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» EC man’s been 
decorating for 70 years
His north side home is ready 
for the holidays. Page 3A

» These politicians 
show potential
B.J. Hollars: Third-graders 
appear to have bright  
futures. Page 10A
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STAY HEALTHY

» FOLLOW PRECAUTIONS

By Andrew Dowd  
and Sarah Seifert

Leader-Telegram staff

UW-Eau Claire, UW-
Stout and UW-River Falls 
will move 
all of their 
classes online 
starting Nov. 
30 due to 
rising coro-
navirus cases 
throughout 
Wisconsin 
and reports 
of hospitals in 
the region being near capac-
ity for COVID-19 patients.

The three announced 
Thursday that while their 
campus buildings will be 
open for the rest of the 
semester — including 
residence halls, libraries 
and dining services — but 
all instruction will be done 
on the internet instead of in 
classrooms.

Universities 
will switch 
to online 
classes

Students, faculty 
can return 

to campuses, 
but COVID-19 

testing required

By Sarah Seifert

Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — Health 
officials are beseeching people 
to stick to their households and 
not host or attend big Thanks-
giving gatherings, warning that 
the coronavirus’ outlook is dire 
as local hospitals are filled with 
COVID-19 patients.

“We’re asking people to say, 
‘It’s more important to protect 
those we love,’” said Lieske 
Giese, director of the Eau Claire 
City-County Health Depart-
ment, at a Thursday press 
briefing.

Ideally, people shouldn’t 
travel or visit extended family 
gatherings for Thanksgiving, but 
celebrate with the people they 
live with instead, Giese said.

But if they do attend a gath-
ering, “keep those numbers as 
small as possible,” she added.

If you can, quarantining for 
two weeks before and after you 
travel makes it safer, Giese said.

Getting tested for COVID-19 
before going to the family’s 
Thanksgiving dinner is better 
than nothing, she said, but it’s 
not a sufficient precaution.

“A negative test at some point 
before or after you travel is not 
a guarantee that you don’t have 
COVID-19,” Giese said, noting 
that the virus may take days to 
show symptoms after exposure. 
“Don’t see that as a ticket to go 
visit grandma … don’t go and 
visit people that are at higher 
risk.”

If people must visit family or 
friends over the holiday, don’t 
toss out your mask or social dis-
tancing rules, Giese cautioned.

“My Thanksgiving will be 
significantly different this year,” 
she said. “All of ours will be, I 
hope.”

State health officials are also 
chiming in with pleas to stay 
home.

“I know this upcoming 
holiday season is going to be 
especially tough. But the actions 
we take now will ensure that we 
can celebrate together once this 
pandemic is over,” Wisconsin 
Gov. Tony Evers said Thursday 
in a press release from the Wis-
consin Department of Health 
Services.

The state DHS recommend-
ed sharing a meal with people 
who live with you, delivering 
meals to others without physical 
contact, visiting with family and 
friends online and shopping 
online instead of in-person.

Government and health 
officials say that hospitals are 
alarmingly strained, making 
large gatherings even more dan-
gerous right now.

“Our hospitals are over-
whelmed, our health care work-
ers are exhausted, and too many 
families have lost a loved one,” 

said DHS Deputy Secretary Julie 
Willems Van Dijk in a news 
release. “But that doesn’t mean 
we have to choose between 
celebrating the holidays and the 
virus.”

Mayo Clinic Health System 
announced Tuesday that all its 
beds in northwest Wisconsin 
are full. The regional health 
system had no intensive care or 
medical surgical beds available 
at its hospitals in Eau Claire, 
Menomonie, Barron, Bloomer 
and Osseo.

virus-cation: Staying home for the holiday
Health, gov’t 

officials say it’s 
vital to keep 

Thanksgiving small

Schmidt
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More Information
COVID-19 cases in Wisconsin, as of Thursday.

