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Erin, left, and Terry Zaback dance to Christmas music covered in Christmas lights Dec. 6 near 51st and Harrison streets. The dancing light show 
has become a tradition in the neighborhood.

Trip the light fantastic

By Brody Hilgenkamp
Staff Writer

Bellevue has walked away 
from a deal to purchase land 
east of 36th Street in the Gilmore 
Road area for a public works fa-
cility.

City Administrator Jim Ris-
tow said the city was counting 
on FEMA reimbursements to 
pay for the facility, which would 
serve as a consolidated site for 
multiple city departments and 
cost more than $7 million, but it 
has yet to receive approval from 
the agency.

All indications are the city’s 
FEMA application will be ap-
proved, Ristow said, and once 
that happens the city will start 
searching for a location for the 
public works facility, which 
could include negotiations with 
the previously proposed site.

The Carol J. Gates Trust 
owned the property for the pro-
posed site. Ristow said the city 
attempted to negotiate an ex-
tension on the deal to allow for 
more time to hear from FEMA, 
but the city and the property 
owners were not able to come to 
an agreement on the extension 
and other terms.

Another sticking point was 
the property owners wanted a 
deposit for the purchase, but the 
city didn’t want to use Bellevue 
taxpayer dollars in the deal, Ris-
tow said.

“We just pulled out of the 
agreement and will go back at it 
when we get word from FEMA,” 
Ristow said.

One of the city’s two pub-
lic works sites — the south end 
of Hancock Street — was de-
stroyed in flooding this spring.

The city is also reviewing 
applications to serve as its real 
estate representative and hopes 
to have the individual chosen 
within the next couple weeks, 
Ristow said.

Councilwoman Kathy Welch 
represented the city in the Gates 
Trust deal.

Land 
deal 
axed 

by city

By Hailey Stolze
Staff Writer

When decorating for the holiday season, 
locals have some tips on how to stay safe.

Those setting up real Christmas trees 
need to be careful to prevent house fires,
said Erin McCormick, Bellevue Fire Depart-
ment’s Inspections and Safety Bureau fire
captain.

Scott Evans, Nebraska Extension Horti-
culture program coordinator, said choosing 
the evergreen carefully can help.

“You should check the tree like you check 
tires when you go out and buy a new car,” 
Evans said.

Before picking a tree to purchase, Ev-
ans said the customer should run his or her 
hands across the tree’s branches. He said if 
the needles are soft and flexible, the tree is
fresh and hydrated. If they fall off or are brit-
tle, he said it’s a sign the tree is dry and “past 
its prime.”

Don’t forget, he said, that it’s a live tree, 
therefore needs to be watered as soon as 
possible.

The last 1–2 inches of the tree’s trunk 

should be removed, but some garden cen-
ters will cut it for the buyer. Within two 
hours of making the cut, the tree needs to be 
placed in water.

When deciding where to put it, Evans 
said people should also place the tree out 
of direct sunlight. If it’s near windows, Ev-
ans said to close the blinds. Also, he said to 
avoid spots near heat sources like fireplaces
and furnace vents.

Warm air blowing on the tree could dry 
out its needles, causing it to catch fire.

McCormick said the trees can also catch 
fire from being too close to candles or house
lights.

Keeping the trees hydrated is key in 
avoiding house fires, Evans said.

Tree owners should be mindful of check-
ing if it needs water, Evans said. He recom-
mends checking it before and after work 
every day. Unwatered trees dry easily, Mc-
Cormick said, making it especially flamma-
ble.

Beyond the trees, McCormick said Christ-
mas fires are often caused by “poor electrical
use.” Using old lights or open wires are haz-
ards, as well as overloading power strips. 

She recommends reading the manufactur-
er’s instructions when plugging in decora-
tions.

William Muldoon, director of Sarpy 
County’s Emergency Communications, said 
Sarpy County 911 only received one call in 
regards to a holiday-related fire in 2018. Bel-
levue Fire Department responded to the liv-
ing room fire early Christmas morning.

Still, McCormick encouraged the public 
to stay safe by taking the time to test smoke 
detectors. This is an ideal time of year to 
double check they’re working properly, she 
said, considering how many additional fire
hazards the holidays pose.

As for other holiday decorations, poin-
settias are safer than most think. While the 
house plants can irritate cat and dog’s stom-
achs, they’re not poisonous to humans, a 
common myth people believe.

“That is an old wives’ tale that just won’t 
go away,” Evans said. “Poinsettias are not 
dangerous to people.”

Mistletoe, however, can be poisonous, he 
said. While the real plant is hard to come by, 
Evans encouraged people to be mindful of 
the potential hazards of putting it up.

May your days be merry, bright and safe

By Cheyenne Alexis
Staff Writer

The Bellevue East High 
School Virtual Enterprise Inter-
national team is making strides 
across the country.
The team earned two first-

place awards Dec. 6 at the VEI’s 
2019 San Diego Conference and
Exhibition at San Diego State 
University.
The team placed first in booth

design and sales pitch at the 
trade show, competing against 
more than 40 schools from Cal-
ifornia. It also received a silver 
decoration for its website.

The VEI courses and curricu-
lum offered at East are for stu-
dents to learn about starting and 
building their own business.

Breck O’Grady, a senior and 
the team’s chief executive offi-
cer, said after last school year’s 
team created No Coast Soap, 
which created all-natural and 
biodegradable soap and body 
scrubs, the team decided to ex-
pand the operation to create 
more products and re-brand as 
just No Coast.

O’Grady said the trade show 
was “very different” from the 

one he attended last year in Ten-
nessee.

“They had a different feel 
about them — they felt more in 
line with what we as a company 
were putting out with all-clean, 
all-natural and caring for the en-

vironment,” he said.
“But they also lacked some of 

that homeliness that we have. It 
was interesting to them that we 
were from Nebraska.”

O’Grady said a key takeaway 
from the trade show was how 

well the teams practiced prior to 
attending.
“They have five or six differ-

ent trade shows in California 
alone. Then when you look at 
the national competition in New 
York every year, they place the 

highest, but this year we placed 
higher than them at (the San Di-
ego) trade show,” he said. “It’s 
interesting to see the more and 
more they practice, the better 
and better they get, so that must 
be similar for us.”

The ability to grow in the VEI 
program is what kept O’Grady 
interested and moving up as the 
CEO.

“I saw how much I learned 
from being an employee,” he 
said. 

“Everyone was able to see 
the different sides of business. 
This year I was able to see how 
huge some of the decisions can 
change the whole company and 
how critical it is to get some-
thing exactly right.”

For the rest of the year, 
O’Grady said he wants to keep 
growing the business.

“Right now, our goal is pri-
marily to look at what we did 
from the trade show, what 
worked, what didn’t and im-
prove upon that,” he said.

“We’re hoping to set up a 
booth at our upcoming confer-
ences and potentially go to the 
national competition in New 
York in April.”

Chieftain team winners at San Diego trade show
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The Bellevue East Virtual Enterprise International team earned first place in booth design and sales pitch Dec. 6 
at the Virtual Enterprises International’s 2019 San Diego Conference and Exhibition at San Diego State University. 
Pictured from left, Zoey Morrissey, Michael Ermitano, Breck O’Grady, Sam Semanko, Colin Peetz, Ethan Fritz 
and Laynee Benne.


