337 pardons

Grand opening

Playing for a title

Gov. Tony Evers issued
30 pardons Tuesday,
most for people
convicted of low-level
drug offenses.
Page 2A

Supporters celebrated
the opening of the Joel
Barrett Boys & Girls Club
in Beloit on Tuesday
with tours and a ribbon
cutting. Page 3A

The Craig girls basketball team
rolled to a 66-43 victory over Milton
on Tuesday to reach the Optimist
Holiday Classic title game. The
Cougars will face Oconomowoc
today for the championship. Page 1B
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Fraud, GM and COVID-19
The Gazette picks the top local stories of 2021
Gazette staff
Brad McClenny/The Gainesville Sun
A single dog tag belonging to Edward J. Miller and a
photo of the deceased U.S. Air Force airman second
class are displayed at Miller’s sister’s home near
Fort White, Fla., in May 2020. Miller, who was raised
in Evansville, was flying with dozens of others to
Elmendorf Air Force Base in Alaska when the plane
crashed in a blizzard, killing everyone on board.

JANESVILLE

The top 10 stories for the Janesville
area in 2021 was not heavily dominated,
as was 2020, by COVID-related news.
However, the persistent pandemic kept
its claws in our consciousness, not to
mention a worrisome presence at the
Rock County Jail. This story and nine
others—their ranking determined by
reader traffic on Gazettextra.com and
the scored selections of Gazette newsroom staff—made the final countdown.

1.

Mercyhealth VP fired, found guilty
in $3 million kickback scheme
Former Mercyhealth vice president Barb Bortner is facing hefty penalties in early 2022, after being found
guilty of wire fraud and tax evasion on
Oct. 14.
Bortner, a 30-year employee for the
Janesville-based health care group,
was terminated in August after Mercyhealth discovered she had participated
in an approximately $3 million kickback
scheme.
In an internal memo obtained by The
Gazette around the time of Bortner’s firing, Mercyhealth CEO Javon Bea wrote it
was with “great sadness and disappointment” that she was fired. Bea added in
the letter that officials at Mercyhealth
suspected what they called “improper”
and fraudulent arrangements with an
unnamed advertising broker.
That broker turned out to be Ryan
Weckerly, 47, of Sycamore, Illinois, whose
two marketing firms provided Mercyhealth with internet, radio and television advertising.
In February 2015, Weckerly agreed to
send inflated invoices to Bortner for his
services. In exchange for the kickbacks
she received from him, Bortner used
Weckerly’s Morningstar Media Group
as Mercyhealth’s primary marketing
agency.
Mercyhealth later referred its findings

Turn to STORIES on Page 9A

Janesville Fire Department—Dave Sheen Photo
Emergency crews respond to a multi-vehicle crash and fire in the southbound lane
of Interstate 90/39 on Tuesday afternoon, July 6.

Anthony Wahl/awahl@gazettextra.com
Earlier this year, Hufcor announced plans to shutter
its manufacturing operations in Janesville.

Anthony Wahl/awahl@gazettextra.com
Ava Pennycook, a 15-year-old from Janesville, tested positive for COVID-19 this summer. Months later, she was still feeling symptoms that were holding her back from
cheering, school and learning how to drive. She is someone who is considered a ‘long
hauler,’ a person who has experienced COVID-19 symptoms for weeks and sometimes months.

Fire agreement expires Friday
Split from Janesville
won’t leave Milton
without services
By Scott Froehlich
sfroehlich@gazettextra.com
Big changes are coming
in 2022 for fire services
provided in both the town
and the city of Milton.
Milton’s fire protection
agreement with the city of
Janesville is set to expire
Friday—effectively leaving
Milton without an affiliated fire district for up to
a year.
No fire services will be
interrupted, however. Milton and Janesville will

still share certain services,
such as mutual aid and
auto vehicle locator systems. But chief oversight
services and administration by the Janesville Fire
Department will end for
Milton.
On Saturday, the Milton Fire Department will
promote Jeremy Parker,
its battalion chief/A-EMT,
to the role of interim fire
chief. Parker, who has been
with the department since
2001, has been appointed
to serve through 2022.
No other staffing staffing
changes are expected.
Milton will remain
unaffiliated with a fire
district while its petition
to join is Edgerton Fire

OBITUARIES AND DEATH NOTICES, 9A
•Howard Lyle Carlson
•Charlene L. Hefty
•Janet L. Werner
•Dolores Wilander
•Dawn E. (Zahn) Wuthrich

Milton and Janesville will still share certain services,
such as mutual aid and auto vehicle locator systems.
But chief oversight services and administration by the
Janesville Fire Department will end for Milton.
Protection District awaits
approval.
On June 18, the Janesville Fire Department
informed Milton their
mutual agreement was
unsustainable, as difficulties arose over hiring and
managing the combined
Janesville-Milton department, which included both
career and paid on-call
volunteer firefighters.
Following a Sept. 21
vote, the Milton Common
Council decided to explore

other options, eventually
deciding to join the Edgerton Fire Protection District.
Milton’s petition was
joined by the towns of Harmony, Lima, Koshkonong
and Johnstown. The Edgerton Fire Protection District Board will consider
the petition at its Jan. 12
meeting.
Edgerton Fire Chief
Randy Pickering credited

Turn to FIRE on Page 10A

TODAY’S WEATHER
High 28 | Low 17
Mostly cloudy
More on 10A

Anthony Wahl/awahl@gazettextra.com
A sign advertising an auction of the former General
Motors factory property on Delavan Drive in Janesville is posted on a fence around the property in September.

Watching and waiting
Local health officials await state decision
on new COVID-19 isolation guidelines
By Austin Montgomery
Adams Publishing Group
Public health authorities in Rock County said
they are aware of the new
federal public health guidance shortening the isolation and quarantine
times for some people with
COVID-19, but they have
not yet adopted the new
guidelines.
The Centers For Disease Control and Prevention shortened the recommended time for isolation
from 10 days for people
with COVID-19 to five days,
if asymptomatic, followed

by five days of wearing a
mask when around others.
The change stems from science demonstrating that
the majority of COVID-19
transmission occurs early
in the course of the illness,
generally in the one to two
days prior to the onset of
symptoms and two to three
days after, the CDC statement reads.
“The omicron variant is
spreading quickly and has
the potential to impact all
facets of our society,” CDC
Director Rochelle Walensky said. “CDC’s updated
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