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2               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Good

3     morning, everyone.  This is the Committee

4     on Law and Government.  We have a quorum

5     consisting of Councilman Oh, Councilman

6     Jones, Councilwoman Gym, and myself, Bill

7     Greenlee.

8               Ms. Marconi, will you please

9     read the -- we're going to do two bills

10     and a resolution together.  Will you

11     please read those bills and the

12     resolution.

13               THE CLERK:  Bill No. 180240, an

14     ordinance amending Chapter 20-1000 of The

15     Philadelphia Code, entitled "Political

16     Contributions and Expenditures," to add

17     and make changes to provisions regarding

18     campaign contributions; contributions to

19     transition and inauguration committees;

20     and campaign finance disclosures; and

21     making technical changes; all under

22     certain terms and conditions.

23               An ordinance providing for the

24     submission to the qualified electors --

25     excuse me.  Bill No. 180241, an ordinance
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2     providing for the submission to the

3     qualified electors of the City of

4     Philadelphia of an amendment to Article

5     VIII, Chapter 5 of The Philadelphia Home

6     Rule Charter, entitled "Referenda

7     Approved by the Voters," by adding a new

8     section providing that the citizens of

9     Philadelphia call upon the Council of the

10     City of Philadelphia to adopt a system of

11     public financing of campaigns for City

12     elected offices; fixing the date of a

13     special election for such purpose;

14     prescribing the form of ballot question

15     to be voted on; and authorizing the

16     appropriate officers to publish notice

17     and to make arrangements for the special

18     election.

19               Resolution 180249, resolution

20     submitting to the electors of the City of

21     Philadelphia an amendment to Article

22     VIII, Chapter 5 of The Philadelphia Home

23     Rule Charter, entitled "Referenda

24     Approved by the Voters," by adding a new

25     section providing that the citizens of
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2     Philadelphia call upon the City Council

3     of Philadelphia to adopt a system of

4     public financing of campaigns for City

5     elected offices.

6               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank you

7     very much.

8               Our witnesses?

9               THE CLERK:  Michael Cooke and

10     Micah Sims.

11               (Witnesses approached witness

12     table.)

13               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Good

14     morning, gentlemen.

15               (Good morning.)

16               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  This is

17     for our next bill too.  We have a full

18     schedule hearing today, so I would

19     appreciate if you have written testimony,

20     if you could summarize that written

21     testimony.  The full testimony will be

22     made as part of the record.

23               Mr. Cooke, I think your name

24     was called first, so why don't you go.

25     Please identify yourself and proceed.
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2               MR. COOKE:  Thank you,

3     Mr. Chair and members of the Committee.

4     Good morning.  My name is Michael Cooke.

5     I am the Director of Enforcement for

6     Philadelphia's Board of Ethics, and I'm

7     here today to testify on behalf of the

8     Board regarding Bill No. 18024000 and

9     Bill No. 180241 and Resolution No.

10     180249.

11               This proposed legislation deals

12     with campaign finance matters, which the

13     Board is charged with administering and I

14     have been involved with during my now ten

15     years working for the Board of Ethics.

16               As Chairman noted, we have

17     submitted testimony in advance of this

18     hearing, so I'll hit the highlights of

19     that.

20               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

21     you.

22               MR. COOKE:  And we'll, of

23     course, be happy to answer any questions

24     at any time that Committee members have.

25               So Bill No. 180241 and
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2     Resolution No. 180249 relate to a

3     proposed non-binding ballot question that

4     would be put before the voters of

5     Philadelphia, asking them whether they

6     think the City's Home Rule Charter should

7     be amended to call upon the Council of

8     the City of Philadelphia to adopt a

9     system of public financing of campaigns

10     for City elected offices.  The Board

11     supports putting this question to the

12     voters of Philadelphia.

13               Bill No. 18024000 is a proposed

14     amendment to the City's campaign finance

15     law, which is found at Chapter 20-1000 of

16     The Philadelphia Code, and it makes one

17     major substantive change to the campaign

18     finance law, which would be to shift the

19     contribution limits from an annual basis

20     to a per election cycle basis.  The

21     proposed amendment would also improve and

22     clarify the law's reporting requirements

23     as well as several other minor or

24     technical changes.  The Board supports

25     this bill and appreciates the opportunity
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2     to work with members of Council on it.

3     And in the Board view, these proposed

4     changes are important and would be

5     beneficial and would make it easier for

6     candidates and campaigns to comply with

7     the City's campaign finance law.

8               And I'll just very briefly

9     touch on the main elements of the

10     proposed amendment to the campaign

11     finance law and then conclude my

12     testimony.

13               As I said, the most notable

14     element is the shift from annual limits

15     to per cycle limits, which is by far the

16     most common model nationally.  Under the

17     current law, an individual may give up to

18     $3,000 per calendar year to a candidate

19     for City office and a political committee

20     or other person can give up to $11,900

21     per calendar year.  Under the proposed

22     amendment, an individual would be able to

23     donate up to $5,000 per election cycle.

24     A political committee or other person

25     could give up to $20,000 per election
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2     cycle.

3               Note that an election cycle is

4     the four-year period between general

5     elections and the office sought.  That

6     means that donors and campaigns would

7     only have to track and comply with one

8     contribution limit during a four-year

9     period as opposed to four contribution

10     limits in the same time period as it is

11     under the current system.

12               In addition, the proposed

13     change would give candidates greater

14     flexibility and timing in their

15     fundraising efforts and make compliance

16     with the law simpler overall.

17               Also note that the bill would

18     strengthen and improve the rules that

19     Council passed in 2015 to ensure full

20     disclosure by non-profits and super PACs

21     that spend to influence City elections.

22     Those changes are found at Section

23     20-1006 in the bill.  The bill also

24     includes provisions that explicitly

25     prohibit donors from funneling excess
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2     contributions through other persons, and

3     the bill would enable candidates to set

4     up a separate committee to raise and

5     spend money for transition or

6     inauguration to office, which will

7     significantly simplify accounting and

8     fundraising for those activities.  The

9     proposed amendment would strike limits on

10     non-election year aggregate contributions

11     from political committees, in keeping

12     with recent United States Supreme Court

13     rulings.  And, lastly, the bill contains

14     a number of technical changes to improve

15     the clarity and implementation of the

16     law.

17               So that concludes my testimony.

18     I'll be happy to answer any questions

19     that you may have.  Thank you again for

20     taking up this important issue, and we

21     look forward to continuing to work with

22     you on this topic.

23               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

24     you, Mr. Cooke.

25               Before we have questions, we'll
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2     hear from Mr. Sims too.  Now, we do have

3     your, with all due respect, lengthy

4     testimony.  So if you could summarize,

5     we'd appreciate it.  Thank you, sir.

6               MR. SIMS:  Mr. Chairman, thank

7     you, and to members of City Council and

8     particularly my own City Councilman,

9     Curtis Jones.  I am Micah C.T. Sims.  I'm

10     the Executive Director of Common Cause

11     Pennsylvania.  Common Cause is a

12     non-partisan, non-profit, citizen lobby

13     that works to create open, honest, and

14     accountable government that serves the

15     public interest to promote equal rights,

16     opportunity, representation for all and

17     to empower all people to make their

18     voices heard in the political process.

19     We have more than 1.1 million activists

20     and members in all 50 states, and here in

21     the Commonwealth we have over 30,000, and

22     5,000 particularly in the City of

23     Philadelphia.

24               We're here really today to this

25     Committee to say that we support the
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2     ordinances before the Committee today,

3     which would strengthen and clean up the

4     City's existing campaign finance laws and

5     really would refer questions to the

6     ballot to gauge voter support of the

7     enactment of a public campaign finance.

8               Let me offer some significant

9     changes that this law would do:

10               Simplify the City's campaign

11     contribution limits, as previously

12     mentioned, by switching from calendar

13     year limit to election cycle limits;

14     striking the City's aggregate limit on

15     contributions from PACs to candidates to

16     bring City law into conformance with the

17     United States juris prudence; striking

18     the term "post candidacy contribution"

19     from current law to accommodate the new

20     election cycle contribution limits; and

21     create a simpler system for transition

22     and inauguration fundraising; consolidate

23     and clarify political committees'

24     reporting requirements and reinforce

25     existing reporting requirements for
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2     electionary communications by non-profit

3     organizations and other persons.

4               Common Cause has seen this type

5     of enactment of public financing

6     contemplated around this country in over

7     a dozen cities.  Public financing systems

8     create new incentives for Philadelphia

9     candidates to engage all City residents

10     regardless of the residents' wealth or

11     neighborhood of residence.

12               Last year, we supported Bills

13     No. 170680 and 170682 before this

14     committee, which would have created a

15     public financing system for the City of

16     Philadelphia built on the decades of

17     experience in other jurisdictions, with

18     features and requirements that are

19     excellent, pro democracy public policy,

20     and that are also constitutionally sound.

21               Common Cause is confident that

22     Philadelphia voters will support the

23     ballot measure that will result from the

24     passage of Bill No. 180241, which would

25     then lead to passage by this Committee
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2     and the entire City Council of a system

3     of public campaign financing for all City

4     elected officials.

5               Common Cause commends this

6     Committee for taking the time today to

7     discuss and consider these two important

8     bills.  We urge the Philadelphia City

9     Council to enact these two ordinances.

10     And just as importantly, we urge to

11     proceed with the understanding that the

12     collaboration with the Board of Ethics

13     and members of the public in the decades

14     to come will make a public financing

15     program thrive.

16               Common Cause has played a vital

17     role in design and implementation of

18     public financing programs in other

19     jurisdictions and stands by ready and

20     willing to assist such efforts in

21     Philadelphia.

22               We thank you for this

23     opportunity to testify.

24               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank you

25     both.  Thank you both, gentlemen.
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2               Mr. Sims, just first a

3     correction in your written testimony.

4     You also said that you were here to

5     support Resolution 180412, which is the

6     resolution we're going to deal with

7     coming up.  Is that a mistake?

8               MR. SIMS:  No, that is not a

9     correct.  That is a correct also.  You

10     already have that written testimony.

11               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  So you're

12     supporting dealing with the assessments?

13               MR. SIMS:  Oh, no, no, no.

14     Incorrect.  No.

15               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  That's

16     what it is.

17               MR. SIMS:  Not the assessments.

18     Just on the campaign finance piece, yes,

19     correct.

20               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  We should

21     strike that 412.

22               MR. SIMS:  Strike that, please.

23               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  I just

24     wanted to make sure we were clear.  I

25     figured that was the case.
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2               MR. SIMS:  Thank you,

3     Councilman.  I appreciate that.

4               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  No

5     problem.

6               I just was wondering and --

7     first, I want to give Councilman Green,

8     who will be here soon, a lot of credit

9     for all the work he's done on these

10     issues.  But on the issue of the bill and

11     resolution on the ballot question, now

12     full disclosure, I'm not a big fan of

13     public finance, but leave that to the

14     side for a minute.  If this question went

15     on the ballot, is it true that if it

16     passed, it would not establish public

17     financing; is that correct?

18               MR. COOKE:  That's correct,

19     Councilman.

20               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Now, do

21     you have any comment on the fact that we

22     had a bill and resolution before which

23     could have set up that and now we have

24     something that doesn't really do it, it

25     just is a non-binding question.  Do you
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2     have any issue or what's your position on

3     non-binding questions that would be part

4     of the Charter?

5               MR. COOKE:  Well, Councilman,

6     what I would say is that as I recall from

7     hearing testimony and questions from

8     members back in the fall, that there was

9     a desire on the part of members to have a

10     sense of how the public felt about this

11     issue without them being bound to

12     implement the proposed system right off

13     the bat.  And so I think it makes sense,

14     this proposed approach, to ask the voters

15     if it's something that they want before

16     moving ahead with the full program.

17               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  And you

18     think the Charter is the right place to

19     put those kind of questions?

20               MR. COOKE:  Well, my

21     understanding is that it's the only

22     mechanism available.  I've always found

23     it curious that the Charter fills up with

24     these kinds of questions which are

25     directly related to the governance of the
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2     City, but from what I understand, that is

3     the only way to do these non-binding

4     referenda.

5               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  First,

6     let the record please reflect

7     Councilwoman Bass, a member of the

8     Committee, is present.

9               Do you think that that could

10     lead to some confusion on the voters'

11     part, that they think they're actually

12     enacting a law and not just expressing an

13     opinion?  I harken back to the issue with

14     the School District, if you remember

15     that.  I know that's not your issue, but

16     a couple years ago we had a ballot

17     question that talked about the School

18     District being turned back over to the

19     City, and I think there were -- I'm

20     showing my bias here, because I was the

21     only one that voted against that, but my

22     concern was that it was leading people to

23     believe something was happening that's

24     not, and I know afterwards a lot of

25     people thought, okay, well, now we turned
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2     the School District back to the City, and

3     we really didn't.

4               I guess that's my question

5     here.  Does it seem better to you that we

6     would just have a question?  I might not

7     be for it, but just a real law that

8     establishes it so people then know

9     exactly what they're voting for?

10               MR. COOKE:  Well, certainly the

11     Board last fall supported the proposed

12     legislation and Charter question that

13     would have been implementing that system

14     of public financing, and so because the

15     Board does support the creation of that

16     system, it would certainly be in favor of

17     what you're proposing of just going ahead

18     and giving the people the opportunity to

19     say yes or no that they actually want it

20     and have it be real.  I think that is a

21     very good point.

22               In the absence of that

23     happening, though, the Board does support

24     this lesser step at least giving people

25     the opportunity to say whether they like
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2     the idea so that members can have full

3     information when they're taking up

4     legislation if that comes to pass.

5               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  I don't

6     want to debate back and forth.  We have

7     other members.  But do they really?  I

8     mean, they're just getting a very general

9     question about public finance.  I mean,

10     they don't really know the nuances in

11     there, right?

12               MR. COOKE:  I think that's a

13     fair point.

14               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

15     Mr. Sims, you want to add something?

16               MR. SIMS:  Councilman, I would

17     also say that it would then be incumbent

18     upon organizations, much like Common

19     Cause Pennsylvania, much like the League

20     of Women Voters and other community

21     organizations, to take the opportunity to

22     educate constituents.  I find that

23     oftentimes we're so busy trying to

24     educate the elected officials oftentimes

25     on issues, that we don't take the time to
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2     also educate the public.  So while you

3     may have the question, I do believe --

4     and I agree with Mr. Cooke -- this is

5     probably the only way we're really able

6     to gauge whether this is something the

7     public would really support or not.

8               We have found nationally that

9     when these type of public finance

10     ordinances and initiatives are launched,

11     the percentage of participation from the

12     public exceeds over 50 percent, whether

13     you're looking at Seattle, Albuquerque,

14     Santa Fe.  There has been overwhelming

15     engagement by citizens to want to

16     participate in such a program.

17               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

18     But when they were established, they were

19     established with regulations, rules,

20     specifics in the laws, right?

21               MR. SIMS:  Correct.  But there

22     was also an effective -- as I just

23     mentioned, there was an effective already

24     grassroots effort as well as engagement

25     from elected officials to educate on what
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2     exactly was coming forward, whether -- so

3     that there was some information already

4     in it.  It's not just, oh, you're just

5     punching me in the face with something I

6     didn't even know was coming, so I don't

7     know whether to duck or whether to hit

8     back.  And so I think this is kind of

9     what we're talking about.  Don't look at

10     it as this initiative will just do that.

11     I'm confident that other organizations

12     like Common Cause will engage in helping

13     to do some public education.

14               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

15               The record will reflect

16     Councilman O'Neill, a member of the

17     Committee, is present.

18               First Councilman Oh and then

19     Councilman Jones.

20               COUNCILMAN OH:  Good morning.

21     Good to see you.

22               (Good morning.)

23               COUNCILMAN OH:  So I will just

24     share my concerns about this, and it's

25     based on my experience.  Fundamentally
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2     what I believe is essential to fair

3     elections and engaging the public is a

4     level playing field, and a level playing

5     field is a field where the average person

6     can run with as much advantage as

7     possible against someone like me who is

8     an incumbent, or an incumbent who is

9     heavily supported by dark money, numerous

10     PACs, and organizations.

11               So what happens with public

12     finance is, you create kind of a level

13     playing field among all candidates,

14     except dark money, super rich people,

15     lots of PACs, and powerful political

16     organizations that back their favorite

17     candidates, and at the end of the day, I

18     feel that these things, while well

19     intended, end up creating even more power

20     among the select few.

21               In addition, when I ran, I was

22     basically unsupported by my party, and

23     when I ran again, I was opposed by my

24     party and the other party.  I'm a

25     republican.  I was opposed by the
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2     republican machine, opposed by the

3     democratic machine, and part of it,

4     whenever you run, is you're going to get

5     smeared.  When you run, you get smeared,

6     and that's why a lot of people don't run.

7     They don't want to get smeared.  They

8     don't want to get humiliated.  They don't

9     want to get attacked in public.

10               Those attacks can be very

11     effective and, therefore, when you reduce

12     the amount of money that family and

13     friends and basically people who will

14     know your character, stand by you, you're

15     reducing the overall pool that a person

16     can have to withstand that kind of

17     assault and run against the "powers that

18     be."

