
By Kathleen Borrelli
Staff Writer

Following two contentious 
school board meetings in the 
week leading up to the start of 
school, the decision on whether 
masks will be required for Greene 
County Public Schools (GCPS) 
students, staff and teachers was 
announced Tuesday afternoon 
by the superintendent.

“The CDC states ‘universal 
indoor masking for all teachers, 
staff, students and visitors (aged 
2 and above) to K-12 schools, 
regardless of vaccination sta-
tus,’” said GCPS Superintendent 
Dr. Andrea Whitmarsh in a 
statement Tuesday afternoon. 
“This requirement will start on 

Wednesday, Aug. 11 (the first day 
of school).”

“I do understand the vary-
ing opinions and emotions sur-
rounding masking and other 
COVID-19 mitigation strategies,” 
she continued. “This has been 
evident in the reactions from 
our community as we worked to 
decide on our mitigation strate-
gies to begin the school year. In 
order to ensure that our students 
and staff can begin the school 
year in a safe and healthy learn-
ing environment, we will utilize 
additional supports from local 
law enforcement as necessary. ... 
I am hopeful that we can come 
together as a community for 
our children and focus time and 
energy on what matters most—

student success.”
Due to the high level of parent 

concern regarding the COVID-
19 mitigations for the start of 
school, the August school board 
meeting—originally scheduled 
for Aug. 11—was rescheduled to 
Aug. 4 to give parents and com-
munity members the chance to 
hear all the details of the return 
to school plan and to voice their 
opinions before the vote.

Dr. Kyle Pursel, director of 
administrative services for GCPS, 
presented the updated health 
policy to the board. The main 
points were that classrooms 
have been set up with three feet 
of social distancing to the extent 
possible, while schools will con-
tinue to emphasize cleaning and 

sanitizing throughout the build-
ings.

With a very small minority 
of families having expressed a 
desire to continue virtual learn-
ing this year—and with Senate 
Bill 1303 stating that all schools 
must provide full-time in-per-
son education—it was not pos-
sible to staff virtual classes with 
Greene County teachers at every 
grade level, so the schools will be 
at near full capacity with enroll-
ment just over 3,000 students.

Pursel reminded the board 
and audience members that 
Executive Order 79—which 
mandated that all students, 
teachers, staff and visitors must 
wear masks while on school 
property—ended May 28 of 

this year while the similar pub-
lic health order expired July 
25. Also on July 25, the Virginia 
Department of Health (VDH) 
and Virginia Department of 
Education (VDOE) released their 
interim guidance for COVID-19 
prevention in Virginia PreK-12 
schools.

“VDH and VDOE strongly 
recommend in elementary 
schools that students, teachers 
and staff wear masks indoors, 
regardless of vaccination status,” 
Pursel said. “They strongly rec-
ommend that middle and high 
schools implement—at mini-
mum—a requirement that stu-
dents, teachers and staff who are 
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By terry Beigie
Record Editor

A Barboursville man 
was sentenced Tuesday 
to 12 life sentences for 
raping a minor across a 
month and a half in 2019. 

Armando Vega Jr., 42, 
in May in Greene County 
Circuit Court pleaded 
guilty to 12 counts of rap-
ing a minor less than 13 
years old. The victim was 
9 years old at the time of 
the assaults.

The victim’s mother 
testified that in addition 
to the psychological scars 
for the family, they have 
been negatively impacted 
financially. She has had to 
change jobs and move the 
family in with her parents. 

When Greene County 
C o m m o n w e a l t h ’ s 
Attorney Edwin Consolvo 
asked the witness how 
the rapes have impacted 
her daughter and herself, 

she responded through 
tears: “The pain has been 
great. Every day I wake up 
and wonder how I missed 
what was happening. At 
times, the pain has been 
so great that I didn’t want 
to be here. If it wasn’t for 
my best friend sitting with 
me I probably wouldn’t be 
here today.”

The mother said her 
daughter won’t let people 
hug her and flinches from 
touch. She said some-
times she’s gets angry. She 
said the pair has worked 
to repair the relationship 
between them as the vic-
tim lost trust in her moth-
er.

