Monday, May. 04, 2009
Candidates ponder fiscal options

The Centre Daily Times asked each of the eight candidates for State College Borough Council to respond to an identical set of two questions. 

In the May 19 primary, five Democrats — Ronald Filippelli, Thomas Daubert, Catherine Dauler, William Van Saun and Donald Hahn — are vying for the nominations to three seats on Borough Council. 

Three Republicans — Brett Fisher, Ron Madrid and Charles R. Gable — are unopposed in seeking their party’s nomination to those seats. 

Each party’s nominees will compete in the Nov. 3 general election for three four-year terms on council. The jobs carry no salary. 

Here is the first question, and the candidates’ responses: 

What should State College Borough Council do to improve the borough’s fiscal condition in both the near term and long term?
Thomas Daubert, Democrat 

“In the near term, I believe the borough should do a thorough analysis of its expected operating expenditures for the next several years. As the tax-paying population is essentially stagnant, additional tax income can only occur by raising rates. I am opposed to any appreciable tax rate hikes in the near future. 

“Thus, the only way to keep the expenditure level flat is to lower expenses, especially as certain cost items such as fringe benefits, especially health benefits, will continue to grow. I do not believe we should furlough or terminate employees but definitely should consider allowing open positions to remain vacant when appropriate. 

“Police services cannot be decreased without negative effects nor can most public works services. However, work activities may need to be combined. As salaries account for most of the budget, other savings cannot usually make a large difference except that capital project expenditures of a nonessential nature will probably need to be cancelled or deferred. 

“On a longer term basis (four-plus years), reorganization of some borough services can lead to substantial savings as can cooperative efforts to strengthen and enlarge regional programs with other Centre Region municipalities. Council must begin real strategic planning within our financial limitations.”

Catherine Dauler, Democrat 

“My experience on the National League of Cities’ Finance, Administration and Governmental Relations Steering Committee provided valuable perspectives on budget challenges municipalities face nationwide. Here in Pennsylvania, municipalities are constrained by a tax structure which has not been changed in 44 years. 

“While listening to other elected officials around the country there is a temptation to indulge in ‘if only’ thinking. ‘If only’ we had a per drink tax in the borough to increase revenues or a locally collected sales tax. With a legislature in Harrisburg that has not seen a need to change the state tax structure in over four decades, those solutions seem remote. 

“We should remember that the borough is financially healthy and has produced a solid record of balanced budgets. It is true that with increasing expenses and lower revenue projections, budgeting becomes more challenging. To reduce staff positions in the borough is not the answer. The knowledgeable and professional staff provides services residents expect. Policymakers shouldn’t be afraid of small annual increases in taxes to assure the quality of life we enjoy in the borough.”

Ronald Filippelli, Democrat 

“In the near term, absent any new taxing authority from the state, which is unlikely, spending cuts, including the possible reduction of staff through attrition, will be necessary. Large tax increases are not an option. Our fundamental problems are the shrinking number of homeowners and the rising number of rentals and tax-exempt property. Most students do not pay income taxes and we get no revenue from tax-exempt property. Families have declined by at least 25 percent since 1970. Despite appearing prosperous, we are among Pennsylvania municipalities with the most negative fiscal health indicators. 

“What to do? We must pass ordinances that reverse the negative trends in home ownership. I propose a two-unrelated rule in R1 and R2 zones in order to make renting less lucrative. This will attract families because property will be more affordable and neighborhoods will be more peaceful. We must expand the tax base by attracting our share of investment that has been going to neighboring townships by creating incentives for new development in the downtown and West Village. Finally, we must convince the university to partner with developers to build housing for university faculty and staff in the borough.”

Donald Hahn, Democrat 

“First, we must work to protect our earned-income tax base through neighborhood preservation. We must increase our efforts to enforce ordinances which protect our neighborhoods and maintain their attractiveness to families. In our neighborhoods, the number of owner-occupied homes has stabilized through a combination of zoning protection, ordinance enforcement and work-force housing initiatives. I am proud of my record of supporting such efforts. 

