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REDEVELOPMENT

INNER TRANSFORMATION

JOSEPH DARIUS JAAFARI 
AND JAMIE MARTINES
SPOTLIGHTPA

HARRISBURG — Early 
in January, Angelo Rome-
ro sat in his cell at the state 
correctional institution 
in Smithfield and thought 
that there would be no way 
people incarcerated, like 
himself, would get the CO-
VID-19 vaccine.

“The inmates don’t stand 
a chance on being vacci-
nated if it’s going to cost 
the (Department of Cor-
rections) money,” he wrote 
in a letter to Spotlight PA.

But to the surprise of 
prisoners’ rights advo-
cates, public health ex-
perts, Romero and other 
inmates, the opposite has 
happened.

Three of the state’s 23 
prisons have offered vac-
cines to inmates and staff 
so far, and the number of 
inmates who have gotten 
the vaccine at two of those 
facilities is upward of 70% 

— no small feat for a de-
partment that, on average, 
vaccinates just over a quar-
ter of its population for the 
flu.

One of the potential rea-
sons for the high vaccina-
tion rate is money.

As part of an incen-
tive program, the depart-
ment is offering inmates 
a $25 commissary credit 
to buy clothing, food or 
other items after they re-
ceive both their initial and 
booster shots. While some 
experts caution against 
incentivizing people to 
get vaccines — arguing 
the health and social ben-
efits are self-apparent — in 
close quarters such as pris-
ons, the need to stem the 
pandemic is a top priority.

Heather Lavelle, who is 
incarcerated at SCI-Mun-
cy, the state’s all-female 

STAFF
Penn Manor High School 

will temporarily shift to 
an online learning format 
today and Tuesday after 
an outbreak of COVID-19 
was discovered there over 
the weekend, Penn Manor 
School District has an-
nounced.

Students and faculty 

will follow a full remote 
schedule, with classes be-
ginning at 7:40 a.m., Penn 
Manor Superintendent 
Mike Leichliter said in a 
statement that was posted 
online. The full remote 
schedule can be found on-
line.

Students will sign in 

Pa. paying 
prisoners to 
get vaccine

Penn Manor High 
in remote classes

Pair of state prisons convince 70% of 
inmates to get shots, stave off pandemic

Virus keeps students out till Wednesday

DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS

EDUCATION

The conversion of downtown Lancaster’s Southern Market Center into a food hall and other uses continues to 
progress toward a late 2021 opening. This photo, taken Monday, March 15, 2021, shows the main floor has been 
cleared of Lancaster City Council’s chambers and other rooms. The gray rectangular area on the floor is the base 

of what will be a bar for the food hall. On the second level, co-working offices and art/maker spaces are taking shape. 
The renovation, costing more than $4 million, is being done by Willow Valley Communities and Lancaster Equity.

WILLOW VALLEY COMMUNITIES

ED MAHON AND 
ESE OLUMHENSE
SPOTLIGHT PA

HARRISBURG — There 
are many ways to measure 
the pain being felt by people 
in Cumberland County.

More families in the re-
gion are becoming home-
less, social services groups 
said, sleeping in tents and 
cars. Many others need help 
getting food.

Over the past year, the 
Central Pennsylvania Food 
Bank has seen a roughly 
40% increase in the amount 
of people coming to them for 
help, said Joe Arthur, its ex-
ecutive director.

“We think that this is prob-
ably going to take two years 
or better to work our way 
back to the level we were 
pre-pandemic, in terms of 
folks needing our help,” Ar-
thur said.

And as unemployment 
dramatically spiked, reach-
ing a high of 12% in April last 
year, thousands of people 
in the central Pennsylvania 
county turned to the gov-
ernment for health care.

Cumberland County saw 

a nearly 22% increase in 
Medicaid enrollment from 
February 2020 to the same 
month this year. While that 
represents the greatest in-
crease in the state, it’s far 
from an outlier.

Enrollment in the program 
rose by more than 388,000, 
or 13.7%, during the same 
time period — reaching 3.2 
million people in Febru-
ary. The change represents 
a dramatic expansion of 
Pennsylvania’s social safety 
net, exceeding single-year 
Medicaid enrollment in-
creases that occurred during 
the Great Recession, a Spot-
light PA analysis found.

That increase is due in 
part because more people 
can apply for Medicaid than 

in the past. In 2015, Demo-
cratic Gov. Tom Wolf ex-
panded eligibility beyond 
specific groups — including 
people with disabilities, the 
elderly, pregnant women, 
and children — to adults 
that meet certain income 
requirements. Single adults 
between the ages of 19 and 

64 are eligible if they earn 
about $17,775 a year or less.

The enrollment increase 
also reflects the widespread 
economic devastation that 
the coronavirus caused 
across the state.

Many of the counties that 
saw the largest increases in 
enrollment during the pan-
demic are ones that are his-
torically wealthier and have 
lower poverty rates. The 
median household income 
in Cumberland County is 
about $71,000 a year, nearly 
$10,000 more than across 
the state.

Others were already strug-
gling. Dauphin County, 
which ranked high for the 

Medicaid spike linked to virus
Cost to Pennsylvania escalates as public assistance rolls swell during pandemic

COVID-19

We think that this is probably going 
to take two years or better to work 
our way back to the level we were 

pre-pandemic, in terms of folks 
needing our help.

— Joe Arthur, 
executive director of Central Pennsylvania Food Bank
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