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‘What are they going to do?’ polycythemia vera victim 
asks
Their energy lags.
BY KENT JACKSON 
STAFF WRITER
Published: Sunday, August 31, 2008 4:47 AM EDT

Their energy lags. 
 
Every few weeks, they go to the doctor to have blood drawn, a treatment that one of 
them said reminds him of George Washington’s days. 
 
But now patients with the blood cancer polycythemia vera know there is a connection 
between them. 
 
On Monday, a federal agency released a final report on a two-year study that found a 
high incidence of polycythemia vera, or PV, in the tri-county area around Hazleton. 
 
The report by the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry looked at Schuylkill, 
Carbon and Luzerne counties, confirmed the diagnosis of PV in 33 people and found PV 
rates in some ZIP codes exceeded the overall county rates by four times. 
 
Merle Wertman, a Tamaqua resident diagnosed with PV in 2003, said he used to get the 
feeling that government officials didn’t believe him when he went to meetings to discuss 
the area’s high incidence of the cancer. 
 
“They thought we were insane. Finally at the meeting on Monday night, they come up 
with we do have a problem. What are they going to do about it? I have no idea,” 
Wertman said. 
 
Betty Kester, who raised an alarm after she and her husband, Lester, who is deceased, 
were diagnosed with PV, said she was determined to attend Monday’s meeting. 
 
“I said ‘I started this, and I’m going to finish it.’ I was sick, but I went,” Kester said when 
telephoned Thursday at her room at Hazleton General Hospital. 
 
Her foot started bleeding — “Something exploded,” she said — at night after the 
meeting, and required her to go to the hospital. 
 
About four years ago after the Kesters and one other neighbor on Ben Titus Road in Rush 
Township were diagnosed with PV and a fourth neighbor showed signs of the disease, 
she campaigned to have water tested. 
 
She and others realized that the local outbreaks of PV defied the odds. 
 
Examinations of cancer registries shows PV normally affects 1 in 100,000 people. 
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