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The first year asmayor of Bellevue
was an eventful one for Rusty Hike.
Withinmonths of taking office, his

administration had to navigate the
community through historic flood-
ing, a task he said was made man-
ageable by the way people rallied to
support those affected, he said.
“It’s nice to know that the com-

munity is a community,” he said.
Hike’s first

year in office also
included an ag-
gressive annex-
ation package that
pushed the city’s
population over
60,000 people, a
lot of “necessary”
restructuring he
said would make
the city conduct
its business more smoothly and con-
troversial misconduct sanctions for
elected officials, including the re-
moval of office.
Bellevue’s city administrator,

clerk, parks and recreation, and hu-
man resources are but a few of the
examples of departments with lead-
ership changes or were restructured.
The biggest change, Hike said,

was the addition of an in-house legal
team which Hike said has saved the
city more than $15,000 a month over
hiring outside legal representation.
Another major restructuring was

the creation of a community devel-
opment director. Former Police Chief
Mark Elbert was tabbed to fill that
position, and he will head up a re-
structured department that oversees
planning, permits, inspections and
other functions.
That position will help streamline

those functions and make Bellevue
more inviting for investors, he said.
“There’s that one person to talk to

when they come in and if there’s an
issue they can go straight to him and
get it taken care of,” he said.
While the first year was eventful,

Hike said overall Bellevue took steps
in the right direction.
“You run into snags and you just

figure out how to take care of them,”
Hike said. “As long as you’re always
taking a step forward you’re getting
somewhere, and that’s what we try
to do.
“If your foundation is not very

strong, you’re not very strong. That’s
what we’ve been working on is mak-
ing sure that the foundation of Bel-
levue is full strength and we have
something to build on.”
The biggest item on the city’s

agenda in 2020 is a national search
for a police chief, Hike said. There
has been friction between the Bellev-
ue officers union and Mark Elbert,
the former police chief.
Hike considers it a “win-win” sce-

nario to resolve the discord.
“Getting a fresh set of eyes in

there and some new blood will help
us set that police department up for
future generations,” he said.
Economic development was a

major point in Hike’s campaign for
mayor, and he said that will remain a
focus in the coming year.
Demolition of the former city of-

fices in Olde Towne will begin this
winter and streetscaping plans along
Mission Avenue will also be in the
works, Hike said.
The spring’s flooding impacted an

area south of Offutt Air Force Base
billed as a future industrial hub. The
city has poured hundreds of thou-

sands of dollars into a fund dedi-
cated to adding infrastructure to the
area, and Hike said more than $40
million in work to improve the le-
vees protecting the area should bring
confidence to potential investment.
Hike said there is also potential

for movement in commercial and
residential development near the
Highway 34/Highway 75 inter-
change.
Fort Crook Road is a key area of

development that has been on the
city’s radar for years. The city is
working with HDR, the firm that ini-
tially created the city’s robust 2008
redevelopment plan for the corri-
dor, to help obtain the rights-of-way.
Hike said the city is conducting back-
ground research to find out why the
state didn’t release all of its rights to
Bellevue after the Kennedy Freeway
was built and removed Fort Crook
Road’s highway status.
“There’s a lot of questions out

there as to why it was done the way
it was done,” Hike said.
A citywide rebranding initiative,

done in conjunction with the Great-
er Bellevue Area Chamber of Com-
merce and other groups, will go hand
in hand with any future growth.
“We need to send the message out

to the world who we are and why
Bellevue is the place to be,” Hike
said.
The council will be asked to ap-

prove a few “cleanup” annexations,
Hike said. The city’s aggressive 2019
annexation package and any future
ones are aimed at making the city
more contiguous, bringing in areas in
Bellevue’s southwest that should’ve
been annexed a long time ago and
ensuring the city is set to provide
support to the area south of Offutt
and the Highway 34/75 interchange.
City’s can only bond for infra-

structure within city limits, Hike
said, so if it needs to bond for those
areas but has to annex several areas
to get there, it could delay the pro-
cess.
The city is also working on engi-

neering and design for a connection
between 15th Street with 25th Street
south of Cornhusker Road, Hike
said. Long term, the goal is to even-
tually connect with Raynor Parkway
to provide an east-west corridor be-
tween Wolf Creek and Twin Creek.
All of the rights of way for 36th

