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by Joseph Hauger

EDITOR

OAKLAND — Holidays 
are times for gathering 
with families and friends 
— but not this year, Gar-
rett County’s health officer 
recommends.

On Tuesday, the coun-
ty commissioners received 
a COVID-19 update from 
Health Officer Bob Ste-
phens that included a 
warning about gatherings 
for Christmas and New 
Year’s.

“Everybody wants to 
have their holidays with 
their friends and their fam-
ilies, and it is very hard to 
say, “I have this holiday tra-
dition and I’m always with 
my family — and we’re just 
not going to do it,’” he said.

Stephens said he has 
told his own family that 
there will be no get-togeth-
ers this year. Presents will 
be dropped off, and con-
tact will be through online 

meetings.
“The more people you 

have in a confined room, 
the more likelihood of 
spreading” the coronavi-
rus, he said.

If people feel that in-per-
son gatherings must be 
held for the holidays, safe 
practices must be observed, 
including social distancing 
and wearing face cover-
ings.

Stephens said he has 
heard numerous times 
from people who claim 
wearing masks is not effec-
tive against the spread of 
the virus.

In response, he points 
out that even the Garrett 
County Health Depart-
ment has had COVID-19 
cases among the staff, but 
one area has not been af-
fected by the outbreak. 
At the dental clinic, staff 
members wear masks and 
work on people who aren’t 
wearing ones, he said.

“The masks work. They 
may not work 100% but 
the masks work,” he said.

Death toll climbs

As of Wednesday, Garrett 

County has had 37 deaths 

linked to COVID-19. Ste-

phens said the average age 

of the victims is 85.

Of those, 27 were pa-

tients in long-term care fa-

cilities, but the other nine 

were not.

“So it is not all people 

who are in long-term care 

facilities,” Stephens said. 

“It affects everyone.”
There was only one 

death in Garrett County 
until November, followed 
by seven that month. The 
first week in December 
saw another 13 fatal cases, 
followed by 10 the second 
week. There have been five 
since then.

Stephens said a pattern 
has emerged that two-to-
three weeks after a rise in 
the new case numbers, that 
rise is mirrored in the num-
ber of hospital beds used 
for COVID-19 patients. 
Two-to-three weeks after 
the hospital figures go up, 
the death toll climbs, he 
said.

Vaccinations arrive

Doses from the Moderna 
version of the vaccine have 
reached Garrett County, 
and the priority on distri-
bution will be focused first 
on ensuring those who deal 
with treating the virus and 
those who will be manning 
the vaccination network, 
Stephens said.

by Joseph Hauger

EDITOR

McHENRY — When the 
Maryland General Assem-
bly convenes next month, 
COVID-19 will be at the 
forefront.

The Garrett County 
Chamber of Commerce 
wants the local delegation 
to Annapolis to oppose any 
effort to place additional fi-
nancial burdens on busi-
nesses because of the virus.

Last week, the cham-
ber held an online meet-
ing to announce its 2021 
legislative agenda and to 
hear from local lawmakers, 
naming four top priorities 
for the upcoming session:

 ■ Oppose increases to 
unemployment insurance 
premiums as a result of 
COVID-19 claims.

 ■ Support COVID-19 li-

ability protections for busi-
nesses, schools and organi-
zations.

 ■ Oppose exorbitant lo-
cal share school funding in-
creases as mandated by the 
“Blueprint for Maryland’s 
Future” legislation.

 ■ Support a $1.2-mil-
lion appropriation for Deep 
Creek Lake dredging.

Unemployment  
insurance

“Through this pandemic, 
there have been a lot of folks 
who have had to lay peo-
ple off, including myself,” 
said Steve Green, chair-
man of the chamber’s leg-
islative affairs committee 
and owner of High Moun-
tain Sports. “Traditionally, 
if you do that, you’re going 
to pay a high unemploy-
ment tax … and this year, 
it’s no fault of our own.”

Businesses have been fol-
lowing state mandates for 
shutdowns and other re-
strictions, so in many cas-
es, the decision to close was 
made for them.

Maryland is one of only 
six states that has declared 
the COVID-19 claims will 
count against the employ-
ers despite the extenuating 
circumstances, the cham-
ber states in its legislative 
agenda.

