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FIXING WHAT AIN’T ALL BROKE
The Governance Dilemma

Scene 1: A borough council without
enough money to provide essential ser-
vices because the local steel plant has
closed.

Scene 2: A group of business leaders
frustrated at the difficulty in economic
development planning of dealing with
many municipalities and worried about
the consequent effects on international
competitiveness.

Scene 3: A group of citizens feeling
perennially thwarted because annual
budgets are virtually locked up before
the required public hearing is held.

Scene 4: A township board faced
with the insurmountable costs of such
handed-down mandates as bringing its
water system up to new federal stan-

dards.

Scene 5: Two municipalities fight-
ing like cats and dogs over attracting a
new shopping mall, knowing it is a zero-
sum game where all the new tax revenue

goes to the winner alone.

Scene 6: A secretary perplexed by a
request for an interview with her boss
from a writer who says he wants to talk
about “governance.” She responds: “You
mean ‘government,” don’t you?” The
writer pauses, decides not to contradict
her, and replies resignedly, “Yes, you

might say.”

All of these scenes have taken place
recently somewhere in Pennsylvania.
And, yes, you might say that all of them
involve both governance and govern-
ment.

That’s because the dictionary de-
fines “governance” as “(1) the act, pro-
cess, or power of governing; government,
and (2) the state of being governed.”

But, nowadays, the term is most
often used to pinpoint ways in which the
act of governing can—in the eyes of the
speaker, at least—be improved. Thus
the term in Pennsylvania can be em-
ployed to cover a wide gamut of subjects,
including:

® Improving the efficiency of mu-
nicipal governments through mandat-
ing higher standards. (On the otherhand,
municipal officials want relief from the
stream of costly mandates from the state
and federal governments.)

e Improving municipal governance
in Pennsylvania—which with more than
2,500 municipalities is surpassed only by
[llinois. That can be (1) by structural
consolidation, such as by mergers, some-
thing extremely difficult under present
law. And/or (2) by functional consolida-
tion through combining services across
municipal boundaries. Andfor (3) by
strengthening the trans-boundary coun-
cils of government (COGs).

e County home rule, including
making it possible for counties to take
over more of the functions now exces-
sively burdening some municipalities.

® Tax reform to allow counties,

municipalities, and school districts lee-
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way to solve their problems. To some
this means substitutes for the property
tax; to others going beyond promising
revenue-neutral measures actually to
advocate some that would increase the
tax take. To others it means finding
some way to procure revenue from tax-
exempt institutions, such as hospitals.

e Another concept of tax reform
calls for (1) establishing a regional assets
district to help regional centers like Pitts-
burgh whose taxpayers foot the bill for
assets benefiting an entire area, such as
sports stadiums, zoos, aviaries and the
like. And/or (2) establishing a tax-based
sharing plan like one in the Minneapolis
area that spreads to adjacent municipali-
ties a portion of the increased tax rev-
enues from a new economic develop-
ment (airport, shopping center, factory)
being located in any one municipality.

e Help for those distressed munici-
palities and school districts that are still
in trouble even after prudent fiscal mea-
sures are taken, simply because their tax
base isn’tsufficient. The question is asked:
Why should there be a local tax base of
only $2,035 behind each school child in
the Duquesne School District as com-
pared to $6,713 behind a student in the
Fox Chapel School District in the same
county/

e Changing zoning powers, now
lodged with municipalities, to allow a
wider scope of interest, such as a county-
wide approach.

® For some citizens groups, “gover-
nance” means greater access by citizens
to governmental decision-making pro-

cesses—being part of the takeoffs and

not just the crash landings.

And while “governance” isn’t yeta
burning topic for the radio talk shows—
let alone for the average citizen—it is
arousing sufficient attention that it has
been the subject of a major survey by the
Citizens League of Southwestern Penn-
sylvania. And, significantly, it is one of
four major objects of current attention
for the Allegheny Conference on Com-
munity Development, the action vehicle
for Pittsburgh’s leading corporate execu-
tives.

Three factorsare driving the mount-
ing interest in “governance” at this point

in the 1990s:

ONE—The problem of distressed
municipalities and school districts, par-
ticularly in the old mill valleys where the
tax base has been decimated by the clos-
ing of steel mills.

TWO—A growing concern by busi-
ness leaders that the fragmentation of
services with the governmental hodge-
podge (130 municipalities in Allegheny
County alone) is detrimental to any co-
ordinated economic-development effort.
This stems, too, from a realization that
the Pittsburgh region has to gear up from
the “95 percent is good enough” days of
the past to the “total quality” required in
today’s highly competitive global mar-
ketplace.

Syndicated columnist Neal R. Peirce
in a new book cites governance as one of
three barriers or disabilities that major
American cities must vault in the race to
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make it in today’s international economy.
The book by Peirce, who extensively
covers developments in the states and
cities, is entitled, Citistates: How Urban
America Can Prosper in a Competitive
World.

Peirce writes of “Americans’ hesita-

tion, one might say their paralysis, in
creating effective systems of coordinated
governance for citistates.”
Note: The other barriers Peirce discusses
are also governance-related: (1) “the deep
socioeconomic gulf between poor cities and
affluent suburbs” and (2) “physical sprawl—
the alarming environmental and social con-
sequences of Americans’ inability or unwill-
ingness to contain urban growth within rea-
sonably compact geographical areas.”

THREE—The crunch between citi-
zen demand for more services coupled
with ever-costlier mandates from the
state and federal governments, on the
one hand, and public resistance to more
taxes, on the other. A disturbing varia-
tion on this theme, as bluntly described
by one official, is: “They don’t want to
pay taxes for people who don’t work,” as
though none of the benefits accrued to
the better off.

Yet demands for better governance
run into obstacles, both justified and
unjustified. “If it ain’t broke, why fix it?”
contend many, including those who ar-
gue that just because help should be
provided for a few distressed communi-
ties doesn’t mean having to overhaul
everything.

Andwhile noone likes to talk about
it, classism and racism also play a part.

Wealthy suburbs want no part of pov-
erty-ridden adjacent municipalities, es-
pecially if the latter are heavily popu-
lated by African Americans. Indeed,
demographics aside, the reason why many
of their citizens moved up onto the pla-
teaus was to escape life in the smoky
valleys, conditions now aggravated all
the more by the decline of heavy manu-
facturing, even if, paradoxically, the of-
fending smoke is gone.

On the other hand, there is a proud
history of community behind most of the
municipalities, the impoverished as well
as the well-to-do. Often that, and not
just the resistance of elected officials and
police chiefs, is the reason merger efforts
get nowhere.

The residue of resentment from
long-ago annexations hangs in the po-
litical air, as detailed in an article by
David Lonich in the summer 1993 issue
of Pittsburgh History, published by the
Historical Society of Southwestern Penn-
sylvania. Entitled “Metropolitanism—
the Genesis of Municipal Anxiety in
Allegheny County,” the article details
how Allegheny City and East End town-
ships annexed by Pittsburgh felt that
promised benefits never arrived, with
older parts of the city continually fa-
vored.

And, certainly, there is something
to the argument that the solution to the
problems of distressed municipalitiesand
school districts shouldn’t be to drag down
the better-off to some common level. Of
course, given Pennsylvania’s current bar-
rier-filled annexation laws, that is un-

likely. Any merger or annexation effort



requires (1) an initiating petition from
citizens of the affected municipalities
and (2) a majority vote in BOTH mu-
nicipalities.

But the desirability of maintaining
communities pleasing to live in is clash-
ing with the hopeless situation in which
some of their neighboring municipali-
ties and, in particular, school districts,
find themselves. The question is: Is it
proper that in Allegheny County there
are districts that have 7 1/2 times the
local tax base as an ex-milltown school
district?

As Dr. Maureen McClure of the
School of Education at the University of
Pittsburgh puts it: “Those gaps are so
great that state aid by itself can’t be the
remedy. You can’t level up the Grand
Canyon.”

A further question: Is money alone
the answer? That is, if a district has a
small enrollment, with many impover-
ished families, can it provide the setting
and the range of courses necessary nowa-
days for the rounded education neces-
sary in today’s world—whether the stu-
dent is bound for college or for post-high
technical training?

Most governance discussion focuses
on municipalities rather than school dis-
tricts—perhaps because the latter con-
stitute especially touchy subjects. But for
that very reason, they are very much the
heart of the matter. Let us first turn to
them.



WHO PAYS FOR
EDUCATING JOHNNY?

The quality of the local public school is
anundeniable factorin the choices fami-
lies make in choosing anew place to live.
This point is true even if they plan to
send their own children to a parochial or
private school because they recognize
the local public school’s importance in
the quality of life, as well as in determin-
ing resale value.

Where it is advantageous, realtors
definitely emphasize the caliber of the
local school system. And the public-
school situation is a reason why many
people stick tenaciously to municipal
boundary lines, lest mergers there pave
the way for school mergers.

The otherside of the coin, of course,
comes with school districts where the
socio-economic profile is less propitious.
And it is especially true in the old mill
valleys, where the decline of heavy manu-
facturing has sabotaged the tax base.
Often the population, with the aging
and with tax-exempt public housing,
can’t provide sufficient revenue either
from wage or real estate taxes to meet the
needs.

Often the rich and the poor dis-
tricts lie side by side. But talk of any kind
of merger arrangement arouses fierce re-
sistance. True, one can assert with abun-
dant proof that Pennsylvania’s 501 school
districts are far too many, and that for
efficiency and tax savings there should
be a new round of mergers.

But a Pennsylvania legislature still
reeling from the after-effects of a two-
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step major consolidation effort in the
early 1960s—which reduced 2,000 dis-
tricts to 501—is hesitant to act anew.

