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Umatilla County 
has three new 
coronavirus cases

UMATILLA COUNTY 
— Umatilla County Public 
Health announced Mon-
day that three new cases 
of COVID-19 were iden-
tifi ed, bringing Umatilla 
County’s total since the 
beginning of the outbreak 
to eight.

According to a press 
release, one of people 
diagnosed with the corona-
virus was in close contact 
with one of the two cases 
in Morrow County while 
the other two Umatilla 
County patients have no 
connection to each other 
or any of the other previ-
ous cases. All three of the 
new COVID-19 cases are 
self-isolating and recover-
ing from home.

On Sunday, Hermis-
ton Family Medicine and 
Urgent Care announced it 
was closing for two weeks 
“due to a recent exposure.” 
In a reply to a concerned 
patient, the account wrote 
that no patients were in 
the clinic at the time of the 
exposure and staff were 
the only ones at risk of 
exposure.

Joe Fiumara, the direc-
tor of Umatilla County 
Public Health, declined to 
say whether any of the new 
spate of COVID-19 cases 
were connected to Hermis-
ton Family Medicine.

As with previous cases, 
Umatilla County is declin-
ing to release the patient’s 
city of residence, age 
ranges or any other demo-
graphic information.

Fiumara said the county 
intends to release more 
information on the pos-
itive cases in the future, 

but he wasn’t ready to dis-
close when that would be 
and what new information 
would be made public.

He added that he knew 
residents were inter-
ested in more informa-
tion on the cases, but the 
health department still 
needed to protect patient 
confi dentiality.

The public health 
department did update 
its testing numbers: out 
of 256 tests in Umatilla 
County, eight have come 
back positive.

Kayak Public 
Transit closure 
extended 

MISSION — The Con-
federated Tribes of the 
Umatilla Indian Reserva-
tion are extending the clo-
sure of Kayak Public Tran-
sit due to COVID-19 until 
April 11, a press release 
said.

The tribes will continue 
to monitor the situation 
and will make a determi-
nation about the following 
week on or before April 
10, the release said.

The closure — in 
response to COVID-19 — 
started on Monday, March 
23.

“Kayak recognizes its 
role as a lifeline for access 
to employment, medi-
cal and shopping needs 
throughout the region and 
we do not take this action 
lightly,” the release said.

Kayak Public Transit 
operates three fi xed routes 
and four commuter bus 
services in Southeastern 
Washington and North-
eastern Oregon, including 
La Grande, Hermiston and 
Walla Walla, Washington.

— EO Media Group
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UMATILLA COUNTY 
— The Oregon Health 
Authority recently dished 
out $4 million in funding 
to support local COVID-19 
responses across the state, 
and most health depart-
ments in Eastern Oregon 
are using that to keep pay-
ing their personnel during 
the pandemic.

“The fact is, it’s going 
to personnel,” said Joe Fiu-
mara, director of Umatilla 
County Public Health. “Our 
personnel expenses dwarf 
our material expenses.”

The money can be used 
to cover the labor costs of 
reporting and monitoring 
the spread, identifying and 
screening individuals for 
the virus and for education, 
prevention and other com-
munication efforts for the 
public.

For Umatilla County, 
which received $113,923, it 
will help cover the nearly 
$160,000 in payroll Fiu-
mara said his 25 employ-
ees racked up last month. 
While many employees 
have had to devote all their 
time and efforts to corona-
virus response in the past 
month, other public health 
programs need to be main-
tained during the crisis too.

Union County received 
$58,006 and handed that 
to La Grande’s Center 
for Human Development, 
which serves as the coun-
ty’s public health agency. 
Carrie Brogoitti, the cen-
ter’s public health adminis-
trator, said the funding will 
also help them retain their 
staff and maintain focus 

on COVID-19.
“For smaller health 

departments in Eastern 
Oregon, any funding we 
receive to support commu-
nicable disease response 
makes a big difference,” 
Brogoitti said. “Most of the 
health departments in our 
region have a small number 
of employees that normally 
work in a variety of differ-
ent programs.”

In Morrow County, pub-
lic health director Sheree 
Smith unexpectedly had to 
take a leave from the coun-
ty’s offi ces last week and 
Diane Kilkenny was named 
interim director in her 
place. Kilkenny confi rmed 
Smith will be returning 
and said the county’s OHA 
allocation may be used 
in both preparedness and 
response to the pandemic, 
which includes staffi ng and 
equipment.

Jiselle Halfmoon, a 
spokeswoman for the Con-
federated Tribes of the Uma-
tilla Indian Reservation’s 
COVID-19 Incident Com-
mand, confi rmed the tribes 
received its money from 
OHA, but was still in the 
process of deciding how to 
spend it. She said staff from 
Yellowhawk will meet Mon-
day to discuss their options 

with the goal of maximizing 
the money’s impact.

Baker County also 
received $33,071, and Wal-
lowa County received 
$32,461.

Generally, funding for 
local health departments is 
splintered between differ-
ent sources, Fiumara said, 
but primarily comes from 
the state and federal govern-
ment. More than this initial 
$4 million will eventually 
make its way to the local 
level, which each depart-
ment will undoubtedly need.

