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CROWNING ACHIEVEMENTS

Tayler Edwards, a University of Texas powerlifter and chemical engineering student, was crowned Miss

Black UT 2024 on Thursday night and won a $1,000 scholarship in a pageant contest hosted by the Black

Student Alliance. ANDY SEVILLA/AMERICAN-STATESMAN

University of Texas students have
launched the UT Tenants Union to advo-
cate for student renters’ needs and im-
proved housing conditions in West Cam-
pus.

Isabel Webb Carey, a UT senior and
the union’s co-founder, said she’s had “a
pretty terrible time” with housing in West
Campus, and she found herself being
housing insecure for six months, which
affected her mental, physical and aca-
demic wellness. Now she’s made it her
mission to educate students on housing
and tenants’ rights, and she helped
launch the union in March. 

“I realized how little transparency and
information there was about housing in
West Campus, and not just housing, (but
also) tenants’ rights,” she said. “There is a
huge power imbalance between the stu-
dents and the leasing companies.”

Webb Carey started a social media ac-

count called @UTforhousingtransparen-
cy, to educate about tenants’ rights and
advocating about windowless housing in
the city. The group became the founda-
tion for the union, she said.

“It kind of turned into a movement,”
she said. “It’s not just one or two people
who have isolated incidences. We all are
vulnerable; we all often are or could be
exploited.”

Three weeks after the union’s launch
event, 170 people have signed union
cards, Webb Carey said.

Tenant advocacy groups and unions
have been formed at Georgetown Univer-
sity, with its launch in 2013, and at the
University of Michigan, where the union
is being revived by community activists
after being dormant for about 20 years,
according to the Michigan Daily.

Full-time students often lack the ex-
perience to navigate renting challenges,
Webb Carey said, and they don’t have
full-time jobs that can cover hefty rental 

UT union to advocate for renters
Lily Kepner
Austin American-Statesman

USA TODAY NETWORK

Windowless rooms are features in some West Campus student housing. The City
Council passed a resolution calling for an amendment to require access to
natural light for bedrooms in new buildings. PROVIDED BY JUAN MIROSee UNION, Page 2B

Animal welfare activists have been
staging nationwide protests against
the use of forced monkey laborers in
the production of coconut milk, and
the movement recently reached Aus-
tin. But are their concerns valid?

People for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals has alleged that Whole Foods
sells Thai coconut milk harvested by
endangered pig-tailed macaques la-
borers, which the Austin-based store
said is false. An anthropology profes-
sor told the American-Statesman that
monkey labor accounts for only a frac-
tion of coconut milk sold interna-
tionally.

Gathered outside the downtown
Austin condo of Whole Foods Market
CEO Jason Buechel on a Sunday in
March, local volunteers joined a PETA-
sanctioned protest, which questioned
the origins of the coconut milk market-
ed by Whole Foods’ in-house brand,
365. 

Activists brought an inflatable
monkey in chains and handed out
pamphlets to passersby. They also
stuck “wanted” posters with Buechel’s
picture in high-traffic areas around
downtown Austin. They said they
planned to stage more protests in Aus-
tin over the subject. An undercover in-
vestigation by PETA Asia found that
pig-tailed macaques are taken from
their native jungle homes and are abu-
sively trained and forced to pick coco-
nuts from trees in Thailand while fac-
ing nearly constant abuse. When not
working, the monkeys are kept
chained without adequate sources of
food or water, activists said.

Whole Foods Market said PETA has
not produced any evidence to support 

PETA,
Whole
Foods
clash
Recent protest is over
Thai coconut milk

Bianca Moreno-Paz
Austin American-Statesman

USA TODAY NETWORK

Activists at a protest against Whole
Foods' coconut milk brought an
inflatable monkey in chains and
handed out pamphlets to passersby.
PROVIDED BY PETA

See PROTEST, Page 3B

Sure, they’re pretty, and their white
blooms are a harbinger of spring. But
they also omit an unpleasant odor rem-
iniscent of rotten fish — and that’s not
even their biggest problem.

Bradford pear trees are a common
sight throughout Texas, often planted
by residents and developers for the
very, very brief aesthetic appeal they
offer across three weeks — a month, at
best — around springtime. 

Yet they bring along a host of signifi-
cant problems to native ecosystems
and are even listed in the Texas Inva-
sives database. Some states have al-
ready banned the species and offer pro-
grams with incentives to remove the
tree, an effort that began just over a
year ago when Ohio took the lead in
January 2023.