It should be emphasized that not all
of the reaction was based on classism or
racism. Sometimes it was resistance to
losing revered local sports teams. For
instance, in Crawford County the merged
Conneaut District kept three sets of teams
from the previous districts. In Dauphin
County two merged districts—West
Shore and Central Dauphin—each con-
tinue with the same two football teams
as before the consolidation. In such cases,
the argument also is made that the ar-
rangement allows more youths to play
than if there were just one ream.

Still, it is significant that Secretary
Donald Carroll of the Pennsylvania De-
partment of Education in August 1993
publicly suggested that merger was “the
only long-term remedy” for schools with
a declining economic base. Testifying
before a joint hearing of the Senate Edu-
cation and Appropriations Committees
on financing distressed school districts,
Carroll said:

“No one’s been talking about this. I
know it takes a lot of political courage.
But we must have merger so that these
poor districts enlarge their economic
base.”

At that point, there were only two
districts in the state labeled distressed
and therefore under the control of an
outside board. They were Clairton and
Sto-Rox. But Carroll noted that two
other Allegheny County districts, East
Allegheny and Cornell, were not far be-
hind. At least nine others throughout



the state are in the crisis stage.

Pennsylvania since 1959 has had a
mechanism for helping school districts
in financial trouble, now being applied
in Clairton and Sto-Rox. In the 1960s it
was mostly used to help troubled school
districts in the anthracite (hard-coal)
regions of Cambria, Lackawanna,
Luzerne, Northumberland, and
Schuylkill Counties. By 1963-66, 36 dis-
tricts came under the law. The numbers
gradually dwindled, thanks in part to the
school reorganizations of the 1960s. But
the decline of heavy manufacturing in
Southwestern Pennsylvania changed the
focus of attention in the past decade.

The distressed-districts law provides
that if a district falls below the level of
several yardsticks, the state secretary of
education can declare it a distressed dis-
trictand petition the local Court of Com-
mon Pleas to appoint two citizens to
serve on a so-called Board of Control to
administer the district until a sound fis-
cal structure is re-established. The state
secretary appoints the chairman.

A Board of Control can exercise
powers greater than those of a school
board, including overriding levy restric-
tions and teacher contracts and over-
hauling and improving the management.
[t has access to state funds beyond the
regular formulas. An outside board often
can make the tough decisions difficult
for an elected board to attempt. The
theory is that by such measures a district
can right itself.

And the process has proved effica-
cious in providing school districts some
breathing room to recover, with the help

of the outside intervention in improving
fiscal procedures, for example. But the
case of Clairton suggests the shortcom-
ings of the present approach.

Clairton went under Board of Con-
trol supervision in 1984. With the reno-
vation of the old high school building,
with additions to house all children in
grades K-12, the district appeared suffi-
ciently healthy to return to local con-
trol.

But it was in enough financial
trouble again to enter the distressed cat-
egory in February 1993. (Sto-Rox had
received the designation in May 1992.)

It should be emphasized that, un-
like some other districts, the problem
here was not mismanagement. On four
separate occasions, the state Department
of Education found no fat or corruption
where spending could be reduced. The
only recourse was to make cuts in ad-
vance-placement (AP) courses, sports,
transportation, and vocational-educa-
tion programs.

As Linda Croushore, executive di-
rector of the Mon Valley Education Con-
sortium, bitterly puts it: “The only way
to balance the budget was to punish the
children for living where they do.”

While Clairton is not the only
school district in Pennsylvania in diffi-
culties, it is an especially apt example of
a faulty state school-finance system for
other reasons. Unlike some other one-
time strong milltowns, it still has an
industrial plant—USX’s Clairton Coke
Works. But cutbacks in the coke plant’s
operations and consequent devaluation
of its assessment have contributed to a
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situation in which the school district’s
aggregate tax base has dropped to $24
million from $50 million.

Tie in the amount of public hous-
ing there—tax-exempt and with low-
income tenants, many aged. Note that
the total reimbursement from the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD) in lieu of taxes for
public housing in Clairton last year was
only $7,000—and you see why Clairton
has been in financial trouble.

Put in a tangible term, in Clairton 1
mill of property tax raises $17,000,
whereas in Pittsburgh, for example, the
returnis $1 million. Therefore, when the
state cut back on its aid for special edu-
cation, the $1.1 million gap that that
one move created for Clairton would
have required a 65-mill increase to fill!

Linda Croushore says that the
miracle is that the school district hasn't
fallen apart educationally. She said that
is because the community, the superin-
tendent, the board, and the teachers
association “have not indulged in fight-
ing or in politics but, instead, concen-
trated on the children.”

No wonder that to many observers,
the Clairton story was clear proof that
the present mechanism is not enough.
As the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette in an Au-
gust 25,1993, editorial analyzed the situ-
ation:

“With some 1,200 students,
Clairton is not outrageously small.... [t is
not overstaffed, its employees are not
overpaid, waste is not rampant. Merging
it with a nearby district will do little or
nothingtoimprove its economies of scale.
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The quest is for more money, not better
management.”

In short, none of the remedies un-
der present law addresses the fundamen-
tal problem that, in some cases, there
simply isn’t enough of a tax base to sup-
port a proper education for a child. As
Pitt’s Maureen McClure puts it, “The
intimacy of their community feeling is
all they have left.”

McClure recently completed a study
of education finance in Southwestern
Pennsylvania. She makes these points:

“Our present system punishes both
the teachers and the taxpayers in poor
districts. The teachers are blamed for
wanting a fair wage; it's unfair if they
don’t receive it. But to provide that fair
wage, the taxpayers have to tax them-
selves proportionately much more than
people in a rich district. So that’s not fair
to them, particularly if providing that
teacher wage level means a lot of other
elements—modern computers, sports—
simply can’t be afforded.”

Further, McClure, an associate
professor of administrative and policy
studies in the Pitt School of Education,
points out that “school boards must bear
the burden of the assessment system,
which is run by the counties. They can’t
change the assessments. So the county
commissioners get all the political ben-
efits for keeping assessments low, but
pass off the liabilities to the school dis-
tricts.

“Pennsylvania is one of only five
states that doesn’t have state-mandated
assessments. That’s why you have situa-
tionslike Delaware County, which hasn’t



been reassessed in 50 years!” McClure
says.

“And this business of imbalanced
assessments feeds into the formulas for
state aid toschool districts, thereby com-
pounding an already inequitable situa-
tion.”

It is for all these reasons that people
like Education Secretary Carroll are call-
ing for broader solutions.

Yes, it’s all well and good to say that
money isn't the whole answer. Still,
there’s something amiss in governance
when the Albert Gallatin District
(Fayette County), the poorest in the
state, has only $18,060 in local revenues
to finance a classroom of 20 children—
not even enough to pay the teacher’s
salary. Or take Duquesne (Allegheny
County) with only $40,700 in local
money per classroom, enough for the
teacher but not for fringe benefits or
anything else educationally.

Contrast that with two other Al-
legheny County districts—Quaker Val-
ley with $126,920 for supporting a 20-
pupil classroom and Fox Chapel with
$134,260 for the same. The Pittsburgh
School District figure: $95,280. (Figures
provided by Dr. McClure.)

Given that it ultimately is the state’s
responsibility to see that every child in
Pennsylvania has a good education, it’s
hard to argue that with such gaps the
educational opportunities can come close
to being equitable.

That conclusion has been reached
by a group of rural and small schools,
which have brought a suit against the

| state. The 1991 suit, Pennsylvania Asso-

ciation of Rural and Small Schools v.
[Gov.] Casey, amounts to a belief that
the legislature will not act on its own,
unless forced by the courts.

More than 100 districts are in-
volved, although only eight—and seven
students—are specifically named. The
listed districts are Apollo-Ridge
(Armstrong), Corry (Erie), Everett
(Bedford), Glendale (Cambria/
Clearfield), Harrisburg (Dauphin),
Northern Tioga (Tioga County), and
Clairton and Duquesne (both in Allegh-
eny).

Their contention is that the entire
system of school financing, including
state aid, is skewed against the poor and
needs to be greatly overhauled. They
hold that the system relies too much on
local property taxes, thus denying the
plaintiff districts the possibility of pro-
viding a constitutional level of educa-
tional opportunity. (In 1992, the asso-
ciation amended its petition to add the
issue of special education to its com-
plaints about the basic state-aid formula.)

Several petitions to intervene were
filed. After hearings, the Commonwealth
Court granted one of the petitions, from
a group called School Districts for Excel-
lence and Equity, with Abingdon in
Montgomery County aleader. Contend-
ing its districts would be affected by any
ultimate decision, the group also argued
that there is nothing wrong with the
present financing system, except that
the state hasn’t provided its share of the
obligations.

However, the court denied another




petition, that of Central Bucks, one of
the wealthier districts, on grounds that
its views will be represented by parties in
the case, including the Commonwealth
defendants—specifically the state At-
torney General's Office, which is de-
fending the constitutionality of the
present system.

Timothy Allwein, lobbyist for the
Pennsylvania State School Boards Asso-
ciation, says numerous solutions are be-
ing bandied about. There’s “talk of
county-operated schools, except in Al-
leghenyand Philadelphia Counties. Also,
people are seeing more usefulness in the
intermediate-unit approach.” And in
shared services—business, purchasing,
cafeteria. Even mergers, “but wealthy
districts want nothing to do with it.”
Alllwein comments, “I'd be surprised if
we see any mergers at all.”

It is worth noting that far-sighted
superintendents in some of the wealthier
school districts are quietly seeking to
strengthen their legal posture for the
future by lending a hand to some specific
impoverished district or districts in their
county. That can include interactive
trainingsessions for teachers, “uplinking”
televised classroom presentations by
master teachers, and actually sending
teachers on occasion.

These school officials have to be
discreet about it, both to avoid arousing
fears among their own district patrons
and to shun any appearance of patroniz-
ing those they are helping. But their
point is that if the courts do move in on
them as vulnerable targets, they hope to
prove that their “good faith efforts”

should exempt them from being forced
into mergers.

