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Ernie Byrd, right, and his son Chad Byrd, left, pose for a portrait behind their Shopping Cart Armrest Handles on Feb. 7 in Victoria.

Victoria father-son duo’s invention
supports mobility-impaired shoppers

BY DUY VU
DVU@VICAD.COM

When Hurricane Harvey tore
through Ernie Byrd’s home,
decimating his shop and flooding
his house, the 69 year old said he
went through a stage of depres-
sion and put on about 70 pounds.

Eight months later with the ex-
tra weight, Byrd noticed he had
more difficulty grocery shopping
while resting his arms over the
handles of his shopping cart.

“I looked around and about a
third of the other people were
doing the same thing,” Byrd
said. “And I got to thinking, ‘Boy,
we need some handles or some-
thing"”

coviD-19

Estimated 73%
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People wait in line to test for
COVID-19 on Jan. 12 in Long Beach,
Calif. The coronavirus — the current
variant or future ones that are sure to

A welder for most of his life,
Byrd was then off to the drawing
board to create an invention.

His invention, the Shopping
Cart Armrest Handles, which
was issued a U.S. patent last
year, is a tool that has the po-
tential to assist millions of par-
tially disabled people across the
country as they do their grocery
shopping, Byrd said. So far; the
handles are not for sale to the
general public, but Byrd and his
son said they hope the invention
will one day be widely available.

Even though people can opt for
an electric scooter, they would
still have to lean over and hold
onto the basket, he said.

“These handles here will sup-
port about 30% of their body
weight and take it off their ankles
and their knees,” Ernie said.
‘And it helps with their balance.”

His first attempt to solve the
issue was simple.He placed an
exercise roll on a shopping cart
for extra comfort. The idea,
however, was elementary and
didn’t solve the problem of peo-
ple slouching over their shop-
ping cart, instead of standing up
straight, he said.

“This is about the tenth style
that we’ve had, and this is by far
the best. They adjust so easily.

SEE INVENTION, A8

of US now immune to omicron:

BY CARLA K. JOHNSON
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

The omicron wave that as-
saulted the United States
this winter also bolstered
its defenses, leaving enough
protection against the coro-
navirus that future spikes will
likely require much less — if
any — dramatic disruption to
society.

Millions of individual Amer-
icans’ immune systems now
recognize the virus and are
primed to fight it off if they
encounter omicron, or even
another variant.

icans have received booster
shots, there have been near-
ly 80 million confirmed infec-
tions overall and many more
infections have never been re-
ported. One influential model
uses those factors and others
to estimate that 73% of Amer-
icans are, for now, immune to
omicron, the dominant vari-
ant, and that could rise to 80%
by mid-March.

This will prevent or short-
en new illnesses in protect-
ed people and reduce the
amount of virus circulating
overall, likely tamping down

CONTRIBUTED BY CHAD BYRD
Dana Wright tests out a prototype
of the Shopping Cart Armrest
Handles.

s that enough?

a break from overwhelmed
ICUs, experts agree.

“We have changed,” said Ali
Mokdad, a professor of health
metrics sciences at the Uni-
versity of Washington in Seat-
tle. “We have been exposed to
this virus and we know how to
deal with it.”

The coronavirus — the cur-
rent variant or future ones
that are sure to pop up — re-
mains a dangerous germ. It
is still infecting more than
130,000 Americans and killing
more than 2,000 every day.
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ELECTION
Voters will decide
whether to lower
some property tax
bills in May election

BY BROOKE PARK
AND JOSHUA FECHTER
THE TEXAS TRIBUNE

Texas voters will decide whether to
lower some property taxes that fund
schools in a May 7 special election.

Two propositions will be on the state-
wide ballot. Gov. Greg Abbott officially
set the upcoming election date Wednes-
day.

The first proposition would draw down
property taxes for elderly and disabled
Texans by reducing the amount they pay
to public schools, which typically makes
up most of a homeowner’s tax bill. The
state would then cover that reduced rev-
enue for school districts. The measure
would cost the state more than $744 mil-
lion from 2024 to 2026.

The second measure would raise Tex-
as’ homestead exemption from $25,000
to $40,000 for school district property
taxes, which would save the average
homeowner about $176 on their annual
property tax bill. If approved, this mea-
sure would cost the state $600 million
annually. The state will use a $4.4 billion
surplus to pay for the measure’s first-
year cost, but as of October, it was un-
clear where future funding would come
from.

Both measures passed during special
legislative sessions last year with bipar-
tisan support from lawmakers.

Partisan tactic hy Lt. Gov.
Patrick’s campaign delays
thousands of requests for
mail-in ballots from voters

BY ALEXA URA
THE TEXAS TRIBUNE

Thousands of applications for mail-
in ballots submitted by Texas voters
have been delayed — and some voters
may ultimately not receive ballots —
because Lt. Gov. Dan
Patrick’s campaign
instructed eligible vot-
ers to send requests
for absentee ballots to
the Texas secretary of
state’s office instead of
their local elections of-
fices.

A mass mailing by
Patrick went out to Re-
publican voters across the state in Jan-
uary, ahead of the March primary, and
included a two-page letter emblazoned
with the seal of his office encouraging
voters to submit the requests follow-
ing “three easy steps.” The problem
was the third step, which instructed
voters to return the applications in an
enclosed reply envelope that was ad-
dressed to the state.

The lieutenant governor’s campaign
said it used the secretary of state’s ad-
dress because “many Republican vot-
ers are rightly suspicious of Blue Coun-
ty election officials.”

“The decision to direct return mail to
the Secretary of State (SOS), someone
who is trusted and respected, gave vot-
ers an added layer of comfort,” Allen

Patrick
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OMICRON

CONTINUED FROM A1

Tens of millions of people
remain vulnerable.

