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In a perfect world, with perfect test-
ing and contact tracing, the state could 
bring COVID-19 to a halt in a matter of 
weeks. 

There would be enough tests for all 3 
million Arkansans. Everybody would 
be tested at once and get the results 
within 24 hours. Then, thousands of 
case investigators and contact tracers 
would spring into action to reach the 
infected and their “contacts,” meaning 
the people they’ve recently been around. 

Anyone who tested positive would 
be told to isolate — even from family in 
the home. Anyone who came into con-
tact with a COVID-positive person 
would be told to quarantine. All would 
comply and keep the virus to them-
selves.

Those things are not going to happen, 
either in Arkansas or the country as a 
whole. The coronavirus that causes 
COVID-19 is not slowing down. On 
Thursday, the state reported 1,548 cases, 
a new record for a single day. On Friday, 
it far exceeded that record with 1,870 
new cases. On Nov. 8, there were 

12,480 active cases of the virus in 
Arkansas. A month earlier, the active 
case count was 7,070. National trends 
look similarly grim.

The increasing number of cases 
makes it difficult for contact tracers to 
keep up. On top of the rising caseload, 
there are many other 
problems: delays in 
processing tests, 
missing contact 
information on lab 
reports, patients who 
refuse to speak to 
callers. Dr. Jose 
Romero, the secre-
tary of the Arkansas 
Department of 
Health, told a report-
er recently that trac-
ers and case investi-
gators don’t always get a warm recep-
tion when they place their calls.

“People will hang up, use obsceni-
ties,” Romero said. “It’s probably one 
step above telemarketing.” However, 
despite this poor treatment, he believes 
the state has enough contact tracers at 
the moment to keep up with the casel-
oad.

The contact tracing process begins 

with the health department. The depart-
ment has 221 case investigators, usually 
nurses, who handle the first calls to 
people who have tested positive. Case 
investigators inform them of the need to 
isolate, get their health histories, answer 
questions and advise them about how to 

use Sara Alert, an 
automated system 
that allows people to 
easily report symp-
toms to the health 
department.

Case investigators 
then pass these 
“index cases” along 
to contact tracers. 
Tracers collect the 
names of people the 
COVID-positive per-
son has been near 

and then call those contacts. They 
instruct the contacts to quarantine and 
recommend testing if they are experi-
encing symptoms of COVID-19. 

Arkansas had about 800 contract 
tracers at the end of October, most of 
whom worked for two vendors: 356 on 
contract with General Dynamics and 
300 with the Arkansas Foundation for 
Medical Care. Another 124 tracers 

worked at the University of Arkansas 
for Medical Sciences Fay W. Boozman 
College of Public Health, and a special 
team of 16 were at the Northwest 
Regional Campus of UAMS.

Ransen Hansen, 35, is a contact 
tracer working with UAMS Northwest. 
Yes, he said in a recent interview, people 
sometimes hang up on him. But, Hansen 
said, “I try to call again and just explain, 
‘We know this is frustrating, the cough 
and chills and symptoms. It’s really 
challenging. But we need to reach out to 
your family.’”

Hansen’s job is especially essential 
because he is one of the few tracers in 
the state who is fluent in Marshallese. 
Marshall Islanders in Arkansas, who 
mostly live in Springdale, have suffered 
disproportionately from COVID-19. 
Though Pacific Islanders account for 
less than 0.5 percent  of the population 
of the state, they made up 2.1 percent  of 
cases and 2.3 percent  of deaths as of 
Nov. 6. Epidemiologists with the 
UAMS College of Public Health esti-
mated in late August that the COVID-
19 case rate among the Marshallese in 
Arkansas was 30 times that of whites 
and the death rate 48 times as high.
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Streeter said that many of the 
issues had stemmed from outside 
of the school.

All classes will be 
conducted online, with 
the exception of pre-
school, which will 
be done through a 
take-home work 
packet. The 
remote learning 
arrangement will 
be in place 
through at least 
Nov. 13, at 
which time 
Streeter and her team will re-evalu-
ate the situation.  

Streeter said that Friday afternoon 
the district had 11 confirmed positive 
cases, which forced 150 students and 

16 adults across 
the district into 
quarantines.  

The infections 
were widely 
spread throughout 
the district and 
covered all five 
campuses. 

The Friday 
numbers fol-
lowed on the 
heels of an 

announcement made on Wednesday, 
Nov. 4, that there were positive cases 

at Hamburg Middle School and at 
Portlalnd Elementary. 

 “Unfortunately, our communities 
have been hit hard this week,” Streeter 
said.  

Hamburg School District Point of 
Contact (POC) Chris Hammond, has 
been working to make sure all guide-
lines are followed and reporting is 
done correctly.

Streeter said he has done a great job 
of keeping up with the difficult task.

Streeter said the HSD will continue 
to follow the Arkansas Department of 
Health and the Arkansas Department 
of Education guidelines for dealing 
with COVID-19.  

