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SPORTS • Despite

trophy mishap, Badgers win Duke’s Mayo Bowl over Wake Forest/1B
YOUR REGION • Chippewa Falls Christmas Village sees record number of donations/3A

COVID-19
cases
decline in
EC County
Deaths and
hospitalizations
also dropping
as vaccines are
being rolled out
across state

2020 YEAR IN REVIEW: PART FOUR

A trying autumn
COVID-19 cases peaked but plans for life after
the pandemic showed surprising returns locally

By Chris Vetter
Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — The number of new COVID-19 cases,
hospitalizations and deaths
are all declining in Eau Claire
County, and
Public Health
Director
Lieske Giese
is asking for
patience as
vaccines are
slowly rolled
out across the Weideman
state.
“We will get vaccines.
It will be slow,” Giese said
during her weekly press
conference Wednesday
afternoon. “We will do it as
quickly as we can.”
The county has now
received doses of both the
Pfizer and Moderna vaccines, she added. About
47,000 people have been
vaccinated statewide, and
those numbers are rising
daily. Most of those vaccinated so far are health care
workers in hospitals or
other health-related settings,
she said.
“They are working hard to
get their teams vaccinated,”
Giese said.
While vaccines are rolling
out, Giese urged people to
continue to wear masks and
practice social distancing
measures.
“2020 has been a memorable year, in many ways,” she
said.
See VIRUSPage 5A

» Getting recognized
Region is welcoming its first
female Eagle Scout. Page 3A

» COVID-19 downer

Virus dampens Christmas joy
in Bethlehem and elsewhere.
Page 9B

Index

Aces Bridge.............................8B
Business................................10A
Classifieds...............................7B
Comics.....................................6B
Crosswords.......................5B, 8B
Horoscope...............................5B
Obituaries.............................. 4A
Opinion....................................8A
Puzzles....................................5B
Region.....................................3A
Religion...................................9B
Sports......................................1B
Sudoku....................................5B
Dear Abby...............................5B
Weather.................................10A
Wonderword...........................8B

Tomorrow

Top 10 local
stories for 2020
» To get the newspaper and eEdition:
LeaderTelegram.com/subscribe

STAY HEALTHY

» FOLLOW PRECAUTIONS

Staff photo by Dan Reiland

John Barstad and Carolyn Gabrielsen Barstad use Eau Claire’s drive-thru voting to cast absentee ballots from the comfort of their
own vehicle Tuesday at City Hall. They waited nearly an hour to vote but wanted to avoid in-person voting due to COVID-19.

E

By Leader-Telegram staff

AU CLAIRE – The fall saw Wisconsin face the biggest
outbreak of the COVID pandemic thus far, with numbers
far exceeding anything that had come before. But the news
wasn’t all bad. Plans began for life after the pandemic and some
measures actually showed surprising returns. It all played out
with a hotly-contested election taking place.

October

ent protest against the ordinance. The
ordinance was eventually postponed.
• The Eau Claire school district said it
had a $7.7 million surplus, a result of the • Wisconsin activated an emergency
field hospital to help care for rising
truncated 2019-2020 academic year.
numbers of COVID patients.
• Area COVID numbers continued
• Solar panels were ready to go at Meto rise at area hospitals, setting off
morial and North high schools, with an
some concerns among area health
anticipated Dec. 1 switch-on date.
officials.
• State data showed liquor store sales
The
Eau
Claire
Area
Chamber
of
•
were way up compared to 2019. Bar
Commerce came out in opposition to a
controversial health ordinance proposal. sales, predictably, were down significantly.
Businesses around Eau Claire were hit
with fake quarantine placards, an appar- • Absentee voting requests were up in

the Chippewa Valley as voters looked to
avoid possible crowds at polling places
on Election Day.
• Rock Fest unveiled its lineup for the
2021 festival. Most of the acts from the
canceled 2020 event were signed up.
• The Pereira family brought a Brazilian
specialty to area grocery stores. The
bread proved a hit with fans.
• Authorities discovered a woman’s
body in a suitcase in Chippewa County.
The case remains under investigation.
• An early snowstorm hit the region,
bringing significant amounts to the
Chippewa Valley. Eau Claire officially recorded 8.4 inches, enough
to set a new record for the snowiest
October.
• Drive-through voting proved popular with Eau Claire residents, another
pandemic innovation in a year that saw
many such changes.
See YEARPage 5A

DHS investigation ongoing at year’s end
By Ryan Patterson
Leader-Telegram Staff

EAU CLAIRE — The Eau
Claire County Sheriff’s Office
investigation into the Eau Claire
County Department of Human
Services appears to be at an
impasse.
What started
seven months
ago as an inquiry
into DHS financial practices has
progressed into a
criminal invesCramer
tigation that includes a forensic
audit. There is no end in sight
to the process, though it could
continue if the sheriff’s office
receives approval from a judge
for further investigation.
It is unclear exactly when the
inquiry turned into a criminal
investigation, but on Dec. 14
Sheriff Ron Cramer said he
notified County Administrator
Kathryn Schauf, Eau Claire
County District Attorney Gary
King and Eau Claire County
outside counsel Rich White that
the sheriff’s office has “what we
believe to be probable cause of
criminal activity” as part of its
examination of DHS.
Because the sheriff ’s office
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Eau Claire County Board Chair Nick Smiar, right, speaks while
County Administrator Kathryn Schauf looks on during the “State of
the County” on Jan. 18, 2020. What started seven months ago as an
inquiry into DHS financial practices has progressed into a criminal
investigation that includes a forensic audit.
suspects wrongdoing, the district attorney’s office can bring
forth criminal charges if it
determines they are warranted.
King has declined to comment
on the ongoing investigation.
Some details remain hidden,
but many aspects related to the
investigation are known. An
overview of the notable occur-

rences this year helps clarify
what led to a closer look at the
department that employs more
than 200 people and is charged
with caring for the county’s
most vulnerable residents.
2017-19: DHS annual operating losses reach more than
seven figures in each of these

three years and total about $7.5
million. In 2017, losses were
$1.9 million. In 2018, overages
equaled $2.5 million. The deficit
was $3.1 million in 2019. All of
those overages were covered
by the county’s general fund,
its de facto savings account.
Those DHS numbers were early
cause for concern among some
county officials regarding the
department’s financial health.
No one explicitly criticized
DHS services, many of which it
is legally mandated to provide
regardless of cost. DHS programs mainly assist vulnerable
and low-income residents and
may be more urgent than ever
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Criticism of how DHS handles its finances has occurred,
though. Some county supervisors have attributed the significant overages to mismanagement and fiscal negligence,
but DHS and county officials
maintain that the department
is enacting cost-mitigation
strategies that take time to
show results. They have also
mentioned increasing difficulties stemming from poverty,
substance abuse and mental
health challenges during the
past several years.
See COUNTYPage 2A

