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Commissioners: To burn or not to burn
By AlAn Rusch 
Ellsworth County I-R

Only a day after 
Ellsworth County 
commissioners 

approved a month-long county-
wide burn ban, commissioners 
reversed themselves and 
rescinded the ban.

Before the April 7 vote, 
Kerianne Ehrlich, supervisor of 
the county health department, 
voiced her concerns by asking 
why commissioners were 
rescinding the ban, and how 
that helps the community.

“I feel like we are in a time 
right now where health is kind 

of trumping some other things,” 
she said. 

Steve Dlabal, commission 
chairman, said he has received 
many telephone calls from 
farmers since approving the 
burn ban. He said they begged 
the burn ban be lifted.

“I have people actually calling 
and complaining to me about 
everything I’ve done,” Ehrlich 
responded. 

“Who is the expert here,” 
asked commissioner Dennis 
Rolfs. 

“We’re getting direction from 
KDHE (the Kansas 
Department of Health and 
Environment),” Ehrlich said. 

Rolfs said a burn ban was 
activated in Sedgwick County 
because of people there breath-
ing in the smoke caused by 
burning.

“We’re not Sedgwick County,” 
Rolfs said.

“We’re no different,” Ehrlich 
replied. “It’s still causing the 
same issues.”

“It affects a lot more people 
in Sedgwick County,” Rolfs 
said.

“Not really,” Ehrlich said. 
“Because we’re here in wide 
open Kansas where everybody 
is getting the smoke.’

“We’ll then ban it for ever 
then,” Rolfs said. 

Ehrlich said with the smoke 
caused from the burning, peo-
ple with asthma and allergies 
will see an increase in their 
symptoms. 

“We’re not going to know if 
we’re dealing with a COVID-
19 situation, an allergy situa-
tion, an asthma situation,” she 
said. “Medically, we’re not going 
to know what we’re dealing 
with. We already don’t know.”

“I hear what you are saying,” 
Dlabal said. “It’s something 
we’ve done for years to get con-
trol of the pastures and all 
that.”

“I come from a farming back-
ground,” Ehrlich said. “I totally 

understand. We also haven’t 
had COVID-19, which is a 
nationwide pandemic.”

Ehrlich said counties can 
make changes to try to better 
things.

“To me, that’s the best thing 
we can do,” she said. “But I 
understand. You guys have your 
opinion and I have mine.”

Ehrlich said she was fine with 
burning after the COVID-19 
crisis is abated.

“Like I said, I come from a 
farming background and I 
understand the importance of 
burning,” she said. 
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Ignatius Rodriguez, manager of Ellsworth’s Gene’s Heartland Foods store, scans bar codes of items in the store to 
determine the types and quantities of food to order for his next truck shipment.

See BURN, Page A5

See DONATIONS, Page A5

See GENE’S, Page A5

Grocery store workers move            
to front lines of pandemic war

By lInDA MOWERy-DEnnInG
Ellsworth County I-R

For Ignatius Rodriguez and his 
staff of more than three dozen at 
Gene’s Heartland Foods, the past 

three weeks have been like nothing they 
have ever experienced.

Business has increased — along with 
the number of work hours — and con-
ditions change daily, forcing Rodriguez 
and his crew to find yet another way to 
serve the store’s customers. Change has 
become a business constant.

It’s all part of the temporary new nor-
mal in the wake of the coronavirus pan-
demic that has forced many to remain 
in their homes to keep from spreading 

the illness.
That has left Gene’s and other gro-

cery stores scrambling to retool the way 
they do business.

“It’s been busy and chaotic, but we’re 
hanging in there,” Rodriguez said this 
past week. 

Hardly a day passes, he said, that 
something doesn’t change. Perhaps the 
two biggest differences between now 
and before the pandemic are safety and 
product delivery in a business that 
health officials consider essential and 
continues to open its doors to the pub-
lic every day.

Gene’s has between 35 and 40 
employees. Rodriguez said a few of 
them are uncomfortable working during 

the pandemic and that’s fine — they 
will still have their jobs when the dan-
ger passes.

Meanwhile, employees who continue 
to stock shelves, run the cash registers 
and perform other duties observing 
social distancing rules and maintain six 
feet of separation between themselves 
and others; carts, freezer door handles 
and other surfaces are sanitized during 
the day; and the store now closes an 
hour earlier than before to give employ-
ees time for a final cleaning.

The day of this interview, Rodriguez  
planned to add another layer of protec-
tion — only one person per family in 

By AlAn Rusch
Ellsworth County I-R

In reaction to the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic, many 
events and activities have been 

either cancelled or postponed — 
both here and across the nation.

One of those is the National 
Association of Letter Carriers Food 
Drive conducted annually in May. 
It has been postponed until further 
notice.

Locally, that food drive has bene-

fited the Ellsworth County Food 
Bank for the past 18 years. Last 
year alone, Ellsworth citizens 
donated 19,572 pounds of food. 

Mark Inglett, strategic communi-
cations specialist with the United 
States Postal Service in Kansas 
City, Mo., said  food banks are 
struggling right now.

He said once the postal service is 
given the all clear, it looks forward 
to serving its customers again.

For Karin Renard, director of the 
Ellsworth County Food Bank, the 

loss of this one food drive hit hard.
The food bank, inside the 

Harvest Bible Church in Ellsworth, 
is fully stocked at the moment, 
thanks in part to a recent commu-
nity “Cruise” and food drive. But 
the shelves won’t stay full for long, 
especially with the uncertainty that 
the ongoing statewide stay-at-home 
order brings with it. 

“We will definitely need dona-
tions,” Renard said in an April 8 

Keep the food donations coming
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A variety of canned food lines the shelves at the 
Ellsworth County Food Bank. But that supply 
won’t last for long, so it is important to keep 
donations of food coming in.

Cases are 
assigned   

by address
By AlAn Rusch
Ellsworth County I-R

On April 7, Ellsworth County 
reported its first case of 
COVID-19. However, that 

report was reversed minutes later.
Kerianne Ehrlich, supervisor of 

the county health department, gave 
a brief review on that reversal at the 
April 9 meeting of the county’s local 
emergency planning committee.

“It was ours for a brief moment, 
and then it got turned over to 
Barton County,” she said.

Ehrlich said the way the state 
reporting system works is when a 
reportable disease form is sent to 
the Kansas Department of Health 
and Environment, that form con-
tains the patient’s physical address 
and other information.

Ehrlich said the form is assigned a 
county by the zip code listed on the 
form.

“Then after that is assigned, there 
is a verification of the actual address 
to tell you the physical location,” she 
said. “Which on this one happened 
to be Barton County, but they didn’t 
know that until after they had 
already assigned it to Ellsworth 
County.”

 Ehrlich said although the case of 
COVID-19 was in Barton County, 
it’s still close to home.

“Whether it’s positive or negative, 
it’s still basically in our area,” she 
said. “We still need to act like we 
have it in our community. Even 
though we don’t have any con-
firmed, it’s not saying there aren’t 
people out there with it.”

Ehrlich said she is reviewing the 
way COVID-19 test results are 
determined for Ellsworth County 
because she was told several local 
residents have been tested at hospi-
tals outside of the county.

ALSO READ: The Ellsworth 
County Medical Center now offers 
curbside appointments and other 
services beyond traditional office 
visits. See Page B1 for the story.

A special thank you
to our emergency

preparedness personnel!
See page A8
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