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Gov. Roy Cooper called on 
local governments to help 
with enforcement on Nov. 23 
when he announced more 
restrictive mask require-
ments and limits on the num-
ber of people in businesses at 
one time.

Cooper urged citizens to 

voluntarily comply and added, 
“If they don’t, the rules need 
to be enforced and we’re 
working with state and local 
governments to do just that. 
The new order took ef fect 
Nov. 25 and runs through 
Dec. 11.

“We don’t want to go back-
ward, but we will if it’s nec-
essar y. The next seven to 

14 days will tell us whether 
we are stemming the tide or 
whether we need to ratchet it 
up even more.”

Government of ficials in 
Wilkes County so far haven’t 
taken any additional action.

Nor th Wilkesboro Town 
Manager Wilson Hooper said 
Tuesday that North Wilkes-
boro of ficials are consider-
ing action similar to an order 
approved in Greensboro last 
week. Under that order, busi-

nesses can be fined or shut 
down for up to 72 hours for 
repeatedly not enforcing 
mask rules or capacity limits.

“But there are outstand-
ing legal questions about 
what sanctions we could levy 
against non-compliers, so that 
may not come to pass,” added 
Hooper.

“There’s no playbook on 
how to enforce this. Ostensi-
bly, the governor gave locali-
ties more leeway with his last 

executive order, but it’s still 
not clear to me what’s permis-
sible and what’s not,” he said.

Wilkesboro Mayor Mike 
Inscore said Wilkesboro offi-
cials are waiting to see what 
additional steps Cooper takes 
before deciding on local 
enforcement action.

Wilkesboro Town Man-
ager Ken Noland noted 
that he had the Wilkesboro 

BY STAFF REPORT

As of Tuesday, Wilkes County no lon-
ger ranked among the top 10 North 
Carolina counties in new cases per 
100,000 people for the prior two weeks.

Wilkes was among 10 N.C. coun-
ties identified by the N.C. Department 
of Health and Human Ser vices on 
Nov. 23 as having “critical community 
spread,” based partly on new cases 
per 100,000 people in the two weeks 
ending Nov. 19.

Also factored into this determination 
were percentages of COVID-19 tests 
coming back positive and impact of 
COVID-19 cases on each county’s pri-
mary hospital.

Wilkes ranked fourth in numbers of 
new cases per 1,000 people in the two 
weeks ending Nov. 19 with 574.5. On 
Tuesday, Wilkes ranked 16th among 
all 100 counties with 623 new cases per 
100,000 people in the prior two weeks.

These numbers for counties adjoin-
ing Wilkes on Tuesday were Alexan-
der, 869; Yadkin, 810; Caldwell, 657; 
Surr y, 632; Iredell, 569; Ashe, 522; 
Watauga, 568; and Alleghany, 305.

The number of Wilkes County res-
idents hospitalized with COVID-19 
reached a record 32 on Sunday, the 
Wilkes Health Department reported. 
The majority were at Wilkes Medical 
Center in North Wilkesboro.

The health department also report-
ed that 50 Wilkes residents have died 
from COVID-19, whie the N.C. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services 
(DHHS) reported 51 Wilkes deaths. 
Wilkes Health Depar tment Direc-
tor Rachel Willard said the two most 
recent deaths, both people in their 70s, 
occurred in Wilkes on Friday and Sun-
day.

As of Tuesday, 2,733 Wilkes resi-
dents had tested positive for COVID-19 
since the pandemic began in March.

Also on Sunday, Wilkes had 221 
active COVID-19 cases and a total of 
2,683 cases since the Pandemic started 
in March. In the 14 days ending Sun-
day, Wilkes had 402 new cases.

Last week, the health department 
provided COVID-19 case numbers for 
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Increased demand for 
real Christmas trees this 
year heightened an ongo-
ing shortage of this sea-
sonal product.

Some Fraser fir tree 
retailers, including an 
Aver y  County -based 
vendor who sells them 
at Nor th Wilkesboro’s 
Memorial Park each year, 
say they weren’t able to 
start the season with the 
inventor y volume they 
wanted.

Choose-and-cut Christ-
mas tree operations in 
adjoining mountain coun-
ties reported running out 
of certain sizes of Fras-
er firs the weekend after 
Thanksgiving.

Supplies of white pine 
and Fraser fir wreaths 
and roping are also down.

There was uncer tain-
ty about how COVID-19 
might impact the Christ-
mas tree industry, but it 
soon was apparent that 
tree sales would benefit 
from increased consumer 
spending on life at home 
during the pandemic.

In response, big box 
retailers pushed growers 
to provide them with real 
trees earlier this year.

Some Christmas tree 
wholesalers and retailers 
increased their prices 
this year, but others held 
steady.

Kathy Shore of Kathy 
Shore Nurser y LLC in 
Sparta said she raised her 
prices in 2019 and decid-
ed it was best to leave 
them unchanged now 
due to all the instability 
in 2020.

Shore and others in the 
industry say the Christ-
mas tree shor tage — 
especially Fraser firs — is 
primarily tied to a reces-

sion that officially began 
in December 2007.

“For six to eight years 
we didn ’ t  make any 
money,” said Shore.

Growers planted fewer 
tree seedlings, fewer 
seedlings were available 
and many growers went 
out of business then.

It takes an average 
of seven to 10 years in 
the field to produce a 
6- to 7-foot-tall Fraser fir 
Christmas tree once a 
seedling is planted. They 
generally require an ele-
vation of at least 3,000 
feet above sea level.

North Carolina is the 
nation’s second largest 
producer of Christmas 
trees, primarily from 
trees grown in Alleghany, 
Ashe, Watauga and Avery 
counties. Christmas trees 
are an $86 million indus-
try in the state.

The Fraser fir, native 
only to the highest eleva-
tions of North Carolina, 
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Final preparations are being 
made at the Wilkes Ministr y of 
h.o.p.e. Toy Store to again help ful-
fill the Christmas wishes of hun-
dreds of local youths.

As Ministry of h.o.p.e. Director 
John Triplett explained, this year 
it includes changes to comply with 
Gov. Roy Cooper’s inside gathering 

limit of 10 people to help reduce 
the spread of COVID-19.

Instead of parents shopping for 
participating youths when the Toy 
Store is open for a week at the min-
istry’s building on N.C. 268 East, 
they were asked to submit wish 
lists for their children.

A time will be assigned for par-
ents to pick up gifts at the minis-

try building on Thursday or Friday 
of this week or Monday, Tuesday, 
Thursday or Friday of next week.

“We were afraid that not many 
would submit lists, but we received 
them for about 90%” of the 400-plus 
participating families by Friday, 
said Triplett.

Wilkes 
ranks less 

prominently 
in new cases 
Number of local residents 
hospitalized is highest yet

Greater demand worsens tree shortage

Staff Photo — Jule Hubbard

Fraser fir Christmas trees belonging to Sparta-based Kathy Shore Nursery LLC grow in 
a field along Cheek Mountain Road near Laurel Springs in Alleghany County.

Photo courtesy of Kathy Shore Nursery LLC

Alleghany County Christmas trees have been harvested, 
baled and are ready to be loaded. Bullhead Mountain, 
near the Blue Ridge Parkway and the Wilkes-Alleghany 
line, is the peak in the distance.

Ministry provides toys again, but with changes

Mask requirements, capacity limits tightened
No new enforcement steps locally yet
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