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| ntroduction and Background

Good motritig, Chairman Benniinghoff, Chairwoman Mundy, and distinguished members
of the House Finance Committee. Thank you for thisopportunity to prcscnt comments
today on behalf of the City of Easton, PA. My name is Chris Heagele, and | amthe City's
Director of Finance.

1 havc beert the Director of Finance at the City of Easton since April 2008 = nearly fouir
years. Prior to my time at the City, | was an employeeof Plymouth Park Tax Services
LLC - aservicer and purchaser of delinquentreal estatctax lichs in numerousstates
including Pennsylvania, [ haye a Master of Public Policy from Hatvard University's John
F. Kennedy School of Government in Cambridge, MA and a Bachelars of Science in
Economics from the University of Pennisylvania’s Wharton School of Businessin
Philadelphia, PA.

| strongly support House Bill No. 1877, and | encourags thelegislatureto adopt its
provisions as quickly as possible. My support for this measure can be summarized by
three words— cost, efficiency, and choice.

Cost

| believethat the City of Easton providesitsresidentswith agood valuc for their tax
dollar. Our ¢ore mission, established by Mayor SavatoreJ. Panto, Jr.,i s to provideour
residents with a Clean and Safe City. Everythingthat we do in Easton is about clean and
safe. More police officcrs. More firefighters, More public services workers. More code
enforcement officers. More economic devel opment assistance programs. In Easton, it iS
all about Clcan and Safe, and | buy into thismission becausel am not only an employee;
but [ am also a City resident and taxpayer.

My department’s mission at the City isto'* Provide the Resourcesfor a Clean and Safe
City." When the Department of Finance provides resourcesin a cost effectivemanner,
more money, more resources, and more tax dollarscan be directed to the activitiesthat
really add value to our residents.

There arc two real costs to excessive red estatc tax delinquencies—the cost to cellect the
delinquency and the cost (in the form of an additional tax burden becausc of rediiction in
efficiency) to residentsthat play by the rulesand actually pay their taxes timely. Our goal
Isto minimize both



The City of Eastonuses the services of Portnoff Law Associatesto collect delinquent real
estate taxes, Weuse Portnoff because they have a proven track record that has bcen
shown to reduce the cost of and improvethe efficiency of delinquent real estate tax
collection. Here arethefacts:

¢ Portnoffdoes not charge the City of [iaston’s current property taxpayets for its
services. All feescollected by Portnoff arc paid by the delinquenttaxpayer.
Therefore, our current taxpayersdo not subsidize delinquent taxpayer behavior
and 100% of their tax dollarsareused on valuc addcd activities.

* The Tax Claim Bureaucommissionis paid from eollected delinquent red estate
taxcs, Only 95% of delinquent tax dollarsare available for use on vaiue addcd
activitieswhen the Tax Claim Bureau isused as the collection agent. Therefore,
current taxpaycrsmust subsidize delinquent tax payers by picking up the
diffcrencc by eithier the imposition of a higher tax, the reduction in City services,
or both.

e Statelaw currently requires mumicipalities to pay the Tax Claim Burcau's 5%
commission even if themunicipalitiespartners with another entity to collect
delinquent real cstatctaxes. So, you can haveachoice, but the City may bc
required to pay extrafor that choice.

Efficiency

So, why would amunicipality cngage athird party collector even if itisrequired to pay
theTax Claim Burcau? Again, aone word answer — Efficiency. And, in the case of
Easton, there is asecond answer- To the Tax Claim Burcau's credit, the Northarpton
County Tax Claim Bureau has agreed to warve itSright to the 5% commission, but is
consideringa changeto its position.

Efficient delinquent tax collectionisdefined by two metrics — speed and dollars
collccted. The use of athird perty collector, such as Portnoff Law Associates, has
alowed the City of Easton to collect more money faster than prior to itSuse of Portnoff”s
services. Hereare thefacts:

¢  TheCity's current tax collection rate IS near 97%. This iSan enviableresult for
any taxing jurisdiction — especially a Third ClassCity with dense urban ccntcrs.
The presence of an efficient third party collector in addition to other tactics that
havc bcen employed smce my arrival in 2008 have been responsiblefor this
incredible collectionrate even during the current “Great Recession.™

¢ TheCity budget is based on the amount of real estate taxesit predicts it can
collect — not what it bills. Therefore, ahigher collection rate allews for more
resources for other value addcd activities— such as police, fire, and public
Services.



The City receives collected funds very quickly from itsthird party collector. In
comparison, it may take as long as six months to receive fundsfrom the Tax
Claim Burcau following collection at atax sae. In the meantime, taxpayets who
are current on their accountsare required to cithcr fund the difference or be
subjected to a reduction in sgrvices.

Choice

Itishard to argue —choiceisawaysbetter than no choice. In the area of delinquent real
estate tax collection, my City has a choice, but it iSachoice with strings attached. It isnot
afair choice because one entity, the Tax Claim Burcau, has been given an unfair
advantage over all other ¢hoices. And, as outline during thistestimony, in thefinal
analysis, that unfair advantage requires our City's already overburden taxpayersto pay
for higher out of pocket costs or amore inefficient process — or in the case of the City of
Easton — both.

HB 1877 provides an avenueto alow the City of Easton with a fair and consistent
choice. Collecting municipal revenues iSavery hardlob. No one wantsto pay taxes. No
one wantsto pay fees. No one wantsto pay more than they have to. Thisis human nature,
and a problem | deal with on adaily basis. When a taxpayer raises one of thescissues, I
quickly discuss Fairness and consistency because thescarc eagy concepts that everyone
can agree on and understand. Most peaple can agree that everyone, every organization
should be trcated the same. The taxesare what the taxes are. The fees are what the fees
are. The deadline is what thie dcadlimeis. | do not méke exceptions because that would he
vnfair and inconsistent.

The current staterules give County Tax Claim Bureausan unfair exception. HBIR77
climinates that exception. Therefore, | strongly support its adoption, and encourage the
legislatureto adopt 1ts provisionsas quickly aspossible.

Again, | would like to thank you for this opportimity to present comments today, and
would welcome any questions that you might have,



