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CORONAVIRUS

Pfizer, BioNTech seek OK for

booster for all adults.
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TRAGEDY AT ASTROWORLD

‘Completely overwhelmed’

Top court
skeptical
of inmate’s
prayer bid

Texas executions
on hold as justices
weigh religious case

By Jessica Gresko

ASSOCIATED PRESS

WASHINGTON - Conservative
Supreme Court justices expressed
skepticism Tuesday about a Texas
death row inmate’s demand that
his pastor be allowed to pray out
loud and touch him during his exe-
cution.

Executions in Texas, the na-
tion’s busiest death penalty state,
have been delayed while the court
considers the question. The out-
come won’t take anyone off death
row but could make clear what re-
ligious accommodations officials
must make for inmates who are be-
ing put to death.

Members of the court’s conser-
vative majority suggested during
arguments Tuesday that requiring
Texas to grant the inmate’s request
could lead to a string of cases ask-
ing for other accommodations. A
lawyer for the inmate said the man

Elizabeth Conley / Staff photographer
Daniela Morales and Robert Ortiz share a reflective moment in front of the makeshift memorial at Westridge and Kirby.

Fire union chief cites hired medics’ communication, control gaps at fest

By St. John Barned-Smith

STAFF WRITER

Inside the venue, Travis Scott
had just gone onstage. Tens of
thousands of fans — most of whom

would be content to have his pas-
tor touch his foot during his execu-
tion, but justices questioned what

Houston Fire District Chief Mo
Koochak heard the panicked voice
of a Houston police officer at As-
troworld over the radio about
9:30 p.m.

She needed help. There was a
potential cardiac arrest in the
crowd.

All day, Koochak and a trio of
other Houston firefighters had
been manning a command post KTRK
tucked away in the Orange lot at A still pulled from KTRK video shows
NRG Park. emergency vehicles at NRG Stadium on Friday.

had spent the day at the festival —
crushed toward the stage, hoping
to get closer to the dynamic Hous-
ton native.

The crowd surged, then com-
pacted. In the dense throng, con-
certgoers tripped. Some fell. Oth-
ers stepped over or on them,
trampling them. One concertgoer
would later compare it watching a
“Jenga tower topple.”

Amid the crush, some began to

Astroworld continues on A6

requests might come next.

“What’s going to happen when
the next prisoner says that I have a
religious belief that he should
touch my knee. He should hold my
hand. He should put his hand over
my heart. He should be able to put
his hand on my head. We’re going
to have to go through the whole
human anatomy with a series of
cases,” Justice Samuel Alito said.

Chief Justice John Roberts and
Justice Brett Kavanaugh also ex-
pressed concerns about what a
ruling for the inmate would mean
for requests in the future, with Ka-
vanaugh asking whether all states
would have to offer equivalent ac-
commodations.

What if, he asked, one state “al-
lows bread and wine in the execu-
tion room right before the execu-
tion” or allows the minister to
“hug the inmate.” Do other states
have to do the same?

The case before the justices in-
volves John Henry Ramirez, who is
on death row for killing a Corpus
Christi convenience store worker
during a 2004 robbery. Ramirez
stabbed the man, Pablo Castro, 29
times and robbed him of $1.25.

Prayer continues on A8

‘Rage forever’: Culture of chaos fed tragedy

parfum. Some thank
him for saving their
lives.

The culture of Travis Scott is In a concert setting,

By Joey Guerra
STAFF WRITER

something I plan on do- in 2018 to celebrate Houston.
ingand spreadingacross The event takes its name from
the globe. We don’t like the city’s iconic amusement
people that just stand,” park that Scott and so many oth-
one of devotion — and chaos. His  there’s a frenzied ex- Scott says in a 2015 GQ ers grew up with. This was the
fans, “ragers,” love his music, to change of energy be- o video titled “How to first year the festival expanded
be sure. But it’s more than that. tween artist and fans. P27 ¥ Rage with Travis Scott,” to two days.

