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ficials, working with city officials,
pursued a different path, seeking
to exercise Pour’s powers under
city code to issue orders in public
health emergencies.

Omaha Mayor Jean Stothert said
the Attorney General’s Office con-
tends state law trumps city code,
even though the attorneys in the
city’s Law Department think the
City of Omaha is on solid ground
if Pour wants to implement a mask
order.

“That was basically the issue,”
the mayor said.

The Nebraska Attorney Gen-
eral’s Office issued a statement
Friday saying the office’s role “is
to evaluate the law, not create or
direct public health policy. Under
Nebraska law, the Douglas County
Health Department may only take
measures ‘to arrest the progress
of’ infectious disease ‘with the ap-
proval of the (Nebraska) Depart-
ment of Health and Human Ser-
vices.’ Nebraska law contains an
exception for the Lincoln-Lancast-
er County Health Department,”
the Attorney General’s Office said.

Ricketts, as the state’s chief ex-
ecutive, oversees the Department
of Health and Human Services.

Absent a mask mandate, Doug-
las County and Omaha officials
pleaded with people who refuse to
wear masks to change their habits
for the good of children, people
with compromised immune sys-
tems and the elderly, particularly
as the start of school approaches.

Health experts from the Univer-
sity of Nebraska Medical Center,
who attended the press confer-
ence, expressed frustration at the
development. They called the com-
munity to task for the continued
coronavirus spread.

The health experts also outlined
the growing body of evidence in-
dicating that masks work to slow
the spread of the virus, especially
when combined with social dis-
tancing and proper hand hygiene.

Said Dr. Mark Rupp, chief of
the infectious diseases division
at UNMC: “Personally, I’m very
disappointed that we are not here
before you to announce a masking
mandate for Omaha and Douglas
County.”

Rupp said he’s frustrated that

the community could not over-
come “the perceived political
threats, potential legal challenges
or logistical hurdles to mandate
mask usage in our locality.”

Dr. Kari Neemann, a UNMC/
Children’s Hospital & Medical
Center physician who serves as
an adviser to the Douglas County
Health Department, said Omaha
has had pediatric patients contract
COVID-19 through community
spread of the virus. Two recent-
ly were admitted to Children’s in
respiratory distress, and one was
placed on a ventilator in the inten-
sive care unit.

“Our community failed these
families,” Neemann said.

Neemann said her son was ex-
posed to the virus while in day
care and is quarantined at home
after exposure.

“Our community failed him and
it failed his classmates,” she said.

Schools soon will be opening.
While most children who contract
COVID-19 won’t become seriously
ill, many of the teachers and sup-
port staff, based on their age and
other health conditions, will be at
risk for more severe disease. That
also goes for parents and grand-
parents at home.

To open schools safely, Neemann
said, “we need to get our communi-
ty transmission down.”

John Lowe, a UNMC assistant
vice chancellor for Inter-profes-
sional Health Security Training
and Education, said two UNMC
studies indicate that infected peo-
ple, even those who haven’t yet
developed or don’t develop symp-
toms, can expel the virus into the
air when coughing and talking.

People have been taught for
years to cover their mouths when
coughing, he said. This new infor-
mation shows the value of cover-
ing one’s mouth and nose while
talking.

Pour said she will continue to re-
view data every day and left open
the possibility of revisiting her
decision. “But for now,” she said,
“I have to trust everybody in this
community to do the right thing
moving ahead.”

When asked why she didn’t sim-
ply issue a mandate and let the
courts resolve the legal issue, Pour
said she considered it but opted
not to take that path.

“My focus now needs to be on
public health and not (getting)
caught up in potential court litiga-
tion,” she said.

Stothert said she had talked to
the president of the Omaha City
Council, Chris Jerram, about
drafting a council resolution that
would strongly support the wear-
ing of masks in public places.

The resolution would be non-
binding.

The council could pass a mask
ordinance, but Stothert said that
would take weeks to follow the
process and bring it to implemen-
tation.

The council could waive the
ordinary legal requirements to
speed up the process. But that
would take six votes, Stothert said,
adding that she’s not sure the coun-
cil has six votes in favor.

“Right now, we really need to
be responsible and do the right
thing,” Stothert said.

Stothert also noted that Lincoln,
which issued a mask mandate sev-
eral weeks ago, has a legal “carve-
out” that puts it in a different
situation. The Lincoln-Lancaster
County health director is hired by
and reports to Lincoln’s mayor.

In Douglas County, the health

director is hired by the Douglas
County Board of Health. Omaha’s
city code makes the county health
director the city health director.
During an epidemic, the health
director can issue orders to limit
diseases in the city.

Chris Rodgers, the president of
the county health board, said he
disagreed with Pour’s decision but
is glad she left the door open for a
masking requirement.