Street south of Highway 370 were
purchased in 2019 and utility compa-
nies will work on clearing the area to
prepare for pavement over the next
year.
Hike said he hoped the contro-

versial misconduct ordinances that
passed late in the year will take care
of themselves.
Overall, Hike said communication

has been better between the council
and the administration after council
meetings switched from Monday
evenings to Tuesday because it gives
council members another weekday
to have their questions answered by
department heads or legal staff.
“Overall I think everybody is in-

formed and it runs pretty smoothly,”
Hike said.
The city is still waiting to hear

back from FEMA on its application
for a combined public works facility
and iron out lingering issues related
to the condemned Paradise Lakes
property.
Hike said he hopes to add a youth

council in the coming year to get stu-
dents involved in local government
and learn about the challenges facing
them and how they want to address
them.
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One Bellevue University student has
overcame adversity and brought her story
to light.
Nicole Abbott, a sophomore psychology

major and first-generation college student,
has looked to pageantry and her experi-
ence in the foster care system asmotivation
to create a new narrative for herself.

Foster care
Starting at age 2-and-a-half, Abbott was

in the foster care system, and eventually
aged out of the systemwhen she turned 18.
Abbott said she developed mental

health illnesses, inherited from both sides
of her biological families, and never had
contact with her father, who was in prison
the first 14 years of her life.
“Growing up, I started developing a

lot of the same issues and mental illnesses
from my mom and her mom—ADHD, bi-
polar, major depressive disorder and anxi-
ety,” she said.
Abbott said her adoptive parents sent

her to live at Boys Town when she was 10.
“It really made things a lot harder for

me, being taken away from my family I
had knownmy whole life,” she said. “Boys
Town didn’t work out very well, and I was
transported to the Heartland Family Ser-
vice shelter for a couple months while they
figured out my bed in the Boys Town In-
tensive Residential Treatment Center.”
A year at Boys Town’s IRTC, Abbott

graduated and was moved into one of her
more than 20 foster homes after she be-
came a state ward.
She briefly lived with her biological fa-

ther for almost a year before he returned
to prison.
Abbott said her senior year at Bellevue

West High School was when she had a real
wake-up call.
“I wasn’t really doing that well with

friends, I wasn’t partaking in the right ac-
tivities, I was behind on credits and I was
being told I wasn’t going to graduate and

walk with my class,” she said.
“I had gotten into a verbal argument

that turned physical with one of my foster
parents. She ended up calling the police
and I was arrested and charged with as-
sault, and I was transported to the Douglas
County Correction Center.”

Abbott spent a week at the DCCC be-
fore the charges were dropped.
“I think that was definitely my wake-up

point where I really needed to get my life
together and start making better choices,”
she said.
From then, Abbott said she went back to

school ready to work hard to earn her high
school credits and graduate, and was able
to walk with her class.

College life
During her senior year, Abbott was

working with a counselor who recom-
mended BU as a college option.
“Initially, I never thought I ever wanted

to go to college,” she said. “I applied and
was accepted, and it was a big moment for
me.”
Abbott became involved in programs

for foster youth in Nebraska, including the
Education and Training Voucher and the
Bridges to Independence.
Prior to being accepted at BU, Abbott

had written an entrance essay, “Not An-
other Statistic” on the statistics of foster
youth attending college — less than 3%.
“Statistically speaking, I should be

homeless, pregnant and any kid I would
have had would be in foster care,” she said

From foster care 
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Nicole Abbott, a sophomore at Bellevue University, saw pageants as a way to showcase her story 
of living in foster care and help others feel not alone.

“Statistically speaking, I should be 
homeless, pregnant and any kid I would 

have had would be in foster care. I should 
be in jail, I should be addicted to drugs 

and I should just be going down the worst 
possible path in life.”

Nicole Abbott

See Abbott: Page 2