At this point, the eyes of the wise
are upon Texas, with its latest plan for
resolving a titanic struggle over school
financing inequities that has gone on for
decades. The lateststage of the battle has
beenalawsuit, Edgewood v. Kirby, brought
by a poor school district to force greater
equalization of school financing.

The Texas Supreme Court agreed

with the Edgewood plaintiffs, ordering
the legislature toact. In reluctantly com-
plying, the Texas legislature put on the
ballot a referendum for redistribution
which opponents promptly labeled “the
Robin Hood Plan.” Texas voters turned
| it down in May.
‘ But the legislature was still under
i the gun to meet a court deadline. So in
: June it passed an “options” law, Senate
Bill 7, which won’t have to go to the
voters. Both sides to the dispute, rich
and poor, immediately challenged the
new law in court.

Whatever the outcome, the new
Texas “options” law provides a pattern
bound to be of interest to Pennsylva-
nians seeking a solution. In general, it
offers options to the 109 “rich” school
districts in Texas that have property
wealth above $280,000 per student. The
options as to how a district may decide to

share its wealth include:

1. Merging tax bases with an adjacent
“poor” district.

2.Sending money to the state to redis-
tribute as it wishes to poor districts.

3.Establishingand financing programs
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to educate students in poor districts.
4. Transferring non-residential prop-
erty (i.e., business property) to the tax
rolls of a poor district.

5. Qutright consolidation with an-
other district.

The Pennsylvania Department of Edu-
cation recently wrote a paper proposing
what could be called a “partitioning pro-
cess” for dealing with distressed districts.
It would amend the current law to pro-
vide a special hoard of control with addi-
tional power to petition the County
Court of Common Pleas to:

1. Dissolve the distressed district.

2. Appoint a committee of representa-
tives from each of the various contigu-
ous school districts to determine a fair
and equitable division of territory plus
distribution of pupils to other suitable
districts within the intermediate unit.
The assets and liabilities of the dis-
solved district would also be resolved
through this procedure.

Increased state funding would be
provided to the receiving districts for a
number of years to help ease the transi-
tion of pupils. These funds would be
based upon the percentage of children
initially received by the district and would
be phased out over a period of time.
Further, noreceiving district would have
its state aid ratio negatively affected.

The rationale: “Over the next five
years, approximately 2 percent of the
commonwealth’s school districts will
meet one or more of the criteria that
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would make them eligible for distressed | that will result in workable solutions.

S

status.... Many of these districts will not
be able to be restored to fiscal solvency
through the special powers given to a
board of control appointed through the
distress-declaration process. This is be-
cause these districts’ tax bases and popu-
lation have eroded to the extent that
they cannot continue to be sustained as
independent school districts and pro-
vide an appropriate education for their
students.”

The paper further notes: “The dis-
solution of a district would be a last
resort effort when all other special pow-
ers of a board of control have been ex-
hausted with no clear resolution in
sight.... This program will provide the
commonwealth with a level of comfort
that it will be able to continue to carry
out its constitutional duty to provide an
education for all of its youth.”

Dr. Joseph Lagana, executive direc-
tor of the Allegheny Intermediate Unit
(AIU), is intimately acquainted with
the problem, as both wealthy and dis-
tressed districts are among the 42 in his
service area. He notes that not all the
districts approaching distressed statusare
the victims of mill closures. Again popu-
lations, out migration, and diminishing
tax bases also are responsible.

While making clear he does not
speak for the AIU board of directors,
Lagana says he shares the belief of many
that the present Pennsylvania system of
funding education simply isn’t working
as it should. “State policy makers have to
be courageous, sensitive, and creative if

they are to create a new funding system




“A piecemeal approach will not
work; fixing one element of the system
while ignoring others is akin to perform-
ing heart surgery while hoping the
patient’s failed kidneys will recover on
their own. A systems approach must be
taken,” Lagana says.

Lagana outlines seven elements that
discussion with concerned individuals
and policy makers has convinced him
must be addressed:

1. Geographic boundaries. The current
boundaries must be rethought, with a
look at new boundaries that will broaden
the base of financial support. Broaden-
ing the boundaries can take different
forms, such as (a) the state providing
financial incentives and technical re-
sources for a district to work with other
adjoining districts or newly created ad-
ministrative units to mutually solve their
problems; or (b) functional consolida-
tion across current boundary lines, pro-
viding for economy of size with increased
efficiency in staffing, purchasing, etc.
Four to six administrative units in-
stead of the present 43 (Pittsburgh in-
cluded) might better serve the residents
of Allegheny County. These administra-
tive units could follow the current lines
for the area vocational-technical
schools—southeastern, eastern, north-
ern, and western. There should be open-
ness to having school districts span across
counties to account for those counties
that have only districts with very limited
tax bases.
2. Expansion of local taxing options. Dis-

tricts rely on property taxes because it is
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the only option most have for raising
substantial revenues. Taxing options
under Act 511 of 1965 should be restruc-
tured.

3. Changes in taxing authority. If, for ex-
ample, home rule comes about for Al-
legheny County, a second referendum
could amend the charter to divide the
county into four to six school service
areas, each with taxing powers similar to
what local districts how have. Or the
county could be given authority to assess
and collect taxes to support the schools
and distribute the revenues.

4. Statewide property reassessment. The
Pennsylvania system of assessment ranks
among the least efficient of all the 50
states. Much of the problem with relying
on the property tax lies with the under-
lying inequities in the assessments meth-
ods among the 67 counties. In some
counties reassessments are conducted

yearly; in many sporadically.

5. State policy on dissolving school districts.
State law is silent on the dissolution of
school districts. There needs to be a way
for the state to dissolve impoverished
districts that have lost their tax base and
have no way torecover and provide ways
to transfer theirstudents to otherschools.

6. New role for Intermediate Units. More
authority could be given the 27 IUs in
the 67 counties. The IUs could be given
a role like the one county school offices

" had until the 1960s. The county school

offices were a significant force in helping



the state address similar funding con-
cerns that emerged approximately 40
years go. Many [Us are positioned to
assume that responsibility.

7. Equalized subsidy for basic education
(ESBE). The state ESBE formula for
allocating state money to local districts
needs to be changed. The state should be
acknowledged for itssupport of a founda-
tion program for schools—guaranteeing
that all districts have a minimal level of
funding for each student. BUT the sup-
port must be given substance with actual
dollars, Lagana concludes.

Pitt’s McClure proposes that every-
thing outside of residential property and
purely local enterprises such as Mom-
and-Pop stores be pooled at a regional
level and redistributed. This would in-
clude tax revenues from everything that
provides jobs or services for an area that
stretches outside the district, including
factories, shopping malls, airports, park-
ing lots, farm lands, and newspapers.
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MUNICIPALITIES:
THE SPOILING APPLE PROBLEM

Just as with school districts, the problem
of distressed municipalities is bringing
the question of governance to the fore.

Actually, something concrete has
been done in Pennsylvania. The legisla-
ture in 1987 with the passage of Act 47
established procedures for the state De-
partment of Community Affairs (DCA)
to determine if a municipality is dis-
tressed and to find ways to do something
about it.

For that reason, defenders of the
presentsystem call simplistic those analy-
ses that contend that the presence of a
few “spoiling-apple” municipalities
means the whole “barrel” is hopelessly
tainted.

But others contend the case is
broader than this. For instance, Vincent
Sarni, chairman of the Allegheny Con-
ference on Community Development,
in a 1991 conference address drew from
his experience as chief executive officer
of PPG Industries, Inc., to say:

“No area is in greater need of orga-
nization than the way we govern our-
selves within this region. Speaking with
some experience as the head of a com-
pany attempting to become truly global
in nature, I can tell you that our commu-
nity can no longer expect to be competi-
tive in a world economy or serve those
most in need if we continue torely on the
fragmented and outdated local-govern-
ment systems now in place.”

Referring toa “choices” survey made
by the Conference, Sarni said that no

other proposition received more agree-
ment than the following: “We have too
many local governing bodies. Current
financial and operational management
of regional facilities is not working. The
Conference should work with others to
identify and encourage opportunities for
consolidation and for new organizational
approaches to the management of re-
gional facilities and services.”

The Conference since has formed a
task force on governance, headed by law-
yer Charles Queenan, and a task force on
regional economic development, chaired
by Dr. Robert Mehrabian, president of
Carnegie Mellon.

In his 1991 address, Sarni went on
to stress that the Conference’s action
plan “probably will not include a metro-
politan government. That is an approach
fraught with difficulties. However, on
the other hand, it doesn’t mean that we
should not examine approaches to re-
gional cooperation and governance in
particular functional areas.”

At that point, Sarni specifically
mentioned the idea of a regional assets
district. (That concept will be discussed
in more detail below.)

But, at present, Act 47 is the only
game in town. Since 1987, 14 munici-
palities have been declared distressed.
The act establishes a set of yardsticks to
determine whether a municipality is in
sufficient trouble to warrant being desig-
nated as “distressed.” If so, the DCA
hires a coordinator, a consultant, or a
team of consultants to prepare a three-
year comprehensive recovery plan. Pub-
lic hearings are held at every stage of the



e

process.

Act 47 gives a distressed municipal-
ity, operating under a recovery plan, sev-
eral rights it ordinarily wouldn’t have:

e The right to override levy limits—
with approval of the courts.

Particularly important in this re-
spect can be the right to exceed the
carned income (wage) tax rate.

That’s because, under reciprocity

rules, a non-resident’s tax payment goes
back to his home municipality, if it has a
wage tax. Act 47, by allowing a munici-
pality, for example, to go above the regu-
lar 1/2 percent rate, to, say 1 1/2 percent,
allows it to reap more revenue from non-
residents by overcoming part of the reci-
procity “loss” in taxing non-residents.
e When a labor contract comes up for
renewal, the right to override certain
collective bargaining rights in order to
set certain limits, such as on wage in-
creases, holidays, etc.

