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TODAY’S FORECAST

Very windy; a 
heavy t-storm,            
70°/33°, Page B10

BY LARRY DEKLINSKI

THE WEEKENDER

SHAMOKIN — A squatter who 
has refused to identify himself  
to law enforcement is accused of  
allowing a fire to start inside 813-
815 Oneida St. and then impeding 
efforts to extinguish the blaze 
by refusing to leave the vacant 
home on Friday morning.

Chief  of  Police Raymond Siko 
II charged the man, identified in 
the criminal complaint as John 

Doe, with felonies of  criminal 
trespass, criminal mischief  
and reckless burning, and mis-
demeanors of  resisting arrest, 
obstructing emergency services, 
obstructing law enforcement and 
disorderly conduct.

The man was arraigned Friday 
afternoon in front of  Magisterial 
District Judge John Gembic III, 
Shamokin, and remanded to 
Northumberland County Jail in 
lieu of  $40,000 bail.

According to the affidavit 

of  probable cause, a person 
reported a fire in the roof  of  
813-815 Oneida St. at 7:53 a.m. 
Code Enforcement Officer and 
Shamokin Fire Bureau Safety 
Officer Bruce Rogers encoun-
tered the suspect standing in 
the first floor of  the home. The 
unidentified man ran upstairs 
and refused to follow commands 
when Rogers ordered him out of  
the building.

Police: Squatter caused fire 
in vacant home in Shamokin
Defendant impeded firefighters’ efforts 
to extinguish Oneida Street blaze
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Shown Friday is 813-815 Oneida St., Shamokin, following a 
fire that was alleged to have started by an outdoor fire pit that 
a squatter was using in the attic. The person has refused to 
identify himself and is facing numerous charges.
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Shamokin Area High School senior Eric Zalar has makeup applied to his face by Sharon 
Styer, assistant director for the school edition of “Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of 
Fleet Street,” prior to show time on Friday. Zalar portrays Adolfo Pirelli in the musical, 
which will also be presented tonight at 7 p.m.

‘DA KING OF DA BARBERS’

BY MATT JONES

THE WEEKENDER

Editor’s note: This is the first in a 
two-part feature about the hellbender. 
Part two is scheduled to appear in next 
Saturday’s edition.

Within Pennsylvania’s conserva-
tion community, there is generally 
broad consensus around a single sen-
timent: The eastern hellbender, the 
state’s official amphibian — which 
has been both affectionately and con-
temptuously referred to as snot otter, 
mud devil, and mountain alligator — 
is in need of  help.

Where that consensus seems to 
start to deteriorate is in how much, or 
what kind, of  help it needs.

“The hellbender is definitely in 
trouble, and it needs help,” said 
Brandon Ruhe, the director of  the 
Mid-Atlantic Center for Herpetology 

Though not an endangered species, 
eastern hellbenders in need of help

SUBMITTED BY JUSTIN GRUBB AND ANNIE ROTH

Justin Grubb, one of the directors behind the 2022 documentary 
‘Hellbent,’ holds a hellbender in his hands.

BY MATT JONES

THE WEEKENDER

MILTON — Amidst 
ongoing health care 
worker shortages across 
Pennsylvania — including 
a major shortfall of  regis-
tered nurses and nursing 
staff  — there is also a 
boom in training and 
educational opportunities 
throughout the Susque-
hanna River Valley.

“We have the capacity 
to serve more than we’re 
currently serving,” said 
Dr. Bernadette Boerckel, 
chief  outreach officer for 

the Central Susquehanna 
Intermediate Unit (CSIU). 
“There’s not a lot of  
awareness about what is 
available to help solve this 
problem.”

One of  the resources 
available to help solve 
health care worker short-
age problems comes from 
the Central Susquehanna 
LPN Career Center, an 
accredited Licensed Prac-
tical Nurse (LPN) institu-
tion in Milton.

The center, which has 

Nursing training 
opportunities 
abound in wake 
of staff shortages
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Linda Walker, a registered nurse, tours one of 
the training classrooms at the LPN Career 
Center.

BY JIM DIEHL

THE WEEKENDER

LEWISBURG — The 
COVID-19 pandemic 
caused a significant dis-
ruption in America’s labor 
force; something many 
have referred to as “The 
Great Resignation.”

