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Weather
High-40s and low-50s look to 

be the average high temps this 
week through the Gorge. Chance of 
showers mid-week.

Hood River New School robotics 
team heads to state — Page B1

40 Years at MCMC — Page 6

‘Lets Talk’ forum to focus on 
Ore. governor race — Page 8

They’re back! Eagle Watch this 
Friday & Saturday — Page 5

COVID UPDATE

Cases spike 
in Gorge

■ By Neita Cecil
NCPHD

Hospitalization rates are rapidly
climbing in Oregon and in the 
Gorge as COVID cases spike. 

On Jan. 3, there were two people 
with COVID in the hospitals in The 
Dalles and Hood River, according 
to North Central Public Health 
District (NCPHD). A week later, on 
Jan. 10, there were 13. 

Not all of those are hospital-
ized due to COVID, but most are. 
(Some incidentally have COVID 
and are hospitalized for other 
reasons.)

As of Jan. 12, all 10 Intensive 
Care Unit (ICU) beds at Mid-
Columbia Medical Center and 
Providence Hood River Memorial 
Hospital were full, and 46 of the 50 
non-intensive care hospital beds 
were full. 

In-person 
learning 
at risk

■ By Trisha Walker
Columbia Gorge News

HOOD RIVER — COVID-19,
and the fast-moving omi-
cron variant, was the focus of 
Hood River County School 
District Superintendent Rich 
Polkinghorn’s opening communi-
cation at the Jan. 12 school board 
meeting. 

His primary message: Student 
access to in-person instruction is 
under threat, and to keep kids in 
school, the district needs commu-
nity support to mitigate the spread 
of infection.

“While early data indicates that 
the omicron variant may result in 
less severe disease than previous 
variants, it is increasingly clear that 
the omicron variant spreads much 
more quickly and easily than all 
previous variants,” he said. 

The district is taking a “layered” 
approach to mitigation — symp-
tom screening, training and edu-
cation, cleaning and disinfection, 
hand washing, airflow and circula-
tion, COVID-19 testing, cohorting, 
physical distancing, face coverings 
and COVID-19 vaccinations.

“The virus can pass through 
one or two layers, but not all,” 
Polkinghorn said. “That’s why 
every layer matters and every layer 
helps keep students in class.”

Oregon Health Authority (OHA) 
has continued to emphasize the 
importance and strict adherence 
to these layered protocols, he said. 
The district has fully implemented 
these protocols since returning 
students to classrooms.

“Our data tells us that the risk 

See VIRUS, page 2

See SCHOOLS, page 3

 “It’s tough out there. People 
need to be careful.”

Virginia Sheer
Canyon Rim Assisted Living

MCMC and OHSU 
Health end clinical 

agreement 
■ By Mark Gibson

Columbia Gorge News

Mid-Columbia Medical Center (MCMC)
and Oregon Health and Science University 
(OHSU) jointly agreed in December to end 
their long history of collaboration, an affilia-
tion that began more than a decade ago and 
has focused on providing patients the right 
care at the right time, while keeping them in 
their community whenever possible.

After several months of conversations, 
prioritizing continued patient access and 
provider support, MCMC and OHSU agreed 
on Dec. 14, 2021, to end several aspects of 
their formal, collaboration agreement, ac-
cording to a joint statement by MCMC and 
OHSU issued Dec. 27.

According to the statement, MCMC’s 
priority will continue to be providing excep-
tional care to patients and the community. 
As Oregon’s academic health center, OHSU 
remains committed to supporting patient 
care in The Dalles, based on the communi-
ty’s needs.

Mid-Columbia Medical Center 
considers strategic partnership

Board of Trustees lead 
exploratory process 
■ By Mark Gibson

Columbia Gorge News

THE DALLES – Leaders from Mid-Columbia
Medical Center (MCMC) announced Thursday, 
Jan. 13 they are launching a “strategic and 
partnership exploration process” that will 
consider options to enhance and grow access 
to high-quality healthcare in The Dalles and 
surrounding region, including whether to re-
main independent or partner with a compatible 
healthcare organization that will invest in and 
grow the healthcare system.

The announcement follows a joint decision 
announced in mid-December to end a for-
mal clinical agreement between MCMC and 
OHSU Health. That agreement was unlike, and 
unrelated to, the exploration process described 
above, according to MCMC. (See related story.)

“MCMC has a proud history of serving this 
community for more than 120 years, thanks to 
our dedicated team of healthcare professionals 
and physicians,” said Phil Brady, chair of the 
MCMC Board of Trustees. “We are singularly 
focused on doing everything possible to secure 
the best future for local healthcare in the 
Columbia River Gorge region, while managing 
the complexities of a constantly evolving health-
care industry. We are excited to embark upon 
this journey, which will ensure our high-quality, 
local healthcare continues for decades to come.”