“She thought I knew 
about what was happen-
ing to her,” the mother 
testified. “It took a long 
time for her to trust me 
and that hurts, as well. 
This will not be the end 
of us. He tried to kill her 
spirit, but he made her 

stronger; he made both of 
us stronger.”

In cross examination, 
defense attorney Michael 
Hallahan asked the wit-
ness if she was aware of 
a handwritten letter by 
Vega. 

“Yes, he was confessing 
to raping my daughter,” 
the witness said. 

“Did he apologize?” 
Hallahan asked the wit-
ness.

“No, he blamed my 
daughter for the crime,” 
she replied.

Consolvo told the court 
that it’s not only the facts 
of the case, but how Vega 
described what hap-
pened.

“Mr. Vega is not 
accepting responsibility,” 
Consolvo said. “Regarding 
of the plea and regardless 
of some statements he has 
made (including), ‘well, I 
asked her if she wanted 
to keep doing it and she 

said it was up to me’ and 
‘our sinful behaviors.’ This 
was an 8-9 year old child. 
He did not say, ‘I’m an evil 
individual who raped a 
9-year-old … but (instead) 
‘the only reason this is ille-
gal is because she was a 
child’ is how it reads.”

Consolvo argued for a 
life sentence for each of 
the 12 counts.

“He has accepted 
responsibility … and is 
remorseful,” Hallahan 
said. “First-degree mur-
der carries a sentence of 
20 (years) to life. I would 
argue that most people 
think there is no worse 
crime than first-degree 
murder. I would argue 
that anything less than 
murder should be sen-
tenced less than murder.”

Consolvo disagreed.
“I disagree murder is 

worse than this. Murder 

By terry Beigie
Record Editor

Will the recently 
formed Greene County 
Emergency Medical 
Services (EMS) incorpo-
rate volunteers in the near 
future? That is the ques-
tion posed in a Facebook 
post by a former volunteer 
with the Greene County 
Rescue Squad (GCRS) 
after he learned about a 
complaint made against 
the new department for 
improperly transferring a 
patient in July in a vehicle 
and not in an ambulance.

During the July call, 
both of the county’s 
ambulances were in the 
process of either transfer-
ring a patient to the hos-
pital or returning from 
the hospital and could not 
get to the scene quickly 
enough. The director of 
emergency services and 
supervisor of EMS made 
the decision to take 
the patient in a county 
vehicle to meet a Greene 
County ambulance to 
transport the patient the 
remainder of the way to 
UVA Hospital. 

“My statement was to 
inform the public of the 
volunteers’ current posi-
tion,” said GCRS Capt. 
Scotty Batten. “As well as 
to advocate for the volun-
teers who still call me on 
a regular basis, wonder-
ing if they’ll ever get the 
chance to come back and 
do what they love.”

When the University 
of Virginia terminated 
its contract to provide 
ambulances for Greene 
in April 2020, the county 
created its own depart-
ment to offer full-time 
paramedic-level cover-
age to residents, which 
went online on Oct. 14. 
The county staffs two 
ambulances 24/7. The 

rescue squad trans-
ferred all assets to the 
county and filed papers 
to dissolve with the State 
Corporation Commission 
in Richmond on Nov. 
13. It won’t take effect, 
though, until the squad 
files its taxes, Batten said. 

At the time of the 
switch, Batten said, the 
county told the volunteers 
there would be a place for 
them in the new system, 
but he had not heard any-
thing by last week when 
he put out the statement.

Batten said that while 
the county sought mutu-
al aid from surrounding 
counties and the Pegasus 
medivac unit during the 
mid-July call, E-911 could 
have also sought help 
from volunteers if they’d 
been incorporated into 
the system by that point. 

“What was missing 
from that day was spe-
cifically the ambulance, 
which means somebody 
to get one to them,” 
Batten said. “I was avail-
able that day. There was 
the possibility of 10 (cer-
tified) individuals who 
were on my roster as of 
Oct. 14 that could have 
responded. That’s not a 
guarantee from all 10, but 
that opens the potential 
that if volunteers were 
part of the system from 
the 14th we would have 
had access to the ambu-
lances that were surren-
dered to the county at no 
cost and would have been 
able to get one of them 
and drive it to the scene.”