“It’s not going to go 
nearly as far as it needs to,” 
said Fiumara of the fi rst 
funding allocation.

However, he added that 
OHA has been providing 
guidance to local depart-
ments on what adjustments 
they can make to other ser-
vices and programs to make 
best use of the funding they 
have.

Some funding, such as 
modernization funding 
Umatilla County already 
received, can be used to 
supplement the costs of the 
COVID-19 response. Other 
funding, such as dollars for 
the county’s tobacco pro-
gram, can’t.

“As frustrating as it is, 
some of that money will end 

up getting sent back to the 
state,” Fiumara said.

The state has also helped 
mitigate the challenges of 
staff not having time to work 
on their usual programs.

Goals and deadlines for 
some such programs have 
been modifi ed and extended. 
And for Umatilla County’s 
tobacco program, for exam-
ple, Fiumara said the state is 
handling any indoor smok-
ing complaints that may 
be received so local staff 
can remain focused on the 
outbreak.

While much of the focus 
is on the staffi ng, Uma-
tilla County isn’t ignoring 
its stock of equipment. Fiu-
mara said the department 
recently placed a $5,000 
order for surgical masks that 
he hopes will arrive soon.

As for the stories sur-
facing that the Trump 
administration is moving 
toward recommending peo-
ple wear masks and cover 
their face whenever leav-
ing their home, Fiumara 
said he doesn’t think it’s so 
straightforward.

“Wearing a mask is prob-
ably more likely to protect 
other people from you than 
it is to protect you from 
other people,” he said.

With many masks being 
homemade as well, Fiumara 
said it’s diffi cult to assess 
how effective they could be 
and acknowledged that it 
may be more helpful to peo-
ple mentally to wear a mask 
than it actually is physically 
protecting them.

“We just don’t and can’t 
know that much about 
them,” he said.

For now, Umatilla 
County plans to continue its 
same messaging to empha-
size people stay home as 
much as possible and follow 
social distancing guidelines.

———
East Oregonian reporter 

Antonio Sierra and the La 
Grande Observer contrib-
uted to this report.

State funding to go to personnel
Eastern Oregon 
health departments 
plan to use initial 
state funding 
to help cover 
personnel costs
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Umatilla County Public Health plans to use the $113,923 they 

received from the Oregon Health Authority to help cover 

personnel costs. The money is a part of $4 million in funding 

recently distributed by OHA to help support local COVID-19 

responses throughout the state.

By JADE MCDOWELL 
East Oregonian

HERMISTON — When 
the thing you were looking 
forward to gets canceled, 
sometimes you have to just 
make do with what you’ve 
got.

For Liz Sharon, that 
meant a “mini marathon” 
in Hermiston on Friday 
after her real marathon, 
the Revel Mt. Charleston 
Marathon in Las Vegas, 
was called off because of 
COVID-19.

Sharon had been in 
training since December 
and planned to run the full 
marathon on Saturday with 
her younger sister, followed 
by some vacation time 
together. Instead, on Fri-

day she ran a half marathon 
(13.1 miles) up and down 
the bicycle lane on High-
land Avenue in Hermiston, 
being careful not to touch 
things along the route or get 
too close to any passerby.

“When the race got can-
celed I was so sad, but I felt 
so silly being sad when so 

many more serious things 
are going on in the world, 
with people losing their 
jobs and all the deaths,” she 
said. “But it’s hard when 
you work so hard for some-
thing, and have a goal.”

Trying to make lemon-
ade out of lemons, her hus-
band Joseph Sharon and 
their children did what they 
could to help create a race 
atmosphere. They took 
turns running segments 
with her, handed out water 
along the way and were 
there to cheer for her at 
the “fi nish line.” Her sister 
called her to cheer her on.

After her husband posted 
about the family activity on 
Facebook, several family 
friends also took the time to 
drive by and honk or cheer 
from a safe distance away.

“That meant so much to 
me,” Sharon said. “I wanted 
to give them a hug, but of 
course you can’t.”

Crossing the fi nish line
Hermiston runner 
gets creative after 
canceled marathon
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Liz Sharon runs a half mara-

thon along Highland Avenue 

in Hermiston on Friday.

Field learning
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Seely Hemphill, 10, enters a makeshift schoolhouse that her parents made near Schoolhouse 

Road south of Pendleton on Monday morning. The schoolhouse was put together so that 

Hemphill and her brother, Callen, 8, could work on schoolwork while their mother was at 

work as a nurse and their father tended to the surrounding fi elds.
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Here to Care for You.

Morrow County Health District Supports the State-Wide Order

“Stay Home, Save Lives.”

HealthyMC.org

During this challenging time, know that the 

caregivers of Morrow County Health District 

continue to be here for you. 

“It’s not just what we do. 

It’s who we will 

continue to be.”

Irrigon Medical Clinic

Pioneer Memorial Clinic

Ione Community Clinic

(541) 922-5880

(541) 676-5504

(541) 422-7128

All our clinic locations 

throughout Morrow 

County remain open by 

appointment. Please call 

your clinic location to 

schedule an appointment 

with your care provider. 