(Number in parenthesis is the increase in the past day)

Barron .................................2,128 (+76); 

28 deaths (+14)

Buffalo ...................................507 (+19); 

3 deaths

Chippewa .........................3,223 (+137), 

33 deaths (+2)

Clark................................... 1,488 (+49); 

23 deaths

Dunn ................................... 1,768 (+33), 

1 death

Eau Claire ........................5,475 (+183); 

34 deaths

Jackson ...............................1,027 (+55); 

2 deaths

Pepin ......................................300 (+11); 

1 death

Pierce ..................................1,278 (+47); 

7 deaths

Rusk ......................................499 (+46); 

5 deaths

St. Croix ............................. 3,031 (+88); 

16 deaths

Trempealeau ......................1,574 (+60);

7 deaths

State ...........................293,388 (+7,497)

Deaths ..................................2,515 (+58)

Source: Wisconsin Department  

of Health Services
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By Eric Lindquist

Leader-Telegram staff

E
AU CLAIRE — Air 
travel took off early 
this year at Chippewa 

Valley Regional Airport, with 
the number of people getting 
on and off commercial flights 
up 23% through February.

But that upward trajecto-
ry changed course abruptly 
when the COVID-19 pandem-
ic struck in mid-March and 
passengers became skittish 
about flying.

Operations — a combina-
tion of boardings and deplan-
ings — were down 52% in 
March from the same month 
in 2019 at the airport and 
then plummeted in April to 
a mere 133, down 96% from 
3,414 a year earlier.

Airport activity has risen 
slightly in every ensuing 
month until suffering a 
slight dip in October when 
COVID-19 cases were surging 
in Wisconsin, but commercial 
operations still totaled only 
16,947 through October, down 
59% from the same 10 months 
of 2019, despite a decline of 
only 9% in scheduled takeoffs 
and landings.

Meanwhile, as airport 
officials ride out the coro-
navirus turbulence, they are 
working to make the facility 
safer for people who still 
need or want to fly during 
the pandemic.

“Even during a pandemic, 

air transportation is still a 
critical travel option for peo-
ple,” said Charity Zich, Chip-
pewa Valley Regional Airport 
director. “We’re doing ev-
erything we can to make our 
facility as safe as possible for 
the traveling public.”

The Eau Claire airport 
took a key step in that 
direction this week when it 
announced that it has added 
new equipment to its air 
handling system to prevent 
coronavirus pathogens from 
spreading in its passenger 
terminal.

The bipolar ionization 
system, commonly used in 
hospitals, creates a high con-
centration of ions to attach to 
pathogens and render them 
inactive. It also disinfects sur-
faces and prevents the spread 

of other germs such as the 
common cold.

“Since the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we have 
been committed to making 
improvements to ensure we 
are continuing to provide a 
safe airport facility for travel-
ers and people working at the 
airport,” Zich said.

The airport previously 
implemented more frequent 
disinfection of surfaces, add-
ed more dispensers for hand 
sanitizing gel and increased 
the use of touch-free tech-
nology. It is in the process of 
installing touch-free paper 
towel dispensers and water 
bottle filling stations.

Yet Zich understands that 
all of the airport safety 
measures in the world 
won’t make everyone 

comfortable with travel 
right now, especially with 
COVID-19 cases spiking 
locally and public health 
officials encouraging people 
to stay home as much as pos-
sible to limit their chances 
of contracting or spreading 
the virus that as of Thursday 
had infected 10,466 people 
and killed 70 in Eau Claire, 
Chippewa and Dunn counties 
this year.

“While at the end of the 
day, I think we all understand 
we’re safest at this point 
when we’re at home and 
not out in community, there 
are still people who have to 
travel right now for work or 
for critical family situations 
and it’s important for us to 
provide the safest and health-
iest facility we can for those 
people.”

Risk assessment
Despite what people might 

think, Zich said, studies show 
a low risk of inflight trans-
mission of the virus.

The International Air 
Transport Association last 
month reported that since the 
start of 2020 there had been 
44 cases of COVID-19 identi-
fied in which transmission is 
thought to have been associ-
ated with a flight journey. 

BUMPY RIDE
Pandemic prompts boardings plunge, safety measures at EC airport

Staff photos by Dan Reiland

UW-Eau Claire students Abby Lange, left, and Halle Stack-
house, both of New Berlin, await their flight to Chicago, with 
a final destination of Florida, on Thursday at a nearly empty 
Chippewa Valley Regional Airport. View more photos at Lead-
erTelegramPhotos.com.
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