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By Zaira Perez
Staff Writer

zaira.perez@dentonrc.com

Some Denton County program di-
rectors recognize the criminal justice 
system isn’t the right place for someone 
with a mental health problem to get re-
habilitated — so their teams are aiming 

to address the underlying issues to de-
ter them away from the criminal justice 
system.

The Denton County Judiciary has 
several specialized treatment courts, 
and some are meant to divert people 
from the criminal justice system or help 
participants break old habits that could 
get them in trouble. There is a mental 
health treatment program for adults 
and one for children, a drug treatment 
court, veterans treatment court, DWI 
treatment court and a program for 

first-time drug offenders.
“Anyone that’s worked in the system 

for any period of time, whether you’re 
a prosecutor or you’re a defense attor-
ney or a judge, you come across people 
that you know have underlying issues 
[with] the offense. … It may still be an 
offense, but something else led to it,” 
said Judge Lee Ann Breading, one of 
the judges for the adult mental health 
court. “And trying to get them back on 

By Glenn Thrush
The New York Times Company

CHULA VISTA, Calif. — Max Men-
doza’s parents awakened just after 
dawn to a gunshot and ran from their 
bedroom to find their 12-year-old son 
propped against the couch, eyes wide in 
pain, terror and surprise.

“It’s the real one,” Max whispered, 
clutching his chest, seemingly astound-
ed that a weapon resembling a toy 
could end his life in an instant.

But it did. Investigators in this city 
just south of San Diego are still trying 
to determine exactly what happened on 
that Saturday morning in July — if the 
seventh grader accidentally shot him-
self or if a 15-year-old friend discharged 
it while showing it off.

What is certain is the kind of weap-
on that killed Max. It was a “ghost gun.”

Ghost guns — untraceable firearms 
without serial numbers, assembled 
from components bought online — are 
increasingly becoming the lethal weap-
on of easy access for those legally barred 
from buying or owning guns around 
the country. The criminal underground 
has long relied on stolen weapons with 
sanded-off serial numbers, but ghost 
guns represent a digital-age upgrade, 
and they are especially prevalent in 
coastal blue states with strict firearm 
laws.

Nowhere is that truer than in Cal-
ifornia, where their proliferation has 

By Zaira Perez
Staff Writer

zaira.perez@dentonrc.com

With the Denton Police Depart-
ment’s mental health unit now at 
work, the program’s leads say they 
can get a better idea of what types 
of mental health crises Denton res-

idents are dealing with.
Police Chief Frank Dixon said 

last year this team could curb people 
from the criminal justice system if 
what they truly need is an interven-
tion. The unit, called the Crisis Inter-
vention Response Team, had about 
690 cases of people dealing with cri-

ses between May and August — the 
first two months of operation.

CIRT clinician manager Sara 
Gawor and Sgt. Elisa Howell, the 
team’s lead on the police response 
side, supervise the three pairs of of-
ficers and clinicians who are paired 
up for calls.

The team, along with the chang-
es at the Police Department that fol-
lowed the team’s creation, are help-
ing the department gather more 
accurate data on mental health in 
the city.

City’s mental health check

Police crisis unit learning about magnitude of needs in Denton
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Clinician manager Sara Gawor, left and Sgt. Elisa Howell are part of the Crisis Intervention Response Team, the Denton Police Depart-

ment’s mental health unit. The team handled about 690 cases within its first couple of months of operating, and they’re now doing 

follow-ups.

By Amy Schoenfeld Walker  
and Josh Holder
The New York Times Company

As tens of millions of eligible people 
in the United States consider signing up 
for a COVID-19 booster shot, a growing 
body of early global research shows that 
the vaccines authorized in the United 
States remain highly protective against 
the disease’s worst outcomes over time, 
with some exceptions among older peo-
ple and those with weakened immune 
systems.

But although the vaccines’ effective-
ness against severe disease and hospi-
talization has mostly held steady, even 
through the summer surge of the highly 
transmissible delta variant, a number 
of published studies show that their 
protection against infection, with or 
without symptoms, has fallen.

Public health experts say the decline 
doesn’t mean vaccines aren’t working.

In fact, many studies show that the 
vaccines remain more than 50% effec-
tive at preventing infection, the level 
that all COVID vaccines had to meet or 
exceed to be authorized by the Food and 
Drug Administration back in 2020. 
But the significance of these declines 
in effectiveness — and whether they 
suggest all adults should be eligible for 
a booster shot — is still up for debate.

A study in England examined the 

Rigorous programs bring 
help to some offenders
Mental health courts 
deter participants from 
criminal justice system
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Judges Coby Waddill and Lee Ann Breading, shown Wednesday at the 

Denton County Courts Building, help oversee Denton County’s adult 

mental health court.See COURTS on 5A

Pilot Point res-

ident Basil Gist 

tries his hand at 

the Blacksmith 

Challenge during 

the North Texas 

Blacksmith Asso-

ciation’s annual 

hammer-in Sun-

day at TX-Ture 

Farm in Cross 

Roads.
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Bang 
it out

‘Ghost gun’ kits sold online 
gaining traction, police say

Efficacy of 
shots fuels 
debate on 
boosters
Health experts say 
decline in protection 
doesn’t mean COVID 
vaccines aren’t working
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See CIRT on 5A