“Bradford was introduced in Mary-
land as the be-all, end-all and the per-
fect landscape tree,” Vikram Baliga,
recognized as “The Plant Prof” on social
media, said in a recent reel on Insta-
gram. “It is tolerant of a lot of soils, a lot
of water conditions, a lot of climates
and a lot of places. ... And while they are

objectively pretty attractive a couple of
weeks out of the year, all of those things
that made them really good in the land-
scape made them ecological night-
mares (in the U.S.). It turns out this tree
is incredibly invasive, among a suite of
other problems.”

Here’s a list of them:

Bradford pear trees crowd out
native plants

Bradford pear trees are a variety of

the Callery pear, which was introduced
to the U.S. from Asia in the early 1900s
in an attempt to fight fire blight, a dis-
ease that affected common pear trees. 

As an introduced species, the Brad-
ford pear’s expansion has been “incred-
ibly prolific,” said Baliga, an assistant
professor of practice at Texas Tech Uni-
versity’s Davis College of Agricultural
Sciences and Natural Resources.

While Bradford pear trees and culti-
vars of the Callery pear are typically
self-infertile, meaning they cannot pro-
duce seeds within the same variety or
on the same plant, they readily cross-
pollinate with other varieties of pear,
Baliga said. This results in fruit produc-
tion in subsequent generations of trees
that are fertile.

“They have taken over rights of way
of roadsides, and they have forced out
native species,” Baliga said in the video.
“They cause a lot of problems.”

They don’t support native
pollinators

Beyond the issue of their overabun-
dance and displacement of native
plants, Bradford pear trees are largely 

Invasive species Bradford pear trees
are pretty, smelly, still legal in Texas
Brandi D. Addison
Lubbock Avalanche-Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

Bradford pears are now considered an
invasive species in many states in the
U.S. DEAN HENSLEY/TIMES-NEWS

See TREES, Page 3B
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“    We absolutely LOVE our new sunroom! 
It is our favorite room of the whole house.”

— Tracie, Happy Customer 

SUNROOMS | SCREEN ROOMS | PATIO & PORCH ENCLOSURES | SOLARIUMS

 http://patioenclosures.localconsumer2.info/

FOR A FREE DESIGN CONSULTATION

737-220-3191CALL
MENTION CODE: LOCIQ

INJURED? 
GET YOUR 
JUSTICE

737.206.7452
DJC Law, PLLC, Principal Office Austin, TX

fees. Student renters also are transient,
often staying in housing only for four
years of school.

Instead of having a new wave of ac-
tivism every four years, the union will al-
low the group to sustain and build on its
advocacy, said Namratha Thrikutam, an
architecture student, union co-founder
and intern at Texas Housers, a nonprofit
that supports low-income Texans.

“We’ve all been waiting for this,”
Thrikutam said. “We’ve all been waiting
for a space to open up where we can ad-
vocate for ourselves.”

Since it is a tenants union, the group
will not seek certification from the Na-
tional Labor Review Board as a labor
union would, said Kayla Quilantang, a
union co-founder. Now that it has ob-
tained its member base, the union is
looking for legal representation and de-
termining its next initiatives.

Any renter who lives in the West
Campus neighborhood is welcome to
join, including online students and
those at other Austin-area universities,
said Grant Gilker, a UT junior and union
co-founder.

With whom will the UT Tenants
Union partner?

The group hopes to advocate for pol-
icy changes at city and university levels.

To start, its goals include addressing
property-level concerns, establishing le-
gal aid resources that students can turn
to when they face problems and advo-
cating for the university to create an
emergency rental fund for students who
are forced to seek temporary accommo-
dations, students said.

The university did not respond to
Statesman requests for comment.

Quilantang, a fourth-year UT student
in the architecture program, helped
write a letter in August to the Austin City
Council to advocate against windowless
bedrooms – a feature of some West
Campus student housing options. The
letter, sent Sept. 1, had more than 800
signatures in support, Quilantang said.

The students’ advocacy resulted in
the City Council passing a resolution in
September calling for the elected city
leaders to initiate an amendment to re-
quire access to natural light for bed-
rooms in new buildings.

“It represents a strategy of cross-dis-
ciplinary collaboration at both the uni-
versity and citywide level,” Quilantang
said. “We really want to use connections
that we made from that single initiative.”

The council could act as soon as this
month, said Zo Qadri, a council member
who worked with students to address
windowless housing and on the Univer-
sity Neighborhood Overlay, the planning
district for West Campus.