The “distressed” designation also
makes possible an influx of state funds.
Since 1987, the DCA has provided $1.4
million in grants and $8.1 million in no-
interest loans.

Act 47 has produced numerous suc-
cesses—municipalities brought back to
life from the grave.

DCA officials expect it towork as it
should in Scranton, a recent surprise
addition to the list of distressed commu-
nities—to the embarrassment of one of
its most prominent citizens, Governor
Robert Casey. There, DCA officials be-
lieve, Act 47 will help local officials
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tailor their services to a community that
has shrunk from 120,000 to 80,000 in
recent decades.

Ellen Kight, DCA’s director for the
Southwestern Region, hasbeen involved
in more Act 47 action than most. She
can cite both the act’s advantages and
disadvantages.

Kight points to Ambridge, the first
community to be removed from the dis-
tressed list. There the community brought
in a professional manager and worked
with the DCA, Beaver County, and the
Beaver County Development Corpora-
tion to get back on its feet. Even troubled
Aliquippa across the Ohio River is on a
stronger financial footing now.

“A major advantage of Act 47 is
that it helps a local community know
what good governance isall about,” Kight
says.

But the procedures under Act 47
have some disadvantages of their own,
Kight points out. On the one hand, it
seems to let local elected officials off the
hook, because they can blame the DCA
and its appointed coordinator for actions
taken under the recovery plan. But, on
the other hand, decision making is all
that much harder once a municipality
goes off the distressed list. “While it
often makes for a greater struggle, it
really is best when elected officials make
the decisions entirely on their own,”
Kight says.

Act 47 hasbeen successful in bring-
ing communities back on track, she says,
[F there is a tax base there. “But if there

‘ is none, who pays for the police and for

fire protection?”
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DCA Secretary Karen Miller elabo-
rates, “There is a whole range of what
causes a municipality to get in trouble. It
may be badly run—whether because of
corruption or numbskullery. We can help
such a situation with Act 47.

“But what about well-run commu-
nities, such as Duquesne in Allegheny
County, where the problem is the lack of
a sufficient tax base and where Act 47
help may not be sufficient?”

As Miller told the state House Ap-
propriations Committee in March 1993,
“Human and regional economic bounds
are not reflected by municipal lines, but
our tax system is. When economic activ-
ity moves from an aging city or borough
to a growing suburban township, taxes
leave butservices needs donot. Infact, it
isan unpleasant fact of life that the needs
often multiply as the population of the
municipality becomes increasingly un-
able to pay.... Substituting one kind of
tax for another within municipal bound-
aries is of little use when there is no tax
base.”

Therefore, just as with the Board of
Control system for school districts, Act
47 may not be the cure for some town-
ships and boroughs that simply are not
viable no matter how much aid and ad-
vice comes their way. That problem has
prompted critics to contend that it's sim-
ply absurd for Pennsylvania to have 2,500
municipalities.

These skeptics wonder if Act 47
was such a good idea after all, in that its
“Band-Aid” arrangement has kept alive
municipalities that should be merged
with their neighbors. Indeed, they argue,
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for tax efficiency, economic growth, and
state and regional competitiveness in
the international arena, it’s high time to
do something about this “horse and
buggy” arrangement.

The Citizens League of Southwest-
ern Pennsylvania in a 1993 report after
an eight-month study by a 22-member
committee concluded:

“We believe that our existing gov-
ernance, problem-solving, and service-
delivery mechanisms are being over-
whelmed by the rapidly changing envi-
ronment. In the post-Cold War economy,
the focus has shifted to regions as the
basic unit of economic competitiveness.
Our region, Southwestern Pennsylvania,
is experiencing rapid change resulting in
population loss and fiscal disparity. At
the same time, there is less federal and
state government assistance to address
the resulting problems....

“The region is also experiencing a
turnover in its leadership, especially in
the private sectorand universities. Turn-
overs in public sector and other commu-
nity leadership are inevitable in the
1990s.

“In addition, the region is experi-
encing growing fiscal disparities. The
mill towns and other communities that
were poor in 1980 are poorer in 1990; the
ones that were rich in 1980 are richer in
1990. In Allegheny County, the Penn-
sylvania Economy League found that the
tax capacity of the most fiscally distressed
communities decreased by 5.5 percent
over the 1980s; the tax capacity of the
least fiscally distressed grew by 43.2 per-

cent. The average tax capacity of the

ne



latter was 3.2 times as great as the most
fiscally distressed in 1980; by 1990, the
gap had grown to 4.8 times as great.
“Finally, citizens participating in our
deliberations indicated that they are more
concerned about the quality of services
they receive than about which level of
government or other community organi-
zation is delivering them.... They are
angry about having to devote an inordi-
nate amount of time to assuring the de-
livery of services that they expect to
receive without repeated demands,” the
Citizens League’s 1993 report said.

Advocates of change find that local
governments in Pennsylvania are ex-
tremely well buttressed against modifi-
cations. For instance, for a merger or
annexation to take place, there must be
initiative petitions from citizens of both
municipalities involved, plus a majority
vote by the citizens of each municipality.
The paucity of mergers in recent genera-
tions is proof of how difficult that is to
accomplish.

The Pennsylvania Constitution
when rewritten in 1968 mandated that
the legislature within two years enact
uniform municipal boundary change leg-
islation, addressing merger, consolida-
tion, and annexation. It didn’t happen,
as this recent report from the state’s
Local Government Commission ex-
plains:

“However, due to the controversy
which surrounds this issue, particularly
annexation, the legislature has never
adopted the boundary change procedure
stipulated in Article IX, Section 8 [of the

Constitution]. As a result, in 1974 the
Pennsylvania Supreme Court in Middle
Paxton Township et al. v. Borough of Dau-
phin et al., ruled that, barring any legisla-
tive resolution of this matter, the man-
ner in which a municipal annexation
could be accomplished in the future
would be through local initiative and
referendum where the question must pass
by a majority vote in those municipali-
ties involved.”

However, a move is now afoot to
add one alternative to the merger proce-
dure—that is, to allow the boards of the
involved municipalities to take the initi-
ating step. That proposal, embodied in
Senate Bill 818, would leave intact, asan
alternative, the citizens’ petition route
in present law. And, in either case, the
question would have to go to a referen-
dum in both municipalities, with a ma-
jority vote in both jurisdictions required.

The purpose of the proposed change,
as outlined in the Local Government
Commission analysis, is “to effectuate a
portion of the boundary change man-
date (i.e., municipal consolidation or
merger), while upholding the voluntary
nature of this procedure handed down by
the court in Middle Paxton Township.”
Significantly, the analysis adds: “An-
nexation, another form of boundary
change, is not addressed in this legisla-
tion due to the vehement opposition
that would be generated.”

Note: This piece of legislation was intro-

duced in the 1991-92 session as SB 792,

passed the Senate 46-0 and the House 196-

0. It was referred to the Senate Rules and
Executive Nominations Committee where




it died because of final adjowrnment. SB
818 constitutes a renewed attempt.

Meanwhile, a quiet, private foun-
dation-financed consolidation effort has
been going on under the auspices of the
Pennsylvania Economy League. With
$300,000 in grants from the Howard
Heinz and R. K. Mellon Foundations,
the Economy League during 1992 and
1993 has been involved in 35 sites in 29
counties. The major success to date has
been the consolidation of St. Mary’s
Borough and Benzinger Township in Elk
County into what is called the City of St.
Mary’s—after an earlier attempt had
failed.

Other projects include talks among

five water authorities in Armstrong
County; among 24 water authorities in
Cambria County; and among six coun-
ties to the north of Pittsburgh—
Armstrong, Butler, Clarion, Lawrence,
Mercer, Venango. As described by Dir.
David Miller of the Economy League,
the last effort is at the task-force level,
seeking what services those counties can
do more efficiently together, such as pur-
chasing, personnel, planning, mapping,
children and youth services, and regional
jail facilities.

As with the problems with school
district mergers discussed above, the fac-
tors of racism and classism enter the
picture, as do considerations of history
and of quality of life. The invidious and
the commendable sometimes are inter-
mingled, sometimes not.

DCA’s Kight adds to the list fears

over lawsuits on pensions and benefits

Ve

after a merger. “Also, there is a fear that
a regional police department might not
respond as quickly.”

State Representative Tom
Michlovic of North Braddock says the
latter fear is counter-balanced by the
fact that crime spills over from munici-
pality to municipality. Even “safe” mu-
nicipalities are finding they cannot iso-
late themselves just because they have
their very own police force.

Two new factors are entering the
equation, which may cause functional, if
not structural, consolidation. One is the
ever higher federal and state require-
ments for purity in water supplies, in-
cluding covered reservoirs, a highly ex-
pensive proposition. Some believe this
will force some municipalities to con-
solidate one way or the other.

But John Gardner, lobbyist for the
Pennsylvania State Association of Bor-
oughs, believes that the new require-
ments will only drive municipalities to
set up more authorities, thus escaping
municipal levy limits. (More on this later
in this section.)

Anotherfactor is that of fire protec-
tion, which in most localities in Penn-
sylvania is provided by volunteer fire
departments. Gardner says that rural ar-
eas are better off than suburban munici-
palities “where it’s harder to get recruits
from the coat-and-tie people.” He notes
that many municipalities are approach-
ing the problem by allocating tax money
to the VEDs, paying their workmen’s
compensation, and allowing members of
their work crews who are volunteer fire-
men to continue to be paid when they go
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out on fire calls.

DCA Secretary Miller sees two dif-
ferent trends going on. One is what she
calls “spatial segmentation,” the setting
off of enclaves, including what are in
effect walled enclaves. The other, how-
ever, is the growth of regional coopera-
tion.

