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W
hen the coronavirus first 

made the news in Decem-

ber, no one thought much 

about it because it was hap-

pening on the other side of 

the world. It got real for Minnesotans when 

Gov. Tim Walz issued a two-week stay-at-

home order on March 25. While essential 

businesses were allowed to remain open, 

everything else, from restaurants and bars 

to movie theaters and sports venues, were 

shut down.

Amid these unprecedented times — from 

March 25 to May 15 — 69 babies were born 

in McLeod and Meeker counties.

Adam and Courtney Bipes of Litchfield 

welcomed their first child, a boy, Wesley, 

on April 11, a whole month earlier than his 

anticipated due date of May 14, and in a dif-

ferent locale than they originally planned. 

After months of doctoring in Litchfield 

and planning to have their baby at Meeker 

Memorial Hospital, the Bipeses found 

themselves traveling to St. Cloud Hospital 

to deliver their pre-termer who weighed in 

at 6 pounds, 2 ounces and was 19 inches long.

The plan from the beginning was to 

give birth at Meeker Memorial Hospital 

with Dr. Cassandra Bulau as attending 

physician.

Courtney, who works as a physical 

therapist, was apprehensive during her 

pregnancy, because she didn’t know how 

COVID-19 was affecting babies in utero.

“I am employed by Pro Rehab, which 

provides services at Bethesda (in Willmar),” 

she said. “They were more concerned about 

me than I was. They made sure I felt com-

fortable with everything.”

“Everything” included wearing masks 

Meeker County Administrator Paul Virnig an-

nounced during the May 19 County Board meet-

ing that he plans to leave the position next March.

Virnig, who had discussed his decision with 

commissioners prior to the meeting, said he 

was leaving to be able to spend more time with 

family. His parents are getting older and live in 

the Little Falls area, he said, and he hopes to be 

able to see and help them more.

“I appreciate the opportunity,” Virnig said, 

adding that he felt “blessed” to have worked 

with many different staff members and commis-

sioners during his tenure. “I can’t even think 

how many different staff.”

Virnig was hired as county coordinator in 

December 1989, and the County Board elevated 

him to county administrator in January 2003.

In addition to spending time with his family, 

he said, he plans to engage in volunteer work 

and “probably work somewhere a little differ-

ent” at some point, as well.

“It has been an honor and a privilege to work 

with the citizens of Meeker County,” he added.

Some commissioners, gathering via web 

conferencing for their meeting, thanked Virnig 

for his years of service to the county.

No announcement was made about finding 

a replacement for Virnig or what process or 

timeline might be followed.
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Litchfield City Council members left no 

doubt of their support for local businesses 

during their meeting Monday night.

But that support stopped short of passing 

a resolution that would challenge Gov. Tim 

Walz’s executive orders that have kept bars, 

restaurants and other small businesses closed 

during the past two months of the COVID-19 

pandemic.

At least for now.

Following a lengthy discus-

sion, the City Council voted 

unanimously not to act on a 

request from Councilor Dar-

lene Kotelnicki to consider a 

resolution “regarding Litch-

field being a Constitutional & 

Business Friendly city.”

“The governor’s ears have 

been stretched to the limits 

of … he doesn’t really need to 

hear any more,” Councilor Vern Loch said. “I 

do not think we need (a resolution for) busi-

nesses to open. Common sense is going to pre-

vail. I think the governor is aware of what all 

the communities are thinking and hoping for.”

That sentiment was shared by most of the 

other council members, some who spoke about 

resolutions passed by other cities and counties 

that challenged the governor’s orders, which 

they said probably went too far.

Earlier this month, the Lakefield City 

Council passed a resolution opposing the 

governor’s executive orders and declared 

Lakefield a “Constitutional and business 

friendly community.” The city council in Pe-

quot Lakes passed a similar resolution. Closer 

to home, Cokato Township Board passed a 

resolution saying that as a “Constitutional 

and business friendly community,” the town-

ship “hereby declares its intent to oppose any 
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It has been challenging, amid the fast-

changing and sometimes confusing directives 

around the COVID-19 pandemic, to plan a high 

school commencement.

But Litchfield High School Principal Jason 

Michels said earlier this week that he believes 

he’s found an option that can both celebrate 

the Class of 2020 and offer appropriate health 

safeguards for those who take part.

“I’m going to do whatever I can in a safe 

way for my kids to get up and have their cap 

and gowns on” and receive their diploma, 

Michels said.

Achieving that goal has been difficult, Mi-

chels said, because of what he called “incon-

sistent” communication from Gov. Tim Walz’s 

administration regarding what is an is not 

permitted in terms of graduation ceremonies.

“We’re all scrambling,” he added.

But he believes the district has a solution 

now, which he shared in a letter to members 

of the senior class and their parents May 18, 

and later, with the Independent Review. Com-

mencement will be observed in two ceremonies 

— an in-person diploma pickup Saturday, May 

30, at the Litchfield High School track and 

field complex, and a virtual commencement 

Sunday, May 31.

Participation in the in-person event will 

be “on a voluntary basis,” 

Michels’ letter said, and will 

take place from noon to 3 p.m. 

May 30. The event will in-

clude staggered arrival times 

for seniors, with those with 

last names starting A to E 

from noon to 1 p.m.; F-M from 

1-2 p.m.; and N-Z from 2-3 p.m. 

in the complex parking lot.

In order to meet social 

distancing requirements and 

“ensure the health and safety of all partici-

pants,” the letter said, seniors and up to four 

family members will enter the track and field 

complex from the northeast, near the tennis 

courts, and walk south on the track. Three 

to six seniors and their families will enter at 

a time, in staggered alphabetical order. They 

will circle the track, pick up their diploma cov-

ers, have the traditional diploma photo taken, 

then return to their vehicles.

No seating, restrooms or water fountains 

will be used at the complex during the cer-

emony.

The virtual commencement celebration will 

include a “live stream pre-recorded broadcast” 

that will include presentation of the senior 

class, speeches, music and more on Facebook 

and YouTube. The ceremony also will be broad-

cast on KLFD at 1:30 p.m. May 31.

“...(G)raduation is a right (sic) of passage 

that is very important,” Michels’ letter said. 

“That being said, it is crucial that you un-

derstand that plans, especially the “Salute to 

Seniors” on the track, may need to be adjusted 

accordingly, contingent to the Governor’s or-

ders. The safety of our students, staff and com-

munity is and must always be at the forefront 

of our planning and decisions.”

That conclusion to his letter was necessary 

due to the shifting communication and direc-

tives coming from the state since the pandemic 

and stay-home orders began.

Once the traditional commencement in the 

high school gym was nixed, Litchfield admin-

istrators — like many other school officials 

around the state — shifted their attention to 

an outdoor ceremony at football stadiums. But 

on May 8, the Department of Education issued 

guidance prohibiting indoor graduations as 

well as large outdoor gatherings in places like 

stadiums or football fields.

“My communication with parents has been 

very, very consistent,” Michels said. “(But) the 

rug got pulled out from under me.”

So, Michels began searching for other pos-

sibilities that could still deliver a special cel-

ebration, and on May 11 he told the Litchfield 

School Board that a drive-by graduation in the 

high school parking lot, with students having 

their “diploma photo” taken in front of the 
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Courtney and Adam Bipes wear protective masks with their pre-term son, 

Wesley.