“We are fully aware that 
the massive amounts of un-
employment claims due to 
the pandemic are draining 
the state’s UI coffers, but 
huge increases to UI pre-
miums adds insult to inju-
ry for businesses that were 
mandated to close their 
doors and are now strug-
gling to stay afloat. Every 
effort should be made to re-

plenish the UI fund with-
out increasing premiums 
for employers,” the agen-
da states.

Liability protection
The chamber is support-

ing COVID-19 liability pro-
tections for employers who 
may face unwarranted and 
frivolous lawsuits that may 
threaten their ability to op-
erate and/or recover in the 
pandemic.

“Temporary and target-
ed liability relief must be 
enacted to provide employ-
ers, health-care providers, 
nonprofits and educational 
institutions a safe harbor 
from these types of lawsuits 
when they make good-faith 
efforts to follow applicable 
public health guidelines,” 
the chamber states.

by Brenda Ruggiero 

STAFF WRITER

OAKLAND — Although 
the pandemic changed the 
way the program was han-
dled this year, 40 Garrett 
County children were se-
lected to benefit from Po-
lice Providing Presents.

“This year has been any-
thing but normal, but we as 
police officers and the com-
mittee did not want the op-
portunity to slip by to make 
a difference in our local chil-
dren and community,” said 
1st Sgt. Brad Williams of 
the Maryland State Police 
McHenry Barrack.

Volunteers from Gar-
rett County law enforce-
ment agencies delivered 
packages to children select-
ed through their schools to 
participate. This year, the 
Maryland State Police, Gar-
rett County Sheriff’s Office, 
Oakland City Police, Natu-
ral Resource Police and Fire 

Marshal Office personnel 
partnered together for the 
event.

“I would like to thank the 
children and guardians for 
participating in the event,” 
Williams said. “Also, a 
thank you to Garrett Coun-
ty Schools, Police Providing 
Presents committee, volun-
teers and all of the donors 
who make the event pos-
sible and successful every 
year. We are looking for-
ward to next year and hope 
to return to the traditional 
event.”

Businesses making dona-
tions will be recognized at a 
later date. Funland, Cassel-
man Bakery & Café and Lit-
tle Caesar’s Pizza (Grants-
ville) donated items directly 
to the event.

“As police officers, we 
know firsthand the look in a 
child’s eyes when we have to 
take their parents or other 
loved ones out of the home,” 

a letter from the Police Pro-
viding Presents Committee 
states. “We want to help 
change that view of police 
officers, for them to know 
we are the ‘good guys’ and 
we care about them.”

According to the Mary-
land State Police McHenry 
Barrack, the program began 
in 2016 through Troopers 

M. Fitzwater and A. Broad-
water, who had participat-
ed in similar events in oth-
er counties before coming 
to McHenry. They were in-
terested in getting the pro-
gram implemented in Gar-
rett County.

Donations are being ac-
cepted towards next year’s 
event. All donations can 
be mailed to or placed in a 

dropbox located at the Gar-
rett County Department of 
Social Services (GCDSS). 
Attn: Finance Office, 12578 
Garrett Highway, Oakland 
Maryland 21550.

All checks and money or-
ders need to be made out to 
GCDSS with a note in the 
comments “Police Provid-
ing Presents.” Checks or 
money orders deposited in 

the dropbox will need to be 
placed in a separate enve-
lope stating “Police Provid-
ing Presents.”

Any questions can be di-
rected to Williams at 301-
387-1101.

Staff writer Brenda Ruggiero can 

be reached at 301-501-8393 or by 

email at bruggiero@therepubli-

cannews.com.

Police Providing Presents benefits 40 local children
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A group stands ready to drop off gifts that were delivered. From left are Officer Triveri, Officer King, 1st. Sgt. Williams, 
DFC Saturday and Deputy State Fire Marshal Ernst.

Health officer: Christmas and COVID-19 don’t mix
Vaccines arrive 

in Garrett
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Members of the Garrett Regional Medical Center’s medical staff arrived at work early 
Wednesday to receive their first doses of the COVID-19 vaccine.

See COVID, A2

COVID-19, schools, lake top chamber’s legislative priorities
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In this image taken from video, state Sen. George Ed-
wards discusses businesses’ COVID-19 liability during 
an online meeting with the Garrett County Chamber of 
Commerce.See CHAMBER, A2
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