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“It hit us. And it hit us ugly,” Kahan 
said.

The county executive, Ed Day, has 
called for the area to be included in a 
containment zone intended to halt the 
spread. He has also demanded that the 
governor issue greater enforcement 
powers after reports of large weddings 
and burials that appeared to flout rules 
for social distancing.

One such burial, held last week for 
the victim of a machete attack that 
is being treated as a suspected hate 
crime, drew dozens of people to a lo-
cal cemetery. Although many donned 
masks, photos and video showed people 
standing close together — and sparked 
outrage on social media. Many critics 
were from outside the community, but 
some have come from within, arguing 
that to not follow government guide-
lines was, as Rabbi Yakov Horowitz put 
it, “madness.”

“This is Pikuach Nefesh (life-threat-
ening danger) of the highest order!!!” 
he wrote on Twitter.

“We’re a very close-knit commu-
nity,” Horowitz said in an interview. 
“But that beautiful, beautiful blessing 
becomes a challenge in situations like 
this.”

Still, Horowitz said, most people are 
following the rules. A friend’s father 
recently died, and his four children all 
attended the burial. Three people were 
allowed at the graveside. The fourth 
waited in the car.

Kahan said his first cousin got mar-
ried last week, and the concessions to 
coronavirus were similar: Only the 
bride’s parents were allowed to attend. 
“It’s a wedding that would have had 
hundreds,” he said. “Instead it was on 
Zoom.”

● ● ●

As significant as gatherings have 
been in steering the coronavirus 
spread in large metro areas, they have 
been perhaps even more consequential 
in smaller communities where cases of 
coronavirus have popped up, seem-
ingly at random.

In the city of Grand Island, Neb. — 
population about 50,000 — the National 
Guard was called in this week to help 
deal with an outbreak that has included 
at least 13 workers at the JBS USA 
meat-packing factory.

The factory cases emerged roughly 
two weeks — or one coronavirus 
incubation period — after a quincean-
era in a nearby village that featured 
pulsating music and was attended by 

hundreds. Among those celebrating a 
girl’s 15th birthday were several JBS 
employees, said local nurse and Latino 
activist Guillermo Peña.

Peña said many of those who attend-
ed the March 14 party were afraid to 
speak up when they realized someone 
there was sick, in part out of fear of 
losing their jobs if they were to come 
down with the virus.

“Behind closed doors, these people 
are scared. They have no voice, but 
they tell me,” said Peña, who said local 
officials have not gone far enough to 
disseminate Spanish-language infor-
mation about the virus.

The workers weren’t the only ones 
who were scared. In the tiny nearby 
village of Doniphan, where the party 
was held, a frenzy ensued after the lo-
cal health department announced that 
people who had attended the party had 
tested positive.

Soon, residents were posting on the 
department’s Facebook page, ask-
ing for more information. Jay Haile, 
chairman of the Doniphan Village 
Board, said he “had phone calls up the 
wazoo.” Some rushed the Walmarts in 
surrounding towns for food and toilet 
paper.

“Doniphan was panicked there for a 
minute,” Haile said.

As of Friday, Haile said Doniphan 

had yet to see any residents test posi-
tive. But it had seen the effects of the 
scare.

Although Nebraska Gov. Pete 
Ricketts, a Republican, has yet to is-
sue a stay-home order, local officials 
have effectively instituted their own. 
Schools closed. The guys who chat over 
coffee every morning at the senior 
centre aren’t allowed to congregate 
there anymore. The local restaurants 
are offering takeout service only. Yel-
low signs have gone up on the baseball 
fields, telling kids not to play there, 
though Haile knows they’ll probably 
do so anyway. Otherwise, he said “it’s a 
ghost town.”

● ● ●

Halfway across the country, a 
community on the Pacific Coast had 
its own brush with COVID-19 after a 
party appears to have spread the virus 
among the political elite.

The March 8 gathering — the same 
day that thousands ran in the L.A. 
Marathon — brought together about 
60 people to celebrate former Rancho 
Palos Verdes, Calif., mayor Susan 
Brooks’ 70th birthday. The setting was 
the ocean-side Trump National, and 
the theme was the 1970s, with bell-bot-
toms and disco moves encouraged.

