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That trend could improve 
with the development and 
approval of other vaccines.

In all, Oregon had 
recorded 118,456 cases 
of COVID-19 and 1,506 
deaths as of Monday, Jan. 
4. Union County had con-
tributed 992 infections and 
15 deaths to those totals.

Even so, Union County 
is poised to drop into 
Oregon’s “high risk” 
COVID-19 safety mea-
sures, which allow for 
limited indoor dining, 
the opening of gyms and 
indoor recreation, among 
other easements. County 
risk levels are reviewed on 
Mondays and ordinarily 
announced by the offi ce 
of Gov. Kate Brown on 
Tuesdays.

If Union County is 
moved out of the “extreme 
risk” category, it will rep-
resent a major local vic-
tory in the war against 
COVID-19. Nonethe-
less, restrictions on social 
activity — including 
capacity limits in most 

buildings and manda-
tory mask-wearing — will 
remain in place to prevent 
further spread.

More than 350,000 
people have died from 
COVID-19 in the United 
States. One in every 78.5 
people who have con-
tracted the disease in 
Oregon have died as a 

result, and that fi gure is 
even more severe in Union 
County — one in 66.

The death toll from 10 
months of COVID-19 now 
stands at 10 times more 
than the 34,200-person 
death toll from the 2018-19 
fl u season, and a new, 
more infectious variant of 
COVID-19 has been found 

in several states.
Offi cials are urging 

people to stay vigilant. 
The best way to protect 
yourself and others against 
COVID-19 is to wear a 
mask, wash your hands 
regularly, distance your-
self from people outside 
your household, and avoid 
gatherings when possible.
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Workers with the Center for Human Development, Union County’s public health arm, 
guide a patient through the process of taking a COVID-19 drive-thru test Monday, Dec. 7, 
2020. CHD on Sunday, Jan. 3, 2021, announced Union County’s 15 death due to COVID-19.

every bed at the imposing 
institution in Salem, such 
as maintaining capacity 
for emergencies. The hos-
pital halted all admis-
sions in December, citing 
an outbreak of COVID-19 
that has infected at 
least 24 patients and 71 
workers.

The capacity of the 
Oregon State Hospital 
is just 671 beds spread 
across two campuses and 
offering three levels of 
care, said hospital rela-
tions director Rebeka 
Gipson-King.

“This does not include 
beds held for managed 
capacity — keeping one 
bed open on each unit 
for safety and treatment 
purposes, the two closed 
units on the Junction City 
Campus that we do not 
have funding to operate 
and beds we need for 
COVID-19 protocols,” she 
said in a statement.

Zamora-Skaar’s case 
has been settled — he 
was transported to the 
state hospital, where he 
recuperated; he was then 
found fi t for trial, and later 
pleaded guilty. Attorney 
Laura Graser argued the 
appellate case.

Thibeault says she’s 
surprised to see Judge 
Bailey’s fi nding of con-
tempt to be upheld and 
understands the reality 
of the hospital’s struggle 
with COVID-19. And yet: 
“There’s always going to 
be another justifi cation 
that state agencies can 
come up with for violating 
our clients’ statutory and 
constitutional rights,” she 
said. “It takes a lot for one 

government branch to say 
that another governmental 
agency could be held 
accountable.”

The state hospital’s sev-
en-day admission rule is 
based on Oregon Advo-
cacy Center v. Mink, 
which was adjudicated 
in Oregon federal court 
and upheld by the 9th Cir-
cuit Court of Appeals. It 
applies only to commit-
ment orders known as a 
.370, of which there is a 
backlog.

The delay of .370 
orders could lead to con-
tempt motions in courts 
across Oregon unless the 
Health Authority appeals 
the ruling to the state 
Supreme Court. Adminis-
trators did not reveal their 
intentions in response to 
written questions.

“Even through the pan-
demic, we have continued 
to work diligently to make 
sure people who need 
hospital-level care are 
admitted to Oregon State 
Hospital. We are disap-
pointed the decision does 
not recognize the hospi-
tal’s capacity challenges 
— challenges that have 
only been exacerbated by 
the pandemic. Our pri-
ority must be keeping our 
patients and staff healthy 
and safe,” Gipson-King 
said.

“We must maintain 
our focus on decriminal-
izing mental illness and 
homelessness,” she said. 
“Going forward, we will 
continue partnering with 
counties and local courts 
to ensure every person in 
Oregon who needs mental 
health care has timely 
access to treatment in 
their own community 
or, when necessary, 
at the state hospital.”
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school districts are able to 
offer in-person instruction, 
allowing EOU Head Start 
in those communities to do 
the same.

