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Child Development Center. 19
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BOONE — Members of 

the Watauga County Board 

of Elections are at odds on 

whether Appalachian State 

University’s Plemmons Stu-

dent Union or the Holmes 

Convocation Center can be 

used for early voting as the 

board submits two plans 

to the North Carolina State 

Board of Elections.

During the board’s July 

28 meeting, the board dis-

cussed the two aforemen-

tioned sites as well as the 

McKinney Alumni Center 

as locations for one-stop 

early voting. The county’s 

elections office staff have 
been communicating with 

university representatives 

on polling sites since early 

summer as concerns were 

raised about the student 

union being used for class-

room space.

The point of contention 

came from the question 

of whether or not the 

university will be using 

the student union’s Blue 

Ridge Ballroom — used as 

a past polling site — to hold 

classes. Board member 

Eric Eller said that uni-

versity representatives 

had previously stated that 

classes would take place 

in that room; Board Chair 

Jane Ann Hodges said that 

the room wasn’t listed as 

a classroom space on a 

university class scheduling 

website.

App State spokesperson 

Megan Hayes told the 

Watauga Democrat that 

the Blue Ridge Ballroom 

is “fully scheduled” with 

classes.

“Our staff are manag-

ing a large and incredibly 

complex volume of sched-

uling details to optimize 

all available space,” Hayes 

said. “This process is not 

currently automated. While 

there is a scheduling tool 

that some who assist with 

scheduling can use to view 

classroom availability, it 

may not reflect real-time 
capacity because we are 

responding to continual 

schedule changes.”

Hayes stated that the 

university is steadfast in 

Elections board at odds over ASU early-voting site
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BOONE — As the 

number of COVID-19 

cases increases each 

day on local, state, 

national and global 

levels, the Appalachian 

Regional Healthcare 

System, which includes 

Watauga Medical 

Center in Boone and 

Cannon Memorial 

Hospital in Linville, 

has plans in place for 

a possible surge in 

COVID-19 patients.

Hospitals statewide 

have been planning for 

surges since the begin-

ning of the pandemic, 

and in June the North 

Carolina Rural Health 

Research Program 

released a study that 

states hospitals in 

Greenville, Charlotte 

and Triangle are “most 

at risk of reaching ca-

pacity in the next cou-

ple of months. How-

ever, it is possible that 

the constantly ‘shifting 

winds’ of viral spread 

could cause current-

ly stable regions, or 

counties within them, 

to experience sudden 

growth requiring rapid 

mitigation.”

In April, ARHS 

modified two 20-bed 
units at Watauga 

Medical Center into 

“isolation units” where 

COVID-19 patients can 

be treated.

Rob Hudspeth, se-

nior vice president for 

system advancement 

for ARHS, said that 

thus far in the High 

Country “only a few” 

COVID-19 patients 

have required ICU 

care, and ICU bed 

availability is fluid.
“There are days 

when all of the ICU 

beds are occupied, and 

some days when none 

are occupied. (On Aug. 

3,) for example we had 

six patients in the ICU 

— none of which are 

related to the treat-

ment of COVID-19,” 

Hudspeth said.

He also noted that, 

on Aug. 3, of the hospi-

tal’s 117 beds, 52 were 

occupied.

Regardless, ARHS 

monitors personal 

protective equipment 

utilization “on a daily 

basis” and has not had 

“a need to acquire” 

ventilators in addition 

to the system’s 26 

existing ventilators. 

However, ARHS has 

“ensured” that it has 

access to additional 

ventilators through 

As active cases rise, 
hospital OK on 

beds, PPE
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BOONE — The Boone 

Planning Commission on 

July 27 recommended 

approval of a conditional 

district rezoning request by 

Watauga Medical Center to 

accommodate plans for a 

new two-story central en-

ergy plant and a four-story 

hospital expansion — an 

estimated $72.9 million 

project.

The project would also 

include the relocation of 

the existing Mary Street 

to the south to align with 

Johnson Street. The John-

son Street extension would 

intersect with Deerfield 
Road across from the 

CVS pharmacy entrance. 

A traffic impact analysis 
recommended a turn signal 

Hospital seeks rezoning for energy plant, expansion

IMAGE SUBMITTED

A rendering depicts the future four-story expansion at Watauga 
Medical Center in Boone.
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F
amilies have mixed 

reactions to the 

Watauga Board 

of Education’s 

July 28 decision to modify 

its 2x3 flex-type schedule 
originally chosen for the fall 

and to postpone in-per-

son instruction for most 

students for at least nine 

weeks.

The plan for Watauga 

County Schools originally 

was to return to in-per-

son instruction on Aug. 17 

with students in the school 

buildings two days a week 

and learning remotely three 

days — students would have 

participated in learning all 

five days. The modified plan 
would require that most 

students would be remote 

learning through at least 

Oct. 19.

Superintendent Scott 

Elliott said that school offi-

cials have invested a great 

deal of time and energy 

into plans for reopening 

schools under Gov. Roy 

Cooper’s Plan B schedule. 

Plan B — the option of three 

possible plans that the state 

approved — will require 

safety protocols such as 

face coverings for all K-12 

students, fewer children in 

the classroom and social 

distancing measures in 

buildings.

“Of all the plans available 

to us, Plan B is the most 

challenging to implement 

but it gives us the best 

opportunity to meet the 

many different needs of our 
students,” Elliott stated. 

“Unfortunately, right now 

our local public health 

trends continue to move 

Back to remote school
WCS delays in-person 
instruction for nine 

weeks, meal distribution 
uncertain
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Superintendent Scott Elliott takes notes during a July 28 emergency meeting of the Watauga Board 
of Education. Also photographed: Gary Childers and Ron Henries.
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