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» Battery in Eau Claire 
County Jail alleged
Inmate accused of breaking 5 
bones in another’s face. Page 3A

» Safety advised for 
outdoor adventures
Take care concerning moun-
tain lions, snakes. Page 10B

Tomorrow
converge radio 
finds new home, 
frequency
» To get the newspaper and eEdition: 
   LeaderTelegram.com/subscribe

STAY HEALTHY

» FOLLOW PRECAUTIONS

By Ryan Patterson
Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE 
— Multiple 
Christmas Eve 

events in the area 
will offer a sense of 
holiday connection 
during an extremely 
challenging year.

At 10 p.m. Thursday, 
residents of Eau Claire and 
Altoona are invited to go 
outside their front doors, 
light a candle and sing “Silent 
Night” followed by “We Wish 
You a Merry Christmas.” To 
keep in tune and on time, 
98.1 FM radio will be playing 
accompaniment for the songs 
over its airwaves.

That socially distanced 
event will occur a few hours 
after a similar one in Augusta. 
At 6 p.m. on Christmas Eve, 
community members will 
step onto their front steps 
and ring bells for two min-
utes to symbolically support 
Santa flying his sleigh.

Both celebrations want to 
create a sense of camaraderie 
even though people won’t 
be in close proximity to one 
another.

The idea for the Eau Claire 
event dates back a couple of 
months, when First Presby-
terian Church Rev. Kathy 
Reid Walker saw plans for 
a similar musical event in a 
different location. Reid Walk-
er pitched the idea to locals, 
who seemed responsive, so 
she is promoting it now on 
behalf of the church.

“Silent Night” would 
normally be sung during a 
candlelight worship ser-
vice at First Presbyterian 
on Christmas Eve, so this 
event should resemble what 
people would usually do on 
that date. Instead of gather-
ing together at a church, the 
lyrics will hopefully be sung 
by individuals outside their 
respective homes.

“The idea was to fill a void,” 
Reid Walker said. “People need 
something right now to be able 
to come together and feel like 
we’re doing something … We 
can still sing together.”

Reid Walker doesn’t know 
what to expect when the time 
comes on Christmas Eve, but 
she would “be so thrilled to 
come outside at 10 o’clock 
and hear all these voices.”

In Augusta, a different 
festive sound will occur for 
two minutes earlier in the 
evening. The bell-ringing 
event is jointly organized by 
members of the Augusta High 
School National Honor Soci-
ety and the Augusta Senior & 
Community Center.

The aim is to create a safe 
sense of community and 
“make people feel like they 

are unified and taking part 
in something bigger, even if 
you can’t necessarily hear the 
bells,” said Kyle Shult, Honor 
Society historian and a junior 
at Augusta High School.

Barb Pritzl, director or the 
Augusta Senior & Communi-
ty Center, saw a similar idea 
online and adjusted it to fit 
Augusta. 

SAFE CONNECTIONS
Christmas Eve 
celebrations 
offer socially 

distanced sense 
of community
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Hunter Kirchoff, a member of the Augusta High School National Honor Society, puts togeth-
er a festive bell for a holiday event. At 6 p.m. on Christmas Eve, Augusta community mem-
bers will step onto their front steps and ring bells for two minutes to symbolically support 
Santa flying his sleigh.

By Ryan Patterson
Leader-Telegram staff

EAU CLAIRE — Doc-
uments show Eau Claire 
County has been billed 
nearly $4,000 by the firm 
that employs the county’s 
outside counsel during the 
ongoing Sheriff’s Office 
investigation into the coun-
ty’s Department of Human 
Services.

Rich White’s employer, 
Weld Riley, billed the coun-
ty for approximately the 
first five weeks of his work.

Two invoices provided 
to the Leader-Telegram 
through a Freedom of In-
formation Act request show 
Eau Claire County was 
billed $3,900 by Weld Riley 
for work done from Sept. 
22 to Oct. 28. The county 
retained White beginning 
Sept. 22.

At the Dec. 8 county 
Administration Committee 
meeting, County Adminis-
trator Kathryn Schauf said 
the county is paying for 
White’s services from its 
Human Resources person-
nel budget for contracted 
services. 

county 
billed 

$3,900 
for 

outside 
attorney
Counsel being 

retained at 
$200 per hour

By Michael Balsamo 
Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The 
Justice Department is suing 
Walmart, alleging the company 
unlawfully dispensed controlled 
substances through its pharma-
cies, helping to fuel the opioid 
crisis in America.

The civil complaint being 
filed Tuesday points to the role 
Walmart’s pharmacies may have 
played in the crisis by filling 
opioid prescriptions and by un-
lawfully distributing controlled 
substances to the pharmacies 
during the height of the opioid 
crisis. Walmart operates more 
than 5,000 pharmacies in its 
stores around the country.

The Justice Department 
alleges Walmart violated federal 
law by selling thousands of 
prescriptions for controlled 
substances that its pharmacists 
“knew were invalid,” said Jef-
frey Clark, the acting assistant 
attorney general in charge of 
the Justice Department’s civil 

division.
Federal law required Walmart 

to spot suspicious orders for 
controlled substances and 
report those to the Drug En-
forcement Administration, but 
prosecutors charge the company 
didn’t do that. Walmart couldn’t 
immediately be reached for 
comment.

“Walmart knew that its dis-
tribution centers were using an 
inadequate system for detect-

ing and reporting suspicious 
orders,” said Jason Dunn, the 
U.S. attorney in Colorado. “As a 
result of this inadequate system, 
for years Walmart reported 
virtually no suspicious orders 
at all. In other words, Walmart’s 
pharmacies ordered opioids in 
a way that went essentially un-
monitored and unregulated.”

Clark said Walmart “violated 
important provisions of the 
Controlled Substances Act that 
were meant to prevent such 

controlled substances, including 
prescription opioids, from being 
diverted for misuse and abuse.”

AP reported the news of the 
lawsuit ahead of the Justice 
Department’s public announce-
ment, citing a person who could 
not discuss the matter publicly 
before the announced move. 
The person spoke to the AP on 
condition of anonymity.

The Justice Department’s law-
suit comes nearly two months 
after Walmart filed its own pre-
emptive suit against the Justice 
Department, Attorney General 
William Barr and the Drug En-
forcement Administration.

In its lawsuit, Walmart said 
the Justice Department’s in-
vestigation — launched in 2016 
— had identified hundreds of 
doctors who wrote problematic 
prescriptions that Walmart’s 
pharmacists should not have 
filled. But the lawsuit charged 
that nearly 70% of the doctors 
still have active registrations 
with the DEA.

Walmart’s lawsuit alleged the 
government was blaming it for 
the lack of regulatory and en-
forcement policies to stem the 
crisis. The company is asking 
a federal judge to declare the 
government has no basis to seek 
civil damages; the suit remains 
ongoing.

Feds sue Walmart over role in opioid crisis
Prosecutor: 
Retailer sold 

prescriptions its 
pharmacists ‘knew 

were invalid’
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A woman pulls groceries from a cart to her vehicle outside a 
Walmart store March 31 in Pearl, Miss. Walmart is teaming with the 
General Motors Cruise autonomous vehicle unit to test automated 
package delivery in Arizona.
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