But for both these reasons, there are
some who are resigned to present bound-
aries, while believing governance can
and should be improved in other ways.
One such is Christine Altenburger, pro-
fessor emeritus of the University of
Pittsburgh’s Graduate School of Public
and International Affairs (GSPIA).
Altenburger is unusual in academia in
that she has had practical experience as
a member of the Penn Hills Council and
was on the Home Rule Commission that
brought home rule to that suburban com-
munity in 1976.

Altenburger says: “I come away dis-
couraged that after 35 years of seeing the
same problems and the same solutions
offered that nothing happens. I see little
on the horizon to give me hope. If we
wait for communities to join together
voluntarily, we're going to wait a long
time.”

She says that several years ago, with
heightened concern about the distress of
many communities in the Monongahela
Valley, one proposal envisioned the
merger of some 37 Monongahela Valley
communities into a “City of the Mon.”
Altenburgerfelt this made sense. It would
join together a group of communities
rich and poor and sufficiently diverse to

19)°

E!Ué\

benefit from economies of scale, permit-
ting an enhancement of municipal ser-
vices. It would also offer a consolidated
population large enough to shore up the
potential for effective leadership in all
areas of governance.

“BUT, political feasibility? Unless
the state were to mandate it, No. And I
don’t see much courage for that in the
legislature.” Altenburger adds. “But the
reasons are not all selfish.”

Each local government reflects a
unique history and a unique set of values.
These, in turn, are reflected in the stan-
dardsset forservice delivery, governance,
and the physical environment. Any at-
tempt to merge communities with di-
verse values and environments is seen as
threatening to a “way of life.”

Therefore, Altenburgersays, she has
become resigned to the idea of allowing
municipalities to maintain current
boundaries, but with a few important
provisos. All local governments should
be required to meet minimum standards
in such areas as general management,
financial management, and the delivery
of basic services.

“How can you quarrel with a stan-
dard, for example, which requires each
local government to provide police pro-
tection 24 hours a day, seven days a
week? Or that each municipality have a
professionally trained person managing
day-to-day operations and finances? Or
that accounting, auditing, and budget-
ing systems meet national, generally ac-
cepted standards? How can you find ac-
ceptable accounting systems that are
written on the back of a matchbox?”




Altenburger asks.

Local governments not meeting
standards would be required to gear up:
By entering into formal contractual ar-
rangements with neighboring munici-
palities. By turning to a Council of Gov-
ernment. By sharing with one or two
other municipalities a professional man-
ager and/or finance director.

A most important alternative for
non-viable local governments is an en-
larged role for county government,
Altenburger says, including the right to
take over those communities that can-
not meet minimum standards of the kind
she describes.

That would require legislation to
create a process of unincorporation for
“hopeless” municipalities. (At present
in Pennsylvania, every acre of land is in
some incorporated community; 45 states
have unincorporated territory where the
county can provide the needed service
functions.)

“Of course, a county taking on this
enlarged role would need more revenue
resources,” Altenburger says. (This sub-
ject will be treated in more detail in the
following section of this paper.)

[t is worth noting that one leader in
the field, DCA Secretary Miller, is skep-
tical of the idea of unincorporation.
“Some counties really are quite unso-
phisticated in terms of taking on such
added responsibilities. And in Pennsyl-
vania you have 300 years of tradition
behind the present arrangement.”

Dr. Guy Peters, a professor of politi-
cal science at Pitt, doesn’t buy the idea

that “tradition” constitutes an impos-
sible barrier. Peters notes that in recent
years such a tradition-bound nation as
Sweden has reduced the number of its
municipalities to 270 from 2,500. Brit-
ain and Germany have done much the
same. Only France among the major
Western European nations hasn’t.
Peters concedes that these are uni-
tary national governments. But Pennsyl-
vania is a unitary government, too, in
the sense that the municipalities are crea-
tures of the state. “The point is that we
accept a greater variability in services—
depending upon the ability to pay—than
citizens of Western Europe or Canada
would be willing to accept,” Peters says.
He suggests the idea of “catchment
areas” for services. This would recognize
that for police and fire services, rela-
tively small areas are best. For garbage
collection and water, much larger areas

make sense.

However, ideas for mandated
change do not sit well with representa-
tives of municipal associations. As far as
Elam Herr is concerned, there are too
many mandates already. Herr is execu-
tive director of the Pennsylvania Asso-
ciation of Township Supervisors.

“It’s easy to spend a third party’s
money—easy for the feds or the states to
require municipalities and school dis-
tricts to do something, but without giv-
ing them any money to do it,” Herr says.

Moreover, the legislature often
whittles away at what revenue sources
are available. For instance, any munici-

pality that didn’t have a business privi-



lege tax in 1989 has now lost the chance | the many improvements in services al-

to impose it. Municipalities also face
continual threats to the 10 percent
amusement tax. Already, for example,
the amusement tax for ski areas has been
cut to 4 percent. The result is more of a
shift to real estate and wage taxes, de-
spite public outcry against them.

As tostandards, Herr cites the diffi-
culty in astate as diverse as Pennsylvania
of writing standards suitable for all.

Association officials like Herr and
Allwein are skeptical of all the savings
touted for mergers. Herr notes, “You still
have to snowplow the same miles of
roads whether it’s one or two municipali-
ties—and provide police protection the
same way.” Allwein says a school merger
may save the salary of one superinten-
dent “but that's about all. In a merged
district, you still have the same number
of kids to educate as you did in two.”

To questions raised about adminis-
tration and management, Herr points
out that the various municipal associa-
tions, as well as the (DCA), hold regular
and well-attended training sessions.

Here, the municipal associations
receive support from an unexpected
source. DCA Secretary Miller, herself
the former mayor of Reading, is leery of
too many specific requirements. She feels
that they can constitute red tape, which
chokes “initiative and creativity.”

John Gardner of the boroughs’ asso-
ciation says, “Why don’t we just let
elected officers do the job they were
elected to do?”

The municipal associations as well
as DCA Secretary Miller also point to

ready taking place. Miller says that when
she took office six years ago the agency
placed a priority on pushing for
intergovernmental cooperation. Already
there has been “some leapfrogging” in
that direction, she holds, helped by
“Attaboy!” praise from the media.

She notes that people often argue
that a reason people unstintingly defend
municipal boundaries is because they
want to keep their local police. (Cynics
say this is fueled by what could be called
the “they know me” syndrome: If my son
is stopped because his car is weaving
down the road, my local police know our
family and will bring him home rather
than file drunken driving charges.)

But, interestingly enough, Miller
says, mergers of police departments often
are becoming the first step in coopera-
tion—partly because of the cost of main-
taining full-fledged forces. When she
took office six years ago, there were 10
merged departments; now there are 19;
and 20 merger studies are underway. (Of
course, Pennsylvania has a ways to go:
With 900 police departments in its more
than 2,500 municipalities, the state has
one-fourth of all the police departments
in the entire United States!)

Elam Herr points to an increasing
number of agreements, such as two in
Lancaster County. There Lancaster city
police are patrolling Lancaster Town-
ship and Manheim police are covering
East Petersburg. And he cites northern
York County, where a group of munici-
palities for two decades now has had a
large, quite professional police depart
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ment.

Moreover, some municipalities are
beginning to cooperate on such matters
as purchasing and public works depart-
ments. An important development is
the growing use of what are called “cir-
cuit-rider officials”—managers, fiscal
officers, even public works directors—
who, like pioneer pastors on the frontier,
administer more than one municipality
on an individualized basis. That way a
small municipality can keep its bound-
aries and still afford to have professionals
at the helm.

The DCA of late has been experi-
menting with predicating “enterprise
zone” designations and grantsupon multi-
municipality applications. Miller says
that of the last six such grants, five in-
volved more than one municipality.

DCA Secretary Miller notes one
breakthrough: Harrisburg volunteered to
extend its enterprise zone to the neigh-
boring communities of Steelton and
Highspire.

For another example, there is the
DCA’s Heritage Parks Program, designed
to preserve natural, cultural, and recre-
ational resources on a regional scale and
“to enhance, manage, and market the
resources for tourism economic develop-
ment.” Eligible applicants have to be
cither a municipality—preferably a
county—acting on behalf of other mu-
nicipalities in a heritage-park region, or
a nonprofit acting on behalf of the
region’s municipalities. Currently, the
DCA is dealing with eight project areas,
from the Delaware and Lehigh Canal

Heritage Corridor in the east to the Mon

=

Valley/Steel Industry Heritage Park in
the southwest.

Of course, an important move in
intergovernmental cooperation hasbeen
the development of the councils of gov-
ernment (COGs), something the DCA
has pushed. Such officials as State Rep-
resentative Michlovic are high on the
COGs; he particularly cites the effec-
tiveness of the Turtle Creek COG in his
legislative district.

Cynics say in many counties the
COGs were established as the easiest
way for the county commissioners to
obtain and dispense federal block-grant
funds. For DCA’s Ellen Kight, this con-
stitutes a liability—the COGS are too
dependentupon outside subsidies. David
Miller of the Economy League warns
that putting only distressed communi-
ties into a COG is no good; “Poor plus
poor doesn’t equal rich.”

The strength and effectiveness of
the COGs depend upon how much lati-
tude and money their constituent mu-
nicipalities will grant. But some people
insist they should be the future in gover-
nance—predicated upon the legislature
granting them taxing powers.

But municipal association officials
don'tagree. Elam Herr, for example, con-
tends that that would only add another
layer of government and cost to the tax-
payer. Moreover, COG officials are not
directly elected as such by the citizenry,
he added.

One other element of governance
that has been questioned of late has been
the local public authorities. There are

more than 2,000 such water, sewer, or
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solid-waste authorities in Pennsylvania,
most operated under the Municipality
Authorities Act of 1945.

Also included are specialized au-
thorities established from time to time
by the legislature covering such func-
tions as housing, redevelopment, indus-
try development, stadiums, auditoriums,
and transportation.

