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COURT | DEFAMATION LAWSUIT

Decision set in detamation claim against councilman

By B.SCOTT McLENDON
The Daily News
» LA MARQUE
City residents and taxpayers
should be held financially liable for

Councilman Joseph Lowry’s social
media pages, including Lowry News

Judge Patricia Grady of the 212th
District Court is set Monday to con-
sider a question also in the minds of
people in and around La Marque:
Are the posts frequently appearing
on pages controlled by Lowry just
disparaging opinions protected by
the First Amendment or illegal def-
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Network, his attorney argues.

amation?

Lowry’s social media pages often
target prominent figures around
Galveston County such as District
Attorney Jack Roady, La Marque
Mayor Keith Bell, Texas City May-
or Dedrick Johnson, La Marque
City Councilwoman Kimberley
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See LAWSUIT » A5
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REAL ESTATE | CONDOMINIUM DEVELOPMENT

Work on $100M beachfront

I .jq.

By MONIQUE BATSON
The Daily News
» GALVESTON

onstruction on a $100-
plus million high-rise
condominium develop-

ment called Tiara on the Beach
is set to begin immediately and

development to soon begin

JENNIFER REYNOLDS/The Daily News
Satya CEO Sunny Bathija, talks about his Tiara on the Beach on Friday after the groundbreaking
ceremony for his 10-story condominium project on the West End of Galveston.

the milestone was marked Fri-
day morning by a groundbreak-
ing ceremony.

The 10-story, 63-unit beach-
front development at 10525 San
Luis Pass Road will be the first
high-rise building on the is-
land since 2008. Privately held,
Houston-based commercial real

estate consulting firm Satya pur-
chased the land in 2020; howev-
er, delays in receiving necessary
permits pushed the 2025 com-
pletion date by two years.

“We have our permits in hand
and we've signed the contract,”

SeeTIARA » A7

LEGISLATURE | HEMP MARKET

Texas Senate to pursue ban on
THC products next year,

By JASPER SCHERER
and ALEJANDRA MARTINEZ
The Texas Tribune

Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick an-
nounced Wednesday that
lawmakers in the state Senate
would move to ban all forms of
consumable tetrahydrocannabi-
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nol, or THC, in Texas.

Patrick, who presides over the
Senate and largely controls the
flow of legislation in the cham-
ber, said the THC ban would be
designated as Senate Bill 3 — a
low bill number that signals it is
among his top priorities for the
upcoming legislative session.

Patrick says

The  Republican-controlled
Legislature was widely expect-
ed to take aim at Texas’ boom-
ing hemp market, which has
proliferated with thousands of
cannabis dispensaries since law-
makers authorized the sale of

SeeTHC» A5
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BUSINESS | OYSTER INDUSTRY
Burgeoning oyster
farming industry needs
local support, tarmers say

By LAUREN FRICK
The Daily News
» LA MARQUE

More than 50 people looking
to get into the burgeoning Texas
oyster farming industry gathered
for a more than six-hour work-
shop Friday.

Participants learned the key
components to a successful oys-

ter farm, from Texas Parks &
Wildlife Department regulations
to budgets and loans to promo-
tion and social media.

One key takeaway from offi-
cials and oyster farmers emerged:
Eat Texas-farmed oysters.

“The number-one thing that
needs to happen is people go into

See OYSTERS » A7

LAUREN FRICK/The Daily News

Blake and Stephanie Branson of Lone Star Oyster Company pres-
ent at the oyster farming 101 workshop at the Texas A&M AgriLife

Extension building on Friday.

GOVERNMENT | LATITUDE MARGARITAVILLE DEVELOPMENT
Chamber wants a public
hearing on Margaritaville

By LAURA ELDER
The Daily News
» TEXAS CITY

Business leaders have joined
some city commissioners in
seeking to reopen negotiations
over, and have public discussions
about Latitude Margaritaville,
a development that would add

billion to the city’s tax base and
generate many millions in sales
tax revenue, according to a letter
obtained by The Daily News.

The letter, signed by seven
members of the Texas City-La
Marque Chamber of Com-
merces executive board, speaks
for “vested business owners” and

thousands of rooftops, about $1 See MARGARITAVILLE » A5
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the restaurants, go talk to
their chef, go talk to the
restaurant and say, T want
to eat a Texas farm-raised
oyster; because that is lo-
cally sourced,” Blake Bran-
son, owner of Lone Star
Oyster Company said.

“If you want to see this
industry survive or thrive,
the demand has to be there
for it”

Oyster farming is a
fledgling industry in Tex-
as, becoming legal in 2019
when House Bill 1300
opened the state to culti-
vated oysters. Texas was
the last Gulf Coast state to
legalize oyster farming.