Melissa Meador, direc-
tor of Greene County 
Emergency Services, said 
she absolutely intends to 
create a volunteer auxil-
iary for the department.

“It’s been in the works,” 
she said last week. “The 
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Monday was a scorcher in Stanardsville and Baylie decided to set up her Lemonade stand near the courthouse in town. She 
hopes to offer warm beverages when the weather turns cool, as well.
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After two board meetings, masks required
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not fully vaccinated wear 
masks indoors.”

As of July 27, CDC guid-
ance for vaccinated indi-
viduals stated: “To reduce 
their risk of becoming 
infected with the delta 
variant and potentially 
spreading it to others, CDC 
recommends that fully 
vaccinated people wear 
a mask in public indoor 
settings if they are in an 
area of substantial or high 
transmission.”

The American Academy 
of Pediatrics also recom-
mends that all students 
older than 2 and all school 
staff wear face masks at 
school because a signifi-
cant portion of the student 
population is not yet eli-
gible for vaccination, and 
the U.S. Department of 
Transportation requires 
that all students and staff 
wear masks while rid-
ing on public transpor-
tation—which includes 
public school buses.

 “We were one of four 
divisions in the state 
that remained open the 
entire year (in 2020-21)—
we never shut down,” 
Whitmarsh said. “That was 
due in large part to the 
multiple mitigation strate-
gies that we had in place 
but also to the teamwork 
of our faculty, our staff, 
our parents, our students; 
everybody really worked 
together to make sure 
we could keep our doors 
open. Our goal remains to 
stay open for our students 
and families the entire 
year and of course to keep 
everyone healthy.”

After hearing public 
comment from 13 indi-
viduals—most of whom 
were opposed to having 
the children wear masks 
in school—the board 
voted 3-2 to make mask 
wearing “optional but 
recommended” for all 

students, staff and teach-
ers at the start of school. 
Board Chair Leah Paladino 
(Midway) and Sharon 
Mack (Ruckersville) voted 
against the measure, 
feeling that a phased 
approach starting with 
mask-wearing would be 
the safer option.

The following after-
noon, the Blue Ridge 
Health District (BRHD) 
held a town hall to discuss 
the Delta coronavirus vari-
ant, the recent local uptick 
in COVID cases and the 
guidance regarding masks 
in schools. Also that same 
day, Virginia Gov. Ralph 
Northam insinuated in a 
press briefing that school 
districts that chose to go 
against the CDC’s rec-
ommendations could 
be legally liable for any 
COVID cases due to per-
ceived negligence.

“Local school divisions 
are taking the lead, includ-
ing mask wearing and mit-
igation measures in their 
schools,” Northam said 
Aug. 5. “We expect them 
to follow the law, and the 
law that was passed earlier 
this year says that schools 
will do two things this fall: 
they will offer in-person 
instruction five days a 
week, and they will follow 
CDC mitigation strategies. 
The CDC guidance is that 
people in schools need to 
be wearing masks. That 
law was passed by a strong 
bipartisan vote of the 
legislature, and I expect 
school divisions to follow 
it. If they choose not to fol-
low it, they should have a 
frank discussion with their 
legal counsel.”

Based on this, there was 
some confusion as to the 
legality of allowing mask-
wearing to be optional 
for the start of the 2021-
22 school year, as Greene 
County is considered a 
“high transmission” area 
according to the CDC.

In the past month, 
there have been 106 new 
cases of COVID in Greene 

County (compared with 
only eight cases in the 
month of June), along with 
11 new hospitalizations 
and four deaths attributed 
to the virus. This includes 
a single-day total of 19 
cases on July 8, which ties 
the highest case total of 
the entire pandemic from 
early January. There are 
51.4% of Greene County 
residents—or just over 
11,000—are fully vaccinat-
ed as of Aug. 9.

The board called a 
special meeting Aug. 9 to 
address the legality of the 
Aug. 4 vote ahead of the 
first day of school.

