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Baker County is on Oregon’s COVID-19 “watch list.” 

This designation, which county offi cials announced 

Wednesday, sounds troubling. But the statistics show 

that Baker County’s situation is one that most of Or-

egon’s 35 other counties would gladly accept.

As of Friday, Baker County, with 13 cases, had fewer 

cases than 29 of those 35 counties. And of the six coun-

ties with fewer cases, fi ve have populations consider-

ably smaller than Baker County’s 16,800 — Wheeler 

(0 cases, 1,450 residents); Grant (one and 7,360); 

Harney (two and 7,360); Gilliam (two and 1,990); and 

Sherman (fi ve and 1,770). Only Curry County, with 

nine cases, has more residents than Baker County, 

with a population of 23,000. Baker County also has 

more negative tests — 675 as of Thursday) than fi ve of 

the six counties, Curry again being the exception with 

826 negative tests.

In addition, Baker County has had fewer virus cases 

than any of the eight other counties on the watch list 

— substantially fewer than seven of those. Among the 

eight, only Lake County, with 24 cases, has had fewer 

than 117.

But there are no guarantees that Baker County 

will continue to have relatively few cases. We need to 

take the simple but effective steps to reduce the risk, 

including social distancing and wearing face masks 

in indoor public settings and outdoors when social 

distancing isn’t possible.

In the meantime, being on the watch list for at least 

the next 3 weeks isn’t so daunting. County Commis-

sioner Mark Bennett said the designation could help 

the county accelerate testing for the virus.

— Jayson Jacoby, Baker City Herald editor

Editorial from The Minneapolis Star 
Tribune:

A football team finally discards a 
despised and derogatory name, and the 
U.S. Supreme Court unexpectedly holds 
Congress to account for promises more 
than a century old. These two decisions, one 
symbolic, one legal, should provide some 
genuine hope that despite so many chal-
lenges, society is capable of positive change.

The first reform may seem inconsequen-
tial to some. The Washington Redskins, 
after decades of pressure, have renounced 
a nickname that has long been a pejora-
tive for American Indians. The team did so 
not out of altruism, but because corporate 
sponsors applied the ultimate pressure — 
potential loss of revenue. Corporations are 
far more sensitive to public opinion than 
politicians, it would seem, and have wound 
up helping to lead change on LGBTQ 
issues, climate, Black Lives Matter and 
now this. FedEx threatened to pull its 
name from the team’s stadium because it 
considered the name at odds with its val-
ues. Nike pulled team gear from its online 
stores. These firms recognized that public 
sentiment has changed on these issues and 
will no longer tolerate offensive denigration 
of some groups.

The other decision, that of the Supreme 
Court in McGirt v. Oklahoma, is nothing 
short of historic. Justice Neil Gorsuch, writ-
ing for the court, opened his opinion with 

stirring words: “At the end of the Trail of 
Tears was a promise.” 

What followed was a decision that at 
long last holds the U.S. to treaties long for-
gotten by many. Gorsuch said the eastern 
half of Oklahoma, given to the Creek tribe 
in return for its ceding other land in an 
1833 treaty, was in fact theirs. “Today we 
are asked whether the land these treaties 
promised remains an Indian reserva-
tion for purposes of federal criminal law. 
Because Congress has not said otherwise, 
we hold the government to its word.”

An avowed textualist, Gorsuch said that 
while such a decision might be uncom-
fortable for some, “wishes don’t make for 
laws, and saving the political branches the 
embarrassment of disestablishing a res-
ervation is not one of our constitutionally 
assigned prerogatives.” Only Congress, he 
said, can divest a reservation of its land.

