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Low DOT funds delay sinkhole work
By MARTY McGEE
Wilkes Journal-Patriot Staff

N.C. Department of Trans-
portation work at the Taco Bell 
sinkhole site off U.S. 421 West in 
Wilkesboro is on hold due to the 
coronavirus pandemic’s impact 
on DOT fi nances.

Mike Pettyjohn, North Wil-
kesboro-based DOT Division 
11 engineer, said Thursday that 
DOT offi cials want to advertise 
for bids and award a contract for 
installing a 55-inch storm water 
culvert underneath and along 
U.S. 421 as soon as DOT’s “cash 
fl oor” improves.

Pettyjohn said the cash fl oor is 
the department’s ending month-
ly balance. The state mandates 
that it be at least 7.5% of project-
ed fi scal year revenues before 
DOT enters into new contracts 
or obligations.

DOT offi cials opened bids on 
March 2 for the drainage work, 
but the bids were 46% above 
an engineer’s estimate. “After 
reaching out to the bidders to 
determine the reason for the 
high bids, we performed geo-
technical borings and revised 
the proposal to help eliminate 
unknown risk for the bidders,” 

said Pettyjohn.
Pettyjohn said re-advertising 

for bids wasn’t possible due to 
DOT budget shortfalls created 
by the pandemic.

Starting about three years 
ago, a section of storm water 
culvert installed several decades 
ago beneath what now is the 
Taco Bell parking lot and nearby 
collapsed, blocking storm water 
and leading to sinkholes in the 
parking lots of Taco Bell and 
the nearby Winkler Mill Shop-
ping Center .

Bob Urness, the Wilkesboro 
director of fi nance and assis-

tant town manager, said earlier 
this month that the town had es-
sentially completed its activities 
for the clean-up phase of work 
at the Taco Bell site. The town 
will bill the J.C. Faw estate for 
the cost of the town’s efforts to 
stabilize the site and for moving 
utility lines required to make the 
site safe. The Faw estate owns 
the property with the sinkholes.

“It is our understanding the 
estate has suffi cient funds to 
make timely payment,” said Ur-
ness. “Additionally, the estate 
has liquidated enough proper-
ties to make us feel comfortable 

they can cover the estimated re-
mediation costs.”

The town is recording all ex-
penses related to the sinkholes 
and received its fi rst check, for 
$197,269, from the Faw estate in 
December 2019.

Under an April 11, 2019, con-
sent judgment in Wilkes Superi-
or Court, money from the sale of 
parcels in the Faw estate goes to 
an escrow account to reimburse 
the town’s costs related to main-
taining public safety and replac-
ing the collapsed culvert that 

Impact of 
rate hikes
5 water associations 
deal with town actions
By JULE HUBBARD
Wilkes Journal-Patriot Staff

Two rural water associations in Wilkes 
County will leave rates within their dis-
tricts unchanged in fi scal 2020-21 and the 
three others haven’t decided yet.

All fi ve will pay more for water in 2020-
21 as a result of the Wilkesboro and North 
Wilkesboro governing bodies increasing 
rates.

The North Wilkesboro commissioners 
approved a 9-cent (4.3%) increase in the 
bulk rate for water sold to the Mulberry-
Fairplains, Broadway and Blue Ridge wa-
ter associations, effective July 1 when the 
new fi scal year starts. The new rate is $2.19 
per thousand gallons.

The North Wilkesboro board agreed 
to raise the bulk rate by another 9 cents 
in each of the subsequent four years – to 
$2.28 in 2021-22, $2.37 in 2022-23, $2.46 in 
2023-24 and $2.55 in 2024-25 per thousand 
gallons of water.

Wilkesboro’s 2020-21 budget includes a 
7.5% increase in all water rates, including 
for the Moravian Falls, West Wilkes and 
Broadway water associations, effective 
Oct. 1. Wilkesboro now charges the as-
sociations $8.66 for the fi rst 3,000 gallons 
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CICADAS ARE RELATED to aphids, plant hoppers and other insects with sucking mouthparts that feed on plants. 
Brood IX of the 17-year periodical cicadas is now on the later part of a month-long appearance in northern Wilkes 
and parts of Surry, Alleghany and Ashe counties. The many species of cicadas that appear every year, usually in mid- 
to late summer; are called “dog day” cicadas.

A plan for safely reopening 
North Carolina’s public schools 
for in-person learning in the 
2020-21 academic year was an-
nounced Monday by state health 
and education leaders.

The StrongSchoolsNC Public 
Health Toolkit was developed by 
the N.C. Department of Health 
and Human Services (DHHS), 
N.C. Department of Public In-
struction (DPI) and State Board 
of Education with input from 
school superintendents, Gov. 
Roy Cooper’s Teacher Adviso-
ry Council, Cooper’s COVID-19 

Education and Nutrition Work-
ing Group and others.

