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MLB back amid COVID for 60-game dash. - B1
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TODAY Mostly sunny. Breezy, 
with gusts as high as 25 mph.

TONIGHT Partly cloudy. Wind 
gusts as high as 20 mph.
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W
ith about 
1,400 
people 
expected 
to be at its 

graduation ceremony 
Sunday afternoon, Hast-
ings Public Schools now 
will be requiring all in 
attendance to wear face 
coverings.

The district’s initial 
plan, which was ap-
proved by the South 
Heartland District 
Health Department, sim-
ply recommended masks 
be worn.

Adams Central andSt. 
Cecilia high schools also 
are planning precaution-
ary measures to protect 
public health at their 
commencement cere-
monies, which both are 
Sunday afternoon, as 
well.

After further consid-
eration, the Hastings 
Board of  Education 

made the decision to en-
force the wearing of  face 
coverings in preparation 
for the upcoming school 
year, as well.

“We’ve been working a 
lot on our back-to-school 
plan, and we’re going to 
require (masks),” HPS 
Superintendent Jeff 
Schneider said. “And I 
think as graduation has 
gotten closer, and our 
board and our adminis-
tration considered how 
to make this event as 
safe as possible, we feel 
like this makes the most 
sense.”

As is customary, the 
graduation ceremony 
will be hosted in Hast-
ings High’s gymnasium, 
which has a capacity of  
roughly 3,500 people.

“We’re probably going 
to be the largest indoor 
gathering in Hastings 
that has taken place 
since the pandemic be-
gan,” Schneider said. 
“(Requiring masks) 
makes it a safer event for 
all.”

Graduates will be 
seated 4 feet apart in all 
directions. Rows in the 
bleachers will be taped 
off in order to allow fam-

ilies to socially distance. 
Hand sanitizer and dis-
posable face coverings 
also will be available for 
guests.

Once the ceremony 
concludes, graduates 
will exit through the 
north doors and funnel 
out to the football field, 
where they may social-
ize, take photographs, 
etc.

HPS considered mov-
ing the ceremony out-
side; however, Schnei-
der said the primary 
issue the district ran 
into with that idea was a 
lack of  practical on-cam-
pus seating for attend-
ees. Weather conditions 
played a factor, too.

The graduation it-
self  will begin at 2 p.m. 
Doors will open for 
guests at 1 p.m.

“We’re hoping that re-
duces the crowding at 
the entries,” Schneider 
said.

HHS will be distribut-
ing diplomas to 270 stu-
dents, although Schnei-
der said he expects the 
actual number in at-
tendance Sunday to be 
smaller as some have 
joined the military and 

others may have left for 
college already.

Each student was allot-
ted four tickets for fam-
ily members. Relatives, 
friends and community 
members who want to 
witness the ceremony 
but can’t attend in per-
son can watch it lives-
treamed at https://striv.
tv/channel/hastings/.

Back in May, Hastings’ 
senior class voted “over-
whelmingly” in favor of  
hosting a ceremony in 
person versus virtually.

“We let the seniors 
have a voice,” Schneider 
said. “It’s their day.”

Sunday also is gradua-
tion day for Adams Cen-
tral and St. Cecilia high 
schools, and precautions 
are being taken by offi-
cials of  both school sys-
tems to ensure public 
health and safety in light 
of  the novel coronavirus, 
COVID-19.

Adams Central is 
scheduled to hold its 
graduation ceremony at 
2 p.m. at the high school 
gymnasium.

Superintendent Shawn 
Scott sent a letter to the 

Masked commencement
HHS REQUIRING FACE 

COVERINGS; OTHER 
LOCAL SCHOOLS TAKE 
SIMILAR PRECAUTIONS 

AMID PANDEMIC

LAURA BEAHM/Tribune

Hastings Public School officials announced Wednesday that face coverings will be required to attend 
Sunday’s graduation ceremony inside Hastings High’s gym.

GRANT SCHULTE

Associated Press

LINCOLN — Attempts 
to lower Nebraska’s 
property taxes appeared 
to stumble yet again 
Wednesday after some 
state lawmakers argued 
that the newest package 
could hurt local K-12 
schools by restricting 
their ability to tax.

Senators debated the 
bill for about three 
hours but ended up 
skipping over it with-
out a vote, leaving its 
prospects unclear. The 
only way it’s likely to 
return to the Legisla-
ture’s agenda now is if  
leading supporters can 
show they have at least 
33 votes to overcome a 
filibuster, a tall order 
given the opposition to 
the bill.

“It appears to me that 
we are heading toward 
an impasse,” said Sen. 
Matt Williams, of  Go-
thenburg. “If  that horse 
can’t finish the race, we 
need to saddle up a horse 
that can finish the race.”

