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 1                -  -  -

 2         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 3 Good morning.  So we're going to do a

 4 little consolidation today similar to

 5 what we did yesterday, consultation

 6 with the Administration.  So we will

 7 have testimony to start from Finance,

 8 Revenue and then Mr. Dubow will be

 9 here for any questions or needs from

10 the Sinking Fund, Board of Pensions

11 and City Treasurer.

12         And then we'll do testimony

13 from the Office of Property

14 Assessment and the Board of Revision

15 of Taxes if needed, if that's okay

16 with the colleagues or unless you all

17 want to hear all the testimony.  All

18 right.

19         UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:

20 (Inaudible).

21         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

22 I'm sorry?

23         UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:

24 (Inaudible).

25         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  So
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 1 we're going to start out with

 2 testimony from Mr. Dubow from Finance

 3 and we'll have the Department of

 4 Revenue just for their opening

 5 testimony.  And Mr. Dubow will be

 6 here to call up if needed.  But to

 7 respond to any issues with respect to

 8 the Sinking Fund, the Treasurer Board

 9 of Directors, they are here so if you

10 need them to come up and speak and

11 respond to any questions.  And then

12 because of the significance of the

13 Office of Property Assessment, they

14 will also offer testimony also.

15         So essentially these are all

16 very connected departments, so we're

17 just going to consolidate and just do

18 it and hopefully, we can run through

19 it in about an hour -- no, I'm just

20 kidding.  I'm just kidding.  Not

21 going to happen.  All right.  So

22 we'll get started.

23         Mr. Dubow, are you guys

24 ready?

25         MR. DUBOW:  (Nodded



Committee of the Whole 4 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 affirmatively).

 2             (Witnesses approach

 3 Witness Table.)

 4         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 5 I'm going to get started.  Good

 6 morning.  This hearing is called to

 7 order.  I recognize the presence of a

 8 quorum of the Committee members.

 9 This is the public hearing of the

10 Committee of the Whole regarding Bill

11 Nos. 230144, 230145, 230146, 230147,

12 230148, 230149 and Resolution No.

13 230162.

14         Mr. McDermott, please read

15 the titles of the bills and

16 resolutions.

17         THE CLERK:  Bill No. 230144,

18 an ordinance to adopt a Capital

19 Program for the six Fiscal Years 2024

20 to 2029 inclusive.

21         Bill No. 230145, an ordinance

22 to adopt a Fiscal 2024 Capital

23 Budget.

24         Bill No. 230146, an ordinance

25 adopting the Operating Budget for
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 1 Fiscal Year 2024.

 2         Bill No. 230147, an ordinance

 3 amending Chapter 19-1500 of The

 4 Philadelphia Code, entitled "Wage and

 5 Net Profits Tax," by revising certain

 6 tax rates, under certain terms and

 7 conditions.

 8         Bill No. 230148, an ordinance

 9 amending Chapter 19-2800 of The

10 Philadelphia Code, entitled

11 "Pennsylvania Intergovernmental

12 Cooperation Authority Tax on Wages

13 and Net Profits," to provide for the

14 continuation of the tax to make other

15 conforming changes, all under certain

16 terms and conditions.

17         230149, an ordinance amending

18 Chapter 19-2600 of The Philadelphia

19 Code, entitled "Business Income and

20 Receipts Taxes," by revising certain

21 tax rates, under certain terms and

22 conditions.

23         Resolution No. 230162,

24 providing for the approval by the

25 Council of the City of Philadelphia a
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 1 Revised Five Year Financial Plan for

 2 the City of Philadelphia covering

 3 Fiscal Years 2024 through 2028, and

 4 incorporating revised changes with

 5 respect to Fiscal Year 2023, which is

 6 to be submitted by the Mayor to the

 7 Pennsylvania Intergovernmental

 8 Cooperation Authority, pursuant to

 9 the Intergovernmental Cooperation

10 Agreement, authorized by an ordinance

11 of this Council and signed by the

12 Mayor on January 3, 1992 by and

13 between the City and the Authority.

14         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

15 Thank you, Mr. McDermott.

16         Today we will continue the

17 public hearing of the Committee of

18 the Whole to consider the bills read

19 by the Clerk that constitute proposed

20 operating and capital spending

21 measures for Fiscal 2024, a Capital

22 Program and a Forward-looking Capital

23 Plan for Fiscal 2024 through Fiscal

24 2029.

25         Today we'll hear the
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 1 testimony from the Department of

 2 Finance, Department of Revenue, the

 3 Office of Property Assessment, the

 4 Board of Revision of Taxes this

 5 afternoon, which may be today, this

 6 morning.  We were originally

 7 scheduled to hear testimony from the

 8 Sinking Fund, the Board of Pensions

 9 and the Treasurer, but given the

10 overlap of these departments and

11 duties, these departments are

12 available for questions this morning.

13         Mr. McDermott, the first

14 person to testify is?

15         THE CLERK:  Finance Director

16 Rob Dubow.

17         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

18 Good morning, sir.

19         MR. DUBOW:  Good morning.

20 Good morning, Council President and

21 members of Council.  Rob Dubow,

22 Director of Finance and I'm pleased

23 to provide testimony today in support

24 of the Office of Director of Finances

25 FY24 operating budget.  Joining me at
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 1 the table is First Deputy Finance

 2 Director Kat Lamb, and other

 3 representatives of Finance are here

 4 to answer any questions you might

 5 have.

 6         Our proposed core budget is

 7 just under $16.5 million.  That's a

 8 $1.5 million increase over our FY23

 9 estimated obligation level, the

10 increases to support collectively

11 bargain and exempt wage increases,

12 increased insurance costs because of

13 a hardening market and added

14 positions to build up our financial

15 management capabilities.  You have a

16 copy of our written testimony which

17 includes our plans for FY24, our

18 demographics, summary of our budget,

19 contract summary.  You also have

20 written testimony from the Board of

21 Revision of Taxes, City Treasurer's

22 Office and the Sinking Fund

23 Commission, and representatives for

24 those agencies are here to answer any

25 questions you may have.
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 1         Before concluding my

 2 testimony, I just want to take a

 3 moment to thank all the employees in

 4 Finance and Pensions and Revenue and

 5 CTO and OPA for all their hard work

 6 and dedication.  That concludes my

 7 testimony and happy to take any

 8 questions you may have.  Should I do

 9 the tax testimony now or do that

10 later?

11         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

12 (Nodded affirmatively).

13         MR. DUBOW:  Okay.  Morning,

14 Council President, members of

15 Council.  My name's Rob Dubow.  I'm

16 joined by Frank Breslin.  He's right

17 there, and he's the Revenue

18 Commissioner.  We're here to testify

19 in support of Bills 230149 and

20 230147.  Those two bills lower the

21 rates for the resident portion of the

22 Wage and Net Profits Tax and the net

23 income portion of the Business Income

24 and Receipts Tax.

25         The changes in the two bills
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 1 will combine to reduce the amount of

 2 tax due from businesses and workers

 3 by 28.2 million in FY24 and provide

 4 tax relief of about 13.7 million for

 5 employees and 14.5 million for

 6 businesses.

 7         Over the course of the Five

 8 Year Plan, those reductions would

 9 total about $150 million.  The taxes

10 are already at their lowest rate in

11 decades and these further reductions

12 will continue to promote a fair tax

13 structure for residents and

14 businesses.  Now, the rates will make

15 Philadelphia a more competitive and

16 attractive place to do business.

17         Thank you for the opportunity

18 to provide testimony on these bills

19 and we're happy to answer any

20 questions you may have.

21         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

22 Thank you.  Let's get into a couple

23 of questions.  Some might be a little

24 repetitive from yesterday, but you

25 know that's how we do.  I want to
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 1 talk about wage and net profits tax,

 2 the reduction that happened last

 3 year, first time in a whole lot of

 4 years so all of us were pretty

 5 excited about the prospects of

 6 sending the appropriate signal.  Then

 7 there's additional proposal to reduce

 8 same taxes during the course of the

 9 next fiscal.

10         As it relates to the Five

11 Year Plan, and I know that's just a

12 plan, what thought had been given to

13 putting a reduction throughout the

14 plan for those taxes?  And also, and

15 I know it's early, were there any

16 signs that in any way, shape or form

17 that those tax reductions created an

18 environment at a minimum a level of

19 expression of interest by people

20 saying now that Philadelphia is on

21 the path towards getting a fair tax

22 system, that we are interested in

23 locating in the City and interested

24 in staying in the City?

25         And I noticed somewhat of a
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 1 speculative analysis, but just

 2 wondering if it is somehow.

 3         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah.  So first

 4 on the tax rates, whether to do one

 5 year or five years, we did have a lot

 6 of discussion about what to do.  And

 7 there are decent arguments for either

 8 approach in the end.  We thought we

 9 wanted to go deeper in the first year

10 and do more of it right upfront and

11 have that cut guaranteed.

12         In terms of what it means for

13 businesses, there have been studies

14 over the years that show that

15 reducing these two taxes in

16 particular makes us more competitive

17 and helps us attract jobs.  Back in

18 the years when we were actually

19 increasing these taxes, it cost us

20 tens of thousands of jobs.

21         We also know that the Chamber

22 was really supportive of the

23 decreases last year and said that

24 that would be really important in

25 terms of attracting and retaining
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 1 businesses.

 2         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 3 How do we market this new direction

 4 in the City of Philadelphia?

 5 Yesterday we had a number of

 6 questions about marketing for

 7 employees and a number of other

 8 things that we do in the City.  But

 9 if nobody knows what we're doing,

10 frankly speaking it doesn't

11 necessarily matter.

12         Do we have a marketing

13 strategy?  I can remember actually

14 prepandemic that the city of New York

15 had this very aggressive marketing

16 program about their tax-free zones

17 and all of the other aspects of what

18 they do to attract businesses and

19 retain businesses.  Did we take that

20 tax reduction and turn it into some

21 sort of a marketing strategy to

22 promote what we're doing here in the

23 City?

24         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah, it's a good

25 question and I'd have to kind of talk
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 1 to Commerce to get a better answer,

 2 so we'll get back to you on that.

 3         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 4 Who?

 5         MR. DUBOW:  Commerce who

 6 would do the business attraction.

 7         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 8 Okay.  Yeah, that'll be helpful

 9 before we leave today because we make

10 these decisions.  We want them to be

11 prudent decisions, but we also would

12 like to see something materialized in

13 a positive way, not just cut taxes

14 for the sake of cutting taxes.

15         MR. DUBOW:  Right.

16         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

17 And particular taxes, we want to do

18 them in a targeted way that they're

19 beneficial to what we're trying to

20 ultimately achieve.  Thank you.

21         The recession and inflation

22 reserve, as you know we were

23 fortunate enough to have a

24 Significant fund balance last time

25 around, recession reserve, rainy day
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 1 fund, all of those good things.  Had

 2 no idea that the pandemic was coming.

 3 Pandemic came and fortunately we did

 4 have those funds that allowed us to

 5 make it through without any very

 6 aggressive layoffs and elimination of

 7 services.

 8         What are we going to do to

 9 ensure, and hopefully we'll never

10 have that happen again but you just

11 never know, that we'll have that

12 stopgap?

13         MR. DUBOW:  Yep.  So in the

14 early years of the plan, as we talked

15 about we have healthy fund balances

16 while we have the ARP money.

17         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

18 Right.

19         MR. DUBOW:  We use that time

20 to build up the Budget Stabilization

21 Reserve Fund and we've assumed that

22 the Charter change will pass.  And as

23 we discussed yesterday, so there's

24 some healthy contributions to that

25 Reserve Fund, which would help us
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 1 have something to draw on, you know,

 2 there's another dramatic turndown.

 3         And then we also, as you

 4 mentioned, put money in the recession

 5 and inflation reserve to give us an

 6 extra support in case we do see

 7 another turndown, so those two

 8 together will help us in the back

 9 years of the plan when our fund

10 balance gets really low.  It gets

11 down to about 120 million in the last

12 year of the Plan, which is only about

13 2 percent of revenues.

14         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

15 Right.  And our conversations with

16 the School District, understanding

17 that they may have some challenges in

18 the later Five Year Plan, have we

19 given any thought about how we'll

20 address that?  Because I think that

21 primarily their concern is about the

22 lack of growth and revenue.  So froze

23 assessments this year so you probably

24 won't have a significant amount of

25 revenue going to the School District
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 1 as a result of that.  And then we put

 2 protection measures in place as we're

 3 supposed to do in City Council.

 4         MR. DUBOW:  Right.  Yeah.  So

 5 we have since the beginning of this

 6 Administration worked with Council

 7 and increased our contribution to the

 8 School District, started about 104

 9 million a year.  By next year it's

10 going to be 282 million a year.

11         And while we are not doing

12 assessments this year, we assume that

13 we'll be doing them going forward, so

14 there are revenue increases built

15 into our projections and the School

16 District's projections going forward.

17 I do think that the real solution for

18 the School District is the state.

19 That we have been doing our part,

20 we've been increasing our

21 contribution dramatically.  And as

22 the court decision showed, the

23 state's not doing what it should be

24 doing in terms of funding education

25 across the state.
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 1         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 2 Okay.  And my last question before I

 3 relinquish the mic:  Talked about

 4 this yesterday, I will probably beat

 5 the drum on this one pretty much

 6 every day.  The Neighborhood

 7 Preservation Initiative, City

 8 Council's cornerstone $400 million

 9 program, I just want to get it on the

10 record again as you're here today as

11 the Finance Director.

12         We are $200 million in, in

13 terms of borrowing.  Probably won't

14 get the 400 this fiscal year, but

15 looking to get at least the 300

16 million.  So if we can show, and I

17 don't know what the threshold is for

18 the Treasurer, we had some discussion

19 when we were looking to do the 200

20 million.

21         MR. DUBOW:  We want to make

22 sure that the program gets funded.

23 And that when we're ready for the

24 next borrowings, that we're ready to

25 go.  We also as we talked about
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 1 yesterday don't want to borrow

 2 prematurely and be holding onto money

 3 that's not spent.  So we'll continue

 4 to work with people who are running

 5 the programs to make sure the money

 6 gets spent and to be ready to go when

 7 they're ready for the next tranche.

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 9 All right.  So since we have the

10 Treasurer here, I know I'm kind of

11 catching people off guard, can we

12 have the Treasurer talk to the

13 threshold because there was some

14 conversation about what the threshold

15 was?

16         At one point, I know this is

17 a little deep in the weeds maybe for

18 you at your level, funds committed

19 versus funds spent, that was a whole

20 conversation.  We had committed a

21 certain level of dollars that were

22 not available based on that

23 commitment, and the question was can

24 we move forward on the next

25 borrowing.  So I just want to get a
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 1 little clarity.  Is it funds

 2 committed or is it funds actually

 3 spent because the challenge with

 4 government, we take so long to

 5 actually spend money which is unlike

 6 most people.

 7         So if we were looking to do

 8 another 100 during the course of this

 9 Fiscal, can you kind of tell us what

10 that threshold will be?

11         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Sure.

12 Good morning, Council President and

13 members of City Council.  Jackie

14 Dunn, City Treasurer.  For

15 borrowings, we typically look to

16 monitor the pace of spend as the

17 Finance Director mentioned before we

18 move forward with the next routine

19 borrowing --

20         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

21 I'm sorry.  Could you move the mic a

22 little closer?

23         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Sure.

24 Is that better?

25         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:
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 1 Yes.

 2         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Okay.

 3 For borrowings, we typically look to

 4 schedule the transaction two to three

 5 months from when we need the next

 6 round of proceeds, so we work with

 7 the departments who are doing the

 8 spending to understand what pace of

 9 spend-down is to make sure that we're

10 lining up the next borrowing in time

11 to be able to do that transaction for

12 when they need the cash available.

13         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

14 The cash available for the debt

15 service payments; is that what you're

16 concerned about?  I just want to

17 make --

18         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Sure.

19 The cash available to actually spend

20 on the projects.  So when they're

21 ready to requisition or to invoice

22 for the programs.

23         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  So

24 the question was, and I'll get a

25 little more specific, we had
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 1 committed $100 million, so close to

 2 100 to the program, all aspects of

 3 the program.  That money was off the

 4 table for any future commitments

 5 because it's already committed under

 6 the way the program is structured.

 7 Once you commit it, that's off the

 8 table.

 9         So my question is if the 100

10 that we have now is committed to

11 projects across the board, will we be

12 in a position to borrow the next 100

13 million?

14         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Sure.

15 So the NPI office and the departments

16 that are receiving funding under NPI

17 are doing a very good job with moving

18 those projects forward and we're

19 seeing frequent requisitions or

20 requests for funding to actually draw

21 those funds down on a cash basis.

22         So my understanding is that

23 the funds are budgeted fully from

24 that first borrowing to projects.

25 This body passed a resolution for the
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 1 second year budget for NPI for this

 2 next $100 million borrowing that

 3 we'll be doing in early May, and we

 4 will work closely with the NPI team

 5 to watch how they are able to spend

 6 those dollars from this second $100

 7 million borrowing down over the next

 8 couple months.

 9         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

10 You say spend down.  My question is

11 commitment versus spend.

12         CITY TREASURER DUNN:

13 Correct --

14         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

15 You're being really illusive.  I'm

16 just asking a simple question.

17         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Sure.

18 We looked at --

19         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

20 100 million is committed.  That is

21 not available for any other future

22 projects or programs, right, based on

23 the NPI program.  Are we now in a

24 position to borrow the next 100

25 million, because under our
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 1 understanding that 100 million is no

 2 longer available?  So can we borrow

 3 the next 100 million?  It's not

 4 necessarily a yes or no question, but

 5 it kind of is.

 6         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Sure.

 7 So when I talk about spending, we are

 8 looking on a cash basis.  So dollars

 9 actually out the door because when we

10 do a borrowing -- when we borrow

11 those funds, we have to pay debt

12 service and interest costs on them.

13 And so, we want -- on a cash basis my

14 job is to make sure that the City is

15 not paying those costs before we're

16 ready to use the dollars.  So that's

17 why we work very closely with the NPI

18 team to understand and try to marry

19 their budget needs with their cash

20 needs.

21         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  So

22 that sounds like a no.

23         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Right.

24 Now, we are borrowing the second 100

25 million in early May so those
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 1 proceeds, those full $100 million

 2 will be available for them to spend

 3 for those Year 2 programs.  And then

 4 as the Finance Director noted, we'll

 5 be closely watching how quickly they

 6 spend those dollars.

 7         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  So

 8 that sounds like a no?

 9         CITY TREASURER DUNN:

10 Correct, not at this time.  Our first

11 focus is to have that second

12 transaction go as well as possible,

13 get the lowest cost of capital to

14 make sure we get those debt service

15 costs down.

16         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

17 So, Mr. Dubow, since we had this

18 discussion early on and there was an

19 agreement not to go full force with

20 the $400 million borrowing because we

21 understood having 400 million and the

22 City's ability to spend the 400

23 million was just beyond unlikely.  So

24 we agreed on this 100 million.

25         So now it sounds like I'm
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 1 hearing the Treasurer say that until

 2 all the money is spent, we will not

 3 borrow the next 100.  And given the

 4 inability for government for whatever

 5 reason to spend money that's sitting

 6 there on very much needed projects,

 7 I'm a little concerned about this

 8 whole spend conversation, and through

 9 no fault of anybody else's other than

10 the City's inability to spend money

11 on stuff that's needed.

12         MR. DUBOW:  So our goal is to

13 make sure that projects aren't held

14 up because there's not funding

15 available.  I know there are a couple

16 of different things going on, right.

17 There are some projects for which a

18 commitment essentially does mean the

19 money is gone, but there are also

20 projects for which it doesn't and for

21 which until the money's spent, there

22 is cash available that can be used

23 for projects.

24         And so, we want to make sure

25 we get this right and make sure that
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 1 we're not holding up projects but

 2 that we also aren't borrowing early.

 3 So I know you're saying it's kind of

 4 a yes or no, but it's not really

 5 because I think we have to look at

 6 the different funding streams and the

 7 restrictions on them to understand

 8 what they mean in terms of our need

 9 to get the additional funding in.

10         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

11 Okay.  All right.  So this will be my

12 response, and we'll keep having this

13 conversation, I don't want to tie

14 this up on this one particular issue.

15 We will not be in a position to spend

16 100 million because the City can't

17 spend money for whatever reason.

18         This archaic process of

19 invoices and getting money out on the

20 street.  We're actually sitting here

21 now getting a call from the NACs, and

22 you know what the NACs are.  They

23 haven't gotten a paycheck in four

24 months, all right, four months.  And

25 these are people out in the
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 1 neighborhoods, 20 of them across the

 2 City, right.  And they have no

 3 benefits.  They have no health care

 4 and they're making $35,000 a year and

 5 we can't give them their money which

 6 is something else that I don't

 7 understand, right.

 8         So basically we will not be

 9 in a position to spend the money

10 based on the City's archaic process,

11 so we're not going to be in a

12 position to borrow the next 100

13 million is what you're basically

14 telling me?

15         MR. DUBOW:  I think it's

16 probably too early to say that.  We

17 kind of want to see where we are

18 going to monitor it.  We work closely

19 to make sure we get there so that we

20 can actually continue to provide

21 funding.

22         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

23 Okay.  And this is my last statement

24 on this one.  So --

25         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:
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 1 (Gestured).

 2         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE: --

 3 yeah, one sec.  So the City's ability

 4 to spend all of these capital dollars

 5 that we are borrowing money for,

 6 right, where we have Rebuild

 7 projects, we have Recreation projects

 8 and all these other capital projects

 9 that we don't spend in a timely

10 fashion, right, but yet we borrow the

11 money.  Every year we got a ballot

12 question on it, we're going to borrow

13 the money, and we don't spend it in a

14 timely fashion.  Two, three, four

15 years we're still waiting for the

16 groundbreaking for a rec center.

17 That's okay?  That's okay to borrow

18 that money --

19         MR. DUBOW:  We don't

20 borrow --

21         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  --

22 and got money sitting around?  Yes,

23 we do borrow money.

24         MR. DUBOW:  We don't borrow

25 that until that -- so for capital, we
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 1 don't borrow until our capital fund

 2 cash is low.  We don't base -- we

 3 budget based on our cash -- we borrow

 4 based on our cash needs.

 5         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  We

 6 borrow what?

 7         MR. DUBOW:  We borrow based

 8 on our cash needs.  So when you're

 9 talking about our (inaudible)

10 borrowings --

11         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  In

12 a --

13         MR. DUBOW:  -- that's done

14 based on when we are low on cash.

15         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  Do

16 we spend the money?

17         MR. DUBOW:  Before we borrow,

18 yes.

19         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

20 Okay.  So you're spending the money.

21 Then you borrow money to replenish

22 the spend?

23         MR. DUBOW:  Right.  We don't

24 do it each time --

25         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:
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 1 Okay.  So that means that you have

 2 cash on hand to spend on capital

 3 projects, and then you borrow the

 4 money; is that what you're saying?