Tim Johnson, a professor at the 
University of Minnesota and national 
expert on Supreme Court decisions, said 
the decision is a strong affirmation of the 
power of treaties and a major victory for 
Indian tribes in Oklahoma and across the 
country. The case itself deals with the is-
sue of whether the state or federal govern-
ment should have tried a Jimcy McGirt, 
a Seminole man, for crimes on Muscogee 
Creek treaty lands. Gorsuch’s decision, 
Johnson said, looks at the criminal juris-
diction issue, deciding in favor of federal 

jurisdiction, but then goes broader, to an 
acknowledgment of U.S. treaty respon-
sibilities that he said lawyers will be 
studying for years.

There could, he said, be implications 
for Minnesota, where tribes have clashed 
with government offi cials and communi-
ties over a variety of issues, including 
fi shing rights and, most recently, whether 
the Line 3 oil pipeline could run through 
historic treaty land.

“It remains to be seen how broadly 
this will be interpreted,” Johnson said, 
but “this would seem to give pretty broad 
rights to tribes across the U.S.”

Taken together, the recent develop-
ments are “two harbingers that show we 
are in an era of real change,” Johnson 
said in an interview with an editorial 
writer.

Minnesota Lt. Gov. Peggy Flanagan, 
an Ojibwe, said she never thought she 
would see the Redskins name dropped 
in her lifetime. Then, she told an editorial 
writer, she read the opening line of the 
Gorsuch decision, which she found so 
powerful that as she read it, “I held my 
breath.”

In a sentiment that should fi nd broad 
support, Flanagan said that “I hope and 
pray these two decisions will continue 
to lead to more change,” and result in a 
society where “people are seen, heard and 
valued.”
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Masks and March: facing up to the question
By wearing a face mask when 

we can’t keep our distance from 
other people, so as to deprive them 
of whatever deleterious particles we 
might be expelling with each breath, 
we can save lives.

Government offi cials recently 
have been reminding us of this 
with the metronomic regularity of a 
mantra.

And I believe them.
Completely.
But given that we’re dealing with 

such a vital matter as human lives, 
I can’t avoid asking the question 
that I suspect has occurred to most 
of us while masks have proliferated 
as rapidly as fungi after a mild and 
gentle spring rain.

How many lives might we have 
saved had those offi cials been as in-
sistent, and as consistent, with their 
mask message in March?

I pose the question not with the 
purpose of wielding it as a political 
weapon.

There are far too many of those 
being fl ung and swung as it is, a 
fl urry of indiscriminate blows giving 
society a collective headache.

And I recognize that what we 
might brand today as inconsistency, 
or even as its much nastier cousin, 
hypocrisy, actually refl ects the inher-
ent uncertainty of a public health 
crisis unprecedented in our lifetimes.

Hindsight, it scarcely needs to be 
said, can make any of us feel that we 
are geniuses.

Government offi cials had a legiti-
mate reason, when the pandemic 
was but a precocious toddler, to 
recommend the public not start a 
run on masks.

Their goal was to ensure that 

doctors, nurses and other health 
care workers — those who were 
treating COVID-19 patients and 
thus at considerable risk of becom-
ing infected — would not be left 
without adequate protection.

That such a mania for masks 
could have happened was hardly 
an overreaction — recall for a mo-
ment that one symbol of March was 
the empty toilet paper section in a 
grocery store.

Still and all, I’m not wholly satis-
fi ed by the explanation that offi cials 
initially discouraged widespread 
mask-wearing to protect health 
care workers, then started to 
encourage the public to don face 
protection once it became clear that 
the nation’s supply was suffi cient.

I’m not satisfi ed because masks, 
as we all know by now, are not cre-
ated equal.

I understand why the govern-
ment wanted to conserve stockpiles 
of the more stout masks that health 
care workers wear.

But during March, the month 
when the virus gained its foothold 
(or whatever it is that viruses get 
around on) in the U.S., there was 
little reason for Americans, based 
on the statements of experts, to 
believe that any mask, surgical or 
otherwise, afforded meaningful 
protection either for themselves or, 
more notably, for those we might 
get close to.

(While breathing, anyway, some-
thing most of us fi nd diffi cult to 
avoid for extended periods.)