According to the U.S. 
Chamber of  Commerce, 
in 2022, more than 50 mil-
lion workers quit their 
jobs, many of  whom were 
searching for an improved 
work-life balance and flexi-
bility, increased compensa-
tion and a strong company 

culture.
The 

labor 
force can 
now be 
better 
described 
as “The 
Great 
Reshuf-
fle” 

because hiring rates have 
outpaced quit rates since 
November of  2020. Many 
workers are quitting their 
jobs, but many are getting 
re-hired elsewhere.

Evangelical working hard 
to fill staffing shortages
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Siko entered the home 
then announced himself  
and informed the man that 
the building was on fire. 
Movement, the officer said, 
was heard on the second 
floor and multiple orders 
were given for the suspect to 
exit the structure.

Firefighters could not 
enter the home to investigate 
or extinguish the fire due to 
the man creating an unsafe 
environment, Siko stated in 
the affidavit.

Siko encountered the 
defendant coming down the 

steps from the second floor. 
The male said he neither 
owned the home nor lived 
there. The man left the home 
and spoke to an assisting 
officer.

Siko observed an outdoor 
fire pit with burnt wood and 
other combustibles tipped 
over against a portion of  an 
attic wall. Fire was visible 
inside the fire pit and the 
floor. There also was fire 
on the wood studs leading 
from the floor to the ceiling. 
The chief  gave the okay 
for firefighters to enter the 
building.

Shamokin Fire Bureau 

Chief  Ken Pilkus said fire-
fighters used several water 
cans to put out the fire. They 
removed the fire pit from the 
property and pulled down 
some of  the roof  to check for 
hot spots.

Units, Pilkus said, were on 
scene for about 20 minutes.

Siko stated in the affidavit 
that the accused refused to 
identify himself  or provide 
information regarding the 
fire, and resisted getting 
into a police cruiser. He also 
ignored commands to sit up 
in the vehicle.

At the jail, the man contin-
ued to be uncooperative by 

not providing his hands for 
fingerprinting and live scan-
ning. The defendant was 
then transported to Pennsyl-
vania State Police barracks 
in Stonington to complete 
the live scan.

The property owner, 
Christopher Elsayed, told 
officers that no one had per-
mission to be in the building. 
He informed officers that he 
did not know the suspects’s 
name, but that the man had 
cleaned up the yard without 
prior knowledge.

Larry Deklinski can be reached 

at 570-644-6397 or larry_d@

newsitem.com.
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and Conservation. “It’s just probably 
not as endangered as people thought 
it was.”

Technically speaking, the eastern 
hellbender is not listed as an endan-
gered species, either federally or at 
the state level in Pennsylvania.

Instead, the eastern hellbender is 
both imperiled and vulnerable, near 
threatened and a Species of  Greatest 
Conservation Need (SGCN).

“There’s a flowchart we go through 
that helps identify species of  great-
est conservation need,” said Diana 
Day, conservation coordinator for 
the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat 
Commission. “There’s also a threats 
assessment that gets done through 
NatureServe.”

NatureServe is a nonprofit orga-
nization that gathers and assembles 
data pertaining to the ecological 
conditions of  both species and ecosys-
tems, and that also engineered a sys-
tematized approach to assessing and 
classifying the conservation status of  
a species.

Among the organizations that rely 
on NatureServe’s data, there is the 
U.S. Forest Service, the EPA, and the 
Pennsylvania Natural Heritage Pro-
gram, which is itself  administered in 
partnership with the Department of  
Conservation and Natural Resources, 
the Western Pennsylvania Conser-
vancy, the Pennsylvania Game Com-
mission, and the Pennsylvania Fish 
and Boat Commission.

Currently, the eastern hellbenders’ 
state rank, which relies on Nature-
Serve rankings, is S2S3, comfortably 
between imperiled and vulnerable. 
Its rank on the International Union 
for Conservation of  Nature (IUCN) 
red list is “near threatened,” which 
means that the species is in danger of  
potentially being endangered in the 
near future.

As of  2021, it is on the federal list of  
endangered and threatened species 
in Missouri, but that is, technically, a 
different population.

“By the time they get to the federal 
list, there’s little hope,” said Kathy 
Gipe, a herpetologist within the Nat-
ural Diversity Section of  the PA Fish 
and Boat Commission.

