-
nity. His book outlines different 
strategies for strengthening those 
relationships, which can lead to 
thriving in the classroom.

As luck would have it, his book 
was released during the coro-
navirus pandemic, as teachers 
locally and across the country are 
taking the plunge with distance 
learning — a true example of 

the constant cycles of change 
and reform within education. 
But it seems to have come at an 
important time when teachers 
are finding new ways to maintain 
their relationships with students.

Building up a strong rapport 
with her students is the goal at 
the start of every school year, said 
Wajeha Chaudhry, a third grade 
teacher at Loudon Elementary. 

As teachers grapple with distance learning, 
relationships with students remain priority
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Loudon Elementary School third grade teacher Wajeha Chaudhry 
posts daily videos for her students.
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Barrel prices, which AAA says 
account for 60 percent of gasoline 
prices, have plummeted since late 
February.

Local benchmark Midway-Sun-
set was trading Thursday at a little 
less than $20 per barrel, which 
was less than half what it sold for 
in early March.

The decline was caused by a 

price war that broke out in late 
February between Russia and 
Saudi Arabia. At the same time, 
global demand for energy is down 
because of lockdown orders is-
sued around the world because of 
the coronavirus pandemic.

How long pump prices stay 
down may depend on how soon 
the world economy gets back to 
running at full speed again.

Casselano said not to expect 
prices to shoot back up in the near 
term. It will take time before travel 

and other activities return to nor-
mal levels, and until they do, she 
said, prices will remain relatively 
low.

The California Energy Commis-
sion reported that gas prices in 
the state have declined for eight 
consecutive weeks.

Its website said Thursday the 
state’s average price for a gallon 
of regular unleaded was $2.751, 
which was 88.8 cents more expen-
sive than the national average.

There are several reasons for the 

disparity between California gas 
prices and those available around 
the country, the commission says.

California taxes fuel at a higher 
rate than other states, it reports, 
and it costs more money to pro-
duce gasoline here than elsewhere 
in the United States.

Environmental program costs 
and California’s extended use of 
summer-blend gas also add to the 
state’s relatively high prices, ac-
cording to the commission.

Also, California’s geographical 

isolation from other oil-producing 
states — there are no oil pipelines 
crossing The Rockies — make the 
state less responsive to price de-
clines elsewhere.

Plus, the commission notes that 
consumers essentially pay more 
to cover the cost of bringing in oil 
from overseas, where roughly two-
thirds of California’s oil supply 
originates.

Follow John Cox on Twitter: @
TheThirdGraf

GAS PRICES
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She and her students establish 
classroom rules together and hold 
morning meetings almost daily.

During those morning meet-
ings, “They would share some-
thing happy, something new. 
Many times students would share 
something not happy like an ani-
mal passing away or a sick family 
member,” Chaudhry said. “They 
all supported one another ... and 
felt comfortable.”

To maintain that routine and 
those tight-knit relationships, she 
uploads a daily morning meeting 
on her YouTube channel, Ms. 
Chaudhry’s Champions. She en-
courages students to leave com-
ments or send her a message if 
they want to talk.

She’s also reaching out to stu-
dents about once or twice a week 
and holding class Zoom calls. Her 
entire school is even encouraging 
students to dress up for virtual 
spirit days, show off window art 
and participate in car parades. 
Several of her students have writ-

ten “I miss you, Miss Chaudhry” 
on their windows.

“People would think this is a 
dream come true for kids to not be 
in school,” she said. “But contrary 
to popular belief, they do want to 
be in school. They’re sad to not be 
in class.”

Just as Adams discovered over 
the years that students need sup-
port, he continues to reach out 
to those who are not turning in 
assignments.

Some teachers, however, find it 
difficult to reach each of their stu-
dents. Access to electronic devices 
and internet has proven to be a 
challenge with distance learning. 
Schools have passed out devices, 
but many are still left out.

