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ed construction, including overpass-
es to carry city streets and county
roads over the tracks or the reloca-
tion of Highway 99 between Ashlan
and Clinton avenues.

The rail authority hopes to begin
construction later this year on a
23-mile stretch from Avenue 17 east
of Madera to downtown Fresno,
even though it’s facing lawsuits
from property owners and others
who are either unhappy with the
route, dissatisfied with the agency’s
assessment of the project’s environ-
mental effects, or simply opposed to
building the rail system.

First, however, the agency needs
the Public Works Board’s approval
to proceed.

“It’s an important step forward in
the process as we move toward con-
struction,” said Jeffrey Morales, the
authority’s chief executive officer.
“We cannot actually start the pro-
cess of getting down to real discus-
sions with property owners about
how their situations will be han-
dled” without today’s anticipated ac-
tion.

Detailed land plans

According to a detailed 152-page
plan distributed to would-be con-
tractors earlier this month, the
agency would buy about 100 par-
cels on the list in their entirety —
mostly smaller lots where the
amount of acreage left over from
the railroad right of way, road relo-
cations or other construction needs
would be practically useless. On the

rest of the properties, the authority
would only buy portions needed for
the route.

“What that plan shows is what is
needed for the project,” Morales
said. “There is some leeway” over
how much of a parcel the agency
would buy, or how to deal with larg-
er parcels that would be bisected by
the rail line, he said.

“But until the Public Works
Board approves the parcels, we
can’t actually get down to that level
of discussion with property own-
ers,” Morales said.

The right-of-way plan indicates
that the purchases will likely be
spread out over the next two years,
depending on the priority that con-
tractors have put on each parcel for
their construction needs. Nearly
130 parcels are proposed to be ac-
quired by the end of this year, in-
cluding 75 that will be needed by
the end of September.

Meanwhile, Friday is the dead-
line for contractors competing to
build the Madera-Fresno section to
submit bids to the rail authority.
But the winning company or team
will probably not be known for
weeks while the agency combs
through the bid packages.

“This is not something like a typi-

cal Caltrans project, where you
open the bid and you know the
price and you know who wins,” Mo-
rales said. For this project, contrac-
tors are bidding not only to build
the rail line, but also to finish the
design and engineering work.

Morales said the bids will be eval-
uated in two stages: the technical
proposals, and then the price. A de-
tailed review of the technical pro-
posal will be judged on a pass-fail
basis to ensure that the companies
fulfill all of the requirements and
provide all required certifications.

“We won’t even open the prices
for something like six weeks,” Mo-
rales said. “We don’t want a price to
skew the technical review of the
bids. But that also means that if a
contractor doesn’t make it through
the technical review, we won’t even
open their price.”

Cost could reach $1.8 billion

The rail authority estimates that
the first construction package will
cost $1.2 billion to $1.8 billion. It will
include a bridge over the San
Joaquin River, elevated tracks over
Herndon Avenue, a tunnel under
Belmont Avenue and Highway 180,
an elevated railway to cross over
Highway 99 at the south end of Fres-

no and 12 street or road overpasses.
Five construction teams were pre-

qualified last year by the rail authori-
ty to bid on the first construction
segment:

• California Backbone Builders,
a consortium of two Spanish con-
struction firms: Ferrovial Agroman
and Acciona

• California High-Speed Rail Part-
ners, composed of Fluor Corp. of
Texas, Swedish-based Skanska and
PCL Constructors of Canada

• California High-Speed Ven-
tures, made up of Kiewit Corp. of
Nebraska, Granite Construction of
Watsonville and Comsa EMTE of
Spain

• Dragados/Samsung/Pulice, a
joint venture of Dragados SA of
Spain; Samsung C&T America, a
subsidiary of South Korean multina-
tional Samsung Group; and Pulice
Construction Inc. of Arizona

• Tutor Perini/Zachry/Parsons,
a consortium made up of Tutor Peri-
ni Corp. of Sylmar, Zachry Con-
struction Corp. of Texas and Pasa-
dena-based Parsons Corp.

