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Much as the June 27 storm overwhelmed parts of 
the city’s infrastructure, the flood of people seek-
ing food aid after the storm overwhelmed state 
workers seeking to help them this week.

“We don’t do this every day,” Kathie Osterman, 
Health and Human Services spokeswoman.

People lined up to get food stamps at 23rd and 
O Streets. A total of 8,200 applications were 
processed by the end of Thursday.
Once they saw the demand, they said, they made 
adjustments to ease staggering lines at the four 
sites set up to take applications. But that took 
time.

During the first half of the week, crowds backed 
up for blocks. Many waited for hours only to 
return the next day and wait again.

By Thursday, lines had dwindled to dozens 
instead of hundreds — not because the crowds 
were smaller but because the system was more 
efficient.

A total of 8,200 applications were processed by 
the end of Thursday.

“The problem is just sheer numbers,” said Bob 
Kubat, administrator of Health and Human Ser-
vices’ economic assistance unit.

When the program began Monday, about 400 
applicants were expected because there had been 
little publicity. Instead, almost 1,500 showed up.

When even more came the next day, officials 
went to work, tweaking the system on the go.

The storm, which knocked out power to 126,000 
people, came at a particularly bad time, given 
the faltering economy and surging gas prices. 
Even before the storm hit, a growing number of 
Omahans were seeking food assistance.

United Way’s 211, a hot line that links people in 
need to the appropriate agency or program, re-
ceived nearly 180 food-related requests in April, 
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Notes
I had covered the disaster food stamp assistance program 
all week. In covering this story well, I felt like I was truly 
helping the community as thousands received aid. It also 
become a mini-beat for me during the summer, which was 
a great responsibility.



Bank, said overall in Nebraska, food demand hasn’t changed much. As a whole, the state is faring better than many, he 
said, and unemployment still is low.

Gas prices, however, have had an impact, according to the social service agencies and pantries that depend on the food 
bank to feed the poor. Some of the bigger service providers have sent in recent food orders 10 percent to 20 percent bigger 
than in the past, he said.

Agencies say they are seeing new faces among those requesting food, he said.

Some agencies and pantries also are having a tougher time stocking enough food, partly because food manufacturers have 
gotten better at estimating how much of their product consumers will buy. As a result, Schinzel said, less excess food is 
available to donate to food banks.

More local pantries and agencies are turning to the community to fill the void.

Barry DeJong, eastern Nebraska service area coordinator, said scarce publicity about the disaster relief program led to 
panic among people seeking aid.

Those in line at the centers called friends and family, telling them to get in line for the benefits. Few knew they could 
come all week long, and possibly for another two weeks. State officials hadn’t heard at the end of Thursday whether an 
extension request would be granted by federal officials.

No one wanted their friends to miss out on the opportunity.

“These things are killing us,” Kubat said Monday, holding his cell phone.

By 2:15 p.m. Monday, state workers were turning away people at the Urban League Family Resource Center, 3040 Lake 
St.

State workers expected a huge crowd Tuesday.

“We knew there was going to be a large amount of people who would be eligible,” Osterman said. “But we did not expect 
that many people to show up right away.”

By 9 a.m. Tuesday, officials were again scrambling, asking those not already in line to return another day.

“Once we saw the mass of humanity,” DeJong said, “we started developing a system on the fly.”

At midmorning Tuesday, state workers switched to a numbered system that guaranteed applicants’ place in line.

On Wednesday, they started handing out applications to people at some sites and placed the application form online.

Officials credit much of the progress, however, to shifting the paperwork aspect of the process to the back end rather than 
the front end.

“That’s why we knocked out such huge numbers” later in the week, Kubat said.

State workers also were much better at their new jobs after a couple of days of experience.

“Everybody’s an expert today,” Kubat said Wednesday.

In addition, about 20 more workers in Lincoln and Omaha were diverted to help.

Those waiting in line changed tactics, too. “They’re very professional wait-in-liners,” Kubat said.



They were pickier about which day they’d wait — and came earlier.

“If people get there really, really early in the morning,” said Tracy Cabbell, who arrived at 5:15 a.m. Wednesday, “it’s not 
so bad.”

Complaints slowly eased.

The guaranteed appointment system allowed people to use the restrooms without fear of losing their spot. Added police 
worked to control cutters.

And then there was the water.

Valerie Creech, on her third day of waiting at the south Omaha application site, asked Wednesday morning if she could get 
any water.

A police officer handed out bottles of water to her and others near the front of the line.

Water has been available every day, Kubat said, but it wasn’t given out automatically.

“They’ve got to ask for it.”
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