
 

Virus cases rise in US heartland, home to anti-
mask feelings
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In this July 14, 2020, file photo, a health worker performs a COVID-19 test at a
Test Iowa site at Waukee South Middle School in Waukee, Iowa. South Dakota,
Idaho and Iowa are seeing sky-high rates of tests coming back positive. (AP
Photo/Charlie Neibergall, File)
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It began with devastation in the New York City area, followed by a
summertime crisis in the Sun Belt. Now the coronavirus is striking cities
with much smaller populations in the heartland, often in conservative
corners of America where anti-mask sentiment runs high.

The spread has created new problems at hospitals, schools and colleges
in the Midwest, as well as in parts of the West.

Wisconsin is averaging more than 2,000 new cases a day over the last
week, compared with 675 three weeks earlier. Hospitalizations in the
state are at the highest level since the outbreak took hold in the U.S. in
March.

Utah has seen its average daily case count more than double from three
weeks earlier. Oklahoma and Missouri are regularly recording 1,000 new
cases a day, and Missouri Gov. Mike Parson, a staunch opponent of
mask rules, tested positive for the virus this week. And South Dakota,
Idaho and Iowa are seeing sky-high rates of tests coming back positive.

The U.S. is averaging more than 40,000 new confirmed cases a day.
While that number is dramatically lower than the peak of nearly 70,000
over the summer, the numbers are worrisome nonetheless. The nation's
death toll eclipsed 200,000 this week, the highest in the world.

In other developments:

— Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis lifted all restrictions on restaurants and
other businesses Friday to reopen the state's economy. "We're not
closing anything going forward," the Republican, a major ally of
President Donald Trump, said in what is sure to stoke debate in a state
crucial to the presidential race.
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In this Aug. 26, 2020, file photo, first-grade teacher Jessica Johnson asks
students if they've been sick or near anyone who's been sick before the start of
the first day of school at Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School, in De Pere, Wis.
Gov. Tony Evers has extended Wisconsin's mask mandate until Nov. 21, citing a
surge in coronavirus cases across the state. (Sarah Kloepping/The Post-Crescent
via AP, File)

— Virginia Gov. Ralph Northam announced he and his wife have tested
positive, though he said he has no symptoms. Northam, a Democrat who
is also a doctor, has been criticized by Republicans who say his
restrictions aimed at slowing the spread of the virus are too stringent.
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— Two former administrators of a Massachusetts veterans home where
nearly 80 people died were charged with neglect over their handling of
the outbreak. They could go to prison if convicted. It is believed to be
the first criminal case in the nation brought against nursing home
officials for actions during the crisis.

In the Midwest, hospitals in Springfield, Missouri, were approaching
capacity because of a surge in cases. And in the West, chief medical
officers of two Idaho hospitals warned this week that their facilities are
close to being overwhelmed by patients infected with the coronavirus.

  
 

  

Virginia Gov. Ralph Northam, left, is shown by a poll worker which way to go as
he votes early at the Richmond general registrar's office in Richmond, Va.,
Friday, Sept. 18, 2020, on the first day of Virginia's 45-day early voting period.
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(Bob Brown/Richmond Times-Dispatch via AP)

There were also mounting problems at schools.

Dozens of students in Iowa went into quarantine this week amid a surge
in cases and positivity rates in one county that exceed 30%. A
neighboring county had a 27% positive rate and 201 students and staff in
isolation or quarantine as of Wednesday after 18 students and eight staff
members tested positive in the Sibley-Ocheyedan district, including the
superintendent. The district continued to hold in-school lessons but
added new social distancing requirements.

The virus is now landing squarely in places where there is strong
resistance to masks and governors have been reluctant to require face
coverings.

