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Good morning Madam Chairman and members of the House Urban Affairs Committee.
Welcome to Schuylkill County! Thank you for the opportunity to speak today. I have seen
blight from just about every perspective - I served as a member of Girardville Borough Council
for 20 years. As a matter of fact, the state blight task force was born during those years - but 1

will get to that in a minute. I am an assistant to Senator Dave Argali, and before him, the late
Senator Jim Rhoades. I currently serve as the Chairman of the Schuylkill County Housing
Authority Board of Directors, and am an alternate member of the Schuylkill Community Action

Board of Directors. I was also recently appointed to serve on the board of the Schuylkill County
Land Bank. But perhaps my most important role now is that of concerned citizen and taxpayer.

I have seen blight from just about every perspective and know first-hand how hard it is for a
local municipality to fight on its own .
The blight problem was getting worse in my final years on borough council . Our
solicitor mentioned an article to me that he had read in the state borough association magazine
addressing the issue. He asked me if Sen. Rhoades would be willing to meet to discuss. Long
story short , it was the birth of the state blight task force. We put together a working group of

folks who shared our concerns and wanted to roll up their sleeves and do something about it. I

am very proud the task force did not fold when we lost Sen. Rhoades. Dave Argali stepped right
in and continued to lead the charge. We have seen many successes by working together - House
and Senate, Republicans and Democrats. Our first big victory was Act 90 of 2010. Since then,
we have successfully seen numerous blight bills become law.
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Municipalities in the county have used initiatives like conservatorship, and local permit

denial in the never-ending war on blight. Our county commissioners have taken advantage of

Act 152 and created an additional funding source for demolition projects exclusively in this
county . As I noted earlier, there is also a Schuylkill Land Bank . The land bank currently has Five

member municipalities and covers three school districts. To date, the land bank has successfully

rehabbed three dilapidated homes and sold them to private buyers. We are currently working on
rehabbing a fourth property in the Borough of Minersville, and hope for that to be as successful

as the others. Other properties have been demolished and the property sold to a neighbor for a
side yard. Like all land banks, our goal is to turn a problem property into a productive one and
get it back on the tax rolls.

We have accomplished a lot since the first task force meeting. Our most recent success is

Rep. Heffley’s bill, signed into law as Act 33 of 2021, that will hopefully begin to address the
problem of shady real estate speculators using our corporate laws to escape property

maintenance compliance and tax liability .
This is a great first step to addressing this problem. And it is a problem. For example , I

am aware of one gentleman who uses numerous LLCs to buy properties at tax sales. Upon a
recent review of records posted online by the Schuylkill County Tax Claim Bureau, he owns

over 150 properties, most of which are in disrepair, have code violations against them , and are

back in the delinquent tax system . And this is only a count of the LLCs of which I am aware.

He is known in this county - and others - as a problem. I understand that there is a school of
thought that government shouldn ’ t be telling people when and how they can buy real estate . But ,

please stop and think about the neighbors that pay their taxes and maintain their properties don’ t they also have the right to enjoy their home and property without worrying that the dump
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next door owned by this guy - and numerous others like him - isn ' t going to fall down on them ?

They ’ re the people that have become my passion - the people who are productive members of

the community that aren ’t cheating the system. That’s who we are helping!
So that brings me to what we need to do next . Anyone who has attended the last few task

force meetings knows that I have been doing a lot of research on the issue of filing deeds. I have
discovered that in Pennsylvania only the seller needs to sign off on a deed when it is transferred.

I ’ m not sure why this is the case, but it gives the new buyer a lot of cover. I have seen properties
transferred from one LLC to another, to another, all within days of one another. I don ’t

understand the benefit of this, unless someone is trying to hide something . I welcome anyone to
share insight on it with me, but I truly think there needs to be a review of how real estate is
transferred and deeds are filed in the Commonwealth.

Another issue that I believe the task force needs to revisit is lender responsibility . It is
based on the fact that there are numerous properties that the lender has started the foreclosure

process, but never completed it. The term "zombie title” was coined to define these properties .
The original version of what became Act 90, included a section that would have required any
lending institution that began a foreclosure proceeding on a property, to maintain basic exterior

maintenance of the property . It did not make it to the final version of the bill. A few years later,
the legislature passed an expedited foreclosure bill , based on the belief that the foreclosure
process in Pennsylvania was too long, and if there was a way to speed up the process on

properties that are certified as vacant and abandoned, it would eliminate this “zombie title”
problem.
I’m not convinced that it has or will. The Schuylkill County Sheriffs office
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has not had one request for an expedited proceeding since it became law in 201 8 One quick
,

example of the foreclosure issue - one of my co-workers in Senate Communications reached out
to our office with a problem . The property next to his home in Lancaster County is in

foreclosure and sitting empty . High grass and weeds, along with the slow' decline of the house ,
have made it the neighborhood eyesore. However, someone wants to buy it , but the lending

institution has basically told them in writing that they are content to let it sit in limbo and
continue to decline because the mortgagee is deceased and just too much trouble. Let me repeat
that, the lending institution is content to let this property fall apart and allow neighboring
property values to decline . While this is a unique problem , it illustrates that the foreclosure issue

is still problematic when it comes to fighting blight. I can show you numerous "zombies" here in

Schuylkill County as well . The foreclosure process is started , a letter is sent to the mortgagee
ordering them to vacate the property, which they do, but the foreclosure is never completed and
put up for sale. The property begins to decline and become a problem for the neighbors and the

municipality . I am sure lending institutions want to be good community partners, so this is an

invitation to them to join us back at the table so we can revisit this matter , and hopefully find a
way to address it once and for all.

One final issue that I ask you give some thought to - code enforcement and how we

prepare people to do that job. Let me be clear, I am talking about property maintenance code

enforcement , not Uniform Construction Code. Currently , a local council or board of supervisors
can hire someone off the street, give them a badge, and send them out to do the job. Most of

these small towns will hire the first person willing to take the job and it overwhelms them. The

job does not pay well in a small community and all you get is grief. 1 think we need to figure out
a way to assist with a code enforcement training program, and perhaps a way to financially
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incentivize cooperative code enforcement programs between

municipalities. I realize that I am

cost money , but 1 truly believe
asking the state to potentially create something new, and it will

at shared services because of
that the time will come that municipalities will need to look
of the curve, and code
financial constraints and a declining tax base. We need to be ahead

enforcement could be a great place to start.
we have accomplished
With that, I will close . I hope that my testimony shows that while

you for coming to Schuylkill
a lot, we still have much more work to do. Once again, thank
with you.
County and allowing me to share my experiences and ideas
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