19               When I ran, I self-funded a

20     large portion.  I was fortunately able to

21     put a lot of money in in a relative

22     sense, not by any stretch of the

23     imagination close to the other folks, but

24     I depended heavily on posters.  I

25     couldn't even afford to put my picture in
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2     it.  I just put the name and I stuck it

3     on telephone poles and I littered the

4     City.  I knew people hated it, right?

5     It's trash.  It's terrible, litter

6     everywhere.  But I support that because

7     candidates, without much backing or

8     support, can at least get a poster and

9     put it on a telephone pole.  And that's

10     the problem, is like it's very

11     unattractive.  I know it's terrible.  You

12     have to take them down, but at least the

13     average person can run.

14               A lot of laws that beautify our

15     communities, neighborhoods, do finance

16     campaign reform, in my opinion, actually

17     reduce the ability of the regular person

18     to say, I'm not happy, I'm going to run.

19     I may not win, but I'm going to take a

20     good stab at it.

21               So that's my concern.  I will

22     finally say that while I don't know all

23     the facts, I'm familiar with the mayoral

24     run in New York where a guy that I

25     know -- don't know him well -- John Liu,
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2     City Controller, ran for Mayor among a

3     full slate of candidates, and his

4     campaign, whether he was involved or not,

5     was accused of not handling their

6     finances properly, as happens in

7     campaigns, but the public finance was

8     being handled by a committee which then,

9     to my knowledge -- I could be wrong.

10     This is what I read in the papers --

11     before a finding of any facts, just

12     withheld all his money and, therefore, he

13     could not really have a fair chance at

14     running.  Had they given him the money,

15     let him run or whatever it is, I wouldn't

16     be so alarmed, but now you're talking

17     about a public finance method that at the

18     end of the day is controlled by a very

19     small group of people that don't have a

20     due process to satisfy me as to why you

21     would cut off the person's money.

22               May I say, by the way, that I

23     was also alarmed because he was a

24     candidate who ran against the machine,

25     became Controller, John Liu, and
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2     basically millions were withheld from him

3     in public finance.  It doesn't -- I'm not

4     clear on that.  And so all I know is that

5     the better you try to make something, the

6     more problems it can create.  I would

7     like to see a system where the average

8     person can have a real chance in

9     competing with those that are in power.

10               Finally, let me say that I

11     do -- I am very uncomfortable with public

12     finance.  I read the bill.  Quite

13     frankly, it would do a lot of good for

14     me.  I would get millions.  I'd

15     probably -- I already have name

16     recognition.  I've been in office.  I'm

17     in the newspapers.  I have an

18     organization.  I could probably take the

19     money and run for an office I couldn't

20     run for, but it would give me such an

21     advantage over the average person.  And

22     then if I were a person -- and I'm not,

23     but if I was a person that had dark money

24     behind me or a very wealthy billionaire

25     behind me that could just spend this
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2     money on my behalf, it would give me too

3     much of an advantage.

4               So at the end of the day, if

5     you can answer those questions or if it's

6     in the bill to level the playing field,

7     in reality I would be happy to support

8     it, but those are my concerns.

9               Thank you.

10               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

11     you.

12               Do you have any --

13               MR. SIMS:  Again, I'll submit

14     my personal testimony and also provide

15     some additional information on some small

16     public finance programs that are

17     happening across the state.  But,

18     Councilman, I'll be glad to sit with you

19     and hear your concerns and see whether we

20     can find some medium ground on a greater

21     understanding of how the program would

22     actually be implemented here.

23               I always think we have to take

24     things contextual.  What happened in New

25     York in the Mayor situation may not
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2     happen particularly here in Philadelphia,

3     but it is still a concern that I think in

4     some way, shape or form we need to sit

5     and talk and address it and figure out

6     how it does not happen in any way, shape

7     or form possibly in the City of

8     Philadelphia.

9               COUNCILMAN OH:  Thank you.

10     I'll take you up on that.  Thank you very

11     much.

12               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

13     you.

14               Quick minute, because we want

15     to keep --

16               MR. COOKE:  I would just note,

17     of course, that the public financing

18     system that was proposed in legislation

19     last year, of course, is not before the

20     Committee today, so I don't want to dive

21     into the nuts and bolts of that, and that

22     as far as public financing is concerned,

23     it's just the general question about does

24     the public support it.  And then it would

25     be up to Council to craft it if it wanted
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2     to in a way that it felt took those

3     concerns that you have raised, Councilman

4     Oh, and to make sure there was

5     protections and a good system, and then

6     if the Council felt like such a system

7     wasn't possible, then it wouldn't move

8     forward with legislation.

9               So no matter what happens with

10     the proposed ballot question, Council

11     would still have the opportunity or the

12     responsibility to make sure that whatever

13     legislation it took up addressed the

14     kinds of concerns that you're raising.

15               COUNCILMAN OH:  Thank you very

16     much.

17               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

18     Thank you.

19               Before I recognize Councilman

20     Jones, is there anyone else here that

21     wants to testify on these bills?  I think

22     most people are here for the next

23     go-around.

24               Ms. Shikomba, I don't think you

25     want to testify on this, do you?
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2               MS. SHIKOMBA:  I will testify.

3     I can hear that testimony.

4               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.  I

5     thought you wanted to testify on the next

6     group.

7               MS. SHIKOMBA:  Yes.  Am I

8     stopped from doing that?

9               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:

10     Councilman Jones.

11               COUNCILMAN JONES:  Thank you,

12     Mr. Chairman.

13               Thank you for your testimony.

14     And I can bear witness that Councilman Oh

15     actually did use posters.  I was coming

16     from the airport, coming up across Cobbs

17     Creek, and I saw a hooded gentleman

18     putting up posters at like 6:00 in the

19     morning, and it was him.  And that's when

20     I knew he was going to actually win,

21     because of his commitment to his -- you

22     remember that?  Yeah.

23               So he's telling the truth when

24     he says that.

25               Last election I went to 70
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2     divisions on Election Day, and the reason

3     I went to 70 divisions was to bring the

4     Election Day workers lunch.  And the

5     reason I did that is because of some of

6     the thankless, often thankless work they

7     do every Election Day to bring us

8     democracy.

9               They were surprised.  I mean,

10     you know, selfishly, yeah, I want them to

11     see my name.  I'm not trying to act like

12     I'm just a good samaritan.  I am an

13     elected official who has to run.  But

14     when I talked to them, one of the things

15     that they raised was they have not

16     received a raise in 20 years.  I think

17     judges make 100, inspectors make 95, and

18     when you calculate that by often a

19     13-hour day -- 16-hour day, they make $5

20     an hour-ish for what they do.

21               If I were to take away just --

22     we're getting ready to have a vote about

23     School District funding and

24     predictability.  The narrative alone of

25     elected officials -- and when you run,



Committee on Law and Government
June 5, 2018

(215) 504-4622
STREHLOW & ASSOCIATES, INC.

Page 32

1     6/5/18 - LAW & GOV. - BILL 180240, ETC.

2     you are actually a politician -- getting

3     their campaigns funded before the workers

4     who actually do the work kind of is

5     putting the cart before the horse, in my

6     mind.  We are figuring out how to balance

7     a budget to be predictable to deal with a

8     $4.5 billion capital expense for our

9     babies going into schools that have

10     conditions that some day we might be

11     liable for.  Like we don't know the

12     long-term effect of what -- so budgeting

13     is a process of prioritizing choices and

14     what you care about.

15               So it's a difficult narrative

16     for me to say that we should fund people

17     to go and say I'm your better elected

18     official.  Whether you are or whether

19     you're not, I do think it should be an

20     even playing field.

21               I ran in '07 against a party as

22     well.  I won't go into the great details,

23     but it was not a skate in the park.  You

24     are a campaign manager, so you understand

25     what that means.  I didn't skate into
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2     this fraternity.  I got beaten into it,

3     trust and believe.  I think I may still

4     hold a record for the largest fine in the

5     history of your organization.  Am I still

6     on top?

7               MR. COOKE:  No, Councilman, you

8     are not.

9               COUNCILMAN JONES:  Somebody

10     else beat me out?

11               MR. COOKE:  Yes, Councilman.

12               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  You sound

13     like you're bragging.

14               COUNCILMAN JONES:  No, I'm not.

15     What I am saying is nobody made it real

16     easy for me.  I got beat in this frat,

17     and I've tried every day to deserve to be

18     here, every single day, to be an ethical

19     person and to be a person that was

20     meritorious of that seat.

21               So as I start to decide whether

22     we're talking about books for kids or

23     buildings to build or whether I should

24     give election workers -- we're probably

25     in violation of our own law on minimum
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2     wage.  We probably are.  So I don't know.

3     So my question becomes, not this long

4     statement, how much will this cost

5     taxpayers?  Has anybody done on average

6     guesstimate, wild guess?  How much would

7     this be an additional burden on

8     taxpayers?

9               MR. COOKE:  Councilman, so in

10     terms of -- thank you for those comments.

11     From my personal experience with poll

12     workers, whether it's in my own polling

13     place in your district or in other times

14     when I've seen them working or talked to

15     them after an election, I couldn't agree

16     more.  The tremendous work that they do

17     and that the compensation they receive

18     for it isn't even close -- it shouldn't

19     even be called compensation, because it

20     doesn't compare to the work they do.  So

21     I think that point is very well taken.

22     And those are folks who are essential to

23     our elections and our city functioning as

24     we all want it to.  So I completely agree

25     with you about the work that they do.
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2               I'd say the good news about

3     what's before the Committee today is that

4     none of the three pieces of legislation

5     would require the City to spend any extra

6     money.  So there is the amendment to the

7     campaign finance law, which does not

8     involve proposed public financing and

9     would not require any additional

10     expenditures by the City.  And then

11     there's the non-binding Charter

12     referenda, which would ask the people

13     what they like.

14               So no matter what, Council is

15     going to have to weigh all those things

16     in the balance that you just discussed in

17     deciding what it believes are the

18     priorities for funding for the City, and

19     if Council does feel like, look, there is

20     merit to this kind of system, it can

21     decide how much it would want to spend on

22     it and shape legislation accordingly.

23               In the previous legislation in

24     the hearing back last year, we did have

25     some pretty good estimates on what the
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2     costs would be.  I don't have them with

3     me today.  I would be happy to share them

4     with you.  I remember that they were

5     significantly lower than I had thought

6     they would be initially and could easily

7     be reduced further depending on the

8     structure of the program.

9               COUNCILMAN JONES:  Could you

10     please provide that to the Chair so we

11     could look at that?

12               The other thing that comes to

13     mind and probably helps your cause is,

14     what saddened me on that same day was it

15     was probably the lowest turnout we've had

16     in quite some time.  I think the number

17     bantered around 17 percent.  So 17 in 100

18     people actually gave enough perspective

19     to come out and vote.  We have to do

20     better at that.  Voter education is a

21     priority for me.  You're too young to

22     remember State Representative David P.

23     Richardson.

24               MR. SIMS:  No.  I'm not that

25     young, but I remember him quite well.
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2               COUNCILMAN JONES:  You do?

3     Okay.

4               MR. SIMS:  Quite well.

5               COUNCILMAN JONES:  He used to

6     say voter registration without voter

7     education is like giving the keys to the

8     car to a person who never had driving

9     lessons and doesn't have a driver's

10     license.

11               So as we look at what we should

12     be prioritizing, I think we failed to let

13     the electorate know why it's important

14     that -- voting produces results, whether

15     it's public education or public safety,

16     and we have to do a better job of doing

17     that correlation and would love to get

18     you guys' thoughts on that at some future

19     point.

20               Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

21               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

22     you.

23               Thank you both.

24               No other questions?

25               (No response.)
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2               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

3     you, gentlemen.  Thank you both very

4     much.

5               MR. COOKE:  Thank you, members.

6               MR. SIMS:  Thank you, members.

7               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Is there

8     anyone else here to testify on these

9     bills and the resolution?  Anyone else?

10               Okay.  Please come up.  And I'm

11     going to ask everybody please be brief,

12     because I can see we're going to be

13     butting up against these other hearings.

14               (Witness approached witness

15     table.)

16               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:

17     Ms. Shikomba, just state your name and

18     proceed.

19               MS. SHIKOMBA:  Madeline

20     Shikomba, North of Washington Avenue

21     Coalition.

22               I had not intended to testify

23     on this bill.  I had not intended on

24     testifying on this bill, but after

25     hearing the testimony that was given, I
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2     felt compelled to do so.

3               We need some help in revising

4     how people are running for office.  This

5     bill to me represent the first step.  We

6     can always find some exceptions to the

7     bill.  You're always going to find some

8     reason not to pass the bill.  You're

9     saying that's going to cost the taxpayers

10     some money.  We paying through the teeth

11     already with the tax abatements.  Am I

12     not right?  I mean, how many millions of

13     dollars are we giving away to folk who

14     could afford to pay?  And how many

15     millions of dollars of that money is

16     being denied to our kids in school?  And

17     now you want to come back to me, a

18     taxpayer, to make up the difference of

19     millions of dollars?

20               Yes, something must be done.

21     There's too much dark money being --

22     floating around here.  Too much hidden

23     money that got people elected to office.

24     No telling how much -- what they sold.

25     They might have sold their soul to even
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2     get it.  We don't know.  But something

3     has to be done.

4               Now, we have suggestions.  I

5     suggest that with this bill, implement

6     your suggestions.  That's what you do.

7     You have concerns and suggestions?

8     Implement them.  Maybe make some

9     amendment to this bill.  Change it some

10     way so that we can get relief.  People

11     are tired of voting and seeing nothing

12     happening.  That's why you get such a low

13     turnout.  What's the use of voting?  Same

14     old, same old.  And that's why I think

15     you get a low turnout.

16               Educating folks are not going

17     to -- it will help, but if you get the

18     same old, same old and people feel they

19     can't have no hope, what then?

20               This is the only reason why I

21     wanted to talk on this bill.  Make some

22     amendments.  Do something.

23               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

24     Thank you.

25               MS. SHIKOMBA:  I'd rather have
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2     it once every four years than have it

3     every election.

4               Thank you.

5               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

6     you.

7               Anyone else here to testify on

8     this bill and resolution?

9               (No response.)

10               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  All

11     right.  Seeing none, we're going to move

12     on to our next bill and resolution.

13               Ms. Marconi, will you please

14     read the titles, please.

15               THE CLERK:  Bill No. 180398, an

16     ordinance providing for the submission to

17     the qualified electors of the City of

18     Philadelphia proposing an amendment to

19     The Philadelphia Home Rule Charter to

20     provide accountability to City Council

21     for real property assessment increases;

22     and authorizing the appropriate officers

23     to fix the date for the election for such

24     purpose; prescribing the form of the

25     ballot question to be voted on; and
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2     authorizing the appropriate officers to

3     publish notice and to make arrangements

4     for the election; all under certain terms

5     and conditions.

6               Resolution 180412, resolution

7     proposing an amendment to The

8     Philadelphia Home Rule Charter to provide

9     accountability to City Council for real

10     property assessment increases; and

11     providing for the submission of the

12     proposed amendment to the electors of

13     Philadelphia.

14               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

15     you.  Our first witness, please.

16               THE CLERK:  Rob Dubow.

17               (Witness approached witness

18     table.)

19               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Good

20     morning, Mr. Dubow.

21               MR. DUBOW:  Good morning.

22               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Please

23     identify yourself and proceed.

24               MR. DUBOW:  Good morning,

25     Chairman Greenlee, members of the Law and
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2     Government Committee.  My name is Rob

3     Dubow.  I'm the City's Finance Director.

4     I am here to testify in opposition to

5     Resolution No. 180412 and Bill No.

6     180398.

7               The resolution and bill would

8     provide for the submission to voters of a

9     ballot question to grant City Council the

10     option to reject overall annual property

11     assessments.

12               While we share the sponsor's

13     goal of ensuring that assessments are

14     accurate and that the City is using

15     appropriate methods to determine those

16     assessments, we do not believe this

17     legislation takes the appropriate

18     approach to reach that goal.  The

19     Administration believes that there are

20     already systems in place to achieve the

21     sponsor's goals without causing the

22     disruption and uncertainty that this

23     legislation would create.

24               The tools that already exist

25     include Council's authority to audit the
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2     assessment process, property owners'

3     ability to appeal their individual

4     assessments, and Council's power to set

5     tax rates.  I'll briefly discuss how each

6     of these tools can achieve the sponsor's

7     goals and then discuss some of the

8     problems created by the approach laid out

9     in the legislation.

10               Council has already begun the

11     process of commissioning an audit of

12     OPA's policies and procedures.  The

13     Administration is fully supportive of the

14     audit and is committed to cooperating in

15     the audit process.  If the audit

16     recommends areas where OPA's procedures

17     can be improved, we will implement those

18     changes.  That audit and its results

19     should address concerns that this bill is

20     attempting to address about the way OPA

21     does assessments.