A critique of the authorities was
contained in a recent “management
guide” published by the Coalition to
Improve Management in State and Lo-
cal Government, then located at the H.
John Heinz III School of Public Policy
and Management at Carnegie Mellon. It
said:

“The shortcomings and inadequa-
cies in many local public authorities in
Pennsylvania are due to deficiencies in
the Municipality Authorities Act of
1945. Its provisions fail to assure that
authorities will be established only for
appropriate purposes, that qualified per-
sons are appointed to boards, that every
authority must have a general manager
or chief executive, that conflicts of in-
terest must be avoided, and that the
authorities are accountable to the gov-
ernments that created them and thus to
the public.”

A critique that gained much more
public attention wascontained ina 1992
series of six articles in the Greensburg
Tribune-Review concerning the Munici-
pal Authority of Westmoreland County.
The series revealed some political favor-
itism and apparent nepotism—relatives
of authority board members on the pay-

roll—and questioned salary and benefits
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for board members. That prompted state
House Resolution 354, which directed
the Local Government Commission to
conduct a review of compensation and
hiring practices, contracting procedures,
and rate making of large municipal au-
thorities across the state.

The review gave a relatively clean
bill of health to the authorities in gen-
eral, recommending that no legislative
action was warranted concerning a num-
ber ofactivities surveyed, includingnepo-
tism (only 38 of the 2,667 employees in
the authorities surveyed could be thus
classified). Exceptions where the com-
mission felt a legislative look was needed
were (1) the handling of customer com-
plaints; (2) casual attitudes about hold-
ing public hearings on rate changes; and
(3) the compensation of authority board
members who also happen to be mem-
bers of the governing board of the mu-
nicipality that established the authority.

The Citizens League report on gov-
ernance sums up the matter of munici-
palities by listing such “strengths” as:

e The multiple small government
jurisdictions traditionally offer citizens
easy access to their leadership and a
sense of “community” as well as choice
and control.

e Intergovernmental efforts have
been undertaken with positive impacts.
“The COGs stand out as a major ex-
ample of municipalities attempting to
streamline their operations through co-
ordinated and shared services.”

But the report also lists numerous

“shortcomings”™




e The focus on the municipal level
of government has resulted in an imbal-
ance of power among governance struc-

“Neighborhood,

intergovernmental, and regional gover-

tures. county,
nance structures need to be strength-
ened to address the problems that mu-
nicipalitiesare unable to address on their
own....Something as crucial as land-use
planning cannot continue to be a deci-
sion solely of individual municipalities.”

® There is a growing economic dis-
parity between rich and poor communi-
ties that is not being directly addressed.
“Citizens cannot be equal partners in
‘stewarding’ the region’s resources when
some communities are placed at a disad-
vantage due to the state of their tax base
or the color of their skin. This growing
disparity needs to be arrested and re-
versed if the region itself is to survive and
prosper.”

e The result of these regional short-
comings is an alienated citizenry. Citi-
zens are often reactive rather than
proactive “because their options are so
limited. One participant indicated that
it is no surprise that we are unable to stop
the population loss, especially of youth,

from our region.”

DCA Secretary Miller includes in
her analysis such additional thoughts as
these:

“We have to convince people that
things have changed... that we need more
technical schools in local government
administration.

“There needs to be a tightened defi-
nition of tax exempt property. It’s not

just in the cities like Pittsburgh; often
you find tax-exempt property in the sub-
urbs, such as old welfare tracts.

“The property-tax system was built
on expansion. What happens when it
doesn’t? We have to look at tax-base
sharing.

“We have to begin thinking more of
cluster-development zones, rather than
strip development. Yes, we want jobs,
but we have to save farmlands, too,”
Secretary Miller says.



ARE COUNTIES THE BEST HOPE!?

[ntertwined with many of the proposed
solutions for improving governance is
the role of county government. This is
especially true for Allegheny County.
The reason is that, short of multi-

county arrangements, the counties offer |

the best bet for a regional approach to
problems. Again, this is particularly the
case with Allegheny County, where
county government provides an unusual
number of services. These include trans-
portation (the Port Authority Transit
system, the airports); education (the
Allegheny County Community College
system); health (the County Health De-
partment) and criminal justice (county
police, district attorney, public defender,
coroner, jail).

Rather than talking about some re-
gional overlay of government, it is ar-
gued, why not extend the powers of

county government into other areas’

One example, already cited, is Dr.
Lagana's proposal for giving the county
more of a role in the public-school sys-
tem. Curiously, this might be a “back to
the future” renewal of the role of county
superintendent, which was replaced by
the intermediate-unit concept in 1971
after a decade of debate following the
great revamping of the Pennsylvania
school system in 1961.

Another governance reform fre-
quently urged is that of giving more of
the powers of planning and zoning to the
county. Needless to say, this proposal

would be strongly opposed by the bor-

oughs and townships, where that power
presently resides.

But advocates of this reform con-
tend this is the only way to an orderly
approach toenhancing the region’s qual-
ity of life. In particular, it is argued, this
would do much to end the dog-eat-dog
competition of municipalities for new
taxable wealth, something that often
leads them to make unconscionable con-
cessions to developers. (Another pro-
posed solution to this problem—tax-base
sharing—will be discussed below.)

In 1990 and 1991 a large panel of
citizens worked with the Allegheny
County Planning Department on a long-
range plan called Allegheny County
2001. The task force on development
called for “empowering the county to
approve developments with impacts be-
yond a single municipality.”

Sadly, as with most of the other
recommendations from six task forces,
the Allegheny County commissioners
have taken no action—even though they
initiated and lauded the Allegheny
County 2001 process.

In the Allegheny County of 1993,
the differences of opinion on the county’s
role partly explain varying attitudes on
how and whether to make yet another
home-rule effort. Twice in the 1970s,
government study commissions formed
under Act 62 wrote charters, only to see
them rejected by the voters.

Citing that experience, County
Controller Frank Lucchino has proposed
a simplified move to that end. Instead of
going the government study-commission

route, why not take to the voters the




adoption of the current second-class-
county code as the charter? (Allegheny
is the only county in the state classified
as second class; with Philadelphia the
sole first-class county. Bucks, Delaware,
and Montgomery are classified as sec-
ond-class A and the other 62 are scat-
tered through classes 3 to 8.)

Six counties adopted home rule in
the 1970s—Philadelphia, Delaware, Erie,
Lehigh, Luzerne, and Northampton.
Berks is now going through the process.
Some counties other than Allegheny
tried it and failed; Dauphin and Centre
fell afoul of heavy resistance by elected
row officers fearful of the abolition of
their posts.

The Lucchinoplan immediately had
its critics. One has called it “an Edsel
plan” that “merely institutionalizes in-
cumbency.” Another suggested that the
proper route would be to amend Act 62
to remove from the cumbersome two-
step process the part about electingmem-
bers of the Home Rule Commission—
something that on occasion has brought
to commissions persons with off-beat
agendas that spelled doom when the
plan went to the voters. Let members be
appointed, she suggested.

But the most publicly voiced objec-
tion to the Lucchino plan has come from
Larry Dunn, the Republican minority
member of the Allegheny County Board
of Commissioners. Dunn feats this pro-
cedure would make it possible for the
voters later to abolish the current provi-
sion that no more than two commission-
ers can be from one party. That clause
insures that the minority party will al-
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ways be represented—something of im-
portance to Republicans ina Democratic-
dominated county.

A second major objection comes
from those who think any move toward
Allegheny County home rule should truly
attack major flaws in the present system.
The prime example cited is the three-
member board that (1) diffuses execu-
tive power and (2) combines the execu-
tive and the legislative in direct contra-
diction of the separation-of-powers doc-
trine basic to the American system of
government.

For example, the Citizens League
governance report specifically recom-
mends that “the executive and legisla-
tive functions of county government,
currently joined in the Board of Com-
missioners, be separated.” Its rationale:

“Day-to-day management of county
departments could be more effective if it
were under the domain of a single execu-
tive rather than a legislative committee.
The county executive would focus all of
his or her attention on the efficient and
effective management of county opera-
tions. With little or no administrative
responsibility, the commission could
devote their time to developing policy
tor guiding county government, oversee-
ing the implementation of policy, and
addressing the problems facing their con-
stituents.”

While the League report doesn’t
dwell upon it, the other major arguments
for the change are (1) the check-and-
balance concept and (2) the idea that
with a legislative council—probably by

district—citizens would have a greater



chance for input.

Three counties—Erie, Lehigh, and |
Northhampton—in voting forhome rule
adopted aplan calling for asingle elected
executiveand a legislative council. Dela-
ware adopted a five-member board.

The anomaly is that a legislative
council, by offering the two opportuni-
ties just mentioned, can arouse public
attention on many an issue, occasioning
vociferous debate which can rouse criti-
cism that “It’s a circus.” Isn’t it strange
that if the three commissionersinagiven
county choose to settle everything be-
hind closed doors, there can result an
atmosphere of “peace” pleasing to the
public, even though it muffles media and
citizen interest despite the high stakes
that may be involved?

As one critic puts it concerning his
county, “You never learn about what’s
going on in the budget process until
there is a mandatory but token public
hearing sometime during the busy Christ-

mas season... which doesn’t mean any-

thing because you're told it’s too late to
change anything because it’s so close to |
the December 31 deadline. Then you |
realize it’s all been decided already. If |
you had a legislative council, there'd be
a way to get issues out in the open to
obtain a real public airing.”

Doug Hill, executive director of the
Pennsylvania State Association of
County Commissioners, says the asso-
ciation takes no position one way or the
other on home rule or for or against any
particular format of government.

He notes from his experience: “If |
you go to home rule for genuine change, |

it’s OK. But if you turn to it because of
political problems, it won't work, be-
cause the problems will transcend the
system.”

