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‘Heroes’ block virus by tracing
By JULE HUBBARD
Wilkes Journal-Patriot Staff

The Wilkes County Health De-
partment is in all-hands-on-deck 
mode for contact tracing in the 
wake of the COVID-19 outbreak at 
the Tyson Foods Inc. chicken pro-
cessing complex in Wilkesboro.

This process of supporting 
COVID-19 patients and notify-
ing contacts of exposure to stop 
transmission chains is essential 
to slowing the spread of the virus, 
said Wilkes Health Department 
Director Rachel Willard.

“I have the hardest working 
team (of contact tracers) in the 
state and they by far are the rea-
son this county is staying safe. 
They are the true heroes in my 
book,” said Willard.

“And we’re still running a full 
capacity clinic during this re-
sponse” at the department’s 
Wilkes Community Health Cen-
ter, a Federally Qualifi ed Health 
Center.

Gov. Roy Cooper said in-
creased contact tracing, more 
COVID-19 testing and progress 

on certain trends are needed to 
lift statewide COVID-19-related 
restrictions.

Local contact tracing team
Kristain Miller, part of the 

health department’s COVID-19 
contact tracing team, discussed 
this work Friday. Miller is a phy-
sician assistant who normally 
sees patients at the Wilkes Com-
munity Health Center. She also 
has a master’s degree in public 
health, but this is her fi rst con-
tact tracing.

The team consists of the clin-
ical services program manager, 
two communicable disease nurs-
es, two providers, two health de-
partment nurses and 10 Wilkes 
County public school nurses. 
They rotate through the team 
each day.

People don’t know they test-
ed positive for COVID-19 until a 
contact tracer calls unless they 
learned this from their health-
care provider. “Very seldom do 

KRISTAIN MILLER

By JULE HUBBARD
Wilkes Journal-Patriot Staff

Wilkes County’s COVID-19 
case total shot up earlier this 
month because of an outbreak of 
the disease at the Tyson Foods 
Inc. chicken processing com-
plex in Wilkesboro, but now it 
has plunged almost as sharply 
downward due to the recovery 
of people at the Tyson complex.

The outbreak at the Tyson 
complex was quantifi ed on May 
20 when the company announced 
that 570 (25.4%) of 2,244 Tyson 
employees and contractors at 
the complex had tested positive 
for COVID-19. This was based on 
testing of samples taken by nasal 
swab May 4-9.

Just how many of the 570 who 
tested positive live in Wilkes 
wasn’t told, but about half of the 
roughly 3,000 people who work at 

the Tyson complex live in Wilkes 
and the surge in the county’s CO-
VID-19 case total indicated at 
least half of the 570 live in Wilkes.

The increase gained nation-
al media attention, including in 
the New York Times. Analysis by 
the Times found that the “North 
Wilkesboro metro area” (Wilkes 
County) ranked fi rst among 15 
“metro areas” with the highest 
average daily growth rates of 
COVID-19 cases in the two weeks 
ending May 20.

The newspaper listed the 
North Wilkesboro metro area 
with 304 new cases in that two-
week period. Many of the other 
metro areas on the top 15 list also 
had meat processing plants with 
COVID-19 outbreaks.

The response to the Tyson 
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U.S. FLAG IS PLACED ON GRAVE of Maurice Wheeling in the Ferguson-Hartley cemetery in the 
Ferguson community in recognition of Memorial Day. It’s being placed by Harper Hightower.

Hundreds in 
recovery; active 
cases plunge

Three Wilkes County residents 
died last week from complica-
tions associated with COVID-19, 
the Wilkes County Health Depart-
ment stated.

Four Wilkes residents have 
now died from causes related to 
COVID-19. The three most recent 
deaths occurred at hospitals in 
Winston-Salem.

The most recent COVID-19-re-
lated death occurred May 22 and 
was a person in his/her late 60s. It 
was reported Tuesday morning.

The death of a person in his/her 

90s on May 20 was reported May 
21. Another COVID-19-related 
death, a person in his/her late 80s, 
occurred the morning of May 20 
and was reported that afternoon.

To maintain  privacy of surviv-
ing family members, the health 
department didn’t specify the 
gender or other details about 
these three Wilkes residents.

Wilkes Health Department Di-
rector Rachel Willard said that 
on behalf of her department and 

3 deaths in one week 
bring total to four

Restaurant response 
varies in new phase
By MARTY McGEE
Wilkes Journal-Patriot Staff

Some restaurants in 
Wilkes took advantage of 
being able to reopen their 
indoor dining areas to lim-
ited capacity starting Fri-
day, while others cautiously 
delayed plans to resume sit-
down service.

Under Gov. Roy Cooper’s 
second phase for easing CO-
VID-19-related restrictions, 
which began at 5 p.m. Friday, 
restaurants had the option of 

reopening for on-premises 
dining, at mostly a 50% ca-
pacity, with distancing and 
cleaning requirements. No 
more than 10 people were 
allowed at a table unless 
they’re in the same family.

Sit-down dining inside 
state restaurants had been 
closed since Cooper’s order 
on March 17.

At 6th and Main restau-
rant and bar on 6th Street in 

Haircuts, indoor dining allowed
Phase two for “reopening” 

North Carolina began at 5 p.m. 
Friday, but with more limitations 
than originally planned due to 
continued increases in daily CO-
VID-19 case counts.

Gov. Roy Cooper said phase two 
ended his “stay at home order” 
and moves the state to a “safer 
at home recommendation.” Un-
less changed, phase two contin-
ues through June 26. These latest 
changes are in the governor’s ex-
ecutive order number 141.

According to a “frequently 
asked questions” document is-
sued with the order, it’s strongly 

recommended that people wear 
cloth face masks when they leave 
their homes and may be within 6 
feet of other people who aren’t 
household and family members 
in indoor business and other pub-
lic settings.

“These coverings function to 
protect other people more than 
the wearer. Face coverings should 
also be worn outdoors when you 
cannot stay at least 6 feet away 
from other people,” the document 
says.

Changes under phase two 
include:

• restaurants can re-open for 

on-premises dining, at mostly a 
50% capacity, with distancing and 
cleaning requirements. No more 
than 10 people at a table unless 
they’re in the same family;

• personal care businesses like 
salons and barbershops can also 
re-open at 50% capacity, with 
disinfection of equipment and 
face coverings for the service 
providers;

• overnight and day camps can 
open with specifi c safety rules;

• child care businesses can 
serve all children, as long as they 
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Youth sports guidelines
N.C. DHHS gives guidance for resuming sports activities. 

NCHSAA extends dead period by two weeks. Page B1
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shooting of teen accidental
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