22               While the audit's findings will

23     allow OPA to address overarching concerns

24     about its assessment methodology,

25     property owners may still have concerns
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2     about their individual assessments.  The

3     existing appeals process allows property

4     owners to address those concerns.  A

5     property owner who thinks that an

6     assessment is inaccurate has multiple

7     venues for appeal.  They can file a

8     first-level review, which is an informal

9     appeal to the OPA.  OPA will work with

10     the property owner to determine whether

11     there were mistakes in the assessment and

12     whether changes should be made to correct

13     those mistakes.  Property owners who are

14     unhappy with the results of their

15     first-level review or choose not to file

16     a first-level review can appeal to the

17     Board of Revision of Taxes.  The BRT will

18     determine whether the assessment should

19     be changed.  If property owners are still

20     unhappy, they can appeal their assessment

21     to the Court of Common Pleas.

22               The Administration also

23     recognizes that even if an assessment is

24     accurate, a substantial increase in

25     assessed value in one year can cause



Committee on Law and Government
June 5, 2018

(215) 504-4622
STREHLOW & ASSOCIATES, INC.

Page 46

1     6/5/18 - LAW & GOV. - BILL 180240, ETC.

2     hardships for taxpayers.  That's why

3     there are a number of relief programs

4     that can help address that issue.  Those

5     include the homestead exemption, which

6     Council has taken preliminary steps to

7     increase, LOOP, the senior tax freeze,

8     OOPA payment plans, and installment

9     plans.

10               Another concern raised in the

11     resolution is that increased assessments

12     can be a form of back-door tax increase.

13     OPA's sole function is to ensure that

14     assessments are accurate.  It does not

15     have any role in determining or trying to

16     achieve a revenue goal.  The appropriate

17     way to achieve revenue goals is through

18     tax rates.

19               The combination of the audit,

20     the appeals process, and the ability to

21     determine rates achieves the goals laid

22     out in the resolution, but without the

23     disruption and uncertainty created by the

24     proposed Charter change.

25               By requiring that preliminary
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2     assessments from 80 days before the

3     state-mandated March 31st certification

4     date be used to determine the accuracy of

5     assessments, the legislation almost

6     guarantees that those assessments will

7     not be as accurate as they were in the

8     prior year.  The preliminary date takes

9     away a substantial portion of the time

10     that OPA has to complete a reassessment

11     and to do quality control on preliminary

12     assessments.

13               The legislation is also based

14     on a measure that's not directly tied to

15     changes in property values.  The Bureau

16     of Labor Statistics removed home sales

17     from the Consumer Price Index in 1983, so

18     those values no longer directly impact

19     the index.  The purchase of a home is

20     considered to be an asset that provides

21     value over a number of years.  It's

22     treated differently from rental values,

23     which are in the BLS stats.

24               In the kind of strong market

25     that the City has had, property values
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2     are very likely to grow at more than

3     twice the rate of the growth of the

4     CPI-U.  In fact, for each of the last six

5     years, the Case Shiller national home

6     price index has been more than twice as

7     high as the national CPI-U.  The

8     combination of using the CPI-U as a

9     barometer and basing the evaluation of

10     accuracy on incomplete assessments

11     virtually guarantees that Council will

12     have to vote on the assessments each year

13     and will have to make that vote before it

14     has seen the final assessments.  Council

15     will be taking that crucial vote based on

16     incomplete information.

17               For the reasons outlined in

18     this testimony, the Administration

19     opposes the resolution and bill.

20               I'm available to answer any

21     questions you may have.

22               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

23     you, Mr. Dubow.

24               Before I recognize the sponsor,

25     I know Councilman Oh has some questions.
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2     You talk about the time issue here.  When

3     would you think then that the OPA would

4     have to get out -- let me say it two

5     ways.  Start that process and then get

6     out their information so that if this

7     bill passed, we would have the time to do

8     what we got to do?

9               MR. DUBOW:  Right.  The issue

10     for OPA is that the state requirement is

11     March 31st, which actually means that the

12     assessments we use are for taxes that are

13     paid a year in advance -- a year later.

14     So kind of any movement earlier makes

15     them even staler.  So I think it would be

16     very hard for OPA to have meaningful

17     numbers before the March 31st deadline.

18               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  You think

19     that could -- well, that could even add

20     to more concerns among people possibly?

21               MR. DUBOW:  Yes.

22               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  And as

23     you see this bill, if Council should

24     reject it, should reject the assessment,

25     then what happens?  It goes back and they
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2     have to reevaluate everything?  How would

3     you see that would be done?

4               MR. DUBOW:  I think that means

5     you'd have no new assessment for that

6     year.

7               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  So it

8     would just go back to the previous year?

9               MR. DUBOW:  I think that's the

10     way it would have to work.  And then when

11     you did the following year's assessment,

12     changes would be that much bigger,

13     because you're essentially doing two

14     years at once.

15               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  And could

16     it also lead to the possibility there

17     might be a request for an even higher tax

18     rate to make up that difference?

19               MR. DUBOW:  It could.  That's

20     right.

21               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  All

22     right.  Thank you.

23               Councilman Oh.

24               COUNCILMAN OH:  Thank you very

25     much, Mr. Chairman.
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2               Let me just start with the

3     third-to-the-last paragraph, which I

4     don't think is a major part of your

5     testimony, yet you have brought up

6     regarding the CPI.

7               MR. DUBOW:  Right.

8               COUNCILMAN OH:  So my trigger

9     in this bill is two times CPI.  If the

10     assessments were under two times the

11     Consumer Price Index for urban areas, we

12     wouldn't have an option of touching this,

13     but if it is above twice the Consumer

14     Price Index for urban areas, if in

15     addition we had indications that the

16     assessments were in question in terms of

17     their accuracy on a citywide basis, then

18     we would have the option to get a

19     third-party auditor to review the

20     assessments, and if they came back to us

21     and said that the assessments were not

22     accurate, we would be able to reject the

23     assessments, which then would revert to

24     the prior year.

25               But I just wanted to point out
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2     that in 1983, homeownership was converted

3     from one where the Bureau of Labor

4     Statistics used a CPI housing unit sample

5     as a source of data on residential rents

6     used to calculate changes in the rents

7     for the rent of primary residences.  The

8     house survey also uses these rent data in

9     calculating changes in the rental value

10     of owned homes for owners' equivalent

11     rent of primary residences in their OER

12     index.  And these two shelter index

13     account for approximately 30 percent of

14     the total Consumer Price Index weight.

15     Therefore, the Bureau of Labor Statistics

16     does account for the cost of

17     homeownership in its Consumer Price

18     Index.  It's just converted to a

19     different methodology.

20               MR. DUBOW:  Well, it's really

21     capturing something different.  It's

22     capturing rental income, which is

23     something that changes year to year, as

24     opposed to home value, which is long-term

25     appreciation, which is why I think they
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2     took it out of the basket.

3               COUNCILMAN OH:  Right.  So we

4     will have a difference of opinion on

5     that, but I do understand what you're

6     saying.  I just point that at least in my

7     interpretation, 30 percent is a large

8     portion of the value of homeownerships

9     identified through rents.

10               MR. DUBOW:  But it's not

11     ownership.  It's rent.  So it's capturing

12     something different.

13               COUNCILMAN OH:  Okay.  So let

14     me kind of go to --

15               MR. DUBOW:  And I think, just

16     to add to that, I think that's probably

17     why you see on the national level such a

18     disparity over the last six years between

19     what the home value measure is showing

20     and what the CPI is showing.

21               COUNCILMAN OH:  Right.  So the

22     CPI for my purposes is the cost of

23     living, and if it has gone up, for

24     example, 2.4 percent, we take double

25     that.  So it's 4.8 percent.  And if the
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2     assessments are above 4.8 percent, in

3     this case it's 10.5 percent, then with

4     additional information such as many

5     examples that we have heard from

6     homeowners and other property owners of

7     identical properties that are so

8     drastically different and properties that

9     are sometimes 300 percent increase in

10     their assessment, that it's unclear to me

11     and to many Councilmembers why that is.

12               So the first thing is, have you

13     published the formula for assessing

14     property?

15               MR. DUBOW:  So --

16               COUNCILMAN OH:  On the City's

17     website?

18               MR. DUBOW:  I'm going to ask

19     Mike Piper -- he's here from OPA -- to

20     talk about that formula.

21               And I will say kind of to

22     address the concerns you've talked about,

23     it's why we're supportive of the audit,

24     and people do have the ability to appeal.

25     But I'll Mike talk about the --
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2               COUNCILMAN OH:  While he's

3     approaching, let me say that an audit,

4     even if the audit finds that the

5     assessments are not accurate according to

6     the third-party auditor, that would just

7     be a report.  Even if the auditor said

8     that these assessments are not accurate,

9     there's nothing we can do about it other

10     than tell people, hey, the third-party

11     auditor agrees with you that your

12     assessments are not accurate, so you can

13     then write a letter to the Mayor.

14               MR. DUBOW:  Well, no.  They're

15     two different things.  One is the audit,

16     which is kind of global, would identify

17     if there are any systemic issues, which

18     we would then correct, but in terms of

19     someone in their own property, that's

20     what the appeal process is for, and as I

21     said, there are multiple venues for that

22     appeal process.

23               COUNCILMAN OH:  But to me

24     that's problematic, because you haven't

25     self-policed.  In other words, this is a
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2     matter that now in the sixth year

3     continues to be problematic, and if

4     you're going to self-police, if you're

5     going to resolve this issue on behalf of

6     the property owners and the homeowners,

7     that would have been done.  It hasn't

8     been done, it doesn't look like it's

9     going to be done, and what I'm hearing is

10     they can appeal.  And to me, just like

11     stop and frisk, you could stop and frisk

12     all kinds of people unconstitutionally

13     and say you can always go in front of a

14     judge and claim your innocence, and my

15     thing is, the City has to get accurate

16     assessments done, and on behalf of OPA, I

17     know they come in front of us every year,

18     including this year, saying we need a

19     budget for additional staff, we need

20     additional resources, we need to have

21     software for mass appraisal, and yet the

22     testimony is that despite all these

23     lacking, each year we have more accurate

24     assessments this year than last year, yet

25     it's 10.5 percent.
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2               I understood from the

3     questioning that we've had in this --

4     during the budget process that when we

5     converted to AVI as we were required to

6     do by law, Actual Value Initiative, that

7     the adjustment would create sticker

8     shock, okay, and then it would stabilize,

9     and each year it has not stabilized.  It

10     has increased and increased, and I

11     believe that this is leading to people

12     unable to stay in their homes, reverse

13     mortgage crisis, evictions, rents,

14     reduction of -- I just think that it is

15     not sufficient to say that we're going to

16     handle this internally, you can audit us

17     and give us your recommendations and

18     people can appeal.  I mean, at this point

19     in time, it's been six years that I've

20     been here and I have met with Michael

21     Piper, who is a fine professional

22     gentleman, I have great respect for him,

23     but I personally don't understand these

24     assessments and, quite frankly, I'm not

25     the only one who doesn't understand them.
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2               MR. DUBOW:  So, first of all,

3     we're not talking about self-policing,

4     right?  The audit is actually being done

5     independently of us.  BRT, who hears

6     appeals, is independent of us.  The state

7     every year does -- State Tax Equalization

8     Board looks at accuracy of assessments.

9     Before AVI, we were more than 15 percent

10     off in the state assessment.  We're now

11     at 97.8 or 98.5.  So the state stab has

12     shown that we've gotten much more

13     accurate.

14               COUNCILMAN OH:  Could I ask

15     you, OPA and BRT, do they work for the

16     City?

17               MR. DUBOW:  Well, BRT is an

18     independent board.  They are appointed by

19     the Board of Judges.  So they do not

20     report to the Mayor.  They're

21     independent.

22               COUNCILMAN OH:  And OPA?

23               MR. DUBOW:  OPA reports to the

24     Mayor, but BRT is independent of OPA and

25     independent of the Mayor.
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2               COUNCILMAN OH:  So in my

3     opinion, this is a relatively new problem

4     of these very large assessments, and

5     after my six years of being here, at 10.5

6     percent I can't imagine what people are

7     thinking about next year, on top of that

8     a request for a tax increase.  And I just

9     think people are beside themselves of how

10     they're going to live in the City.  So

11     whatever it is, I'd like to really

12     understand that formula, and I believe

13     that if we audited it and we had a

14     difference of opinion, OPA would say

15     we're correct, the Administration would

16     say OPA is correct, our third-party

17     administrator would say no, and we'd be

18     looking at next year.

19               I really think in a system of

20     checks and balances, that on behalf of

21     the people, when this situation occurs,

22     their legislators, which are a check and

23     balance upon the executive, have to step

24     up on their behalf and say, listen, we're

25     going to do a check and balance, and if
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2     they're not accurate, we're going to

3     reject the and they're going to revert

4     back, and that will at least be a way of

5     ensuring people that there is some

6     measure of hope for them that there will

7     be a second set of eyes with some teeth

8     to make sure these assessments are

9     accurate.

10               MR. DUBOW:  Council is auditing

11     them.  I agree with you, the audit makes

12     sense.  That is happening.  But the other

13     thing I would say is kind of the way that

14     this bill is set up, by looking at

15     assessments 80 days before the March 31st

16     date, you're not really looking at

17     assessments where they'll wind up.  So

18     you're not really capturing the data you

19     want to capture.

20               But I keep not letting Mike

21     talk.  So I should let you talk.

22               MR. PIPER:  Good morning, all,

23     Mr. Chairman and members of Council.  My

24     name is Michael Piper.  I'm the City of

25     Philadelphia's Chief Assessment Officer.
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2               And to Mr. Dubow's point, part

3     of our concern and OPA's concern with the

4     bill is the requirement that we be able

5     to produce something for Council 80 days

6     prior to certification so that Council

7     can look at it and get an idea of what

8     the average increase or changes would be.

9     The concern is that right now with the

10     certification date of March the 31st, we

11     are literally right up against that date

12     to be able to produce some preliminary

13     impact analysis, the ones that we shared

14     with Council this year, and the only way

15     80 days prior to certification would make

16     any sense is if certification was pushed

17     back.

18               COUNCILMAN OH:  Well, in my

19     opinion, everyone who has got to write a

20     check for these assessments and taxes,

21     their back is up against the wall.  So

22     I'd be happy to look at more resources,

23     more personnel, more software for your

24     office.

25               Does your office publish the
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2     formula so people can check their

3     assessments against the formula of OPA?

4               MR. PIPER:  Right.  So on that

5     question -- let me give you two parts to

6     the answer.  Number one, we don't.  And

7     when you say the formula, I know we had a

8     question a couple weeks ago at a

9     community meeting in which our response,

10     my response was that it was complicated,

11     and I only say that to say if it's a

12     formula that someone is looking for

13     that's a simple equation, A equals B plus

14     C, that's not what the algorithm or the

15     formula would look like.  And in order

16     for it to be something that would be, I

17     would say, palatable for folks looking at

18     it to say, okay, I understand this, this

19     is -- it's complex, but I understand it,

20     we are working with the new CAMA vendor,

21     and I think we had a demonstration for

22     Councilmembers a couple weeks ago just to

23     show that part of the software to show

24     where we will be able to, with the new

25     system, be able to publish the algorithms
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2     in a way that -- the vendor already makes

3     it available.  What we would be doing now

4     would be putting something together that

5     would not be as comprehensively

6     understandable.

7               COUNCILMAN OH:  Well, don't

8     other cities publish their formulas?

9               MR. PIPER:  Yes.  Other cities

10     that have the same size population of

11     real estate as Philadelphia all have CAMA

12     systems that we do not have here.

13               COUNCILMAN OH:  And I

14     understand that this CAMA system would

15     basically come in effect in 2022?

16               MR. PIPER:  I think we said

17     2021 for the most part.

18               COUNCILMAN OH:  Okay.

19               MR. PIPER:  For tax year 2021.

20               COUNCILMAN OH:  At least on my

21     part based on the information I've

22     received, it's not like promising, this

23     CAMA system.  From my staff attending,

24     they weren't impressed with it.  That

25     could be subjective and incorrect, but



Committee on Law and Government
June 5, 2018

(215) 504-4622
STREHLOW & ASSOCIATES, INC.

Page 64

1     6/5/18 - LAW & GOV. - BILL 180240, ETC.

2     for me we've come past the point where I

3     think the people of the City want to wait

4     another couple years.  I think it's

5     important to create a watchdog situation

6     and give them the understanding that if

7     it is above a certain -- so we're not

8     trying to like review everything you do.

9     Just if it's above two times CPI, which

10     is generally just around 5 percent, we

11     can take a look at it and, most

12     importantly, reject it, which then it

13     reverts back to the prior year.  I think

14     that is important at this point in time.

15               That's all I have to say.  If

16     you want to comment on what I just said,

17     but I understand you disagree.

18               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

19     Unless you have something.

20               MR. DUBOW:  I think we've

21     said --

22               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Because I

23     know we have other questions here.

24               First let the record reflect

25     Vice Chairman Councilman Green is
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2     present.  Also not a member of the

3     Committee but is present is Councilman

4     Squilla.

5               First Councilman O'Neill and

6     then Councilman Squilla.