The toolkit lays out a compre-
hensive set of baseline health 
practices that public schools 
should follow to minimize risk 
of exposure to COVID-19 for stu-
dents, staff and families. It out-
lines safety requirements and 
recommended practices that 
schools should implement to 
minimize spread of the virus 
while allowing in-person teach-
ing to resume.

The state’s interim guidance 
went into effect on June 8. It will 

be supplemented by operational 
guidance for teachers and ad-
ministrators issued later by DPI.

Classes in the Wilkes County 
schools start Aug. 17 and end 
May 26. That includes 169 face-
to-face instructional days and 
class days the same length as 
2019-20.

Local school systems are re-
quired to create plans for re-
opening K-12 public schools un-
der three potential scenarios:

• Plan A: Minimal Social Dis-
tancing – Will be implemented 
assuming state COVID-19 met-

rics continue to stabilize and/
or move in a positive direction. 
All requirements in the Strong-
SchoolsNC Public Health Tool-
kit apply to Plan A;

• Plan B: Moderate Social Dis-
tancing – Will be required if state 
COVID-19 metrics worsen and it 
is determined additional restric-
tions are necessary. All require-
ments in the toolkit apply, with 
additional requirements in the 
Social Distancing and Minimiz-
ing Exposure section noted for 
Plan B only;

• Plan C: Remote Learning 

Only – Will be implemented only 
if state COVID-19 metrics wors-
en signifi cantly enough to re-
quire suspension of in-person 
instruction and the implemen-
tation of remote learning for 
all students, based on the re-
mote learning plans required 
by Session Law 2020-3. Re-
quirements listed in the toolkit 
wouldn’t apply, as students and 
staff wouldn’t be in groups on 
school grounds.

School districts may choose 

Detailed plans for reopening public schools told

By JULE HUBBARD
Wilkes Journal-Patriot Staff

Most courtroom proceedings in county 
courthouses across North Carolina have 
been on hold since March due to the coro-
navirus, but something approaching nor-
malcy returned on June 1 under orders is-
sued May 21 by Chief Justice Cheri Beasley.

Beasley’s orders allowed Superior and 
District court sessions to resume, but in-
cluded restrictions to prevent crowded 
courtrooms and encourage social distanc-
ing. She also urged continued use of video-

Masks a feature 
as courts reopen

Strength in numbers
Brood IX of 17-year cicadas make big 

impression in northern Wilkes this spring
As if they hadn’t already experienced 

enough abnormality this year, residents 
of northern Wilkes and much of Surry, 
Alleghany and Ashe counties have been 
treated to the surreal invasion of Brood 
IX of the 17-year periodical cicadas.

In Wilkes, Brood IX appeared in mid-
May from Thurmond on the east to 
Purlear and Parsonsville on the west 
and as far south as Millers Creek and 
Hays.

Emerging from the ground like zom-
bie insects and leaving countless half-
inch holes, they soon exited their exo-
skeletons and left these husks behind 
on tree trunks as they transformed 
from nymph to as adult stage - about 
one and a half inches long, with red 
eyes and orange veins in their wings.

They quickly also made their pres-
ence known with a high pitch hum, 

likened to frogs or crickets on steroids 
and made by contracting and releasing 
a portion of the torso called tymbals. 
The nearly deafening matting call of a 
swarm of cicadas can reach 85 decibels, 
or slightly louder than a diesel train.,

Unlike the periodical cicadas, the 
larger dog-day cicadas produce a pleas-
ant late summer sound.

Periodical cicadas in a given area 
synchronize their emergence, so their 
sheer numbers swamp the ability of 
predators to feed on them when adults 
come out of the soil after feeding on 
tree roots for most of the previous 13 
or 17 years. Birds, squirrels and other 
predators consume all they can stand, 
leaving the bulk of the horde to focus 
on reproduction.

Under ideal conditions, they may 
emerge at the rate of millions per acre, 

said Dr. Clyde Sorenson of N.C. State 
University’s Department of Entomol-
ogy and Plant Pathology.

Once mated, female cicadas use a 
saw-like structure called an oviposi-
tor to cut slits in twigs on trees, and 
deposit their eggs in these cuts. This 
activity often causes the growth be-
yond the slit to wilt, or “fl ag.”

Sorenson said this looks bad for 
trees, but the damage is transient. The 
eggs hatch and the cicada nymphs ei-
ther drop or crawl to the ground, where 
they burrow until they fi nd a suitable 
tree root. They settle in for 17 years of 
sucking on tree roots, gradually deeper, 
until it is their turn to come up, sing, 
mate, lay eggs and die.

Sorenson said the feeding activity 
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Saturday
Sunny, a little milder

High 82 Low 59

Sunday
Afternoon showers

High 79 Low 58

Monday
Chance of showers

High 77 Low 59

Tuesday
Chance of showers

High 79 Low 60

W. Kerr Scott campgrounds reopen; swimming areas still closed. Page E8