They stand in line for hours to The ground quakes. Scott celebrating his aggres- But the chaos Scott inspires
buy T-shirts. They crash web- Adrenaline rushes. It’s sive persona. turned to tragedy during the rap-
sites to cop his Nike and McDon-  unlike any other contemporary That was the plan when here-  per’s Friday night performance.
ald’s collaborations. They snap concert experience. sumed the annual Astroworld Eight people have died, a dozen
up everything from branded “Raging and having fun and Festivalat NRGPark,amusicand remain in the hosiptal and many
seltzer to Nerf guns to eau de expressing good feelings is nostalgia experience he created Scott continues on A6

Houston shoppers getting [V
a head start on holiday lists .az_

before Thanksgiving.
Parking lots are packed.
Shopping bags are full. The

retailer Kuhl-Linscomb last
month while visiting from
Yoakum, said her family

month early than face a
hectic December of scour-
ing empty shelves and

“earlier than
ever.”

Melissa Phillip /

By Amanda Drane in full swing started show- November and saves stock- | ; The holiday
STAFF WRITER ing up in October, with ing-stuffers for last. W S rush is on at
Houstonians saying they’re “Wenormally dothemin ™, the Galleria,

The pandemic and its af- getting an early start to December,” she said. But S where its
tershocks have done what avoid shipping delays and this year, “we’re doing 7 marketing
countless retail marketing empty shelves. them now.” S director said
dollars tried to do for years: Lynette Knippa, who Like many shoppers, [#a 5 shoppers
Get the masses shopping shopped at the Montrose Knippawouldrathershopa AR TN started

signs of a shopping season

usually shops throughout

Shopping continues on A7

Staff photographer

Index

Business......... Bl | Directory ....... A2
5 | Editorials.....Al4

Crossword....D4 | Horoscope ...D5

Lottery .......... A2
Markets

KelseyCare Advant
eseywvanage

Enroll Now!

Visit KelseyCareAdvantage.com/Excitement
or call 713-442-9598 seven days a week

u @HoustonChron ‘ m Houston-Chronicle ‘ @HoustonChron ’ n @HoustonChronicle
HoustonChronicle.com: Visit now for breaking news, constantly updated stories,

sports coverage, podcasts and a searchable news archive.

Texas’' Best is

now even better!

New plans. New benefits. New excitement!

8 WIFB?QSJI‘I 1111 IIO

*https://health.usnews.com/medicare | KelseyCare Advantage is an HMO with a Medicare contract. Enroliment in KelseyCare Advantage depends on contract renewal.
©2021 KelseyCare Advantage. All Rights Reserved. H0332_AEPNPHPEB1350_M




A8 | Wednesday, November 10, 2021 | HoustonChronicle.com | Houston Chronicle

FROM THE COVER

Pfizer seeking OK on booster for all adults

By Sharon LaFraniere
NEW YORK TIMES

Pfizer and BioNTech asked
federal regulators Tuesday to
expand authorization of
their coronavirus booster
shot to include all adults, a
move that could significantly
expand the number of recipi-
ents who are eligible for
booster shots.

The Food and Drug Ad-
ministration is considered
likely to grant the request,
perhaps before Thanksgiv-
ing, according to people fa-
miliar with the situation. The
federal government has been
intent on broadening the cat-
egories of people eligible for
additional injections since
the first booster shots were
authorized for emergency
use in late September.

An advisory board of out-
side experts to the Food and
Drug Administration voted in
September against a similar
request from Pfizer to offer
shots to the general popula-
tion. Instead, the committee
recommended booster shots
on an emergency basis for
those 65 and older or at high
risk of COVID-19 because of
their medical conditions or
jobs. Those categories were
still broad enough to cover at
least 60 percent of the pop-
ulation, administration offi-
cials said.

Experts remain divided on
whether booster shots are
necessary for the rest of the
population, with many insist-
ing the vaccines continue to

offer robust protection
against severe disease and
hospitalization,  especially

for younger people without
underlying medical condi-
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Alisha Jucevic / New York Times

Pfizer and BioNTech asked the Food and Drug Administration to expand authorization of the companies’
vaccine booster to include all adults Tuesday. The FDA likely will grant the request, according to sources.

tions. And there is virtually
unanimous agreement that
vaccinating the roughly 60
million Americans ages 12
and older who have yet to re-
ceive even their first shot
should remain the govern-
ment’s highest priority.

