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STATE COLLEGE — Borough Council candidates differed over fiscal matters and student housing in a wide-ranging discussion at a League of Women Voters forum Wednesday night. 

Five Democrats — Tom Daubert, Cathy Dauler, Ron Filippelli, Don Hahn and Bill Van Saun — are competing for three council seat nominations in the May 19 primary. Three Republicans — Brett Fisher, Charles Gable and Ron Madrid — are virtually assured of the three Republican nominations. 

Madrid did not attend the forum in the State College Municipal Building, but the others began the evening by demonstrating diverse views on Filippelli’s proposal to strengthen restrictions on the number of unrelated people permitted to live in single-family and duplex homes. 

A borough regulation now limits that number to three. Filippelli, an incumbent council member, would reduce the number to two for homes converted in the future from owner-occupied to rental homes. He said the change would make it less profitable to convert the homes to rentals and would help stabilize the tax base and protect neighborhoods. 

The proposal gained lukewarm support from Hahn, also an incumbent, who first called for increased enforcement of the existing regulation but added that Filippelli’s suggestion “is something we should definitely explore.” 

Daubert and Dauler, two former council members, opposed any change. Daubert said trying to impose a greater restriction might jeopardize the existing ordinance. 

Gable, a Planning Commission member, said he wouldn’t support the change without an in-depth study, saying that a limit of two unrelated people in a home would bar unmarried couples who cohabitate from renting space to a third person. 

Penn State students Fisher and Van Saun said the borough needs more, not less, student housing, though Van Saun said homeowners have legitimate concerns about the upkeep of homes in their neighborhoods. 

Fisher said he would remove all restrictions that limit the number of unrelated people in single-family homes. “These types of regulations are discriminatory to students,” he said.

On fiscal matters, Hahn, Filippelli and Fisher agreed the borough needs to reduce expenses. Filippelli said council should “think very seriously about reductions in force” to “get smaller ... through attrition over time” and “be very careful about tax increases.” 

Hahn said in the budget approved in December council rejected a 50 percent increase in taxes over five years but in the end still “had the courage to raise taxes 5 percent.” 

Fisher said he opposed all tax increases. 

Dauler, Daubert, Van Saun and Gable appeared less willing to embrace staff reductions. Daubert said costs can be reduced through consolidation of services within both the borough and the region. Dauler said borough residents expect continued good services. 

“Taxes are our investment in our community,” she said. 

Van Saun and Gable said the borough should look for new revenue sources, especially from federal economic stimulus money. 

Fisher and Van Saun disagreed over a tax on poured drinks in the borough, a much-discussed idea that has yet to find much support in the General Assembly. 

Fisher, noting that 70 percent of borough residents are students, said “students collectively don’t like this” and the drink tax would end up “fanning the flames between residents and students.” 

Van Saun said the student presence in town adds to costs and said he could favor such a tax. “We as students need to pay our share,” he said.