As passed by the General 
Assembly in March, 
Senate Bill 1303 requires 
that “each school board 
shall (i) adopt, implement, 
and, when appropriate, 
update specific param-
eters for the provision of 
in-person instruction and 
(ii) provide such in-person 
instruction in a manner 
in which it adheres, to the 
maximum extent prac-
ticable, to any currently 
applicable mitigation 
strategies for early child-
hood care and education 
programs and elementary 
and secondary schools to 
reduce the transmission 
of COVID-19 that have 
been provided by the fed-
eral Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.” 
( h t t p s : / / l i s . v i r g i n i a .
gov/cgi-bin/legp604.
exe?212+ful+CHAP0456) 

The Monday meeting, 
as publicly announced, 
was intended to be a 
brief discussion and vote 
on whether the previous 
decision went against the 
governor’s statements 
regarding adherence to SB 
1303. There was no public 
comment on the agenda, 
yet numerous members of 
the public wanted to make 
their opinions known, 
including interrupting 
board members and yell-
ing over their statements, 
as well as yelling at one 
another and speaking to 

the audience instead of 
directing comments to the 
board. 

“The board voted on 
Aug. 4, 2021, to make 
masks optional indoors 
for students and staff. The 
next day, guidance from 
the Virginia Department 
of Education, the Virginia 
Department of Health and 
the Governor of Virginia 
changed,” said Paladino in 
a prepared statement. “By 
enacting Senate Bill 1303, 
the General Assembly 
removed the ability of 
local school divisions to 
make decisions locally 
about what’s best for their 
schools.”

Paladino went on to 
summarize the governor’s 
remarks as well as revised 
guidance released to 
superintendents from the 
VDOE in the days since the 
briefing and various legal 
implications of failing to 
follow SB 1303.

Mack’s first attempt 
to make a motion was 
drowned out by yelling 
from the crowd, despite 
attempts by Paladino to 
call for order.

“I would like to move 
that each school board 
member takes an oath 
to follow the law,” Mack 
stated. “This school board 
reaffirms its commitment 
and directive to division 
employees to follow the 
laws governing the opera-
tion of the schools, includ-
ing the requirement to 
provide in-person instruc-
tion to all students accord-
ing to the conditions and 
requirements of Senate 
Bill 1303.”

The chair seconded the 
motion and opened the 
floor to board member 
comments before a roll 
call vote.

“The first thing I’d like 
to say is that the com-
ments that were given to 
you tonight are not the 

comments of the board 
in its entirety,” said Todd 
Sansom (Vice Chair, 
Monroe). “We had not 
seen them, we had not 
heard them and I was 
not aware of them before 
I stepped in this room 
tonight—and I was given 
a different picture of what 
they would look like. … I 
would also like to present 
the motion that we amend 
the agenda tonight to have 
public comment.”

According to Robert’s 
Rules of Order, a manual 
of parliamentary proce-
dure from 1876 which all 
public governing bodies 
generally follow, there can-
not be two open motions 
on the floor at one time. 
(https://robertsrules.com)

Over many more inter-
ruptions, the board voted 
3-2 in favor of Mack’s 
motion to uphold Senate 
Bill 1303 as it pertains to 
COVID-19 mitigation 
strategies, overturning the 
Aug. 4 decision in light of 
the governor’s guidance. 
Sansom and Tooley voted 
against the motion.

With the room rap-
idly erupting into chaos, 
Paladino asked if there 
was another motion to be 
made. Tooley reiterated 
his motion to add public 
comment, but the audi-
ence members—loudly 
expressing their confusion 
and frustration over the 
decision that had just been 
made—drowned out any 
second on the motion and 
a vote was not taken.

Paladino stood up and 
adjourned the meeting—
which those who were 
continuing to yell out of 
turn seem not to have 
noticed. She gathered her 
belongings and left the 
room.

