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It wasn’t until Wednesday that Azucena Gallegos
found the strength — just enough — to join her fam-
ily on a walk to pass out flyers about the shooting
death of her 12-year-old son.

Angel Domingo Gaspar Gallegos was killed by a
stray bullet in the family’s backyard in the Skyline
neighborhood on Thanksgiving, a perplexing case in
which San Diego police detectives are working to
pinpoint where the round came from.

Police and Angel’s family hope anyone with infor-
mation will come forward.

“Somebody has to know (something),” Eva Gas-
par, one of the boy’s aunts, said. “I just want some-
body to speak up and give us the answers we need.” 

She remembered Angel as a quiet, kind and well-
mannered boy.

With a stack of flyers and maps in hand, Angel’s
family set out Wednesday evening to plead for any-
one with information to speak up. Gallegos handed
flyers to strangers, told them a stray bullet killed her
son and asked for any information. 

Lourdes Gallegos (left), Azucena Gallegos (center) and Laura Sanchez prepare to hand out flyers hoping to find out more
information about what led to the death of their family member, 12-year-old Angel Domingo Gaspar Gallegos.
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FAMILY, POLICE SEEK ANSWERS
IN SHOOTING OF YOUNG BOY
Angel Domingo Gaspar Gallegos, 12,
killed by stray bullet on Thanksgiving

BY DAVID HERNANDEZ

Azucena Gallegos’ son was killed by a stray bullet on Thanksgiving. Angel was
playing video games outside with his cousins and sibling when he was killed. SEE ANSWERS • A18
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Elizabeth Kostas’s initial search
for a coronavirus vaccine was an
odyssey. The Carmel Valley resident
only secured a dose after 10 tries and
countless hours spent refreshing,
clicking and filling out online sched-
uling systems.

But Kostas, 70, was thrilled to get
her shot soon after last winter’s surge,
and equally happy to get her booster
months later — especially after a vac-
cinated family member got COVID-19. 

“Why would anyone not avail them-
selves (of vaccine)? That’s what I
struggle with,” she said. “Perhaps
we’ll need another booster. I will be
first in line.”

Exactly if and how often Kostas will
need to line up for that next booster is
unclear. And she’s not alone. Within a
year of the start of the COVID-19 vac-
cine rollout, more than a half-million
San Diegans have gotten booster
shots.

The answer will depend on all
kinds of factors, including whether
new variants such as Omicron make
existing vaccines and treatments sig-
nificantly less effective. But another
key variable is how much and how
quickly immunity against the co-
ronavirus weakens over time, a proc-
ess known as waning immunity.

San Diego researchers are looking
closely into waning immunity, from
forecasting the impact of reduced vac-
cine effectiveness on cases and hospi-
talizations to running experiments
that probe the workings of the
immune system months after vaccina-

SCIENTISTS
EXAMINE
HOW LONG
IMMUNITY
WILL LAST
Omicron has become wild
card as coronavirus battle
enters third year globally

SEE IMMUNITY • A14

BY JONATHAN WOSEN

SACRAMENTO
Nine months ago, the lines

stretched out the doors at Dr. Rusty
Oshita’s three urgent care clinics,
teeming with patients frantic to get
vaccinated against COVID-19.

Walk-ins jammed the parking lots
and mini-mall sidewalks, some crowd-
ing too close, some bluffing to make
the cut, hoping to pass as older than 65
or essential workers. Now with the
Omicron variant driving a new surge,
Oshita has awaited a new rush, for
booster shots this time.

So far, he has been waiting in vain.
“It’s scary,” the physician said this

week as patients drifted in and out of
his storefront in a Whole Foods shop-
ping center in suburban Sacramento.
“We’re not seeing the rise we were hop-
ing for.”

As the pandemic has surged
toward its third year, shape-shifting
into the contagious new Omicron var-
iant and spiking dangerously in the
Northeast, around the Great Lakes
and in other parts of the country,
health officials and epidemiologists 

SEE BOOSTERS • A15

EXPERTS SAY
U.S. BOOSTER
EFFORT LAGS
AMID SURGE
IN INFECTIONS
About 30 percent of those
eligible have gotten their
booster, CDC data shows
BY SHAWN HUBLER 
& AMY HARMON

TAPACHULA, Mexico

J
yohana was not allowed to
speak in the apartment
building where she lived in
Tapachula. If she did, she

would have probably lost her home.
That’s because the building

where the 32-year-old Honduran
woman has rented in the southern
Mexican city for much of this year
does not allow foreigners. It’s writ-
ten into the rules and regulations.