“Next, fiscal moderation is essential for our short-term future. We must work to ensure that borough services remain reasonable and affordable. I am proud of my record of questioning tax increases, spending projects and financial breaks given to the Fraser Centre. 

“Finally, regional cooperation is the key to our long-term future. We must increase the level of coordination of municipal services with our neighboring townships and share in the costs of providing them. As a result of state law regarding municipal consolidation and annexation, the borough’s boundaries have not kept pace with the growth in State College over the past 40 years. State College has responded creatively by becoming a model of regional cooperation statewide. In the future, regionalizing water and police services would be good for both the borough and the region.”

William Van Saun, Democrat 

“In the near term, the borough needs to continue spending its money wisely. First on mandatory costs, apart from these mandatory costs the borough needs to be saving the little revenue we have currently bring in. Within the next two years, the borough can apply for federal stimulus grant money, which would help with our current costs. 

“In the long run, the borough must invest in redevelopment to bring in new tax revenues. The borough must also find new sources of revenue other than property and income taxes. One example of a new tax that could be pursued would be a small drink tax. If it came down to a drink tax or laying off a person employed by the borough, I would support a drink tax to help curb the ever growing costs in the borough.”

Brett Fisher, Republican 

“Every year, the Borough Council struggles to pass a balanced budget. Increasing costs of services are not offset by increases in tax revenue. Borough residents, many of whom are struggling in their personal financial situation, already pay record-high property taxes, on top of an earned income tax and local services tax. At the same time, students do not directly pay taxes to the borough. Thus, we must analyze where we can ‘trim the fat’ in the budget. 

“This may include delaying capital projects not funded by grants and encouraging downtown development in the borough to increase the tax base. Further, judicious use of debt will ensure future residents are not burdened with a high debt load.”

Charles R. Gable, Republican 

“Near term: Efforts to minimize expenses are the fastest way to ensure the borough’s fiscal integrity. Borough Manager Tom Fountaine does a wonderful job in this area. I will work with him to continue identifying expense reductions without affecting the services and amenities we all enjoy. Furthermore, I’d work to leverage additional intergovernmental grants and subsidies, via the national economic stimulus package. As a last resort, I could support a targeted property tax increase, incorporating a generous homestead exemption and a sunset provision in three years. 

“Long term: We must reduce or discontinue the use of the earned income tax. From 1998 to 2007, revenue from income tax declined 17 percent. It will continue to decline because it is the highest in the area and one of the highest in the state. Wage earners will not live in the borough when they can save money by moving a few blocks into the townships. I will vigorously encourage and work with our state representatives to amend Pennsylvania law to permit municipalities to tap other revenue streams, like the poured liquor tax and a local option sales tax. Revenue generated from these ‘optional taxes’ will be used to administer the sunset provision mentioned above.”

Ron Madrid, Republican 

“In the short term, I would: 

•Increase fines. The borough receives almost $1.5 million in fines and costs per year. Many of the fines for offenses have not been increased for several years. 

•Support alternate tax revenue initiatives. An initiative to allow municipalities to collect 0.5 cents of sales tax would allow the borough to recoup the costs to support the numerous visitors to the borough during the football season and various social events throughout the year. I would use these taxes to lower property and income tax rates. 

•Support development initiatives that maintain/ increase the owner-occupied tax base. You do this by, at the minimum, maintaining the outstanding services being provided by the borough and enhance the quality of life by improvements to the downtown, West End and maintaining our neighborhoods. “In the long term I would: 

•Endorse a borough 10-year strategic plan that is updated every two years. Input would be a requirement from each of the borough’s ABCs. 

•I would create a Budget Commission to provide fiscal advice to council. This commission would be made up of fiscal and programmatic experts who reside in the borough.”

Town-gown relationship can be improved

The Centre Daily Times asked each of the eight candidates for State College Borough Council to respond to an identical set of two questions. 