Hill believes the most important
current effort in the field is rewriting the
county code to cover counties from the
third through the eighth class. “We are
doing it by issue areas, such as by fi-
nances first. We are close to finishing
writing it on contracts. Next will be
human services, with side trips to cover
corporate powers.”

The real challenge, Hill says, is to
sort out the relationships with the state,
especially as these vary from issue to
issue and program to program. The most
headway has come in corrections, espe-
cially with sentencing law and sentenc-
ing guidelines. The most difficult has
been between the counties and the state
health department, such as over the di-
vision of labor on drug and alcohol pro-
grams.

But the major issue still hanging fire
is the question of financing the trial
court system—the county courts of com-
mon pleas. The Pennsylvania Supreme
Court in 1987 ordered the state to as-
sume that burden. But the legislature
hasn’t acted.

Hill says working out the details is
difficult. What portion of court fees com-
ing to the county should revert to the
state if it takes over the courts? Which
offices would be transferred to state juris-
diction? Clerks of courts, tipstaffs, yes.
But what about sheriffs and prothonota-
ries!

The commissioners’ association




filed two suits last year trying to force
action in the matter. Hill says hope has
been fanned by statements by the Com-
monwealth Court about “contempt of
court” and indications the court realizes
it either must enforce the decision or
modify it. Meanwhile, the counties are
watching a similar process taking place
in neighboring New Jersey.

This leads into questions of public

access and of taxation.



IN ON THE TAKEOFFS, TOO

Talk of governance usually has concen-
trated on changes within government
itself. But in recent years another dimen-
sion has been added—that of citizen

participation.

One result has been the passage of |

so-called sunshine laws to mandate that |

more of the public’s business be con-
ducted in public. Law suits, first by neigh-
borhood associations and later by envi-
ronmental groups, have altered the pro-
cesses of government, requiring highway
departments and municipal governments
to provide notice, conduct public hear-
ings, etc., before taking action in an
increasing number of situations.

Still, there is a feeling abroad that
the public should be in on the “takeoffs,”
and not just the “crash landings” of de-
structive, failed, or costly projects.

The Citizens League of Southwest-
ern Pennsylvania in its 1993 report on
governance places particular emphasis
on this subject, with two specific propos-
als. It notes:

“Citizen-based efforts to change
policy and strengthen governance ap-
pear to be difficult to sustain, much less
replicate, according to participants. For
every successful effort, such as to create
a home rule charter for a municipality,
numerous unsuccessful efforts were re-
ported in our deliberations. Participants
especially cited the lack of technical and
financial resources available for creating
citizen-based efforts to reform gover-
nance and the need for collaborative
efforts.”

League officials acknowledge that
it is hard to attract people to public
forums, except for last-minute NIMBY
crowds packing a hearing. NIMBY stands
for the “not in my back yard” kind of
facilities or developments that people
don’t want in their neighborhoods.

Gale McGloin, executive director
of the League, says that in this part of
Pennsylvania a problem is that people
respect authority too much and don’t
realize that they can help shape public
policy by becoming organized. She con-
tends that the only way a region can
solve some of today’s complex, cross-cut
problems is by soliciting and nurturing
public input.

The League therefore has proposed
establishing “a resource in the Citizens
League for supporting citizen policy
change and governance reform efforts.”

Second, the League recommends
establishing citizen advisory boards in
county and major city governments “with
the authority to participate in public
policy processes from their inception to
their conclusion.”

The League report notes that such
boards were included in the home rule
charter for the City of Pittsburgh ap-
proved in the 1970s. The city was di-
vided into two dozen districts, with citi-
zens allowed to petition for an advisory
board within their district.

Such boards were empowered to (1)
review and advise council and mayor on
proposed zoning changes, social and
physical plans, and distribution of city
services within the district; (2) meet
annually with the mayor and council to

CHAPTER 5



discuss problems; (3) mandate meetings
within two weeks with any city depart-
ment head to discuss a specific district
problem.

However, only two advisory boards
were created—in Shadyside and in the
West End—and both have become rela-
tively inactive. The change for the elec-
tion of council members from city-wide
to by-district may have diminished in-
terest.

However, Citizens League officials
believe a major reason why the citizens
advisory board concept didn’t catch on
here was because such boards are forbid-
den to receive tax support.

A contrast is made with Dayton,
Ohio, where similar priority boards have
flourished for two decades. As the report
outlines, “They receive staff support from
city government and have evolved into
effective mechanismsforcitizen involve-

ment.”



WHO’LL PAY THE PIPER?

Government and governance are much
more than money, but in the end, there’s
no evading the importance of money—
and therefore taxes. To paraphrase
football’s Vince Lombardi’s aphorism
about winning:

“Money isn’t everything; money is
the only thing.”

The problem remains, in the wry
words of Timothy Allwein of the Penn-
sylvania School Boards Association, that
“it’s tax reform when you move a tax

away from me; it’'sa tax urden whenvou |
yf ;it’s a tax burden when you |

move it toward me.”
In today’s Pennsylvania, three ef-
forts are underway:

® A major tax-reform move in the
legislature to widen the taxing op-
tions for counties, municipalities, and
school districts.
® A push for tax-base sharing, mod-
eled onaMinneapolis areaplan, which
would apportion throughout a region
the economic growth in areas experi-
encing it. The idea, being promoted
especially in Southwestern Pennsyl-
vania, is to avoid a dog-eat-dog fight
among municipalities for new facto-
ries, shopping malls, warehouses, and
the like.
® Promotion of a regional assets dis-
trict plan, a way to spread the tax base
for assets such as zoos, sports stadiums,
concert halls, and museums provided
by a regional center such as Pitts-
burgh, and by county seat towns in
some cases.

Tax Reform

The major current tax reform effort is
embodied in Senate Bill 182, known as

the Local Government Real Property
Tax Relief Act.

1. SB 182 would apply to all counties
except Philadelphia, authorizing for them
the options of levying certain taxes, in-
cluding:

® up to 1 percent earned income/net

profit tax; or

® up to 1 percent personal income tax;

or

® up to 1 percent personal income tax

and up to | percent sales tax; or

° up to 1 percent earned income/net

profit tax and up to 1 percent sales tax;

or

® up to 1 percent sales tax.

However a county could NOT levy
both the earned income (wage) tax and
the personal income tax. Also, under SB
182, a county that imposed taxes under
this legislation would be blocked from
levying an occupation tax, an occupa-
tional privilege tax, a per capita or simi-
lar head tax, and the intangible personal
property tax.

Any new tax would be subject to a
referendum by the voters.

2. The revenue from any one of
these county tax options would be split
60 percent to the county and 40 percent
to municipalities—but not to school dis-
tricts (see below for their own revenue
package).
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3. A major purpose of the proposed
tax reform under SB 182 is to reduce and/
or eliminate the real property, personal
property, occupation, occupation privi-
lege, per capita, and various nuisance
taxes over a five year period. To accom-
plish that purpose the measure would set
up at the state level a Local Government
Real Property Tax Relief Fund, within
the Department of Revenue, to distrib-
ute revenues raised from the new taxes.

4. An addition to the original SB
182 would allow school districts (other
than Philadelphia’s) to levy an earned
income tax of up to 1 percent on resi-
dents of the district, in addition to any
existing authority to levy a wage tax.

BUT revenue from the new tax
would have to be used to reduce existing
school taxes on a dollar-by-dollar basis.
That is aimed particularly at reducing
real estate taxes. The measure also would
reduce debt limits for all districts except
Philadelphia and Pittsburgh from the
current ceiling of 250 percent of a
district’s borrowing base to 50 percent of
that base.

Not surprisingly, so complex a mea-
sure has raised many questions. Its back-
ersclaim it will alleviate the property tax
by broadening the tax base, including
the possibility of a greater tapping of
growth revenues such as wage and per-
sonal income levies.

But some critics grumble that its
“revenue neutral” provision makes it a
Ponzi scheme that doesn’t address the
fact that many jurisdictions need more

iC

money, not just a shifting of the tax
burden. Others feel it is an unwarranted
bowing to outcries against the property
tax; that, contrary to the conventional
wisdom, the property tax is a reliable
indicator of wealth and, furthermore,
provides a stable source that local gov-
ernments and school boards can count
upon from year to year.

Second, some officials are reluctant
to lose the present available array of
levies, even if some are called “nuisance
taxes,” until they are sure of how the new
raxes would be distributed by the coun-
ties. “The power to allocate is the power
to withhold,” one lobbyist explained.
And school districts are bound to be
leery of reductions in their debt ceilings.

Third, officials such as DCA Secre-
tary Miller are worried that SB 182 has
been “Christmas-treed” with too many
goodies tacked on to the original. A
particularly bothersome case in point is
the addition to the pie-cutting of school
districts, with their bottomless pit of
revenue needs.

Tax Base Sharing

This system of taxation is aimed at re-
ducing disparities in funding and/or de-
velopment among municipalities and
school districts caused by the uneven
distribution of the property tax base.
The model most often cited is that
of the Municipal Fiscal Disparities pro-
gram in the Twin Cities area in Minne-
sota, providing for the sharing of growth
in the commercial-industrial property



tax base within a seven-county region.
However, there also are tax base sharing
programs in California, Michigan, New
Jersey, and Texas.

Under the Minnesota plan, each of
300 taxing jurisdictions contributes to
an area-wide pool 40 percent of the an-
nual growth of its commercial-industrial
(C-1) property tax base, relative to a
benchmark 1971 assessment. C-I prop-
erty includes all businesses, offices, stores,
warehouses, factories, gas stations, park-
ing ramps, etc., as well as public utility
property and vacant land zoned com-
mercial or industrial.

The 40 percent growth revenue is
distributed on the basis of relative fiscal
capacity. The distribution index is de-
termined by multiplyinga municipality’s
population by fiscal capacity—market
value per capita, adjusted for differing
assessment levels among jurisdictions.

From 1975, when the model actu-
ally went into operation, the area-wide
tax has increased from $16.6 million to
$249.7 million.