7               Councilman O'Neill.

8               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  Yes.

9     Mr. Dubow, is this the sixth year of the

10     AVI?  Is that fair?

11               MR. DUBOW:  That's about right,

12     yeah.

13               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  So there

14     have been five before this?

15               MR. DUBOW:  Yes.

16               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  If the two

17     times the CPI, whether we agree with that

18     or not, if that had been -- because that

19     is in the bill.  If that had been in

20     place in each of the five years prior,

21     would we have hit the threshold?

22               MR. DUBOW:  I actually think we

23     may have, because there were years when

24     CPI was actually negative during that

25     stretch.  So, yeah, I think we would
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2     have.

3               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  How about

4     if 5 percent were the threshold that we

5     were using?  In other words, we're going

6     to ignore negative CPI, we're going to

7     ignore 0.5 CPI, but we're going to find a

8     number that is a reasonable cap or limit

9     on how much we're going to get.  Revenue

10     is increased through assessments solely.

11     Just using 5 percent, because I think

12     that's what Councilman Oh is looking for

13     something in that area, where would we

14     have been in the last five years with

15     that?

16               MR. DUBOW:  I think there were

17     probably a couple of years we were above

18     5 percent and a couple years we were

19     below.

20               MR. PIPER:  Yeah.  Based on

21     what we did over the past few years, it

22     may have been one or two years we were

23     just above.

24               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  And would

25     that have been primarily residential,
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2     primarily commercial?

3               MR. PIPER:  It would have been

4     everything just kind of --

5               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  I know

6     it's everything, but, Mr. Piper, I

7     represent a fairly stable area of the

8     City.  Prices don't go up very much.

9     They don't go down very much.  Houses

10     stay on the market a while, but it's

11     still an attractive area for a lot of

12     people.  I didn't hear a peep for five

13     years.  There's a tsunami out there right

14     now.  I don't think people are listening

15     to it.  Ninety-six percent of people got

16     increases.  Unreal.  And a lot of them

17     aren't very small.  Even with a 50,000

18     homestead, half of them are still going

19     to get hit, and we're not doing a 50,000

20     homestead, my understanding.

21               So tell me how close we were to

22     5 percent.  I know two years where I

23     heard nothing.  That's why I think it's

24     heavily commercial.  Or we were just

25     going for big properties that we hadn't
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2     caught up with for whatever reason.  And

3     I mean really expensive properties, not

4     the average person's house.

5               MR. DUBOW:  I think we have to

6     go back and give you a year-by-year.  It

7     sounds like you want it broken out

8     between residential and non-residential.

9               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  Well,

10     somebody has to know.  If you're working

11     in OPA, you know what it is this year.

12     You know two years were over 5.  Were

13     they way over 5?  Was it barely over 5?

14     Because it's way over 5 this year and

15     it's way over two times.

16               So I evaluate this bill, not on

17     how difficult it's going to be for

18     somebody, but that if this were in place

19     this year, how would I be voting on this

20     assessment.  I can't in good conscience

21     say I would be voting against this

22     assessment and glad to have the

23     opportunity, which we don't have right

24     now, and then vote against this bill.

25     Because I've evaluated this assessment
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2     and it's OPA gone wild.  I don't know how

3     else to describe it.  Five years of just

4     steady, small, people understand their

5     assessments, might go up a little, and

6     now all the sudden Mount Vesuvius at OPA.

7     This isn't somebody making it up on some

8     street in Northern Liberties or some

9     expensive area that has skyrocketed in

10     recent years.  This is all over the City.

11               And so my criteria is, if this

12     bill had passed last year and I had the

13     opportunity, this would be the easiest

14     vote I ever had, to reject these

15     assessments.  So in looking at whether I

16     should pass this bill this year, even

17     though it doesn't help me this year, I

18     would be highly out of line with my own

19     brain -- remember, we work for pretty

20     smart people.  We don't have to be

21     smarter than them.  We just have to

22     recognize how smart they are.  And I

23     would not be able to do anything but vote

24     for this this year.  So I'm going to vote

25     for the bill, because I think people are
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2     putting blinders on to what is going on

3     out in the neighborhoods.

4               Thank you.

5               (Applause.)

6               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Let me

7     recognize Councilman Green and then

8     Councilman Squilla.

9               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Thank you,

10     Mr. Chair.

11               Please bear with me.  I had an

12     emergency medical procedure earlier

13     today.  But I wanted to just ask and

14     follow up some questions on what

15     Councilman O'Neill stated.  Many times in

16     the budget hearings I've asked questions

17     in reference to CAMA and AVI.  I know

18     Mr. Dubow and Mr. Piper are familiar with

19     that, because my understanding when we

20     first did AVI, it was being done to --

21     well, let's ask that question.  What was

22     the initial purpose of the Actual Value

23     Initiative?

24               MR. DUBOW:  To produce accurate

25     assessments.
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2               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Correct,

3     produce accurate assessments.  And it was

4     stated at that time by doing the Actual

5     Value Initiative at that time, about

6     five, six years ago, we would be in a

7     situation that going forward we would not

8     be in this situation where we would have

9     to do an AVI-type situation again,

10     correct?

11               MR. DUBOW:  That's right.

12               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Right.  And

13     the concept was that we will be able to

14     assess properties, both residential and

15     commercial, in the City of Philadelphia

16     on a regular basis, correct?

17               MR. DUBOW:  That's correct.

18               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  And so to me

19     a regular basis is not six to five years,

20     and that goes to what Councilman O'Neill

21     talked about and some of my consistent

22     concerns regarding both CAMA and Office

23     of Property Assessment.

24               For the last couple budget

25     cycles, when I asked questions about when
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2     is CAMA going to be ready, the statements

3     were being, well, we're working on it,

4     we're working on it, we're working on it.

5     And it just seems to me that other cities

6     have gone through a similar type of

7     assessment process going from using some

8     type of computer assessment tool in

9     reference to assessing all properties in

10     the City of Philadelphia, but we were

11     taking years upon years upon years upon

12     years to even get something set up, and

13     then there was a delay, and then we had

14     to rebid for a vendor, and now we're at a

15     situation that we got a demonstration for

16     something that will go in effect in 2021.

17               So my concern is, are we going

18     to have another four, five, six, seven

19     years before we have another assessment

20     of properties?

21               MR. DUBOW:  No.  We're doing

22     assessments every year.  We have a

23     CAMA --

24               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  That's what

25     was -- if I can continue.
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2               MR. DUBOW:  -- vendor under

3     contract.

4               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  If I can

5     continue my question, if I can.

6               MR. DUBOW:  I thought you were

7     finished.  Sorry.

8               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  That's what

9     was said previously over and over again

10     when AVI was first initiated, that the

11     reason why we're doing AVI now is so that

12     we won't have the situation where we have

13     properties, some assessed -- and I look

14     at Councilman O'Neill's district,

15     Councilwoman Parker's district.  We have

16     housing stock almost very similar, where

17     you have one block assessed one level,

18     the next block assessed a different

19     level, and this body and others were

20     assured that going forward, we won't have

21     that type of random assessments, and now

22     we have that situation going again.  So

23     wasn't AVI supposed to address that

24     problem?

25               MR. DUBOW:  Yeah, and it has
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2     made assessments much more accurate.  We

3     talked about kind of the state

4     measurement that shows that.

5               I wanted to talk a little about

6     the CAMA schedule, because people have

7     asked about that.  We have a vendor under

8     contract.  The timeline is that the

9     vendor's work and the system will go live

10     at the end of next calendar year, end of

11     '19, beginning of '20.  So a portion of

12     it can be used in tax year '20,

13     particularly for the appeals process,

14     then fully in use for '21.  And then Mike

15     can talk about kind of what we've been

16     doing in terms of doing assessment work

17     every year.

18               MR. PIPER:  So since -- good

19     morning, Councilman Green.

20               Since the first year of AVI,

21     we've been doing something each year, and

22     the assessments that we had for tax year

23     2015 was very little, and we admit we

24     couldn't do much because what 2014 did in

25     terms of turning the City sort of upside
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2     down with the first year of AVI, we not

3     only went from a fractional assessment

4     system to a full 100 percent assessment

5     system.  We actually started assessing

6     properties based on what the market told

7     us.  So we got a record number of

8     appeals, and we instituted the

9     first-level review process.

10               So 2015 we didn't do much of

11     anything but just basic maintenance, new

12     construction and things.  And then 2016,

13     2017, 2018, we looked at parts of the

14     City and aspects of our assessment where

15     we saw big problems with our measurements

16     of accuracy and we went -- we sought

17     about what we could do to fix them each

18     year.

19               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Okay.  So if

20     I listened to what you're saying, so '17,

21     '18 -- well, '15, '16, and '17 you saw

22     big problems with the assessment tool and

23     the means of doing assessment; is that

24     correct?

25               MR. PIPER:  '16, '17, and '18.
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2     We looked at, for instance, the land

3     allocation where we were seeing that we

4     were off in some areas, the land

5     allocation to the total market value.

6     That's what we do for tax year '17.  For

7     '16, we looked at areas, GMAs, in which

8     we had measurements of uniformity that

9     were outside the level of tolerance, and

10     we looked at those areas to try to bring

11     those in.

12               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  And wouldn't

13     that have been part of the analysis in

14     preparation for AVI in year one so you

15     wouldn't have those type of issues and

16     concerns?

17               MR. PIPER:  It was.  It was.

18     And what we did for year one was, we made

19     those assessments a lot better than they

20     had been ever in any year before that,

21     but we had to admit that they weren't

22     going to be perfect and we had to look at

23     the areas where we saw there were

24     problems and go about correcting them.

25               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So what
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2     would explain such a large jump in this

3     year?

4               MR. PIPER:  Well, the large

5     number -- remember, it looked at all

6     properties.  It looked at residential and

7     commercial and it looked at all areas,

8     and it was just an average, and it was an

9     average of the taxable.

10               I would say some of it has to

11     do with a strong market and different

12     types of properties.  And I'll be honest

13     with you, I was concerned when I saw it

14     too.  When we first produced the impact

15     analysis, I was concerned that there was

16     something we may have missed in our

17     methodology.  And we went back and

18     started taking a look at certain areas

19     where we saw moderate to substantial

20     increases, both on the commercial and

21     residential side, and what we were seeing

22     was in some instances the increases were

23     actually conservative, and I guess my

24     question to my staff was, I don't want to

25     get beat up about this, but the response
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2     was, well, we always -- whatever we do

3     each year, we're anticipating that

4     there's going to be someone that's going

5     to come in and audit, and in order for us

6     to be able to produce auditable results,

7     we had to look at what we did and let it

8     stand, except for the properties that --

9     naturally there were some just blatant

10     mistakes that we would find on appeals,

11     but overall in some of those areas we saw

12     some of the increases, they were based on

13     the market.

14               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So I'm

15     trying to make sense of the timeline in

16     reference to both the challenges you've

17     had in constantly fixing and reassessing

18     how you're doing assessments to now, but

19     walk me through the procurement timeline

20     on the CAMA system.

21               MR. PIPER:  So initially when

22     we first produced the RFP --

23               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  What year

24     was that?

25               MR. PIPER:  I think that was
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2     2014, maybe 2014, 2015.  We did

3     everything that we needed to do.  We

4     selected a vendor, and then that

5     vendor -- and I'm kind of going through

6     the timeline but just giving the

7     generalizations.

8               The vendor at one point while

9     the negotiations, which were taking a

10     long time between the City and the

11     vendor, and believe me --

12               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  How long

13     were those negotiations taking?

14               MR. PIPER:  They were taking --

15     they were close to a year, from what I

16     remember.  And believe me, the

17     Administration had the best, most

18     knowledgeable people working for it.  We

19     had people working on this negotiation

20     that worked on the negotiation for the

21     previous CAMA vendor that we tried to

22     contract with years ago.  So they

23     understood the pitfalls.

24               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  The previous

25     CAMA contractor.  And when was that
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2     timeline?

3               MR. PIPER:  This was in 2004,

4     2005.  And that particular instance --  I

5     won't get into the details on that, but

6     we never actually used that CAMA system.

7     That's why that brought us to where we

8     are today.

9               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So you tried

10     to do a procurement for a CAMA system in

11     2004, 2005 and you just ended it, based

12     on your understanding?

13               MR. PIPER:  The first time?

14               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Right.

15               MR. PIPER:  No.  We acquired a

16     CAMA system, but it did not work for

17     Philadelphia.

18               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So you

19     acquired a CAMA system.  And what was the

20     cost of that CAMA system you acquired?

21               MR. PIPER:  I don't remember.

22               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Can you give

23     me a range?  I mean, Mr. Dubow was

24     around.

25               MR. PIPER:  We can find out.
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2               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  You don't

3     have a range on what the cost was?

4               MR. PIPER:  I don't remember

5     because it was -- I just wasn't close

6     enough myself at that point to the

7     numbers to know what they were, but --

8               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Mr. Dubow,

9     do you remember the cost?

10               MR. DUBOW:  I don't.

11               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  9, 10

12     million?

13               MR. DUBOW:  I don't know.  I

14     was not involved with that.

15               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  I'm sorry?

16               MR. DUBOW:  I don't know.  I

17     wasn't involved with that, but we can

18     find out.

19               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  The current

20     CAMA system is costing how much?

21               MR. PIPER:  It's about 8.

22               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So even in

23     '04 numbers, it would have been a

24     multi-million-dollar expenditure.

25               MR. PIPER:  Right.
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2               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Right.  So

3     let's say anywhere from 1 to 5.

4               MR. PIPER:  How much?

5               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  1 to 5

6     million.

7               MR. PIPER:  Yeah.

8               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  More than

9     that.

10               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Oh, more

11     than that.  Okay.

12               And that was 2004, 2005.  And

13     so we didn't use that system at all?

14               MR. PIPER:  I'm sorry.  I

15     missed that.

16               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  That system

17     that we did a procurement for, say, 1 to

18     5 million, you identified that system did

19     not work.

20               MR. PIPER:  Right.

21               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Was it used

22     at all?

23               MR. PIPER:  It was not used.

24               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So we

25     procured it, never used it at all.
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2               MR. PIPER:  We actually

3     separated, the City, from the vendor and,

4     again, I just -- I'd have to find out

5     exactly what the particulars, but that

6     was about 12 years ago at this point.

7               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  And so let's

8     continue with the current CAMA vendor.

9               MR. PIPER:  So we got a year

10     setback when the vendor that we

11     selected -- the negotiations were taking

12     as long as they were, and to make a long

13     story short, they actually entered into a

14     contract with another jurisdiction for a

15     much big project, which let us know --

16     and they told us that once we sign with

17     Philadelphia, if that ever happens,

18     Philadelphia is no longer first in line,

19     which means that would push us back even

20     further.  So we reissued the RFP to get

21     more interest, because we wanted someone

22     to be able to, once we enter into a

23     contract, to say Philadelphia is the

24     priority.  That's what we eventually did.

25               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So during
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2     the negotiation when you said about a

3     year, and I'm assuming you had skilled

4     attorneys and professionals negotiating

5     that part of the negotiation process and

6     selection of a vendor, there would be a

7     requirement that the City of Philadelphia

8     would be the first in line, because it

9     seemed like that was a priority, but then

10     you're saying that they, during this

11     negotiation process, then selected

12     another jurisdiction to move forward with

13     a CAMA type product?

14               MR. PIPER:  Yeah.

15               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So as a

16     result, we decided not to go with them?

17               MR. PIPER:  The other vendor

18     entered into a contract --

19               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Before we

20     get to the other vendor, you're talking

21     about the vendor we didn't use when you

22     say "other vendor"?

23               MR. PIPER:  So the vendor that

24     we selected, we don't have a problem with

25     the timeline or with Philadelphia being
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2     prioritized.

3               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Right, but

4     the other vendor that you initially

5     selected that you decided not to go with

6     because they selected another

7     jurisdiction ahead of Philadelphia during

8     the one year or so negotiation, correct?

9               MR. PIPER:  They signed a

10     contract before we could.  Essentially

11     that's what happened, yeah.

12               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So the City

13     wasn't aware they were also negotiating

14     with other jurisdictions?

15               MR. PIPER:  We were.

16               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  But we just

17     took a long time to negotiate the

18     contract?

19               MR. PIPER:  We did.

20               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So then when

21     did we procure the current CAMA vendor?

22               MR. PIPER:  I want to say the

23     fall of -- late fall of '16, I believe it

24     was.

25               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Late fall of
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2     '16?

3               MR. PIPER:  Yeah.

4               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  I know we

5     had a demonstration for members of

6     Council a few weeks ago, and from my

7     understanding, they won't be fully

8     operational until 2021.

9               MR. PIPER:  For the assessments

10     for tax year 2021, correct.

11               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  So from what

12     I'm hearing from this colloquy, the City

13     started and initiated a concept of using

14     CAMA back in 2004 and we won't actually

15     get into the perspective of using a CAMA

16     type product actually until 2021.

17               MR. DUBOW:  No.  The go live

18     will be the end of 2019, beginning of

19     2020, and we'll be able to use the system

20     for tax year '20 for appeals.  It won't

21     be fully in place until 2020, which is

22     tax year '21 assessments.