In the May 19 primary, five Democrats — Ronald Filippelli, Thomas Daubert, Catherine Dauler, William Van Saun and Donald Hahn — are vying for the nominations to three seats on borough council. 

Three Republicans — Brett Fisher, Ron Madrid and Charles R. Gable — are unopposed in seeking their party’s nomination to those seats. 

Each party’s nominees will compete in the Nov. 3 general election for three four-year terms on council. The jobs carry no salary. 

Here is the second question and the candidates responses: 

State College’s population of about 40,000 is more than two-thirds students. 
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What can council do to foster better relations between students and nonstudents?

Tom Daubert, Democrat 

“The borough’s current relationship with students is probably better than most college communities based on my work with community/ university groups in the Pennsylvania League of Cities and the National League of Cities. 

“Locally the manager and mayor meet regularly with university groups involving students. Council meets with student groups on a more ad hoc basis. Most council members have a relationship with some particular student groups which are quite helpful in their personal deliberations, e.g. I have been an active fraternity adviser for many years as well as an active academic adviser-professor. 

“The biggest obstacle with being able to foster better relations between students and community members is the rapid turnover of student players. 

“In addition, borough/ university interactions tend to be with administrators rather than student leaders. I believe council must initiate continuing discussions with a group of student leaders and council members to identify and solve significant problems to the benefit of both groups. Students will then become more of players in decision-making in State College. Such continuing activities should do much to dispel current disagreements, both actual and perceived.” 

Catherine Dauler, Democrat 

“For a number of years, the borough has made a concerted effort to foster better relations and improve communication between students and nonstudents. It is encouraging to see the results of programs aimed at promoting greater understanding. 

“The Off Campus Student Union, University Park Undergraduate Association, Interfraternity Council, Penn State University, Borough Council and police as well as the Downtown Improvement District and neighborhood associations have all played important roles. 

“While it is often easier for some residents to criticize the students and for some students to feel maligned or misunderstood, there is great satisfaction for those participants in projects and programs that provide solutions to the challenges we face living together in community. 

“LION, Living In One Community, is a neighborhood welcome program begun in fall 2008 that emphasizes outreach to residents, students and nonstudents of neighborhoods close to campus. 

“It is one example of efforts to encourage better communication and create a more cohesive community. I am optimistic that the borough and their partners will continue with such positive endeavors.” 

Ronald Filippelli, Democrat 

“Penn State students as citizens of the borough have all the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. The borough has good relations with the vast majority of students. I can remember no time when council did not respond positively to a request from students for permission to hold an event in the borough. 

“Last fall, groups of borough officials and students walked neighborhoods in Holmes-Foster and the Highlands, talking to student residents about being good neighbors. We were well received. I believe that we should expand this program and do it every fall. It is important to maintain regular contact with the Off Campus Student Union and the Interfraternity Council, the two organizations who represent most of the students who live off campus. 

“Council is always interested in appointing students to our authorities, boards, and commissions. We should do a better job of publicizing the availability of these positions through OCSU and IFC. Student volunteers play a key role in our Alpha Fire Company and our emergency medical services. This service should be recognized regularly by council. Finally, council should help to establish a tenant-landlord mediation center.” 

Donald Hahn, Democrat 

“First, we must appreciate what students add to the community. They regularly contribute their time and energy to local charities and services, including Alpha Fire Company. Their patronage of local merchants has kept downtown State College vibrant, despite stiff competition from two Wal- Mart Supercenters nearby. The lifestyles of many Penn State undergraduates has produced a nightlife which most cities would envy and has been a major factor in preventing the rise of more serious crimes downtown at night, when most inner cities are deserted. 

“Second, we must avoid blaming the entire student community for the actions of a few. Most students are generally good, law-abiding, conscientious members of our community. 