 5         MR. DUBOW:  We borrow money

 6 when we don't have enough cash on

 7 hand to replenish our cash, yes.

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 9 Okay.  So if we were able to take

10 cash on hand that we have such as the

11 American Recovery Plan money cash on

12 hand and we spend that money and then

13 we borrow money to replenish that

14 money, that's okay?

15         MR. DUBOW:  So one of the

16 things that we're recommending,

17 right, is that we do some PayGo,

18 right, to use operating money just

19 like you're talking about to put into

20 projects, but that also means that

21 we're pushing back when we do our

22 borrowing because we'll have more

23 cash on hand.  So we use that

24 actually to make sure that we can

25 borrow later.
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 1         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 2 Okay.  All right.  So this will be an

 3 ongoing conversation --

 4         MR. DUBOW:  Understood.

 5         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  --

 6 because I'm just looking at the

 7 treatment, and you know where I'm at

 8 on this.  It's the neighborhood

 9 versus who wants priorities and the

10 whole nine yards, neighborhoods

11 versus other things, bridges and some

12 of the other things that we borrow

13 money for.

14         We will have a very

15 thoughtful conversation about this

16 because the answer I got out of this

17 conversation -- and I apologize to my

18 colleagues for going on and on with

19 this.  I'm just trying to get this

20 commitment.  That we will not be

21 borrowing the next $100 million,

22 that's my take out of this

23 conversation.  All right.

24         So looking forward to a

25 follow-up.
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 1         MR. DUBOW:  Right.  I'm

 2 not -- okay.

 3         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 4 I'm just saying if I'm wrong, tell me

 5 I'm wrong.

 6         MR. DUBOW:  I think we don't

 7 know.  Basically we want to see what

 8 happens over the next five months, so

 9 I don't know whether that's right or

10 wrong yet.

11         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

12 Okay.  Thank you.  My apologies to my

13 colleagues.  Just needed to get

14 clarity on that.

15         Chair recognizes Councilman

16 Jones.

17         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Thank you,

18 Mr. President --

19         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

20 Oh, I'm sorry.  Councilman, I'm

21 sorry.

22         Chair recognizes Councilwoman

23 Bass.  I'm sorry.

24         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  I just

25 had a quick question regarding the
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 1 conversation you were just having,

 2 Mr. President.

 3         I just wanted to know what

 4 was the debt service, what was the

 5 amount of the debt service on the 100

 6 million that was borrowed?

 7         MR. DUBOW:  I guess it was

 8 around 7 million.

 9         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  7

10 million?

11         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah.

12         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  All

13 right.  So about 7 million?

14         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah, although

15 that was in a slightly different

16 interesting environment.  So it'd

17 probably be closer to 9 million for

18 the next --

19         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  7 to 9

20 million.  Okay.  I had a thought, but

21 I don't want to belabor the point.

22 But I'll speak with you offline,

23 Mr. President.

24         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

25 Yeah.  No, I mean that's -- I mean,
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 1 it's like $9 million.  I would think

 2 that that's not a big deal given the

 3 $5 billion to $6 billion enterprise,

 4 so we're concerned about having to

 5 spend $9 million on debt service

 6 payments a month on this borrowing,

 7 the next $100 million borrowing.  But

 8 again, I said I wasn't going to talk

 9 about this anymore at this point.

10         Chair recognizes Councilman

11 Jones.

12         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Thank you,

13 Mr. President.

14         I want to shift the questions

15 slightly to cover a couple of basics.

16 What is our total taxable real estate

17 in value?  In the City of

18 Philadelphia, A, what is our real

19 estate tax owed to us, B, and what is

20 the amount of taxes on Philadelphia

21 real estate owned by individuals

22 outside of the City and what are

23 those collection rates?

24         So let me repeat.  How much

25 is in the universe of taxable real
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 1 estate?  How much of that is

 2 represented by individuals who own

 3 properties elsewhere, how much do

 4 they owe us?  And how have we been

 5 able to collect?

 6         If you remember a couple of

 7 cycles back, that was a big issue

 8 with the State where we wanted to be

 9 able to place liens on outside real

10 estate that people who owned

11 Philadelphia real estate were

12 delinquent here but were current in

13 other municipalities.  So how have we

14 evolved in that regard?  And then

15 what is the nontaxable real estate

16 owned by nonprofits and universities?

17 So if we could cover that in my first

18 round.

19         MR. DUBOW:  Yep.  I'm going

20 to ask Revenue Commissioner Breslin

21 to come up and give that information.

22             (Witness approached the

23 Witness Table.)

24         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Frank

25 Breslin, Revenue Commissioner.  I
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 1 don't have the answer to the first

 2 question, Councilmember, of the total

 3 taxable properties in the City, but I

 4 can get that for you.  In terms of

 5 the delinquency, the principal

 6 delinquency is $234 million that's

 7 owed.  $204 million of that is owed

 8 by Philadelphians, properties owned

 9 by Philadelphians.  Pennsylvania, but

10 not Philadelphia is $15 million.  And

11 out of Pennsylvania is $15 million.

12         So over 80 percent of the --

13 closer to 87 percent of the

14 delinquency is from Philadelphia

15 owners.  And then the balance is from

16 outside Philadelphia or out of state.

17 What we do in terms of enforcement

18 for out of state and out of

19 Philadelphia is of course we use our

20 normal enforcement protocols, which

21 are, you know, delinquent noticing,

22 sheriff sales which are currently

23 paused, but foreclosure is currently

24 paused, but we would use foreclosure.

25         In addition, for out of state
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 1 we use a lien process where we can

 2 place liens on multiple properties

 3 which has been very effective.

 4         COUNCILMAN JONES:  So

 5 Philadelphia base and other places?

 6         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes.

 7 So if the owner is outside of

 8 Pennsylvania and owns property in

 9 Philadelphia which they are

10 delinquent on but own other

11 properties outside of Pennsylvania,

12 we can also place liens on those out

13 of Pennsylvania properties, including

14 their principal residence outside of

15 Pennsylvania.

16         In addition, we do

17 consolidated actions which are done

18 by the Law Department where we will

19 take all of their delinquencies, so

20 we're not just looking at their

21 delinquencies in real estate, but

22 also very often a tax delinquent also

23 is delinquent in Water and other fees

24 and fines.  There might be L&I fines

25 against the property, so we'll lump
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 1 all of that together and go after all

 2 of that at one time.  So that's been

 3 very effective as well.

 4         COUNCILMAN JONES:  So if I

 5 got this right, $30 million were for

 6 outside of Philly and outside of

 7 Pennsylvania.  That number has

 8 obviously gone down over the years.

 9 Is it a correlation with Pennsylvania

10 allowing us to place these liens in

11 other municipalities, that has

12 helped?

13         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  That

14 has helped, yes.

15         COUNCILMAN JONES:  To what

16 degree?

17         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  The

18 number has been fairly stable in

19 those percentages, but the

20 delinquency has gone down.  That has

21 helped reduce the delinquency.  I

22 think there's a perception and there

23 has been a perception that more of

24 the delinquency is attributable to

25 outside of Philadelphia and outside
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 1 Pennsylvania owners, but that has not

 2 really been the case.  It's always

 3 been over 80 percent, well over 80

 4 percent of that delinquency

 5 attributable to Philadelphia owners.

 6         COUNCILMAN JONES:  So we are

 7 still going to find that number about

 8 taxable real estate within the City

 9 of Philadelphia, but how much real

10 estate within the City of

11 Philadelphia --

12         MR. DUBOW:  I can answer that

13 now if you want.

14         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Oh, yes,

15 please.

16         MR. DUBOW:  It's 154 billion

17 of assessed value, and that does not

18 include Homesteads.  That would take

19 about 10 billion off to get it to

20 about 144 billion.

21         COUNCILMAN JONES:  And with

22 that, what percentage of the real

23 estate beyond that taxable is owned

24 by nonprofits, universities and the

25 others?  What does that number look
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 1 like?

 2         MR. DUBOW:  I think it was

 3 about a quarter, but we'll get

 4 confirmation of that.

 5         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Okay.  And

 6 are there any active pilots where in

 7 lieu of taxes kind of arrangements

 8 we've had managed to work with

 9 nonprofits in big universities at

10 all?

11         MR. DUBOW:  Yes, there is a

12 relatively small amount of pilots.

13 We'll get the pilot number for you.

14         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Yeah.  I

15 mean, as we start to look at tax

16 abatements, as we start to look at

17 other assessments at AVI, we have to

18 keep these kinds of numbers in our

19 mind so that it is an equitable fair

20 kind of process that people who are

21 living in neighborhoods don't bear

22 the burden unfairly to keep our

23 municipality afloat.

24         So we at some point might

25 want to consider as we look at some
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 1 of the nonprofits and big mega

 2 nonprofits that fit the title of

 3 nonprofit, but for all intents and

 4 purposes could be Fortune 500

 5 companies, to look at them and say,

 6 in lieu of taxes what can you do,

 7 what are you willing to do

 8 voluntarily for the City of

 9 Philadelphia, and how do we monetize

10 that to be a contribution that we

11 might look at every five years and

12 say, here's how you can be helpful.

13         When we look at universities

14 that are working with our public

15 schools, there's one in the 3rd

16 District.  What is that called?

17         UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  Penn

18 Alexander.

19         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Penn

20 Alexander.  That might be that kind

21 of formula that we evaluate every

22 five years and say, you know you're

23 not paying real estate taxes, but

24 look what your contribution is.  I

25 think we have reached the time in
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 1 this City where we might want to

 2 consider those kinds of evaluations.

 3         Thank you, Mr. President.

 4         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 5 Thank you, Councilman.

 6         Chair recognizes Councilman

 7 Johnson.

 8         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Thank

 9 you, Council President.

10         Good morning, Rob.  How are

11 you today?  I just have a couple

12 questions --

13         MR. DUBOW:  Good morning.

14 How are doing?

15         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Good

16 morning.  I just have a couple

17 questions regarding revenue and the

18 various tax relief measures that we

19 offer to our residents.  And last

20 budget cycle I championed the Save

21 Our Homes budget initiative that

22 focused on various tax relief

23 measures to support our residents.

24 Obviously in some areas as a result

25 of gentrification and high
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 1 development, we're seeing a

 2 significant increase in real estate

 3 taxes.

 4         And so, my questions are as

 5 follows:  How much did we budget last

 6 year for the Senior Citizens Tax

 7 Freeze and how many individuals have

 8 actually signed up for the Senior

 9 Citizens Tax Freeze program?  Same

10 thing for our favorite program which

11 is LOOP, Long-time Owner Occupants

12 Program, how much did we budget last

13 year and how many people and how much

14 of that budget has actually already

15 been spent?

16         And the same thing for the

17 Homestead Exemption.  I think I tried

18 to go for 100 percent and we

19 negotiated down to 80 percent.  So I

20 want to get an idea of how much was

21 budgeted last year and again, how

22 many people have signed up and also,

23 how much of the budget has been spent

24 for those three tax relief

25 initiatives?
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 1         MR. DUBOW:  One second.

 2 Deputy Commissioner Lopez Kriss from

 3 Revenue is going to come answer those

 4 relief questions.

 5             (Witnesses approached

 6 Witness Table.)

 7         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  Good

 8 morning.  I'm Rebecca Lopez Kriss,

 9 Deputy --

10         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Good

11 morning, Rebecca.

12         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  -- Revenue

13 Commissioner for Policy and Outreach.

14 Currently for Tax Year 2023, we have

15 234,790 folks in Homestead.  We have

16 14,187 in LOOP.  Now, those numbers

17 include folks who are in the Senior

18 Tax Freeze because you can have both

19 programs at the same time.

20         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Can you

21 provide that report?

22         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  I'm sorry?

23         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Can you

24 provide that report?

25         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  Yeah, I can
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 1 also provide this report to you.

 2 It's 234,790 in Homestead.  14,187 in

 3 LOOP.  Currently there are 19,066

 4 participants in the Senior Freeze.

 5 About two-thirds of those actually

 6 get a benefit.  A third of them

 7 haven't had an increase in their

 8 assessed value.  So while they're

 9 protected if there's an increase that

10 occurs, currently they don't have a

11 benefit.

12         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Awesome.

13 And so, give me an idea in the last

14 part within the three questions that

15 I asked, what's the dollar amount --

16         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  Sure.

17         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  -- that

18 will be left over in these three

19 categories moving forward?  And then

20 I'll wrap up with how are we going

21 about making sure the citizens here

22 in the City of Philadelphia are

23 informed of the various tax relief

24 measures?  Because on one end with

25 the assessments, I know we're not



Committee of the Whole 47 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 doing any this year but they'll come

 2 at some point in time again.  With

 3 the assessments that are already

 4 taking place, how are we going about

 5 informing the wider public that, hey,

 6 take advantage of these tax relief

 7 measures?

 8         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  Absolutely.

 9 For the Senior Freeze, there's

10 currently -- seniors are saving just

11 over $8.2 million.  Homestead has

12 seen a significant increase with the

13 increase to the value.  It's

14 currently about $260 million saved by

15 owner-occupied properties.  And LOOP

16 we're at about 31.6 million.  And as

17 you know, there's a $35 million cap

18 on that.

19         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  All

20 right.  And maybe I'm not asking the

21 question the right way.  Not how much

22 has been saved, Rob, but the amount

23 we budgeted last year to negotiation?

24 So let's say we put aside 150 million

25 for LOOP, right.  Based upon the



Committee of the Whole 48 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 amount of people that have actually

 2 participated, did we hit that number

 3 or is there going to be money left

 4 over that we can transfer in '24?

 5         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah, that --

 6         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  That's

 7 what I'm getting at.

 8         MR. DUBOW:  Yep, I got it.

 9 We'll have to get back to you with

10 that.  And so --

11         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Okay.

12 Because that's an important number in

13 terms of --

14         MR. DUBOW:  I know exactly

15 what you're asking.  You're asking

16 where did we assume we were going to

17 give relief measures, what's actually

18 happened and what's the difference.

19         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Yes.

20         MR. DUBOW:  Okay.  We'll get

21 you that.

22         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  And I

23 guess in more layman's terms, how

24 much money are we leaving on the

25 table in those three areas for FY24?
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 1         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  To your

 2 question about outreach, I think

 3 Revenue has a really robust outreach

 4 group.  And I think as we end some of

 5 the pandemic precautions, we're able

 6 to get back to sort of our bread and

 7 butter which is inperson outreach.  I

 8 think many Councilmembers know Vicki

 9 Riley who is an exceptional person.

10 We love her.  She does great work and

11 she -- I think there's nothing that

12 beats like sort of that personal

13 connection.

14         And so, I think while we do a

15 lot of social media work and we do a

16 lot of videos, the reality is we need

17 to get people at events.  And I think

18 we've always made it clear to City

19 Council that we are absolutely

20 dedicated to working with each

21 Councilmember to develop programs

22 that are going to -- or excuse me,

23 like outreach events that are going

24 to work specifically for your

25 constituents.
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 1         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  And let

 2 me be totally transparent and give

 3 you and your team a shout-out.

 4 They've participated in various tax

 5 relief workshops, some forums that

 6 we've had throughout the 2nd

 7 Councilmanic District.  In person is

 8 always better than not in person

 9 because there's digital divide.  You

10 see a lot of seniors, a lot of people

11 who may not be as savvy when it comes

12 to doing things on social media or

13 online, don't have the benefit of

14 participating.  But when you do these

15 workshops in person, it goes a long

16 way to solving people's tax issues.

17 So thank you very much.

18         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  Thank you.

19         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Thank

20 you, Mr. President.

21         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

22 Thank you, Councilman.

23         Chair recognizes Councilman

24 Thomas.

25         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Good



Committee of the Whole 51 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 morning, Council President.  Good

 2 morning, colleagues.

 3         Good morning to the

 4 Administration.  I'm actually going

 5 to stick with Councilmember Johnson's

 6 line of questioning.  I'm inspired.

 7 How many people do we estimate are

 8 eligible for one of the three

 9 programs we discussed but for some

10 reason or another whether it's

11 advertisement or things like that or

12 unable to opt in?  Because I remember

13 when we were going through this and I

14 think it was Councilmember Johnson

15 actually who wanted people to

16 automatically be included and because

17 of the pandemic, you guys told us

18 that that wasn't an option.

19         So I'm wondering based on the

20 numbers you just gave, it seems like

21 about 260,000 Philadelphians give or

22 take are taking advantage of these

23 three programs.  How many people are

24 eligible for the programs that are

25 not taking advantage?



Committee of the Whole 52 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  That's a

 2 really great question.  The total

 3 enrolled is about 266,000.  We

 4 estimate that we are hitting about 80

 5 percent of eligible folks, so the

 6 Census reports or estimates that

 7 there's about 338,000 owner-occupied

 8 properties in Philadelphia, and we

 9 know how many folks are enrolled in a

10 program.

11         We have been able to make

12 strides in auto enrollment projects.

13 We have a number of them that we are

14 working on currently.  So, for

15 example, we are collaborating with

16 data -- excuse me, with our partners

17 in the Mayor's Office and also in

18 Health to look at Medicaid data, are

19 there seniors in that group that were

20 able to auto enroll in the Senior

21 Freeze.

22         We're looking at folks who

23 receive Water benefits, can we auto

24 enroll them in Senior Freeze and/or

25 vice versa into TAP.  So there's a
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 1 number of ways that we're working to

 2 auto enroll folks.  Whenever somebody

 3 applies for a payment agreement and

 4 they don't have Homestead, we

 5 automatically enroll them in

 6 Homestead.  So if you apply for

 7 Senior Freeze and for whatever reason

 8 you don't have Homestead, we make

 9 sure that you have it and receive

10 that benefit.

11         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Thank

12 you.  My last question for this

13 particular topic is when you look at

14 where we are as it relates to these

15 three things, how many homeowners do

16 you think we have saved, right?  So

17 if we're saying 266,000 people which

18 is about 80 percent of the people who

19 are eligible to be involved or are in

20 these programs are involved,

21 approximately how many of those folks

22 would have either lost their home or

23 been forced to sell their home?  Do

24 you have an estimate of that or is

25 that a tough question to ask?
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 1         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  That's a

 2 tough question.

 3         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Okay.

 4 Just curious.

 5         MS. LOPEZ KRISS:  I think one

 6 thing to keep in mind are things like

 7 the Owner-Occupied Payment Agreement,

 8 which we worked very closely with

 9 City Council to implement.  That's a

10 program -- it's a very powerful

11 program to protect homes from

12 Sheriff's sale.  And homeowners can

13 get into that program up until the

14 day of the sale.

15         And so, the reality is, is

16 there is no reason why a person who

17 has delinquent taxes in the City of

18 Philadelphia shouldn't get protected

19 or shouldn't have options for

20 protection from Sheriff's sale.

21         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Okay.

22 That's good to hear.  And I heard the

23 Sheri -- I've met with the Sheriff

24 about a similar issue as well, so

25 it's great to hear that we're
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 1 protecting homeowners the way we are.

 2 I tell people all the time that

 3 Philadelphia has more protections for

 4 homeowners than any other major city

 5 in the entire country, and that's

 6 something that we're proud of.

 7         Let me transition to pension.

 8 Based on your projections, the

 9 Pension Fund should be 80 percent

10 funded by 2029 and 100 percent funded

11 by 2033.  What have we done as it

12 relates to the work for the Pension

13 Fund prepandemic and during the

14 pandemic to put us in a position to

15 be on this trajectory?

16         MR. DUBOW:  Thank you so much

17 for that question.  First, the

18 projections that will be at 80

19 percent and 100 percent come from our

20 actuary based on, you know, where

21 they see it going.  There were a lot

22 of things that went into that.  One

23 was changes that were made in

24 collective bargaining to how the

25 pension structure works for new
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 1 employees.  They would have a hybrid

 2 pension instead of a strictly defined

 3 benefit pension.

 4         We changed the way we fund

 5 the pension system so that instead of

 6 just putting in the amount that's

 7 required by the state, we've gone to

 8 a new funding policy where we're

 9 putting in more than that called the

10 Revenue Recognition Policy, so

11 there's sales tax revenue that goes

12 to the Pension Fund.  There are

13 contributions from employees that go

14 to the Pension Fund.  Both of those

15 we don't count against our state-

16 required contribution.  They're over

17 and above the state contributions.

18         We changed the way that we

19 handle our investments.  So we've

20 lowered the cost of our investments

21 so that we see about $15 million a

22 year in direct cost, so that's just a

23 direct benefit to the fund.  All of

24 those things together have meant that

25 we have more assets because we put in
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 1 more than is required by the state.

 2 And the increase in our liabilities

 3 have slowed down because of the

 4 things we've done on the benefit

 5 side, and that is required, kind of

 6 partnership with unions,

 7 Administration, Council, State

 8 Legislature.

 9         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Sure.

10 And I think we've clearly done a

11 great job with it.  I think what the

12 next phase of it is -- yesterday we

13 had the Chief of Staff to the Mayor's

14 Office testify about the transition

15 and the transition process, and we

16 didn't do a deep dive into things

17 that are a priority.

18         But will the work that's been

19 done to reform the Pension Fund over

20 the last couple years be a

21 significant part of the information

22 that we assure is transitioned to the

23 next Administration?  Because we

24 don't want to put ourselves in a

25 position where the people were
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 1 working hard for the City of

 2 Philadelphia and one day retire and

 3 that Pension Fund is in jeopardy

 4 because of some unforeseen incidents

 5 that might have taken place.

 6         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah, we agree

 7 that retirement income security is

 8 really crucial.  One of the things

 9 the Chief of Staff talked about

10 yesterday was the transition

11 documents we're putting together.

12         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Sure.

13         MR. DUBOW:  And we made sure

14 the documents we're putting together

15 includes information, all the work

16 we've done on pensions and why it's

17 so crucial that that continues going

18 forward.

19         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Thank

20 you.  And I just want to give a

21 special thank you to Fran, Chris and

22 Bill who all work over there as it

23 relates to the pension work.  I know

24 myself, I personally run into issues

25 and my staff, we've run into issues
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 1 as it relates to pension and pension

 2 payment and issues with One Philly.

 3         And the folks over at the

 4 Pension Board and everybody over

 5 there are extremely helpful, very

 6 transparent and help put my team and

 7 I in a position to be able to make

 8 sure that we understand everything

 9 that's going on not just for us, but

10 other City employees who might come

11 to my office with similar issues.

12         Let me just close out with a

13 question about BIRT.

14         MR. DUBOW:  Thank you for

15 that because --

16         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Yeah,

17 great group over there.

18         MR. DUBOW:  -- they've done

19 great work and they've done great

20 work for the retirees of the City.

21         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Great

22 job.  Great job, very important.  And

23 when we talk about retaining staff,

24 that stuff got to be intact.

25         My last question, Council
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 1 President, and then I'll tee up for

 2 the second round, Bob.  When we talk

 3 about the BIRT tax cut, when the

 4 projections coming out of last year's

 5 budget negotiations was it would end

 6 up costing us about $8 million a

 7 year, $40 million over five years,

 8 I'm wondering based on the revenue

 9 that we collected post-pandemic and

10 the projections that you all had, did

11 that actualize?  Did it actually cost

12 us $8 million or were we able to

13 collect more revenue because of

14 lowering the BIRT tax?