23               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Right.  What

24     I just said, right.  We won't fully be

25     using the CAMA initiative until 2021.
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2               MR. DUBOW:  No.

3               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Not just

4     appeals.  I'm talking the full assessment

5     and the --

6               MR. DUBOW:  Yeah, but that

7     means that we use it during calendar year

8     '20.

9               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Well, yes.

10     Okay.  Using it calendar year '20 for

11     Fiscal Year 2021.  So using your

12     language, from 2004 to 2020 we've been

13     going and spending about 16 years to use

14     a CAMA initiative.

15               MR. DUBOW:  Well, 2004 --

16               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  We'll say

17     2005.  We'll say 19 years.

18               MR. DUBOW:  It was not --

19               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Close to 20

20     years to actually implement a computer

21     system for assessments in the City of

22     Philadelphia.

23               MR. DUBOW:  So I guess the

24     2004, 2005 was really the BRT.

25               MR. PIPER:  That was BRT.
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2               MR. DUBOW:  And we didn't

3     really, I mean, start looking into it

4     again probably until '12 or '13.

5               MR. PIPER:  Exactly.  So there

6     wasn't a contiguous timeline that

7     connected for what happened in 2004.  I

8     understand what you're saying,

9     Councilman.

10               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  I mean, you

11     can try to spin it all around the way you

12     want to, but the City of Philadelphia

13     started the process in, I'll say, 2005

14     and still was about from 2005 to, we'll

15     say, 2020, a 15-year process that the

16     City et al. was trying to use a computer

17     system for assessment of properties for

18     the City of Philadelphia.  And so my

19     concern is based on that 15-year timeline

20     and also the issue that Councilman

21     O'Neill raised and I've often raised in

22     reference to we had AVI as a way to

23     address this issue on a regular basis and

24     now we've had six years of, for the most

25     part, pretty stable assessments, but then
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2     a huge jump now.  And so it causes

3     concern from my perspective and I think

4     for not only members of Council and also

5     the public at large in reference to the

6     assessment process of the City of

7     Philadelphia.

8               MR. DUBOW:  And I think that's

9     why we are fully supportive of the audit

10     that Council has commissioned and Council

11     will be doing to look at the process and

12     make sure that there aren't any flaws in

13     it and, if there are, to point those out,

14     and then we would make corrective action

15     based on that audit.

16               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Mr. Chair, I

17     have other questions, but I'll defer to

18     the next member of Council to speak.

19               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  All

20     right.  And if I could just remind the

21     Committee, we have a lot of witnesses

22     here and we have a 1 o'clock hearing, so

23     we're going to be butting up against that

24     pretty soon.  So if we could move as

25     quickly as possible, I'd appreciate it.
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2               Councilman Squilla.

3               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Thank you,

4     Mr. Chairman.

5               Thank you.  And I just want to

6     give a little history background about

7     AVI and the CAMA system.

8               When we first started AVI back

9     in 2012, we actually delayed it a year

10     because Council believed that maybe it

11     wasn't ready.  We were really getting

12     forced by then OPA and the Administration

13     to implement AVI in 2012.  Now, we didn't

14     do that because basically we knew the

15     CAMA system from before that was paid for

16     didn't work, right?  We didn't -- so they

17     actually procured, I think it was, in '12

18     a new CAMA system option or they were

19     looking to do a new CAMA system because

20     it was testified in Council that this

21     would be able to help them better

22     accurately have assessments; is that

23     correct?

24               MR. PIPER:  2012, Councilman,

25     yeah.  That was about the time we started
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2     looking into the possibility of a new

3     CAMA system, right.

4               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  And during

5     the testimonies in 2012, it was stated

6     that by having this new system in place,

7     it would make it easier to be able to

8     accurately assess the properties in the

9     City.

10               MR. PIPER:  Correct.

11               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  All right.

12     So we actually delayed it a year in

13     Council, voted to delay it a year to give

14     some time to OPA and the City to look

15     into the CAMA system if they were going

16     to get it, decide how to move forward.

17     And then in 2013, we even offered options

18     for OPA, knowing that it's a tough job

19     and the City is a pretty big city, to

20     phase AVI in over a period of time,

21     correct?  Do you remember that?

22               MR. DUBOW:  I do remember there

23     were proposals to phase in the increases

24     over time.

25               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  And we
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2     proposed those ideas because we thought

3     that with the possibility of not having

4     CAMA still -- in 2013 they were still

5     looking into CAMA -- and still not having

6     that data available to be able to use the

7     computer system for assessments, we

8     thought over a four- or five-year period

9     if you phased it in over time, it would

10     give OPA the ability to get all these

11     assessments right in time, but OPA

12     assured us at that point that they've

13     been working on it for two years and that

14     the accuracy of the assessments in 2013

15     were close to 98 percent or 97.  I

16     forget.  I don't remember the actual

17     number that their assessments would be at

18     that point.  And I actually voted against

19     that initiative to introduce AVI, not

20     that I didn't agree with it, Actual Value

21     Initiative, but I still didn't believe

22     that it was as accurate as it could be

23     moving forward, and without a phasing in,

24     I couldn't see how it would work.

25               Now, the argument from the
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2     Administration was there were some people

3     going down at that time a little bit, so

4     they should be able to pay less taxes

5     right away and not over a four-year or

6     five-year period.  Is that accurate?

7               MR. DUBOW:  I think that was

8     part of the argument.  The other part was

9     that if you only assessed a property once

10     every five years, you're going to get

11     dramatic increases.

12               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  It wasn't

13     assessing once every five years.  It was

14     phasing in the assessments as you moved

15     over.  So as the assessments changed, the

16     formula that we gave actually changed,

17     and so the tax payments would basically

18     be you're paying 20 percent until you get

19     up to the top level and people that would

20     go down, would go down.

21               MR. DUBOW:  But then if you

22     were doing assessments every year, you

23     would have new increases every year.

24               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Right, and

25     that would get put into the formula.  So
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2     it wasn't real complicated.  It's not as

3     complicated as the assessments are now.

4     The formula was basically done on an

5     Excel spreadsheet and you plugged the

6     numbers in and everybody would know how

7     it worked.

8               MR. DUBOW:  It would have been

9     layered on top of the assessments.

10               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Yes,

11     layered on top.

12               So the history was -- and we

13     were told once AVI went into effect --

14     and the big push not to phase it in was

15     it's accurate now, so we would never see

16     more than a 4 to 5 percent increase,

17     because this is now the --

18               MR. DUBOW:  Depending on what

19     happened in the market, right?

20               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Correct.

21               MR. DUBOW:  If the market is

22     really strong, you'll see a bigger

23     increase than that.

24               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  And the

25     market citywide.  We know citywide
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2     there's certain areas of the City that

3     perform really well and other areas that

4     are still decreasing in value.  So we

5     know that also.  The average of that

6     would probably be no more than 4 or 5

7     percent, which was statements from

8     testimony during --

9               MR. DUBOW:  Right, but it does

10     depend on what actually happens in the

11     market.

12               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Exactly.

13     And the reason why this bill, I think, is

14     coming to fruition is because at times

15     when we looked at it, to look at all the

16     safeguards to put in place for all our

17     residents, homestead, LOOP, and other

18     things, we did senior freeze, payment

19     agreements, there's still some folks that

20     don't fit into those criteria for these

21     safeguards, and when we have large

22     increases like we see today -- we have in

23     my district over 50 percent of the people

24     have increased over 20 percent, with

25     large numbers over 50 percent, 80
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2     percent, 100 percent in one year in

3     assessment increases.  It's hard for

4     those folks to fathom that if this was

5     accurate last year, it's a little more

6     accurate this year, but yet it would jump

7     100 percent when we know in those areas

8     the real estate market hasn't jumped 100

9     percent.  So how do we answer that?

10               MR. DUBOW:  And I think that is

11     why we are fully supportive of the audit

12     that Council is doing, and that will look

13     at whether there are any kind of systemic

14     problems that we need to correct.  And

15     that audit will actually be sooner than

16     an audit would be under this legislation.

17     This audit wouldn't happen until next

18     year, whereas the audit that Council is

19     doing is happening this fall.

20               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  I mean, we

21     know when you're doing your assessments

22     yearly and we were told this was done

23     yearly from the start and know that they

24     found some errors or maybe some mistakes

25     in the previous assessments, so they're
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2     trying to correct them, and we knew that

3     would happen and we knew it was going to

4     be a tough task.

5               MR. PIPER:  And that happens

6     every year, Councilman.  The first thing

7     we do is, before even answering appeals,

8     we look at the things that we may have

9     made some wholesale mistakes on and make

10     those corrections, and we make those part

11     of the subsequent year's assessment

12     project.

13               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Right.  We

14     knew you concentrated heavily on land

15     values in the second year and then

16     commercial values in the third year, but

17     did citywide assessments but concentrated

18     on some areas that seemed to be not as

19     accurate.

20               MR. PIPER:  Right.

21               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Land

22     values changed, methodologies using close

23     to 20 percent of the total assessment; is

24     that accurate?

25               MR. PIPER:  We --
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2               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  For

3     residential properties.

4               MR. PIPER:  Right.  So I know

5     there's been discussion about the

6     percentage, and I would say that that

7     depends on a lot of different things.  It

8     depends on the type of property, the

9     area, yeah, but there's no one 20

10     percent, 10 percent.

11               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  And you

12     say it's an accurate accounting or an

13     accurate methodology for assessments to

14     base land value off the total assessment?

15               MR. PIPER:  The market only

16     recognizes the one number.  That's the

17     total.  The way we separate it, to be

18     honest with you, is more for purposes of

19     the abatement and the exemption, but what

20     land contributes to the total value

21     depends on the type of property, the

22     condition of the property, and the area.

23               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  And at

24     some of our meetings you had stated if a

25     property has two bathrooms and a roof
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2     deck and granite countertops, that land

3     would be more valuable because the things

4     in the building are more valuable; is

5     that accurate?

6               MR. PIPER:  I don't know that I

7     said that, but I understand what your

8     point is.  I think --

9               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  That's

10     what I got out of it.

11               MR. PIPER:  Yeah.  I think it

12     does depend on the condition of the

13     property.  So just to make sort of a

14     blanket generalization, if you have a

15     rundown shack, obviously that building is

16     not contributing as much to the total

17     value as the land is, and if you have a

18     brand new constructed property, that's

19     contributing more, all other things being

20     equal.

21               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  So you're

22     saying that if they reconstructed and put

23     those new improvements inside the house,

24     the land would be more valuable.

25               MR. PIPER:  All other things
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2     being equal, yeah.

3               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  And the

4     improvements are more too, correct?

5               MR. PIPER:  Yes.

6               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  So you

7     could have a block that has 20 houses on

8     it and every one of those square foot

9     areas are the same, all of the houses are

10     similar, but somebody rehabbed their

11     house, that land value in the one house

12     would be way more than the land value on

13     the others.

14               MR. PIPER:  That depends on the

15     area and it also depends on -- I know

16     lots of times the appeals that we get in

17     are based on an assertion of similarity

18     that we take a deeper dive into to see

19     what the actual differences are.

20     Everything on the block is the same means

21     a little something different to us.

22               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  It just

23     destroys the uniformity of the land

24     values.  I know you're saying that you go

25     by total assessment at the end, but when
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2     you look for uniformity, you look at it

3     on both land and improvement.

4               MR. PIPER:  No; you're right,

5     and uniformity is what we're striving

6     for.  So when we see that there's

7     something not uniform, we look to make

8     the corrections, and if someone else

9     brings it to our attention on an appeal,

10     we make the corrections.

11               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  Well, the

12     reason for this bill -- and obviously we

13     look to try to do things as far as

14     capping increases, how people could

15     afford 50, 60, 70 percent increases in a

16     year, told that it's not legal to do

17     that.  Do you see a way where if there

18     was a cap of 10 percent per year, you're

19     saying would that end uniformity?

20               MR. DUBOW:  You're asking --

21               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  A cap on

22     assessment increases.

23               MR. DUBOW:  I think that's

24     probably a Law question.  You're asking

25     whether it would violate -- I think
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2     that's probably a Law question.

3               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  We were

4     told by Law that it's not constitutional

5     to cap it.  I mean, we have other

6     municipalities that do cap their

7     assessments.  It could only be at a

8     certain rate.  And I think if we had that

9     in here, we wouldn't have the problems

10     we're having today.  Even as far as --

11     you're saying you want to do actual

12     value.  Well, if somebody went up 30

13     percent in a year in their house value

14     and that may have increased their value

15     by a certain percentage, but in three

16     years you could get to that 30 percent.

17     And so uniformity-wise, you could still

18     keep that going by just increasing it at

19     a certain level.

20               MR. DUBOW:  We can circle back

21     with Law and see if there's other people

22     in Pennsylvania, how they're able to do

23     it and see whether that's something that

24     we could do here.

25               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  All right.
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2     Because that's our challenge.  And we've

3     been out at all these meetings, and I got

4     to say, thank OPA for attending these

5     meetings also.  The people are very upset

6     and they just can't understand if we

7     fixed this in 2013, why we would have

8     these large increases again this year.

9     And we don't know -- listen, there's

10     still areas throughout the City that may

11     be under-assessed and there's still areas

12     that are overassessed.  So we do want the

13     audit and we support the audit,

14     absolutely, but we also need to look at

15     ways to protect our residents from these

16     large increases.  And when we go to the

17     meetings, they don't care that OPA did

18     this.  They know that they elected us to

19     try to stand for them and to represent

20     them and what are you doing about this.

21     And I think this is something that we

22     could do about it to at least give us a

23     little authority to say, all right, we're

24     not going to tell OPA what to assess, how

25     to assess.  All we're saying is if it's
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2     over a certain percentage, then we have

3     the ability to say, you know what, that

4     doesn't seem accurate, that's not high

5     enough -- I mean, that's not accurate

6     enough and, therefore, either redo it or

7     you go to the previous year, and that

8     will put pressure on OPA to make sure

9     it's more accurate if they're doing

10     citywide assessments every year.  If we

11     don't have a hammer over them, there's no

12     way that we know that this won't happen

13     again.  This might happen next year or it

14     might happen three years from now, and

15     the residents will be asking the same

16     question, what are you doing to protect

17     us.

18               So understand where we're

19     coming from, is we're coming from an idea

20     that let's try something, let's see if it

21     works.  If the CPI, two times the CPI, is

22     too low, then maybe it's three times the

23     CPI, but to say that 5 percent -- you

24     have done 5 percent a year citywide, you

25     still go through without any oversight
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2     from Council, but if it's more than that,

3     then Council would just have the ability

4     to say, you know what, recheck your

5     numbers and make sure that they're

6     accurate.

7               MR. DUBOW:  And we understand

8     the impact on property owners.  I mean,

9     that's why we have kind of various relief

10     programs that we've described in here.

11               COUNCILMAN SQUILLA:  We heard

12     that too, but not all the relief programs

13     do reach everyone.  And even our

14     homestead that most homeowners have, when

15     you go up 100 percent and you're only

16     getting a $30,000 homestead or $40,000

17     homestead, it doesn't make much of a

18     difference.

19               And so we'll continue to look

20     for other safeguards and subsidies for

21     our residents, but I think the best thing

22     to do, to make sure that they don't have

23     monster increases over a period of time

24     and especially in one year, and I think

25     that's what this bill actually addresses.
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2               So thank you.

3               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

4     you.  Thank you very much.

5               With no further questions,

6     thank you, gentlemen.  Thank you very

7     much.

8               (Thank you.)

9               COUNCILMAN OH:  Mr. Chairman,

10     would you ask Mr. Dubow to stick around

11     for the next panel just for that amount

12     of time.

13               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

14     All right.  Thank you.  If you could,

15     Mr. Dubow.

16               Our next witnesses, Ms.

17     Marconi, please.

18               THE CLERK:  Alan Butkovitz and

19     Victor Pinckney.

20               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:

21     Mr. Pinckney will be walking up.  I see

22     him.

23               (Witnesses approached witness

24     table.)

25               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Still
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2     good morning, Mr. Butkovitz.  Please

3     identify yourself and proceed.

4               MR. BUTKOVITZ:  Now I

5     understand why they say you have to pay

6     the piper.

7               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

8     All right.  We'll give you credit for

9     that one.  Go ahead.

10               I'm sorry.  The record should

11     reflect that the Majority Leader,

12     Councilman Henon, is present at the

13     hearing.  Thank you.

14               MR. BUTKOVITZ:  Good morning,

15     Chairman Greenlee and members of the Law

16     and Government Committee.  I'm here today

17     to commend Councilman Oh and his

18     co-sponsors, Councilmen Johnson, Squilla,

19     and Domb, also Councilman O'Neill, who

20     has endorsed the legislation, for this

21     proposed amendment and to urge this

22     Committee to approve it today.

23               The relief it offers is fair

24     and quick and it is needed in order to

25     fix what is clearly a broken property
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2     assessment system.

