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CHANGING OUT OLD GLORY
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The state Department of Transportation on Monday takes down the American flag on top of the George Sellar Bridge to replace it 

with a new flag. The flag is 185 feet above the Columbia River. From left are Jim Presler, Dale Blanken and Zach Grant. The 10-foot 

by 15-foot flag is changed out every year because it gets damaged by wind and faded by the sun. The three are certified for climbing 

bridges and towers. “You’re super methodical,” said Grant. “It’s all about safety. Nothing falls down (onto the roadway).”

BY PAUL ROBERTS

The Seattle Times

WENATCHEE — In Wenatchee, tens of 
thousands of boxes of apples that should 
be on their way to the Middle East and 
Asia are piling up instead in warehouses.

In Ellensburg, it’s a similar story 
for mountains of hay bales that would 
otherwise be on container ships bound for 
Japan and South Korea.

The problem isn’t a lack of demand: 
Foreign buyers are eager for farm goods 
from Washington and other states. But 
thanks to the strange effects of COVID-19 
on global shipping, U.S. farm exports are 
barely moving.

In normal times, “We ship 10 to 15 
containers of fruit every week into 
Taiwan,” says Dave Martin, export 
sales manager for Stemilt Growers in 
Wenatchee, one of Washington’s biggest 

tree-fruit exporters. “This week, we will 
not have a ship.”

The shortage of cargo space has 
backed up Stemilt’s huge packing opera-
tions and idled dozens of truckers 
who normally haul the 40-foot-long 
containers to the ports of Seattle and 
Tacoma. It has also prompted Stemilt’s 
foreign buyers to look to competitors in 
countries such as Chile, where the apple 
harvest is just starting. “Those sales 
are lost,” Martin says of the numerous 

State ag exports crimped by cargo-container shortage; COVID-19 even affects apples

Empty fruit bins are stacked outside the 
Stemilt Growers distribution center in 

Wenatchee, where thousands of boxes of 
apples that should be headed to foreign 

markets have been held up by the 
pandemic’s affects on global shipping.

The Seattle Times/TNS/Steve Ringman
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BY ARIELLE DREHER  

AND LAUREL DEMKOVICH

The Spokesman-Review

OLYMPIA — A sweeping 
bill that aims to restructure 
Washington’s public health 
system has passed its first 
hurdle in the state House 
of Representatives 
despite concerns 
from some county 
officials about the 
timing and some 
specifics of the 
bill.

The bill, proposed by Democratic 
Spokane Rep. Marcus Riccelli, 

would create new regional service 
centers to support local public 
health jurisdictions, change the 

makeup of local public health 
boards and establish an advisory 

board to oversee the state’s 
public health system. It 

passed 56-41 with mixed 
reactions.

“We need to 
come together 

for predictable, 
stable public 
health that 
we’ve woefully 
under-

funded,” Riccelli told The Spokes-
man-Review. “This helps us leverage 

new resources so 
we can make our 
way toward fully 
funded public 
health services.”

The bill began 
as an idea from 
Gov. Jay Inslee to 
regionalize the 
state’s public health 
system, but it has 
changed drastically 
since its first introduction.

The new version of the bill is the 
outcome of a bipartisan compromise 
between Riccelli, Republican Rep. 
Joe Schmick of Colfax, and others, 
after Republicans and local public 

health officials 
raised concerns 
that a total region-
alization could take 
away local control 
and funding.

As passed 
Monday, the bill 
would establish four 
regional compre-
hensive public 
health district 

centers to coordinate shared 
services across local health jurisdic-
tions and the state. Counties have 
until Jan. 1, 2023, to choose which 
district they plan to join, with two 
forming on each side of the state.

These districts would provide 
shared services to all local health 
jurisdictions. For example, a small 
local health jurisdiction that does 
not have an epidemiologist or a 
poison expert could use one through 
the shared service center.

Schmick said public health 
officials have had conversations 
about how to address the lack of 
shared services for years, and this 
idea builds upon that.

Each regional district center 
also will have two newly created 
positions: a regional health coordi-
nator who will coordinate services 

State House passes new version of bill aimed at public health reforms
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BY AMINA KHAN

Los Angeles Times

LOS ANGELES — As adults in the 
United States continue to line up for their 
COVID-19 vaccines, children and teens 
have largely been kept out of the queue. 
That could soon change.

The nation’s top infectious diseases 
expert says that by fall, 
he expects to have data 
showing that children and 
teens age 12 to 17 can start 
rolling up their sleeves for 
COVID-19 shots. Younger 
children could follow in 
the first quarter of 2022.

“We project that high 
school students will very 
likely be able to be vacci-
nated by the fall term 
— maybe not the very 
first day, but certainly in the early part of 
the fall for that fall educational term,” Dr. 
Anthony Fauci said Sunday on CBS’s “Face 
the Nation.”

Children appear to have largely been 
spared the worst ravages of COVID-19, 
often suffering mild or minimal symptoms. 
And student vaccinations are not needed 
for safe school reopenings, experts say. 
Still, a wide-scale vaccination of America’s 
children and teens could offer some peace 
of mind to families — and would provide 
welcome aid in the effort to achieve herd 
immunity against the coronavirus.

“When you get the overwhelming 
majority of the population vaccinated, the 

COVID-19

Vaccines for 
children, teens 
are coming
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BY IAN DUNN

World staff writer

WENATCHEE — With teach-
ers and staff now being vacci-
nated for COVID-19, Wenatchee 
Superintendent Paul Gordon says 
full-time in-person classes could 
resume by mid-to-late April.

It is still a tentative plan but 
Gordon told the Wenatchee 

School Board on Tuesday that 
“vaccines have made a significant 
difference in how we’re thinking 
about progressing forward” and 
perhaps leaving the hybrid learn-
ing model now in place.

To aid the board decision, 
Gordon said the school district 
is surveying parents, staff and 
students (6-12 grades) about a 
return to full-time classes. The 

staff survey was sent out Monday. 
The parent survey is being sent 
out today. Students will get the 
survey in class next week.

Gordon wants to get 4,000 
responses, which he said is two 
times higher than usual for similar 
surveys.

“We really want to make sure 
we’re asking some straightfor-
ward, direct questions about 

returning full in-person learning 
or continuing the hybrid learn-
ing for our school district,” he 
said. “We’re hoping to get a large 
percentage of our parents, staff 
and students to take this very brief 
survey.”

At the next board meeting on 
March 23, Gordon indicated he 
would bring the board the survey 
data collected along with infor-

mation from state and local health 
officials on the best guidance 
moving forward.

Board member Julie Norton, 
who has been pushing for return-
ing students to school for full-time 
instruction, encouraged the board 
to find reasons to open schools 
rather than reasons to keep 

Wenatchee School District may bring students back full time

Paul Gordon
Wenatchee 
superintendent Please see STUDENTS, Page A6