The board of trustees, in conjunction with 

senior and physician leadership, has begun 
a strategic process to “thoughtfully evaluate 
potential partners” based on certain priorities, 
including the capacity to make needed invest-
ments in a new hospital campus, the ability 
to achieve economies of scale and maximize 
access for the community, as well as to develop 
information systems, expand provider care 
resources and create access to needed service 
lines for all residents of our region.

“As a part of this process, MCMC will explore 
whether to remain independent, or partner with 
a like-minded healthcare organization that is 
open to collaboration and interested in further 
investing in the advancement of healthcare in 
our region,” said Dennis Knox, president and 
CEO of MCMC. “We are committed to devel-
oping the best strategy and exploring the right 
potential partnership for the future of health-
care in the Columbia River Gorge region.”

In a Jan. 13 interview with Columbia Gorge 
News, Knox said changes underway at the 
hospital were exciting and positive. “This is cou-
rageous leadership,” he said of the MCMC board 
and leadership staff working in committee to 
explore the potential for future partnerships. 
“The status quo is unacceptable,” he added.

Knox noted that plans for a new hospital 
campus at 10th and Weber streets in The Dalles, 
announced in November, do not require a part-
nership to move forward, but noted the right 
partner would have a positive impact on the 
process. “It could go either way,” he said, but the 

See PARTNERS , page 14
See OHSU, page 15

Mt. Hood Railroad sold to 
local investment group

■ By Noah Noteboom
Columbia Gorge News

HOOD RIVER — Local invest-
ment firm, Mount Hood Capital 
Investments LLC, led by orchardist 
and entrepreneur L. Scott Webster, 
announced the purchase of the Mt. 
Hood Railroad on Jan. 10. Webster 
is the owner of Webster Orchards 
and The Fruit Company in Odell.

“I’m really excited about the 
potential of Mt. Hood Railroad and 
what it means for the region,” said 
Webster. “I envision great value by 
enhancing local agritourism, grow-
ing the freight business and provid-
ing solutions for our community.”

In November 2019, Mt. Hood 
Railroad was placed into receiv-
ership — a type of bankruptcy 
protection. A U.S. District Court 
Judge ordered the railroad’s 
owner at the time, Iowa Pacific 
Holdings, to place the railroad into 

a receivership after they default-
ed on a $5 million loan from Big 
Shoulders Capital LLC. The ruling 
gave all assets and business oper-
ations to an appointed receiver: 
Novo Advisors, a financial advisory 
firm from Chicago. Operations 
remained unchanged according to 
General Manager Ron Kaufman.

Today, Kaufman is thrilled that 
the railroad is back in the hands of 
a local.

“I’ve been with them (Mt. Hood 
Railroad) for about 35 years,” said 
Kaufman. “And I am really excited 
about the change and bringing it 
back under local ownership.”

Currently the railroad serves the 
lumber industry and more specifi-
cally, Cascade Forest Products, who 
has recently expanded operations 
in Odell. Cascade Forest Products 
doubled their track availability giv-
ing the railroad increased business 
on the freight side of operations. 

To assist the increase in business, 
the Mt. Hood Railroad has leased 
an additional locomotive from 
Locomotive Servicing Company. 
According to their website, they 
offer freight services two or three 
days a week.

The additional locomotive will 

offer options for those looking for 
an excursion through the upper 
valley. According to Kaufman, Mt. 
Hood Railroad is hoping to have a 
concrete schedule for tours in the 
coming weeks, with eyes on an 
April 1 opening date.

The Mt. Hood Railroad Depot, located in downtown Hood River, has sold to new 
ownership. Mt. Hood Capital Investments CEO, L. Scott Webster, officially an-
nounced the purchase of the railroad on Jan. 10. Noah Noteboom photo

Byers 
crowned 
‘Dancing 
With The 

Gorge Stars’ 
champion

■ By Alana Lackner
Columbia Gorge News

Dancing With The Gorge Stars crowned a
new champion as Annette Byers, Columbia 
Gorge Community College math instructor, 
took home the mirror-ball trophy Friday, fol-
lowing her performance of the hustle to “It’s 
Raining Men,” with pro-partner Drew Innis.

Friday marked the eighth annual Dancing 
With The Gorge Stars, and the first back 
after a gap in 2021, due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

The event was emceed by Utah Ballroom Mary Davis, 2020 Dancing With The Gorge Stars champion, presents Annette Byers with the mirror-ball as she 
celebrates with partner Drew Innis. (More photos inside and online at www.gorgenews.com.) 

Jacob Bertram photo See DANCE, page 14




