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·Good afternoon. My name is Cindy Daley and I am the Polley Director at the Housing Alliance of 

Pennsylvania. The Housing Alliance is a statewide nonprofit organization that works to increase 

the availability of homes within reach of all Pennsylvanians, especially those with low Incomes. 

We also advocate for policies to advance community revitalization efforts. 

The Housing Alliance has spent the last decade advocating for smart laws and policies to turn 

vacant and abandoned properties into community assets and return them to productive use. 

Our efforts include the Blighted an~ Abandoned Property Conservatorship Law (Act 135 of 

2008), the Neighborhood Blight Reclamation and Revitalization Law (Act 90 of 2010), and most 

recently the Land Bank enabling legislation (Act 153 of 2012). Our interest in tax sales focuses 

on the ways in which communities are impacted by state and local laws for the collection of 

property taxes. Tax sale laws are intertwined with community health in four ways. 

1. Municipalities rely on tax revenue to provide needed services. Tax policy must incentivize the 

payment of taxes. Among the best ways to do this are the assessment of penalties for 

nonpayment and the certainty of a tax sale in the not-too-distant future. 

2. Tax sale policy can contribute to neighborhood blight by making it difficult to acquire 

abandoned, tax delinquent properties. Conversely, a well designed law can convey clear title in 

an efficient way to enable their productive reuse. 

3. Tax collection can actually contribute to blight if it is too difficult for property owners to pay 

their taxes. On the other hand, well designed hardship policies can keep low income 

homeowners in place and help stabilize communities. 

4. Tax sale laws can support local land banks so that properties which are not bought by private 

developers will still have an owner to look after them. 



HB 1409, A3864, takes some very positive steps toward establishing tax policy and procedures 

that will maximize revenue to taxing jurisdictions, encourage investment in our communities, 

and support homeowners. We offer a few comments on the bill as proposed to be amended to 

move it further in this direction. 

lncentivize the payment of taxes 

HB 1409 covers this area well. It provides for penalties that are reasonable while still providing 

an incentive to pay on time. Assessing an additional1% penalty each month after the initial 5% 
penalty will help break the habit that too many property owners have of waiting until the last 

minute to pay. 

An even larger stick Is the certainty of a tax sale in HB 1409, with the process beginning one 
year after the date of delinquency. This is not true under the Municipal Claims and Tax Lien Law 

(MCTLL) which remains under HB 1409, but the new system would provide certainty. 

Transferring properties for productive reuse 

In this realm we are particularly concerned with ensuring that the purchaser gains clear title to 
the property and is not delayed in his or her ability to obtain financing and begin 

redevelopment. HB 1409 accomplishes this by providing for the transfer of title free and clear 

of all liens, mortgages and other claims. The bill also allows no post-sale redemption, a feature 
that is important to developers who can not wait months on end to obtain title insurance and 

financing. 

Promoting homeownershiD and neighborhood stabilitv 

HB 1409 does require each bureau to establish hardship plans. We applaud the statement that 

"In developing program policies and internal guidelines, the bureau shall take into 

consideration the important public interests of preventing homelessness and avoiding property 
abandonment and blight." 

The process established in HB 1409 is an important one for a homeowner who has fallen on 

hard times. It can mean the difference between remaining securely In his home or becoming 

homeless. For the community It may mean the difference between having a long term neighbor 

or an abandoned property. 

We suggest just a few modifications to the language in section 9014 on hardship protections. 



First, it would benefit both the homeowner and the taxing jurisdiction to have the homeowner 

enter into a hardship agreement as soon as possible. Yet, there Is no notice given to the 

homeowner about the availability of such a plan until the Tax Collection Bureau has actually 

filed a complaint in court to sell the property. By that point the homeowner is at least 12 
months delinquent and has accrued penalties amounting to 16% of the tax liability. We urge 

you to require the Tax Collection Bureau to send notices of delinquency to all property owners 

within 30 days of receiving the return from the local tax collector. The notice of delinquency 
should inform property owners that their properties may be sold at tax sale and instruct 

homeowners in how to apply for hardship plans. A second notice of delinquency should be 
mailed when the taxes are 6 months delinquent. 

While it is beyond the scope of HB 1409, we also suggest requiring all taxing jurisdictions to 

offer hardship plans before the taxes become delinquent and to notify homeowners of their 
availability. 

