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Housing is no new issue in 
Nebraska as communities across 
the state have experienced short-
ages in recent years of places for 
families to move into. Columbus 

recently received a workforce 
housing grant that should allevi-
ate some of that shortage locally.

The Rural Workforce Hous-
ing Fund (RWHF) in Columbus, 
according to Columbus Area 
Chamber of Commerce Presi-
dent Dawson Brunswick, is a re-
volving loan fund, where loans 
are paid out to developers at a 
low interest rate, then as they are 
paid back, they are reinvested.

“We worked with our friends 

at NeighborWorks, the appli-
cation got submitted in our 
name, they worked very closely 
with us through the application 
process,” Brunswick said. “It’s 
a 50% match, the City of Co-
lumbus contributes a half mil-
lion through LB840, the state 
matched that with a $1 million 
grant.”

Jake Gable, chairman of the 
board for the chamber, said that 
workforce housing development 

is important if Columbus wants 
to continue to grow, which is why 
they are excited to be approved 
for this grant. Gable also sits on 
the board for NeighborWorks 
Northeast Nebraska and is on 
the RWHF advisory committee, 
so he has seen how they operate 
firsthand, he said.

“After the NeighborWorks 
Advisory Committee makes the 

MATT LINDBERG
City of Columbus

Columbus residents are being 
urged to use caution as an “Air 
Quality Alert” was issued May 18, 
due to smoke from Canadian fires 
making its way into Nebraska.

The Nebraska Department of 
Health and Human Services and 
the Nebraska Department of 
Environment and Energy issued 
the alert for all of the state just 
before noon on Thursday, May 
18, listing the air-quality index 
as “moderate to unhealthy.” 

Columbus Fire Chief Ryan 
Gray and City/Platte County 
Emergency Management Di-
rector Tim Hofbauer and Taylor 
Nicolaisen, a meteorologist at 
the National Weather Service 
Office in Valley, all confirmed 
with the City of Columbus that 
the alert was due to smoke from 
the Canadian fires.

The National Weather Service 
announced the smoke is near 
the surface, so it will be easily 
smelled and causes an air impact. 
Visibility will also be reduced at 
times, the organization shared.

Nicolaisen told the City of 
Columbus that he encourages 
people to limit their time outside 
throughout Thursday and Friday 
when possible, particularly those 
who are sensitive to the condi-
tions.

Fires 
causing 
air issues

MARTHA STODDARD
Omaha World-Herald 

Nebraska lawmakers passed 
the last pieces of the state budget 
Thursday and sent the package on 
to Gov. Jim Pillen’s desk. 

The governor will have until 
Wednesday to sign or veto any 
bill within the package or to issue 
line-item vetoes on specific items. 
It will be the first budget of Pil-
len’s administration. 

The package includes several 
items Pillen called for in his Jan-
uary budget recommendations, 
such as $1.25 billion to create 
an Education Future Fund to 
boost state aid to schools, plus 

money to build a new prison and 
a canal-and-reservoir system in 
western Nebraska. 

But it also would increase state 
spending more than the governor 
had recommended, including 
higher payment rates for health 
and human services providers and 
a larger increase in funding for the 
University of Nebraska.

As passed, the Legislature’s 
budget would appropriate $10.7 

billion for state operations and aid 
and authorize capital construc-
tion projects for the two fiscal 
years ending June 30, 2025. It also 
would transfer more money into 
the state’s long-standing Property 
Tax Credit Fund.

The budget would increase state 
general fund spending by an an-
nual average of 2.2% over the two 
years. That’s well below the aver-
age going back 20 years but more 

than the 1.3% average spending 
growth that Pillen proposed.

The package would leave an es-
timated $892 million in the state’s 
general fund for tax cuts and other 
uses over the two fiscal years. 
That would be the difference be-
tween revenue projections and the 
spending plan.

Major income tax cut and 

Budget goes to governor
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The Columbus Area Chamber of Commerce holds a ribbon-cutting at the Flats at 5th, one of the developments that has benefitted from Rural 
Workforce Housing Fund funding.

HANNAH SCHRODT
The Columbus Telegram

For Jeri Kay Hopkins, serving 
as the new director of the Co-
lumbus Public Library is a way to 
help others.

“Libraries are a community 
center; they serve the people,” 
Hopkins said. “There’s a lot of 
agencies out there that help peo-
ple, but we’re the place where 
people go when they don’t know 
where to go and so we fill in all 
those gaps. They come here to 

ask us where they need to go if 
they need help, or we provide the 
help that they can’t get at other 
places.”

A Laurel native, Hopkins began 
her role as Columbus’ library di-
rector on Monday.

“She has a proven track record,” 
City Administrator Tara Vasicek 
said, in a City of Columbus press 
release. “She comes from a library 
director position and has a lot of 
great ideas on engaging with the 
community.”

Although a long supporter of 
libraries, Hopkins’ background 
is in law as she had an eight-year 
career as an attorney in Wausa, 

Nebraska. In 2004, she accepted 
a branch librarian role for the 
United States Courts Library 8th 
Circuit in Omaha. A law librarian, 
Hopkins explained, manages the 
library but also assists in non-le-
gal research for judges.

Hopkins’ most recent work his-
tory includes serving as director 
of the Independence Public Li-
brary in Independence, Kansas. 
It was an award-winning library 
when she joined, Hopkins noted, 
and the experience helped her be-
come an excellent director.

Most notably, during her time 

Serving the community
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Jeri Kay Hopkins stands in the nonfiction section of the Columbus Public 
Library on May 18. Hopkins is the new director of the library. 

Welcome home(s)

Lawmakers send  
$10.7 billion budget 
plan forward

Columbus receives 
Rural Workforce 
Housing Fund grant

Smoke from Canada 
seen throughout state

Jeri Kay Hopkins  
new library director

Please see BUDGET, Page A6

Please see GRANT, Page A6 Please see SMOKE, Page A6

Please see LIBRARY, Page A6


