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By NATHAN DEAL
Nathan.Deal@gjsentinel.com

At the start of  March, emer-
gency Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) al-
lotments that were activated in 
the early days of  COVID-19 were 
rolled back, bringing to an end 
a program aimed at temporari-
ly providing additional support 
for those facing food insecurity 
during the pandemic.

The Food Bank of the Rockies 
Western Slope has already seen 
a sharp increase in demand 
since the elimination of  these 
benefits. The organization was 
moving an average of  less than 
800,000 pounds of  food through 
its Etkin Family Distribution 
Center per month at the end of  
2022. In March, that number in-
creased to more than a million 
pounds, and in April, roughly 
956,000 pounds of  food were dis-
tributed to partners and mobile 
pantries.

“With the end of  the emer-
gency SNAP allotments, which 
were a reduction of  an average 
of  $90 per person in households 
that received SNAP benefits, 
we were anticipating a lot more 
people coming to our hunger re-
lief  partners and to our mobile 
pantries, and we certainly have 
seen that,” said Food Bank of  
the Rockies Western Slope Di-
rector Sue Ellen Rodwick.

“I talked to one partner in 
Montrose earlier this week and 
they’ve seen a 40% increase in 
people coming through their 
doors. When we started our Or-
chard Mesa mobile pantry, the 
first month was March and, in 
April, for about 70% of the peo-
ple who were coming there, it 
was their first time seeking food 
assistance. People are certain-
ly feeling the stretch with the 
ending of  SNAP allotments and 
continuing inflation.”

The food bank recently ex-
panded its distribution terri-
tory to include Ouray and San 
Miquel counties, bringing its 
total of  counties serves to 13. 
However, last year, according to 
Rodwick, half  the food the bank 
distributed went to Mesa Coun-
ty, and half  of  that — a quarter 
of  the food distributed in to-
tal — went to people in Grand 
Junction.

Rodwick said this shows that 
the biggest concentration of  
need on the Western Slope is 
right in the food bank’s back-
yard. She also said having the 
new distribution center, which 
opened last year, has been in-
valuable in the Food Bank of  
the Rockies’ ability to adequate-
ly meet this increased demand.

Food Bank
needs rise 
with SNAP 
rollback
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Nathan.Deal@gjsentinel.com

The final day of  school ever 
at East Middle School was not 
a day of  mourning for students 
and staff. It was instead a day 
of  celebrating their time at the 
school and the school’s legacy.

A team of students from the 
school participated in the Mesa 
County Valley School District 
51 STEM Design Challenge this 
year, tasked with identifying 
the problem of students help-
ing each other navigate change, 
such as the change coming for 
East students with the school’s 
closure. A solution they iden-
tified was filling and burying a 
time capsule containing items 
from each advisory class at the 
school.

In 50 years, the capsule will 
be unearthed and the history of  
the school that once sat on those 
grounds will be revisited.

“It took a while, but really, 
as we went through this jour-
ney of  getting the capsule and 
finding the money for it and 
stuff  like that, we knew why we 
were doing it towards the end,” 
said 12-year-old student Car-
son Harper, who gave a speech 
along with fellow student Zoe 
Brosig, 13, before the capsule’s 
burial.

The speech was based on the 
Robert Frost poem “Nothing 
Gold Can Stay.”

“I was having hard time not 
starting the speech with things 
such as, ‘We gather here today 
to celebrate ...’; I didn’t want it 
to sound like a funeral,” Bro-

sig said. “So we resorted to the 
teachers that created the year-
book for this year and asked if  
there was any sayings or poems 
or things ... I took sayings like 
those and wrote around that. 
My mom also did some things 
to help me. She went through it 
and said, ‘When a door closes, a 
window opens,’ so I took some 
of those quotes from her.”

Both students spoke about 
how they’ve dealt with the clo-
sure of  the school they’ve been 
attending for several years.

“It doesn’t feel great, but I 
said in my speech that it just 
opens up new opportunities for 
me. I’ll try to land on my feet,” 
Harper said. “I’ve been doing 

East students bury time capsule to mark school’s final day
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Friday was the final day of classes at East Middle School and students 
filled a time capsule with items. The school is slated for closure.
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Four members of  the Mesa 
County Board of  Public Health 
have resigned in protest, but 
its director, Jeff  Kuhr, said he’s 
planning to stick around to 
see what happens next before 
deciding what to do.

The four members — Will 
Hays, Errol Snider, Gretchen 
Gore and Deborah Monaghan 
— all quit because they refused 
to fire Kuhr at the request of  
the Mesa County Board of  
Commissioners over what the 
Board of  Public Health said 
was weak or unsubstantiated 
reasons.