“Third, we must understand that most students are new at living without parental guidance. LION Walk is a cooperative town-gown program which distributes pamphlets on neighborliness in the fall. F8 is a borough program which heightens enforcement during the first eight weeks of the school year, when expectations are most often defined. 

“Finally, we must remember that our primary role is to provide a safe, pleasant environment for all residents. We must not be afraid to enforce ordinances which protect our neighborhoods and maintain their attractiveness to families.” 

William Van Saun, Democrat 

“I am currently a student at Penn State studying history, political science and economics. Being a student, I understand the student point of view and I will be able to talk to the student body. I grew up in State College and continued on to Penn State like many of my high school classmates. 

“Being a local, I understand the borough perspective and now, being a student, I can relate to student issues. I will work with the student body and the council to create better communication on both sides. I have already met with the following student leaders: Gavin Keirans, president of the University Park Undergraduate Association; Luke Pierce, president of the Interfraternity Council; and Pat Gordon, president of the Off-Campus Student Union. 

“In addition to meeting with student leaders, I met with leaders in the community — Mayor Welch, current Borough Council President Elizabeth Goreham, Police Chief Tom King, Alpha Fire Director Steve Bair, and magisterial judges Jon Grine and Carmine Prestia. 

“Listening to all of the leaders in the borough, both student and professional, I will create better communication between all the residents of the borough.” 

Brett Fisher, Republican 

“The attitude of constant conflict between permanent residents and students is not constructive. 

“We need to work collectively to solve the challenges the borough is facing. 

“This town consists of 70 percent students, and we are the engine to the local economy. It may be true that students do cause many problems in the borough, but it must be remembered that without students, this town would not exist. 

“Thus, the first step toward fostering equality needs to be a paradigm shift toward viewing students as equal residents with interests in the community. The borough must take notice of the student perspectives on issues while collaborating to solve problems. 

“There is a potential for great solutions to come out of all borough residents joining forces to ensure the sustainability of this region.” 

Charles R. Gable, Republican 

“As a Penn State alumnus and current employee, I understand town/gown relationships from multiple perspectives. I am uniquely qualified to advocate for full-time residents and students on the issues before council. 

“It is important that both sides of College Avenue understand we are all a part of a broader community, and our shared destiny is dependent on mutual respect and collaboration. 

“As mentioned previously, by vigorously encouraging and working with our state representatives to amend Pennsylvania law to permit municipalities to tap other revenue streams — we will increase borough revenue and thus can afford to put in place initiatives to improve the relations between students and permanent residents. 

“From a physical plant perspective, we can incorporate a number of environmental, cityscape and safety features into the borough. 

“From a functional and social perspective, we can engage and incorporate more students into the workings and decision-makings of the borough. 

“While it is council’s role to advocate on behalf of students where appropriate, such as worthy programs like the Tenant-Landlord Mediation Board, it is also council’s responsibility to admonish antisocial behavior exhibited by such occasions like State Patty’s Day. The borough and the university must rededicate themselves to mitigating persistent social ills.” 

Ron Madrid, Republican 

“Stop fostering an ‘us versus them’ attitude. Students are equal members of the community. Though their fiscal contribution to the borough is less than that of permanent residents, their status should not be marginalized. I would encourage open and frank dialogue. I would foster this by: 

•Formalizing last year’s Living in One Neighborhood program. LION provided for permanent residents of the community, borough government and recent arrivals to interact and discuss what being a good neighbor is all about. 

•I would investigate the utility of forming a Town- Gown Commission. The commission would be made up of representatives of borough government, the Penn State administration, student representatives and neighborhood representatives to address issues of common interest such as community social events, health/safety issues, noise/ vandalism occurrences and tenant-landlord issues. Common challenges require common solutions endorsed by all members of the greater State College community. 

•I would support local government internship programs where students could be active participants in local government by being part-time paid members of the borough staff. 

•I would encourage the borough’s neighborhood associations to actively engage with students who live in their neighborhoods. Dialogue often can mitigate/ eliminate future problems.”