15         MR. DUBOW:  Right, so that's

16 a complicated question.  Let me try

17 to take it in a couple of things.  So

18 if you just looked at the cost of the

19 change in the rate, because

20 collections were more than we thought

21 they were going to be, it actually

22 probably cost us more because each

23 percent was worth more because the

24 base was larger and that generated

25 more tax revenue.
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 1         But the other question you're

 2 asking, which is just a really

 3 important question, is what does it

 4 mean for our economy and our jobs and

 5 in the long run is the tax base

 6 higher because we've cut rates.  In

 7 every study we've seen over time

 8 says, yes, that that's the case and

 9 that those cuts help grow our base

10 and help generate more revenue for us

11 in the long term.

12         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  I'll come

13 back second round around BIRT.

14         Thank you, Council President.

15         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

16 Thank you, Councilman.

17         Chair recognizes Councilwoman

18 Brooks.

19         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Thank

20 you.  So in the budget hearings we

21 often hear about how we do not have

22 enough money for essential programs

23 like affordable housing or making our

24 school buildings safe.  However, the

25 choice we make on taxes sets the
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 1 limit on this funding.

 2         The business tax reduction

 3 that is included in this budget is

 4 expected to cost 75 million over the

 5 next five years.  This is 75 million

 6 that we cannot spend to protect our

 7 school children from asbestos, to

 8 clean our streets and to combat

 9 violence in our neighborhoods.  When

10 people talk about cutting business

11 taxes, they often talk about the

12 benefit to small businesses and

13 Black- and Brown-owned businesses.

14 But most BIRT tax is going to mega

15 corporations like Comcast who stand

16 to gain hundreds of thousands of

17 dollars in tax cuts while most small

18 businesses will only get a few

19 dollars in relief.

20         If we are serious about

21 helping small Black and Brown

22 businesses thrive, we could actually

23 exempt them from BIRT taxes rather

24 than just lowering the rate for all

25 corporations big or small.  We have
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 1 already exempted small businesses

 2 that have less than 100K in gross

 3 receipts from BIRT.

 4         I benefited from this

 5 exemption when I owned my small

 6 businesses.  The business provided

 7 barely enough income for me to pay

 8 the bills.  A significant tax burden

 9 could have sent me out of business so

10 I understand the need for actual

11 small business space, but we can

12 provide this tax relief in a more

13 significant, more targeted effective

14 way.

15         So the question is, currently

16 businesses are exempt from BIRT taxes

17 if they have less than 100,000 in

18 gross receipts.  If we raise this

19 exemption, for example, to 200,000,

20 how much revenue would we be giving

21 up?

22         MR. DUBOW:  Have to get back

23 to you on that, and there's also some

24 legal issues around that that we'd

25 want to discuss with you.
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 1         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  I

 2 didn't --

 3         MR. DUBOW:  I said we have to

 4 get back to you with the number and

 5 there are also legal issues that we

 6 would want to discuss with you.

 7         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  So

 8 there are legal numbers just by

 9 moving it up to include more

10 businesses under the threshold?

11         MR. DUBOW:  Yes, and we'd

12 like to -- would rather discuss that

13 with you outside the hearing.

14         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Okay.

15 Because I believe that raising the

16 exemption rate is a better way to

17 provide tax relief for small

18 businesses that actually need it

19 rather than a proposed broad BIRT tax

20 that mostly benefits mega

21 corporations that need it the least.

22         My next one is about wage

23 taxes.  The reduction in wage tax in

24 this budget proposal suffers from the

25 same problem as the BIRT tax
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 1 reduction.  It provides the most

 2 relief to the rich while cutting our

 3 ability to spend money on essentials

 4 like affordable housing and anti-

 5 violence programs.

 6         Last year when the City

 7 reduced the wage tax, the average

 8 worker in Philadelphia saved $0.75 on

 9 a paycheck while the richest

10 Philadelphian saved thousands of

11 dollars a year.  The wage tax

12 reduction in the budget will cost our

13 City another 75 million over the next

14 five years.  That is more than 10

15 times the new funding for supportive

16 housing for Philadelphian suffering

17 from chronic homelessness and twice

18 the cost of expanding eviction

19 defense attorneys citywide.

20         Low-income Philadelphians

21 need wage tax relief.  But if we are

22 serious about helping low-income

23 people thrive, we could do so much

24 more effectively than bills that cut

25 taxes for millionaires.  One way is
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 1 to make wage tax refunds

 2 automatically.  Currently the

 3 low-income workers in Philadelphia

 4 qualify for a wage tax refund, but

 5 people must go through separate

 6 application process that few people

 7 know about.

 8         Other governments provide

 9 automatic refunds when someone

10 completes their taxes.  We should do

11 the same here in Philadelphia.  So

12 the question is can you please

13 outline the process that low-income

14 Philadelphians need to go through to

15 apply for wage tax reduction and what

16 information they need to provide at

17 that time?

18         MR. DUBOW:  I'll ask Revenue

19 to come up to provide that

20 information, but also talk about the

21 wage tax reductions in general as

22 they're coming up.  So I agree that

23 each year the reductions by

24 themselves are relatively small, but

25 over time they've actually been



Committee of the Whole 67 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 fairly substantial.

 2         When we started this program,

 3 the wage tax rate was close to 5

 4 percent.  Now, we were proposing to

 5 get it down into the 3.7, 3.8 range,

 6 so it's come down a lot.  It's been

 7 an important way to make the City

 8 more attractive.  And again, multiple

 9 studies have shown that that helps

10 create jobs in the City, which winds

11 up actually providing more revenue

12 rather than less over the long term.

13         But with that, I'll turn it

14 over to Commissioner Breslin to talk

15 about the application process.

16             (Witness approached the

17 Witness Table.)

18         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes.

19 So the application process for the

20 low-income wage tax refund, it's our

21 refund process, they have to fill out

22 an application.  The applicant has to

23 supply income records, W-2s or

24 whatever.  And the reason for that is

25 it would be very difficult -- this
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 1 question has come up in the past.

 2 It'll be very difficult to kind of do

 3 an auto enroll or an automatic refund

 4 because there's income limitations

 5 here, and an employee can work for

 6 various employers, right.  So we need

 7 all of the W-2s, and we have to add

 8 that income together to see that they

 9 qualify.  And we don't have -- in our

10 database we don't have that

11 information anywhere.  And so, that's

12 the difficulty.

13         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Is

14 there a way it can just be attached

15 to income tax because we're talking

16 about low-wage workers that have

17 limited time and we're adding another

18 step to them applying for taxes, and

19 many folks don't even know this

20 exists?

21         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Right.

22 Deputy Commissioner Lopez Kriss

23 talked about our robust

24 communication, so we really use that

25 inperson communication opportunity to
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 1 try to get the word out there about

 2 this.  We did have 8 -- I looked at

 3 the statistics for this year and

 4 we've had 835 applicants, so --

 5         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  That

 6 applied this year?

 7         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes,

 8 for $340,000.  So that's an average

 9 refund of about $400.  So it is a

10 meaningful amount of money and we

11 work really hard to try to get the

12 word out there to citizens that this

13 money is available and aid them with

14 the application process because we

15 understand that it can be burdensome.

16         But this is not also a unique

17 challenge to Philadelphia.  I mean,

18 we've partnered with the IRS in the

19 EITC program over the years.  And if

20 you're familiar with that program,

21 that's a very significant program

22 with over $6,000 of max money

23 available to low-income residents,

24 and that is also very difficult to

25 get, you know, to get people to apply
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 1 to.

 2         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Do we

 3 know how many Philadelphians are

 4 actually eligible for this?  I know

 5 you said 885 applicants, but how many

 6 are actually eligible for this

 7 benefit?

 8         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  We

 9 don't have that number because we

10 don't have the income number for

11 every resident.  That's just not how

12 our tax system works.  We don't

13 have -- our wage tax is collected by

14 the employer and remitted by the

15 employer, so we don't have every

16 Philadelphian filing a tax return

17 like they do at the state level or at

18 the federal level, so that becomes

19 the challenge.

20         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Okay.

21 I heard the buzzer.  Is that my time?

22         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

23 No.

24         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Can I

25 add the rest to the second round or
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 1 you want me to keep going?

 2         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 3 Okay.  Did you have a follow-up?

 4         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  I do

 5 have another question.  So we talked

 6 about -- so the federal government

 7 provides this, right.  And I don't

 8 understand why we can't just tag it

 9 on to how the federal government

10 applies for taxes or Councilmember

11 Harrity just said, we can't use

12 income tax from the year before to

13 make this determination, because it

14 really seems like an undue burden for

15 us to make people apply for another

16 tax credit that they don't even know

17 exist.

18         And I don't know how this

19 information is being distributed.

20 But for us to be the largest poorest

21 city, in general 885 people seems

22 very low concerning folks that are

23 eligible for this benefit.

24         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yeah,

25 we agree that it is underutilized.
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 1 Obviously the pandemic presented

 2 problems for us in getting the

 3 communication out there because we do

 4 a lot of inperson events and they

 5 were paused during the pandemic.  But

 6 even with that, it is a really

 7 difficult message to get out.

 8         We not only engage this

 9 directly, our communication directly

10 to taxpayers, but we also communicate

11 with tax professionals so we want to

12 make accountants and tax

13 professionals aware of this so that

14 when they're doing a person's tax

15 return, they can at the same time do

16 the refund petition.

17         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Because

18 I think we should really move forward

19 to making sure this is something

20 that's automated and easy for people

21 to access.  Because like I said, if

22 we want to really help people

23 immediately with cash in hand, the

24 $0.47 on the dollar as opposed to

25 $800 to $900 upfront immediately is
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 1 very different when you're a

 2 low-income family trying to make ends

 3 meet.

 4         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:

 5 Agreed.

 6         COUNCILWOMAN BROOKS:  Thank

 7 you.

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 9 Thank you, Councilwoman.

10         Chair recognizes Councilwoman

11 Gauthier.

12         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Thank

13 you, Council President.

14         First, I agree with

15 Councilmember Brooks on both points.

16 Last year when we were talking about

17 and being pushed really hard by the

18 Chamber on the BIRT tax cuts, every

19 time I sat with the Chamber I told

20 them that if we were talking about

21 helping small Black and Brown

22 businesses, then that's what we

23 should do as opposed to considering a

24 proposal that overwhelmingly

25 supported bigger businesses who do
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 1 have the capacity to pay taxes.

 2         And so, I know that there are

 3 challenges with considering a higher

 4 exemption, but I'm hoping that is

 5 something that we could at least

 6 explore.  And I do think there needs

 7 to be some honesty in who's seeing

 8 the most benefit from these

 9 proposals.  The campaign always says

10 Black and Brown businesses, but

11 that's not the reality.

12         And then on the wage taxes, I

13 wanted to know if you could actually

14 detail the amount that goes in the

15 average citizen's pocket with this

16 proposed cut to the wage tax versus

17 the amount that it costs the City?

18         MR. DUBOW:  Yep, we can do

19 that.  We've provided the amount

20 across the City, and we'll get you

21 the amount that goes to residents and

22 we'll break that out by different

23 income levels so you can see what it

24 means.

25         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.
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 1 But you don't have that or an

 2 estimate of that on hand?

 3         MR. DUBOW:  Not off the top

 4 of my head, but we'll get you that.

 5         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

 6 Thank you.  I just think that I

 7 support the cause of putting more

 8 money in our residents' pockets

 9 obviously.  But I think people need

10 to be able to do a cost-benefit

11 analysis on a few bucks a week in

12 their pocket versus the trash being

13 picked up or a few bucks a week in

14 their pocket versus a nuisance

15 business that we can't shut down

16 that's leading to shootings and drug

17 activity in their neighborhoods.

18         I also was wondering can you

19 talk about the amount that the tax

20 cuts cost the City in terms of the

21 wage tax proposal and how we plan to

22 replace the revenue?

23         MR. DUBOW:  Sure.  So it

24 costs about $75 million over the life

25 of the Plan, starting around 13 and
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 1 then growing a little bit each year

 2 as the tax base grows.  And the

 3 reason that we propose these

 4 reductions is that we have seen from

 5 numerous studies that they helped

 6 grow the economy.  So the way that

 7 money is replaced is with a stronger

 8 economy with more jobs and more

 9 revenue for the City.

10         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

11 Has that borne out in our past

12 experience?

13         MR. DUBOW:  So there have

14 been studies that look at what

15 happened as a result, in prior years

16 a long time ago tax increases and

17 then what happens in reductions.  And

18 those studies have shown, yes, that

19 tax changes for the wage tax and

20 business tax have an impact on how

21 many jobs there are in the City.

22         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:

23 Locally here in Philadelphia?

24         MR. DUBOW:  Sorry?  I didn't

25 hear you.
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 1         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Are

 2 those studies related to

 3 actual things that happened --

 4         MR. DUBOW:  Yes.

 5 Specifically to Philadelphia, yes.

 6         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

 7 Thank you.  Is it appropriate to ask

 8 questions of OPA at this time or no?

 9         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

10 Absolutely.

11         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

12 Well, I have comments and I have some

13 questions.  So last year citizens

14 across the City were dismayed at the

15 news that their property taxes would

16 be increasing in some cases by more

17 than 200 percent.  I understand that

18 OPA's goal is to assess all

19 properties in a uniform way.  But

20 simply put, these results were and

21 still are shocking.

22         But now that we're here, I

23 have some questions about the

24 processes surrounding pending

25 assessment appeals and the impacts of
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 1 these assessments on largely Black

 2 and Brown neighborhoods.  I think

 3 there's two pieces of this problem

 4 that we as a City are morally

 5 obligated to explore.

 6         First, while the margin of

 7 error citywide may be within the

 8 range of best practices, that

 9 completely breaks down once you zoom

10 in at the neighborhood level.  We see

11 wildly inconsistent assessments on

12 very similar houses across the street

13 from one another, and it's worth

14 looking at if those inconsistencies

15 are more prevalent in Black and Brown

16 neighborhoods.

17         The second is that I see 3rd

18 District neighborhoods of color

19 getting assessed much higher than

20 other comparable neighborhoods of

21 color in other parts of the City.  My

22 District is 75 percent Black and saw

23 the most homeowners with assessments

24 that went up by more than 50 percent

25 in the entire City.
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 1         And with this in mind, I

 2 think we can actually identify

 3 statistically significant metrics

 4 that will show that there is racial

 5 bias in what's happening here, which

 6 we can then incorporate into our

 7 assessment methodology which could

 8 possibly control for this happening

 9 in the future.  And we've talked to

10 folks at OPA about some of the

11 difficulties in having more of a

12 racial equity lend to this work, but

13 I think it has to be something that

14 we try.

15         And so, I have a few

16 questions:  One, after the

17 assessments are done, would it be

18 possible to perform an analysis of

19 the assessment through a racial

20 equity lens to make sure that we are

21 not unfairly penalizing Black and

22 Brown neighborhoods and how much

23 would a study like that cost?  What

24 is the estimated timeline to complete

25 the 20,000 outstanding First Level
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 1 Review requests and how many

 2 outstanding appeals are there?

 3         We see in OPA's budget

 4 details that 179 of 225 budgeted

 5 full-time positions are currently

 6 filled.  And so, I wanted to know

 7 what, if any, role does staffing

 8 capacity play in the timeline of the

 9 disposition of First Level Reviews

10 and appeals?

11         And then lastly, could you

12 explain the tiers of calculating

13 assessments and why there seems to be

14 such great disparity from property-

15 to-property on similar blocks?

16             (Witness approached

17 Witness Table.)

18         MR. AROS:  Sure.  Good

19 morning.  James Aros, Chief

20 Assessment Officer, OPA.  So just to

21 go through, hopefully I caught

22 everything you were asking with this

23 round, so as far as the racial equity

24 lens after the fact, I know we've had

25 discussions with your office and we
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 1 had a pretty thorough and well-

 2 received presentation a couple months

 3 ago for folks in your office that

 4 were interested in understanding the

 5 full process and the mass appraisal

 6 modeling.

 7         And as we said at that time

 8 and as I'll say again today for the

 9 record, we're more than happy to roll

10 up and provide the data to anybody

11 that is interested in looking through

12 that racial equity lens.  It does

13 become particularly problematic for

14 our office to do that because for one

15 reason, the state license that we

16 need to maintain.  So using that kind

17 of information or even really having

18 it in the conversation is strictly

19 forbidden, so we understand the need

20 and the problems that have been

21 around for years and we're cognizant

22 of it.

23         But we are not the department

24 to specifically look at that and make

25 a determination of how it's affecting
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 1 certain demographics in the City

 2 because we don't, number one, keep

 3 demographic information on owners nor

 4 do we apply that in the assessment

 5 process.

 6         We're more than happy and

 7 more than willing to assist and work

 8 hand-in-hand with somebody that wants

 9 to do that analysis and give them all

10 the information necessary in order to

11 kind of look through that and come

12 back to us with any thoughts they

13 have and discuss what's being found

14 as far as that.

15         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Which

16 department is the department that

17 cares about this?

18         MR. AROS:  I mean, I know

19 there's a couple different

20 departments that may want to get

21 involved.  Certainly, I'm sure

22 Council has an interest.  I don't

23 know if Planning and Development or

24 there's any other departments that

25 would be interested in that.  But we



Committee of the Whole 83 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 can provide the data and assist with

 2 the process to whomever wants to

 3 crunch those numbers and come up with

 4 the conclusions --

 5         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  I

 6 just want to be clear, and I know we

 7 had a lot of the Admin here yesterday

 8 and we're going to do the Mayor's

 9 Office at some point.  But I just

10 want to be clear that somebody has to

11 care about this enough to make it

12 happen.  At this point in West

13 Philadelphia, there is a pressure on

14 housing prices from University

15 development, other institutional

16 development, the growth of the life

17 sciences and the City cannot be in

18 the business of displacing our

19 residents, right.  We have to care

20 that this is hitting in particular

21 working class homeowners in Black

22 neighborhoods really, really hard.

23 And somebody has to care enough about

24 it to actually look at that data and

25 to do something about it.
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 1         MR. DUBOW:  Yes.  And we in

 2 Finance can take the lead in making

 3 sure that happens.  I mean, to your

 4 point the reason that we have all the

 5 relief programs we've talked about is

 6 to try to make sure we don't displace

 7 people.

 8         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  The

 9 relief programs are not enough.  The

10 relief programs are not enough.  I've

11 been walking in rooms with community

12 members since these assessments

13 happened and there's nothing but

14 anger and worry because people cannot

15 handle the burden that has been

16 placed on them while other actors who

17 have much more in terms of resources

18 are consistently getting abatements

19 or we're talking about tax cuts.

20 These are the people that are

21 carrying the burden of funding and

22 financing the City and they need

23 help.

24         MR. DUBOW:  Right, and I

25 agree.  And that is why we do things
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 1 like the Homestead and the Senior

 2 Freeze and like the payment programs

 3 to make sure that we can provide

 4 assistance to people.  And as I said,

 5 we're happy to take the lead in

 6 making sure that this analysis gets

 7 done.

 8         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:

 9 Somebody has to care about the racial

10 equity aspect of this.

11         MR. DUBOW:  Understood.

12         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

13 Thank you, Councilwoman.  Thank you.

14 That's why we need to borrow that

15 next $100 million.  You build more

16 affordable homes for people to

17 actually live in.

18         Chair recognizes Councilman

19 Johnson for a point of information.

20         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Point of

21 information for the record.  Because

22 OPA is saying you can't use racial

23 data but in Districts such as

24 Councilwoman Jamie Gauthier's,

25 Councilman Darrell Clarke's,
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 1 Councilman Curtis Jones, Councilwoman

 2 Katherine -- Councilwoman Lozada and

 3 myself and Bass, we've seen the areas

 4 where neighbors that are particularly

 5 Black and Brown, the overassessment

 6 of lower-valued homes and we've

 7 always questioned what is the OPA's

 8 formula in how you go about doing

 9 your assessments and addressing when

10 that value is totally off.

11         And so, even separate from

12 the racial part, if you look at the

13 data, right, the data shows that in

14 some areas which are predominantly

15 Black and Brown, there's a

16 significant amount of overassessment

17 of homes.  And so, how are we

18 addressing that aspect because it

19 goes into the same thing of basically

20 addressing things to a racial equity

21 lens?

22         You can still address it

23 without talking about race because

24 you know these areas that's being

25 overassessed are basically poor
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 1 people.  And then they have to go

 2 into the process to file for first

 3 level review and everybody don't have

 4 that time to go through that process.

 5 And then if you fail the first level

 6 of review, everybody don't get a

 7 lawyer to go in front of the BRT or

 8 some won't even have the wherewithal

 9 to go through that process.

10         So I guess on a bigger scale

11 as well, how are you addressing it

12 because that's happening particularly

13 in Black and Brown neighborhoods

14 according to the data that we have

15 right here?

16         MR. AROS:  Yes.  So as far as

17 the, say, lower-valued homes versus

18 higher-valued homes, we do look at

19 that.  We make no assumptions as to

20 who lives there or what their income

21 level is.  But we do have industry

22 standard measures, price-related

23 differential that we publish and that

24 we do every year --

25         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Let me
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 1 back up.  You said make no

 2 assessments, that's cool.  But you

 3 should be able to say, whoa, this is

 4 interesting, all these First Level

 5 Reviews are basically coming from, I

 6 mean, just from the data and zip

 7 codes where there's Black and Brown

 8 poor people.  Somebody has to pick up

 9 and say, whoa, whoa, something's

10 wrong with this picture, because

11 there's no different than the City

12 Controller's report that shows this

13 is happening predominantly in Black

14 and Brown neighborhoods.

15         At least at that point, we

16 should have paused as a City and

17 said, wait a minute, this is from the

18 City Controller.  Your office may not

19 do it, but the City Controller did

20 her due diligence and showed

21 particularly in Black and Brown

22 neighborhoods, the last assessment

23 showed that we were being

24 overassessed as compared to other

25 neighborhoods.
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 1         And so, at what point in time

 2 do we pause and say something's wrong

 3 with this picture in terms of our

 4 formula and how we're going about

 5 addressing it?  At least that's what

 6 I'm looking for in terms of clarity

 7 as a follow-up to --

 8         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  So in

 9 terms or what I was saying if we see

10 that lower-valued homes wherever in

11 the City, for instance, seem to be

12 there's a chance they're being

13 overassessed a little bit, and that's

14 something every time we go to do,

15 okay, we see that this might have --

16 our numbers weren't as good as we

17 wanted them to be here, what could

18 have been the problem.  Was there

19 enough sales.  Was there an even

20 distribution.  Those are all things

21 that when we do things, we build

22 models for different sections of the

23 City.

24         So if you get too granular or

25 you carve up, some reports are doing
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 1 statistics by census tract or zip

 2 code, the real estate market doesn't

 3 behave a certain way because there's

 4 a zip code that draws a line in the

 5 middle of the Street or a census

 6 track that ends here.  It could be

 7 bigger.  It could be smaller.