And there will be future
outbreaks. The notion of
a “herd immunity” that
could stop the virus has
slipped away under the
harsh reality of new vari-
ants, waning immunity,
and the rejection of vac-
cines by some Americans.

But the coronavirus is no
longer new. Two years ago
it arrived in a nation where
nobody’s immune system
had seen it before. The
entire population — 330
million people — were im-
munologically naive, that
is, susceptible to infection.

“I am optimistic even if
we have a surge in sum-
mer, cases will go up, but
hospitalizations and deaths
will not,” said Mokdad, who
works on the Institute for
Health Metrics and Eval-

PATRICK

CONTINUED FROM A1

Blakemore, a campaign
consultant for Patrick,
wrote in an email.

But the campaign’s ap-
proach forced the secretary
of state, which had a stated
policy of rejecting applica-
tions erroneously sent its
way, to sort and forward
the Patrick-inspired forms
to the counties where they
should have been sent orig-
inally.

The delayed delivery
could put voters’ requests
for mail-in ballots at risk
as counties continue to see
higher-than-normal rejec-
tion rates of applications
under new ID require-
ments enacted by Republi-
cans last year. Any issues
with defective applications
must be resolved by Fri-
day so voters can receive a
mail-in ballot.

State workers have been
forwarding the waylaid
applications to respective
counties, which this week
were still receiving pack-

INVENTION

CONTINUED FROM A1

They’re strong, so you can
put all your weight on it, and
it won’t tip the basket back,”
Byrd said. “It also restores
people’s dignity, so they can
stand up straight and be eye
level with other people in-
stead of looking down at the
basket.”

The invention is especially
useful for people who have
bad ankles, knees and backs
or people who are suffering
from chronic obstructive pul-
monary disease, Byrd said.

Byrd then enlisted the help
of his son, Chad Byrd, of Vic-
toria, to build on the model
using his knowledge of 3D
modeling. In a room that was
converted into a workshop,
the father-son duo began
thinking about ways to im-
prove on the armrest han-
dles.

“He was asking for my opin-
ion, and I was trying it out,
and I think these really need
to be adjustable because it
was kind of fixed in place,”
the younger Byrd said. “And
so we started brainstorming
ideas.”

Approved as a U.S. patent
on July 13, the current pro-
totype uses auxiliary handles
attached to a shopping cart in
pairs. Each handle consists
of a telescopically extend-

uation model, which cal-
culated the 73% figure for
The Associated Press.

With varying degrees of
relief and caution, many
Americans are starting to
return to their pre-pan-
demic lifestyles.

Sarah Rixen, 41, of Bis-
marck, North Dakota,
started singing again with
a civic chorus after taking
a year off. Now, with omi-
cron winding down, she
said she feels more confi-
dent than at any time since
the crisis began.

“But I am still a little
leery that there could be
another variant around the
corner,” said Rixen, noting
that her family and most of
her relatives are fully vac-
cinated. “I am still going to
wear a mask.”

As mask mandates ease,
workers return to offices
and flights fill up, experts
are trying to understand
whether this return to nor-
mal can last, or if another
setback is looming.

ages containing hundreds
of misdirected applications.

The fiasco has further
muddled the first election
held since Patrick, as head
of the state Senate, presid-
ed over last year’s passage
of new laws tightening vot-
ing processes, including a
measure making it a crime
for local election officials to
send out applications for
mail-in ballots to people
who did not request them.

“Everyone age 65 and old-
er has earned the right to
vote early by mail. As Re-
publicans, we have fought
to make it easier to vote
while protecting election in-
tegrity, so we need to make
sure we increase our turn-
out by taking full advantage
of this convenient and se-
cure voting option,” Patrick
wrote in a letter dated Jan.
20 that was attached with
the applications.

Though the letter con-
tains the official state seal
for the lieutenant governor,
as allowed by law, the mate-
rials were labeled as being
sent out by Patrick’s cam-
paign and not at taxpayer
expense.

Handles on Feb. 7 in Victoria.

able vertical tube connected
to a horizontal tube that can
serve as an armrest. A lock-
ing mechanism then secures
the upper tube to compen-
sate for a person’s height.

With a solid prototype in
place, the two hope to license
the rights to a shopping cart
manufacturer to start the
process of getting the shop-
ping cart handles to be mass
produced all across the na-
tion. Or they could sell the
patent outright, depending
on the terms.

Already, the invention has
received about $25,000 from
70 investors who include
friends, acquaintances and
business people in Victoria.

But for the father-son duo,
the motivation for the inven-
tion is ultimately to help peo-
ple get back on their feet and
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Chad Byrd looks at a 3D rendering of the Shopping Cart Armrest

PHOTOS BY I]UVUI]VU@\IIGAD.CDM
Ernie Byrd rests his arms on the Shopping Cart Armrest Handles on Feb. 7 in Victoria.

be able to return to in-store
shopping.

“Many people want to get
back in the stores and shop
that are unable to because
their knees won’t hold up. (As
for) me, in two minutes I'm
out, but with this I can walk
around the whole store,” Er-
nie Byrd said.

“You can imagine some-
body, let’s say they’re getting
old, getting arthritic knees,
it doesn’t take much to auto-
matically have a sedentary
lifestyle. Things can run
away from you. If you start
sitting around, you’re going
to gain weight, and you’re go-
ing to have heart conditions.
If we can get people out of the
house and walking around
the store — that’s going to
change your lifestyle pretty
drastically,” said Byrd’s son.

Weather (W): s-sunny, pc-partly cloudy, c-cloudy, r-rain, sh-showers, t-thunderstorms, sf-snow flurries, sn-snow, i-ice, prep-precipitation, T-trace.
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