In the years since HB
1300 passed, 13 farms have
been permitted along the
coast with nearly 50 more
in the permitting process,
which takes about a year,
Mario Marquez, Texas Sea
Grant aquaculture special-
ist, said.

The state estimates about
280 acres of permitted
farms will open by 2026.

Lone Star Oyster Com-
pany’s farm in West Gal-
veston Bay became the
sixth permitted in Texas in
the summer of 2023. Bran-
son’s farm is one of three
permitted in Galveston
Bay.

With the oyster farming
industry being in its infan-
cy, there can be a lot of un-

knowns, especially when
looking at the future, Bran-
son said.

“Go into it very clear
eyed on what your expec-
tations are for the amount
of work youre going to
put in and the amount of
financial reward for that
work,” Branson said. “We
did not get into this be-
cause we wanted to get rich
oyster farming. We got into
it because we have a love
for the water.

“At the end of the day, I
have a solar powered water
filter. It's 2acres. It filters 20
millions of gallons of water
a day. The bay is better off
with it there”

FROM THE FRONT

One thing Branson's cer-
tain about: oyster farming
can be tough.

“One of the farms is
already sold, traded and
basically no longer in op-
eration, at least how it
originally was. We're three
years in and you're starting
to see some of that. It's a
tough industry;” Branson
said.

Ellis Chapman, program
director of the Harte Re-
search Institute for Gulf of
Mexico Studies’ Oyster Re-
source and Recovery Cen-
ter, believes oyster farming
could be the “saving grace”
of Texas oysters.

“Part of the reason we’re

LAUREN FRICK/The Daily News
Eduardo Kohlhofer of Dan’s Gulf Coast Oysters presents at the oyster farming 101
workshop at the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension building on Friday.

here today is that Galves-
ton should be the largest
producer of oysters in
Texas and in the Gulf, po-
tentially, and the market
hasn't established the way
wed like,;” Chapman said.
“We wanted to come up
here and make sure we can
extend our knowledge and
our resources to these peo-
ple to help build the indus-
try up?

The Harte Research In-
stitute for Gulf of Mexico
Studies in Corpus Chris-
ti partnered with Texas
A&M Agrilife Extension
and Texas Sea Grant to of-
fer the free oyster farming
workshop Dec. 6 at the

Agrilife Extension build-
ing, 4102 Main St.

Brandi Keller of Texas
Sea Grant said a main goal
of the workshop was edu-
cation, hoping to give pro-
spective farmers a realistic
view into the world of oys-
ter farming.

“A big thing is, there’s the
idea that you want to go
into oyster farming. It’s not
to discourage people from
wanting to do that. It’s real-
ly letting them know, these
are the time commitments,
the money commitments,
the permitting commit-
ments, so they go into that
with a realistic understand-
ing,” Keller said.

While navigating the
new world of Texas oyster
farming can be challeng-
ing, workshops like these
help build a community of
support and offer a chance
for people outside the in-
dustry to get connected,
Keller said.

This was exactly the
case for William Haston,
a retired attorney. Haston
spent a lot of his career
working with private com-
panies entering into alter-
nate investment projects,
he said.

For Haston, Texas oyster
farming represents a high
risk, high reward industry.

“Certain  people who
have the access can play
these games,” he said.
“They dont want to go
into crypto currency, but
they might do something

like this, higher risk for
the higher return. I know
groups of people that do
that kind of investing, and I
was trying to find the niche
spots”

Haston said he might
have found a niche spot
after the presentation from
Dan’s Gulf Coast Oysters.

“We noticed that there’s
no oyster hatchery in Texas
that raises triploid,” Andy
Kohlhofer, co-founder of
Dan’s Gulf Coast Oysters,
said. “It’s a cross between a
tetraploid and diploid, and
it becomes a hybrid”

Looking to fill in this gap
in the Texas oyster farming
industry, Dan’s Gulf Coast
Opysters started its hatchery
journey just a few months
ago, planting its first spats,
the larval form of oysters,
in September.

“All these oyster farm-
ers that are starting now,
they’ll have to depend on
seeds, just like we did)
Kohlhofer said, referring
to spats. “When I ordered
my seeds, it took me three
months to get them?”

Kohlhofer had to drive
to South Florida and Al-
abama to get the spats he
needed for the hatchery, he
said. With spats now avail-
able for pre-order on his
company’s website, Kohl-
hofer hopes to be a go-to
source for fellow Texas oys-
ter farmers.

Lauren Frick: 409-683-5230;
lauren.frick@galvnews.com
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Satya CEO Sunny Bathija
said. “All the documenta-
tion is done. Depending on
the weather, the contractor
is starting immediately,
as soon as we finish the
groundbreaking”

Construction is expected
to last 30 months, Bathija
said.