Bethany Gonzales, third grade 
teacher at McKinley Elementary 
School, said out of 22 students 
in her classroom, she connects 
regularly with five. Even through 
various messaging apps, such as 
ClassDojo, where she has 90 per-
cent of parents connected, only 
three reply.

It’s disheartening to not be able 
to connect with all her students, 
especially since many live in vio-

lent neighborhoods and she wor-
ries about their safety, but she’s 
constantly thinking of new ways 
to engage with them.

She was recently awarded a 
$500 grant that she would like to 
use to buy and mail them supplies 
or set up a science experiment 
which could encourage more 
participation. She also plans on 
continuing to use Zoom, videos 
and other learning platforms to 
connect with her class.

The biggest surprise throughout 
this process, however, is that her 
former students, now sixth grad-
ers, are reaching out and sharing 
how they’ve been feeling.

“It just shows how relationships 
matter,” Gonzales said.

Adams leaves “Riding the Wave” 
readers with a few pieces of advice 
that can help them navigate the 
high and low tides of distance 
learning: teach the student not the 
subject, remember education is 
a process and try to mitigate stu-
dent anxiety.

Ema Sasic can be reached at 661-
395-7392. Follow her on Twitter: @
ema_sasic.

TEACHERS
Continued from PAGE A1
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Loudon Elementary School third grader Xavier Rojas and his mother, 
Cienna Rojas, decorate their window with the message “I miss you 
Ms. Chaudhry” as part of a window art project.

BY TEDDY FEINBERG
tfeinberg@bakersfield.com

A Kern County Public Health 
Services official was peppered 
with questions Thursday about 
assertions made by two local doc-
tors the day before that COVID-19 
was no worse than influenza and 
stay-at-home orders should be 
lifted immediately.

The two doctors, Dan Erickson 
and Artin Massihi, who own Accel-
erated Urgent Care in Bakersfield, 
pointed to data 
from their own 
COVID-19 test-
ing within their 
practice as well 
as state and national figures to 
argue that the current pandemic is 
not as bad as initially thought, and 
that death rates are actually quite 
low. They further stated that the 
national shutdown due to corona-
virus was doing more harm than 
good. They pointed to surging 
unemployment, a potential spike 
in domestic abuse, alcoholism and 
suicide, and decreased business 
and staffing at hospitals — and at 
their own clinic — as reasons to 
open things back up.

On Thursday, Public Health 
Services spokeswoman Michelle 
Corson was pressed by local me-
dia to address the doctors’ claims, 
considering they run counter to 
the shelter-in-place mandate put 
forth by local, state and federal of-
ficials over the past month.

Was it responsible commentary 
from two physicians who run and 
operate a local urgent care group? 
Was the health department con-
cerned about the message put 
forth, since it contradicts the stay-
at-home tone that has been prev-
alent throughout the pandemic? 
Was their address, in fact, a public 
health and safety concern? And, 
when considering those factors, 

was Public Health’s response to 
the doctors’ claims Wednesday a 
strong enough rebuttal?

Corson, in turn, stuck to what 
Kern Public Health’s message has 
been throughout: They’ve been 
given orders from the state gov-
ernment to implement the proce-
dures in place, they support those 
procedures, and until further no-
tice, that will be the message.

“There are top medical minds 
in our state, in our county, in our 

nation that are providing this 
guidance to us,” Corson said. “We 
concur that these are actions that 
we should be taking right now, 
and we are steadfast in our recom-
mendation to our community to 
continue this. This is the health of 
our community that is at stake.

“People are entitled to their 
opinion, they are entitled to speak 
about this topic as they wish. 
What our stance is, the messaging 
that we have been delivering re-

mains the same. I can just strongly 
state that we are pleased with 
our community and how they 
responded and this is not the time 
to be confused. The message is 
loud and clear.”