Second, we recommend giving the Tax Collection Bureaus the discretion to waive penalties and 
fees when working out hardship payment plans. Keeping in mind that the purpose of penalties 

Is to provide an Incentive to pay for those who can pay but choose not to, It Is counter
productive to add penalties onto the accounts of homeowners who are already having difficulty 

paying the basic tax. The goal, of course, Is to generate tax revenue for the taxing district while 
supporting homeowners, not to force a property to sale. 

In addition, current law allows Tax Claim Bureaus to exonerate indigent persons from real 

estate taxes.1 We urge you to make clear that the new Tax Collection Bureaus and local tax 

collectors may exercise their discretion to exonerate homeowners whose income is so limited 

that they can not afford to pay the tax. 

In that same vein, we suggest removing the 24 month limit on payment plans. Philadelphia and 

Pittsburgh currently have no legal limit on the length of their plans, leaving It up to the 

municipality to decide the best way to ensure payment of delinquent taxes while also ensuring 

that the homeowner can keep current with each new tax bill. 

Finally, in addition to the guidelines enumerated in section 9014(f), we look to the Pittsburgh 

and Philadelphia models and recommend a limit on the monthly payment that is based on the 

homeowner's income. Again, the purpose of entering into an agreement is to allow the 

'Local Tax collection Law, 72 P.S. 5511.1, 5511.37; Laws v. Chester, 16 Pa.D&C.3'0 432 (Ct. COm. Pis. 1980) 



homeowner to keep current while repaying past due taxes. Taking into consideration the 
homeowner's ability to pay Is the best way to do this. 

Outside of hardship plans, we note that HB 1409 allows for the account to be paid and the 
property redeemed up until the time the court issues its order for the sale of the property. 
Current law allows owners to redeem their properties until the time of the sale. We suggest 
retaining this practice and allowing owners to pay their bills any time prior to the sale. 

Supporting Land Banks 

A year ago the General Assembly passed and Governor Corbett signed Act 153, legislation 
allowing local governments to establish land banks to acquire, manage, and sell tax delinquent 
and abandoned property. This new law has been received enthusiastically across the 
commonwealth. Dauphin County established the state's first land bank this past summer. Three 
or four more are in process and are likely to be established soon. Other cities and counties are 
analyzing ways to effectively use land banks in their communities. 

Act 153 allows land banks to acquire properties, among other ways, through tax sales. By 
entering Into an agreement with the foreclosing taxing body, the land bank can purchase the 
property at upset sale for just the costs of sale. At judicial sale, again by prior agreement, the 
land bank can acquire the property without competitive bidding. These provisions were written 
Into the law In recognition of the valuable role land banks play in returning vacant properties to 
productive use for the benefit of communities and the larger real estate market. 

HB 1409 does not mention land banks. It does, however, repeal two of the three tax sale laws 
which are the basis of that section of Act 153 that provides for acquisition at tax sale. 
Moreover, HB 1409 repeals "all other acts and parts of acts ... insofar as they are inconsistent 
with the addition of 53 Pa. C. 5. Ch. 90." As I interpret the language, the portions of Act 153 
noted above, in addition to being based in part on the Real Estate Tax Sale Law (RETSL) and the 
Second Class Cities Treasurer's Sale Law, are Inconsistent with the new process laid out in HB 
1409 and, therefore, would be repealed. Please address land banks in this legislation to ensure 
that they can be effective and efficient stewards of vacant properties. 

To further support land banks, we suggest using a portion of the penalties collected under the 
new law to fund land bank operations. Where no land bank exists, the Tax Collection Bureau 
could use that money to maintain the properties in its inventory. Ohio law actually directs 2~ 



percent of all delinquent real estate, personal property, and manufactured home taxes 
collected into a fund which supports county land banks. 2 

Finally, we note with approval the prohibitions against certain persons purchasing properties at 
tax sale. HB 1409 forbids any person or entity from bidding at tax sale If they are delinquent in 
property taxes or other municipal claims or own property with code violations. This language is 
currently In RETSL, along with a prohibition against landlords who have had their rental licenses 
revoked. 3 We recommend adding such landlords to the list of prohibited purchasers in HB 
1409. 

As I stated at beginning of my remarks, our comments are limited to the intersection of the tax 
sale law with community revitalization, supporting land banks, and supporting homeowners. 
We do not have the requisite expertise to comment on the process laid out, the impact of the 
repeal of existing laws or the imposition of the new one on municipalities. In those areas we 
will learn from others who will testify today. 

Thank you for your time and attention. 

2 httpi/lcodes.ohio.sov/orcl321.261 
'72 P.S. 5860.601; Act 5 of 1998 