In the Missouri town of Joplin, a mask ordinance was allowed to expire
last month as virus fatigue grew. The number of positive cases in Joplin
and surrounding Jasper County has risen about 80% since the mask order
was rescinded on Aug. 17.
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In this Sept. 7, 2020, file photo, Des Moines Public School students and
supporters march from Roosevelt High School to the Governor's Mansion at
Terrace Hill to protest the cancellation of fall and winter extracurriculars in Des
Moines, Iowa. (Olivia Sun/The Des Moines Register via AP, File)

People have grown weary after more than six months of virus
restrictions in the deeply conservative county that Trump won by more
than 50 percentage points over Hillary Clinton in 2016.

The mayor of Joplin said he regrets imposing restrictions in March at the
start of the outbreak where there were few cases in Missouri, and wishes
he had waited until later.

"That speaks to the fatigue because you can't lock down your community
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and say, 'Here is the risk,' and there is really not much risk, and (then)
try to do it again," Mayor Ryan Stanley said. "People get very worn out
of the process of trying to grind through that."

The result is that residents have started to tune out local leaders'
warnings to wear masks and socially distance.

"I am getting sick and tired of telling people to wear their masks and I
know they are sick and tired of me saying it," said Jasper County Health
Department Administrator Tony Moehr. "And it just seems like people
have heard it so many times, I'm not sure if they really even hear it
anymore when we say it."

  
 

  

In this Sept. 10, 2020, file photo, Kindergarten students practice air hugs while
watching a video on how to "greet from 6 feet" during class at Wildwood

7/13



 

Elementary in Stillwater, Minn. Students are socially distanced in the classroom
and have plexiglass barriers between them and their table mates. (Evan Frost
/Minnesota Public Radio via AP, File)

  
 

  

People are socially distanced as they listen to music of the Kansas City
Symphony on the lawn at the Liberty Memorial Saturday, Sept. 19, 2020, in
Kansas City, Mo. (AP Photo/Charlie Riedel)
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In this July 18, 2020, file photo patrons eat at table set up on a sidewalk in
Burbank, Calif. The pandemic began with devastation in the New York City
area, and was followed by a summertime crisis in the Sun Belt. But it is now
striking cities with much smaller populations, often in conservative corners of
America where anti-mask sentiment runs high, creating problems at hospitals
and schools in the Midwest and West. (AP Photo/Marcio Jose Sanchez, File)
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In this July 14, 2020, file photo, people wait in line for coronavirus testing at
Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles. The pandemic began with devastation in the
New York City area, and was followed by a summertime crisis in the Sun Belt.
But it is now striking cities with much smaller populations, often in conservative
corners of America where anti-mask sentiment runs high, creating problems at
hospitals and schools in the Midwest and West. (AP Photo/Mark J. Terrill, File)
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In this Sept. 9, 2020, file photo, students wear protective masks as they arrive for
classes at the Immaculate Conception School while observing COVID-19
prevention protocols in The Bronx borough of New York. The pandemic began
with devastation in the New York City area, and was followed by a summertime
crisis in the Sun Belt. But it is now striking cities with much smaller populations,
often in conservative corners of America where anti-mask sentiment runs high,
creating problems at hospitals and schools in the Midwest and West. (AP
Photo/John Minchillo, File)
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In this Sept. 22, 2020, file photo, healthcare workers line up for free personal
protective equipment in front of a mural by artist Romero Britto at Jackson
Memorial Hospital in Miami. The pandemic began with devastation in the New
York City area, and was followed by a summertime crisis in the Sun Belt. But it
is now striking cities with much smaller populations, often in conservative
corners of America where anti-mask sentiment runs high, creating problems at
hospitals and schools in the Midwest and West. (AP Photo/Wilfredo Lee)

Outbreaks have become the norm on college campuses around the
country since students began returning, and officials worry about new
trouble as the football season gets underway. College towns are taking
increasingly harsh steps to crack down on parties and crowded bars.

At the home of the University of Oklahoma, the Norman City Council
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voted 5-3 this week to require that masks be worn indoors at house
parties if more than 25 people are present. The ordinance passed over
objections from members of the public.

"You can make any law that you want to. You come into my house
telling me that I got to wear this stupid thing and you're going to have a
firefight on your hands," said Josh Danforth, holding a mask, who
identified himself as an Iraq war veteran.

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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