On Thursday, the health de-
partment reported 16 new local 
COVID-19 cases, bringing the 
total number of positive county 
tests since March 13 to 708. Of 
those, 327 of those patients have 
recovered from coronavirus, while 

there have been four deaths an-
nounced. According to the health 
department, 26 patients are being 
treated at local hospitals while 
342 are isolating and recovering at 
home.

“This is difficult. We know this 
is difficult for our businesses. This 
is a trying time for us all,” Corson 
said.

“Encouraging our community 
to stay steadfast is incredibly im-
portant right now.”

Public health offi cial pressed on calls to reopen

KERN COUNTY PUBLIC HEALTH SERVICES DEPARTMENT

TO OUR READERS
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The safety and well-being of our commu-
nity is The Bakersfield Californian’s highest 
priority. We’re closely monitoring the latest 
information on COVID-19 and are being dil-
igent in having our employees and carriers 
follow the recommendations established 
by the World Health Organization.

According to the WHO, “The likelihood of 
an infected person contaminating commer-
cial goods is low and the risk of catching 
the virus that causes COVID-19 from a 
package that has been moved, traveled 
and exposed to different conditions and 
temperature is also low.” 

One important way to stay informed 
is by reading your newspaper. Thank you 
for your support as we continue to deliver 
timely and accurate news and information 
to you in these difficult times.

Following guidance from public health 
officials, The Californian temporarily is not 
accepting walk-in customers and clients. 
We ask that our valued readers and adver-
tisers use the following to reach us.

 � Newsroom: 395-7384 or local@
bakersfield.com

 � Classified advertising: 395-7497
 � Display advertising: 395-7503
 � Legal advertising: 395-7207
 � Obituaries: 395-7302
 � Customer care/circulation: 392-5777. 
This is a 24-hour automated system, with 
representatives available to answer calls 
from 6 a.m. to 2 p.m. Or go to https://
tinyurl.com/tbcsubscriberlogin.

ing the issue before the governing body on 
Thursday.

GEO Vice President David Venturella 
spoke in support of the company during 
the meeting. He said GEO would support 
the community with the two facilities, not 
only through taxes and usage fees, but also 
by providing 420 jobs locally.

He also promised a $1,000 scholarship 
to all graduating seniors in the city moving 
on to college or vocational school from 
the moment the detention centers opened 
through the duration of the 15-year federal 
contract.

Multiple advocate organizations and 
residents opposed the detention cen-
ters, saying GEO and ICE’s values did not 
match the Latino-majority community 
of McFarland, and residents would grow 
more fearful — potentially to the point of 
leaving — if ICE expanded into the city.

The American Civil Liberties Union 
Foundation of Southern California sent 
a letter to city officials, saying an April 9 
council meeting in which the public could 
not attend in person violated the First 
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, and 
they anticipated further violations during 
Thursday’s meeting.

Immigrant Legal Resource Center and 
Freedom For Immigrants also sent a joint 
letter to McFarland officials, claiming 
public notice requirements had not been 
met in violation of state law. The groups 
said the state requires cities to wait 180 

days after first posting public notice about 
potential use changes for buildings by 
private corporations before acting on the 
proposed change. The letter says McFar-
land first posted notice in January, well 
short of the 180 day requirement.

“GEO officials have justified their pres-
ence in the McFarland community largely 
on economic grounds,” Freedom For 
Immigrants Policy Monitor Cynthia Galaz 
wrote in prepared comments for the meet-
ing. “GEO promises jobs and economic 
stimulus. But in reality, GEO only delivers 

bad, underpaid jobs and fails to deliver on 
its promises for community investment.”

In addition, the groups claimed the City 
Council was required to hold two public 
meetings before approving the permits. 
Although the Planning Commission held 
two meetings, the groups said the City 
Council needed to hold two additional 
meetings as well.

Both letters brought up the possibil-
ity of litigation if the city failed to their 
demands, raising the prospect of a pro-
tracted legal fight.

MCFARLAND
Continued from PAGE A1
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The operator of the Mesa Verde immigration detention center on Golden State 
Avenue is GEO Group Inc.
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