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	 July is soon upon us and real estate tax bills will be going out.  This year, GM taxpayers 
will see a slight increase equivalent to $13.00 on a home assessed at $100,000.  We recently 
reviewed the big picture of finances over the last five years which outline why a tax increase is 
necessary.

For the period of fiscal years 2014-2015 through 2018-2019 (5 years), our local real 
estate tax increases brought in an additional $783,143.  During those same five years, our state 
dollars increased by $701,956.  So, the total increase to our revenue was $1,485,099.

Now watch it come and go!  (You may want to get pencil and paper to lay these numbers 
out side by side.)  In the same five year period, our increase in payments to the state pension 
fund was $1,291,890.  In that same five year period, our total payment (not increase) to cyber 
charter schools was $2,067,611.  In those five years, increases to all wages was $1,457,750.

You see that we could say that our increased revenue went completely to any one of those 
three items, except of course cyber charter tuition which took $582,512 more than the new 
revenue we brought in.  I would also point out that our increase in wages during the five year 
period was much higher than normal.  After a study of wages at Erie County school districts for 
support personnel (not teachers or administration), we found we were way behind what other 
districts were paying.  So two of those five years we attempted to get closer to our competition.  
Without those two year spikes, our wage increases would have been closer to $800,000.

So where does this put us?  Not in a good spot, I’m afraid.  There are two bad pieces of 
news that come from this.

I took a finance class in 2011 from Dr. William Hartman at Penn State.  He had been 
looking at school budgets across the state for over thirty years.  He noted that 2011-2012 would 
be the worst year for school budgets in all the years he had been in the business.  His class was 
titled, “New Fiscal Reality” and the reality is not pretty.

Two things have contributed to the new fiscal reality.  First, the great recession of 2007 
impacted investments, including state retirement systems.  Secondly, Act 1 of 2006 set limits on 
how much a school district can raise taxes in a given year.  Prior to Act 1, districts would go a 
few years without raising taxes, then have a steep increase.  There would be complaining and 
grumbling that year but peace would be restored for a number of years until a steep increase was 
needed again.  Act 1 seeks to smooth out tax increases so it is only a little every year.  Dr. 
Hartman said if we have any chance of remaining solvent, taxes must increase a little every year 
which is pretty much what we have done.  What has occurred since that class, though, has shown 
that even small tax increases every year will not be enough as you can see what has happened to 
us over the past five years.

Many people want to look to the state for relief of local taxes; but, since that class in 
2011, the fair funding formula is slowly shifting funding from parts of the state (like ours) that 
have lost population to the east, where population has grown.  Sounds fair, but the issue becomes 
adequacy,  Without the state putting more money into education, districts in NW PA will lose big.

The state will reply that they have put more money into education and that is true.  What 
the “fiscal conservatives” fail to note is that they are slicing the pie into more pieces with charter 
schools and private schools taking more funds.  They are essentially trying to run three school 
systems and it is not working (except for the cyber charters which are rolling in cash).  

Recent events in Harrisburg support my statement.  The house recently passed HB 357 
along party lines.  It is the Holy Grail expansion bill that the charter industry has been seeking 
for years. If HB 357 becomes law, charter school expansion will be turbo charged throughout the 
commonwealth.  There have been numerous calls to impose fiscal responsibility on these charter 
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schools but Republican leaders are thwarting the effort.   I have written many times about the 
failure of these schools and the fiscal irresponsibility of many of them so you can check  the 
Lancer Letter Archives if you’d like to know more.

Also, recently in Harrisburg, the legislature sent Governor Wolf HB 800 for his signature. 
He vetoed it.  It sought to increase funding for private/religious school scholarships through the 
EITC program by $100 million in 2019-2020 and increase that funding to $544 million/year by 
2029-2030 through a built-in 10% annual escalator.  Eventually, more than half a billion in tax 
dollars will be diverted and the legislators will say, “we just don’t have the money for public 
education.”  Hmmm . . . wonder why that would be? The word is that they will still try to slip 
this bill into the school code budget authorization bill.

Public schools.  Charter Schools.  Private Schools.  Let’s pick just one, Harrisburg, and 
fund it well.