Quarantines force HSD into remote learning
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The Hamburg School District 
has moved all of its campuses to a 
remote learning configuration 
because of the number of COVID-
related quarantined people with 
connections to the district.

In a news release Monday, 
Superintendent of Schools Tracy 

COVID-19 cases 
found in every 
school in district
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Ashley County 
reaches new 
high number 

of COVID cases
Governor issues new 

recommendations for 

church gatherings
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Ashley County hit its highest num-
ber of recorded active COVID-19 
cases this week, but the numbers have 
fallen slightly since then.

As of Monday afternoon, the coun-
ty had 72 active cases. By Tuesday 
evening, that number had fallen to 69, 
of which 56 were considered “con-
firmed” because they were diagnosed 
using Polymerase chain reaction 
(PCR) testing. The remaining 13 
active cases were considered “proba-
ble”, meaning that they were detected 
using other methods.

The county also recorded another 
COVID death in the past week, bring-
ing the total of COVID-related mor-
talities to 13.

The new numbers reflect a growing 
number of infections in the state, 
which saw six days of 1,000-plus new 
infections diagnosed in the last week. 
Reports from the Arkansas Department 
of Health said the state had 12,874 
active cases of COVID on Monday.

State Health Director Jose Romero 
said Tuesday 124 COVID patients are 
on ventilators in Arkansas.

“We are keeping a very close eye on 
the supply of ventilators we have in 
the state,” he said.

See COVID, Page 12A
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The Ashley County Quorum Court 
adopted an ordinance to provide for the 
levy of ad valorem taxes of real and per-
sonal property for the year 2020 during its 
monthly meeting Tuesday. 

Taxpayers will not see an increase in ad 
valorem collections this year.

The Quorum adopts the ordinance 
annually to set the property taxes. The 
rates for the county levy for 2021 included 
a general county government levy for 
.0050, a road tax for .0014 and a library 
tax that is exclusive of the municipality of 
Crossett for .0009. 

The Public Education Levy included 
the Hamburg School District at a rate of 
.03950, the Crossett School District at 
.03997 and the Montrose School District 
.0360.

The Muncipal General Levy included a 
.0050 tax for each of the seven towns 
including Crossett, Fountain Hill, 
Hamburg, Montrose, Parkdale,  Portland 
and Wilmot.

The Muncipal Special Levy included 
the Crosssett Library at a rate of .0024, 
The Crossett Fireman Retirment at .0003, 
the Montrose Fireman Retirment at a rate 
of .0003 and the Portland Fireman 
Retirement at a rate of .0004.

The ordinance also noted that the City 
Road Tax is divided by half with the 
exception of Hamburg City which receives 
two-thirds of the collection.

The Quorum adopted the levy unani-
mously.

In other news, the Quorum set a budget 
meeting for 1 p.m. Nov. 23.

Quorum 
Court sets tax 
levy for 2021 
at meeting
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The Crossett School board has given 
Superintendent Gary Williams authority 
to work with a company that might tran-
sition the school district to using solar 
power.

Williams said that the proposal 
brought by the company — Integrity — 
could ultimately save the school $3 mil-
lion over the next 20 years. 

The board voted to allow Williams to 
discuss rates and contracts with both 
Integrity and the district’s current energy 
provider, Entergy. Williams said he 
would provide more information to the 
board once it becomes available.

The board also moved to start seeking 
bids for a new bandstand shell or cover 
for Yarborough Stadium.

The band stand that was located on 
the visitor side in previous years had a 
cover and kept the band protected from 
rain. The new band stand built on the 
home side is open with no cover.

Wiliams said that rain fell nearly 
every game during the 2019 football 
season and the band was not able to par-
ticipate because their instruments can be 
damaged if they are out in the rain for an 
extended period of time.

“If we have rainy events at the foot-
ball field, we want the band to be able to 
participate as well,” Williams said.

The board voted unanimously to 
allow Williams to start soliciting bids for 
the project.

Williams said he wants to get bids and 
get a cover on it before next football 
season.

Crossett schools 
eye solar option 
for future energy 

needs, savings

SCHOOL BOARD

RETIRING OLD GLORY

Crossett’s American Legion Post 111 and 
Cub Scouts Pack 66 hosted a flag retire-
ment ceremony at the Scout Hut on Nov. 
7. The United States Flag Code states that, 
“The flag, when it is in such condition that 
it is no longer a fitting emblem of display, 
should be destroyed in a dignified way, 
preferably by burning.”  Area residents 
turned flags that had become tattered and 
torn, and the Legion led the ceremony while 
the Scouts assisted. 

VERSHAL HOGAN/News Observer

State increasingly relies on contact tracing in virus battle

“People will 

hang up, use 

obscenities. 

It’s probably 
one step 
above telemarketing.” 

-Dr. Jose Romero,
Arkansas health director
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