
Quakertown school directors rip into plan to replace property taxes 

By Gary Weckselblatt, staff writer 

Quakertown school board members lashed out at state lawmakers Thursday night for a proposal to 

change the way schools are funded without addressing mandated spending that they say has forced 

them to raise taxes. 

"The 2,000-pound elephant is PSERS," director Charles Shermer said of the Public School Employees' 

Retirement System. "It's been out of control and likely taken up every tax increase for last five years." 

The board also said charter school payments, a $2.1 million budget item this year, along with being 

tied to Philadelphia's prevailing wage, which officials said beefed up the cost of the $75 million high 

school renovation project by 25 percent, are mandates forced upon them by the General Assembly. 

The discussion was prompted by reports that the state Senate will vote this session on legislation to 

significantly limit most property taxes in favor of increased sales and income taxes. That measure, 

sponsored by state Sen. David Argall, R-29, of Berks and Schuylkill counties, has bipartisan support 

and failed in the last legislative session by one vote. 

Argall's legislation would increase the state's income tax from 3.07 percent to 4.95 percent and raise 

the sales tax from 6 percent to 7 percent. Additionally, to make up the nearly $14 billion needed to 

fund the commonwealth's 500 school districts, the sales tax would expand to items now exempted, 

including groceries, clothing, beer, liquor, financial, funeral and salon services, and nonprescription 

drugs. 

The new revenue sources would replace dollar-for-dollar the revenues lost by the school property tax 

elimination, Argall's co-sponsorship memoranda states. A portion of the school property tax would 

remain only to pay off debt service. 

Districts would continue to collect the property tax until June 30, 2017. After that, districts would 

receive their reimbursement from the state treasury on a quarterly basis with a cost-of-living 

adjustment. 

https://www.theintell.com/users/profile/Gary%20Weckselblatt


Act 1 of 2006, the state's property tax law that allows tax increases based on an inflation formula, 

plus exceptions for items such as retirement and special education costs, would end. Under Argall's 

plan, any district seeking to spend above the allotment from the state would need to seek a voter 

referendum. Districts could increase the local personal income tax or earned income tax if approved 

by the voters in that district. 

Because it's expected to pass the Senate this time, school board President Paul Stepanoff suggested 

the district "make it more palatable" by supporting amendments to a bill that would keep the money 

local rather than sending it to Harrisburg.   

His first idea is to have the tax collectors who gather the earned income tax also collect the state 

income tax. Secondly, use the system employed by Philadelphia, which has its own city tax in addition 

to the sales tax. 

"There's already a method in place to collect sales tax from two different buckets," Stepanoff said. 

"Let's have all of our local merchants collect it and instead of sending it to the state they'll send it to 

us." 

Board member Ronald Jackson said, "I would love to see property taxes go away, but my biggest fear 

is that we give all that money to Harrisburg, then we have to hope and pray that any funding formula 

they create would be equal to what we get from property taxes — and I don't trust them. I think they 

will fail miserably with that tax (to fund all schools)." 

Jeffrey Garton, the district's solicitor, said that the measure would bring "a tremendous shift" in the 

tax burden from businesses and "fall on individuals." 

Of the $61 million in property taxes collected by the district last year, $12 million comes from 700 

commercial properties.  

David Baldinger, who leads the Pennsylvania Coalition of Taxpayer Associations, has been an 

advocate of the legislation for years. He said his opponents "are in absolute panic mode" and are 

using "exaggeration and lies by omission." 



On loss of local control, he said the Argall legislation "removes the ability of some five school board 

members to raise property taxes at will. School districts are free to use money any way they wish. For 

them to say the sky is falling and Harrisburg is going to control our schools is just an out-and-out lie." 

Baldinger said the measure calls for a "dollar-for-dollar replacement for all property taxes eliminated 

in any district. It gets back every penny. They're using that as an excuse to fight the bill." 

Stepanoff, the school board's president, called property taxes "the most unfair tax there is" and said 

he is for "their elimination." At the same time, however, he said that when districts are paying 

$32,500 a year into PSERS for a school employee making $100,000 and the contribution continues to 

grow above the rate of inflation "you go bankrupt without addressing the reason we have property 

taxes that are out of control. This bill just kicks the can down the road." 

Said Shermer, "If they pass this in Harrisburg, it's malfeasance." 