“We knew this was going to be
hard,” he said. “We think this is the
right thing to do — at least I do.”

Councilman Vinny Palermo,
who wasn’t at the press confer-
ence, said he was “extremely dis-
appointed” in Pour’s decision not
to mandate masks. “It is reckless,
for parents and teachers especial-
ly,” he said. “If the numbers are
bad now, wait until school starts. It
will be a wildfire that we wish we
would have prevented.”

Palermo saw the announce-
ment on his phone while waiting
in his garage for someone to pick
up boxes of masks. He and Doug-
las County Board member Mike
Boyle have worked with members
of the South Omaha community to
distribute 65,000 free masks from
the Douglas County Health De-
partment in recent weeks. They’re
getting 50,000 more and will keep
distributing them.

More people are wearing masks
voluntarily, Palermo said, but a
mask mandate would lead to many
more people taking that precau-
tion.

Palermo said he would support
an emergency ordinance for a
mask mandate.

Dr. Gary Anthone, Nebraska’s
chief medical officer and a par-
ticipant in the press conference,
urged people to wear a mask, keep
their distance from others and
wash their hands.

“We know that Nebraskans will
again step up and do the right
thing like they did in the past, and
together as Nebraskans we’ll beat
this virus,” he said.

Said Pour: “Please everyone in
this city, in this county, do the right
thing.”

World-Herald staff writer Chris-
topher Burbach contributed to this
report.
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LINCOLN — A group of influen-
tial Nebraskans, including former
Gov. and U.S. Sen. Ben Nelson and
former Lincoln Mayor Chris Beut-
ler, have formed a “friends” group
to ensure that lottery money is
granted to environmental projects.

The formation of the Friends of
the Nebraska Environmental Trust
comes after the trust’s board, in
June, voted to defund a handful
of grants aimed at preserving a
unique Pine Ridge ranch and saline
wetlands near Lincoln and instead

award the $1.8 million to help pur-
chase ethanol blender pumps for
gas stations, a move supported by
Gov. Pete Ricketts.

That change brought harsh crit-
icism from some conservation
groups, saying it was politically
motivated and didn’t adhere to the
purpose of the trust grants, which
is to “conserve, enhance and re-
store the natural environments” of
Nebraska. There was also concern
that the swap ignored the ranking
process for grants, which gave
much higher scores for the con-
servation projects that were de-
funded than for the ethanol pump

effort.
The Environmental Trust, which

was formed three decades ago,
gets about half of the proceeds
of the Nebraska lottery and doles
it out in grants for projects like
restoring silt-choked lakes and
enhancing recycling. It has dis-
tributed more than $330 million in
local grants to all 93 counties in the
state.

In addition to Nelson and Beut-
ler, founding members of the new
group include former Environ-
mental Trust board members Lynn
Roper, Susan Seacrest and Gayle
Williamson, all of Lincoln, and Gail

Yanney of Omaha.
Among the group’s stated goals

is to “closely examine the recent
2020 grant application process to
determine compliance with the law
and good governance practices,” a
press release said. It wasn’t imme-
diately clear whether that meant
legal action would be considered
against the decision in June.

“We want to ensure the trust
lives up to its full promise,” Yan-
ney said. “Those of us who were
trust board members saw first-
hand that trust funding can be a
great a catalyst for community
conservation projects. In addition,

projects often have a positive eco-
nomic impact, and can be a valu-
able talent recruitment tool since
we know millennials and Gen-Zers
place a high priority on environ-
mental issues.”

Ricketts, who appoints nine
of the 14 members of the Envi-
ronmental Trust board, is a big
supporter of ethanol, which has
served to increase prices for corn.
He said the switch in funding
granted last month, on a 7-2 vote,
was appropriate.
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C H R I S M A C H I A N
T H E W O R L D - H E R A L D

Five Points Bank coach Pat Mooney
wears a mask before talking to
umpires Friday at the American
Legion Metro tournament. the
Omaha City Council could pass
a mask ordinance or a resolution
supporting mask-wearing.

Masks: AG’s office says state law has exception for Lincoln
Continued from Page 1
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Face masks have been dis-
tributed free by the tens of
thousands in South and North
Omaha, and that push contin-
ued Friday even as an antic-
ipated Douglas County mask
mandate failed to materialize.

Omaha City Councilman Vin-
ny Palermo teamed up with
Douglas County Board mem-
ber Mike Boyle to distribute
65,000 reusable masks from the
Douglas County Health Depart-
ment in recent weeks in South
Omaha, which has been hit par-
ticularly hard by the coronavi-
rus. They’re expecting another
50,000 masks soon.

Their effort joins several
other mask distributions, such
as one by the Omaha Hous-
ing Authority and The Simple
Foundation for OHA residents,
refugees and others. The Coun-
ty Health Department also has
worked with the Empower-
ment Network, churches and
mosques, Black Men United
and the Omaha Police Depart-
ment’s Northeast and Southeast
Precincts.