 8         So we have approximately 600

 9 individual neighborhood market areas

10 that we created in 13 citywide zones

11 for residential.  So people can be in

12 smaller buckets but also in larger

13 ones, so some of the analysis that

14 was done outside are using and

15 breaking some of the information out

16 in ways that we don't use it, so the

17 numbers will look a little different.

18         But as far as the lower

19 versus higher value properties, yes,

20 those are after we come out and we

21 look at it and before we proceed with

22 the next or as we're proceeding with

23 the next re-evaluation, we'll say,

24 okay, we know our numbers might have

25 been not as good as we would have
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 1 liked here.

 2         Is there a reason we can

 3 point to, was it, you know, data

 4 hadn't been refreshed in a couple of

 5 years, was it that there was a lot of

 6 sales.  So it's more representation

 7 as far as sales transactions of types

 8 of properties you have, the more

 9 reliable you can feel about the

10 values you project.

11         if it's a smaller number,

12 then the numbers can be all over the

13 place and the reliability of any one

14 sale certainly or small group of

15 sales may not be -- it's hard to have

16 a lot of confidence if you don't have

17 a lot of sales for a particular area.

18 And areas wherever may be in the City

19 where sales aren't as or the market

20 hasn't been as active, those are our

21 values that will have a value, but we

22 will feel a little less confident

23 because there aren't as many

24 representations to sort of say one

25 way or another.  But those are things
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 1 that we look at after every

 2 reassessment, after every

 3 re-evaluation.  And those are things

 4 we'll be looking at ahead of the

 5 Plan's re-evaluation next year.

 6         I don't have handy FLR

 7 numbers for Council Districts of

 8 certain neighborhoods of the City,

 9 but we will certainly take a look at

10 that to see where the predominance of

11 some of these First Level Reviews did

12 come in over time.  And historically,

13 we've seen that sometimes, especially

14 in the AVI years, a lot of people are

15 just filing because they just weren't

16 sure about the process, and then

17 other years it's been reflective of

18 where the changes were the most,

19 whether that was necessarily

20 reflective of the accuracy of the

21 reassessment or not.

22         But I think that we'll be

23 looking at that certainly prior to

24 the next re-evaluation.  And it's

25 also stuff that we always look to
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 1 improve our numbers so we're not

 2 going to ignore what has happened in

 3 the past and say that it was good

 4 enough.  Like, we're always looking

 5 to improve.

 6         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Council

 7 President, I'm going to wrap up.  But

 8 I know you created a committee, an

 9 AVI Committee.  I just want to move

10 to add that if you could consider

11 adding a diversity and equity aspect

12 to the committee that you created.

13 So when the next time around before

14 even these new assessments come in,

15 it has to be a racial equity lens

16 that's a part of this conversation

17 irregardless of they say that's just

18 data and sales.

19         But at the end of the day,

20 the numbers show there's

21 predominantly Black and Brown

22 neighborhoods, which is a racial

23 aspect.  So I just wanted to add

24 that.

25         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:
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 1 Yeah.  I mean, that information

 2 frankly speaking is accessible and

 3 just an overlap of the census tract

 4 you can determine the demographics of

 5 that particular area.  It's not

 6 rocket science.  So we'll figure

 7 that --

 8         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Thank

 9 you.

10         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

11 Thank you for that recommendation,

12 Councilman.

13         Councilman Jones, you have a

14 point of information also?

15         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Thank you.

16 So I don't know what prohibits you

17 from looking at it from a racial

18 equity lens, but I would as a full

19 disclosure Pennsylvania Human

20 Relations Commissioner warn our City

21 to say that there is a thing of

22 disparate impact.

23         You may not consider it a

24 racial equity lens.  You may not

25 consider it being relevant.  But if
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 1 it has a negative overwhelming impact

 2 on a race or group of people, we are

 3 liable.  And so, I would caution you

 4 to kind of listen a little closer to

 5 see how we can guard ourselves

 6 against that kind of statistical

 7 outcome that seems to be an anomaly

 8 just to people of color.

 9         And I'm surprised that we, A,

10 have not been sued and then, B, when

11 we start looking at every year we

12 have to produce an affordability plan

13 to HUD that shows how we are

14 considering all of these factors to

15 make sure housing stays affordable,

16 that we cannot include this

17 statistical anomaly, and our

18 corrections need to be according to

19 what's happening to real people.

20         And so, whether it's this

21 department, whether it's that

22 department, it's the City and we

23 really need to take a closer look at

24 that as we start to unravel some of

25 these impacts on neighborhoods that
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 1 happen to be of public.

 2         Thank you, Mr. President.

 3         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 4 Thank you.

 5         Councilwoman Vaughn, you had

 6 a point of information.

 7         Councilwoman Bass, thank you

 8 for being patient.  At some point we

 9 will get --

10         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  It's

11 obvious that this system is the

12 worst.  Just throw it all out.  Who

13 created it?  And if it's affecting us

14 the most, throw the shit out.  Let's

15 do something differently.  It's not

16 working.  And truthfully you guys, do

17 you have a layman person that can

18 talk to us because I don't understand

19 half of the stuff that you're saying.

20         You're not making a lot of

21 sense at least to me.  It's not being

22 clear and why do we keep going over

23 this over and over again.  It's not

24 working.  Find something else new

25 that is not going to hurt people that
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 1 look like me.

 2         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 3 Thank you.

 4         Councilman, did you have a

 5 point of what?

 6         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Point

 7 of --

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 9 Point of information or just tell me.

10         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  10

11 seconds, 10 seconds.

12         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  At

13 some point we'll get back to the

14 traditional people waiting until

15 their turn comes to ask questions.

16 All right.  We're getting carried

17 away with this point of information.

18         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Yeah, I

19 can wait for my turn, but in 20

20 seconds.  I just want to say I echo

21 the sentiments of our colleagues.  I

22 think that if you -- I don't know if

23 there's a legal reason of why you

24 can't look at the racial

25 demographics, but you certainly can
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 1 look at zip codes.

 2         And I think there's a way to

 3 get beyond whatever legal thing that

 4 might be prohibiting you from doing

 5 this, which I don't think there is.

 6 But if there is, I think it's just

 7 really important for you to find a

 8 way.  That's all I got to say.

 9         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

10 Thank you.

11         MR. AROS:  Councilmember

12 Gauthier put one or two other

13 questions on the record.  I can

14 answer now if that's all right.

15         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  I

16 mean, the bottom line is there's a

17 way of determining by census tract in

18 particular because it's more detailed

19 in terms of the demographics of a

20 particular section of the City.  We

21 had that information, you had that

22 information, the City Planning, to

23 overlay these various areas, one, to

24 get to a place where you could

25 determine those areas of concern not
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 1 only racial, but the ecomonics of

 2 those people and those census tracts.

 3         So while they may not be your

 4 specific jobs, it's somebody in the

 5 City that does have that, and if you

 6 just do an overlay over these various

 7 areas.

 8         MR. AROS:  No, absolutely.

 9 And we've had conversations with

10 outside entities that have reached

11 out and said, hey, we want to work

12 with you on this.  Our recently

13 retired Director of Mass Appraisal is

14 sort of in his retirement making this

15 sort of a national campaign, so we're

16 cognizant that there are issues that

17 exist.

18         And although we may not be

19 able to look at it a certain way, we

20 certainly want to work with the

21 people that can look at it a certain

22 way and sort of work through the

23 process.  And we're not sitting here

24 saying that there might not be a

25 problem.  It's just obviously
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 1 certain restrictions for how we do

 2 the values and how we look at it, but

 3 we can help anybody that wants to do

 4 that next layer to give them all the

 5 information and work with us to make

 6 sure that they're looking at it in a

 7 way that we can, but helps them drill

 8 down to a problem.

 9         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

10 Right.

11         MR. AROS:  But for the First

12 Level Review question, so we received

13 a little less than 20,000 First Level

14 Review requests.  About a quarter of

15 those came in the period where we

16 extended the deadline from September

17 through to December, so that

18 extension we would have had about a

19 little less than 15,000 prior to

20 that, and that was another 5,000 that

21 came in.  So the extension did show a

22 significant number of people that

23 took advantage of that.

24         As of yesterday, we're about

25 15 percent through those.  We expect
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 1 that to be ramped up pretty

 2 significantly as folks are getting

 3 into the -- as they're getting out

 4 there, they're calling people making

 5 appointments and they're trying to

 6 get to a couple of blocks and knock

 7 out a bunch of these at a time.

 8         So we certainly expect those

 9 numbers to pick up significantly in

10 the coming weeks.

11         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  What

12 was the percent?

13         MR. AROS:  15 percent, so

14 roughly 3,000 or so of the 20,000 had

15 decisions made.  That number is going

16 to keep -- and that pace will

17 increase in the coming weeks as folks

18 are getting out there and they're

19 able to get in the neighborhoods

20 where they're able to make

21 inspections if that's necessary and

22 get to these properties if the

23 homeowners will allow us in or if

24 they want to meet us at the door and

25 give us information and whatnot.
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 1         And then as far as the

 2 vacancies, the vacancies, they're

 3 kind of spread through different

 4 areas but we do have evaluator

 5 positions that are included there.

 6 So the less evaluators we have, then

 7 there are more accounts that an

 8 individual may have.  It wasn't

 9 reflected on the information you have

10 because that was as of the end of

11 Calendar '22.  But we do have another

12 12 additional folks that will be

13 starting as of next month, and we'll

14 have another test going out.

15         So we're getting people in

16 which is good, which is that's the

17 largest group we've had starting in

18 several years.  And part of that was

19 through the budget approved by

20 Council last year.  We're working the

21 management trainee position.  That's

22 more of a citywide thing into our

23 department as a feeder system to get

24 folks into the department.  So that's

25 the biggest class we've had in a
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 1 while.

 2         And we'll see if that pace

 3 picks up, but we're going to be able

 4 to fill more of those gaps at once

 5 than we've been able to in any single

 6 time in the last few years since I've

 7 been in this seat at least.

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 9 Thank you.  Thank you, Councilwoman.

10         Chair now recognizes

11 Councilwoman Bass.

12         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  Well,

13 thank you, Mr. President.

14         Well, listen, a lot of what I

15 wanted to say really has been said,

16 but I did want to drill down on a

17 point.  And let me ask a question

18 first:  So did you read the report

19 around the increase in real estate

20 taxes and what neighborhoods it was

21 primarily happening in, which were

22 primarily Black and Brown

23 neighborhoods?  Did you read the

24 report?

25         MR. AROS:  I've read a number
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 1 of reports.  If there's --

 2         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  So you've

 3 read a number of reports that said

 4 that same thing?

 5         MR. AROS:  Yes.

 6         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  Okay.  So

 7 did you feel that there was any need

 8 to take any action after reading

 9 those reports?  Was there any thought

10 process meetings, conversations,

11 uh-huh, we got a problem here?  Even

12 though you're prohibited in some ways

13 of looking at it racially, but when

14 you read that, was there any action

15 or any suggested action?

16         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  I mean,

17 we're always having conversations.

18 We do After-Action all the time. So a

19 suggested action as, hey, is there

20 something we should be doing for

21 specific sectors of the City or

22 certain populus, not specifically.

23 But what we are able to do is say,

24 okay, this section of the City no

25 matter who lives there, there may



Committee of the Whole 105 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 have been an issue or there's not,

 2 the assessments are not as accurate

 3 as perhaps we would like, we have

 4 those conversations all the time.

 5         So when we look at a

 6 neighborhood and say okay, well, what

 7 was the reason, you know, or section,

 8 what was the reason why maybe these

 9 didn't score as high metrically as

10 some of the other areas.  Is there a

11 number of sales that's less in other

12 areas, I mean that's the outside

13 market.  We can't control that.  But

14 it's like, okay, were we capturing

15 all the sales that could have been

16 used.

17         And then some reports of

18 might say, well, this person lives X

19 amount of blocks away and their house

20 was valued this and this person is

21 valued that.  We don't have the

22 detail at that time to say what's the

23 difference, are they in a different

24 market area from what we would

25 consider.  I mean, in Philadelphia
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 1 city neighborhoods, but we do know

 2 that some areas you go two or three

 3 blocks, that's labeled a different

 4 neighborhood or people treat the

 5 market differently or it could be

 6 miles of area that kind of have the

 7 same general market so --

 8         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  I guess

 9 what I'm saying here is that if you

10 have knowledge that there is a

11 problem in particular neighborhoods,

12 and you just said that you were aware

13 based on what you had read, that

14 there were specific problems in

15 specific neighborhoods, primarily

16 African American and Latino

17 neighborhoods, and there was not any

18 sort of call of action, any sense of

19 urgency that we need to do something

20 because these are the people who are

21 most at risk to losing their homes, I

22 want to say it's a problem, but it's

23 way bigger than being a problem.

24         It's a mindset.  It's a

25 culture that has displaced a lot of
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 1 folks in the City of Philadelphia.

 2 And beyond that when Councilwoman

 3 Brooks mentioned that 885 on your

 4 questioning around programs and

 5 services to help with low-income

 6 folks around their taxes, and 885

 7 people I think was the number who

 8 applied for those services through

 9 the Revenue Department, and sort of

10 the lack of sense of urgency that I

11 feel right now is beyond frustrating.

12         We, the City of Philadelphia,

13 we cannot be bystanders in what's

14 happening, and that's exactly what

15 you're doing.  That's exactly what

16 you are bringing to us.  You are

17 allowing things to happen in the

18 market and not addressing populations

19 that you know are vulnerable, and it

20 just shouldn't be.

21         MR. DUBOW:  I don't think

22 that's what he was saying at all.  I

23 think what he was saying is we do

24 look at the results.  If there are

25 areas where assessments look off, we
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 1 know it's a problem and we take

 2 action to try to correct it as we do

 3 the next assessment.

 4         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  Well,

 5 then please tell me what the action

 6 is because I'm not seeing it.  If you

 7 are --

 8         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah.

 9         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  -- then I

10 would just like to see what the

11 action is because based upon what

12 you've given us thus far, I don't see

13 it.  I'd like to see it because we're

14 the ones who are out in the

15 neighborhoods and we hear it.  Oh,

16 boy, do we hear it, loud and clear.

17         And so, I don't know how

18 often y'all have been out in the

19 neighborhoods if you've heard, maybe

20 you should go door-to-door.  I'll be

21 happy to take you in some of my

22 neighborhoods in the District so you

23 can hear it.

24         MR. DUBOW:  No, we've heard

25 it.
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 1         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  People

 2 are upset.  People are frustrated.

 3 And we know what's happening.  People

 4 are losing -- listen, the cost of

 5 everything's going up.  Inflation is

 6 through the roof.  And so, if we can

 7 help them get a couple more dollars,

 8 if we can help them save their

 9 property, their family home, then

10 what is the action that we're taking

11 to do a robust action in response to

12 a very heavy real estate increase,

13 property tax increase from last year?

14 What is our action to make sure that

15 we're helping to keep people in their

16 homes?  Please tell me.

17         MR. DUBOW:  Well, two things.

18 One, and AJ can talk about what they

19 do specifically to improve

20 assessments, but last year we put

21 more relief measures in on the tax

22 side, right.  We increased the

23 Homestead dramatically, which has a

24 much bigger impact on low-value homes

25 than high-value homes, right.
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 1 Because if your Homestead's gone from

 2 45 to 80 and your home is valued at

 3 $100,000, it's taking out --

 4         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  I

 5 understand what the Homestead

 6 Exemption is.  I get it, right.  So

 7 what else did we do?  We increased

 8 the Homestead.  What else have we

 9 done?

10         MR. DUBOW:  We've increased

11 Homestead.  We increased LOOP.  We

12 continue outreach to make sure that

13 people got all of the relief measures

14 that they were eligible for.  We have

15 our payment plan on the Revenue side

16 so people can enter into payment

17 plans to make sure that they don't

18 lose your homes.  So we've put in a

19 number of measures to make sure that

20 that doesn't happen.

21         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  And what

22 I'm telling you is that that is not

23 enough.  And that it doesn't feel

24 that there is a sense of urgency

25 around this very urgent problem that
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 1 we have in our City right now.  And I

 2 think that there needs to be a

 3 conversation where you all go back to

 4 the drawing board hopefully today and

 5 say, we got to do something, we got

 6 to do something right now because

 7 people are losing out.

 8         MR. DUBOW:  We agree it's

 9 urgent.  And --

10         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  It feels

11 like sitting here that we are

12 bystanders, and that the

13 Administration is content to sit by

14 and let the market do what the market

15 does, and we just can't do that.

16         MR. DUBOW:  And that's not

17 what --

18         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  And I'm

19 just telling you.  Just telling you

20 my perspective of it.

21         MR. DUBOW:  I understand what

22 you're saying but --

23         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  I know

24 you feel differently.

25         MR. DUBOW:  Yeah.



Committee of the Whole 112 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  Because

 2 you're not one of the people I'm

 3 talking out in the street with all

 4 due respecit.

 5         MR. DUBOW:  One of the things

 6 we talked about today is that this

 7 City has one of the most robust set

 8 of protections for homeowners in any

 9 city in the country.  So I'm getting

10 to the point where you're saying that

11 it's not something that we're making

12 a priority and we have.

13         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  I think

14 the point is, and I don't know that

15 you're necessarily getting it, I'm

16 going to end on this point, is that

17 whatever we are doing is not enough.

18 It's not cutting the mustard.  We

19 need to do more.  There is not a

20 sense of urgency that matches the

21 need in the community, and that's

22 what I'm trying to really relay to

23 you.

24         MR. DUBOW:  No, I

25 understand --
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 1         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  Thank

 2 you.  Thank you, Mr. Chair.

 3         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Thank you,

 4 Member Bass.

 5         Chair recognizes Member

 6 Harrity.

 7         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Thank

 8 you.  All right.  My questions are,

 9 one, for Revenue and, two, for the

10 City Treasurer.  What are the current

11 methods that a taxpayer can pay their

12 taxes to the City and how is the

13 Department expanding these methods of

14 payment, including online, mail or

15 payment in person?

16         And then for the Treasurer's

17 Office, part of the job for the City

18 Treasurer is to serve as a

19 disbursement agent for the City-

20 related payments, what is the average

21 time for the Treasurer to reimburse

22 funds to vendors and how is the

23 Treasurer attempting to improve this

24 lag time for vendors?

25             (Witness approached
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 1 Witness Table.)

 2         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Frank

 3 Breslin, Revenue Commissioner.

 4         Councilmember, your question

 5 was methods of payment for taxes?

 6         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yes.

 7         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Okay.

 8 I just wanted to make sure I didn't

 9 miss anything walking up.  So we

10 accept all methods of payment, cash

11 in the Municipal Services Building.

12 So in the public service concourse of

13 the building we have cashiers that

14 can accept cash.  We also have

15 satellite offices that can accept

16 payment.  They do not accept cash,

17 but they do accept check.  We have

18 walk-in.

19         We also accept checks by mail

20 so we process checks that come in

21 remittance.  And of course we

22 encourage taxpayers to use electronic

23 payments.  And so, we accept

24 electronic payments.  We have a new

25 integrated tax system that we
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 1 implemented over the last couple of

 2 years, which has a totally modern

 3 portal for taxpayer electronic

 4 interaction where they can do lots of

 5 services, applications, payments,

 6 filing and makes it much simpler for

 7 them to be able -- for taxpayers to

 8 be able to pay electronically.

 9         In the new system, they can

10 pay electronically without having an

11 account established.  We called it a

12 nonlogged-in payment, so it makes it

13 very simple for them to go in and

14 identify what year and what tax they

15 want to make that electronicic

16 payment for.  75 percent of our

17 payments are coming in electrically

18 now.  So we're very pleased with that

19 number.

20         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Okay.

21 Thank you.  And then the City

22 Treasurer, part of the job as I said

23 for the City Treasurer is to serve as

24 the disbursement agent for City-

25 related payments.  What is the
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 1 average time for the Treasurer to

 2 disburse funds to vendors and how is

 3 the Treasurer attempting to improve

 4 the lag times for vendors?

 5             (Witness approached

 6 Witness Table.)

 7         CITY TREASURER DUNN:  Sure.

 8 Thank you, Councilmember Harrity.

 9 The Treasurer's Office is at the end

10 of the payment process.  And so, we

11 are able to issue payments to vendors

12 either electronically or by check

13 after the department submits the

14 voucher, it's reviewed and approved

15 by the Finance Department and the

16 City Controllor.  And then at that

17 point, our office is able to release

18 payment or to cut checks to vendors.

19         I would defer to my

20 colleagues in Finance to talk about

21 more information on the payment

22 process, but we would really

23 encourage vendors where possible to

24 sign up for electronic payment to

25 help cut down on any mail --
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 1         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Right.

 2 How long does the process take?  How

 3 many days is the lag?  Is it 30 days,

 4 90 days, 180 days?

 5         MS. LAMB:  We'd have to get

 6 you that information.  We can provide

 7 that information for you.  The lag

 8 between when we get an invoice to

 9 when the payment is received by the

10 vendor?

11         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yes,

12 exactly.

13         MS. LAMB:  It's a little more

14 difficult to track that in our Legacy

15 accounting system right now, but we

16 can get you some information on that

17 as a follow-up.

18         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah.

19 My concern is for small businesses

20 that are doing business with the

21 City, you know, the difference

22 between 30 and 180 or 90 days is a

23 lot and could mean the difference of

24 them succeeding or not succeeding.

25 So if you could please give me that
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 1 information, I would appreciate it.

 2         MS. LAMB:  Yep.

 3         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Do I

 4 have any time left?

 5         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Yes.

 6         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  All

 7 right.  Another question I have is

 8 actually for the Pension Department.

 9 And I'd also like to echo Isaiah

10 Thomas' remarks about Fran and Chris

11 and Bill.  They're good to work with.

12 I would like to know what's the time

13 between the application for

14 retirement and the actual payment for

15 their retirement benefits?

16         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:

17 (Inaudible).

18         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  That's

19 my sister over there.  Yes, that's

20 it.

21         MR. BIELLI:  Thank you,

22 Councilman.  Francis Bielli,

23 Executive Director, Board of

24 Pensions.

25         COMMISSIONER HARRITY:  Hey,
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 1 Fran.

 2         MR. BIELLI:  For you and for

 3 Councilperson Vaughn and everyone

 4 else, four weeks from date of

 5 appointment with the caveat assuming

 6 the person brings all their

 7 paperwork, whether it's a marriage

 8 certificate, driver's license,

 9 divorce decree, all the necessary

10 paperwork roughly four weeks.

11         COMMISSIONER HARRITY:  So

12 roughly four weeks.  That's not bad.

13 Why is the target number of the 457

14 Plan for FY23 less than FY22's

15 actual?  In other words, why

16 shouldn't the Board of Pensions

17 encourage every City worker to

18 contribute to the deferred

19 contribution?