Finding housing in the small
city with only three migrant shel-
ters would be difficult enough for
the thousands of asylum seekers
trapped there by Mexican immi-
gration enforcement even without
the rampant xenophobia in the re-
gion. 

The anti-migrant sentiment
makes surviving difficult, let alone 

I N D E P T H

Honduran migrant struggles
amid xenophobia in Mexico
Asylum seekers forced to wait in Tapachula face anti-migrant sentiment

Jyohana, who fled gang violence with her two children
in Honduras, had to wait for her asylum case to be proc-
essed in Tapachula for months.
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BY KATE MORRISSEY

SEE STRUGGLES • A8

To understand why water agen-
cies in Fallbrook and Rainbow are
in revolt, consider the squeeze
faced by Ismael Resendiz and the
250-acre cut-flower farm where he
grows Protea, Pincushions and
Banksia.

Resendiz said his flowers are
barely getting the water they need
to thrive. He said he’s had to cut ir-
rigation in half over the last two
years because of soaring rates.
Over the last five years, his
monthly bill has jumped from
about $25,000 to $30,000 a month.

Now he’s considering dramati-
cally shrinking his crop.

“I think we have to go down to 75
to 50 acres,” said Resendiz, who
has been farming in San Diego
County for four decades. “The wa-
ter is pushing all the growers out of
the business.”

SEE WATER • A16

AGENCIES SPAR
WITH COUNTY
OVER RISING
WATER RATES
BY JOSHUA EMERSON SMITH
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The situation isn’t lim-
ited to farmers. Ratepayers
in low-to-moderate income
neighborhoods are also
struggling to pay their bills.
The city of San Diego said it
currently has more than $73
million in unpaid water bills. 

A debate is now roiling
throughout the San Diego
region about how best to
control the skyrocketing
cost of water. The primary
issue is that unforeseen con-
servation has put upward
pressure on rates as the re-
gion’s wholesaler, the San
Diego County Water Au-
thority, scrambles to cover
an array of fixed costs.

Cutting ties
Retail water agencies in

Fallbrook and Rainbow ar-
gue the Water Authority
isn’t taking the situation se-
riously. They say the whole-
saler is too fixated on shield-
ing the region from drought-
driven state cutbacks and
not enough on affordability.

“If you’re Del Mar or Ran-
cho Santa Fe, you’re fine,”
said Tom Kennedy, general
manager of the Rainbow
Municipal Water District,
“but if you’re someone try-
ing to run an avocado grove
or someone in National City
on a tight income, it’s a big
deal.”

In search of cheaper wa-
ter, Rainbow, along with the
Fallbrook Public Utility Dis-
trict, have taken the unprec-
edented step of attempting
to cut tieswith the Water Au-

thority in favor of joining the
Eastern Municipal Water
District in Riverside County.

Water Authority officials
have countered that any
savings that departing
agencies reap would be
short lived, especially when
the state finally gets around
to building its new convey-
ance system in the San
Joaquin-Bay Delta, known
as Water Fix. 

They’ve also warned that
Fallbrook and Rainbow will
likely be subject to signifi-
cantly larger drought re-
strictions as part of Eastern.
Gov. Gavin Newsom has al-
ready stopped deliveries
through the State Water
Project to Southern Califor-
nia and warned that manda-
tory cutbacks could be on
the horizon.

“This really is a risky ven-
ture for them,” said Sandra
Kerl, general manager at the

Water Authority. “I don’t
think any other time could il-
lustrate that more clearly
than where we are today.”

Kennedy said his constit-
uents are willing to take that
gamble. 

“If you’re an avocado
grower, and you’re out of
business, you don’t care
about future cutbacks,” he
said. 

Little flexibility
Over the last two dec-

ades, the Water Authority
has made sizable invest-
ments in Colorado River
and costly desalinated wa-
ter. The agency has boasted
that such supplies are insu-
lated from California
drought. 

Of course, that didn’t
stop then-Gov. Jerry Brown
from imposing mandatory
cutbacks on San Diego, as
well as the rest of the state,

between 2015 and 2017, dur-
ing the most severe drought
in California’s recorded his-
tory. 

San Diegans responded,
ripping out lawns as well as
embracing low-flow toilets
and other water-efficient
appliances. The Water Au-
thority’s sales plummeted
from more than 660,000 acre
feet in 2007 to just over
354,000 acre feet last year.
(An acre foot is enough wa-
ter to cover an acre a foot
deep or 325,851 gallons.) 

At the same time, its cost
for wholesale supplies went
through the roof — from
$620 for an acre foot of
treated water in 2007 to
nearly $1,700 last year.