Brooks ended up sick, as did more 
than a dozen others, including the cur-
rent mayor, John Cruikshank.

“It’s always the hindsight. We’re all 
singing ‘Happy Birthday.’ Even if it’s 
just one person who’s infected, that’s 
gonna get airborne. It lands on the 
cake. And we all eat the cake. So there 
you go,” said Cruikshank, a Republi-
can.

Cruikshank had “four days of hell,” 
complete with headaches and hal-
lucinations. But he emerged with a 
hard-won respect for just how seri-
ous COVID-19 can be. When it came 
time to make policy for his upscale 
city of 42,000, he wasn’t going to take 
chances. The city’s waterside trails 
and open spaces, a social distancing 
disaster due to their popularity, would 
have to be closed.

To not gather, he said, goes against 
every instinct. But given the potential 
consequences, those instincts will have 
to be denied — at least for now.

“Humans like to be around other 
humans. We’re not like a grizzly bear 
that can walk through the woods and 
do what it does. We need to be around 
people,” he said. “Now we’re just going 
to have to figure out again how to do 
that safely.”

— The Washington Post

HANGOVER ● FROM A6

E
DMONTON — Landowners and 
legal experts say Alberta’s hastily 
passed bill to help clean up the 

province’s huge stockpile of abandoned 
energy facilities harms property rights 
without addressing why the problem 
exists in the first place.

They say the United Conservative 
government, which passed the bill in 
three days in an emergency session last 
week — despite the fact the problem is 
decades old — is using the COVID-19 
crisis to make legislation without con-
sulting the people it affects.

“This has very little to do with 
COVID,” said Regan Boychuk of the 
Alberta Liabilities Disclosure Project, 
a watchdog group of landowners and 
policy analysts.

“It wasn’t possible for landowner or 
opposition politicians to digest or ana-
lyze, let alone meaningfully respond, in 
three days. One has to assume that was 
the objective.”

Nigel Bankes, a professor of resource 
law at the University of Calgary, also 

criticized how quickly the bill became 
law.

“This was rammed through in a most 
inappropriate way,” he said.

Alberta Energy spokesman Kavi Bal 
said the approach was needed in antici-
pation of even more bankruptcies in 
the oilpatch caused by a combination of 
the global pandemic and the recent col-
lapse in oil prices.

“It is unfortunate that some have 
taken relief measures brought forward 
in order to keep people employed and 
politicized them in a time of crisis,” he 
said in an email.

The bill’s purpose is to help the prov-
ince deal with more than 10,000 wells, 
well sites, pipeline segments and other 
facilities that haven’t been cleaned up 
by Alberta’s energy industry. The prob-
lem dates back decades, but has accel-
erated in recent years due to low oil 
prices.

The bill gives the group responsible 
for abandoned sites new powers.

The Orphan Well Association will 
be able to enter private property to do 
reclamation work. It will also be able to 

take over abandoned wells and operate 
them.

Bankes said some of those powers 
“fill a number of holes” in previous 
bills.

The association can now oversee land 
reclamation in addition to well clean-
up, he said. Allowing it to operate facili-
ties may be a public safety benefit in 
the case of, for example, toxic sour gas 
wells.

The bill also requires operators to 
take steps to prevent facilities from 
damage.

“It’s a step in the right direction,” 
Bankes said.

But the bill still contains no timelines 
for companies to clean things up, as is 
common in other jurisdictions, said 
Bankes. It also doesn’t do enough to en-
sure companies have enough money to 
repair the damage they’ve done.

“We should actually be requiring 
wells that aren’t in production for a long 
period of time to be properly abandoned 
and the well site reclaimed,” he said.

“We’re not being proactive enough 
to demand security up front to cover 

liabilities.”
Dwight Popowich, who owns land in 

southern Alberta with energy facili-
ties on it, said giving government offi-
cials more power to enter his property 
erodes his rights. He said allowing the 
Orphan Well Association to operate 
wells without making lease payments 
to landowners isn’t right.

