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Local and State COVID-19 Hospitalizations Increasing;
Community Members Urged to Wear Masks, Get Flu Shots to Reduce Impact on Hospital Resources

For Immediate Release
(COLUMBUS, Neb.) — Nebraska is currently seeing its largest surge of COVID-19 cases and
hospitalizations since the pandemic started earlier this year.

According to a recent statement from the University of Nebraska Medical Center and Nebraska
Medicine, the state’s daily count of COVID-19 cases and hospitalizations is now equal to the May peak
and is rising quickly. This increase is happening during a time when Nebraska hospitals are more than
85% full, compared to the May peak when hospitals were 50% full. Meanwhile, the annual flu season
approaches and incoming cold weather will soon push activities indoors, potentially increasing the
spread of COVID-19.

In their statement, UNMC and Nebraska Medicine physicians and scientists said this combination of
factors “is a potential perfect storm.” The same situation is unfolding on the local level.

“The numbers locally in Columbus as well as statewide are picking up,” said Dr. Kurt Kapels, clinical
director of Inpatient Physician Associates and hospitalist at Columbus Community Hospital. “It’s
definitely much busier than it has been, but our system is not overwhelmed. We have the resources to
care for folks, but also there are trends we need to work hard to try to reverse as a community.”

Local Case Numbers and Available Resources
CCH is currently caring for nine COVID-19 positive patients and one person of interest, so ten of its
negative pressure rooms are occupied.

According to a situation report from the East Central District Health Department (ECDHD), the district
had four intensive care unit beds and eight ventilators available as of Friday, October 9. The district —
which includes Boone, Nance, Colfax and Platte counties — reported 11 COVID-19 hospitalizations within
the health district, a number that had more than doubled since the previous week.

In this report, the ECDHD also expressed concern about the rising case numbers and hospitalizations,
writing: “Rising COVID-19 hospitalizations both locally and across the state and the dramatic increase in
hospital resource utilization have the potential to overwhelm local and state medical and public health
resources.”

As of Friday, October 9, the health district reported that it had 2,187 total COVID-19 cases with 106
cases reported within the past seven days and 254 cases reported within the last two weeks.
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e Boone county had 109 total cases with 21 new cases in the past seven days and 34 new cases in
the past 14 days.

e Colfax had 804 total cases with nine new cases in the past seven days and 37 new cases in the
past 14 days.

e Nance had 63 total cases with 12 new cases in the past seven days and 22 cases in the past 14
days.

e Platte had 1,211 total cases with 64 new cases in the past seven days and 161 cases in the past
14 days.

All four counties are in the elevated risk level for COVID-19 transmission in the ECDHD’s risk dials.

Simple Steps to Reduce Spread
At this point, most of the formal COVID-19 restrictions have been reduced on the state level and in
several communities. Knowing this, health officials have been promoting individual actions to prevent
the spread of the virus, such as the following basic safety precautions:

e Wear a face covering or mask in public

e Avoid large gatherings

e Avoid close contact with people outside of your immediate family, especially indoors

e Maintain at least six feet of distance from others in public

e Practice good hand hygiene

e Stay home and call your doctor if you are ill

e Consider getting a COVID-19 test if you believe you have any possible symptoms

e Quarantine at home if you have close contact with someone with COVID-19

e Cooperate with public health officials who are tracking exposures and illnesses

“No one is advocating for making wholesale changes and shutting things down and those sort of things
at this stage,” Kapels said. “But there are basic steps we all can take and we need to be serious about in
order to try to improve the current situation. It’s important to continue to do the things we can to try to
control this as best we can.”

Masks Work

Masks or face coverings are a particularly important tool in preventing the spread of COVID-19, because
COVID-19 is spread mainly from person to person through respiratory droplets which are produced
when people cough, sneeze or talk. When used in conjunction with social distancing, masks are an extra
layer of protection that trap these respiratory droplets and prevent them from traveling into the air and
onto other people.

People should choose masks that completely cover their mouth and nose; have two or more layers of
washable, breathable fabric; and fit snugly against the side of their face so there are not gaps. They
should avoid masks that that have exhalation valves or vents.

“Masks are definitely important,” Kapels said. “They are not a cure-all, but they definitely do help. And
they have been shown to help especially the more that people use them and the more people that use
them.”
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The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends people older than 2 years old wear
masks or cloth face coverings in public, especially in places where social distancing is hard to enforce
such as in pharmacies, grocery stores and at gas stations.

Reducing Spread within Households

According to the ECDHD’s situation report that was updated on October 9, the primary source of
transmission of COVID-19 in the district is within households. With that in mind, the ECDHD is urging
people who are sick or have been exposed to a known COVID-19 positive case to separate themselves
from others within their home, as much as possible. That means wearing a mask in the home and
sleeping in a different part of the house. For more information on how to reduce the spread of COVID-
19 within your family or household, see these tips from the CDC:
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/if-you-are-sick/steps-when-sick.htmil.

Flu Shots Encouraged

Having an influx of influenza and COVID-19 patients at the same time could create an additional burden
on the local health care system. To reduce the number of hospitalizations from influenza, community
members are urged to get a flu shot, ideally as soon as possible.

A flu shot is the best step someone can take to avoid getting influenza. Annual flu shots are
recommended for everyone 6 months of age and older, especially for those who are at high risk of
developing flu-related complications.

“We're entering the busy part of the year when it comes to respiratory illnesses, and in general
hospitalizations, so it becomes that much more important to get your flu shot,” Kapels said.

COVID-19 Testing Through TestNebraska
CCH continues to offer COVID-19 testing through its TestNebraska testing site that recently moved to its
winter location at 4171 48th Avenue (the Husker Helicopter site location directly north of CCH).

TestNebraska appointments are available on Monday, Wednesday and Friday from 9 a.m. to 12 p.m.
Sample collection takes no more than five minutes. People will be contacted via email with test results
within about 72 hours. People who are having symptoms of COVID-19 and would like to be tested
through Test Nebraska, must register online at https://www.testnebraska.com/en. After registering
through Test Nebraska, people will receive a QR code and be assigned a testing appointment at CCH.

In coming months when winter weather becomes an issue, CCH will be closing its TestNebraska
outpatient collection site if the local Columbus schools to decide to close.

Additional Resources

For more information on COVID-19 or how CCH is handling the situation in our community, visit the
“Coronavirus (COVID-19) Information and Resources for Community Members” page at
www.columbushosp.org, call 402-564-7118 or check out CCH on Facebook, Twitter or Instagram.
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