The agency responded
by ratcheting down the
amount of water it buys di-
rectly from its wholesaler,
the Metropolitan Water Dis-
trict of Southern California.

The agency received about
40 percent of its supply from
Metropolitan in 2007, and
less than 12 percent this
year.

However, Water Author-
ity doesn’t have that same
flexibility with its desali-
nated and Colorado River
water supplies, which total
320,700 acre feet a year. The
agency has what’s called
take-or-pay contracts with
Poseidon, the company that
built and operates the desa-
lination plant in Carlsbad,
as well as the Imperial Irri-
gation District, which sells
Colorado River water to the
region. That means even if
the Water Authority doesn’t
need those supplies, it still
has to pay for them.

Being locked into those
contracts is concerning be-
cause the Water Authority’s
demand is projected to con-
tinue dropping as cities pro-
duce their own supplies
through new wastewater re-
cycling projects, such as the
city of San Diego’s Pure Wa-
ter program. Local recycling
projects are expected to pro-
duce more than 33,000 acre
feet of additional water by
2025 and nearly 110,000 acre
feet by 2035.

Costs of recycling
This shift away from im-

ported water is playing out
across Southern California,
where agencies including
Metropolitan have plans to
build out massive recycling
projects.

Experts agree recycling
is likely to be very effective at
protecting the region
against long-term drought
— but at a high cost.

“I think it’s more likely
that we’ll be troubled by the
rising cost of water, in the
end, than by cutbacks,” said
Michael Hanemann, a water
expert at Arizona State Uni-
versity. He has been hired by
an independent agency
overseeing the process to ex-
amine the potential impacts
of Fallbrook and Rainbow’s
proposed detachment.

Water Authority has said
it’s looking for creative ways
to limit wholesale prices,
which are currently proj-
ected to be as much as $3,000
an acre foot by the end of the
decade.

“We are concerned,” said
Kelley Gage, director of wa-
ter resources at the Water
Authority. “We want to be vi-
able going into the future as
these recycling projects
come online.”

Elected officials on the
agency’s 36-member board,
led by the city of San Diego,
have been pressuring the
Water Authority to explore
ways to resell desalinated
and Colorado River water. 

While the Water Author-

ity has suggested it will en-
tertain such an idea, it’s also
looking at the possibility of
building a $5 billion pipeline
through the desert to con-
nect directly with the Im-
perial Irrigation District as
an alternative to paying
Metropolitan to deliver the
water through its system of
canals and pipes.

The idea of investing
more money in Colorado
River water at a time when
demand is declining has
proved galling to many
board members.

“You can’t have Pure Wa-
ter and the IID (Imperial Ir-
rigation District) transfer,”
said Jack Bebee, general
managers of the Fallbrook
Public Utility District.

“They’re so focused on
saying, ‘We’re the best,’ that
they’re unwilling to say,
‘Well, maybe we need to
make adjustments,’” he
added. “It’s time to realize
there is a flat-demand future
in the region, which requires
major changes.”

Exit fees
Fallbrook and Rainbow’s

application to leave the Wa-
ter Authority is now in the
hands of San Diego’s Local
Agency Formation Commis-
sion, or LAFCO.

The agency is expected to
issue a report by summer on
whether and under what
terms the two agencies
would be allowed to leave.
Then it would go to a public
vote either of Fallbrook and
Rainbow residents or, as the
Water Authority has re-
quested, countywide.

The agencies will likely be
required to pay an annual
exit fee to the Water Author-
ity for some set period of
time. The idea is to offset in-
frastructure and other costs
accrued by the wholesaler
on behalf of the two retail
agencies. That way, the re-
gion’s remaining customers
aren’t forced to pay higher
bills as a result of the detach-
ment.

LAFCO could give the
parties a set period of time
to thrash out an agreement
before it steps in and unilat-
erally imposes conditions.
That could prove con-
tentious, and any arrange-
ment would be subject to lit-
igation. 

Kerl of the Water Author-
ity recently told the Union-
Tribune’s editorial board
that a proper exit fee is cru-
cial for the wholesaler’s
long-term viability.

“This is a slippery slope,”
she said. “If these two agen-
cies are allowed to leave with
no obligations, then there’s
nothing stopping others
from going too.”

joshua.smith@sduniontribune.com

Sources: San Diego County Water Authority; Metropolitan Water
District of Southern California U-T

Southern California’s rising
cost of water
Wholesale rates for treated water are projected to
increase largely to cover mounting fixed costs in
the face of declining sales.
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North of Highway 76 and Pauma Valley, owner Ismael Resendiz cuts flowers in
one of the fields of the Resendiz Brothers Protea Growers farm in Rainbow.
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