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Health investigators found 
that recent reports of serious 
gastrointestinal illness in Smyth 
County were due to the highly 
contagious norovirus. That same 
virus is circulating in the coun-
ty’s school system. Susan Hoag-
land, the school system’s nursing 
supervisor, said that most notes 
the schools get from parents ex-
plaining a student’s absence don’t 
specify the illness. However, she 
said, school nurses can estimate 
recent numbers. For February, she 
said, “elementary absences ranged 
from less than fi ve absences per 
week to another with 20 absences 
per week. Middle and high school 
absences due to ‘stomach virus’… 
ranged from less than 5 up to 15 in 
a week.”

Prior to COVID-19, Hoagland 
said, the “schools reported a 
weekly count of absences related 
to a communicable disease to 
the Mt. Roger’s Health District.” 
Those diseases could range from 
strep throat to gastrointestinal 
illness. 

“In one of the last weeks before 
the pandemic, Smyth County 
Schools reported 62 cases of GI 
virus the week of Feb. 28, 2020, 
with individual school cases rang-
ing from 0 to 15,” Hoagland said.

The nursing supervisor praised 
the school systems’ custodial 
staff , saying they “do a great job 
of maintaining a clean and healthy 
environment for our students and 
staff .”

The schools, she said also “con-
tinue to promote the importance 
of frequent hand washing to re-
duce the risk of spreading any 
communicable illness.”

Last week, Travis Holt, the en-
vironmental health manager for 
the Mount Rogers Health District, 
said, “Good hand washing is the 
key to preventing the spread of 
norovirus.”

‘Stomach 
virus’ 
hitting 
schools
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Negotiations are under way 
to replace the radio system that 
allows the county’s law enforce-
ment, fi refi ghters and EMS per-
sonnel to communicate with dis-
patchers and one another. Offi  cials 
are united that the system needs to 
be upgraded and are working with 
their fi nancial advisors to develop 

a plan to pay for the system that is 
anticipated to carry a price tag of 
$10 million to $15 million.

Last month, the board of su-
pervisors agreed to a Public Safety 
Committee recommendation to 
begin negotiations with Motorola 
Solutions on its proposal.

As the supervisors voted on 
the recommendation, Vice Chair 
Lori Deel, who serves as the Pub-
lic Safety Committee chair, said 
the county is working to build a 
sound project. “We’re not putting 
a Band-Aid on it,” she said.

According to Curtis Crawford, 
the county’s public safety coordi-
nator, Motorola was one of three 
proposals offi  cials received after 
they issued a request.

Due to ongoing negotiations the 
specifi cs of Motorola’s proposal 
haven’t yet been made public, but 
Crawford said the company got 
the recommendation because of 
the longevity of its products, offi  -
cials’ familiarity with Motorola as 
a company, and the proximity of an 
offi  ce in Wytheville, which would 
be expected to facilitate service.

The fi nal cost, Crawford said, 
is one of the points being nego-
tiated. However, he did note that 
projected costs are coming in lower 
than an earlier study estimated.

Crawford expects that a fi nal 
agreement will be presented to su-
pervisors for their consideration in 
mid-April.

Also at the board’s April 13 
meeting, supervisors plan to hold 
a public hearing on fi nancing the 
radio system’s cost.

In recent months, supervisors 
have twice met with David Rose 

of Davenport Associates, which 
has served as the county’s fi nan-
cial advisor for years. Rose has 
told offi  cials that the county is 
good shape fi nancially and is sol-
idly rated so he expects banks to 
off er favorable borrowing terms. 
A request for bank proposals was 
scheduled to be sent out last week 
with responses due March 22. Rose 
plans to evaluate the proposals and 
recommend one to supervisors 
April 13.

Radio negotiations move forward
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Through his school, Kasey Jones teaches “music and mindfulness through the rhythms of West Africa.”
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When she was a young stu-
dent Connie Wyatt wanted 
to play drums in the school 
band. Her mother objected, 
declaring that drumming 
wasn’t ladylike. Wyatt still 
joined the band and some-
what begrudgingly took up 

the flute.
Over the years, however, 

Wyatt’s passion for drum-
ming never diminished.

Friday, a smile rarely left 
the retired teacher’s face as 
she joined a drum circle at 
Chilhowie’s Public Library.

Afterward, Wyatt said 
she expects to buy her own 

djembe, the West African 
drum being taught and used 
during the library program.

“I love music,” she ex-
plained. Her love of drum-
ming only intensified on a trip 
to Asheville when she expe-
rienced her first drum circle. 

Drum circle celebrates 
common language
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Marion’s proposal that won 
more than $1.7 million to de-
velop Callan Drive Recreational 
Park was one of six selected to 
receive funds. Those six were 
chosen from 18 from across 
Virginia.

According to recent informa-
tion provided by the Virginia 
Department of Conservation 
and Recreation (DCR), the 18 
applications represented “a 
variety of proposals throughout 
the state.”

Overall, $5 million was 
awarded to the six successful 
applications. The funds came 
from the federal Land and Wa-
ter Conservation Fund Stateside 
Assistance Program, or LWCF. 
When LWCF money is used for 
parks, they are protected in per-
petuity for public outdoor rec-
reation.

From the awarded projects, 
Marion received the largest 
amount at $1,713,739.

Gordonsville was allocated 
$1.6 million for park develop-
ment, while Prince William 
County was given $750,000 for 
a boardwalk development proj-
ect.

Henry County received 
$641,750 for a trail project, and 
Colonial Heights got $251,675 to 
develop a park.

The City of Charlottesville re-
ceived $175,000 to acquire land 
for a project.

A DCR news release about the 
awards said, “Signifi cant plan-
ning and environmental review 
must be completed in order for 
the National Park Service to au-
thorize a project as part of the 
selection process.”

Marion Town Manager Bill 
Rush previously described the 
grant as “a once-in-a-lifetime” 
opportunity.

Park 
proposal 
wins top 
grant

System looks to carry 

$10M to $15M price
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