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said Kelcie Keeling, executive di-
rector of the Butler County Cham-
ber of Commerce. “It was the per-
fect gift that we just really needed.
It gave us that morale boost that
was lacking.”

Now, David City is planning a
series of extra Christmas events
beginning Wednesday to capitalize
on the Hallmark decorations and a
steady stream of calls from poten-
tial visitors.

Hallmark, whose cable TV chan-
nel features wall-to-wall Christmas
movies this time of year, launched
a “Hometown Christmas” initia-
tive this year. The company staged
a star-studded “Christmas Con”
event in New Jersey and built 15
new homes in an Alabama town
ravaged by a tornado.

The “Christmas Comes Early to
David City” event was part of the
initiative, designed to create “Hall-
mark-worthy holiday moments” in
selected small towns, according to
a company press release.

It sure worked in David City,
according to Anthony Hruska, the
pharmacist/owner of David City
Discount Pharmacy.

“It was exactly what you’d think
a ‘Hallmark moment’ would be,”
Hruska said of the Oct. 30 event.
“You could hardly move in our
store. And everyone was in a fes-
tive mood.”

“People are still coming to
town,” he added.

Bobbi Schmid, owner of the
Northside Cafe and service sta-
tion, said a committee of local
business owners got only about a
month’s warning to line up choirs,
install new Christmas lights down-
town and arrange for everything
from portable restrooms to selfie
stations for photographs.

About the time exhaustion
would set in, Schmid said someone

else would volunteer to help out,
lending a forklift or offering to
drive shuttle buses.

“You couldn’t believe the gener-
osity of people,” she said. “It was
truly a community event.”

That isn’t always the case in
David City, which has two high
schools, a public school and Aqui-
nas Catholic that compete for
attention. In the past, local flow-
er shop owner Jolene Fichtl had
organized a Christmas kickoff
event, complete with horse-drawn
carriage rides around the town
square.

But after Fichtl died in 2016,
that event faded away. Attempts at
launching other communitywide
celebrations in town haven’t taken
off.

Schmid said that during the past
three years, truckers and other po-
tential customers detoured around
David City because of construction
work on Highway 15 and renova-
tion of the town square. Downtown
businesses literally had to greet
customers through the back door,
she said. But the Hallmark event,

Schmid said, is bringing back traf-
fic and the curious.

A series of “Christmas on the
Bricks” nights in David City have
been hurriedly scheduled to show-
case the new look inspired by Hall-
mark. The set of Candy Cane Lane
used in a seven-minute video pro-
duced from the Oct. 30 event was
initially supposed to be going back
to Hallmark, but Keeling said it
has now been donated to the com-
munity.

The set will be open for viewing
one night a week from 6 to 8 p.m.
at the Ford/Goodyear Building, 312
Fifth St. in David City, beginning
Wednesday. The Candy Cane Lane
set also will be open on Dec. 11
and 18. There will be horse-drawn
carriage rides, and businesses are
being encouraged to stay open late
on those Wednesday nights.

A tour of local homes decorated
for Christmas is also scheduled for
Dec. 14.

“It was a Christmas miracle that
we definitely needed,” Keeling said.
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of the Ralston Arena in 2012, city
leaders have been trying to figure
out how to draw people from the
arena and the area near 72nd and
Q Streets into the city’s downtown,
which resides southwest of there,
along 77th Street.

Born of that desire came the
Hinge project, a blueprint for
transforming the area into an in-
viting entrance to the city while
completing a major redevelop-
ment of the downtown.

When the idea was first included
in the city’s comprehensive plan
in 2014, officials spoke of add-
ing a lake, a park and mixed-use
buildings that could house apart-
ments, condos, restaurants, stores
or bars. They talked of getting
private developers on board who
could create a vibrant, walkable
space.

The Ralston City Council in No-
vember approved a master plan
for the project — what Mayor Don
Groesser called the “50,000-foot
view” of what Ralston could look

like years down the line.
The master plan, at 108 pages,

is comprehensive. It addresses
housing needs and the kinds of
businesses Ralston is lacking. It
lays out a vision for how the area
between 72nd Street and the down-
town could be built.

If the Hinge ultimately adheres
to the master plan, it would create
more than 460 new housing units,
1,000 new residents and about
160,000 square feet of retail and
commercial space, according to
city documents. By comparison,
the Nebraska Crossing Outlets has
about 400,000 square feet of retail
space.

The master plan does not lay out
a timeline for the project.

It’s too early for the project to
have a set price tag, but Groesser
said planners have tossed out $40
million to $50 million for the en-
tire project, much of which would
come from the private sector.

The biggest city expense would
most likely be for the many green
spaces sprinkled through the proj-
ect’s conceptual designs. Those

could cost upward of $5 million —
another rough estimate, Groesser
said.

One such imagined green space,
in the plan called Gateway Park,
would act as a natural welcome
mat into the city. In the designs,
planners have placed it off 72nd
Street between Main and Burling-
ton Streets.

Other amenities included in the
designs, from 72nd all the way into
downtown, include a small grocery
store, pedestrian plazas, a food
truck park and aesthetic street de-
signs.

But Ralston doesn’t want to bite
off more than it can chew.

When the Hinge was first be-
ing discussed, the city considered
starting the redevelopment effort
farther east, closer to 72nd Street
and away from downtown. But that
proved to be a challenge, partly be-
cause a handful of businesses clos-
er to 72nd had no interest in selling
their properties, Groesser said.

Instead, the city is starting clos-
er to home, focusing first on the
downtown area itself. It recently

sold a city-owned downtown park-
ing lot that one day will house an
apartment complex.