The argument is that everybody is a
winner. Growth municipalities get to
keep 60 percent of their taxables in-
crease, but less fortunate municipalities
aren’t left in the dust.

Tax base sharing programs in Michi-
gan and Texas were established in an
attempt to equalize funding between rich
and poor school districts. The California
and New Jersey programs were launched
to address inequities in local redevelop-
ment, in New Jersey’s case designed to
support development in the Meadow-
lands area near New York City.

Wl

Interest in tax base sharing was
aroused in Allegheny County with the
advent of the new terminal at Greater
Pittsburgh International Airport. It was
expected to propel much new commer-
cial and industrial development in the
immediately adjacent townships. At a
time when the tax base of Mon Valley
milltowns was plummeting with the col-
lapse of the steel industry, the idea of
sharing revenue growth on a regional
basis became quite attractive. (The air-
port townships such as Moon and Findlay
wryly pointed out that in the days of a
flourishing steel industry no one sug-
gested sharing Mon Valley tax revenues
with their areas!)

Action by the legislature would be
required. Todate, nothinghas happened.

Regional Assets District

The pressure on the citizens of regional
centers with dwindling populations, such
as Pittsburgh, of the burden of providing
tax support for facilities benefiting an
entire region has caused a search for
alternative solutions. One such idea is
that of a regional assets district (RAD).

While no one has entirely spelled
out the concept, the idea would be to
procure tax revenue from an entire re-
gion to support such facilities as zoos,
museums, concert halls, and sports stadi-
ums. The rationale is that a regional
center such as Pittsburgh—and county
seat towns in a parallel sense—no longer
can afford to support facilities whose

benefits are enjoyed by multitudes of
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non-residents from throughout the re-
gion. (The fact that regional centers
have a large amount of tax-exempt prop-
erty, such as hospitals and institutions of
higher education, exacerbates the prob-
lem.)

The Allegheny Conference on
Community Development, action ve-
hicle for the top corporate leadership of
Pittsburgh, has taken the RAD concept
as one of its priorities. The Conference is
utilizing a concept developed by the
Pennsylvania Economy League, whose
western division is affiliated with the
Conference.

In his 1991 speech outlining the
Conference’s program for the years ahead,
Chairman Sarni noted: “Our region, for
example, is blessed with grand old parks,
attractive rivers, many libraries, and di-
verse cultural, scientific, and educational
resources. T hey contribute to the quality
of life in this region for all of us—young
and old. But now we have no way to
integrate them and encourage their de-
velopment—we have no investment
strategy.”

The answer, Sarni said, lies in the
Economy League study recommending
the formation of a regional assets dis-
trict. “The vision is of an organization
with regional leadership, that will use
public and private resources to conserve
and improve existing parks, libraries, and
scientific and educational facilities and
have the ability to build new amenities,
such as river parks,” Sarni explained.

Rick Stafford, executive director for
both the Conference and the Economy

League, in a recent interview was not

afraid to use the dreaded T-word. Stafford
said the public must face the fact that
whatever tax package evolves to support
a regional assets district could not be
“revenue neutral,” that is, replacing some
other tax so as not to cost the taxpayer
any more than before.

“Revenue neutral” is the soothing
mantra often chanted when tax reform is
broached; it was used by Governor Rob-
ert Casey in his ill-fated tax-reform ref-
erendum in 1989; it is an important as-
pect of SB 182.

The Stafford assumption is that
there’s no use trying to fool people that
they can get something extra for noth-
ing. Better to be up front from the start
and sell the idea on its merits and not by
gimmickry.

The Citizens League of Southwest-
ern Pennsylvania in its 1993 report on
governance urged this step on the sub-
JEEE:

“We recommend that a citizens
committee be established to assist in the
development of a regional assets district
for Southwestern Pennsylvania.... The
district should be supported by a dedi-
cated funding source that equitably col-

lects the tax on the basis of the economic

| capacity of citizens and their communi-

ties.... The impact of the regional assets
district could be significant on preserv-
ing the region’s assets. It would identify
those cultural, recreational, historic, and
other assets that are critical to the qual-

ity of life and economic competitiveness

- of the region and provide them with a

predictable level of financial support.”



Just what should be included in the
assets to be financially supported is bound
to be a sticky question. The Citizens
League report suggests:

“The regional assets district should
be defined with the full involvement of
citizens, so that all assets recommended
by citizens in large and small, rich and
poor, and urban and rural communities
throughout Southwestern Pennsylvania
are considered for inclusion.”

Politically, something like this may
be necessary to build sufficient support
throughout the region to be persuasive
to legislators who will face the cry not
only of more taxes but of a new layer of
taxes. But, organizationally, it could
spawn a nightmare in deciding whether
every little historical museum or river-
side park or sports stadium should be
included as a “regional asset.”

At the least, that approach would
dilute the revenues available for what
even those who are not Pittsburgh chau-
vinists would acknowledge to be truly
regional facilities, most of which are lo-
cated within the city limits of Pittsburgh.
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COMMENTS

It should be obvious from this Issues
paper that there are serious governance
problems in Pennsylvania and, in par-
ticular, Southwestern Pennsylvania.
Even those most comfortable with the
status quo are troubled by mandates from
higher levels of government, bucking up
against levy limits as well as limitations
on types of taxes that can be imposed.

Equally plain is that there is a
plethora of suggested solutions from ex-
periences here and in other states, not to
mention local surveys and plans.

What is lacking is the will to make
changes, and especially on the part of the
state legislature, where the responsibil-
ity and power lie for instituting most
major alterations in the governance land-

scape.

The greatest barrier toaction is self-
interest. How does one appeal to com-
munities and groups to “fix something
that ain’t broke” for them? How to con-
vince people that the weak links do make
a difference in the overall strength of the
chain?

[t is here that the proposals by such
groups as the Allegheny Conference on
Community Development and the Citi-
zens League of Southwestern Pennsylva-
nia are so important. For they appear to
be the best hope for both appealing to
the “better angel” self-interest instincts
of many citizens and groups and for
thereby offsetting the resistant self-in-
terest of others.

The Allegheny Conference is vital
because it can command many resources,
including the message from corporate

executives that governance is impor-



tant—as Vincent Sarniso tellingly made
clear. The Pittsburgh region is fortunate,
too, in that so many corporate headquar-
ters are located here. Neal Peirce in his
new book “Citistates” outlines how even
strong cities such as Phoenix are ham-
pered because they have only corporate
branch offices—the real decisions are
made in headquarters elsewhere.

On the other hand, there is a limit
to what a group of two dozen men, no
matter how powerful, can do by them-
selves in arousing citizen support for
change. It is here that the Conference
will need toreach out through the politi-
cal parties and, yes, organized labor, and
through such grassroots groups as the
Citizens League. The League, for in-
stance, could be a significant vehicle for
attracting the support throughout the

region from people in many walks of life
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. that impresses politicians.

[t should be remembered that the
League was formed in the late 1980s with
the quiet backing of Robert Pease and
David Bergholz of the Allegheny Con-
ference staff leadership. But it has not
had the corporate or foundation support
since then to lift it above a somewhat
fledgling status.

The fate of governance efforts may
depend upon whether there can be a
melding of the efforts of the corporate
leadership and community groups such
as the Citizens League. Both have far-
reaching goals that need to be sharpened
into specifics, a process where each can
help the other. (In fact, most of the goals
documents produced by various groups
to date cover such a wide range of objec-
tivesas to intimidate action. Rather than

setting a reasonably persuasive number




of priorities, they usually recommend
setting up another committee to do just
that.)

There will need to be more leader-
ship of the kind being exhibited by Rick
Stafford, executive director of the Con-
ference, when he bucks the conventional
wisdom to say that some of the needed
tax reforms cannot be “revenue neutral.”
In effect, he is saying that the people
won’t and shouldn’t be fooled into think-
ing that they can have a free lunch in
terms of meeting some of the needs of the
region.

Clearly something needs to be done
about the school financingsituation. This
writer's hunch is that the answer eventu-
ally will be something like the latest
Texas “options” plan—setting forth ways
in which a prescribed number of the

wealthiest districts can choose to share

S

theirbounty, money, and/or instructional
assets with poorer districts.

As for municipalities, the longer
this writer has surveyed the scene, the
more he is convinced that Professor
Christine Altenburger of the University
of Pittsburgh is correct—that we might
as well not waste major efforts toward
merging them. One exception: Greater
powers should be given to the counties
to approve developments with impacts
beyond a single municipality. That is
one place where the present zoning
hodgepodge is harmful in encouraging
costly sprawl and ecological damage, as
well as inhibiting the regional approach
necessary to compete in today’s global
environment.

Energy, instead, should be spent on
promoting inter-municipal cooperation

and pushing standards for governmental
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operations to improve the services pro-
vided to taxpayers. In turn, municipal
associations should respond more affir-
matively to these reforms.

If this particular element of self-
interest is left undisturbed, perhaps
boundary-conscious citizens can relax
and be more easily persuaded that it is in

their self-interest to:

¢ Keep Pittsburgh a strong regional
center by finding ways to spreading the
burden for financing regional facilities
now resting on just 400,000 citizens out

of three million in the region.

e Find ways to insure a proper edu-
cation for each child, no matter where
he or she lives in the region. After all,
experience shows that many of the best

educated products of our system will leave

au
(39 ;:

the region for jobs elsewhere. It is the
“left-behinds” who either will be trained
to be productive citizens or run the risk
of adding to the welfare or crime statis-
tics, to the detriment of the region’s

future.

e Seek solutions through the politi-
cal and legislative process, rather than
waiting for equity lawsuits that put the
matter in the hands of the courts. The
state legislature might prefer to have its
hand forced, with “Robin Hood” plans as
one eventuality, but it's doubtful most
citizens, school boards, and municipali-
ties would find that to be in their real

self-interest.
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