3               When AVI was implemented in

4     2012, it was sold as a revenue neutral

5     technical change that would guarantee

6     transparency, would reflect actual market

7     value, and would provide for regular rate

8     reductions by Council to offset windfall

9     valuation spikes so that reassessment

10     would not become the mechanism for

11     non-voted back-door tax increases.  When

12     the Controller's office in 2013

13     documented substantial inaccuracies in

14     the 2013 assessments and 20 percent of

15     appeals resulted in the lowering of

16     assessments by the Board of Revision of

17     Taxes or courts, we were met by an OPA

18     response that said that this was a new

19     system, that they expected errors, and

20     that the errors would be worked out of

21     the system through appeals and increased

22     experience and training on the part of

23     the assessors.  Needless to say, reliance

24     on overtaxed owners to pursue expensive

25     appeals as the systemic method of
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2     correcting errors in the assessment

3     system is a grossly unfair and

4     unacceptable method.

5               And I would note since comments

6     were made by Finance Director Dubow about

7     audit being an appropriate mechanism,

8     that we did do an extensive audit in

9     2013, which found very, very substantial

10     errors in the 2013 assessment, and the

11     response of the Administration at that

12     time, in which Mr. Dubow also served as

13     Finance Director as the Nutter

14     Administration, was to defame the audit,

15     question its authenticity, and proceed

16     happily to do what they did in the first

17     place.  In fact, when we had discussions

18     about whether the reduction of 20 percent

19     of the assessments constituted error, the

20     Administration's position was, no, that

21     the Board of Revision of Taxes and the

22     courts were in error.  So by definition,

23     OPA takes the position that they're right

24     as an axiom.

25               The City's Five Year Plan for
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2     Fiscal Year 2018 forecast that real

3     estate tax receipts would increase at an

4     annual rate between 2.3 percent and 3.3

5     percent for each of the ensuing five

6     years, 2018 through 2022.  Instead, the

7     City reported a nearly 11 percent

8     windfall increase for this year citywide,

9     with many homeowners being hit with 30

10     percent to 70 percent increases, and it

11     is not uncommon to hear of increases of

12     100 percent or even 300 percent.  This

13     does not reflect reality.  Once AVI was

14     in place, it was expected that annual

15     increases would approximate the rate of

16     inflation, which has been running at

17     approximately 2 percent, not 200 percent,

18     2 percent.  A mechanism which authorizes

19     Council to disallow assessment spikes

20     exceeding twice the rate of inflation

21     provides a very large margin of error.

22               In fact, Mr. Dubow's testimony

23     indicated that they were -- he doesn't

24     contest the fact that this year's

25     assessment is approximately five times
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2     the rate of inflation.  So you're talking

3     about a cap of twice the rate of

4     inflation.  That actually meets the

5     Administration's objections regarding

6     loss of revenue.  If they had a cap at 4

7     percent or at 6 percent, they wouldn't

8     really suffer revenue losses, except in

9     years where there are egregious spikes

10     and really it was contemplated that AVI

11     was going to provide for an almost

12     automatic rate reduction by Council on

13     these years, and of course this year

14     we're met with the windfall 11 percent

15     spike and a request for an increase in

16     the rate.  Where is the automatic

17     decrease in the rate because the

18     assessments came in high?

19               Now, while I support the

20     proposed Charter change, I also want to

21     take this opportunity to recommend state

22     law and City Code changes that would

23     recognize and remedy severe hardship to

24     many homeowners because of

25     gentrification.  In 1984, the
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2     Pennsylvania Constitution was amended to

3     authorize Philadelphia to enact a uniform

4     system of relief for long-term homeowners

5     experiencing marked increases in their

6     assessments because of gentrification.

7     Enabling legislation was enacted in 1988.

8     For some reason, and this is a mystery,

9     the enabling act was amended in 2013 to

10     cancel the City's ability to grant tax

11     relief to long-term homeowners, except

12     for those who were very poor, aged or

13     infirm.  It appears that it was sold to

14     the Legislature on the basis that this

15     was granting some new benefit to very

16     poor people as a predicate to the

17     enactment after LOOP, which was a

18     laudable achievement, but in fact while

19     it was sold as expanding benefits, it

20     took away the opportunity to provide that

21     tax relief to everybody but the very

22     poor, the aged, and the infirm.  House

23     Bill 390 passed the House by a vote of

24     197 to 2, the Senate by 47 to 1, and was

25     signed by Governor Corbett on November
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2     27th, 2013.  Given the lack of

3     controversy, as I said, there's a very

4     good chance the Legislature didn't

5     understand the impact of the change.

6     Based on my experience as a former State

7     Representative, I would say it was

8     extremely unlikely for Harrisburg to

9     touch this law without a request from the

10     Philadelphia City government, most likely

11     the Mayor.  It was Mayor Nutter at the

12     time.

13               In any event, I would ask that

14     the Council resolve that the General

15     Assembly change the enabling act back to

16     its pre-2013 language and follow up by

17     enacting an ordinance capping

18     reassessments at twice the rate of

19     inflation based on hardship caused by

20     gentrification.

21               And let me note the

22     significance of this.  There are

23     arguments being made regarding the

24     undermining of uniformity, but the

25     Pennsylvania Constitution was
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2     specifically amended to allow that,

3     because it recognized people in

4     gentrifying areas in Philadelphia were

5     being pushed out of their homes and,

6     therefore, the City Council and the

7     government were given authority to grant

8     them relief because of the hardship, not

9     because of accuracy, not because of

10     anything else that had to do with

11     uniformity.

12               Secondly, with regard to this

13     bending over backwards on the question of

14     uniformity, Philadelphia celebrates the

15     lack of uniformity in almost all of its

16     tax implementation.  I seriously would

17     like to know what is in that sealed bid

18     that the City sent to Amazon, because I

19     would guarantee that there's tax relief

20     in it, that they're not going to be asked

21     to pay the same kind of confiscatory real

22     estate taxes that are being imposed on

23     regular people.  And of course when

24     Comcast back in 2005 came very close to

25     achieving a deal that would have given
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2     them 30 years of no real estate taxes, no

3     state income taxes, no taxes for anybody

4     doing business in that building, that

5     kind of relief is not taken into account

6     by STEB.  When they talk about whether

7     we're doing our appropriate ratio of tax

8     effort, they leave all of that out.  So,

9     again, the burden is all on the backs of

10     regular residents and regular businesses,

11     because if you're big enough, you're big

12     enough to not pay taxes.

13               So I think this is an

14     extraordinarily important amendment.  I

15     think it would be important to couple it

16     with the changes in state and city law

17     that I've recommended.  I think

18     ultimately I'm very confident that this

19     issue is going to be -- that the voters

20     are going to be paying a lot of attention

21     to this issue in the next year.  And

22     really what you're being asked to do is

23     right.  You're not taking -- the whole

24     City budget for five years was predicated

25     on 2 to 3 percent increases.  Now you get
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2     an 11 percent increase.  Who does that 11

3     percent belong to?  It belongs to the

4     taxpayers.

5               Thank you.

6               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

7     you.  Thank you, Mr. Butkovitz.

8               (Applause.)

9               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:

10     Mr. Pinckney, we have your very brief

11     testimony here.  We appreciate it, but

12     please proceed.  Please identify

13     yourself.

14               MR. PINCKNEY:  Okay.  My name

15     is Victor Pinckney.  I'm the President of

16     VCVA Management and First Vice President

17     of HAPCO.  We're one of the largest

18     homeowners associations for rental

19     property owners in the state actually.

20     HAPCO membership owns primarily

21     single-family and duplex rentals on the

22     streets and neighborhoods of

23     Philadelphia.  I'm here to testify in

24     support of Bill No. 180398 and Resolution

25     No. 180412.
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2               I want to thank Councilman Oh

3     for introducing this very important piece

4     of legislation.  Philadelphia has had a

5     big problem with the recent assessment

6     increases.

7               I want to go a little bit off

8     of my speech because of some things that

9     I've heard here from the Director and

10     from OPA.  Everybody who has been sitting

11     here today has to talk about the macro,

12     the big picture.  I'm going to give you

13     an idea of what happens on a smaller

14     scale.  I'll tell you about seven

15     buildings.  You have seven buildings.

16     Five of them are right next to each

17     other.  The valuation of the lowest one

18     is about 20-something thousand dollars.

19     The valuation by OPA of the highest one

20     is $130,000.  There is no difference

21     between any of these buildings, except

22     for one of the seven buildings is a

23     homeowners building, the other six are

24     rental property.  But in those rental

25     properties are everyday people.
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2               These buildings -- give you

3     some idea, one of the buildings, the

4     increase went from 28,000 to -- the

5     valuation went from 28,000 to 126,000.

6     Nothing has changed whatsoever.  Two of

7     the buildings last year OPA wanted to say

8     that they were worth 100-something

9     thousand.  They were appealed, the

10     informal appeal.  It was turned down.

11     Appealed to the Tax Review Board.  Two

12     days before the appeal, OPA contacted me

13     saying, hey, we will accept your

14     valuation.  Three weeks later, I get the

15     valuation for 2019.  Guess what?  Right

16     back to where it was.

17               So I want to say, yes, this

18     bill and resolution should be passed and

19     provided accountability to make sure that

20     the future property owners do not receive

21     excessive increases in their tax bill.

22     And understand, these properties I told

23     you about have been increasing since AVI

24     was first implemented.  I have not raised

25     rents on the ones -- on any of them, but
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2     this last increase, I have to really

3     think about what I'm going to do, and I

4     know the tenants that I have in there

5     cannot afford to pay a rent increase.

6               So, Councilman, HAPCO applauds

7     your efforts on our behalf.

8               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

9     Thank you.  Thank you very much.

10               No questions?

11               (No response.)

12               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  All

13     right.  Thank you both.  Thank you both

14     for coming.

15               We're going to call up panels

16     now.  I'm going -- well, call the names,

17     then I'll make the request.

18               THE CLERK:  Rita Calicat,

19     Albert Girard, Madeline Shikomba, Mark

20     Stein, Sarah Andrews.

21               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  If we

22     could put three at the table and then the

23     other two, if they're still here, just be

24     right off to the -- inside on the black

25     chairs there, I'd appreciate it.  And I'm
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2     going to ask, because, again, we're

3     really running a time issue, to please be

4     as brief as possible.  A few people, I

5     think I have written testimony.  I know,

6     Mr. Girard, I have your written

7     testimony, so if you could be brief and

8     summarize that, I'd really appreciate it.

9     I'm going to ask everybody for three

10     minutes.  For three minutes I'm going to

11     have to ask you to --

12               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:

13     Mr. Chairman, if I could just mention to

14     the panel, the written testimony is very

15     good and it's probably been read more

16     than once by members of the Committee.  I

17     know I have.

18               Thank you.

19               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

20     you.

21               Ms. Calicat, I think your name

22     was called first.  Please identify

23     yourself and proceed.

24               MS. CALICAT:  Yes.  Good

25     afternoon.  I'm Rita Calicat.  I'm the
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2     Director of Family Services at Habitat

3     for Humanity.  Thank you for hearing my

4     testimony today.  I applaud Councilman Oh

5     for bringing this proposition amendment

6     before the Committee today, and to all of

7     you for considering the steps to protect

8     residents from displacement.

9               Habitat builds new homes and

10     sells them to families who earn 30 to 60

11     percent AMI.  We also repair existing

12     homes for low-income homeowners making up

13     to 80 percent AMI, with most of those

14     families earning less than 50 percent

15     AMI.  We are currently the only developer

16     creating this level of affordable

17     ownership, and we are one of just a

18     handful of service providers repairing

19     homes in Philadelphia for our lowest

20     income homeowners.

21               For new homeownership, Habitat

22     partners with low-income families in our

23     program.  They provide 350 hours of sweat

24     equity building their home and preparing

25     to become homeowners.  In return, Habitat
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2     holds a 30-year mortgage and charges zero

3     interest.  This is one way that we help

4     to keep homes affordable.  We follow

5     HUD's guidelines for affordability,

6     calculating home's mortgage, tax, and

7     insurance to equal no more than 30

8     percent of the family's household income.

9     Because construction is expensive, we

10     sometimes provide subsidies in the form

11     of forgivable silent second mortgages to

12     the homes to keep the mortgage

13     affordable.  We have a tiered shared

14     equity for the first 20 years to protect

15     our investment in the family.  We secure

16     tax abatements for the structure for the

17     first ten years and train families to

18     prepare for paying taxes on their homes

19     once the abatement expires.

20               Habitat has traditionally built

21     and sold homes in North Philadelphia,

22     West Philadelphia, Germantown, and Point

23     Breeze.  As you know, parts of North

24     Philadelphia and Point Breeze have

25     recently seen their markets rapidly heat
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2     up, thus homeowners have seen their

3     assessments skyrocket.  This has made

4     Habitat homes go from affordable to

5     potentially unaffordable overnight,

6     without warning and without clear

7     explanation.  Some of our families will

8     no longer be able to afford their taxes

9     and thus may face displacement.

10     Furthermore, because of the subsidies

11     attached to the homes, these families

12     have capped equity.  Regardless of OPA's

13     assessment of the value, Habitat families

14     can't sell the homes for OPA's determined

15     values, nor will they collect all the

16     proceeds from any sale, leaving them

17     unable to fully reap the benefit of hot

18     real estate markets, real or artificially

19     inflated.  Homestead exemptions and LOOP

20     do not provide enough relief to provide

21     meaningful support in these instances.

22               I want to share just a couple

23     of examples.

24               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  If you

25     could make it quickly, please, because
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2     I'm trying to be fair to everybody here.

3               MS. CALICAT:  I just want to --

4     so we have a family who lives in Point

5     Breeze, purchased their home in 2012 and

6     has a mortgage payment, a principal

7     payment, of $381 a month.  Her home

8     assessment more than doubled from 147,000

9     in 2018 to 314,000 in 2019.  Overnight

10     her assessment went up 213 percent.  When

11     the abatement ends in two years, her

12     taxes will go from being $493 on her land

13     value at the current rate to $4,546

14     annually.  Her tax payment will exactly

15     equal her current affordable mortgage

16     payment of $381 per month.  Without

17     assistance, she will not be able to

18     afford to stay in her home.

19               Another family just moved into

20     their Habitat home on North 16th Street

21     near Temple University in 2017.  Their

22     mortgage was calculated based on the

23     appraised value of $160,000.  The family

24     makes 50 percent of the area median

25     income and they were able to afford the
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2     principal payment of $444 per month on

3     the home and still pay taxes and

4     insurance.  That family saw an OPA

5     assessment of their home value more than

6     double overnight to $326,000.  They had

7     already been saving for paying their

8     taxes.  With this happening, this home is

9     going to be unaffordable.  The

10     interesting thing about this is the house

11     that was sold two months before right

12     next door doesn't have the same

13     assessment.  So that's an interesting

14     fact to note.

15               The very factor driving this in

16     this area has to do with the

17     neighborhood.  It's likely that the

18     housing value in and around Temple area

19     is based on the amount of students in the

20     area, and that has had a direct impact on

21     our families, but the inconsistency in

22     the assessments in those areas are

23     challenging.

24               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Ma'am, I

25     have to call the time on you.
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2               MS. CALICAT:  In our packet

3     there's examples for you.

4               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  And you

5     submitted that already?

6               MS. CALICAT:  I think we did,

7     yes.

8               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Fine.

9     Very good.  Thank you.

10               Mr. Girard, I think you were

11     the next name called, so please.  Please

12     identify yourself and proceed.

13               MR. GIRARD:  Certainly.  My

14     name is Albert Girard, G-I-R-A-R-D.

15               Good morning, Councilman

16     Greenlee and members of the Committee on

17     Law and Government.  Thank you for the

18     opportunity to speak on Bill No. 180398

19     and Resolution 180412.  My name is Albert

20     Girard.  I'm the Vice President of the

21     Lower Moyamensing Civic Association and

22     Vice Chair of its Zoning and Planning

23     Committee.  The Association covers the

24     area bounded by Snyder and Oregon Avenues

25     and Broad and 7th Street and is the RCO
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2     for that area.

3               I submitted my written

4     testimony, which, as you might imagine,

5     is quite lengthy.  I'll try to limit my

6     remarks to the time I have here, which is

7     unfortunate since the Administration had

8     so much time.

9               The Lower Moyamensing Civic

10     Association supports the adoption of both

11     the bill and the resolution.  We thank

12     Chairman Oh and his co-sponsors for

13     giving the citizens of the City an

14     opportunity to voice their displeasure at

15     the ever-increasing real estate tax

16     burden.  Placing this measure on the

17     November ballot does that.  It should be

18     viewed by Council, however, as a first

19     step and not the final solution of the

20     problem.

21               As you all are aware, the

22     recent reassessment of residential

23     property in the City is causing

24     considerable consternation and outright

25     anger among property owners throughout
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2     the City.  The new assessments are

3     capricious and out of touch with reality.

4     Absent this bill, there is nothing to

5     prevent the same thing from happening

6     next year and every year thereafter.

7               As an example, I live on a

8     small mid-block street with 47

9     residential properties and, I might

10     mention, four trees.  Perhaps the trees

11     are the cause of the increase.  That

12     might be part of the algorithm the Chief

13     Assessment Officer says we are all unable

14     to understand.