“I’m incredibly grateful for the part-
nership we’ve formed with the UT Ten-
ants Union, ” Qadri said. “We look for-
ward to continuing to give students a
voice and working toward solutions to-
gether.”

Mayor Kirk Watson said he looks for-
ward to the students’ policy ideas, say-
ing students have helped advocate for
housing issues on which the City Coun-
cil has acted, such as occupancy limits.

“Austin is Austin in part because
we’ve always had a fountain of youth
that’s been fed by the smart and inter-
esting and innovative students that
flock to UT and our other great colleges
and universities,” Watson said. “Student
voices are essential to our community
conversation around housing and affor-
dability, and I’m happy they’re organiz-
ing through the UT Tenants Union to
amplify those voices.”

What’s the UT Tenants Union’s
long-term goal for West Campus?

The UT Tenants Union hopes to cre-
ate a 10-year plan to help pass effective
policy changes at the university, system
and city levels to protect renters in West
Campus, said Gilker, who also serves on
the board of College Houses Texas, an
affordable housing student community.

“I want to live in a better neighbor-
hood, I want to live better with my neigh-
bors, and I want them to have happier
lives, too,” Gilker said. “Ultimately,
there’s very little advocacy happening,
and very little pride taken in where we
live, and there’s so much pride taken in
what we do. That crossover can happen,
and I’m excited to see it.”

The group hopes the union encour-
ages students and opens an avenue for
them to get involved in conversations
about the neighborhood.

“We want this UT Tenants Union to
be an example of how much power stu-
dent voices hold to shape their neigh-
borhood the way they see is best,” Qui-
lantang said. “We have the right to be an
active part of this conversation.”

Union
Continued from Page 1B

HOUSTON — After a monthslong
delay, construction is expected to re-
sume in the coming months on a highly
anticipated 3D-printed home in Hous-
ton that has been described as the na-
tion’s first two-story 3D-printed house.

The home launched in 2022 to much
fanfare because of its scale — a 4,000-
square-foot structure that is reportedly
much larger than previous 3D-printed
homes in the U.S. Designed by a pair of
Cornell University professors, the
home is meant to be an experiment in
integrating conventional construction
techniques with 3D printing.

But roughly a year after the initial
announcement, activity at the project
site on Emnora Lane in Spring Branch
quieted. With just the 3D-printed walls
on the site for several months, specula-
tion about the project’s future abound-
ed on social media.

However, the project manager and
architect, who are working for an un-
disclosed homeowner, say they are still
on track to complete what could be a
history-making home.

After a 3D-printed chimney was in-
stalled in August, the team paused the
project because of a personal family is-
sue, not because of any technical or fi-
nancing issues, said Sasa Zivkovic,
principal at Hannah, the project’s de-
signer.

“I would hope to not describe the
project as abandoned. There has been a
pause. This is something that has been
communicated with neighbors,” Ziv-
kovic said. “The project is resuming.”

Peri 3D Construction completed
printing load-bearing walls, said Hik-
mat Zerbe of Cive, the Houston-based
engineer for the project.

“It’s going to look really good, so just
give us some time,” Zerbe said.

Unlike smaller consumer machines,
3D printing in construction uses mas-
sive printers — in this case, one that sat
on a structure measuring 40 feet by 50

feet and 30 feet high. The printer ex-
trudes concretelike material in thick
ribbons resembling stacks of tooth-
paste. A computer program tells the
machine how to execute the architect’s
design.

Now the general contractor is order-
ing materials for the next phase of the
project, which will include installing
framing within about two months, Ziv-
kovic said. Windows and flooring also
will be installed in the next phase.

The home’s walls were printed in-
crementally over several months, he
said. The point of the project wasn’t
about speed, but about testing hybrid
construction systems blending tradi-
tional and 3D technologies, he added.

“This is also a research project. We
learned a lot about how we optimize the
printing process,” Zivkovic said. “This
(research) is also looking at the poten-
tial future of housing.”

3D home printing has received much
attention for its potential as an effi-
cient, affordable method of home con-
struction. 

Austin startup Icon 3D has several
Texas projects underway, such as near-
ly $1 million homes in Marfa and 3D-
printed habitats for NASA. Separately,
Houston startup Hive3D is employing
eco-friendly cement for a collection of
vacation rentals in Round Top, north of
Houston.

3D-printed Houston
home still on track
as work to resume
Marissa Luck
Houston Chronicle

The unfinished frame of the
3D-printed house sits next to
completed homes in Spring Branch
last week. KIRK SIDES/HOUSTON CHRONICLE