20         MR. BIELLI:  Great, great

21 question.  And beyond my control,

22 it's not my rule.  We are required to

23 put in target projections on a

24 quarterly basis well in the advance

25 of the end of the prior fiscal year,
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 1 and we surpassed the previous year's

 2 target, but I didn't change the

 3 target because we already submitted

 4 it.

 5         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Right.

 6         MR. BIELLI:  I wouldn't do

 7 that.  So we actually surpassed the

 8 target that year by -- well, you can

 9 see the number.  You have it in the

10 testimony.

11         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah.

12         MR. BIELLI:  So we made the

13 target for FY24; 25,500.  I will also

14 add that we currently have as of July

15 1, 2022 the actuary report.  26,723

16 active City employees.  We have

17 25,867 participants in the 457 Plan.

18 Our third-party provider Nationwide

19 does great work at the insistence of

20 the Board going out to various

21 departments, not electronically, but

22 in person.

23         They go to the airport on

24 different shifts.  They got to the

25 police precincts on different shifts.
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 1 They go to the Streets Department in

 2 person because a lot of those folks

 3 don't have access to a computer

 4 during the day and they are

 5 encouraging people to participate in

 6 the 457 Plan, especially those who

 7 are part of a hybrid pension plan,

 8 Plan 16, because that's very

 9 important to their retirement

10 security.

11         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah, I

12 would agree.  If it's any way that

13 they can put an extra couple of

14 dollars in their pockets during

15 retirement is a good thing.

16         MR. BIELLI:  It makes a big

17 difference.  And it's pretax money

18 unless you're in the Roth portion of

19 it.  So if you're putting in -- I'm

20 just going to make this number up --

21 $50, it's really only about

22 $40-something coming out of your net

23 pay, so you're already on the plus

24 side if you do that.  So I would

25 encourage everyone to participate in
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 1 the deferred compensation plan.

 2         COMMISSIONER HARRITY:  Okay.

 3         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Member

 4 Lozada --

 5         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  I was

 6 told by people --

 7         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Oh, is

 8 that Vaughn?  She was next anyway.

 9         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  It's

10 on.  By people that are preparing to

11 retire that you are anywhere from

12 three to six months behind in

13 providing pension checks to people

14 that are retiring.  I went as far as

15 myself to try to schedule an

16 appointment because I plan to do it

17 real soon in the next eight months,

18 and I was told I could not do it

19 because I had come too soon.

20         But there are colleagues of

21 mine that said that they were also

22 informed that it would take almost

23 six months.  So you're saying we're

24 talking about two pay cycles they

25 will start getting their pension?
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 1 You said --

 2         MR. BIELLI:  From the date of

 3 the appointment --

 4         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:

 5 Right --

 6         MR. BIELLI:  -- about four

 7 weeks until they get their --

 8         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  -- and

 9 if everything's okay and they have

10 everything they need.  Now, can they

11 come to you prior to their last day

12 and make sure that they have

13 everything in place?  Do you see them

14 prior to that?

15         MR. BIELLI:  They could make

16 an appointment with us prior to the

17 last day.  However, we can't process

18 anything until we get the report of

19 separation.

20         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Right.

21         MR. BIELLI:  So it could be

22 helpful for them to come to us and

23 get everything in place, sit down

24 with a counselor, talk about the ins

25 and outs, have any questions
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 1 answered.  However, we do have to

 2 wait until we get the report of

 3 separation.

 4         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Okay.

 5         MR. BIELLI:  Now, normally

 6 the appointments are made by the

 7 Human Resources person from the

 8 particular department in order to

 9 ensure the HR people know when the

10 person's separated.

11         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  When

12 should that appointment be made to

13 get things in place so that --

14         MR. BIELLI:  Yeah.  It could

15 be made whenever the person knows

16 when they will be leaving.

17         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  As long

18 as they have a date of retirement?

19         MR. BIELLI:  That's correct.

20 That's correct.

21         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Thank

22 you.

23         MR. BIELLI:  And sometimes

24 they're busier than others of course.

25         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Now
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 1 you're trying to get out of --

 2         MR. BIELLI:  Now, I'm just

 3 telling you.  We had -- especially

 4 during the pandemic.  Unlike some

 5 City departments, we did not miss a

 6 beat during the pandemic because

 7 people were still retiring.  In fact,

 8 we had many more people retiring

 9 during the pandemic than other times.

10 So we do not miss a beat, and that's

11 thanks to our wonderful staff that we

12 have and you see many of them back

13 here.

14         And Councilmen Thomas and

15 Harrity both made very nice comments

16 about myself and a couple of other

17 people, but that's to all of our

18 colleagues.  That's all of us.  The

19 Pension Board is a very good staff.

20 They work very hard.  And we hope to

21 retire one day also, so we're all

22 really in the same boat and we try to

23 understand that we do understand that

24 people are retiring and not everybody

25 has money sitting around in order to



Committee of the Whole 126 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 pay bills.  We try to get the process

 2 as quickly as we can and we really

 3 do.

 4         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Well,

 5 I've been getting a lot of positive

 6 response.  I haven't met him

 7 personally, Shahied or Mr. Lloyd that

 8 is very responsive to me.  Thank you

 9 very much in the preparation of this

10 process, and I'm glad to hear that

11 it's not taking as long because we do

12 have one individual that was really

13 concerned she wouldn't be able to

14 meet her financial obligations.  So

15 I'm going to get back to her, make

16 sure she reaches out to you and then

17 also tell her that you said within

18 two pay cycles.  Thank you.

19         COUNCILMAN JONES:

20 (Inaudible).

21         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:

22 (Inaudible).  Okay, I'm sorry.  I

23 hope that you all are hearing this

24 frustration because it's the

25 frustration that we're hearing every
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 1 day.  And for those of us that are

 2 knocking on doors every day in the

 3 last few months, it becomes a little

 4 sad for us that's there's nothing

 5 that we can really do because all we

 6 can offer you is Homestead and a

 7 program like LOOP.

 8         What I'd like to know is if

 9 we know that there are specific zip

10 codes where the assessments are not

11 appropriate and those individuals

12 haven't applied for one of these two

13 programs, why is it that before we

14 send them to collections we can reach

15 out to them to encourage them or

16 automatically enroll them in programs

17 like Homestead, that's number one?

18         Number two, I'd also like to

19 know are there outside agencies

20 currently assisting Revenue in

21 collection efforts, how many of them

22 have a substantial physical presence

23 in the City and what is the

24 percentage of revenue being collected

25 by outside agencies?  So I know
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 1 that's a lot but I wanted to make

 2 sure I get it all on the record.

 3         MR. DUBOW:  Both of your

 4 questions are really Revenue

 5 questions, so I'll ask the Revenue

 6 Commissioner to come up and address

 7 those.

 8             (Witness approached

 9 Witness Table.)

10         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Frank

11 Breslin, Revenue Commissioner.  First

12 question with delinquencies, we do do

13 a lot of outreach around our

14 protections and our programs so that

15 we can enter the taxpayers into

16 payment agreements.  So payment

17 agreements have, you know, I've

18 worked with Councilmember Bass over

19 the years.

20         When it was felt that our

21 payment agreements were too rigid and

22 required too much of a down payment,

23 and so over the years we've made our

24 payment agreements much more

25 manageable for people and our OOPA
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 1 payment agreements in particular,

 2 which are geared towards homeowners,

 3 residents are affordable payment

 4 programs with our lowest tier, the

 5 lowest-income people, is a payment

 6 agreement where there's actual a $0

 7 amount that they have to pay each

 8 month but it keeps them in their home

 9 and protects them from enforcement.

10         So we really do try to make

11 people aware of all of these programs

12 and enroll them.  And we have a group

13 that will assist with the enrollment

14 process to try to make that as easy

15 as possible.  I talked a little

16 earlier about our new tax system,

17 which makes it easier for taxpayers

18 who kind of have a little technical

19 proficiency and want to do it online

20 and now they can apply for some of

21 those programs online.  But we also

22 realize that many need a personal

23 touch, so we do have our

24 communications group.

25         I'm partnering with Council
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 1 on any events that you have, and

 2 we'll have people there to help them

 3 become aware of the programs and to

 4 enroll.  Auto enrollment becomes

 5 difficult.  Deputy Commissioner Kriss

 6 talked a little bit about the efforts

 7 that we've done over the last year,

 8 so we are trying to auto enroll

 9 people in programs where it's

10 feasible.  Sometimes it's just not

11 feasible.

12         We don't have the information

13 or there's multiple programs that

14 they may be eligible for and we don't

15 know which one is going to be the

16 best for them, so we don't want to

17 put them into a program that might

18 not be the best program for them.  So

19 we want to sit down with them and

20 help them understand what is the best

21 program for them in particular.

22         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Can we

23 we start off with Homestead, right?

24 It's the easiest program to enroll

25 and we know that these people are in
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 1 delinquency so why not automatically

 2 enroll them in Homestead as opposed

 3 to allowing them to accrue penalties?

 4         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  So we

 5 are --

 6         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  And we

 7 have their contacts because they're

 8 in our system so there is no reason

 9 why we can't do it.

10         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  If we

11 have information that indicates that

12 taxpayers are eligible for Homestead

13 so we have to know -- we know if a

14 taxpayer is delinquent but we don't

15 know on that property whether that is

16 their Homestead or not, whether

17 they're living there, right.  So we

18 need to ascertain that.

19         Now, if we know from a

20 different program that they're

21 enrolled in or maybe from data from

22 the Water Department, then we will

23 put them into Homestead.  So we try

24 to do that wherever possible, but we

25 don't always know.  What is really
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 1 important though I want to really

 2 stress is we want to get people that

 3 are delinquent and it's their

 4 principal residence into OOPA, our

 5 Owner-Occupied Payment Agreement

 6 because that is really the greatest

 7 protection for them.  It makes them

 8 compliant.  It is by its nature an

 9 affordable program.  Their monthly

10 payment is going to be based on their

11 income.

12         And as I said, the monthly

13 payment can be as low as -- at one

14 point the monthly payment was -- the

15 minimum monthly payment was $25 per

16 month, but we realized that even that

17 was not enough protection for some

18 very vulnerable citizens.  So now, we

19 have a program where the payment is

20 actually $0 a month.

21         If they give us their income

22 information and show us that it is

23 their principal residence, we'll

24 allow them to stay in that property

25 and they will not be subject to any



Committee of the Whole 133 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 enforcement actions.  And as was said

 2 earlier, it's probably one of the

 3 most progressive programs in the

 4 nation.  So we do take it really

 5 seriously and we do try to enroll as

 6 many people as we can, and we want to

 7 simplify the process.  And I think

 8 we've made progress every year.  But

 9 it is incremental.

10         And as I said earlier, the

11 pandemic certainly curtailed the

12 outreach that we could do, the

13 inperson outreach, which is the most

14 effect itch.  We have had people

15 go -- we've had staff go door-to-door

16 and it's not really effective for a

17 lot of programs, but it is effective

18 for Homestead.  So we've gone door-

19 to-door to try to get people in areas

20 where we know there's a high level of

21 delinquency.

22         We'll have people go door-to-

23 door and try to get people enrolled

24 in Homestead and then also give them

25 pamphlets about other protections so
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 1 that they can enroll.

 2         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Do we

 3 know approximately how many people in

 4 the City that are delinquent are not

 5 enrolled in Homestead or in a relief

 6 program?

 7         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  I

 8 don't know that number.  We can take

 9 a look and see if there's a way to

10 ascertain that, but I don't know that

11 number.

12         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  That's

13 information we should know and we

14 should know it broken down by

15 District, right.  Because if I'm on

16 the ground, I want to be able to

17 reach out to my constituency to say,

18 you qualify.  You may have tried

19 several ways.  You may not be someone

20 they trust or someone they know.  But

21 someone like me who they elected is

22 someone that they would probably

23 respond to.  And so --

24         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yeah.

25 And we really want to partner with
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 1 you because I think you nailed it

 2 right there, that we're not always a

 3 party that taxpayer feels comfortable

 4 coming to us, especially someone

 5 who's delinquent.  So we want to

 6 partner with you and do events in

 7 your District, and we can work on

 8 ways of getting notices out to people

 9 who are delinquent and inviting them,

10 having you invite them to an event

11 and then we will have staff there to

12 help get them enrolled.

13         And just to -- my earlier

14 statement just to be clear is we do

15 know how many delinquent taxpayers

16 are not enrolled in whether it's

17 Homestead or another relief program.

18 We don't know from that group how

19 many are eligible.  So we know how

20 many aren't, but out of that subset

21 we don't know how many are eligible

22 and that's the real challenge.

23         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Yeah.

24 And I think we as District

25 representatives would be able to help
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 1 you, right.

 2         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes.

 3         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  If

 4 we're out knocking on doors and we're

 5 talking to people, we know that Mary

 6 Thomas lives at this residence.  This

 7 is her house and I'm talking to you.

 8 And so, if we know where they are and

 9 who they are, it may be easier for us

10 to get them the support that they

11 need in order for them to be able to

12 stay in their homes.

13         And then I think my other

14 question, I have several, but I want

15 to add another one.  I am under the

16 impression that folks who receive

17 assessments that were extremely high

18 and who are awaiting for their appeal

19 process are being told to pay a

20 portion or all of their taxes for

21 this fiscal year and then we'll

22 figure it out later.

23         I'm not really sure.  What is

24 that process?  If someone's

25 assessment came out too high and they
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 1 applied for an appeal, what happens

 2 next?

 3         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Okay.

 4 So if someone filed an appeal with

 5 the Board of Revision of Taxes, they

 6 are permitted to pay the amount of

 7 tax that they owed the prior year.

 8 And then at the end of the appeal

 9 process when it's determined how much

10 they owe, if they owe any additional

11 monies, then they can pay it.  We

12 bill them the additional amount and

13 they can pay that with no interest or

14 penalty.  And we did send out

15 notification.  We get a file from the

16 Board of Revision of Taxes of

17 everyone who appealed and we send

18 each of those that appealed a notice

19 informing them of their ability to

20 pay the taxes on the prior year and

21 what that amount was.

22         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Okay.

23         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Just

24 to add to that, that is for appeals

25 to the Board of Revision of Taxes.
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 1 That does not apply to First Level

 2 Reviews.  Many people think that

 3 maybe do First Level Reviews also

 4 have BRT appeals in and that would

 5 cover them.  But if it's an FLR,

 6 First Level Review, they have to pay

 7 the current year tax.

 8         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  And

 9 that's a problem, right, because

10 we're asking some folks who are in

11 neighborhoods where development has

12 exasperated their bills.  And so, for

13 a low-income family who is being

14 affected as a result of development

15 in their communities, asking them to

16 pay $5,000 and $6,000 is a problem,

17 right.

18         And so how do we help them?

19 What do we do in that type of

20 situation?  Because I have many

21 people like that and I'm sure that

22 there are other Councilpeople here

23 whose residents are experiencing the

24 same.

25         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes.
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 1 And we work with taxpayers.  In that

 2 situation we work with taxpayers on a

 3 case-by-case basis.  If they contact

 4 us with a challenge to pay their

 5 current year taxes, we try to work

 6 out an agreement where they'll pay

 7 that incrementally or -- so we do

 8 work with them, but there's not a

 9 prescribed program that allows them

10 to pay a lower amount.

11         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  All

12 right.  Thank you.  And then I asked

13 about the outside agencies who are

14 assisting in collection efforts.  And

15 are they in the City?  Who are they?

16 And what is the percentage -- if they

17 are outside agencies, what is the

18 percentage of revenue that they're

19 helping us collect?

20         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes,

21 that information is on our website,

22 all of our collection agencies who

23 work for us but there are several.

24 And we have a report that I can give

25 to you that shows each of the
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 1 agencies, where they're located, what

 2 taxes they are collecting for us,

 3 basically what their portfolio is.

 4 So we can get that to your office.

 5         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Thank

 6 you.

 7         COUNCILMAN JONES:  On her

 8 point, what is the percentage

 9 attached?  Is that on top of the

10 delinquency?  Are they able to put a

11 surcharge?

12         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Oh,

13 the collection percentage?

14         COUNCILMAN JONES:  It varies.

15 The collection percentage varies

16 based on the tax, essentially kind of

17 the nature of the portfolio.  And

18 some of those get added on and some

19 of those are not added on, so it

20 really is a mixture because we have

21 multiple agencies.  Some are doing

22 legal work for us on real estate tax.

23 And so, they're treated a little

24 differently.

25         So the report that I'm going
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 1 to supply will show the percentages.

 2 It will also enumerate which ones are

 3 paid by the taxpayer, which ones are

 4 not.  So it will be a breakdown of

 5 everything.

 6         COUNCILMAN JONES:  So

 7 Members, we have three people teed up

 8 for the second round, Johnson, Thomas

 9 and Brooks --

10         THE CLERK:  We have six now.

11         COUNCILMAN JONES:  We have

12 six now?  So we're supposed to take a

13 break at 12:30.  What is the pleasure

14 of the group?

15         COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  Take a

16 break.

17         COUNCILMAN JONES:  So it is

18 said, we will recess until what,

19 1:30; is that okay?

20         MR. DUBOW:  I can answer one

21 question that you asked about pilots

22 before the break.

23         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Yes.

24         MR. DUBOW:  So we have 104

25 pilots for 16.5 million annually.



Committee of the Whole 142 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Could you

 2 provide us a list of who's been

 3 generous enough to do that?

 4         MR. DUBOW:  Yes.

 5         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Not at

 6 this moment.

 7         MR. DUBOW:  Yep, we can do

 8 that.

 9         COUNCILMAN JONES:  All right.

10 Thank you.  We're on break until

11 1:30.

12             (Lunch recess.)

13         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

14 Good afternoon.  We're reconvening

15 this morning's session for the FY24

16 budget.  We will start with

17 Councilman Phillips to continue the

18 first round.

19         Chair recognizes Councilman

20 Phillips.

21         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  thank

22 you, Council President Clarke.

23         I have a series of questions

24 directed at I believe the Revenue

25 Department, potentially the
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 1 Treasurer's Department as well.  The

 2 first question that has been of

 3 importance to a lot of residents in

 4 the City of Philadelphia is around

 5 tangled titles, and particularly how

 6 sometimes there's individuals that

 7 can have a house in grandma's name,

 8 okay, but people for some-odd reason

 9 cannot claim any particular support

10 to get around getting that house in

11 their name.  And then people end up

12 falling behind in their taxes.

13         So what are we doing today in

14 this budget cycle to make sure that

15 we are addressing the tangled title

16 situation for a lot of folks who are

17 experiencing tax issues in this

18 matter?

19             (Witness approached

20 Witness Table.)

21         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  So we

22 have a pretty liberal policy around

23 tangled title.  So if taxpayers come

24 in and can demonstrate to us that

25 they are in a situation of tangled
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 1 title, then we will generally --I

 2 mean, I've talked about our

 3 Owner-Occupied Payment Agreement

 4 program, so I'll use that as an

 5 example.

 6         If a taxpayer comes in and

 7 they want to get into an

 8 Owner-Occupied Payment Agreement but

 9 they are not on the deed and they

10 then tell us that they're in a

11 tangled title, we'll go through a

12 series of questions and try to

13 ascertain the problem with tangled

14 title and then we will allow them to

15 get into the payment agreement and

16 pay, and we give them information

17 about housing counseling agencies and

18 places where they can go to get

19 assistance with that tangled title.

20         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Thank

21 you.  Next I was wondering if you can

22 tell me more about the residential

23 fee that neighbors have to pay

24 annually if they have an alarm system

25 connected to their home.  Where is
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 1 the revenue going for the annual

 2 alarm system fee?  I think it's

 3 around $50 or so every year.  Is that

 4 annually to make sure that your alarm

 5 system is connected to the City of

 6 Philadelphia?

 7         MR. DUBOW:  That goes into

 8 our General Fund.

 9         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  The

10 General Fund.  So how vital is that

11 revenue to the City of Philadelphia?

12 And how did that come about in terms

13 of being a fee and revenue source?

14         MR. DUBOW:  I think that

15 actually predates me so it's been

16 around a while.  It's not a giant

17 fee.  It's probably more about making

18 sure people if they have an alarm

19 that they're registered and they make

20 sure that it's not going off when it

21 shouldn't all the time.  So I think

22 it's probably really more about the

23 enforcement than about the revenue.

24         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Right.

25 Got it.  We'll talk more about that.
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 1 There's some thoughts I have on that.

 2         MR. DUBOW:  Okay.

 3         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Because

 4 is there better ways in which we can

 5 keep funding in people's pockets even

 6 if it's just $50?  That's something

 7 that for some residents that we want

 8 to encourage people to get alarm

 9 systems.  For us it may not be much.

10 For some people that we want to

11 encourage alarm systems, that could

12 be something that could be a

13 deterrent for some individuals who

14 actually think about getting an alarm

15 system.

16         MR. DUBOW:  Happy to discuss

17 where --

18         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Yeah, I

19 just think it's important for us to

20 reconsider those particular items.

21 And then lastly, I was wondering if

22 you would be able to dig deeper into

23 how much of our property tax revenue

24 comes from commercial property taxes?

25 And of this, how many are delinquent
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 1 and how much of delinquent commercial

 2 property taxes are collectable?

 3         MR. DUBOW:  Yep.  I'll do the

 4 total and then I think the

 5 Commissioner can talk about the

 6 collections.  I think about 20

 7 percent of our taxable assessed value

 8 is commercial.

 9         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Okay.

10         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yeah.

11 I don't have the breakdown with me.

12 But we can get that to you, the

13 breakdown between the delinquency of

14 commercial and residential.

15         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Thank

16 you.  Thank you, Council President.

17         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

18 Thank you, Councilman.

19         Chair recognizes Councilman

20 Johnson.

21         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Thank

22 you very much.  I just have a couple

23 of questions regarding the formula

24 that we have been using for OPA and

25 just get an update.  The process that
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 1 we have been using for OPA, I know

 2 there have been recommendations on

 3 improving that particular process in

 4 terms of how we go about doing

 5 assessments, also how we use comps as

 6 a part of the equation.

 7         I think the paper did a story

 8 on me because I had to file First

 9 Level of Review because I think my

10 house was like super-duper assessed

11 at a high number because houses on

12 the same block, some new houses were

13 assessed at a higher value.  But on

14 the other side of the street, it was

15 a little different.

16         So just give me an idea on

17 what have we been doing to improve

18 the formula regarding how we go about

19 property assessments.

20         MR. AROS:  So I mean the

21 formula itself is fairly standard

22 that comes out of the general

23 modeling and mass appraisal process.

24 But each area of the City the formula

25 can be a little different.  So for



Committee of the Whole 149 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 instance, we look at a number of

 2 characteristics that could

 3 potentially influence or affect the

 4 value of a property.  Most important

 5 are location, size, condition and the

 6 use of the property, is it

 7 commercial, is it a single family,

 8 that sort of thing.  And those tend

 9 to be the most important factors over

10 the overall picture.

