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COVID-19 had a resurgence throughout Pennsylvania in fall and early winter, according to state
and federal data.

Among counties in Northeast Pennsylvania, Schuylkill has been a recent hotbed of COVID-19
hospital admissions, according to state data.

Though less deadly than during the pandemic in 2020, COVID-19 in the state over the past year
ebbed through spring and bottomed out in summer and then steadily rose again, ending the
year at about the same level as the start of the year, according to data from the state
Department of Health.

In some ways, the COVID virus and its variants now seem akin to the flu, but the jury on that is
still out, Scranton Primary Health Care Center CEO Joseph Hollander said.

“I suspect it is, but I don’t think any of us know the answer to that yet,” Hollander said. “It
appears that it’s going to be a situation annually similar to the flu,” in which health officials try to
determine months in advance which variants to target with annual vaccine shots.

Still, COVID remains more complex than the flu and not fully understood, especially the
so-called “long-haul” version. It’s not entirely clear why COVID affects people differently, with
some experiencing mild symptoms that fade quickly but others getting hit with more severe and
persistent health impacts.

“Long-haul cases are scary. Nobody really knows if you’re going to get it and how long you’re
going to get it,” Hollander said.

Protocol responses
Scranton Primary has seen an increase in COVID among its patients and keeps a standing
order on COVID test kits so it doesn’t run out, Hollander said.

Scranton Primary also requires anyone with respiratory or flu-like symptoms to wear a mask,
and providers and staff must wear masks when interacting with those exhibiting symptoms. The
facility also keeps a staffer stationed at entrances to screen people for COVID symptoms and
take temperatures.

“We haven’t gone back to full masking yet, but we talk about it weekly,” Hollander said.

Masks also have returned elsewhere.

Earlier this month, visitors and employees at the Electric City Trolley Museum were required to
wear face masks on the premises. Steamtown National Historic Site, which is on the same
premises, informed the museum of the policy going into effect until further notice. United States
Department of the Interior guidelines require masks when hospital admission levels for
COVID-19 are high. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention classified Lackawanna
County as high in the community risk level data.

Commonwealth Health also is seeing an increase in all respiratory diseases of COVID, RSV and
influenza at facilities in Scranton and Wilkes-Barre, said Annmarie Poslock, Commonwealth
Health’s vice president of marketing and communications.
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But COVID numbers remain low compared to pandemic levels and Commonwealth is not
requiring COVID testing for procedures and non-patients are still permitted to wait inside for
patients having out-patient procedures, Poslock said.

“We have moved to mandatory masking only at our Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) located
at Moses Taylor Hospital (in Scranton) out of an abundance of caution,” Poslock said in a
statement.

Still, COVID remains more complex than the flu and not fully understood, especially the
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Commonwealth Health also is seeing an increase in all respiratory diseases of COVID, RSV and
influenza at facilities in Scranton and Wilkes-Barre, said Annmarie Poslock, Commonwealth
Health’s vice president of marketing and communications.

But COVID numbers remain low compared to pandemic levels and Commonwealth is not
requiring COVID testing for procedures and non-patients are still permitted to wait inside for
patients having out-patient procedures, Poslock said.

“We have moved to mandatory masking only at our Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) located
at Moses Taylor Hospital (in Scranton) out of an abundance of caution,” Poslock said in a
statement.

Masking is strongly recommended for visitors to patient rooms, for those testing positive for
COVID or who have been around someone with COVID; as well as for those with symptoms
fever, cough, sore throat, shortness of breath or a runny nose, Poslock said. Otherwise,
masking is optional and Commonwealth’s visitation policies are unchanged.



Home test kits and wastewater sampling

COVID data tends to be representative and not necessarily comprehensive.

For example, while medical facilities must timely report positive testing to the state, people using
home test kits do not have any such reporting requirement.

“That’s part of the issue — nobody’s reporting home testing,” Hollander said. “I suspect that
there’s a fair percentage of the population that don’t even bother to test because they don’t want
to know,” as well as people who test positive but then don’t isolate until they’re negative. “It’s
really problematic.”

One catch-all method of tracking COVID’s presence in a community or region is through testing
of wastewater for concentrations of the virus and variants. Such sampling tests wastewater for
the presence of genetic material, or ribonucleic acid, of the virus that infected people shed in
their feces even if they do not have symptoms.

Some wastewater systems in Pennsylvania submit samples to a company called Biobot
Analytics of Massachusetts. Biobot’s website shows data for 11 of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties,
including Lackawanna and Luzerne counties. The other counties are Bucks, Butler, Chester,
Dauphin, Erie, Franklin, Indiana, Montgomery and Westmoreland.

The Biobot data shows that on July 22, 2023, Lackawanna County had 217 copies of the
SARS-CoV-2 virus per milliliter, and Luzerne has 196, both of which were lower than the
national average on that day of 279.

Both of the NEPA counties then generally had rises in copies per milliliter, though with
fluctuations, over the next five months; and both peaked on Dec. 30, 2023 well above the
nationwide average of effective wastewater concentration. Lackawanna peaked at 2,659 copies
per ml and Luzerne topped out at 2,429, as compared to the nationwide average of 1,317 for
that day.

By Jan. 13, 2024, Lackawanna fell to 1,900 copies and Luzerne dropped to 1,447, as compared
to the nationwide average of 1,131 for that day.
Hospital admissions

The Pennsylvania Department of Health also keeps tabs on COVID by tracking hospital
admissions and emergency room visits.

Data from the PA DOH posted on a nationwide map of counties on the website of the federal
Centers of Disease Control showed that, as of Jan. 6, 2024, Pennsylvania had a lower
percentage change of new hospital admissions of confirmed COVID-19 during the prior week,
as compared to the nationwide percentage; but the state had a higher number of new
COVID-19 admissions per 100,000 people.

Lackawanna, Luzerne, Pike, Schuylkill, Wayne and Wyoming counties each had a higher
number of new COVID-19 admissions than the state did, while Monroe and Susquehanna had
lower numbers than the state.

Among these counties, Schuylkill was an outlier for COVID-19, having the most new hospital
admissions of confirmed COVID-19 during the prior week, 121; the highest percent change, a
whopping 98.4%; and the most new COVID-19 hospital admissions per 100,000 population, 36.