In this sense, it’s good news that 
Pennsylvania’s own crop of  hellbend-
ers haven’t made it on the federal list. 
Or at least, you’d think it would be 
good news.

But it is in the species’ somewhat 
unfixed status of  “need,” which is 
itself  determined by a lengthy and 
regimented process involving input 

from numerous state agencies, 
authorities, and scientists, that a rift 
within the larger conservation com-
munity begins to form.

A giant aquatic salamander that is 
endemic to the eastern United States, 
the eastern hellbender is a creature 
that has undergone a dramatic trans-
formation in its public perception in 
the last few years.

“They really resemble, if  you got 
a black sock and filled it with rocks, 
and let it sit at the bottom of  your 
swimming pool for a little bit, well, 
they look like a wet sock,” said Anna 
Pauletta. “Nobody really knows for 
sure where it got its name. One of  
the theories is that whenever settlers 
came to the U.S. and were fishing in 
these waterways, they pulled up hell-
benders on bait and said they looked 
like creatures from hell where they 
were bent on returning.”

Pauletta was a student at Cum-
berland Valley High School when 
she first got involved with eastern 
hellbenders through her work with 
the Chesapeake Bay Foundation. It 
was during this time that she and a 
handful of  other students got interest-
ed in drafting a bill that would raise 
awareness about clean water in Penn-
sylvania. All they needed was a face 
for their cause.

“The hellbender is super peculiar. 
It sparked all of  our curiosity,” said 
Pauletta. “It’s kind of  the canary in 
the coal mine for Pennsylvania water-
ways.”

The eastern hellbender is what is 
known as an environmental indicator 
species, meaning that they are deeply 
sensitive to even small changes in 
their environment. They require 
clean water, free from environmen-
tal contaminants, and a stable food 
supply. If  there are hellbenders in a 
stream or river, then their presence 
indicates that the larger ecosystem is 
in good health.

In 2017, Pauletta and her fellow stu-
dents got together in a Panera Bread 
restaurant to draft a bill that would 
designate the eastern hellbender as 
the official state amphibian of  Penn-
sylvania. Raising awareness about 
the importance of  one was synony-
mous with raising awareness about 
the importance of  the other. Save the 
hellbender, save the water. Save the 
water, save the hellbender.

But the bill wasn’t adopted right 
away.

“I remember being in high school 
and in college, people commenting 
that other species would make better 
representatives for our state amphib-

ian because they were cuter. That’s 
definitely something I heard and 
wasn’t super uncommon,” Pauletta 
said. “When we were lobbying, that 
was definitely a struggle.”

State Senator Gene Yaw (R-27) even-
tually sponsored the bill.

“When we were considering the 
legislation, there were people that 
criticized it and said it was a waste of  
time and effort,” Yaw said.

After three years of  lobbying, the 
bill was eventually signed into law by 
then-Gov. Tom Wolf  on April 23, 2019.

It was around this same time that 
science journalist Annie Roth also 
first learned about hellbenders.

“I got involved because I went 
to a film festival in 2019 and met a 
bunch of  really wonderful conserva-
tion-minded filmmakers. One of  the 
filmmakers in the group happened 
to be a former hellbender biologist,” 
said Roth. “That’s how we found out 
about Grant Township.”

Roth, along with fellow director 
Justin Grubb, ended up creating 
a short documentary called “Hell-
bent.” It follows the residents of  
Grant Township, a community of  
700 residents in rural Pennsylvania, 
in their multi-year fight against hav-
ing a fracking wastewater injection 
site installed in the Little Mahoning 
Creek Watershed, which also happens 
to be home to a small population of  
eastern hellbenders.

“I think that they used hellbenders 
as sort of  a mascot for their fight, 
but really they were protecting their 
land,” said Roth.

The story at the heart of  “Hell-
bent” is a microcosm for the larger, 
statewide saga in which the hellbend-
er is both a means to an end and an 
end in itself. Herein lies the knotty 
reality of  the indicator species. They 
are as much a species as they are a 
symbol.

“In July, the state license plate, 
which is the one that has the otter 
on it, is going to be replaced by the 
hellbender,” said Yaw. “There’s more 
interest in the hellbender than there 
is in the otter. The hellbender is pretty 
unique.”

While public awareness of, and 
interest in, the hellbender has 
increased since it was designated as 
the state amphibian, conservation-
ists still remain uncertain as to how 
many of  the notoriously secretive 
animals are actually present in the 
Pennsylvania wilds.