11         As you move to different

12 areas of the City, some stuff like

13 offstreet parking in South

14 Philadelphia, for instance, very

15 valuable.  Parts of the Northeast

16 where you can park on the street if

17 you want, not so much.  So how those

18 characteristics affect each property

19 it depends on what part of the City

20 you're in.  So the same influence is

21 not the same obviously in every part

22 of the City.

23         And as far as comparable

24 sales, we extract the information for

25 all those characteristics from those
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 1 comparable sales.  It goes into the

 2 modeling process where numbers crunch

 3 and for each of the 13 residential

 4 zones we have in the City,

 5 coefficients are spit out that says,

 6 okay, this part, you know, average

 7 condition is this, above average

 8 condition is this.  There's a factor

 9 and it's a multiplicative model where

10 a number of different factors,

11 multiplied one over the other creates

12 the whole of the value that's

13 produced and then reviewed by the

14 evaluators.

15         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  And just

16 for the record, give us an idea on

17 the number of staff who are actually

18 doing the appraisals, the type of

19 training that they receive to go out

20 and do these appraisals.  And then

21 have you also done a deeper dive into

22 the disparities of appraisals that

23 are just basically being done in the

24 market just in general?

25         MR. AROS:  So on the
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 1 evaluation side, I'll give you some

 2 rough numbers.  Hold on.

 3         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  And do

 4 you have demographics of individuals

 5 who serve on the staff who's actually

 6 going out?

 7         MR. AROS:  I have general

 8 staff demographics, yes.

 9         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Okay.

10         MR. AROS:  All right.  So our

11 real property evaluator positions,

12 which are the ones doing the -- they

13 have certain accounts assigned to

14 them, that is let's just say roughly

15 105 staff.  Not every person in that

16 title may have accounts inventory.

17 So for instance, we have a dedicated

18 Sales Validation Unit that does the

19 sales for the whole City to

20 potentially remove any bias of any

21 particular area, those are staffed by

22 evaluators, but we'll say 105 there.

23         And then we have additional

24 supervisory staff of another 21, so

25 we'll call that 124 for the appraisal
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 1 staff.  And then there's the modeling

 2 team, which is a five-person unit

 3 that writes the models, builds

 4 scripts and takes the information

 5 that's fed to them, helps produce the

 6 values that are then reviewed by that

 7 staff I just mentioned earlier.

 8         And so, everybody that

 9 carries that title has to be

10 certified by the state of

11 Pennsylvania.  Most of them don't

12 have it when they come in, but we do

13 require that they get that

14 certification within two years.

15 That's a certified Pennsylvania

16 evaluator license.  There's a series

17 of four classes.  They have to pass a

18 licensing test and then continuing

19 education every two years that they

20 have to follow that's state-mandated.

21         Philadelphia as a first class

22 county used to be the only county

23 that was exempt from that.  That

24 changed a few years ago.  It didn't

25 hurt us because we had started
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 1 implementing it on our own to give

 2 staff that training, but Philadelphia

 3 is no longer exempt from that so we

 4 do need to have that like the rest of

 5 the state at that point.

 6         And then just general staff

 7 demographics, I can pull that up in

 8 one second.  All right.  So for full-

 9 time staff, again this just doesn't

10 break down specifically to the

11 evaluators versus clerical and

12 everything else.  We are -- oh, that

13 didn't print anything on it.  To not

14 hold the process up here, it's part

15 of it.  I don't have it here.  We'll

16 submit if it's not there.  But we're

17 roughly in general 50/50 as far as

18 White versus non-White employees

19 throughout the different sectors of

20 the OPA.

21         COUNCILMAN JOHNSON:  Cool.

22 Thank you very much.  Thank you.

23         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

24 Thank you, Councilman.

25         Chair recognizes Councilman
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 1 Thomas.

 2         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Thank

 3 you, Council President.

 4         A couple of areas I want to

 5 touch on during this round.  The

 6 first is revisiting the BIRT tax.

 7 And I want to ask a couple of

 8 questions so if you can try to

 9 condense your answers.  I want you to

10 talk about where we were -- well,

11 first, let's talk about the tax in

12 itself.

13         When we decide to cut a tax

14 like the BIRT tax, what type of

15 businesses benefit from that, right,

16 because from my understanding of what

17 we're doing when we cut a tax like

18 the BIRT tax, I think about my

19 brother's rest -- my brother's

20 barbershop or a restaurant like

21 Relish that we acknowledged on this

22 Council floor that closed.

23         These are businesses where

24 all of the revenue that they generate

25 will come from the City of



Committee of the Whole 155 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 Philadelphia so they'll get taxed on

 2 100 percent of their profit compared

 3 to some of the bigger businesses who

 4 generate a lot of their revenue

 5 outside of the City.  They won't get

 6 taxed on 100 percent of their profit.

 7         So based on what we are doing

 8 with BIRT, I want you to tell me,

 9 number one, what type of businesses

10 benefit the most and, number two,

11 what has our growth been prepandemic

12 versus post-pandemic since we made

13 those tax cuts?

14         MR. DUBOW:  I'll have the

15 Revenue Commissioner come up and help

16 with these answers.  There are to

17 your point a wide variety of

18 businesses that benefit if we reduce

19 the BIRT.  It's everything from

20 retail you talked about to

21 professional services to accounting

22 firms.  So a wide variety of

23 businesses, the Commissioner may even

24 have a list of all the different

25 types of businesses that are subject
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 1 to the BIRT.

 2         And while he talks about

 3 that, I'll get you the tax numbers.

 4 It's been going up pretty healthily,

 5 the BIRT revenue numbers, but I'll

 6 get you exact numbers.

 7         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  And I

 8 think this is important to recognize

 9 because coming out of the pandemic

10 what we found is that people can work

11 from anywhere, right.  The pandemic

12 showed us that businesses can choose

13 to be remote, they can choose to

14 relocate.

15         If you look at our

16 surrounding suburbs, I would also

17 like you to talk about how our

18 surrounding suburbs benefit from our

19 tax structure like Conshohocken and

20 places like that?

21         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  So as

22 far as the rate reduction, if we're

23 reducing -- in this case we're

24 reducing the rate on the net income

25 portion of the tax.  So it gets a
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 1 little complicated, but I'll try to

 2 simplify the tax.  So a business pays

 3 on their net income.  It depends

 4 whether a business is a service

 5 business or whether they're kind of

 6 like a bricks-and-mortar retail.

 7         For a service business, it

 8 really depends on where the service

 9 is performed.  So you can be a

10 Philadelphia business that is

11 performing services outside of

12 Philadelphia.  So then we kind of

13 take a percentage.  So let's say half

14 of the services are performed outside

15 of Philadelphia and half are inside

16 Philadelphia, and we take your net

17 income, multiply it by 50 percent,

18 and that's the amount of net income

19 you pay tax on.

20         It's similar for businesses

21 located outside of Philadelphia.

22 They don't have a presence here, but

23 they may be doing work here.  I'll

24 stick with the service industry.  If

25 they're doing 50 percent of their
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 1 work inside of Philadelphia, then

 2 same thing, we apply 50 percent to

 3 their net income, they're subject to

 4 tax in Philadelphia.

 5         For sales, it's where the

 6 business is located, but there's also

 7 a component for where the sales are

 8 delivered.  So again, there's a

 9 formula that tries to apportion your

10 activity to your net income and tax

11 you on that.  So that's kind of -- I

12 don't know if that answers your

13 question, but that's kind of how it

14 works.

15         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  So when

16 we think about some of our bigger

17 businesses in the City of

18 Philadelphia, the percentage of what

19 they pay as it relates to BIRT won't

20 be as high as my brother's

21 barbershop.  The percentage of their

22 revenue that they generate, are they

23 paying the same percent of the total

24 amount of revenue that they generate

25 compared to that barbershop that's
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 1 providing the service that's only to

 2 people in Philadelphia?

 3         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  So the

 4 barber that's providing the service

 5 here in Philadelphia will pay on 100

 6 percent of their net income because

 7 it's all here, and a large business

 8 which presumably has business outside

 9 of Philadelphia will only be paying

10 on the percentage of their activity

11 attributable to Philadelphia.  So the

12 answer is as we joke as accountants

13 in the answer always in taxes is it

14 depends.  It's very case-by-case.

15         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  So if you

16 wanted to give businesses a lifeline

17 coming out of the pandemic, if we

18 want to just send a signal that

19 Philadelphia's open for business,

20 outside of cutting the BIRT tax what

21 would you recommend?  How else can we

22 give businesses a lifeline coming out

23 of the pandemic?  And again, thinking

24 about the small Black and Brown

25 businesses, I'm thinking about the
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 1 fact that we say that less than 5

 2 percent of the businesses are

 3 Black-owned businesses in the City of

 4 Philadelphia.

 5         I'm thinking about the fact

 6 that a lot of businesses outside of

 7 the pandemic didn't open back up or

 8 relocated or chose to leave

 9 Philadelphia.  So how do we give

10 businesses a lifeline coming out of

11 the pandemic if it's not through the

12 BIRT tax?

13         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Well,

14 that's a really complex question.  So

15 maybe there's been multiple tax

16 reform, commissions that have looked

17 at ways to revise the tax structure

18 to benefit businesses.  And what

19 seems to come out of it is

20 broader-based rate reductions is

21 preferred.  We used credits which are

22 more targeted in the past, so that's

23 been one of the methods used.  We

24 found it to not to be that effective,

25 although theoretically it's really
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 1 effective and it targets either a

 2 particular industry or particular and

 3 sized businesses.  Then you run into

 4 the challenges of getting businesses

 5 to apply for it or take it on their

 6 tax return and whether the amount is

 7 worthwhile for them.  So it's really

 8 challenging.

 9         I've been around taxes a long

10 time.  I've heard -- so long that I

11 can remember when the wage tax was

12 4.96 and as it was gradually reduced,

13 people were saying these reductions

14 don't really mean a lot in people's

15 pockets.  But I did a quick

16 calculation myself today.  And just

17 for someone making $40,000 from the

18 time when it was 4.96 percent until

19 now, it would be an additional $400 a

20 year.  So it starts to become

21 meaningful.  And I think it's the

22 same thing for the business tax,

23 although it might not look like it's

24 a real lifeline now because it's not

25 that impactful.
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 1         And as the Finance Director

 2 said, it really sends messages to

 3 businesses that Philadelphia is

 4 business-friendly and that helps to

 5 attract businesses, which is good for

 6 all businesses, right.  It increases

 7 the tax base.  It increases vitality.

 8 But again, it's a very complex issue,

 9 tax reform.

10         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  I know my

11 time is up.  If you can just answer

12 my question about growth prepandemic,

13 post-pandemic.

14         And, Bob, if you could tee me

15 up for a third round.  My third

16 round's going to be about revenue and

17 revenue collection.

18         MR. DUBOW:  So FY19

19 prepandemic was 541 million.  I mean

20 FY22, the last year for which we had

21 actuals it was 749 million.  So

22 substantial growth in that base.

23         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

24 Thank you.  Thank you, Councilman.

25         Chair recognizes Councilwoman
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 1 Vaughn.

 2         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Good

 3 afternoon, gentlemen.

 4         MR. DUBOW:  Good afternoon.

 5         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  My

 6 questions were from this morning.

 7 Help me to understand why it is so

 8 hard for us to spend money going back

 9 to some of the questions that our

10 Council President had?  And if we

11 have so many people that are in need

12 and organizations that need to pay

13 personnel that are not receiving the

14 money, why is that the case?

15         MR. DUBOW:  So I think there

16 are definitely cases, and we talked

17 about this yesterday, where spending

18 is slower than we'd like because of

19 some other kind of regulatory process

20 that people have to go through.  And

21 I think there was a good discussion

22 yesterday about how to try to work

23 that at least for our projects so

24 that they move through the system

25 more quickly.  We make sure that we
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 1 can spend our money more quickly, so

 2 that's definitely one of the things

 3 that we clearly talked about

 4 yesterday, looking at and making sure

 5 we do a better job.

 6         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Can you

 7 give me an idea or window of where

 8 you'll be able to pay these people

 9 because it sounds like it's families

10 that can't be self-supporting because

11 they're not receiving their

12 paychecks?

13         MR. DUBOW:  So at our end

14 it's kind of as soon as we get the

15 invoice, we can move it through

16 pretty quickly from the finance end.

17 The issue we were talking about

18 yesterday was really kind of at the

19 front end of getting projects up and

20 started because of other processes

21 they have to go through.  And we

22 clearly talked about addressing that

23 yesterday.

24         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  So is

25 the delay on the request side or on
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 1 our side, the processing side?

 2         MR. DUBOW:  I think it's --

 3 sometimes it's on the request side.

 4 A lot of time it's on the process

 5 side for us, so that's what we need

 6 to improve.

 7         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Do you

 8 have a plan to do so?

 9         MR. DUBOW:  Yes -- well, kind

10 of that was the conversation

11 yesterday.  It's really that process

12 is not in Finance, per se.  But

13 that's part of the discussion that

14 happened yesterday about how our

15 agencies can coordinate and move

16 through projects particularly when

17 they're City-funded projects.

18         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Yeah, I

19 understand we talked about it

20 yesterday and it wasn't clear and

21 today isn't doing too much clarity

22 again, because if you don't have a

23 plan in place or put one in place,

24 we'll continue to do the hamster

25 trail thing, you know, the wheel will
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 1 just keep turning and turning and

 2 turning without any solution.

 3         So I would like to know if

 4 you can at some point correct the

 5 insufficient answers and give us some

 6 clarity on what can be done for us to

 7 fix the problem?

 8         MR. DUBOW:  Understood.

 9         COUNCILWOMAN VAUGHN:  Thank

10 you.

11         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

12 Thank you.  Thank you, Councilwoman.

13         Chair recognizes Councilwoman

14 Gauthier.

15         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Thank

16 you, Council President.

17         I have some questions about

18 the property tax appeal process.

19 Anecdotally, we've heard from

20 constituents that this process can be

21 confusing.  Some things that we've

22 heard are that, one, there's unclear

23 guidance from the City on what

24 documentation residents can use to

25 clearly make their case that there is
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 1 often not timely access to the

 2 materials that the City is using to

 3 make its case, that they have not

 4 been able to go to the office and get

 5 assistance, go to the Revenue office

 6 and get assistance on how to file an

 7 appeal and that with regards to the

 8 hearing it's a lot of waiting around

 9 for long periods for a five-minute

10 hearing that often feels very quick

11 and impersonal to them.

12         And so, based on some of that

13 feedback I wanted to ask you also

14 what information do we have about the

15 accessibility of this process from

16 our residents and how do we get that

17 information?  What kind of assistance

18 do we offer to residents in filing

19 appeals?

20         And if you could explain in

21 detail what that assistance looks

22 like and what it consist of?  And do

23 we have any information on who

24 appeals and who doesn't in terms of

25 race, in terms of income and in terms



Committee of the Whole 168 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 of neighborhood?

 2         MR. DUBOW:  So there are two

 3 parts to the appeal process and we

 4 will have people address both of

 5 them.  There's the First Level Review

 6 process and then there's the BRT

 7 appeal process.

 8         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

 9         MR. DUBOW:  So it looks like

10 AJ is going to talk about First Level

11 Review and then Carla Pagan will talk

12 about the BRT process.

13         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Thank

14 you.

15         MR. DUBOW:  Sure.

16             (Witnesses approached

17 Witness Table.)

18         MR. AROS:  So First Level

19 Review is the informal process appeal

20 process.  What I always tell folks

21 when if you go to these workshops,

22 community meetings or anybody that

23 reaches out to me from Council

24 offices, basically if you think

25 something or if your assessment is



Committee of the Whole 169 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 incorrect, tell us everything about

 2 your property whether you think we

 3 know it or not.  And if you think you

 4 have a reason why you think it's

 5 incorrect, let us know if there's any

 6 information.

 7         We're not trying to put the

 8 burden on the homeowner, but we do

 9 get applications, not as much as when

10 we first did AVI in 2014 that just

11 says, you shouldn't raise my value

12 this much in one year.  We understand

13 that.  But if the value is accurate,

14 that's something we have to attempt

15 to value it accurately or we'll get

16 don't want to pay any more taxes.

17 That doesn't help us know whether we

18 have the characteristics about your

19 property correct or whether you think

20 the values are right or not, just as

21 a taxpayer you feel like you

22 shouldn't be burdened with any more

23 taxes.  We don't get a ton of those

24 anymore, but we did for a while.

25         What I always tell folks



Committee of the Whole 170 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 anything you can tell us about the

 2 property, especially for this year

 3 while rates were low, a lot of people

 4 were doing refis, pulling money out.

 5 If you have an outside appraisal done

 6 on the property and you think that

 7 could be helpful, send that to us.

 8 We can check condition, we can check

 9 square footage, we can see what comp

10 stat an appraiser is using.

11         It's mindful to tell folks if

12 you're going to send us an appraisal

13 that says your property is worth more

14 than what we have on it, you might

15 want to think twice about filing that

16 and sending us that information

17 because we do have to consider that.

18 We don't want to trap people, but it

19 is a process that can go either way.

20         And then there's the

21 property.phila.gov website that has a

22 lot of information that we have in

23 our records, but folks can always

24 reach out and request specific

25 information about their property if
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 1 they're not sure what we have on

 2 record.

 3         And we're not asking people

 4 to say, well, which comparable sales

 5 do you think are most relevant to

 6 your property.  But just even just

 7 explaining what's going on, we can

 8 sometimes extract information that

 9 lead us to make a revision that they

10 might not have thought made a

11 difference, so we just are like tell

12 us everything that you can possibly

13 want us to know about the property,

14 and we'll try to pick out anything

15 relevant that we may not have correct

16 in our records on that.

17         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Are

18 people given guidance in terms of

19 what would be most helpful or most

20 useful in making their case?  And are

21 people provided with information from

22 you in a timely fashion on what

23 you're going to use to prove

24 otherwise?

25         MR. AROS:  So I mean, when we
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 1 make our decision, they just see that

 2 we've made a decision one way or the

 3 other.  I would say one good thing in

 4 this last cycle that we've done and I

 5 mentioned the workshops, so really

 6 those were extremely effective in

 7 that it got a chance to sit

 8 one-on-one with somebody.  And I

 9 attended a number of them and I talk

10 people through the process and

11 explain to them, well, tell me about

12 it.  And they say, well, I haven't

13 updated anything for 30 years.  Okay,

14 well, do we say you were recently

15 rehabbed or is it average, below

16 average.  Okay, maybe it's not a

17 condition issue.

18         And we were able to find

19 information that folks told us about

20 a block that other neighbors didn't,

21 which is why it's important for us to

22 try to look at everything at one time

23 when we had everything because there

24 was -- for instance, it was out in

25 Councilmember Bass' District.  But
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 1 somebody pointed out an affliction

 2 that a number of the properties on

 3 her block were having.  I had three

 4 people from that block that I had

 5 spoken to and not one of them

 6 mentioned it, but they were also

 7 affected by it.

 8         So that's why when I say we

 9 try to do them in groups and do

10 everything at the same time, we want

11 to make sure we're not going two to

12 three times out to a block, but also

13 all the knowledge that the neighbors

14 are saying somebody might point out

15 something about that block

16 specifically that applies to more

17 than just their property, and we want

18 to make sure we take that into

19 consideration because if we change

20 them and not everybody else, then

21 they might be entitled to the same

22 kind of consideration.

23         So I do think -- no,

24 obviously not everybody comes out to

25 the one-on-ones, but those have been
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 1 in my time the most effective tool to

 2 help.  And we put stuff online and

 3 people have gotten more indepth on

 4 what they submit, but there's still a

 5 little bit of gap and we certainly

 6 want to help close that moving

 7 forward.

 8         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  I

 9 know about the workshop.  We've

10 proactively worked with your office

11 to host a lot of them and we

12 appreciate your staff's assistance

13 there and it has been useful.  But

14 outside of that, can people come to

15 Revenue and get help outside of a

16 workshop?

17         MR. AROS:  They should come

18 to OPA.  If they're talking about the

19 assessment, they come to us.  We're

20 not at the MSB so we're at a

21 different location.

22         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:

23 Sorry.  Can they do that?

24         MR. AROS:  Yes, absolutely.

25 We have a customer service center.
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 1 People come down daily and ask for,

 2 you know, if they don't have access

 3 to the web or if they're

 4 uncomfortable using it, we can get

 5 them information.  They're entitled

 6 to that information in the system.

 7 They can come to our customer service

 8 center and get that or call.  There's

 9 two numbers, but there's a couple of

10 numbers folks can call and just get

11 general information.

12         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

13 How often do people do that?

14         MR. AROS:  I mean, we get a

15 fair number of foot traffic

16 throughout the year.  I don't how

17 much of that is applications versus

18 just give me some information.  The

19 website gets a lot of hits, so a lot

20 of people do go there first and

21 there's OpenData that has all that.

22 But obviously we know that most --

23 not say most, but not every taxpayer

24 is going to be adept at that.  So I

25 don't have any number to say somebody
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 1 just came down because they wanted

 2 information on their property.  But

 3 we have an aggregate number of

 4 walk-in traffic for the office.

 5         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Thank

 6 you.  And I know there were other

 7 parts of the process you wanted to

 8 talk about and I also am interested

 9 in who files appeals and who doesn't,

10 and also if you could add on who's

11 successful at appeals and who is not.

12         MR. AROS:  So we don't -- so

13 as far as demographic information, we

14 don't store that on any homeowner, so

15 we don't classify any kind of -- we

16 can obviously see where the property

17 is located, but we don't know any

18 specific group or any kind of metric

19 or demographic you want to break it

20 out in as far as who does or doesn't

21 file appeals.

22         We can say areas of the City

23 property values as assessed or

24 certified who file, but anything

25 further than that is not information
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 1 that OPA stores or collects.

 2         MS. PAGAN:  Good afternoon,

 3 Council.  Carla Pagan, Executive

 4 Director of the Board of Revision of

 5 Taxes.  A lot of our answers are

 6 overlapped.  We are a forward-facing

 7 department.  Our office hours are,

 8 we're open Monday through Friday from

 9 8:30 to 4:30.  We do get walk-in

10 traffic.  A lot of people come to our

11 office to appeal their assessment or

12 they come because they have a

13 shocking tax bill, so they leave

14 Revenue and come to our office.

15         The one main -- the two main

16 differences from the BRT appeal

17 versus the First Level Review appeal,

18 Pennsylvania state law says that any

19 property owner can appeal their real

20 estate assessment every year any year

21 first Monday of October of the

22 calendar year prior to the tax year

23 in question.

24         So our appeal filing deadline

25 was this last October 4th.  Let's
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 1 see, what else did you ask.  So

 2 people can file appeals through our

 3 department either in person, they can

 4 complete a fillable PDF form from our

 5 website and email it to us or they

 6 can mail it into our department.

 7         I heard you ask about the

 8 timeline --

 9         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  I'm

10 just wondering what guidance do we

11 give people in terms of what can help

12 them to make an appeal, what

13 assistance do we give to people to

14 walk them through that process, and I

15 guess we're not collecting

16 information on who is filing and

17 who's not, but that was my other

18 question.

