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Good Morning Chairmen and members of the Committee. Thank you for the invitation to testify today 

on House Bill 2122. I am Amy Sturges, Director of Governmental Affairs, for the PA Municipal League 

and the PA State Association of Township Commissioners. My testimony today is on behalf of both 

organizations and is from the perspective of the more than 160 full-service communities comprising the 

membership of PML and PSATC. 

House Bill 2122 puts in place a procedure for the voluntary dis-incorporation of small municipalities, 

under 10,000 in population, in Allegheny County. This procedure includes a local referendum put 

before the voters of a municipality. If the electorate approves, the municipality will become an 

unincorporated area of the County. The County will provide services to the area based on an essential 

services plan and intergovernmental cooperation agreement developed prior to the referendum. Services 

will still be paid for by the residents of the now unincorporated area. This concept has been circulating 

since the mid-l 990s, but we are not aware of any municipalities that have expressed an interest in dis

incorporating. 

Although voluntary and currently limited to Allegheny County, both PML and PSATC oppose this 

legislation. The intent behind the proposal is commendable, but this is not the direction the 

Commonwealth should be taking. Municipalities in Pelll1sylvania genuinely need new tools to keep or 
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regain their economic viability and ability to provide the services their residents expect, but dis

incorporation is not one of those tools. 

Municipal dis-incorporation is a very radical and uncharted response to the municipal fiscal stress we 

are witnessing in Pennsylvania, as there are no unincorporated areas in the Commonwealth. And our 

county governments, aside from Philadelphia, are not providing the array of typical municipal services. 

Rather than dismantling our local government structure, the Commonwealth should invest in its local 

governments with a comprehensive approach and a policy objective of preventing municipal fiscal 

distress. This can be achieved by updating decades-old laws, providing new tools to match the needs of 

today's municipalities and by adequately financing state programs that can support and assist 

municipalities with shared services, financial recovery, merger and consolidation. This position is one 

we have consistently expressed in recent years when asked about Act 4 7 and fiscal distress in general. 

Frankly, dis-incorporation is the easy way out for our Commonwealth. We should not be willing to 

utilize this approach until a meaningful effort at preventing municipal fiscal distress has been made. 

Many of the laws governing local functions, such as taxation, personnel management and day to day 

operations must be updated. They are archaic and hamstring effective governance in the 21st Century. 

Moreover, laws currently in existence authorizing intergovernmental cooperation and merger and 

consolidation are not being used to their full potential because of legal and financial obstacles. These 

barriers should be removed wherever possible and replaced with flexibility and incentives. 

Laws governing municipal operations are 30, 40, even 50 years old. A lot has changed in 50 years. The 

Commonwealth is doing a disservice to its municipalities, residents and businesses by not updating these 

laws. For example, local tax law is still operating from the perspective that people live, work, dine and 

shop within one municipality. This may have been the model in 1965, but it is not at all the case in 2018. 

Today, we live regionally. Local taxation should have a regional element that provides some form of 

revenue shared across a broader area. Additionally, many of the communities in distress have a high 

percentage of tax-exempt properties. Tax-exempt status is granted by the state, but the impact is felt 

locally by residents and businesses who bear the burden of making up the necessary revenue needed to 

provide services to all properties. These issues are just two of many reasons the tax rates in built-out 

communities are higher, making them less attractive and unable to compete with neighboring 

municipalities that still have a growing tax base. 
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On the other side of the equation, many municipal expenses are mandated and oftentimes out of control. 

When the local taxing structure falls short and expenses outpace revenue- problems ensue as they would 

with any budget. Add state and federal mandates to this mix and it is a recipe for eventual fiscal distress 

no matter how sophisticated and well-managed the municipality. 

One of the largest expenses for full-service communities is public safety services and personnel. These 

easily account for at least half of a municipal budget. Much of these costs are mandated by state law. 

Other mandates including legal advertising requirements, prevailing wage, recycling and storm water 

management must also be accounted for in a municipal budget. With revenue shortfalls and mandated, 

unpredictable expenses, it is easy to see why quality oflife services such as routine maintenance of roads 

and bridges, code enforcement, blight remediation, economic development and parks and recreation get 

placed on the back burner when budget cuts are necessary. But putting these programs off for another 

day eventually hurts the community, the region, and the Commonwealth. 

In addition to fixing the barriers to sufficient revenue and manageable expenses, a comprehensive policy 

approach must include a fresh look at intergovernmental cooperation, merger and consolidation. These 

tools need to be more attractive and easier to pursue and implement. Legal, financial and technical issues 

have hindered creative problem solving when political subdivisions have tried to think beyond their 

borders. We as a Commonwealth need to figure out how to support, encourage and build-on successful 

efforts. This certainly includes partnering with county government. 

Beyond our opposition to the general concept of dis-incorporation, the following are specific concerns 

we have with the proposed legislation: 

• The initial decision to pursue dis-incorporation is a decision of the governing body. There are 

no guidelines, however, to use in making this decision, just a thought that the County can "better 

serve the residents." This is very subjective; and, the absence of any objective baseline triggers 

will most likely hinder the process. 

• The presumption that the County can better serve the residents assumes a willingness on the part 

of the County to take on services it traditionally does not perform, as well as the ability to provide 

services more efficiently and cost effectively. Is this the case if only one municipality dis

incorporates? Is the County really interested in taking over services for one municipality? Or, if 

five dis-incorporations occur over time, will the County provide five distinct districts with five 
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distinct sets of services? We think the likely outcome is the opposite of what this legislation is 

looking to achieve. 

• The legislation indicates that each dis-incorporated district will still pay for services under the 

current methods of local taxation and revenue generation. Additionally, the district's residents 

are responsible for the existing debt and the costs of transitioning to County control. If the current 

methods of taxation and revenue generation are not adequate now, how can we expect them to 

be adequate once the dis-incorporation has occurred? Residents of the district may find they are 

paying more for less in the end. And the County may find it cannot provide services appropriately 

under the current statutory restrictions. 

• We question whether legally the terms of elected officials can just end mid-term ifthe referendum 

is accepted by the voters as stated under Section 3108-D. 

• We question the ability to terminate existing contracts or name new parties to existing contracts. 

This will be very expensive from a legal standpoint and very likely impossible with personnel 

contracts. 

• Once living in a dis-incorporated district, the voices of its citizens will be diluted. They will be 

governed by the County Council. If they don't like how things are being handled, the opportunity 

to change the governing body is diluted because the citizens of the entire County vote for County 

Council. Additionally, the District Advisory Board is made up by three electors appointed by 

the County Executive and serving at the will of the County Executive. 

In conclusion, our Commonwealth's laws and policies have created the diverse and decentralized, local 

government structure we have today. Ultimately, the health of our local governments is an indication 

of the health of the entire Commonwealth. Before we go down the path of dis-incorporation and change 

the face of local government as we know it, we must look carefully at the laws and policies governing 

municipalities. What worked 50 years ago should simply not be expected to work today. We owe it to 

the citizens of this Commonwealth to pursue new local government policies first. This is not going to 

be easy and may be unpopular at times, but dis-incorporation is not the answer. We believe the 

Commonwealth's citizens deserve more. 

Thank you and I am happy to answer any questions you have today or in the future. 
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