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It was the evening of March 13 when it 
became apparent that low-lying areas of 
Sarpy County would flood.
Two days later, at 2 a.m. Friday, Sarpy

County Sheriff deputies were knocking 
on doors at Chris and Hanson lakes south 
of Bellevue urging residents to evacuate.
It wasn’t mandatory, but the vast ma-
jority of residents took the advice and 
cleared out. That made all the difference.

“We had one overriding concern in all 
of this, and that was safety,” said Sarpy 
County Sheriff’s Office Chief Deputy
Greg London. “After that, looting. We’ve
had no deaths and no looting.”
Driving around Chris and Hanson

lakes Friday morning, London chatted
amiably with numerous residents, some 
of whose houses were under water, oth-
ers whose houses were high enough to 
resist the worst of the flood and stayed
dry.
All seemed in good spirits, going about

the business of recovering what posses-
sions they could. A guitar and leather
cowboy boots leaned against a car, along 
with cartons of bottled water. A trash can
floated in murky green-brown water that
lapped halfway up open double garage 
doors.

Papillion Sanitation workers dropped 
giant dumpsters at strategic locations and 
said they expected to empty them daily.
Two men in a small boat motored to what 
had been the edge of a lawn but was now 
shoreline, the better to discuss how they 
might help someone.

Jay Vaida, who is building a house 
near the edge of the Platte River, escaped 
serious damage. His house sits on the riv-
er side of the levee, which means he has 
no protection from rising water. Never-
theless, he emerged virtually unscathed 
because his sprawling house is built on 
land raised two feet above the floodplain.
“We made it through,” he said. “And

if we made it through this then we should 
be fine for anything in the future.”

It’s too early to speak of happy end-
ings, of course, but London said things 
could have been much worse if residents 
had not complied with the evacuation 
advice and if Sarpy County agencies had 
not proved able to work together so well.

The initial meeting of what was 
dubbed the Emergency Operations Cen-
ter, held two days ahead of the flood,
was hosted by the Sarpy County Office of
Emergency Management which is locat-
ed in the basement of the Sarpy County 
Courthouse. The panel that discussed the
impending disaster and what to do about 
it was named Unified Command and it
consisted of representatives of just about 

any agency that could be helpful.
The Bellevue police and fire depart-

ments were there, along with the Pa-
pillion Fire Department and the Sarpy
County Sheriff’s Office. OPPD was there,
along with Sarpy County administra-
tion, the Salvation Army, the Red Cross,
the Sarpy/Cass Health Department and
Sarpy County Public Works, which ac-
cepted responsibility for clearing roads 
covered with debris.

There were probably others, too, Lon-
don said, for the response to the flooding
has been a communitywide phenome-
non.
After that initial meeting, the Unified

Command met daily at 10 a.m. to dis-
cuss the day’s response. It was not really
possible to plan beyond the day, London 
said, because circumstances changed dai-
ly and so must the response.
Among the key decisions was one de-

signed to control access to flooded areas.
Apart from the danger of debris concerns
arose about the quality of the water and 
the danger of infection from the many 
substances — including raw sewage — 
that might have infected it.

It was Thursday, six days after the 
initial evacuation, that residents were 
permitted to re-enter their communities, 
and even then they needed identification

to get past Army National Guard troops
who monitored entry points.

Chris and Hanson lakes contain 379 
lots, London said, and each owner had 
to register with the Sheriff’s Office and
receive a placard authorizing their re-en-
try. Those placards Friday were posted
prominently on houses throughout the 
two lake communities. Residents were
also advised to get tetanus shots.

The water is receding now, and in 
those areas where it is trapped pumps 
are hard at work. Recovery is underway,
roads are open and dry and the Platte is 
safely within its banks. The area where
the dike failed and gave way to the flood-
water is now just a muddy scar on an em-
bankment.

Lessons have been learned, London 
said, communication weaknesses identi-
fied and targeted for improvement.

But London said the key has been, and 
will always be, cooperation not just be-
tween partner agencies but also between 
those agencies and residents.

“We didn’t tell anyone they had to 
leave, but we told them it’s in their best 
interests because we were going to have 
major flooding,” London said. “Some
held out, but for the most part everyone 
complied and they left. We’ve been very
lucky with the cooperation from the pub-
lic.”

Unified Command set daily 
targets during flood response
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A house at Chris Lake south of Bellevue was still dealing with high water Friday even after flood water began to recede.

Sarpy County Office of Emergency
Management and local organizations 
are providing assistance and resourc-
es to those affected by the area’s recent 
flooding.
Those affected can go to sarpyflood.

org to request clean up assistance, vol-
unteers, financial assistance, informa-
tion about documenting contents of 
homes and contact information for or-
ganizations.
Federal and state disaster relief

are available after President Donald
Trump approved a disaster declaration 
request from Neb. Governor Pete Rick-
etts. Assistance can include temporary
repairs to damaged homes, payment 
for a short-term place to live and other 
related needs.

Residents can register for aid with 
FEMA online at www.DisasterAssis-
tance.gov or by phone at 800-621-3362.
A FEMA inspector will call ahead of
time and make an appointment.

Flood relief resources available
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More than 200 people were on hand 
Friday afternoon at Bellevue Junior
Sports Association when city officials
presented an update on the flood of 2019.

Mayor Rusty Hike greeted those af-
fected at the front door — many of whom 
have been displaced from the Paradise 
Lakes and Green Acres communities.

The standing room crowd heard a 
timeline of the disaster, beginning on 
March 13 when it became clear to city of-
ficials Gifford Farm was “in peril.” City
Administrator Jim Ristow continuedwith
the day-by-day developments, and that 
was followed with an update on levee 
damage from John Winkler, general man-
ager of the Papio-Missouri River NRD.

Winkler said all 14 levees impacted 
by the flood were topped and 10 of the
14 breached, including one in the area of 
Highway 34 and Harlan Lewis Road.

With water receding, Public Works 
Director Jeff Roberts said clean-up has
begun at American Heroes Park, but the
adjacent Haworth Park is still flooded.

Roberts said clean-up work was 
scheduled to begin Monday on Harlan 
Lewis Road and it is hoped the road will 
be open by today, Wednesday.

The city’s chief building inspector, 
Mike Christian, told the audience that 
300 of the 350 residences in Green Acres
and Paradise Lakes are uninhabitable 
with “black water,” and the city has yet to 
evaluate any of the businesses in the area.

In taking questions from the audience 
that ranged from property tax relief and 
the future of the Green Acres and Para-
dise Lakes, the first person to step to the
microphone thanked people for their gen-
erosity in families’ time of need — receiv-
ing a rousing applause at the sentiment.

Bill Swick, representing an alliance of 
Bellevue churches and county agencies, 
told the audience a wealth of information 
is available at sarpyflood.org and encour-
aged the crowd to visit the site often for 
resources and updates.

Ristow said the recovery is going to be 
a long process and asked residents “to be 
patient with us.”

Hundreds get update 
on flood situation
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A crowd in excess of 200 people were on hand Friday at Bellevue Junior Sports Association 
to get an update from city officials and others on the flooding situation.