The owner and develop-
er of Tiara on Friday was
joined by officials with IBC
Bank, Place Designers and
the city of Galveston to cel-
ebrate the project’s start.

“Its very exciting to
have this quality of a proj-
ect on Galveston Island,
and I think this will start a
whole new era of wonder-
ful development,” District
6 Councilwoman Marie
Robb said. “The proper-
ty tax money is astound-
ing, and it’s so key for our
city because we live with a
3.5 tax cap. To have $150
million of development is
huge”

The state tax cap requires
the city to set a tax rate to
stay under 3.5 percent in
revenue growth.

Tiara would add more
than $100 million in tax-
able value to the city’s gen-
eral fund, which covers
most of the operational
spending, including costs
associated with the police
and fire departments.

Collective  bargaining
agreements with the two
departments,  including
a last-minute decision to
give all city employees a
cost-of-living adjustment,
in October forced council
members to amend the
proposed 2025 budget to
trim nearly $4 million in

expenses. Council ulti-
mately adopted a $508.3
million budget.

Tiara was in jeopardy
earlier this year when the
Texas General Land Office
rejected two controversial
beach access amendments

allowing for the use of re-
inforced concrete in con-
struction sites within 200
feet of the line of vegetation
and prohibiting cars from
parking on Sunny Beach,
2704 8 Mile Road. The land
office later accepted the re-
quest, which was OKd by
city council in October.

Opponents of the rule
change argued that 30
percent of Tiara on the
Beach would be within
200 feet of the vegetation
line and such unrestricted
construction undermines
protections of public beach
access, encourages erosion,
fails to prevent flooding
and increases public ex-
penditures on storm dam-
age because reinforced
concrete structures create a
large amount of debris.

But the reinforced con-
crete amendment was
essential to development
of a building that will be
constructed under mark-
edly different codes than
16 years ago and will be
built to withstand 150 mph
wind speeds, Bathija has
said.

JENNIFER REYNOLDS/The Daily News
Steven Biegel, from left, director of architecture at Place Designers, District 6 Coun-
cilwoman Marie Robb, Sunny Bathija, CEO of Satya and owner and developer of
Tiara on the Beach, Jeff Samples, president of IBC Bank and Tim Tietjens, executive
director of development services for Galveston, toss shovels of dirt for the ceremo-
nial ground breaking on the 10-story condominium project Friday.

“We had to get some
clarification from the city
on which codes we follow;’
Bathjja said. “We got all
that sorted out, and the city
was Vvery, very cooperative.
I give them kudos for being
proactive and always help-
ing us and guiding us to get
us to where we are”

‘TRANSCENDENT LIVING’

Bathija once owned a
Galveston condo. After
buying one in Miami sev-
eral years ago, he began to
envision a similar develop-
ment on the island.

“And I said, “There hasn’t
been a new development
in Galveston in over 15
years, and none of the con-
dos even have LED bulbs,”
he said. “They’re so outdat-
ed. I wanted to bring in a
fresh approach and bring
in some new ideas to the
island”

Exclusive LED lighting
throughout Tiara is just
one of the amenities of-
fered in what Bathija called
“a transcendent living ex-
perience and amenity-rich
lifestyle beyond anything

on the island”

The 175,000-square-foot
development will have
floor-to-ceiling glass win-
dows in each residence, all
of which face south with
ocean-front views. Each
contains a private balcony
up to 14 feet deep and 40
feet wide, according to in-
formation from Satya.

The residences — rang-
ing from one to three bed-
rooms with seven pent-
house and two penterras
— are designed from 1,661
square feet to 4,306 square
feet with tile floors, quartz
countertops and stain-
less-steel appliances.

Units start at $1.2 mil-
lion. As of Wednesday,
Satya had sold 17 of the 63
units, Bathija said.

The building has been
designed to withstand 150
mph winds, which is a Cat-
egory 4 hurricane.

The development was in
part inspired by island res-
idents who have expressed
the desire for luxury living,
Bathija said.

“When I talked to people
they said, ‘We wish we had

COURTESY

A rendering of a bedroom inside a Tiara on the Beach

residence.

something better;” he said.
“Here I am bringing some-
thing better for them.”
Additional ~ amenities
include an infinity pool, a
pickleball/basketball court,
24/7 concierge service, a
fitness center, a yoga stu-
dio, and game rooms.
When asked whether
he’s planning more de-
velopment for the island,

COURTESY
A rendering of the living area inside a Tiara on the
Beach penthouse.

Bathija softly laughed.

“I want this project
to take off before I start
thinking of another one;
he said. “We are always
looking for opportunities.
If one comes up, we will
definitely dive into it

Monique Batson: 409-683-
5247 monique.batson@galvnews.
om

-C.S. Lewis

Miracles are a retelling in small letters of the very same story which is
written across the whole world in letters too large for some of us to see.




