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TODAY Mostly sunny. Winds 
could gust as high as 20 mph.
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TONIGHT A chance of rain show-
ers after 8 p.m., mixing with snow.
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With COVID-19 cases 
on the rise and hospi-
tal capacity in demand 
in Hastings and across 
Nebraska, local officials 
stressed during a Fri-
day morning news con-
ference the need to stay 
vigilant.

The online news con-
ference, which was a 
weekly staple in the 

spring, was the first of  
its kind since June.

Eric Barber, president 
and CEO of  Mary Lan-
ning Healthcare, said 
the hospital currently is 
about 90% full.

As of  Friday morning, 
Mary Lanning had 10 
patients being treated 
for the novel coronavi-
rus disease, COVID-19, 
and one free intensive 
care unit bed. Barber 
said there is a separate 
room equipped for a 
COVID-19 patient.

He said the COVID-19 
patients range in age 

from their mid-40s to 
90s and typically have 
at least two chronic 
conditions or diseases 
leading to the hospital-
ization.

Just three of  the pa-
tients now in the hospi-
tal are on ventilators.

At this point, Barber 
said, Mary Lanning is 
experienced in dealing 
with COVID-19 and has 
stockpiled enough per-
sonal protective equip-
ment.

“While we are seeing 

Officials stress importance of COVID-19 precautions
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Following the latest 
guidelines from the 
Nebraska Department 
of  Health and Human 
Services and the South 
Heartland District 
Health Department, the 
city of  Hastings tempo-
rarily is closing certain 
city buildings to the 
public starting Mon-
day in an effort to avoid 

potential exposures of  
COVID-19.

In most cases, city ser-
vices will be available 
via phone, online or at a 
drive-through window.

The City Building, 220 
N. Hastings Ave., will 
be closed to public foot 
traffic effective on Mon-
day, but services are 
still available via phone 
at 402-461-2309 and at 
the drive-through win-

dow on the east side.
The Hastings Utilities 

business office still is 
closed due to construc-
tion, but customers 
can pay their bills on-
line by going to https://
www.cityofhastings.
org/departments/util-
ities/pay-my-bill/ or 
by dropping a payment 
off at one of  the several 

City buildings closing to public again
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Q
uality of  life has 
improved for 
firefighters with 
Hastings Fire and 
Rescue thanks to   

                       the installation 
of  two new diesel exhaust 
source capture systems in 
the city’s fire stations.

Before the capture systems 
were installed, the diesel ex-
haust from fire trucks and 
ambulances accumulated 
in the covered parking bays 
when vehicles idled.

The systems now are in-
stalled at Highland Park Sta-
tion and Lincoln Park Sta-
tion, keeping the exhaust 
from entering the garages — 
and firefighters’ lungs.

“Diesel exhaust is a known 
carcinogen, and firefight-
ers are at a higher risk for 
certain types of  cancer that 

are caused by that diesel ex-
haust,” said Hastings Fire and 
Rescue Chief  Brad Starling.

Capt. Darin Clark said can-
cer is a problem for many re-
tired firefighters and this will 
help with prevention. 

Clark said the stations had 
commercial air cleaners that 
could disperse the exhaust 

when it reached the ceiling, 
but the new system will keep 
the fumes from getting into 
the building. He said the new 
exhaust equipment also im-
proves the odor in the bays.

The Hastings City Council 
approved a bid from Air  

Cleaner air, better health
FIRE STATIONS GET EXHAUST 

CAPTURE SYSTEMS

Courtesy

A Hastings Fire and Rescue firefighter detaches a diesel exhaust source capture system 
from an ambulance in this undated photo.

Courtesy

A diesel exhaust source capture system is connected to an 
emergency vehicle at Hastings Fire and Rescue in this un-
dated photo.
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Hastings Utilities em-
ployees recently voted 
against joining a union, 

but Util-
ity Man-
ager Kevin 
Johnson 
mentioned 
in a mes-
sage to 
employees 
that open 
communi-

cations are not only en-
couraged, but necessary 
going forward.

The vote was for bar-
gaining unit certifica-
tion with the Interna-
tional Brotherhood of  
Electrical Workers. It 
affected Whelan En-
ergy Center employees 
as well as those work-
ing in operations for the 
electric, water, gas and 
sewer departments.

That includes 105 out 
of  174 HU employees. 
Superiors can’t be in the 
same bargaining group 
as those they supervise.

Employees had from 
Sept. 24 to Oct. 8 to vote 
and then until Thurs-
day to return ballots.

Among the eligible 
employees, 25 were in 
favor of  joining and 65 
were against. Thirteen 
employees didn’t vote, 
and two returned bal-
lots after the deadline.

“I’ve got to believe that 
some of  the reasoning 
for disenchantment or 
disenfranchised em-
ployees is that we’re 

not doing enough in the 
communications realm 
to ensure we’re having 
two-way communica-
tion,” Johnson said in 
an interview Friday af-
ternoon.

He said he likes to di-
vide concerns into three 
categories: A five-sec-
ond category, 30-second 
category and five-min-
ute category.

The first two catego-
ries are reserved for 
concerns that can be re-
solved quickly and with 
some work.

The five-minute 
bucket is for issues that 
haven’t been resolved to 
either group’s satisfac-
tion.

He and the city’s hu-
man resources direc-
tor, Lori Hartman, met 
with every department 
in small-group settings 
prior to the vote.

While the unionization 
proposal didn’t pass, 
Johnson said he is con-
cerned about the num-
ber of  employees who 
voted in favor, stating 25 
is a big number.

Even 25 out of  174 HU 
employees, which is 
about 14%, is a lot, he 
said.

“I just think that’s too 
big of  a number,” he 
said. “We’ve got work 
to do. We’ve got work 
to do on both sides. The 
employees have to con-
tinue to trust that if  
they bring something 
up we’ll work on it with 
them.”

This was the second 
such vote during John-
son’s three years with 
Hastings Utilities.

He said in the previ-
ous vote, about a year 
ago, the difference was 

HU employees vote 
against unionizing
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