The La Grande School 
District is not currently 
offering online instruc-
tion. It’s larger population 
means different state met-
rics apply to it, but it will 
begin providing in-person 
instruction for students up 
through sixth grade below 

starting Jan. 11. Kleng said 
he and his staff celebrated 
this news.

“We are thrilled,” Kleng 
said.

He said it has been 
hard for his staff to teach 
children remotely. Kleng 
added it is particularly 
critical to teach preschool 
children in person because 
90% of brain development 
occurs by age 5. To take 
full of advantage of this 
growth, he said, it is crit-
ical to provide in-person 
instruction.

“Children learn by 

socially interacting with 
another person,” Kleng 
said.

Kleng said the stimulus 
bill, which will provide 
$600 to most Americans 
and extend unemployment 
benefi ts for those hurt by 
COVID-19, will help EOU 
Head Start students in 
more ways than just what 
will be given to the edu-
cation program directly. 
He explained children will 
benefi t because their par-
ents, many of whom are 
struggling fi nancially due 
to the pandemic, will be 

able to devote more time 
to helping educate their 
children since they will be 
under less economic stress.

“It is hard to imagine 
how much federal funding 
helps a family which is 
struggling fi nancially,” 
Kleng said.

Putting parents in a 
position to spend more 
time educating their chil-
dren is vital, the EOU 
Head Start director said.

“Parents are the fi rst 
and most important 
teachers of their 
children,” Kleng said.
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By GARY A. WARNER
Oregon Capital Bureau

WASHINGTON — U.S. 
Rep. Cliff Bentz of Ontario 
has called for an investiga-
tion of the 2020 presiden-
tial election, a move that 
would delay and possibly 
derail the certifi cation of 
Democrat Joe Biden’s vic-
tory over President Donald 
Trump in November’s 
election.

“I have 
joined many of 
my colleagues 
in asking for a 
congressional 
investigation 
and review into 
what has hap-

pened in states where elec-
tion irregularities have been 
observed,” Bentz said in a 
statement Dec. 15.

Bentz has declined 
repeated requests since 
last week to say whether 
he would join an effort by 
more than 100 Republican 
House members to vote 
against accepting the Elec-
toral College results when 
Congress makes a usually 
perfunctory review of the 
process on Jan. 6.

Bentz’s accusation of 
voting irregularities worthy 
of a congressional inves-
tigations is an about face 
from the stance of his 
predecessor, Rep. Greg. 
Walden, R-Hood River. 
Walden, who represented 
the district covering Eastern 
and Central Oregon for 20 
years, stepped down Sat-
urday, Jan. 2. Bentz was 
sworn in Sunday.

In a Dec. 1 radio inter-
view with the National 
Journal, Walden said the 
election had been fair and 
“the die is cast” for Trump’s 
departure. At the time he 
was one of only 27 Repub-
licans in the House and 
Senate who would say 
Biden had defeated Trump.

Biden defeated Trump 
by over 7 million votes and 
the Electoral College con-

fi rmed his victory on Dec. 
14 by a 306-232 margin.

Trump or his surro-
gates have fi led more than 
50 lawsuits, with only one 
procedural request win-
ning. The other cases on his 
allegations and seeking to 
stop vote counting or certi-
fi cation of votes have been 
rejected. The U.S. Supreme 
Court declined without 
comment to consider law-
suits by Trump supporters.

Trump has kept up the 
pressure, switching to a 
long-shot gamble to get 
Congress to reject the Elec-
toral College votes sent by 
the states.

The Electoral College 
results are sent to Congress, 
where they are read aloud. 
Normally, Congress rap-
idly certifi es the vote in a 
largely ceremonial process.

However if a member of 
the House and a member 
of the Senate object to any 
slate of electors, both cham-
bers must hold separate 
two-hour debates before 
voting whether to accept or 
reject the Electoral College 
numbers.

House members — 
including Democrats — 
have made single objections 
in the past, but no senator 
has joined the effort.

However, more than 100 
of the House’s 221 Repub-
licans have said they will 
oppose the vote.

“Multiple states have 
engaged in litigation and 
thousands of witnesses have 
submitted sworn affi da-

vits of reported fraud in the 
2020 Presidential election,” 
a letter signed by Bentz and 
other freshmen says.