In a joint resignation 
letter, the four said they did 
so because the commission-
ers wouldn’t let go of  their 
campaign to get Kuhr fired, 
saying a planned special public 
hearing on the matter the 
commissioners were to hold on 
Monday would have been noth-
ing more than a dog-and-pony 
show to justify what they’ve 
already decided to do behind 
closed doors.

“It is clear that we are at 
an impasse and that the sole 
purpose of  the special meeting 
is to remove the current Board 
of  Health so that a newly 
appointed board can terminate 
Mr. Kuhr’s employment,” the 
four wrote.

“It is clear to us that your 
decision to remove us has 
already been made, regardless 
of  the information that we 
have provided you in pre-
vious correspondence, our 
assurances that we will hold 
Jeff  and the agency to the 
newly adopted action plan, 
or any information that may 
be presented at the proposed 
special meeting,” they added. 
“The public disagreement and 
conflict between our boards is 
a distraction that undermines 
the incredible work of  the team 
at Mesa County Public Health, 
and continues to create a di-
vide in public opinion, neither 
of  which serves the citizens.”

All of  this stems from an 
audit the commissioners had 
done earlier this year, which 
claimed Kuhr and the board 
weren’t following proper coun-
ty procurement and contract 
procedures, and donating mon-
ey to area groups. Although 
the board acknowledged some 
procedures weren’t followed 
to the letter, they said those 
donations were to organiza-
tions in the Grand Valley that 
directly relate to its public 
health mission.

Regardless of  their newly 
approved plans to address the 
commissioners’ concerns, 
Hays said the commissioners 
made their intentions abun-
dantly clear in a Tuesday 
letter from County Attorney 
Todd Starr to the public health 

board’s attorneys, 
David Scanga and 
Michael Russell.

In February, the 
commissioners said 
they had no intention 
of  replacing the pub-
lic health board to get 
their way.

Tuesday’s letter, 
along with several 
other documents 
cited in this story, 
were obtained by 
The Daily Sentinel 
through Colorado 
Open Record Act requests to 
both the commissioners and 
the public health department.

The commissioners decided 
to call a special public meeting 
to consider ousting the health 

board despite changes 
they made last Friday 
at the behest of  
Commissioner Janet 
Rowland, some of  
which was the subject 
of  a quickly called ex-
ecutive session, which 
was Rowland’s first 
meeting on the board 
since she was appoint-
ed as its fifth member 
last month.

Immediately after 
the meeting, the board 
approved changes to 

its plan in open session, then 
the two boards went into a 
joint executive session, ostensi-
bly to continue that discussion.

At that open portion of  the 
meeting, Rowland thanked the 

rest of  the board for making 
the changes, but said, “I don’t 
think it’s enough, and I have 
no trust that Jeff  will follow 
any of this.”

NEW ALLEGATIONS
Those closed-door sessions 

were in response to a May 2 
letter from the commission-
ers to the public health board 
detailing additional allegations 
against Kuhr.

Although the public health 
board made changes to its 
“action plan” to address the 
commissioners’ initial allega-
tions, Hays said in a response 
letter that their new “evi-
dence” was “misleading and 
overstate issues” the panel had 
been trying to address.

“The information that has 
come to light demonstrates 
unequivocally that the issues 
identified are not isolated inci-
dents, nor can they be attribut-
ed to mere misrepresentations 
of  policies,” the three commis-
sioners wrote in that May 2 let-
ter. “A comprehensive review 
of all relevant documentation 
reveals a persistent and de-
liberate pattern of  fraudulent 
practices, deceit and intention-
al financial mismanagement, 
which clearly demonstrates a 
long and ongoing pattern of  
misconduct.”

Commissioners started to 
make allegations of  wrongdo-
ings by Kuhr after conducting 
a partial audit of  the depart-
ment’s finances, finding that 

Public Health board quits in protest

SENTINEL FILE PHOTO
In this photo from August 2021, Jeff Kuhr, executive director for the Mesa County Public Health Department, 
announces Friday that hospitals in Mesa County would soon require COVID-19 vaccinations for their 
employees. Kuhr is under pressure from Mesa County commissioners, but said he’s planning to stick around to 
see what happens next before deciding what to do.
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Mesa County Public Health, 510 29½ Road, oversaw the county’s 
response to the COVID-19 outbreak, among myriad other duties.

JANET ROWLAND
Mesa County 
commissioner

Panel refused to fire director; Kuhr staying at helm for now
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