Matt Jones can be reached at 570-742-

9671 ext. 119 or email mattjones@stan-

dard-journal.com

Hellbender
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classrooms onsite, offers 
full-time and part-time 
LPN programs, which take 
one year and two years to 
complete, respectively.

“The LPN program is 
a great deal for someone 
looking to get into nursing. 
Graduates have a starting 
salary of  $45,000 and a 
94% placement rate after 
graduation,” Boerckel 
said. “We also, at the LPN 
center, have dual enroll-
ment, so our high school 
juniors and seniors can 
come and take classes with 
our LPN students while 
they’re in high school, 
which allows them, if  they 
decide to come to the LPN 
center later, to not to take 
those classes while they’re 
here.”

But it’s more than just 
LPN training that is avail-
able at the center.

“We offer pathways into 
health care,” said Boerck-
el. “And there are many 
ways to enter and to exit 
off  of  that pathway.”

One of  those entry 
points into the health care 
field is as a certified nurs-
ing assistant (CNA).

“The nurse aide training 
program is an approved 
Pennsylvania Department 
of  Education training. 
Nurse aid training pre-
pares you to take the certi-
fication to become a CNA,” 
said Ann Miller, nursing 
aide training program 
coordinator.

The CNA course is short 
and intensive, covering 125 
hours of  instruction and 
clinical experience in 19 
days.

“In 19 days, an individ-
ual, from day one through 
day 12, will be in a class-
room learning and in a lab 
doing hands-on practice,” 
Miller said. “And then days 
13 through 19, they are in 
a long-term care facility 
giving care to residents. 
So again, in 19 days, you’ll 
pretty much know wheth-
er you think the nursing 
field is for you.”

While four-year pro-
grams typically prepare 
graduates to work as reg-
istered nurses, the nurse 
aide training program 
allows newcomers to test 
the waters of  the health 
care field while learning 
the skills that enable 
future opportunities for 
advancement.

“A CNA is a wonderful 
profession to springboard 
into other nursing enti-
ties,” said Linda Walker, 
a registered nurse and 
CSIU’s health care educa-
tion coordinator. “I think 
nurses make better nurses 
coming in under that CNA 
because they learn how 
to care and take care of  
people.”

The LPN Career Center 
is also a physical location 

for Pennsylvanians to test 
for their CNA certification.

“Here, within the CSIU, 
we saw a need in this local 
region to have a testing 
site which, in Pennsyl-
vania, nurse aides go 
through a program called 
Credentia. They test for 
the written and the clinical 
to become CNAs. We’re 
an approved Credentia 
regional test site,” said 
Katherine Vastine, the 
CARES leadership coordi-
nator at CSIU.

“No one was really 
providing this service in 
the area. You have people 
training to become CNAs 
all over the state but very 
few places to get your test-
ing,” Boerckel said. “You 
may want to get a four-year 
degree, a bachelor’s in nurs-
ing, but if  you start this 
way, often your employer 
will help you pay for that as 
you go. All of  our hospitals 
around here have great 
tuition reimbursement pro-
grams as they’re upskilling 
their staff.”

With the addition of  
a $3 million Supporting 
Your Needs in Commu-
nity Healthcare grant, 
CSIU has partnered with 
Geisinger and northcen-
tral and northeast Area 
Health Education Centers 
(AHEC) to implement 
community health worker 
training programs.

While community 
health worker is a relative-
ly new occupational title, 
it is a certified position 
through the Pennsylvania 
Certification Board.

Community health 
workers are members of  
the community who help 
connect individuals to the 
resources and health care 
services in their area, such 
as health care, housing, 
shelter, food and arranging 
doctor’s appointments.

“Part of  the purpose 
of  the grant is to create 
the awareness of  what a 
community health worker 
is and does,” Vastine said. 
“It’s also about recruit-
ing community health 
workers. Through the 
grant, we’re able to pay the 
tuition for the individual 
to complete the training, 
the 75 hours of  theory and 
2,000 hours of  the on-the-
job training, and to pay the 
certification.

“But also, individuals 
are able to earn stipends as 
they’re going through the 
training.”

For those interested in 
learning more about the 
LPN, CNA, and commu-
nity health worker pro-
grams, the Central Susque-
hanna LPN Career Center 
is hosting an open house 
from 2 to 6 p.m. April 20 at 
15 Lawton Lane, Milton.