15               The highest 2019 assessment on

16     my block is $270,500 and the lowest is

17     $117,600, a difference of $152,900.  The

18     same block on the street separated from

19     my street by a small alley has a high

20     assessment of 190,000 and a low

21     assessment of 124,800, a difference of

22     65,200.

23               The difference between the

24     highest value on each street is $80,500.

25     This vast difference in assessment values
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2     on and between these two streets clearly

3     indicates a significant problem with the

4     assessment algorithm.  There is no

5     uniformity in these numbers.  Our Civic

6     Association is recommending that every

7     citizen appeal their assessment based on

8     non-uniformity.

9               We believe the root cause of

10     these extreme assessments is the

11     ever-increasing need for money,

12     exacerbated by the infamous inability of

13     the City to manage its finances.  We all

14     know the history.  Tens, if not hundreds,

15     of millions of dollars going unpaid for

16     ten years or more.  The Administration

17     and, to a degree, Council seem unwilling

18     or unable to collect these taxes.  We

19     recently learned, thanks to Councilman

20     Domb, that most of the City agencies have

21     not even balanced their books.  This is

22     so outrageous, it passes belief.  The

23     possibility of widespread theft is

24     enormous.  We don't understand why

25     Council isn't banging its figurative fist
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2     on the table and demanding

3     accountability.

4               It has been reported in the

5     press that some on Council, including

6     some on this Committee, prefer to defer

7     action on this bill in order to have an

8     audit of the OPA.  Terms like "audit" and

9     "study" are political code words for

10     kicking the can down the road.  This is

11     not desired by the public.  Time is of

12     the essence.  The problem requires

13     resolution now.  This bill is progress

14     toward that resolution.  And as Council

15     itself has pointed out, they don't even

16     oversee the OPA, so what is the benefit

17     of an audit?

18               There actually may be a silver

19     lining to this assessment black cloud.

20     This could be the 2018 version of the

21     1765 Stamp Act, and some on Council have

22     already expressed the outrage and the

23     fact that people are getting fed up with

24     this.  The honest taxpaying citizen is

25     reaching the end of its collective
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2     tolerance of these continuing assessment

3     increases designed to offset the

4     inability to collect delinquent taxes.

5               While watching the hearing

6     yesterday on bicycle lanes, I noticed

7     signs in the audience saying "we vote."

8     So do homeowners.  We suggest that

9     Council take action to alleviate the

10     immediate problem by using authority it

11     already has.  Council should increase the

12     homestead exemption to $45,000.  Further,

13     Council should not pass any real estate

14     tax increase this year.  If Council takes

15     these actions, the large assessment

16     increases will still generate significant

17     additional funds over last year's real

18     estate tax receipts while shielding

19     homeowners from the drastic effect of

20     these assessments.

21               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:

22     Mr. Girard, I'm going to have to ask

23     you --

24               MR. GIRARD:  Yes, sir.  I have

25     two more paragraphs.
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2               Council should consider budget

3     cuts to reduce the need for additional

4     funds.  The adoption of this bill and

5     ordinance is a good first step and, once

6     again, we urge Council to pass both, and

7     we thank you again, Chairman and Council,

8     for allowing us to testify.

9               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

10     you, sir.  Thank you.

11               Ms. Shikomba, I think your name

12     was next.  Please.

13               MS. SHIKOMBA:  Madeline

14     Shikomba, North of Washington Avenue

15     Coalition.

16               OPA, just to point out by this

17     gentleman's facts, are totally

18     inadequate.  In 2012, my property tax --

19     my property assessment went from 30,000

20     to $356,000, an increase of 1,000

21     percent.  I had to go to BRT to get it

22     down.  I had to fight to get LOOP passed

23     so that I could qualify for LOOP.  No way

24     in the world I could pay that tax.

25               Now they come back again,
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2     thinking that I'm on LOOP, I'm going to

3     be stupid and ignore the assessment.  I

4     look at the assessment.  I had a $200,000

5     assessment and now they raised it to

6     $356,000, another $146,000 more.  I

7     haven't done anything to my house, no

8     changes, no front, nothing.  But it's

9     increased.

10               Then I gave you a paper by

11     having it distributed to you.  This is my

12     block.  Look at it.  Take a good look at

13     it.  You can see so many disparities,

14     it's ridiculous.  Land value, my land is

15     assessed at $93,600.  He's next to me,

16     70-some thousand.  What's going on?  How

17     come my land is more important than a

18     person's land two doors away from me?  I

19     must have some hidden treasure.

20               Also, if not the land value,

21     yeah, look at it.  One person sold their

22     house in 2016 for $527,000.  Now his

23     market value has been assessed at

24     $507,800.  It dropped.  What's the

25     difference?  They're talking about
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2     inconsistency and they sitting up there

3     talking about how accurate their

4     algorithm is.  Something got to be off,

5     and I mean real off.

6               And then take another look,

7     exempt improvements.  They exempt me

8     because I'm on LOOP.  But if I wasn't on

9     LOOP, I wouldn't be exempted either.

10     Now, take a look at some of the

11     exemptions.  These people, most -- half

12     the block is on tax abatements.  Tax

13     abatements, and they're not paying any

14     taxes.  I got to pay, what, 300 percent

15     of my 2012 in taxes?  They're not paying

16     anything, except on the land.  And since

17     the land is only worth, what, 26 percent

18     now -- it used to be 10 percent -- you're

19     going to tell me that this is accurate?

20     No way.

21               There has got to be some change

22     here somewhere.  Okay?  And three things

23     they're supposed to make the assessment

24     on; that is, cost of reproduction or

25     replacement, comparable sales and income
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2     approaches, and considered in conjunction

3     with another.  Okay?  This is what

4     they're supposed to be making the

5     assessment on.  You tell me how my

6     assessment jumped from 200,000 to 356,000

7     and no thing has changed.  No L&I report,

8     nothing.  My front is still the same.

9     Everything is still the same.  That is

10     inaccuracy, and that's what you have to

11     get to OPA about.  I don't know what they

12     be doing with their figures, but that

13     algorithm is wrong.  Something is wrong.

14     And then when you ask them about it, like

15     I did in 2013, oh, it's a complicated

16     thing.

17               Well, I said, let me see.

18               It's too complicated.

19               Am I stupid?  If I'm stupid, I

20     can find somebody to read the doggone

21     thing and interpret it for me.

22               Let me see that algorithm.  We

23     are entitled to know how you're doing

24     this.  We are entitled to know what is

25     going into the algorithm to display all
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2     these disparities.

3               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

4     Ma'am, I understand.  I understand.

5     Thank you.  And this is an example of why

6     there's the problem.  There's no doubt

7     about that.

8               Please.  Both of you, please

9     come up.

10               If you could give these folks

11     the chairs, we'd appreciate it.  Thank

12     you.

13               I think we have both of your

14     written testimony here.  Dr. Stein, I

15     think we just got yours.  So please

16     identify yourself and proceed.

17               DR. STEIN:  Thank you.

18     Councilman Greenlee, Councilmembers,

19     thank you for allowing me this

20     opportunity to speak about Council Oh's

21     proposed resolutions to address the

22     property assessments.  My name is Mark

23     Stein.  I live in the Graduate Hospital

24     neighborhood.  I moved into the house I

25     currently reside in in 1999 while I was
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2     completing my doctoral studies at Penn,

3     where I taught for several years.  I am

4     now Director of Research at a Center City

5     law firm.

6               Doubtless like many other

7     property owners, my initial reaction on

8     receiving the assessment for next year

9     was shock, dismay, and resignation.

10     After all, you can't fight City Hall,

11     right?  But then I began speaking with my

12     neighbors.  Some said they would simply

13     refuse to pay, as they were unable to.

14     Others said they would move.  Yet others

15     were befuddled and at a loss.

16               I looked up the rates of

17     increase of my neighbors' assessments.

18     Over a quarter of the residents on my

19     block have an increase of 90 percent or

20     more, with an average exceeding 50

21     percent.  The next block down was even

22     worse.

23               I began to wonder if these

24     increases were this severe throughout the

25     City.  The data for the entire City is in
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2     fact available, though downloading and

3     analyzing it does require some

4     familiarity with relational databases.

5               Yesterday I distributed to the

6     offices of each member of this Council a

7     summary of my big-picture findings.  I

8     was asked if I would be willing to

9     present them here today.

10               While the Inquirer has reported

11     a citywide average increase of 11

12     percent, I have not seen reported or

13     widely discussed on social media the

14     aggregate data.  Allow me to summarize my

15     findings briefly.

16               According to the data provided

17     by the City, there are 57,416 properties

18     which will be assessed at 30 percent more

19     in 2019 than in 2018.  Of those, 22,180

20     will see an increase of between 50 and

21     100 percent, and a subset of those, some

22     12,537 properties, will have year over

23     year increases of 100 percent or more.

24               The median property value of

25     the single-family homes in this last
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2     group is $161,000 for 2019.  Almost

3     exactly one-third of those properties are

4     assessed at under $100,000 and only 7

5     percent are assessed at $600,000 or

6     above.

7               One person may not be able to

8     fight City Hall, but 57,000 might be able

9     to.

10               I do not object to the increase

11     in my property tax.  What I find

12     objectionable is the suddenness and lack

13     of warning of such sharp increases.

14               These massive jumps,

15     effectively overnight, scuttle plans,

16     wreak havoc on family budgets and on all

17     the many carefully considered family

18     decisions that go into those budgets.

19               Arguably, the new property

20     taxes will be even more regressive as

21     they are implemented without regard to

22     income.

23               If you have the poor luck to

24     live next to neighbors who have paid

25     large sums for their properties, you will
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2     be the one paying for it even though you

3     may have done nothing whatever to your

4     home, perhaps in years.

5               To say that one is the

6     beneficiary of a rising market does one

7     little practical good.  That won't help

8     pay the next tax bill.

9               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  All

10     right.  Doctor, I'm going to ask you to

11     wrap up, please.  I'm trying to give

12     everybody the same amount of time.  And

13     your full testimony will be made part of

14     the record.  So please, maybe one more

15     paragraph.

16               DR. STEIN:  Yes, sir.

17               Just for the last bit, I would

18     respectfully request the Council to

19     devote resources to a more thorough and

20     informed analysis of the impact of these

21     proposed assessments.  The resolutions

22     before this body do not require it to do

23     anything about the assessments, but

24     rather give it the authority to do

25     something.
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2               Thank you.

3               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

4     you.  Thank you, sir.

5               Ms. Andrews.

6               MS. ANDREWS:  Yes.  My name is

7     Sandra Andrews and I'm a resident of --

8               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Pull the

9     mic closer to you.  Pull the whole thing.

10               MS. ANDREWS:  Can you hear me

11     now?

12               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  A little

13     better, yes.  Go ahead.

14               MS. ANDREWS:  My name is Sarah

15     Andrews and I live on Norwood Avenue.

16               So you have my written

17     statement, and much like everyone else,

18     we're seeing wild increases, but more

19     than that, fluctuations.  There are

20     properties that are lower and properties

21     that are higher right next to each other,

22     and the issue I don't think is whether or

23     not you have a small property or a large

24     property.  All properties are going

25     through this kind of inconsistent
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2     valuation.  And I'll draw your attention

3     to the link that I put on my statement

4     that shows you a block-by-block

5     comparison of what's happened to

6     properties.  And so some have gone below

7     20 percent and some above 20 percent

8     right next to each other.  You can check

9     out every street in the City of

10     Philadelphia to verify where you stand.

11     And I think, as everyone has said, that's

12     part of the problem, is this lack of

13     consistency.

14               So if you'll permit me, I think

15     that Rob Dubow's statement is a little

16     disingenuous that you have the right to

17     appeal.  I'm not sure he's been through

18     the process.  I've been through it three

19     times, and if you don't know the

20     variables that are being used to create

21     your assessment, how do you argue against

22     it?  You can say is it comparable sales?

23     Well, that's transactional data, and that

24     is not necessarily accurate as market

25     data.  There's going to be a bell curve,
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2     and there will be outliers on either

3     side.  So that can't be the sole

4     criteria.

5               So I urge Council to urge the

6     appropriate authorities in assessment to

7     publish those variables, even if it's not

8     the algorithm specifically, if they don't

9     believe we can understand the math.

10               And the other thing is that to

11     say that the BRT, once you get past the

12     appeal process, is independent of OPA, in

13     my experience, really is somewhat -- it's

14     just nonsense.

15               I want to talk about one of my

16     properties.  It's under one deed, and

17     there's a conservation easement that was

18     placed on it by the previous owner.  So

19     I'm the successive owner.  And it is

20     legally binding into perpetuity.  The

21     covenants are restricted.  There is no

22     marketability, none, unless -- well, no.

23     You can put some plants on it.

24               Now, it's conservation.  It is

25     not simply what the City called it in
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2     review a buffer, because I didn't want to

3     have neighbors next to me.  There is a

4     significant water problem, and it could

5     have been proven.  There was an

6     independent appeal.  It wasn't listened

7     to.

8               The valuation, as I stated,

9     went from, when we bought it, 109 up to

10     118, down to 38,600 for three years, and

11     then up to $574,000.  That's an increase

12     of over 1,400 percent for a property that

13     you can't do anything on.  You can't put

14     eight pieces of flagstone on it.  That's

15     a permanent structure.

16               So when I say to you you need

17     to have the variables published and

18     considered for each property, that's an

19     important piece of it, because as we all

20     know, every property has some

21     distinguishing features.  It could be

22     flat line.  It could be hillside.  It

23     could have conservation easements.  But

24     they all have to be taken into

25     consideration, and the formula does not
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2     have variables like that.

3               And so my -- I would advocate

4     that it needs to be much more

5     sophisticated and it needs to be much

6     more comprehensive and it needs to be

7     public.

8               We don't want arbitrary

9     decisions, and I'm sure Council doesn't

10     want to have arbitrary decisions.  What

11     we're asking is for uniformity and

12     transparency and predictability in our

13     assessments, and that leads to exactly

14     what Mark was saying about being able to

15     plan our own budgets and being able to

16     take part in the City.

17               So thank you very much.

18               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

19     you, Ms. Andrews.

20               Dr. Stein, thank you very much.

21               Ms. Marconi, I think we have

22     one more panel of people.

23               THE CLERK:  Gail Delong, Martin

24     Jackson, Cora Turpin, Lori Salganicoff,

25     and Walter Spencer.
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2               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Anyone

3     other than the names just called that

4     wishes to testify?

5               Mr. Spencer, you can stay

6     there.  You can be the last one.

7               You do?  All right.  Why don't

8     you come up and sit in one of these

9     chairs here.

10               (Witnesses approached witness

11     table.)

12               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Whoever

13     would like to go first.  Again, try to

14     please limit to three minutes.  Okay?

15               MS. DELONG:  Okay.  My name is

16     Gail Delong and I'm one whose tax

17     increased 85 percent, but that was for

18     2018, and I have learned that condos were

19     reassessed and had that big jump in 2018.

20     I think the single-family homes, they're

21     seeing the jump in 2019.

22               So one of the things I'm going

23     to bring up is with this bill, you might

24     be taking back the taxes for the

25     single-family homes, but the condos are
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2     really getting hit.  In fact, the condos,

3     when I look at the information, I started

4     collecting the information, condos are

5     taxed way higher than single-family

6     homes, and just to mention, we receive

7     less benefits.  We have to pay for our

8     own trash removal.

9               So anyway, I just want to also

10     point out that I don't know how the

11     Office of Property Assessment is doing

12     it, but when you buy a condo, you're not

13     just buying the property.  There's a

14     reserve account.  You're buying a bank

15     account.  You're buying a car.  There

16     might be a car.  There's other services.

17     Single-family homes are not taxed on cars

18     or bank accounts.  So there's a

19     uniformity issue right there.

20               Let me see what else I have to

21     say here.

22               I am actually against this

23     bill, and part of it is is that there is

24     inequity in these assessments, and that

25     needs to be addressed first before you go
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2     ahead with any caps, because some of the

3     properties like condos are not going --

4     are going to be starting at a higher

5     level versus the single-family homes, and

6     I don't really think that's fair.

7               Another reason I'm against this

8     cap situation is, I did live in

9     California for 16 years and I saw what

10     the caps did to affordability over time,

11     both their Proposition 13 and their rent

12     control.  And anyone, anyone who has ever

13     taken a college-level microeconomics

14     course knows that these type of cap

15     systems hurt the poor over time, and you

16     can see it in San Francisco, Oakland how

17     the poor have been pushed out, how it

18     affects demographics, how the black

19     population has been pushed out.  You've

20     seen -- I think Oakland had a black

21     population of 47 percent right before

22     Prop 13 and rent control in around 1980.

23     It's down to close to 25 percent, plus

24     the homelessness, plus the affordability.

25               These cap situations are not
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2     good, because what happens is real estate

3     gets capped, but affordability goes up.

4     You might be protecting grandma and

5     grandpa, but the future generations are

6     going to have to be paying more.

7               COUNCILMAN OH:  I hate to

8     interrupt.  Point of information.