A study by engineering compa-
ny HDR is underway to examine
Ralston’s main downtown plaza,
which meets at the intersection
of five streets. The three-month
study is expected to provide op-
tions for how the city could rework
the heart of its downtown space.

City officials believe that if they
can spur redevelopment down-
town and slowly work east, they’ll
prove to business owners, develop-
ers and other stakeholders that the
project is working, Groesser said.

Then the city would use down-
town redevelopment as a catalyst
to keep the momentum going east
toward 72nd Street and the Ralston
Arena.

“I think if it really starts mov-
ing, the development community
within Omaha will help us figure
out how to make the thing hap-
pen,” Groesser said.

The timeline of the project is un-
clear. The HDR study on the five-
point intersection could be done

by February. The downtown apart-
ments could break ground in April.

“Everything else is pretty much
(up) in the air,” Groesser said.

The plan acknowledges that
Ralston will face challenges in see-
ing its vast vision come together.
Omaha’s other districts — Aksar-
ben, Benson, etc. — benefit from
being established. And those pock-
ets have access to more young peo-
ple than the Ralston area.

But Groesser said Ralston
doesn’t need to be a carbon copy
of other communities. As the proj-
ect progresses, it can cater to the
needs of Ralston.

City leaders stress that noth-
ing in the master plan is final.
As the city moves forward, new
ideas and different designs could
emerge and previous plans could
be scrapped.

“We have a beautiful down-
town,” Groesser said. “I think we
have an opportunity to let it devel-
op like it wants to develop.”
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each year, and they can’t stay
overnight.

“My mother died here (in Mau-
ritius), without ever having been
back to her home,” Bancoult said
in an interview. “I won’t let that
happen to me.”

At a time when politicians in
Britain are evoking its imperial
past as the U.K. prepares to quit
the European Union, the country
is under international pressure
to give up its last African colony,
a sign of its diminished global
importance when only 80 years
ago it held sway over almost a
quarter of the world’s population.

“What Britain is facing today
is having to confront its colo-
nial past, whether it’s Chagos or
Northern Ireland,” said Philippe
Sands, a London-based lawyer
who serves as Counsel for Mauri-
tius. “It’s the story of its empire
coming back to haunt it.”

In February, the International
Court of Justice ruled the 1965
excision of the Chagos Archipel-
ago from Mauritius unlawful be-
cause it wasn’t based on the free
will of the people concerned. In
an advisory opinion, the court
stated that the U.K. has an obli-
gation to end its administration
of the archipelago “as rapidly as
possible.”

Then, in May, the U.N. Gener-
al Assembly affirmed the ruling
by an overwhelming majority,
with 116 member states voting
in favor of a resolution setting a
six-month deadline for the U.K.
to withdraw. Only six members
rejected the proposal — the U.S.,
Hungary, Israel and Australia
among them. The deadline was
Nov. 22.

“A U.N. General Assembly
resolution doesn’t mean you have
to comply, but obviously it’s very
embarrassing for them,” said Da-
vid Brewster, a senior research
fellow at the National Security
College in Canberra, Australia.
“That’s what happens when you
alienate your allies.”

At the end of his September
visit to Mauritius, Pope Francis
chided the U.K., saying it needs
to respect the wishes of interna-
tional institutions.

But things are unlikely to
change overnight.

The U.K. argues it can’t give
up the Chagos Islands for secu-
rity reasons. It doesn’t recognize
Mauritius’s claim over what it
calls the British Indian Ocean Is-

land Territory, or BIOT, a spokes-
person for the U.K.’s Foreign &
Commonwealth Office said in an
email.

“The joint U.K.-U.S. defense
facility on the British Indian
Ocean Territory helps to keep
people in Britain and around the
world safe from terrorism, or-
ganized crime and piracy,” the
spokesperson said. “The status
of BIOT as a U.K. territory is
essential to the value of the joint
facility and our shared interests
— an arrangement that cannot be
replicated.”

Labour leader Jeremy Cor-
byn has repeatedly said the U.K.
should respect the international
court’s opinion, cooperate with
Mauritius and ensure that the peo-
ple of Chagos can return home.

Mauritian Prime Minister
Pravind Jugnauth, who won an
election last week, has vowed
to pursue the decolonization
process with “unflinching deter-
mination.” But he’s also tried to
allay concerns about the future
of Diego Garcia, saying he has
no objections to the base and is
ready to enter into a long-term
arrangement with the U.S.

Today, the Mauritius govern-
ment is redrawing its national
maps and has set money aside to
help the Chagossians prepare for
an eventual return. The post of-
fice even issued special stamps to
celebrate the court ruling.

Still, organizing and funding
the relocation of as many as 9,000
people to an archipelago that’s
more than 1,100 miles away and
has no schools, hospitals or any
other public services will cost
significantly more than the $1.4
million the government has set
aside.

That’s why there are “ex-
tra-parliamentarian groups in
Mauritius that question the gov-
ernment’s ability to administer
the Chagos Archipelago,” polit-
ical analyst Catherine Boudet
said by phone from the capital,
Port Louis.

Bancoult is confident that the
returning residents can make a
decent living, mainly from tour-
ism and fishing. And he’s plan-
ning to charter a boat for their
return when the day comes.

“There are already people
living there who weren’t born
there,” he said, referring to the
foreign employees at the mili-
tary base. “We’ll bring our birth
certificate to show that we have a
right to live there, too.”

Britain: International pressure
forces it to ‘confront its colonial past’
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Louis Olivier
bancoult after
a court victory
in London in
2007. He and
other natives
of the chagos
Islands were
deported and
their pets were
gassed after the
U.K. bought the
archipelago.
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