Matt Jones can be reached at 

570-742-9671 ext. 119 or 

email mattjones@stan-

dard-journal.com
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BY MARC LEVY

ASSOCIATED PRESS

HARRISBURG — Pennsylvania 
Sen. John Fetterman has left Wal-
ter Reed National Military Medical 
Center after six weeks of  inpatient 
treatment for clinical depression, 
with plans to return to the Senate 
when the chamber resumes session 
in mid-April, his office said Friday.

In a statement, Fetterman’s 
office said he is back home in Brad-
dock, in western Pennsylvania, 
with his depression “in remission,” 
and gave details on his treatment 
— including that his depression 
was treated with medication and 
that he is wearing hearing aids for 
hearing loss.

It was the latest medical episode 
for the Democrat, who won last 
fall’s most expensive Senate contest 
after suffering a stroke that he has 
said nearly killed him and from 
which he continues to recover.

Fetterman, who has a wife and 
three school-age children, said he is 
happy to be home.

“I’m excited to be the father 
and husband I want to be, and the 
senator Pennsylvania deserves. 
Pennsylvanians have always had 
my back, and I will always have 
theirs,” said Fetterman said. “I am 

extremely grateful to the incredible 
team at Walter Reed. The care they 
provided changed my life.”

Fetterman, 53, will return to the 
Senate the week of  April 17.

Doctors describe “remission” as 
when a patient responds to treat-
ment so that they have returned to 
normal social function and they 
are indistinguishable from some-

one who has never had depression.
In an interview that will air on 

“CBS Sunday Morning,” Fetter-
man said the symptoms gathered 
strength after he won the Novem-
ber election.

“The whole thing about depres-
sion,” he said, “is that objectively 
you may have won, but depression 
can absolutely convince you that 

you actually lost and that’s exactly 
what happened and that was the 
start of  a downward spiral.”

He said he “had stopped leaving 
my bed, I’d stopped eating, I was 
dropping weight, I’d stopped engag-
ing in some of  the most — things 
that I love in my life.”

Fetterman checked into Walter 
Reed on Feb. 15 after weeks of  what 
aides described as Fetterman being 
withdrawn and uninterested in eat-
ing, discussing work or the usual 
banter with staff.

At the time, Fetterman was 
barely a month into his service in 
Washington and still recovering 
from the aftereffects of  the stroke 
he suffered last May when he went 
to Walter Reed on the advice of  
the Capitol physician, Dr. Brian P. 
Monahan.

Post-stroke depression is com-
mon and treatable through medica-
tion and talk therapy, doctors say.

Fetterman’s return will be wel-
come news for Democrats who 
have struggled to find votes for 
some nominations, in particular, 
without him in the Senate.

Fetterman’s office also released 
details of  his treatment under med-
ical professionals led by Dr. David 
Williamson, a neuropsychiatrist.

When he was admitted, Fetter-

man had “severe symptoms of  
depression with low energy and 
motivation, minimal speech, poor 
sleep, slowed thinking, slowed 
movement, feelings of  guilt and 
worthlessness, but no suicidal ide-
ation,” the statement attributed to 
Williamson said.

The symptoms had steadily 
worsened over the preceding eight 
weeks and Fetterman had stopped 
eating and drinking fluids. That 
caused low blood pressure, the 
statement said.

“His depression, now resolved, 
may have been a barrier to engage-
ment,” it said.

Fetterman had the stroke last 
May as he was campaigning in a 
three-way Democratic primary 
race. He had surgery to implant 
a pacemaker with a defibrillator 
to manage two heart conditions, 
atrial fibrillation and cardiomy-
opathy.

One of  Fetterman’s main after-
effects from the stroke is auditory 
processing disorder, which can 
render someone unable to speak 
fluidly and quickly process spoken 
conversation into meaning. Fetter-
man uses devices in conversations, 
meetings and congressional hear-
ings that transcribe spoken words 
in real time.

Fetterman leaves Walter Reed Medical 
Center with depression ‘in remission’

J. SCOTT APPLEWHITE/AP FILE PHOTO

Sen. John Fetterman, D-Pa., leaves an intelligence briefing 
on the unknown aerial objects Feb. 14  at the Capitol in 
Washington.
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