9     There's no cap in this bill.  There's a

10     trigger if it goes up a certain amount,

11     we look at the accuracy.  There's

12     actually no cap in this bill.

13               MS. DELONG:  Okay.  Well, that

14     said, you do need to be concerned about

15     the future generation and you're not

16     hurting them.  And also, like I said

17     before, you really need to make sure

18     everybody is on an equal basis entering

19     in this law, because right now condos are

20     going to be hit, because we got the hit

21     last year.  And right now I'm in an

22     appeal situation because I had an

23     independent auditor come in, an

24     independent licensed assessor, and the

25     OPA has mine assessed at probably 25
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2     percent higher than what it should be.

3     So I'm going through the appeal process.

4     So, yes, there is an appeal process, but

5     it's a hassle to go through.

6               So that's all I have to say.

7               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

8     you.  Thank you, ma'am.  Thank you very

9     much.

10               Who would like to go next?

11               DR. TURPIN:  I'll go next.

12               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Please

13     identify yourself and proceed.

14               DR. TURPIN:  I'm Dr. Cora

15     Turpin from Northern Liberties.

16               I was a school teacher in the

17     Philadelphia public schools, a science

18     educator at the high school level way

19     back in the '70s.  We were required

20     during the time that I was a professional

21     to buy property in Philadelphia to

22     maintain our jobs.  Some of you are old

23     enough to realize that.

24               I bought property in what was

25     then North Philadelphia.  It is now
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2     Northern Liberties, and the difference is

3     this:  You are giving the developers all

4     kinds of breaks while my house cost

5     $24,000, because that's what I could

6     afford as a public servant.  They're

7     putting up houses now costing $750,000,

8     and if I could have afforded that, I

9     would have bought it.  Now, if I couldn't

10     buy it, I can't pay taxes on it.

11               I am part of this, what used to

12     be, middle class who helped to settle

13     Northern Liberties when the rags were

14     coming out of the windows.  We made it a

15     nice place to live because we became the

16     property owners in places where everybody

17     was transient, homeless or in the

18     project.  We do not want charity.

19               As one of the older people in

20     this City, I am speaking for the elderly

21     here.  If we had a decent job, we're not

22     eligible for any support, except the

23     SEPTA pass.  The LOOP and these other

24     things that you've put in place in no way

25     help people who live in these communities
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2     where the property values have gone

3     through the roof.

4               We do not want charity.  What

5     we want is for you to be considerate that

6     we have a fixed income and we are trying

7     to continue to pay taxes and stay in our

8     homes.  We can't do that when you keep

9     raising this AVI, raising the price of

10     water, raising the price of gas, raising

11     the price of electricity; at a time when

12     that 2008 recession took our disposable

13     income and we can't recover from it if we

14     were already retired; at a time when our

15     bodies are disabled, we can't make the

16     repairs on our homes that we used to

17     because we can't do it anymore; at a time

18     when our medical costs are going through

19     the roof.  We're still trying to pay for

20     our AVI and keep our homes together.

21               This is a city with a high

22     number of foreclosures.  Well, no wonder.

23     You're pricing us out of our homes.  Even

24     the people who used to have a job, you

25     are pricing us out of our homes.  And
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2     where can we go?  Well, the neighborhood

3     that we settled and made, quote, safe, we

4     can't afford.  So are we going to the

5     communities where they still have crime

6     problems and become victimized by that?

7     We're too old to build them up again.

8               These are considerations I wish

9     you would bear in mind.  And I would hope

10     that the Bill 412 doesn't go far enough

11     that you would have a tax freeze that is

12     meaningful for people over 70 years old.

13     I have no idea what the aged thing --

14     what the limit was for that aged proposal

15     that they were talking about before.  But

16     when you get to be 70 years old and

17     you've been in this city paying taxes all

18     those years, a tax freeze for a fixed

19     income would seem reasonable.

20               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

21     you, Ms. Turpin.  Thank you very much.

22               DR. TURPIN:  Thank you.

23               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Sir, into

24     the microphone, please.

25               MR. JACKSON:  I'll try to be
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2     brief.

3               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Just

4     state your name first, please.

5               MR.  JACKSON:  I won't cover a

6     lot of what's been covered already.

7               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  I need

8     your name.  Put your name on the record,

9     please.

10               MR.  JACKSON:  Yes.  My name is

11     Martin Jackson.  I live in Queen Village.

12     I've been in the City since 1986.  I'm a

13     simple photographer, retired, and I

14     didn't plan to speak today.  I planned to

15     just hear, but I realized I could speak,

16     so I'm not as prepared as I might be.

17               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  That's

18     okay.

19               MR. JACKSON:  What I'd like to

20     say is -- just give me a second -- that I

21     lived through a wonderful time in New

22     York in the '60s and '70s.  I watched

23     what gentrification did.  It destroyed

24     neighborhoods.  It drove people out.  And

25     I see it happening here.  I hope that it
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2     will not destroy these neighborhoods in

3     this wonderful Philadelphia, which still

4     has them.

5               New York became a wealthy

6     ghetto.  That will happen here.  I see it

7     happening now from my experience.

8               I believe progress is not to

9     add to the abundance of those who have

10     much, but to attend to the needs of those

11     that have few.  That's real social

12     progress.

13               First, I would like to thank

14     Mark Squilla and David Oh, that I support

15     this bill very much, as opposed to the

16     woman who was just next to me who did not

17     support it, although we have a similar

18     background.  I also live in a condominium

19     where I saw an increase, tremendous

20     increase.  I won't go into all the

21     details because other people have done

22     that.  What I will say is, I will just

23     make one last point on this and I'll let

24     my other points --

25               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  I
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2     appreciate that.

3               MR. JACKSON:  That point is

4     when they do the land assessments, what I

5     really do not understand is, land is

6     about 25, 28 or 30 percent of this

7     assessment.  In a condominium the

8     condominium sits on four lots -- three

9     lots of land.  You have 14 units in that

10     condominium.  In a sense, what they are

11     doing is that they are taking 14 bites of

12     that small three-lot apple, 14 bites on

13     the land.  How does that make sense?

14     There's something wrong with that.  I

15     think they need to look at that.

16               That's all I want to say.  It's

17     brief.

18               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

19     you, sir.  Thank you very much.

20               MR. JACKSON:  And I hope -- my

21     last thing is, I hope you will allow

22     enough time for notices and for people to

23     respond.  I only saw this in the Sunday

24     paper and tried to get people to come.

25     Other people were working, whatever.
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2     There's not enough pre-notice and there's

3     not enough time, as I can sense your

4     impatience now.

5               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Well,

6     we're trying to get through the hearing.

7     We got two more coming.

8               If I could ask you to cede the

9     seat to the young lady sitting there.

10               Ms. Salganicoff, we have your

11     written testimony.  If you'd like to

12     proceed, please.

13               MS. SALGANICOFF:  I'm Lori

14     Salganicoff, the Executive Director of

15     the Chestnut Hill Conservancy.  The

16     Conservancy works with property owners to

17     protect open space in the Wissahickon

18     watershed and historic architecture in

19     the upper Northwest section of the City.

20               Thank you for this opportunity

21     to testify.  I'm here on behalf of dozens

22     of property owners who have permanently

23     donated away rights to develop their land

24     in the Wissahickon watershed through

25     conservation easement, but who continue
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2     to be taxed for developable land.

3     Several of them were here today.  You

4     heard one of them speak earlier.

5               A conservation easement is a

6     legally binding agreement between a

7     property owner and a non-profit land

8     trust, like the one I manage, to conserve

9     environmentally sensitive land in

10     perpetuity.  Why should the City care

11     about protecting privately owned green

12     space?  This isn't parkland or a

13     community garden after all.  If you were

14     to ask the Philadelphia Water Department,

15     Friends of the Wissahickon or anyone else

16     who has been negatively affected by

17     stormwater runoff or likes clean water

18     and air, they would tell you that there

19     is vastly more watershed green space

20     around our parks than in our parks.  They

21     will also tell you that chasing after

22     fixing the damage of overdevelopment in

23     watershed communities is much more

24     expensive than taking some of that

25     developable land off of the table.  The
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2     public benefit of maintaining open space

3     is more than just recreation or creating

4     a buffer between properties.

5               There are almost 150 acres of

6     land whose development rights have been

7     donated away by their owners in order to

8     protect our water, our air, and the

9     cultural landscape visible to all.  Our

10     first conservation easement was donated

11     in 1990 to conserve three and a half

12     acres, a donation of that owner's

13     development rights.  Yet in that 28 years

14     since the initial donation, OPA still has

15     no category to value vacant land that has

16     a conservation purpose.  Unless it's a

17     public park, vacant land is valued as

18     future development, whether or not it is

19     developable.  As a result, property

20     owners who have no ability to develop

21     must hire lawyers and appeal their

22     valuations every year.  A couple of years

23     ago, one such valuation increased

24     eleven-fold.  In this last valuation,

25     several undevelopable properties on which
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2     we hold easements increased 20 percent,

3     50 percent, even 120 percent, with no

4     appreciable change.

5               OPA has a standardized formula

6     to value open land, with no variable that

7     indicates it's a conserved property with

8     no development possible.  Their hands are

9     tied.  They don't have the tools.

10     Development or parkland are the only

11     priorities and the only possibilities,

12     but they're not the only possibilities in

13     watershed communities.  Where development

14     is not possible owing to easements or

15     slopes, shouldn't that be in its own

16     class?  And we urge OPA to find more

17     creative ways to determine valuation than

18     the typical search for comparables within

19     the City and a more consistent

20     application.  This is a unique tool that

21     deserves a more progressive approach.

22               It's appropriate that City

23     Council is pushing for action that could

24     resolve this issue, as City Council

25     already passed a resolution affirming the
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2     public benefit of private conservation.

3               The funds raised by tax

4     assessments pay for essential services

5     and amenities to benefit the public.

6     Also benefiting the public are private

7     actions to preserve the water, the green

8     space, and the historic resources that

9     draw millions to live and visit in

10     Philadelphia, the nation's only World

11     Heritage City.  Yet instead of

12     encouraging the property owners who

13     protect these treasures, the City,

14     through OPA, forces them to annually

15     defend themselves.  These properties are

16     not the same as their unencumbered

17     neighbors.

18               This program has grown in the

19     Wissahickon watershed, but this is just

20     one of five watersheds within City

21     boundaries.  We should be finding ways to

22     encourage all of the property owners in

23     our important watershed communities to

24     choose conservation over development

25     where possible and protect our air and
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2     water, not punishing those who have done

3     so already.

4               Thank you.

5               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  If I

6     could just ask you, ma'am, I'm not real

7     clear, are you supporting or opposing the

8     bill?

9               MS. SALGANICOFF:  I'm

10     supporting the bill.  Thank you.

11               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  You're

12     supporting the bill?  Okay.  All right.

13               Ma'am, please identify yourself

14     and proceed.

15               MS. CARROLL:  Good afternoon,

16     City Councilman.  My name is Lori Carroll

17     and I live on Woodstock Street in the

18     Francisville area, and I thank you, and I

19     do support the bill.

20               My evaluation, home evaluation,

21     went up 15 percent, but the largest homes

22     on the corner -- and I'm about five or

23     six houses into the corner.  The 2009

24     evaluation of those homes did not

25     increase.  And one corner house, it's
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2     about $30,000 less than the corner house

3     across the street.  I looked, and the

4     owners of those houses live in a

5     different area.  So I am surmising that

6     that is rental property.  So the tax

7     assessment has -- it discriminates

8     against homeowners.

9               I've been in my home since 1998

10     and have gone through the various tax

11     increases.  So that is very much unfair.

12     And I was listening.  I've been here for

13     a while and I was listening to the OPA,

14     and they cannot give you their formula in

15     how they assess the evaluation of their

16     homes, which tells me that the assessment

17     is arbitrary and is discriminate.  But I

18     know as a homeowner my evaluation is a

19     lot higher than the rental properties on

20     the corner.  And that's -- I'm going to

21     stop now, because I know you have another

22     meeting, but I thank you, and I do

23     support the bill.

24               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

25     you, ma'am.  Thank you for your time.  I
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2     appreciate it.

3               Mr. Spencer, if you want to

4     come up.  I think -- there's no one else

5     here to testify, correct?

6               (No response.)

7               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:

8     Mr. Spencer.  And, again, time-wise, I

9     know you got a lot to say on this, but if

10     you could try to be brief.  Just state

11     your name and proceed.

12               MR. SPENCER:  My name is Walter

13     Spencer.  I'm going to be very brief.

14               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

15               MR. SPENCER:  Councilman, I

16     understand what you and your co-sponsors

17     are trying to do.  I think there's some

18     technical issues with this bill that I'd

19     like to discuss with you offline.

20               I would say to the Council that

21     even if this bill is enacted, it's not

22     going to solve the problem you have this

23     year with people facing a large increase

24     in their 2019 tax bill.

25               I have two suggestions and one
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2     piece of information.  The first

3     suggestion is cut the tax rate.  People

4     wouldn't care about their assessments if

5     they weren't used as a basis for property

6     tax.  If you remember in 2013 when AVI

7     was implemented, the tax rate was reduced

8     and the same amount of dollars were

9     raised in Fiscal 2014 as were raised in

10     Fiscal 2013.  Assessments went up.  Rates

11     went down.  I think you can do that again

12     this year.

13               The second thing I would say is

14     to increase the homestead exemption from

15     $30,000 to $45,000, because this will

16     provide protection for people in the

17     lowest valued homes, which tend to be

18     people with lower incomes.  The '13, just

19     to remind you, is because the School

20     District is no longer distressed, you

21     have it within your powers of City

22     Council to increase the percentage of

23     property tax that goes to the schools.

24     You're not bound to the 55/45 formula

25     that's been used over the last three
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2     years.

3               Thank you very much.

4               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

5     you, Mr. Spencer.  I appreciate your

6     time.

7               That concludes our hearings,

8     and we will proceed momentarily.

9               (Pause.)

10               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  That

11     concludes the public hearing of the

12     Committee on Law and Government.  We're

13     going to move to a public meeting, and

14     first I want to recognize Vice Chair

15     Councilman Green for a motion, please.

16               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Thank you,

17     Mr. Chair.  I move that Bill No. 180240,

18     Bill No. 180241, and Resolution 180249 be

19     held.

20               (Duly seconded.)

21               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  It's been

22     moved and seconded that the bills and

23     resolution as read by Councilman Green be

24     held.

25               All in favor?
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2               (Aye.)

3               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Opposed?

4               (No response.)

5               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Hearing

6     none, Bill Nos. 180240, 180241, and

7     Resolution 180249 are being held.

8               Councilman Green.

9               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Thank you,

10     Mr. Chair.  I move that Bill No. 180398

11     be amended.  The amendment has been

12     circulated to all members of this

13     Committee.

14               (Duly seconded.)

15               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  It's been

16     moved and seconded the amendment to Bill

17     No. 180398 be approved.

18               All in favor?

19               (Aye.)

20               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Opposed?

21               (No response.)

22               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  The

23     amendment is approved.

24               Councilman Green.

25               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Thank you,
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2     Mr. Chair.  I move that Resolution No.

3     180412 be amended.  The resolution has

4     been circulated to all members of the

5     Committee.

6               (Duly seconded.)

7               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  It's been

8     moved and seconded that the amendment to

9     Resolution 180412 be approved.

10               All in favor?

11               (Aye.)

12               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Opposed?

13               (No response.)

14               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Hearing

15     none, the amendment to that resolution is

16     approved.

17               Councilman Green.

18               COUNCILMAN GREEN:  Thank you,

19     Mr. Chair.  I move that Bill No. 180398,

20     as amended, and Resolution 180412, as

21     amended, be held to this Committee.

22               (Duly seconded.)

23               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  It's been

24     moved and seconded that the bill and

25     resolution with the proper amendments be
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2     held in this Committee.

3               All in favor?

4               (Aye.)

5               (Pause.)

6               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  I'm

7     sorry.  All in favor of the motion by

8     Councilman Green, please say aye.

9               (Aye.)

10               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Opposed?

11               COUNCILMAN O'NEILL:  Nay.

12               COUNCILMAN OH:  Nay.

13               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

14               COUNCILWOMAN BASS:  Nay.

15               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Okay.

16     The majority voting in the affirmative,

17     the bill and resolution as read by

18     Councilman Green is being held in this

19     Committee.

20               Thank you very much.  That

21     completes our business for today.

22               Hold on.  I'm sorry.  The Chair

23     recognizes Councilman Oh.

24               COUNCILMAN OH:  Well, I wanted

25     to thank everyone for attending today.
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2     My bill is being held.  There are some

3     questions.  I wish we could get it out of

4     Committee, but we're going to work on it

5     some more, and I hope to be able to

6     satisfy all the questions so we could

7     deal with this issue of having some

8     oversight over OPA.

9               Thank you very much.

10               COUNCILMAN GREENLEE:  Thank

11     you.  Thank you, Councilman Oh.

12               And the Committee will stand in

13     recess.  Thank you.

14               (Committee on Law and

15     Government recessed at 1:00 p.m.)

16                   - - -

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25
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