19         MS. PAGAN:  So our website

20 also gives instructions of what

21 people should include with their

22 appeal.  We tell anyone that will

23 help support their opinion of value.

24 So maybe someone has a recent

25 mortgage appraisal done or perhaps
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 1 someone has four pictures of their

 2 dated kitchens and bathrooms or maybe

 3 a leaky roof.  We've had people

 4 submit evidence of plumbing work they

 5 just got done or severe electrical

 6 work they needed to have done.  So

 7 anything that helps support their

 8 value argument, that information is

 9 indicated on our website to supply

10 and also on the appeal form and

11 instructions.  But again, a lot of

12 people call, email or ask us in

13 person on what good evidence could

14 help their value argument.

15         We don't break down appeal

16 filing data by race or age or income

17 brackets.  But on average, on an

18 annual basis we maybe hear 75 percent

19 of residential cases and about 25

20 percent of commercial appeals.

21         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Thank

22 you.

23         MS. PAGAN:  You're welcome.

24         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

25 Thank you.  Thank you, Councilwoman.
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 1         Mr. Dubow, I had one quick

 2 question before I asked Councilman

 3 Jones.  This came to my attention

 4 based on the transfer ordinance.

 5 NACs, I talked to you about the issue

 6 briefly.

 7         MR. DUBOW:  Yes.

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  As

 9 I said earlier, I think it's like

10 four or five months backed up.  The

11 issue around benefits for the NACs,

12 should I address that issue in the

13 FY24 budget or should I try to put

14 some money in the transfer ordinance

15 that's up tomorrow?

16         MR. DUBOW:  I would rather

17 the '24 budget because I think we're

18 set tomorrow, at least I hope we are.

19 So I would rather the '24 budget if I

20 really had a choice.

21         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  It

22 was a softball question, but I'm

23 saying, you know.

24         MR. DUBOW:  I appreciate that

25 you're asking.  But, yeah, I would
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 1 much rather see it in the '24 budget.

 2         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 3 FY24.  But I got a little more

 4 leverage in the transfer ordinance

 5 tomorrow.

 6         MR. DUBOW:  You have leverage

 7 either way.

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 9 No, you know, I don't never abuse my

10 position.  But I'm just concerned.

11 It is some understanding of the scope

12 of the problem and the need to get

13 these people some benefits.

14         MR. DUBOW:  Right.

15         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

16 We're fighting for everybody else's

17 benefits, health care and all the

18 other people that work at the Art

19 Museum and everything.  These people

20 are basically satellite offices of

21 the City of Philadelphia and we're

22 paying them peanuts with no benefits.

23         MR. DUBOW:  I understand.

24         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:  So

25 there's our understanding it's a
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 1 movement, that we will address it?

 2         MR. DUBOW:  Yes.  And what we

 3 should probably do is have kind of a

 4 separate meeting just on that because

 5 I know in general the issue, but I

 6 probably need to understand a little

 7 better, but we'll work on it in the

 8 '24 budget.

 9         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

10 No, it's just they have no benefits

11 and no health care, no pension and

12 the average Executive Director at the

13 NAC is like 14 years they've been

14 employed.  And I'm like at some point

15 that's just not right.

16         MR. DUBOW:  Okay.

17         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

18 Okay.  Thank you.

19         MR. DUBOW:  Thank you.

20         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

21 Chair recognizes Councilman Jones.

22         COUNCILMAN JONES:  Thank you,

23 Mr. President.

24         Conservancies of properties

25 in Philadelphia, it's my
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 1 understanding that anyone can look at

 2 a vacant property in our City and

 3 then you usurp and take control of it

 4 and start to establish that they're

 5 paying the taxes and making

 6 improvements, L&I kind of things, and

 7 then wind up with unless they're not

 8 paid back, if they're not paid back,

 9 they can take control and sell that

10 asset.  Are you familiar with this?

11         MR. DUBOW:  I'm not, but I'm

12 going to ask Francis Beckley from Law

13 to come up and talk about it.

14             (Witness approached

15 Witness Table.)

16         COUNCILMAN JONES:  So as we

17 start to -- can you put the framework

18 who is eligible to do it, who is

19 eligible to be --

20         MS. BECKLEY:  Almost any

21 responsible person can petition the

22 court.  But you cannot get a

23 conservatorship without a court

24 order, so this is a legal proceeding.

25 Nonprofit groups do it sometimes.
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 1 Neighbors do it sometimes.  They have

 2 to show that the property is being

 3 neglected and is basically creating a

 4 nuisance, and then the record owner

 5 could oppose the court action and try

 6 and show that he's responsible.  In

 7 most cases those people are dead or

 8 long gone, so it usually is a very

 9 positive thing.

10         COUNCILMAN JONES:  The reason

11 I'm raising it is because we've had

12 people come to my office to say where

13 that was not the case and that in

14 older neighborhoods such as

15 Wynnefield and other places where

16 there might be tangled titles, where

17 there may be complications like that,

18 that individuals that weren't

19 nonprofits, they were quite frankly

20 legal speculators that looked at the

21 value of the property, not the

22 benefit of the neighborhood said,

23 this is a prime property.

24         So I guess what I'm asking

25 you is to what degree does this
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 1 happen?  How often does it happen?

 2 And where does it happen?  And so, if

 3 you could frame if 70 percent of the

 4 time it's nonprofits in a

 5 neighborhood that's trying to do

 6 right, that's one thing?  If 50

 7 percent of the time, it might be an

 8 LLC out of New York that sees the

 9 value in a neighborhood that is

10 aging, how do we know to what scale

11 this is happening?

12         MS. BECKLEY:  I should be

13 quick to note this is a

14 court-supervised, not a

15 City-sponsored or supervised process

16 and we have very little involvement.

17 Typically we deal with the nonprofits

18 because occasionally if we feel

19 strongly that -- if we are told

20 particularly by Commerce or by a

21 Councilperson that this project, this

22 particular conservatorship is

23 beneficial to the neighborhood, then

24 sometimes we will cut them a break on

25 the property taxes that are
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 1 delinquent on the property.  But in

 2 general this is something that the

 3 City has almost nothing to do with.

 4         We barely get notice of -- we

 5 will get notice if there are

 6 delinquent taxes, but we don't

 7 typically enter an appearance in

 8 those court proceedings.  We don't

 9 typically take a position.  As I

10 said, it's really courts rather than

11 City-supervised.

12         COUNCILMAN JONES:  So this

13 kind of flies under the radar in

14 historic neighborhoods where there's

15 an opportunity to see value, older

16 neighborhoods where there might be

17 two or three generations down the

18 line of tangled title.  And I guess

19 when the courts come up, we will --

20 is that the Orphans' Court or what

21 court would that come up?

22         MS. BECKLEY:  I believe these

23 actions are usually filed in Common

24 Pleas.

25         COUNCILMAN JONES:  All right.
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 1 Thank you, Council President.

 2         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 3 Thank you, Councilman.

 4         Chair recognizes Councilman

 5 Harrity.

 6         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Thank

 7 you, Council President.

 8         I just have a couple of

 9 questions for the Board of Revision

10 of Taxes also.  What is the primary

11 reason for the backlog in rendering

12 decisions on tax appeals?  What is

13 the average time after an appeal is

14 filed that the BRT renders a

15 decision?  And is there a method to

16 fast-track these appeals to

17 alternative programs?

18             (Witnesses approached

19 Witness Table.)

20         MS. PAGAN:  So good

21 afternoon.  Carla Pagan, Board of

22 Revision of Taxes.  For Fiscal Year

23 2023 we actually don't have a

24 backlog.  Our appeal filing deadline

25 was in October and hearings began in
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 1 November.  It does take more time to

 2 address each appeal and render

 3 decisions because much like these

 4 hearings today for all of our oral

 5 appeals filed, property owners in the

 6 City have a chance to come before the

 7 Board, put on their appeal argument.

 8         They also get a chance to

 9 hear OPA rebuttal, what the OPA

10 believes their assessment should be.

11 And then the Board will ask follow-up

12 questions and then a decision is

13 rendered, so those hearings take

14 time.  Short appeal hearings for one

15 case may last five minutes.  Some

16 cases where appellants are going back

17 and forth over $25 million may last

18 45 minutes, so they do take some time

19 to get through.  So for people that

20 filed October of 2022, they could

21 receive their appeal decision in 3

22 months or 12 depending on where

23 they're scheduled.

24         Since 2023 has been a such a

25 large appeal assessment year, we do
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 1 prioritize scheduling owner-occupied

 2 properties first and then -- which

 3 pretty much have been scheduled

 4 through June of this year, and then

 5 we'll proceed with commercial appeal

 6 hearings in appeals filed by those

 7 residential investors that own

 8 multiple properties.

 9         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Okay.

10 For the property assessment, how can

11 the number of First Level Review

12 applications be reduced with more

13 accurate tax appraisals or can the

14 number of First Level Review

15 applications be reduced with more

16 accurate tax appraisals and how can

17 the data collected be handled from a

18 system-wide perspective?  Instead of

19 having discrete teams doing the data

20 collection, can this be streamlined

21 through other City departments?

22         MR. AROS:  So there's

23 generally a correlation to some

24 extent between accuracy of

25 assessments and number of First Level
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 1 Reviews filed.  But we certainly do

 2 find that accuracy aside the years in

 3 which values change the most, we

 4 generally see more appeals or First

 5 Level Reviews, I should say.

 6         So I think for some folks

 7 it's not -- I know for a fact that

 8 for some folks it's not an accuracy

 9 thing.  It's just, hey, my assessment

10 went up a lot, I want to see if I

11 can -- it doesn't seem right, but I

12 want to see if I can get a break

13 there.  In other years where the

14 assessments didn't change so much, we

15 see a very low number, so that's not

16 to say that those are more accurate.

17 But when people see a smaller change,

18 they don't always react the same way

19 regardless of what the accuracy is.

20         So I would say smaller

21 changes would probably result in less

22 appeals, but we have to react to what

23 the market does, and the market's

24 been quite hectic for lack of a

25 better term for the last couple of
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 1 years unlike anything we saw prior to

 2 that.  So a more stabilized market

 3 and reassessments will likely reduce

 4 the number of First Level Review

 5 applications.  I think I can say that

 6 fairly confidently.

 7         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Now, is

 8 there --

 9         MR. AROS:  And we also had --

10 even though the increases were one of

11 the larger ones since AVI, we saw

12 less FLRs filed even with the

13 extended filing time that we had in

14 years with smaller changes in values

15 citywide.  So I hope that speaks to

16 the accuracy of the assessments.

17         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  With

18 these assessments, how are they done?

19 Are they done by computer or is it a

20 program that generates these

21 assessments or is there a physical

22 person going out like they used to

23 measuring the property and looking?

24         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  So as I

25 believe I was talking about earlier
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 1 with Councilmember Johnson, we

 2 collect data on every property.  That

 3 data is collected through a number of

 4 ways.  It's done through inperson

 5 inspections where we're able to like

 6 you were mentioning, our folks do

 7 walk blocks all the time nearly 6,000

 8 parcels -- I'm sorry, 600,000 parcels

 9 in the City.

10         We don't look at every

11 property in person every year.  It

12 would be physically impossible and we

13 wouldn't get a staff large enough to

14 do that.  But industry standards do

15 dictate that we should do it every

16 number of years either through in

17 person walking the blocks.  Where

18 technology has really improved over a

19 number of years that now high-level

20 imagery like the City has with

21 Pictometry and Cyclomedia systems

22 that OIT has purchased, that's

23 considered industry-acceptable to use

24 that as a check of a condition of a

25 property or the use of a property.
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 1         That data is collected on

 2 each property, and then we have a

 3 sales file of all transactions over

 4 whatever period of time we're looking

 5 at where that same data is collected.

 6 And then for most properties, say

 7 we're talking about single family

 8 homes, those are mass appraisal

 9 modeled through a statistical

10 modeling system that takes the data,

11 takes the sales analysis and comes up

12 with the coefficients that I

13 mentioned earlier in response to

14 Councilmember Johnson's question and

15 applies those coefficients to the

16 data file that we have on each

17 property and projects an estimate of

18 value for that property based on

19 sales over a certain period of time

20 that we're reviewing for a

21 re-evaluation.

22         But each of those values have

23 the potential to be reviewed by an

24 individual.  We don't just take

25 computer numbers and put them out



Committee of the Whole 194 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1 there.  Those are reviewed for

 2 accuracy by the individual evaluators

 3 who do those onsite inspections that

 4 I mentioned earlier.

 5         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  What

 6 about in cases where maybe one person

 7 on the block gets an outrageous bill

 8 and you can obviously look in the

 9 computer and find that the rest of

10 the block is being charged one amount

11 but another property on that block

12 for no reason whatsoever is not new

13 construction, it's just an average

14 house on the block.

15         Some of the complaints we are

16 getting is about why 10 of my

17 neighbors pay this rate and for some

18 reason now I got hit with this big

19 assessment, which really doesn't seem

20 to have any reason to it.

21         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  I mean, I

22 wouldn't be able to answer that in a

23 larger scale.  If there was a case, I

24 could say, okay, well, it looks like

25 this was different, correct or not
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 1 and that would explain the value

 2 perhaps correct or not.  In our

 3 system, all the data is the same for

 4 a set number of properties.  Then

 5 those values should in theory be all

 6 the same.

 7         But sometimes there's some

 8 variances that account for why it was

 9 put at a different value.  But the

10 system as long as the data remains

11 the same, it projects those at the

12 value.  But there are some data

13 elements that are different.  Then

14 sometimes the neighbors don't realize

15 that we have them.  And it could be

16 wrong.  We fix it and that value

17 straightens out.

18         But I think people think

19 they're exactly the same as their

20 neighbors and if they did a bump-out

21 kitchen, so it's a little bit bigger,

22 it's a little bit different in value

23 but not that much, but in other cases

24 they'll try to compare themselves to

25 their neighbors when they really
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 1 aren't exactly the same.  So it's

 2 really a specific case to say, yeah,

 3 this data is different.  If it's not

 4 right, we'll correct it.  And through

 5 one of these other processes, we can

 6 give them a revised value.

 7         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah.  I

 8 mean, most blocks the houses are

 9 exactly the same.  So I would think

10 it would be easy to assess houses

11 that are the same.

12         MR. AROS:  There are

13 certainly plenty of blocks in the

14 City where everything is fairly the

15 same and there's others that are more

16 heterogeneous.  But again, if there's

17 a difference in our data, that is the

18 likely explanation for the

19 differences in value in most cases.

20         So without knowing

21 specifics -- I mean, we see cases all

22 the time where somebody, say,

23 renovated their house and took out

24 permits, their neighbor did not.

25 Well, we can pick up the permits and
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 1 do that, but that neighbor's house

 2 which we may not get that information

 3 until they go to sell the property

 4 and they didn't do it the right way,

 5 but they do get a benefit because

 6 we're not allowed to just go into

 7 folks' homes.  We have to be invited

 8 or allowed in.

 9         And if somebody does an

10 unpermitted rehab, often times they

11 don't want us coming in there because

12 they don't want us to know what they

13 did or L&I or whatever.  So the

14 neighbors know what's in everybody's

15 houses so they can say I'm the same,

16 but we don't have the same evidence

17 to say that they're the same in some

18 cases.

19         MR. DUBOW:  If they were

20 really all the same, that's a

21 legitimate basis for an appeal.  If

22 they're exactly the same and the

23 value is different.

24         MR. AROS:  Yeah, that's

25 something they can file the appeal,
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 1 especially if their value is not

 2 accurate, the one that's standing out

 3 from the rest.

 4         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah,

 5 but it would seem to me if we had

 6 accountability and checks and

 7 balances to look at blocks and make

 8 sure that -- we know where the

 9 rowhomes are and where they're going

10 to be basically the same.  So if

11 there's a discrepancy, there's got to

12 be a way that it pops up so that way

13 we can say, well, wow, wait a minute

14 here, 20 houses on this block are

15 assessed at this price, but this one

16 house across the street that's

17 exactly the same is assessed at

18 another spot.  It would just seem to

19 me to save taxpayers a trip if we

20 were actually doing our own checks

21 and balances.

22         MR. AROS:  So there is that

23 review process that I was speaking on

24 after the values are projected that

25 the evaluator can look at a block or
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 1 a group of properties and see the

 2 values and if something jumps out.

 3 And typically if they catch that and

 4 the data seems to be the same, they

 5 can make that adjustment.

 6         Typically, if there's

 7 something in our records that says

 8 that property is different and maybe

 9 it's not the case, and then we can

10 update the data.  But they have the

11 ability to do a QA on a

12 block-by-block basis as they review

13 the values before they're finalized,

14 but it doesn't champion everything.

15         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah.  I

16 would just think that it would be

17 fiscally responsible if we were to

18 take a look at this stuff too because

19 people have to take off to come down

20 and file an appeal.  It cost them

21 money.  The whole idea of fighting

22 the assessment is because they don't

23 have the money to pay the assessment.

24 And it's a question of convenience

25 and the mistake is ours, so we need
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 1 to own the mistake and try to rectify

 2 the situation.

 3         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 4 All right.  You're good, Councilman.

 5 Thank you.

 6         Councilman, did you have a

 7 point of information on a specific --

 8         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  On this

 9 right here, point of information.  I

10 just wanted to also get to the heart

11 of if at some point you can tell us

12 more around how do we do more work

13 around putting a hands-on approach to

14 when we see that a block's numbers

15 are -- one neighbor's numbers is one

16 way and another neighbor's numbers is

17 another way.

18         What I think Councilman

19 Harrity is saying is that how can we

20 get away from the computer system or

21 an algorithm and focus on putting the

22 hands-on touch to this.  And so, I

23 would just hope that we can get more

24 information at a later date around

25 how we can create a better system on
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 1 putting the hands-on approach to this

 2 algorithm because as Councilman

 3 Harrity said, people may not even be

 4 aware that they can appeal.  And,

 5 number two, we may not want to make

 6 that time and it's just not fair that

 7 we don't do as much as possible to

 8 make sure that we make it easier for

 9 people not to go through those

10 things.

11         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

12 Thank you, Councilman.

13         COUNCILMAN PHILLIPS:  Thank

14 you, Council President.

15         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

16 Chair recognizes Councilwoman Lozada.

17         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Yeah.

18 I want to get some clarity.  I had

19 some conversations with some folks

20 when I went upstairs after our

21 morning session.  Is Homestead -- I

22 know that the preference is for

23 Homestead to be applied to the

24 property that is your primary home,

25 but are there instances where a
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 1 person has multiple homes and they

 2 apply for Homestead on the property

 3 that is not their primary home and is

 4 that okay?

 5         MR. DUBOW:  So you can only

 6 get one Homestead and it is supposed

 7 to be for your primary residence.

 8         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  But if

 9 it's not their primary residence and

10 they have it on one property, is it a

11 big deal?

12         MR. DUBOW:  They should have

13 it on their primary residence.

14         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Do we

15 track that?

16         MR. DUBOW:  Well, they fill

17 out a form and they attest to that.

18 We do some auditing of it, yes.

19         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Okay.

20 So I don't understand how we track

21 whether Homestead isn't the person's

22 primary residence or not, but we

23 can't track whether people have

24 Homestead or not.

25         MR. DUBOW:  We can track
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 1 whether people have Homestead.  We

 2 know where people have Homesteads and

 3 where they don't.  What the

 4 Commissioner was saying this morning

 5 is the thing that we can't crosswalk

 6 is Homesteads to delinquencies.  That

 7 was an issue that he was saying we

 8 couldn't do.  But we do know where

 9 people have Homesteads and where they

10 don't.

11         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Okay.

12 Thank you.

13         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

14 Thank you, Councilwoman.

15         Chair recognizes Councilman

16 Thomas.

17         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  I promise

18 this is my last set of questions.  I

19 want to go to Revenue.  I talked to

20 the Commerce Department, and one of

21 the things that I push the Commerce

22 Department on was creating a new

23 website for the City of Philadelphia

24 to make the City a lot more user-

25 friendly.  They assured me they would
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 1 put out an RFP for a new website.

 2 I'm not sure where we are with that.

 3         Let me tell you what my

 4 problem is.  When we're dealing with

 5 constituents who owe the City of

 6 Philadelphia money, there's no way

 7 that we have the ability to

 8 streamline all of the money somebody

 9 owes the City of Philadelphia by

10 easily either navigating a website or

11 talking to one department.  I have to

12 talk to Revenue about issues.  Then I

13 have to talk to L&I about issues with

14 L&I.  Then I have to talk to Water

15 about issues with Water.

16         A person can look up in the

17 City of Philadelphia and owe

18 thousands of dollars and, number one,

19 not know they owe thousands of

20 dollars and, number two, it can

21 possibly take months for somebody to

22 do the deep dive that they need to do

23 in order to find out all the revenue

24 that you owe the City of

25 Philadelphia.
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 1         So my first question is where

 2 are we with the new website as it

 3 relates to making phila.gov a little

 4 more easy to navigate?  And number

 5 two, what solutions can we begin to

 6 brainstorm or what can you propose as

 7 it relates to streamlining the

 8 revenue that businesses and

 9 constituents in the City of

10 Philadelphia, so all people have to

11 do is make one phone call or send one

12 email and we can just say here is all

13 the debt that you owe for every

14 single department?  It makes no sense

15 that people have to chase us to give

16 us money.

17             (Witness approached

18 Witness Table.)

19         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Well,

20 I think the Revenue Department has

21 made great strides with our new tax

22 system in making it easier for

23 taxpayers to see their tax debt.

24         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  So it's

25 not just taxes though, right.
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 1         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  I

 2 know.  I understand.

 3         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  It's

 4 fines, fees, taxes, the whole nine.

 5 So I can owe Revenue taxes, right.

 6 But then what if I owe gas or what if

 7 I owe a refuse fee or what if I owe

 8 L&I or what if, you know, we give out

 9 these tickets for grass and trash.

10 There's so many different fees and

11 fines with the City of Philadelphia

12 that it can take a person months to

13 identify all of the money you owe the

14 City and then pay the City that

15 money.

16         I know other cities -- I

17 consulted with some Councilmembers in

18 Atlanta, right.  And the way Atlanta

19 is set up, and they're very

20 business-friendly towards Black and

21 Brown businesses where we necessarily

22 aren't, but the way that they're set

23 up is that a person can communicate

24 with one agency, one department.  All

25 you have to do is get on the phone
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 1 with one person and they identify all

 2 the money that they owe the city of

 3 Atlanta and be able to pay.

 4         What are we doing here in

 5 Philadelphia?  Because at the end of

 6 the day, one of the things that we

 7 discussed is the fact that we can't

 8 collect revenue.  I'm not going to

 9 ask some of the complicated revenue

10 questions that my staff presented,

11 but they have shown that a large part

12 of the revenue that is owed to the

13 City of Philadelphia is not being

14 collected.  And I would like to argue

15 that part of the problem is that it's

16 not easy to pay the City of

17 Philadelphia.  If I owe you money,

18 why do I have to chase you to give me

19 you my money.

