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A mask mandate is likely coming back to 

Auburn City Schools next week, according to 

a Covid-19 update provided to the ACS Board 

of Education at its meeting Tuesday night by 

Superintendent Cristen Herring.

"At present, it appears that the data will 

necessitate the reinstatement of a mask 

requirement indoors at school," said Herring, 

who added that since the case count has 

passed the school system's threshold of 0.5 

percent of its faculty, staff and students 

testing positive in a week, a mask mandate 

will likely be reinstituted. 

"We believe it will become necessary," she 

said while getting drowned out by a parent 

loudly questioning the basis of the threshold 

from the audience.

ACS will make its report public on Sunday. 

If the mandate goes back into effect, masks 

would be required indoors and inside school 

buses beginning on Tuesday. 

ACS reported 154 positive cases of Covid-19 

to the Alabama Department of Public Health 

for the week of Jan. 3-7. Another 92 students 

were notified of possible exposure at school.
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The Downtown Design Review 

Committee came away impressed after 

taking its first crack at reviewing the plans 

for the Graduate Hotel slated to be built 

on the current site of Anders Bookstore at 

the corner of West Magnolia Avenue and 

Wright Street at its meeting on Tuesday 

afternoon.

"I think this is nice work," said DDRC 

member Dan Bennett. "We almost don't 

see a project this well developed in the first 

stage."

DDRC member David Hinson also 

complimented the project, saying "I think 

there's a lot about this project that the city 

is going to be very happy with."

Fellow DDRC member Anna Solomon 

was also pleased with the design.

"Initially, I'm pleased with what we're 

seeing," she said.

The project will bring a five-story, 

roughly 140,000 gross square-foot Graduate 

Hotel to downtown Auburn, with 177 

keys, event space and a coffee shop on the 

ground floor that will be open to the public. 

The City Council approved the 

conditional use for the project in May 

2020. Mayor Ron Anders, whose family 

owns the property, recused himself from 

deliberations and the vote for the project's 

conditional use. 

"This agenda item concerns a piece of  

property that my family owns, so out of  

an abundance of caution I'm completely 

removing myself from the discussion 

and the vote on this item," said Anders 

during the May 2020 meeting. "In full 

transparency, I want to let you know that 

I haven't spoken to the council about this 

item other than to confirm that Mayor Pro 

Tem (Beth Witten) would run the rest of  

the meeting for me."

Jillian Agdern, of Hartshorne Plunkard 

Architecture, presented the project's 

design to the committee on Tuesday over 

Zoom, saying that it was inspired by the 

Georgian style.

"There's an ordered hierarchy to 

the base, which is consistent with the 

Georgian style, with a distinct bottom, 

middle and top," she said. 

The hotel will feature a drop-off lane 

and its main entrance along its Magnolia 

Avenue frontage, and a raised "porch" that 

wraps around Magnolia to Wright Street. 

The on-site parking, the vast majority of  

which is in an underground deck, will be 

served by valet parking. The streetscape 

will try to continue and complement the 

existing streetscape downtown, with brick 

paving and tree wells. 
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Auburn-Opelika Tourism's efforts over 

the past year and during the pandemic 

picked up a major nod from its peers 

last week when the Alabama Tourism 

Department named the bureau its Tourism 

Organization of the Year. 

The award was announced at the 2021 

Alabama Governor's Conference on 

Tourism at Gulf State Park last week. 

"We have incredibly strong tourism 

industry professionals in Alabama, 

and those recognized this year are no 

exception," said Lee Sentell, director of  

Alabama Tourism Department, in a news 

release. 

Receiving the award was great, said 

Robyn Bridges, vice president of AO 

Tourism, although she added that the 

bureau's focus isn't on winning awards but 

serving the community. 

"We're not here to be recognized or to 

win awards. That's not the purpose that we 

serve," she said. "The reason that I applied 

for that one was because it was all about 

spending a year helping our community 

and they deserve for people to know what 

was going on with them because people 

don't necessarily appreciate what our 

small business owners are going through 

or what hotels are going through or what 

the lack of visitors may mean if it's not on 

your radar."

Bridges highlighted the efforts of the 

John Emerald Distilling Co. during the 

pandemic as in need of more recognition. 

The company quickly shifted focus during 

the early stage of the pandemic to produce 

hand sanitizer for the community when 

runs on stores created a shortage. 
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The number of patients hospitalized 

with Covid-19 at East Alabama Medical 

Center and EAMC-Lanier continued to 

quickly increase over the past week as 

East Alabama Health updated its policy to 

require medical-grade masks for all staff, 

patients and visitors. 

"Everyone entering East Alabama 

Medical Center, EAMC-Lanier and 

all offices and services related to East 

Alabama Health must now wear a well-

fitted, medical grade mask that snugly 

covers the nose and mouth," stated a 

press release from EAH. "Masks will be 

available at all entrances for those who 

arrive with a cloth mask."

As of Tuesday morning, 63 patients 

were hospitalized at EAMC and EAMC-

Lanier, a total surpassing the hospital's 

early-pandemic peak of 62 during 

July 2020. The number of patients on 

ventilators also increased this week to 

six, compared to eight in July 2020. These 

numbers are still well below the overall 

pandemic peak reached during the wave 

of the Delta variant over the summer, 

when EAH saw hospitalizations climb 

briefly over 90. 

EAH said the positivity rate has also 

skyrocketed, with 147 of 341 patients 

tested over the weekend testing positive 

for a 43 percent positivity rate. That 

number doesn't include those tested in 

EAH's three emergency departments, 

which saw a 44 percent positivity rate 

among the patients tested.

"Everyone entering East Alabama 
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Covid-19 hospitalizations continue to climb
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The number of hospitalized patients jumped into the 60s this week at East 
Alabama Health's campuses
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The rendering shows the initial design of the Graduate Hotel that was 
submitted to the Downtown Design Review Committee
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The Alabama Tourism Department named Auburn-Opelika Tourism its Tourism 
Organization for the Year for 2021
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