“It makes a big difference,”
said Alberto Gonzales, a police
gang intervention specialist
who is helping distribute masks
in South Omaha. “There’s some
people who can’t afford to buy
them or don’t want to, but when
we give them one, they’ll wear
it. We tell them, we care about
you. We care about South Oma-
ha. We want you to be safe.”

Boxes of masks have gone to
such businesses as bars, restau-
rants, car washes, gas stations
and banks, and to schools,
churches and factories. Po-
lice Athletics for Community
Engagement, which is requir-
ing people watching its soccer
league games to wear masks,
gave away more than 2,500
masks at its soccer field. Paler-
mo delivered a couple thousand
more to PACE on Saturday to
hand out at its Champions Day
baseball.

“The more we give out, the
more places in this area that
have them, the better,” Palermo
said. “Everybody’s going to do
what they’re going to do. But if
you have them, you wear ’em.”

Businesspeople have been
happy to receive them and give
them away to customers, Pal-
ermo said. Many have asked
for more, such as Ted’s Mower
at 52nd and Q Streets, where
Palermo delivered another box
Friday. Ted’s managers put
them out on a table for custom-
ers to take. People like them,
manager Deb Bergstrom said.
Some put one on in the store.
Several have asked for extras
for their spouses or children.
The answer is yes.

“It’s definitely helping,” Pal-
ermo said. “It has to be help-
ing.”

chris.burbach@owh.com, 402-444-1057

Effort helps
people mask
up in South,
North O
Officials and volunteers
distribute free masks to
businesses and others

By Jeffrey roBB

WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER

More people are being hospital-
ized with COVID-19 as cases rise
in Nebraska.

Hospitalizations jumped to 150
statewide as of Thursday after sit-
ting at 103 as recently as last Sat-
urday. In the Omaha metro area,
the number of COVID-19 patients
in local hospitals rose to 106, up
from 72 last weekend.

Both Omaha and Nebraska
hadn’t seen that many COVID-19
hospitalizations since about June
17.

That lines up with case trends
and the progression of a COVID-19
infection. Omaha and Nebraska
last saw daily case numbers that
high back in late May and early
June, resulting in higher hospi-
talizations a few weeks after that
as the conditions of people with

COVID-19 worsened.
Last week, health experts

warned that Nebraska’s daily
count of positive cases had turned
higher and would lead to higher
hospitalizations within weeks.

The Nebraska Medical Center
has reopened a second COVID-19
unit after a period in which the
medical center’s hospitalizations
dropped from its peak, said Dr.
Mark Rupp, chief of the infectious
diseases division at the University
of Nebraska Medical Center.

Although the Nebraska Medi-
cal Center’s patient numbers are
about two-thirds of that peak,
Rupp said the hospital’s count has
been rising.

The increase comes as the hos-
pital takes in patients for all other
medical problems. Rupp said the
hospital’s capacity to take on an-
other COVID-19 surge is “pretty

limited.”
“We really don’t have much ca-

pacity to flex at this point,” he said,
“and it’s kind of scary.”

Statewide, Nebraska had 1,417
hospital beds available as of
Thursday, according to data from
the Nebraska Department of
Health and Human Services. That
represents an available capacity of
37%.

Nebraska hospitals have 262 in-
tensive care beds available, also
reflecting 37% availability, accord-
ing to state figures.

In Lincoln, hospitals remain in
a healthy position, Pat Lopez, di-
rector of the Lincoln-Lancaster
County Health Department, said
Friday. A total of 19 patients with
COVID-19 are hospitalized there,
and 55% of local ICU beds are
available, Lopez said.

Friday, Lincoln city officials
said pandemic indicators are stay-
ing flat or slightly improving. The
city’s numbers still reflect a high
risk of COVID-19 spread.

Lincoln is in its second week
with an indoor mask mandate.

Lopez urged people to remain
vigilant in wearing face coverings,
keeping distance and washing
their hands. “That will allow us to
continue to progress in the right
direction,” she said.

Friday, Adi Pour, director of
the Douglas County Health De-
partment, cited a positive trend
in the Omaha area: The number of
COVID-19 patients on ventilators
here has dropped to four.

That is the lowest total since
Douglas County started reporting
the figure publicly in early April.

“That is very good,” Pour said.
Pour said she’s hearing that hos-

pitals are putting a patient on a
ventilator only if there’s “no other
possibility.”

Overall, metro area hospitals
have 245 medical and surgical
beds available, but that means
82% of those beds are occupied.
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Hospitalizations rise as state sees increase in virus cases
Med center reopens second COVID-19 unit; metro area
hospitals have 82% of beds occupied, 106 virus patients