“It’s not a lease anymore, it’s forced 
expropriation.”

Boychuk said the bill also politicizes 
well cleanup by giving cabinet discre-
tion over priorities. He also warns the 
bill will cost municipalities millions in 
unpaid property taxes when they are 
written off in bankruptcy.

Bal said the bill is one part of an over-
all package on the energy industry.

“This legislation is about protecting 
existing jobs and setting the stage for 
job creation during a time when it’s 
needed the most,” he wrote. “(It’s) part 
of larger package that includes a full 
suite of policies to address the issue of 
orphaned and abandoned wells.”

— The Canadian Press

Alberta’s energy cleanup bill under fire
Landowners, law experts rail at rushed legislation aimed at cleaning up abandoned wells

BOB WEBER
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Landowners complain the Alberta government used COVID-19 as an excuse to rush the passage of a bill intended to help clean up abandoned wells.

NEW YORK — Taking a toy out of the 
box can make a mess.

Hardly eco-friendly, the process can 
yield more clutter from plastic and 
cardboard than the actual toy.

But there are moves to change that as 
some toy manufacturers say they’re go-
ing green with a series of environment-
ally friendly initiatives: army soldiers 
and Kermit the Frog aren’t the only 
toys that are green.

“Companies are trying to be more 
environmentally conscious with their 
products, whether it’s using packaging 
that has less plastic or making sure 
that their packaging is part of the toy. 
It’s really taking over the industry and 
we’re going to see a lot more of it this 
year,” says Maddie Michalik, senior 
editor for Toy Insider magazine.

These initiatives range from using 
minimal packaging and recycled pack-
ing materials to opting for bio-based 
plastics rather than their petroleum 
counterpart. Some have even made the 
formerly discarded box part of the play 
experience.

Mattel — the maker of Barbie, Hot 
Wheels, and Fisher Price — is tout-
ing several of its lines as sustainable, 
including a Woodland Friends edition 
of the popular Mega Bloks as well as 
an upcoming version of its traditional 
Fisher-Price Rock-A-Stack.

“Those are now made of bio-based 
sugar cane plastic. And we’ll be taking 
that into other lines rolling out through-
out the years,” said Mattel’s senior pub-
lic relations manager Scott Shaffstall 
said.

Mattel says it also reduced packing 
waste by using 93 per cent recycled or 
sustainably sourced materials, and by 
2030 has the goal that its toys will be 
made from 100 per cent recycled, re-
cyclable or bio-based plastic materials.

Prof. Tensie Whelan, the former head 
of the Rainforest Alliance and current 
director of NYU’s Stern Center for Sus-
tainable Business, says focusing on sus-
tainability practices in the toy industry 
is long overdue.

“We’ve got 60 million kids under 14 in 
the United States. We’ve got 90 per cent 
of toys made of plastic. We have chem-
ical issues, waste disposal issues, social 
supply chain issues. So, a lot of things 
that need to be addressed,” Whelan 
said.

She points out that while manufactur-
ers are introducing eco-friendly initia-
tives, it’s hard to verify their sustain-
ability claims, noting “you’d have to 
be looking at waste, carbon emissions, 
water emissions, the product them-
selves... what their supply chain part-
ners are doing. And none of that is very 
transparent.”

Whelan believes Mattel is making 
positive commitments when it comes 
to materials used in manufacturing and 
reducing packaging. She also cites Has-
bro and Lego for making strides when it 
comes to reducing packaging and using 
safer materials. However, she says the 
toy industry as a whole has much more 
work to do.

“I think there’s still plenty of room 
to improve on packaging, to reduce the 
packaging and also to use far less plas-
tics,” Whelan said.

Manufacturers seem to be listen-
ing. MGA Entertainment unveiled a 
biodegradable ball as part of its L.O.L 
Surprise! Doll line. MGA also unveiled 
a new product line from Little Tikes 
made from a blend of recycled resins.

— The Associated Press

Toymakers
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