For younger, healthy peo-
ple, the benefits of a booster
injection will be marginal,
said Dr. Eric Rubin, a mem-
ber of the FDA’s advisory
panel and an adjunct profes-
sor of immunology at the
Harvard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health.

Even so, some leading ex-
perts argue that the case for
booster shots for the general

population is stronger now
than it was two months ago.
Dr. Anthony Fauci, the feder-
al government’s top infec-
tious disease expert, said this
month that most recent data
from Israel shows that na-
tion’s aggressive booster
campaign has dramatically
limited rates of severe dis-
ease, hospitalization and
death.

The FDA has the authority
to modify Pfizer-BioNTech’s
current emergency use au-
thorization and is not expect-
ed to reconvene its advisory
panel. Pfizer’s plan to file a
new request was reported
earlier by The Washington

Post.

President Joe Biden said in
August he wanted all adults
to be eligible for booster
shots because of concerns
that the vaccines’ protection
against infection wanes over
time. The administration was
aiming to roll out boosters by
the third week of September
but was forced to delay after
regulators said they needed
more time to analyze the da-
ta.

At this point, adult recipi-
ents of both the Pfizer-BioN-
Tech and Moderna vaccines
are eligible for a third shot six
months after their second in-
jection if they are at least 65

years old or considered at
special risk.

All Johnson & Johnson re-
cipients are eligible for a sec-
ond shot as a booster. And
adult recipients of all three
vaccines are allowed to pick
which vaccine they would
prefer as a booster shot.

Nearly 25 million people
have received additional
shots so far, according to the
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, including
those who are eligible be-
cause of immune deficien-
cies. That’s about 14 percent
of people who have been ful-
ly vaccinated.

Moderna is also expected

to soon request a broadening
of its emergency use authori-
zation for its booster dose, ac-
cording to people familiar
with the situation.

At a White House press
briefing earlier this month,
Fauci said new data shows
“rather dramatic results”
from Israel’s booster cam-
paign with the Pfizer vaccine.

An Israeli study published
in the scientific journal The
Lancet in late October com-
pared about 730,000 people
who have received a booster
dose in August or September
with individuals who re-
ceived only two doses at least
five months earlier. The
study included recipients 12
and older; the median age
was 52.

Compared to the two-dose
recipients, the boosted recip-
ients had a 93 percent lower
risk of hospitalization, 92 per-
cent lower risk of severe dis-
ease and 81 percent lower risk
of death, the study found.
The boosted recipients were
evaluated at least one week
after their third dose.

Rubin said Israeli booster
data presented to the panel
in September was mostly lim-
ited to people 60 and older.
Israel’s more recent data is
reassuring, he said, because
“as they moved into younger
groups they really weren’t
seeing any significant safety
signals.”

Rubin also said many
Americans appear to be get-
ting booster shots whether
they are officially eligible, so
maintaining complicated eli-
gibility categories may not
work anyway.

“People are voting with
their feet,” he said.

PRAYER

From page A1

Ramirez’s lawyers sued
after Texas said it would not
allow his minister to pray
audibly and touch him as he
is being given a lethal injec-
tion. Lower courts had sided
with Texas, but the Su-
preme Court halted his
Sept. 8 execution to hear his
case.

Texas says an inmate’s
spiritual adviser may pray
with and counsel him until
he is taken into the execu-
tion chamber and re-
strained on a gurney. But
Texas says that after that,
while the spiritual adviser is
nearby, he can’t speak to or
touch the inmate.

Get

“An outsider touching the
inmate during lethal injec-
tion poses an unacceptable
risk to the security, integri-
ty, and solemnity of the exe-
cution,” Texas told the jus-
tices in briefs filed with the
court.

Arguing for Texas, state
Solicitor General Judd Stone
IT also told the justices that
Ramirez’s request is just an
attempt to delay his execu-
tion. Justice Clarence Thom-
as seemed to agree, asking
what the justices should do
if they believe Ramirez has
“changed his requests a
number of times” and “filed
last minute complaints” and
“if we assume that’s some
indication of gaming the sys-
tem.”