After several more min-
utes of arguing, Sansom 
resumed the meeting in 
the chair’s absence. He 

reintroduced the motion 
for public comment, 
which was seconded by 
Tooley, and members of 
the audience lined up to 
sign up on a list at the back 
of the room. Eleven mem-
bers of the public spoke—
five of whom were the 
same speakers from the 
Aug. 4 meeting—asking 
for everything from a legal 
fight against the governor 
to a postponement of the 
first day of school until a 
decision could be reached. 
Two speakers said they 
intended to tell their chil-
dren to disobey the mask 
rules, and one called the 
mandate an “insane tyran-
nical overreach” by the 
government.

Tooley motioned to 
make mask-wearing 
optional, reaffirming last 
week’s vote, and Sansom 
seconded. Collier stated 
that he was not sure if the 
continuation of the meet-
ing was in accordance 
with Robert’s Rules and 
abstained from the vote, 
which was 2-1 for option-
al mask-wearing. The 
meeting was eventually 
adjourned again.

Whitmarsh’s statement 
Tuesday afternoon did not 
address the votes of the 
previous night’s meeting.

As of press time, 
Charlottesville city schools 
along with Albemarle, 
Augusta, Orange and 
Madison counties, UVA 
and PVCC are requiring 
masks indoors for every-
one, regardless of vac-
cination status. Orange 
and Madison counties 
had both initially voted 
for optional masking but 
switched course Monday 
in special called meetings 
after the governor’s brief-
ing.

At press time the next 
School Board is set Sept. 8 
at 7 p.m.

Masks
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By terry Beigie
Record Editor

A Greene County 
Circuit Court judge 
denied bond Tuesday 
morning for Brandon 
Wade Shifflett, 18, of 
Stanardsville, who is fac-
ing one charge of second-
degree murder and one 
charge for use of a firearm 
in a felony.

Shifflett was 17 at the 
time of the alleged shoot-
ing of a Charlottesville 
woman in December 
2019. A Greene County 
Grand Jury handed 
down the indictments in 
February that charged 
Shifflett as an adult in 
relation to the Dec. 1 
shooting death of Sara 
Hammond, 21.

Shifflett, who was pre-
viously represented by 
defense attorney Michael 
Hallahan, was in court 
with his new attorney, 
Lloyd Snook. He has 
pleaded not guilty.

“A young woman was 
found shot at the home 
where he resided with 
his father,” Snook told 
the court. He said there 
appears to be no other 
witnesses to what hap-
pened. He noted there is 
a video with three alleged 
gunshots. 

Snook asked the court 
to consider bond for 
Shifflett so he could work 
for his cousin’s landscap-
ing business and said he 
would be willing to wear 
an ankle monitor. Snook 
said the teen would be 
welcome to stay at his 
father’s home. 

“We don’t believe he’s a 
danger to society,” Snook 
said. 

Greene County Com-
monwealth’s Attorney 

Edwin Consolvo opposed 
bail. According to 
Consolvo, the teen was 
with two other individu-
als and Hammond. His 
father was sleeping on a 
chair while the other two 
individuals were asleep in 
the basement. The video 
shows a light come on, 
then three gunshots, fol-
lowed by what he believes 
is Wade Shifflett saying: 
“Brandon, what did you 
do?” A basement light 
comes on and the teen 
and other two individuals 
leave. 

The call for emergency 
medical service was dis-
patched at approximate-
ly 12:15 a.m. on Dec. 1 
to the home in the 7000 
block of Celt Road. 

Consolvo said it 
wasn’t until Dec. 4 when 
police arrested Shifflett, 
who was at the time of 
the shooting charged 
with malicious wound-

ing—that was reduced 
to attempted malicious 
wounding—which is 
now on appeal to the cir-
cuit court. He noted at 
the time of the shooting 
Shifflett was living with 
his father. 

“He is a danger to soci-
ety,” Consolvo said.

Judge Hon. Claude D. 
Worrell II said the fact 
that Shifflett was under 
the supervision of the 
court at the time for what 
would be considered a 
violent charge are the two 
things that concern him. 
He denied the motion 
for bond due to the fact 
“there are no appropriate 
conditions that the court 
could impose” that would 
ensure Shifflett would 
not commit other crimes 
while out on bond.

A two-day jury trial has 
been set for Oct. 25-26 
in Greene County Circuit 
Court in Stanardsville.

Bond denied for teen charged with murder