“All five of them are still in this, as
far as we know,” Morales said last
week. “We continue to have back-
and-forth discussions with them,
and we anticipate receiving five pro-
posals.”

The rail authority originally ex-
pected that bids for the work would
be submitted in September with
hopes of awarding a contract by the
end of 2012. That deadline was
pushed back, first to November and
then to this month, at the request of
the contracting teams as they
sought more detailed information
about the plans.
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Mackey’s biological fa-
ther left when he was a
baby, and his mother
worked two jobs to make
ends meet. Her son was hav-
ing a hard time fitting in, be-
coming a target for bullies.

“Every day in school, peo-
ple would pick on me be-
cause of my skin color and
size,” Mackey said, remem-
bering being beaten up five
or six times. “I was just try-
ing to make friends and fit
in.”

Mackey said he wanted a
way to fight back — to de-
fend himself, but most of all,
to make it stop.

“I just wanted to stop the
violence,” he said.

When Mackey entered
high school, things started
to change as he discovered
sports and joined the wres-
tling team for three years.

Finding his niche

Mackey said he was “al-
ways the skinny kid” and
too slow at football, but he
found where he fit in: mar-
tial arts and kickboxing.

However, Mackey faced
many detractors. Those
around him told him he
wasn’t good enough and
that he’d never make it.

“That motivated me even
more,” Mackey recalled.

Mackey held tightly to his
dream of becoming a profes-
sional mixed martial arts
fighter, until another set-
back sent him reeling.
Mackey’s biological father,
who re-entered his life when
he was 13 years old, commit-
ted suicide in 2004 in
Merced.

“I still have questions to
this day and wonder why,”
Mackey said. “My dad al-
ways had pride and he
never wanted to show that
he was going through de-
pression.”

A week before his father
died, Mackey had an inspira-
tional heart-to-heart with
him. It would be his last con-
versation with his father.

“He had hugged me and
told me I have a gift. He said
I can do anything and to
never give up,” Mackey re-
called. “We started building
a father-and-son relation-
ship like I always wanted.”

After losing his dad,
Mackey threw himself into
training — this time with a
newfound determination.
Using his mother as inspira-
tion, Mackey kept an eye on
his ultimate goal.

“She’s the reason I do
what I do,” Mackey said.
“This is going to make me
something so I can offer
them a better life.”

Today, Mackey cares for
his 57-year-old mother in
Livingston, who suffers

from diabetes. In addition to
training daily in Merced, he
volunteers his time to work
with children in the Muay
Thai Kickboxing self-
defense class at the Living-
ston Recreation Center.

Motivating children

Last year, Mackey paid a
visit to his former teacher’s
classroom at Livingston
Middle School to motivate
and inspire the 12- to
14-year-olds, many of them
facing the same challenges
Mackey overcame.

“I was totally impressed,”
said Acquainetta Street,
eighth-grade teacher at Liv-
ingston Middle School, who
taught Mackey for two
years. “I see a completely dif-
ferent Edward — he wasn’t

that tiny kid anymore. He
seems to be very confident
and dedicated to helping
other kids.”

Eric Sharp, teacher’s aide
at Livingston High School,
also saw the transformation

in Mackey during the four
years he mentored him.

“When I first met Ed-
ward, he was lost and not
sure what he wanted to do,”
Sharp said. “You could see
he was trying to find his

niche. He could’ve been out
in the streets doing whatev-
er, but he found other
things to do to stay out of
trouble. You could tell he
found God and just wanted
to make his mom proud.”

Mackey demonstrated a
few kicks for the packed
classroom of kids, in addi-
tion to encouraging them to
work hard and never give
up on their dreams. He
plans to come back and
speak to a gymnasium full
of kids next week.

“I want these kids to
know anything is possible,”
Mackey said. “Do not let
anyone say you can’t do
something. Believe, and
never give up. You can
achieve anything in this
world.”