In late March Dr. Anthony Fauci, 
surely the most infl uential fi gure 
of authority during the pandemic, 
told reporters that the White House 
coronavirus task force was consider-
ing recommending that Americans 
wear masks, of any sort, to help 
slow the spread of the virus.

But Fauci was hardly enthusi-
astic in his endorsement of wide-
spread mask-wearing at the time, 
saying that “perhaps that’s the way 
to go.”

At least Fauci acknowledged the 
potential benefi ts of masks.

Also in late March, U.S. Surgeon 
General Jerome Adams was still 
dismissing the use of masks, noting 
that both the World Health Organi-
zation and the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) were 
not then recommending the public 
wear masks routinely.

The situation changed relatively 
rapidly.

In early April the CDC an-
nounced that wearing even home-
made cotton masks in public places, 
where it’s diffi cult to maintain 
social distancing, offers some level 
of protection, more so for others 
than for the wearer.

Oregon Gov. Kate Brown cited 
the CDC guidance in an April 7 
statement in which she also urged 
Oregonians to wear face masks 
as part of an overall strategy that 
included social distancing.

“Wearing a cloth mask may not 
keep you from getting sick, but it 
can help you prevent spreading the 
virus to others,” Brown said.

I can’t help but wonder, though, 
whether the government’s endorse-
ment of masks was both too tardy 
and too tepid to convince the public 
as thoroughly as the message might 
have done if it hadn’t carried a whiff 
of indifference, if not ambivalence.

Brown, despite her April 7 
statement, didn’t impose a mask 
mandate until July 1, and only then 
in response to a rapid rise in the 
number of infections.

I realize that I am to some extent 
engaging in just the sort of hind-
sight-fueled second-guessing that I 
mentioned some paragraphs back.

And I concede that Brown, in 
common with other elected offi cials, 
has confronted quite a quandary 
as they seek to protect the public 
without imposing unnecessarily 
draconian restrictions.

I would like to think most Or-
egonians prefer the current mask 
guidelines and (largely unenforced) 
limits on attendance at social gath-
erings to a return to the job-ending 
lockdown that prevailed for much of 
the spring.

But I also understand why some 
people have reacted with skepti-
cism to the government’s compara-
tively recent insistence on wearing 
masks.

Obviously if masks are benefi cial 
now — and to reiterate, I’m con-
vinced that they are, in situations 
where your unimpeded exhalations 
could be infectious — then they 
would have been equally effi cacious 
4 months ago.

Some people, of course, reject 
masks for specious, and in some 
cases blatantly contradictory, 
reasons.

It’s illogical, for instance, to 
claim both that wearing a mask is 
dangerous because it causes the 
wearer to re-inhale nasty things, 
and that the mask does nothing to 
curb the dispersal of droplets that 
could contain virus particles.

The reality is that the vast 
majority of people can safely wear 
a mask, and that the mask, regard-
less of the material it’s made from, 
will intercept at least some of the 
droplets we exhale.

A paper-thin cotton bandanna 
is obviously less effective than a 
surgical mask, but to argue that 
face coverings have no benefi ts 
in reducing the risk of spreading 
the virus — indeed, any infectious 
disease — is nonsensical.

A chunk of wood isn’t as helpful 
as a Coast Guard-approved life 
jacket if you go overboard, but you’d 
be awfully glad to have something 
to grab, and never mind a few 
splinters.

Ultimately, though, it seems to 
me that we would have been bet-
ter off had the great mask debate 
reached its apex in March rather 
than in July.

If nothing else we would have 
been more accustomed to wear-
ing masks by now. And I believe 
fewer of us would wonder whether 
the experts are merely reacting to 
COVID-19 bar graphs rather than 
using their expertise to issue sound 
and timely advice.

It’s a question that keeps nag-
ging me, as stubborn as a fi shhook 
stuck far down in a trout’s jaw.

Jayson Jacoby is editor 

of the Baker City Herald.
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