Ramirez’s attorney Seth

Kretzer told Thomas that is
not the case. He has argued
that a federal law that pro-
tects the religious rights of
prisoners requires the state
to accommodate Ramirez’s
requests.

The court’s three liberal
justices seemed more open
to Ramirez’s arguments,
with Justice Sonia Soto-
mayor suggesting that
where Ramirez wants his
spiritual adviser to stand is
far away from the restraints
Texas uses or IV lines for the
lethal execution drug. And
both Justices Elena Kagan
and Stephen Breyer noted
Texas had allowed chaplains
to touch inmates in the past.

The justices also heard
from a lawyer for the Biden
administration about the ex-
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perience of the federal gov-
ernment in carrying out a
number of executions re-
cently. Under the Trump ad-
ministration the federal gov-
ernment resumed execu-
tions for the first time in 17
years, carrying out 13 of
them at the federal execu-
tion chamber in Terre
Haute, Ind. During 1 of
those executions, which al-
so made news for likely act-
ing as coronavirus super-
spreader events, religious
advisers were present and
sometimes prayed aloud
with inmates. In at least one
case there was brief physical
contact before the adminis-
tration of the lethal injection
drug.

Arguing for the govern-
ment, Eric Feigin told the
justices that the federal gov-
ernment believes Texas has
astrong argument for not al-
lowing a spiritual adviser to
touch an inmate during the
administration of the lethal
injection drug itself. He said
federal officials had not al-
lowed that and it would like-
ly give them “very, very sub-
stantial concerns.”

He also said it’s hard to
know how a spiritual advis-
er might react during that
time. That person could
faint or stumble and jostle
the IV lines, he said. “Any-
thing going wrong here
would be catastrophic,” he
said.

Feigin also said spiritual
advisers stood about 9 feet
away as the lethal injection
drug was being adminis-
tered during recent execu-
tions. And he noted that the
federal death chamber is
about twice the size of the
one in Texas.

As the court has grown
more conservative in recent
years it has been less open
to last-minute challenges to
death sentences. But issues
surrounding ministers in
the death chamber have
been one area where the jus-
tices have had some open-
ness to stopping an execu-
tion. In 2019, two inmates
asked the justices to halt
their executions over states’
refusal to allow their spiritu-
al advisers in the execution
chamber. Wrestling with the
issue, the high court let one
execution go forward but
blocked the other, of Texas
inmate Patrick Murphy.

At the time of Murphy’s
scheduled execution, Texas
allowed state-employed reli-
gious advisers to be present
in the execution chamber
but only employed Chris-
tian and Muslim advisers,
not anyone who was Bud-
dhist, Murphy’s faith. Jus-
tice Kavanaugh wrote that
Murphy wasn’t being treat-
ed equally.

Texas responded by bar-
ring all clergy from the exe-
cution chamber, but in-

mates filed additional law-
suits. Texas ultimately
changed its policy in 2021 to
allow both state-employed
chaplains and outside spiri-
tual advisers who satisfy cer-
tain screening requirements
to go into the execution
chamber.

The current Supreme
Court case has delayed the
final two executions sched-
uled this year in Texas.

Last month judges re-
scheduled the executions of
Kosoul Chanthakoummane,
who was to die Nov. 10, and
Ramiro Gonzales, who was
set for Nov. 17. Gonzales’
new execution date is July 13
of next year, while Chantha-
koummane’s is Aug. 17.

Approximately 2,500
people are on death rows
nationwide according to the
Death Penalty Information
Center. A total of 17 people
were put to death by five
states and the federal gov-
ernment last year. The Bi-
den administration an-
nounced earlier this year it
would halt federal execu-
tions while the Justice De-
partment conducts a review
of its policies and proce-
dures. Still, just last month
the administration argued
before the Supreme Court
for the reinstatement of the
death penalty in the case of
convicted Boston Marathon
bomber Dzhokhar Tsar-
naev.
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