20         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  So I

21 think we have made great strides in

22 moving in that direction, but we're

23 nowhere near the situation that

24 you've described in Atlanta.  So we

25 have brought into our new tax system
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 1 L&I fees are in there, the refuse

 2 fees are in there.  So more fees in

 3 addition to taxes are in our system.

 4         We also do have a tax

 5 clearance system where taxpayers can

 6 go through our clearance system, and

 7 that's a little bit broader because

 8 that will cover taxes and we can

 9 cover Water debt too as well.  But

10 you are correct in that there are

11 siloed systems within the City and

12 that it's not -- all of the debt is

13 not contained in any one place, so

14 we've moved to making it better, but

15 we're a long way from the model that

16 you described.

17         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Well,

18 let's cut a deal, right.  How much

19 time I have left?  I'll give up all

20 that time that I have left that if

21 you can assure me that you can help

22 me and put something in writing so

23 that we can figure out moving forward

24 what can we do to make Philadelphia a

25 little more user-friendly.  Because
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 1 at the end of the day, I would like

 2 to give a compliment to Saleem and

 3 Donna, two people that my office have

 4 worked with on a consistent basis who

 5 have helped us navigate all of these

 6 different departments, because

 7 without them we wouldn't be able to

 8 properly provide the constituent

 9 services that we have based on the

10 jobs that we have.

11         But I'll stop right there.

12 And let's figure out what we can do

13 offline to come up with systems and

14 what do I need to fight for on the

15 City Council side to make

16 Philadelphia a little more

17 user-friendly.  Because I know when I

18 owe people money, I don't want to

19 have to beg you to take my money.

20         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Sure.

21         COUNCILMAN THOMAS:  Thank

22 you, Council President.

23         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

24 Thank you, Councilman.

25         Councilwoman Lozada.
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 1         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Just

 2 for point of reference, I want to

 3 follow up on what Councilman Isaiah

 4 Thomas just said.  And data sharing

 5 should go across the board, right.

 6 Every department should figure out

 7 how we talk to our colleagues, right.

 8 If we're serving people, how do we

 9 talk to our colleagues that share

10 information.

11         Coming down town for

12 connecting with us should be a

13 one-stop shop.  We shouldn't have to

14 send them to other community-based

15 organizations so that they can then

16 call 15 people in the City of

17 Philadelphia to figure out how they

18 come into compliance, right, and this

19 is not just Revenue.  This is

20 Licenses & Inspections, permit

21 process, this is Anti-violence.

22 There's a bunch of young people who

23 are getting services from different

24 community-based organizations but

25 they don't share data either, so we
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 1 don't know if we're serving the same

 2 15 young people or we're serving 500

 3 people.

 4         Why is it so difficult for us

 5 as a first class city to be able to

 6 share information with one another

 7 where people can be in compliance

 8 across the board?  We should be able

 9 to figure that out.

10         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

11 Thank you.  Thank you, Councilwoman.

12         We'll finish up with

13 Councilwoman Gauthier.  But I got to

14 tell you as a person who has sat

15 through a gazillion of these budget

16 hearings, these same questions year

17 after year after year after year

18 after year, why can't we do things

19 more efficiently and streamline and

20 make a much more user-friendly

21 government.

22         And as we have this debate

23 about who's going to be the next, I

24 gues, called CEO that works with the

25 Board members of this particular
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 1 body, that should be front and

 2 center.  I mean, got to make

 3 government more user-friendly at the

 4 end of the day.  It just makes a much

 5 more competitive environment.

 6         Chair recognizes Councilwoman

 7 Gauthier.

 8         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Thank

 9 you.  I feel like that was a mic drop

10 moment so I'm sorry to continue the

11 conversation after that.  But I fully

12 agree with that, Council President.

13         I have two just clarifying

14 questions about some things talked

15 about earlier.  The first is for

16 Revenue.  Did I understand you to say

17 I think in response to Councilmember

18 Brooks' questions that we know the

19 difference between who is enrolled in

20 property tax relief programs and who

21 isn't, but we do not know the

22 difference among who is enrolled

23 versus who is eligible?  Did I

24 understand that correctly or?

25         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes,
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 1 we can identify who is enrolled in

 2 what program.  What we can't

 3 determine is, and I think it might

 4 have been in the context of

 5 cross-enrollment, we definitely

 6 cannot identify -- it was either in

 7 cross-enrollment or in the auto

 8 refunds in identifying who is

 9 eligible for the programs because we

10 don't have income information on

11 every resident in the City.  We do a

12 lot of information-sharing, but we

13 don't have that information available

14 to us.

15         A lot of our income

16 information-sharing we do get.  We

17 get information from the IRS.  We get

18 information from the state, but that

19 is very delayed because it comes from

20 income tax filing.  So for example,

21 this April 15th the tax returns will

22 get filed with the IRS and with the

23 state.  But it will take us a year to

24 two years until that information will

25 get shared with us and then it gets
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 1 loaded in our system, and that's not

 2 on our side.  That's on the IRS's

 3 side or the state side.  They have to

 4 process all those tax returns, get it

 5 into their system, then transmit that

 6 data to us.

 7         So we do get it, but we get

 8 it far down the road.  So it's come

 9 up in the context of sending out the

10 low income refunds automatically.

11 It's really difficult for us to do,

12 especially on a timely basis.

13         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  And

14 it makes it hard for us to sort of

15 figure out how many people are

16 eligible because people's income

17 changes so much from year-to-year or

18 because --

19         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes.

20         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Is

21 there a way that we can even have a

22 system that's not perfect around

23 understanding how many residents are

24 eligible for certain things and how

25 many are enrolled and then work from
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 1 there to understand the work that we

 2 have to do?

 3         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  I

 4 think we can.  I think it's a good

 5 conversation that there's limitations

 6 on what we can do, but we can use it

 7 to help identify areas or taxpayers

 8 who may be eligible.  But again, in

 9 the context of auto enrollment we

10 wouldn't be able to auto enroll them

11 because we wouldn't know their

12 current year status.  We might know

13 what their income and residency was

14 two years ago, but we can use that

15 information and we do use some of

16 that information for outreach.  And I

17 tried to identify areas where -- and

18 taxpayers who may be eligible for

19 programs, so that's what we do.  We

20 try to use that to guide our

21 outreach.

22         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

23         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  But

24 we're unable to use it for auto

25 enrollment.
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 1         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

 2 Thank you.

 3         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Sure.

 4         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  And I

 5 know I asked about OPA vacancies

 6 earlier, but I wanted to have a

 7 little more detail on the amount of

 8 vacancies in relation to what

 9 positions?

10             (Witness approached

11 Witness Table.)

12         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  So let me

13 pull up the end of the Calendar '22

14 numbers for second quarter of the

15 fiscal year.  So overall through

16 second quarter of Fiscal Year '23 OPA

17 had 50 vacancies.

18         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

19 And in what positions?

20         MR. AROS:  So that's a mix of

21 evaluation, clerical, administrative.

22 So as of that point, we had 10

23 vacancies for Real Property Evaluator

24 1.  We have filled seven of those

25 since that report.



Committee of the Whole 217 
3/29/2023 

LEXITAS  
215-504-4622

 1         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

 2         MR. AROS:  And some of those

 3 are ongoing because our entry-level

 4 positions are career progression, so

 5 folks only serve one year in those

 6 positions and then they automatically

 7 matriculate to a higher level, which

 8 allows us to backfill coming in.  But

 9 we're likely to always see vacancy at

10 some point during any fiscal year in

11 that position.

12         The Evaluator 2 position

13 which is the next level up, that's

14 the automatic career progression I

15 just mentioned, there are 19

16 vacancies.  But those will be filled

17 as the people go up.  We have three

18 vacancies at supervisor, two

19 vacancies at administrator level and

20 eight vacancies on the clerical aide

21 level.

22         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Okay.

23 Do you overall just have a general

24 opinion of how that's impacted your

25 operations, particularly following
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 1 the increased assessments in the

 2 First Level Review process?

 3         MR. AROS:  So the more staff

 4 we have in those evaluator categories

 5 the more we can divide up the City's

 6 inventory, so folks can handle less

 7 accounts, which means if they have to

 8 do onsite inspections or FLRs or

 9 appeals, it's hopefully a little more

10 evenly distributed which means they

11 can get through them a little faster,

12 it's not always necessarily a

13 correlation that somebody could have

14 a large number of accounts.  But if

15 there's not a lot of activity in that

16 area or their values didn't change

17 much, they might not have a lot of

18 FLRs to deal with.

19         But where we do see those

20 cases, we certainly try to help

21 augment existing staff with other

22 individuals that perhaps aren't as

23 busy to where they can lend some of

24 their expertise and assistance in

25 areas to move through that.  If we
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 1 had more people, would we get through

 2 the FLRs a little faster, yes, I will

 3 definitely say that.

 4         And I think with this last

 5 round of hiring we were actually able

 6 to fill all of our available

 7 vacancies, which like I said the

 8 three-plus years that I've been here

 9 we haven't gotten to that level.  I'm

10 optimistic we can continue that, but

11 it will be a lot of help when we get

12 those people in.

13         COUNCILWOMAN GAUTHIER:  Thank

14 you so much.

15         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

16 Thank you, Councilwoman.

17         Chair recognizes Councilman

18 Harrity.

19         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah.

20 I'd just like to know what's the

21 total number of employees in your

22 department?

23         MR. AROS:  So the total

24 budgeted number is 226.  I should

25 know that off the top of my head,
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 1 right.  Yeah, 226.  And we were only

 2 filled at 176 as of this increment

 3 run for the budget.  But as I said,

 4 we're going to have close to -- that

 5 was just the evaluator positions that

 6 I was speaking about.  We're doing

 7 some other hiring so we're going to

 8 have almost half of those filled in

 9 the coming months.

10         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  But

11 right now you're about a quarter, 75

12 percent short?

13         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  And we've

14 actually hired people since that run

15 as well in different positions, so

16 it's a little less than that.  But we

17 have seen some attrition with folks

18 retiring.  People were in DROP years

19 ago and their time has just come up,

20 but we have more applicants for our

21 entry-level tests last time around.

22 It's being given again soon.

23 Hopefully that kind of talent pool

24 out there remains the same or keeps

25 getting larger.  But if the latest
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 1 round is any indication, I'm

 2 optimistic that we will be able to

 3 fill those up.

 4         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Yeah,

 5 because 25 percent seems like a

 6 lot --

 7         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yeah.

 8 And sure --

 9         COUNCILMAN HARRITY.  You want

10 to be sure in a department where not

11 only are you counting on the money

12 for the City revenue, but also people

13 trying to pay their --

14         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  And some of

15 the other vacancies, the higher

16 levels, they are open competitive

17 tests only.  So as folks retire, we

18 have to go through HR and get to

19 civil service exams, which Mike

20 Zaccagni talked about yesterday.

21         And I think he specifically

22 mentioned our supervisor position,

23 which we work with them to sort of

24 give the alternate path around the

25 degree.  And I think he mentioned 14
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 1 individuals in our office that would

 2 not have qualified prior.  So that's

 3 giving more people in our department

 4 opportunities to fill some of those

 5 vacancies.  And then if we can get

 6 the same kind of inflow of new

 7 talent, we can get that number

 8 reduced.

 9         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  What's

10 the time frame from application to

11 hire?

12         MR. AROS:  Application to sit

13 for the exam you mean?

14         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Right.

15 From the time they take the exam to

16 the time they're actually hired, how

17 much time in between lapses?

18         MR. AROS:  I can't give you

19 an exact time, but I can tell you

20 just based on recent history from

21 announcement through hiring and

22 bringing people onboard, we've been

23 able to give the test twice a year on

24 board, new groups twice a year.  So

25 I'll say roughly six months and maybe
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 1 four or three from a certain period.

 2         So we like to give the test

 3 at least twice a year, where it

 4 becomes an issue for us if we give it

 5 too often.  We'll have two people

 6 that want to take it, it doesn't

 7 really make sense to give it that

 8 often.  But we did see an uptick in

 9 the last exam.  There's another one

10 that's out there that's open right

11 now.  We'll see how many come on

12 that.

13         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  How do

14 we get the information out that we

15 are hiring for those positions?  How

16 do we announce it?  Because we

17 already need people to apply --

18         MR. AROS:  How does the City

19 announce it?

20         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  -- when

21 we have 50 jobs.  So --

22         MR. AROS:  Yeah.  I mean,

23 it's on the City sites we have.  We

24 do job fairs.  We've done some job

25 fairs onsite at OPA and with larger
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 1 City groups.  We do get people that

 2 work in our office, outside of the

 3 office.  We'll have network

 4 professionals.  We do get folks

 5 through that.

 6         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Are you

 7 doing any web advertising, Facebook,

 8 Instagram where people are actually

 9 looking now because they're not

10 looking at --

11         MR. AROS:  OPA itself does

12 not.  We would be part of any larger

13 advertising from HR, but OPA itself

14 does not.  Then the other position as

15 I mentioned that we're bringing on is

16 management trainee, so that's a

17 citywide thing.  That's not

18 necessarily specific to OPA, but

19 we're getting into that as well to

20 help close that gap.  So that would

21 be a citywide advertisement, not just

22 OPA-specific.

23         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  And

24 what's the average salary?

25         MR. AROS:  For entry level or
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 1 just in general?

 2         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Entry

 3 level.

 4         MR. AROS:  I know

 5 approximate, but we'll get it to you.

 6 I don't want to say the wrong thing.

 7 Our salaries are -- I'll say this:

 8 When it comes to other people doing

 9 this job for municipalities, we are

10 not only competitive, we are really

11 the best in the region for starting

12 and progression.  So it's not a

13 matter of people going to other

14 counties and doing the job.  It's

15 just people that want to get out of

16 the private sector and come do the

17 job.

18         COUNCILMAN HARRITY:  Well,

19 that's good to hear because it's

20 probably one of the only departments

21 where we're actually ahead of the

22 game.  All right.  Thank you.

23         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

24 Thank you.  Thank you, Councilman.

25         Chair recognizes Councilwoman
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 1 Lozada.

 2         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  How

 3 many members are in your executive

 4 staff?

 5         MR. AROS:  My executive

 6 staff?

 7         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  (Nodded

 8 affirmatively).

 9         MR. AROS:  I believe we count

10 that as -- so we have exempt and then

11 executive.  The executive I believe

12 is five, but let me get that exact

13 page for you.  So executive staff,

14 five.

15         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  And can

16 you break it down by race for me?

17         Mr. AROS:  Four African

18 American, one White.

19         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  And of

20 your full-time staff, how many are

21 bilingual?

22         MR. AROS:  How many are

23 bilingual?  So currently we have

24 listed on the documents as 0.  We

25 know that's not correct.  But with
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 1 the implementation of One Philly,

 2 it's moved to self-reporting on the

 3 individuals and we haven't had

 4 anybody self-report in our system the

 5 languages that they speak.

 6         We have Legacy data.  We know

 7 those people still work there, but we

 8 do not want to guess at a number.

 9 But we are -- I won't call up our

10 Administrative Services Director, but

11 we're making a push to make sure

12 people self-report because we need to

13 report that data.  We want to know

14 and we want to make sure we know who

15 can speak what and if there's any

16 assistance needed onsite.  But since

17 moving to a self-reporting, we don't

18 have anybody self-reporting as of yet

19 for that.

20         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  And

21 besides English, is there anyone else

22 that speaks another language besides

23 not just English or Spanish, but

24 Mandarin or Chinese?

25         MR. AROS:  Yes.  From Legacy
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 1 data, I know there was a number of

 2 different languages that were spoken

 3 and that's just not contained in this

 4 right now.  But, yes, between

 5 Chinese, Russian, Creole, so we have

 6 a number of different -- so we have

 7 to remind folks that we need them to

 8 self-report so that way we can

 9 document that and communicate that

10 as-needed to you guys and whoever

11 else needs it.

12         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  A city

13 that is as diverse as the one that we

14 live in, our workforce should be

15 reflective of that across the board.

16 And so, my expectation is that we

17 look at those numbers.  We figure out

18 how we increase diversity across the

19 board in City departments because

20 this could be exactly why some of our

21 residents are not in compliance the

22 way that they could be.

23         MR. AROS:  Yes.  And

24 Councilmember Johnson did ask me a

25 question on that earlier, and it was
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 1 on documents.  And I had wrote it

 2 down, and now I can't find that page.

 3 But we are over 50 percent non-White

 4 employees in the office, so it's

 5 about 87-78 for the overall numbers

 6 as of the end of the second fiscal

 7 quarter.

 8         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 9 You're good, Councilwoman?

10         COUNCILWOMAN LOZADA:  Yes.

11         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

12 Thank you.  So thank you.  It appears

13 to be no additional questions.

14         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:

15 (Gestured).

16         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

17 Where'd you come from, Councilman?  I

18 tried to get that in quick.

19         MR. DUBOW:  That seems

20 unfair.

21         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

22 Chair recognizes Councilman Squilla.

23         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Thank

24 you.  Thank you for all your work on

25 this.  And I know our office is in
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 1 constant contact with OPA and

 2 Revenue.  And we heard all the

 3 challenges that we have and still are

 4 having.  What are we doing to

 5 streamline -- and I know we spoke

 6 about this before -- but streamlining

 7 the process from OPA to Revenue to

 8 address the appeals that are

 9 happening as they are being done and

10 then the time frame from appeal

11 decision to revenues changing for

12 billing purposes?

13         MR. AROS:  For the record, I

14 saw Councilman Squilla about 9:20

15 this morning walking by our building,

16 so we could have addressed this a few

17 years hours ago.

18         So in terms of the appeals

19 specifically, we get a docket from

20 the BRT several days to a week or so

21 after the appeals have been decided

22 with all the decisions.  We put in

23 the processing.

24         We've gotten -- there was a

25 few delays at first.  We kind of
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 1 worked some of the kinks out.  And at

 2 this point from the time the BRT

 3 decisions get to us to getting those

 4 numbers over to Revenue, we're at a

 5 month, maybe 35 days.

 6         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  That's

 7 better.

 8         MR. AROS:  Before we were

 9 closer to six weeks and now we've

10 modified the workflows a little bit

11 and better identified.  And so, we're

12 getting those over to Revenue as it

13 stands right now about a month from

14 getting the decisions from the BRT on

15 those cases.  And if we're able to

16 speed that up, we certainly will.

17 But we have made some improvement

18 from when we first started back in

19 the fall.

20         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  All

21 right.  That's good to hear.  And

22 then also, the issues with the

23 billing as far as Revenue sending

24 out, especially for seniors when

25 they're on payment plans, getting
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 1 that and then their payments to

 2 Revenue.  How are we addressing the

 3 challenges of them getting their --

 4 they used to give you a year's worth

 5 of coupons, right.

 6         Now, we're getting monthly

 7 statements being sent out so that

 8 there would be a bill notice to go

 9 out, and then there must be some type

10 of delay or something going on where

11 people are getting late notices.

12             (Witness approached

13 Witness Table.)

14         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yes,

15 Councilmember.  So as you know, we

16 have a new integrated tax system that

17 we implemented, and the installment

18 plan as you said for people that are

19 able to pay their real estate taxes

20 over 12 months used to be a coupon

21 book, which we sent out.  There was a

22 lot of problems with that.  People

23 lose it.  They forget.

24         So best practice is to do

25 monthly statements, so that's what we
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 1 do now.  We send them a monthly bill.

 2 But there's been some challenges

 3 probably on both sides, users and

 4 with the Revenue Department in this

 5 new process, so we're working on

 6 that.  The timing kind of changed, so

 7 people are sending in their notices

 8 and they're getting processed.

 9         And then there's kind of a

10 timing lapse sometimes if a person

11 pushes up against the due date of the

12 filing and there's any kind of a

13 delay, that a notice could then go

14 out to them telling them that they

15 are --

16         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:

17 Delinquent.

18         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  It's

19 not really delin -- should not be a

20 delinquency notice.  So it's

21 something that your office made us

22 aware of.  We're now looking at the

23 notice, so that notice is a softer

24 notice.  A notice that says if you

25 had made this payment, please ignore
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 1 this notice.  Not so much a

 2 delinquency notice, as a reminder if

 3 you failed to make your payment,

 4 please submit it.

 5         So it's a little bit of a

 6 process.  You know, change is hard.

 7 And a large part of this group that

 8 is on the installment program are for

 9 seniors, they've been using the

10 coupon book for a long period of time

11 so they're used to that.  So the

12 change has been something that we

13 understand is challenging and we want

14 to make it as easy as possible.  But

15 we do believe the change from the

16 coupon book to the monthly notice is

17 better for everyone, but we all have

18 to adapt to it.

19         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  I like

20 the idea of the notice because you

21 get a bill, you pay it, right.  You

22 get a bill, you pay it.  You don't

23 ever forget.  The problem is it seems

24 like the bills were going out late

25 and then by the time they would pay
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 1 it -- but we also had some issues

 2 with, you know, seniors get very

 3 nervous if they think they're going

 4 to lose their house, right.  They

 5 lived in it their whole lives, it's a

 6 challenge.

 7         But we had some people on

 8 direct debit, which was being

 9 directly deposited from their

10 account.  They were still receiving a

11 notice that they were late, so that

12 seems like something internal.

13         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  Yeah.

14 As you know, this is something that I

15 just became aware of from your office

16 so we're looking into it.  We huddled

17 this morning, my team, before the

18 hearing to kind of get up to speed,

19 try to understand what's going on.

20 We're still looking into it but --

21         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Okay.

22         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  --

23 already just in that brief amount of

24 time made some decisions, we'll look

25 at the notice, we'll change the
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 1 notice.  We don't want it to be a

 2 threatening notice.  We want it to be

 3 more of a reminder.  And we're going

 4 to look to see what's creating these

 5 notices going out for people that

 6 have paid.

 7         Obviously, we want people

 8 that may have missed a payment to get

 9 that notice, but we don't want

10 people -- I mean, it's not good for

11 our department either.  We don't want

12 to get calls and we definitely don't

13 want to have your constituents be

14 worried about their homes, especially

15 if they're paying.  So it's something

16 we're looking into.

17         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Yeah.  I

18 think we're willing to work over time

19 to do that.  It's just stressful for

20 constituents who are worried about

21 it.  It's easier for us to say

22 they're going to fix it, don't worry,

23 that letter means nothing.  And to

24 them, it's not an easy thing to say.

25         COMMISSIONER BRESLIN:  No, we
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 1 understand.  And this is a high

 2 priority for us.

 3         COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Okay.

 4 Thank you very much.  We appreciate

 5 that.

 6         COUNCIL PRESIDENT CLARKE:

 7 Thank you.

 8         That concludes the questions

 9 from members of the Committee.  The

10 Committee will stand in recess until

11 Monday, April 3, 10:00 a.m., at which

12 time we will reconvene.  We will be

13 remote, remote on Microsoft Teams.

14 Thank you very much.  Talk to y'all

15 next week.

16         (Committee of the Whole

17 concluded at 3:20 p.m.)

18
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23

24
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