Mackey’s next MMA
fight is set for March, but
until then, he’s focused on
becoming a better person
every day.

“I don’t want to go back to
where I was, and I tell my-
self I can do better. I want to
be a world champ, but I
want to be recognized as a
noble and humble person.”

Reporter Ramona Giwargis
can be reached at
(209) 385-2477 or
rgiwargis@mercedsunstar.com.
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the Merced Lao Family
Community in Merced,
said he believes the
Hmong population has
been decreasing recently.
He thinks it will only
continue to decrease.

“We have families that
keep moving out every
summer throughout the
area to Minnesota and
Wisconsin,” he said.

Vang said a major factor
that’s leading Hmong
families in Merced to move
out of the area is the lack
of job opportunities. Many
move away to take jobs in
manufacturing, he said.

In California, the
estimated Hmong poverty
level in 2010 was higher
than the national level,
according to the study.
The state had an estimated
Hmong poverty rate of
31 percent.

Child care costs cited

Vang said in Merced the
older Hmong people tend
to have low-wage jobs and
most households tend to
only have one worker,
which could explain the
high poverty rate. He said
the women often stay
home to take care of the
children because they can’t
afford to pay for child care
services.

“They’d rather take care
of the kids” than work, he
said.

Most Hmong families
average six to seven
children, Vang said.

However, Pfeifer said
the study shows the the
family size is slowly
decreasing. There’s also a
more youthful population,
he said.

The median Hmong age
is 19 or 20 in most states,
Pfeifer said.

Also, the percentage of
Hmong Americans 25 years
or older with a bachelor’s
degree or higher nearly
doubled in 2010 compared
with 2000, the study shows.
In 2010, 14.5 percent of
that population group had
a bachelor’s degree
compared with 7.4 percent
in 2000.

That has been evident in
Merced, Vang said. More
Hmong are pursing a
college education.

However, many of them
are also leaving Merced
because they can’t find a
job once they graduate
from college, he said.

Vang said two primary
things that would help
improve the quality of life
for Hmong living in
Merced would be more
employment opportunities
and social services.

He said many Hmong
don’t speak English so
many of them can’t go
places without translation
services.

“A lot of people just get
stuck and don’t know
where to go,” he said.

Education improves

Among other study
findings, the educational
disparities, especially
within higher education
between Hmong American
women and men, appear to
have been eliminated,
Pfeifer.

Pfeifer said he hopes
policy-makers will pay
attention to the study.

“Health disparities need
more attention,” he said,
adding more funding and
research is needed.

Some good news is that
more research has been
conducted on Hmong
American health disparities
with certain types of
cancers, diabetes, hepatitis
B, hypertension, kidney
stones and mental illness.

Among the resources
the Merced Lao Family
Community center offers is
mental health services,
Vang said. It also provides
child education and after-
school activities for youth,
among other services.

Reporter Yesenia Amaro
can be reached at
(209) 385-2482 or
yamaro@mercedsunstar.com.
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To Learn More
• Link to Public Works Board agenda, including property parcel list:
www.spwb.ca.gov/archives/agendas/documents/1-14-13_10-Day.pdf

• Link to the California High-Speed Rail Authority’s right-of-way acquisition
plan: http://cahighspeedrail.ca.gov/assets/0/443/540/543/
b0bbb302-bd23-4972-95fd-202ebd95bbc1.pdf

‘Do not let anyone say you can’t do something. Believe,
and never give up. You can achieve anything in this world.’

— Edward Mackey, mixed martial artist

Mixed martial artist Edward
Mackey, 26, of Livingston
trains Friday with Phil ‘The
Pain’ Collins, above, and
Andrew Garza, below. At left,
ropes make for a tough
workout. In addition to training
daily in Merced, he volunteers
his time to work with children
in the Muay Thai Kickboxing
self-defense class at the
Livingston Recreation Center.
Mackey’s next MMA fight is
set for March.
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