The proposal would 
substantially boost state 
funding for Nebraska’s 
K-12 public schools, 
which are by far the 
largest consumers of  
property tax revenue.

Farmers, ranchers 
and homeowners argue 
that rising property val-
uations have shifted an 
ever-larger share of  the 
cost onto their shoul-
ders, especially in rural 
areas with huge swaths 
of  agricultural land. 
Increasing state aid is 
designed to ease that 
burden.

The bill would also 
tighten restrictions 
on how much revenue 
school districts can gen-

erate locally through 
property taxes, drawing 
objections from school 
officials and teachers. 
School administrators 
have said they don’t 
trust state officials to 
maintain their funding 
commitments, given the 
Legislature’s history of  
belt-tightening to bal-
ance its budget in lean 
times.

“I don’t think we have 
the money for this bill, 
and the money has to 
come from somewhere,” 
said Sen. Wendy De-
Boer, of  Bennington, 
who led the filibuster. “I 
care about property tax 
relief, but I’m not going 
to do it on the backs of  

our students.”
Sen. Lou Ann Line-

han, who drafted the 
bill as chairwoman of  
the Legislature’s Rev-
enue Committee, said 
lawmakers need to pass 
it this year. She said 
home- and business 
owners in the state’s 
biggest cities are start-
ing to feel the pinch as 
well as their property 
values rise, leading to 
higher tax bills.

“If  we do nothing, if  
we don’t address this, 
this problem gets worse 
and worse,” said Line-
han, of  Omaha.

Sen. Tom Briese, an 
Albion farmer, said 
property taxes continue 

to be the most pressing 
issue raised by constit-
uents in his overwhelm-
ingly rural district, and 
he criticized fellow law-
makers for failing to 
pass the bill.

“If  everyday Nebras-
kans could vote on this, 
it would pass over-
whelmingly,” he said. 
“But instead we’re do-
ing it, and we’re doing it 
with lobbyists and spe-
cial interests in our ear.”

The bill faced uncer-
tain prospects even be-
fore the coronavirus 
pandemic threatened 
the state budget, leaving 
some lawmakers wary 
about spending more 
money.

Property tax measure hits new roadblock in Nebraska
SOME LAWMAKERS 
ARGUED THAT THE 
NEWEST PACKAGE 

COULD HURT LOCAL 
K-12 SCHOOLS BY 

RESTRICTING THEIR 
ABILITY TO TAX

DARLENE SUPERVILLE

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The Trump ad-
ministration will pay Pfizer nearly 
$2 billion for a December delivery of  
100 million doses of  a COVID-19 vac-
cine the pharmaceutical company is 
developing, Health and Human Ser-
vices Secretary Alex Azar announced 
Wednesday.

The U.S. could buy another 500 mil-
lion doses under the agreement, Azar 
said.

“Now those would, of  course, have 
to be safe and effective” and approved 
by the Food and Drug Administra-
tion, Azar said during an appearance 
on Fox News.

Pfizer Inc. and BioNTech SE an-
nounced separately that the agree-
ment is with HHS and the Defense 
Department for a vaccine candidate 
the companies are developing jointly. 
It is the latest in a series of  similar 
agreements with other vaccine com-
panies.

The agreement is part of  President 
Donald Trump’s Operation Warp 
Speed vaccine program, under which 
multiple COVID-19 vaccines are be-
ing developed simultaneously. The 
program aims to deliver 300 million 
doses of  a safe and effective COVID-19 
vaccine by January 2021.

Under the initiative, the government 
will speed development and buy vac-
cines — before they are deemed safe 
and effective — so that the medica-
tion can be in hand and quickly dis-
tributed once the FDA approves or 
authorizes its emergency use after 
clinical trials.

Trump, during a Wednesday brief-
ing, described the agreement as “his-
toric.

“We think we have a winner there. 
We also think we have other compa-
nies right behind that are doing very 
well in the vaccines, long ahead of  
schedule,” he told reporters.

Pfizer and BioNTech said the U.S. 
will pay $1.95 billion upon receipt of  
the first 100 million doses it produces, 
following FDA authorization or ap-
proval.

Americans will receive the vaccine 
for free, the companies said.

Azar said the contract brings to five 
the number of  potential coronavirus 
vaccines that are under development 
with U.S. funding. Nearly two dozen 
are in various stages of  human test-
ing around the world, with several 
entering final test to prove if  they re-
ally work.

As early as next week, a vaccine 
created by the National Institutes of  

U.S. signs contract 
with Pfizer for 
100M COVID-19
vaccine doses
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