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The rise of  vaping-re-
lated health issues has 
the South Heartland 
District Health Depart-
ment and others sound-
ing the alarm on its 
dangers to help combat 
the growing use of  va-
ping products among 
teenagers.

According to the lat-
est numbers released 
this week by the Cen-
ters for Disease Control 
and Prevention, there 
have 1,479 vape-related, 

lung-injury cases and 33 
deaths related to usage 
of  electronic cigarettes, 
or e-cigarette products, 
nationwide.

Nebraska’s first death 
related to severe lung 
disease associated with 
vaping was reported 
by state health officials 
earlier this month. 

The deceased, who 
died in May, resided 
within the Douglas 
County Health Depart-
ment service area and 
was over the age of  65, 
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BLUE HILL — Az-

ria Health announced 
Friday that it is lifting 
the request for closure 
of  the nursing home in 
Blue Hill that was filed 
at the end of  Septem-
ber.

The initial announce-
ment of  closure only 
weeks after the pur-
chase caused an em-
phatic plea from the 
staff and community to 
allow the Blue Hill Care 
Center to remain open 
and allow the local cit-
izens to house family 
members in a facility 
that was close enough 
to allow regular vis-
its and involvement in 
their daily lives.

Azria purchased 15 fa-
cilities from Five Star, 
the previous owner of  
the nursing home and 
felt the need to cut the 
four least profitable fa-
cilities, which included 
the Blue Hill location.

The community 
formed a committee to 
look for alternatives 
within days of  the clo-
sure announcement in 
an effort to save the fa-
cility.

Several companies be-
gan negotiations with 
Azria to lease or pur-
chase the facility. But 
when negotiations from 
other companies started 
to fall short, Azria de-
cided to move forward 
on its own, according 
to Blue Hill Mayor Keri 
Schunk.

“Azria felt that the 
support shown by both 
community and staff 
helped show that the 
facility has potential,” 
said Schunk after the 
formal announcement 
to remain open was 
made.

Staff members of  the 
facility are excited to be 
able to put this behind 
them and get on to the 
business of  caring for 
the residents.

“The staff and resi-
dents are very excited 
about the announce-
ment that we will re-
main open. We are 
ready to take more ad-
missions, hire more 
staff and move for-
ward.” said Mandy 
Meyer, the business of-
fice manager for the fa-
cility.

The mayor and the 
community is also 
happy with Azria’s 
choice to stay open.

“I am positive that 
they will be able to turn 
this facility around,” 
Schunk said.

She took the opportu-
nity to remind every-
one that while this is 
a win at this moment 
for the community, the 
residents and the staff, 
there is a bigger pic-
ture that must be con-
sidered: “The fact is 
that this incident has 
brought rural health-
care to the attention of  
people who didn’t pay 

attention to the short-
falls in rural healthcare 
before.”

Cuts in rural health-
care are threatening 
the existence of  health-

care in rural commu-
nities, and limiting 
the options for rural 
healthcare.

“We can’t stop here. 
We need to work to 

make changes at the 
state level and beyond 
to assure the availabil-
ity of  rural healthcare 
now and in the future,” 
Schunk said.

Some farmerS get 
reprieve after what 

mother Nature   
did to them

DAVE KOLPACK
The Associated Press

FARGO, N.D. — 
Many farmers in the 
Midwest and South 
whose planting this 
year was interrupted 
by wet weather are get-
ting a reprieve, though 
a few Northern states 
have seen harvest pros-
pects go from bad to 
worse.

Minnesota and the 
Dakotas have seen 
snow and rain in re-
cent weeks that have 
hampered an already 
difficult harvest. But 
much of  the Corn Belt 
has somewhat recov-
ered from heavy rains 
and flooding in the 
spring and summer, 
with experts predicting 

good yields from what 
did get planted, though 
it’s still a far from stel-
lar year for most farm-
ers.

In its Oct. 10 crop pro-
duction report, U.S. 
Department of  Agri-
culture bumped up 
corn yields for Indi-
ana, Iowa, Minnesota 
and North Dakota, and 
left the forecast for 
Kansas and Nebraska 
unchanged. North Da-
kota’s predicted corn 
yield was increased 
by 1 bushel per acre, 
but that estimate was 
made before the state 
was hammered by as 
much as 30 inches (76 
centimeters) of  snow. 
Many crops in North 
Dakota remain under 
snow and are now be-
ing trampled by snow-
mobilers and hunters.

“Barring any 
changes, corn farm-
ers are generally say-

ing it’s a pretty de-
cent crop, although 
nowhere near the re-
cords in the last couple 
of  years,” said Chris 
Hawthorn of  the US-
DA’s National Agricul-
ture Statistics Service. 
“The acreage is down, 
but what’s planted is 
looking good.”

But some farmers ar-
en’t so hopeful.

“Farmers are all in 
the same boat and I 
want to get off of  it,” 
said Randy Richards, 
who farms near Hope, 
in eastern North Da-
kota. “It looks like the 
Titanic.”

Steve Nicholson, a 
grains and oilseeds an-
alyst with Rabobank 
in St. Louis, believes 
the reality is probably 
somewhere between 
the doom-and-gloom 
predictions of  strug-
gling farmers and the 
USDA’s estimates. He 

said everyone who 
planted row crops — 
corn, potatoes, soy-
beans, wheat, cotton 
and peanuts, to name 
a few — has had prob-
lems this year and 
“not one of  those com-
modities has been a 
stellar performer.” 
But he also thinks the 
markets would be a lot 
more unsettled if  a to-
tal disaster was loom-
ing. Corn futures, for 
instance, would have 
been down, he said.

“I think it’s probably 
a little bit overblown,” 
Nicholson said. “If  this 
is such a big deal than 
the markets would 
have reacted a lot more 
than they have.”

Either way, the aver-
age consumer probably 
won’t see what’s hap-
pening in the fields re-
flected in prices at the 
grocery store. 

GRANT SCHULTE
The Associated Press

LINCOLN — The le-
thal injection protocol 
that was used in 2018 
to execute a Nebraska 
prisoner survived a le-
gal challenge Friday 
from death penalty op-
ponents who had hoped 
to overturn it to prevent 
the state from carrying 
out capital punishment.

The Nebraska Su-
preme Court sided with 
state officials who ad-
opted the new protocol 
in 2017 to allow the state 
to resume executions.

Death penalty oppo-
nents, including state 
Sen. Ernie Chambers, 
alleged in their lawsuit 
that officials created the 
protocol without follow-
ing the necessary state 
laws and procedures.

The new protocol gives 

the state corrections di-
rector broad authority 
to decide which drugs 
to use in executions and 
how to obtain them. 

Nebraska’s previous 
protocol called for three 
specific drugs, includ-
ing some that state offi-
cials weren’t able to get.

The lawsuit asked a 
district court judge to 
halt all planned execu-
tions on grounds that 
the new protocol was 
invalid. But Lancaster 
County District Court 
Judge Lori Maret ruled 
that the plaintiffs didn’t 
have standing to bring 
the lawsuit because 
they aren’t on death row 
and the protocol change 
didn’t infringe on their 
legal rights. Chambers 
and the other plaintiff, 

Rise in vaping 
by teens alarms 
health officials

Show of support helps save care center
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Blue Hill Care Center residents and staff learned in September that the fa-
cility would be closing on Nov. 21. Azira Health announced Friday that it 
was lifting its request for closure of the nursing home.

Lethal injection 
protocol survives 
legal challenge

‘A loss for words’
NATI HARNIK/AP

A combine harvests soybeans Thursday near Blair.
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