Senate Majority Leader 
Mitch McConnell, R-Ken-
tucky, had lobbied his 
caucus not to join the objec-
tion. But Sen. Josh Hawley, 
R-Missouri, announced he 
would object and an addi-
tional dozen senators, led 
by Sen. Ted Cruz, R-Texas, 
say they also will object.

While the moves to 
block certifi cation are 
expected to delay the result 
by a few hours Wednesday, 
the House Democratic 
majority of 222 members 
will be joined by several 
Republicans who oppose 
the effort as un-democratic.

Sen. Mitt Romney, 
R-Utah, the Republican 
presidential nominee in 
2012 who lost to President 
Barack Obama, slammed 
those challenging the Elec-
toral College votes as “dan-
gerously threatening our 
democratic republic.”

“I could never have 
imagined seeing these 
things in the greatest 
democracy in the world,” 
Romney said. “Has ambi-
tion so eclipsed principle?”

Former House Speaker 
Paul Ryan, R-Wisconsin, 
told his former colleagues 
in the House that chal-
lenging the Electoral Col-
lege results was “striking 
at the foundation of the 
republic.”

Ryan said he could not 
think of “a more anti-demo-

cratic and anti-conservative 
act than a federal interven-
tion to overturn the results 
of state-certifi ed elections 
and disenfranchise millions 
of Americans.”

Trump tweeted that 
those members of Congress 
who were not supporting 
him were cowards.

The heat of the argument 
intensifi ed Sunday when a 
recording of an hour-long 
telephone call by Trump in 
the White House to Georgia 
Secretary of State Brad 
Raffensperger, a Repub-
lican, was made public.

In the call, the president 
told Raffensperger, the state 
elections offi cial who had 
already certifi ed the results, 
to go back into the votes 
again to overturn Biden’s 
11,779-vote win.

“So look. All I want to 
do is this. I just want to fi nd 
11,780 votes, which is one 
more than we have,” Trump 
said. “Because we won the 
state.”

Raffensperger said 
repeated recounts had not 
changed the outcome and 
that he would not change 
the result.

“Well, Mr. President, the 
challenge that you have is, 
the data you have is wrong,” 
Raffensperger said.

Bentz is the only 
Republican among Ore-
gon’s fi ve House members 
and two senators. One of 
his colleagues, Rep. Earl 
Blumenauer, said Trump’s 
call to the Georgia offi cials 
should be prosecuted. 

Bentz  backs bid to upend presidential vote count

Bentz

By JIM REDDEN
Pamplin Media

SALEM — Although 
a record number of Ore-
gonians voted in the 
2020 general election, the 
number of ballots rejected 
for technical reasons 
dropped from the 2016 
general election.

State election offi -
cials say 2.4 million bal-
lots were returned in last 
November’s election. That 
is 18% more than the 2 
million ballots returned in 
the previous presidential 
election year.

But the number of bal-
lots rejected for signa-
ture problems fell by 5%. 
In the 2016 general elec-
tion, 17,574 ballots were 
rejected because their 
return envelopes were 
not signed or their signa-
tures did not match those 
on fi le with elections offi -
cials. Four years later, 
only 16,680 ballots were 
rejected for those reasons.

The decline refl ects 
the national results of the 
2020 general election. 
Although fi nal fi gures 
still are being collected, 
election experts said far 
fewer mail-in ballots were 
rejected for technical rea-
sons across the country 
than expected, espe-
cially considering how 
many states allowed more 
people to vote by mail 

because of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

President Donald 
Trump and his supporters 
have pointed to the low 
rejection rate as evidence 
of voter fraud. But the 
reason in Oregon is simple.

According to Mult-
nomah County Election 
Program Communications 
Specialist Eric Sample, 
state election rules were 
changed between the two 
elections to make it easier 
for voters who failed to 
sign their ballots to submit 
a new signature before the 
fi nal results were certifi ed.

Before the change, 
voters who did not sign 
their return envelopes had 
to physically come into 
a county elections offi ce 
and do so before a dead-
line for their ballots to be 
counted. After the change, 
they only had to sign and 
return a statement that 
said they are legally quali-
fi ed to vote and had voted.

The result of the 
change was dramatic. In 
Multnomah County, only 
16% of voters who did 
not sign their envelope 
returned a new registra-
tion card in time in 2016. 
After the change, that 
jumped to 67%.

“The change made it a 
lot easier for voters who 
hadn’t signed their enve-
lopes,” Samples said.

Number of rejected 
ballots drops in Oregon 
general election
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