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Should Pennsylvania eliminate school property taxes? Readers debate 
The Morning Call | Jun 13, 2019 | 7:00 AM 
 
A bipartisan group of state senators has proposed a bill to eliminate school property taxes in 
Pennsylvania. Senate Bill 76 would expand the personal income tax and sales tax to replace 
school property taxes dollar-for-dollar while giving schools the ability to raise additional 
revenues through either a local personal income tax or earned income tax — after voter 
approval. 
 
Do you think Pennsylvania should eliminate school property taxes? 
 
 

Don’t give Harrisburg more money and power 
Vote no on this and for several reasons. The first one is that Harrisburg officials can’t handle the 
responsibilities they have now. Don’t give them more money and power. 
 
Second, based on the article that The Morning Call suggested I research to form this response, 
the math simply doesn’t add up. According to state Sen. Mike Fulmer, Pennsylvania school 
districts collect “over $14 billion in property taxes.” The Homestead Exemption plan the senator 
is backing only raises $8.5 billion. Again, according to the article. That’s a $5.5 billion shortfall 
from the current system. 
 
Third, this is not a tax break, it’s a tax shift. It’s a shell game. It’s three-card monte. It’s an 
increase on the sales and income tax that we all pay. The high-end property owners who own 
millions of dollars in real estate are licking their lips, hoping this passes. It’s a huge tax break for 
them and a shift of the expenses to the majority of the people who are reading this. 
 
Tell your state officials to vote no on Senate Bill 76. 
 
Kyle Gabovitz 
Bethlehem 
 
 

Proposal to eliminate property taxes needs work 
A complex issue with numerous details I am not familiar with. I do not enjoy receiving the tax 
bill either but, upon consideration, the elimination and replacement of that tax with the current 
proposal appears to need work. The imposition of increased sales taxes would create additional 
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hardships on low-income individuals, and the increase in personal income tax appears to again 
penalize those who work hard and are successful. 
 
Additionally with any funding, the question of how and why those funds are being spent should 
be part of the discussion. Are the monies being spent wisely? 
 
A poorly educated populace is indeed costly to society but so is wasting public dollars no matter 
what the method to obtain those dollars. 
 
Mark Porcaro 
Lower Mount Bethel Township 
 
 

The system needs reform but don’t drop property tax 
Almost every Pennsylvania resident agrees that the school property tax system needs to be 
changed. As Zahava Stadler of EdBuild, a nonprofit focused on education inequity and school 
funding, put it, “Pennsylvania is the Wild West of local school taxes.” 
 
The system is seen as inequitable and punitive for fixed income seniors as well as for younger, 
lower income families. 
 
What is to be done? If the purpose of public education is to provide every child with the 
opportunity to learn, then funding for public schools must be raised fairly and equitably. If SB 
76 passes, personal income taxes will increase 61% and the Pennsylvania sales and use tax will 
increase 17%. While this sounds like an easy fix, property taxes are more stable and predictable 
than sales and income taxes. The latter are far more volatile, depending upon the performance 
of our state and national economy. 
 
Recessions usually cause sales and income taxes to drop precipitously. Then what? What will 
happen when the next recession hits? Who will have the guts to raise taxes for school funding 
then? Let me hazard a guess: no one. 
 
Does the system need to be reformed? Yes. 
 
I support alternative approaches, such as school district consolidation, reductions in the 
millions of dollars spent on standardized testing, which adds little value to the education of our 
children, significant charter school funding reform, and levying a reasonable severance tax on 
the Marcellus Shale natural gas industry in Pennsylvania. 
 
Jill Hirt 
Upper Saucon Township 
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Bill won’t produce money needed for schools 
Senate Bill 76 is very much a Republican piece of legislation despite the names of four 
Democrats among its 18 co-sponsors. It will benefit corporations and the wealthy, hurt the poor 
and fall far short of producing the revenues necessary to fund our schools. 
 
Dangling the carrot of eliminating school property taxes comes with the cost of being hit by the 
stick of a 61% increase in the personal income tax, a 17% increase in the sales tax and the very 
real possibility that you will still get a property tax bill from your school district. 
 
Pennsylvania’s 500 school districts carry about $25 billion in debt. Only eight are debt-free. The 
remaining 492 districts can still levy property taxes until their debt is retired. That can be years, 
if not decades, before your property tax is eliminated. 
 
The sales tax increase includes a huge loophole for the corporate world. Business-to-business 
transactions will not be taxed but business-to-consumer activity will be. An individual and a 
business may both retain the same law firm but only the individual’s bill will be taxed. 
 
As you ponder that gift to corporations, you may also wonder if landlords will reduce rents or if 
voters will actually pass local referendums to increase their taxes to compensate for the $3 
billion in school property taxes businesses will not be paying. 
 
There are many things that can be done to ease the tax burden on residential homeowners and 
renters. SB 76 is not one of them. 
 
Lawrence Gasda 
Bethlehem 
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Five reasons Pa.’s school property taxes are so hard to kill 
 

By Ed Mahon, PA Post · March 15, 2019 

This story originally appeared on PA Post. 
 
Bob Smith and his wife moved into the house about 16 years ago. 
 
There’s a lot he likes about the place — a ranch-style house with a finished basement in 
Schuylkill County. 
 
On a living room wall, Smith has pictures of Mary Ellen, his wife of more than 40 years who died 
last year, and their old pets. The trees in the backyard give the home a semi-secluded, woodsy 
feel. 
 
From his long back porch, he can hear water from the West Branch of the Schuylkill River and, a 
few times a day, the sound of a train going by. He has space in the garage to store a few old 
garden tractors that he tinkers with. 
 
Smith, though, does have a complaint — one that he shares with many Pennsylvanians and a 
significant number of state lawmakers: The property taxes. 
 
“I am a senior citizen, age 66, living in Schuylkill County,” Smith wrote to the Listening Post. “I 
pay property taxes of about 4k per year on a home valued at about 170k, way too much. What 
factors keep these taxes in force?” 
 
Smith pays those taxes to the county, township and school district where he lives. But the 
school district costs the most: More than $2,200 a year for him. 
 
“That’s a bite in the butt,” said Smith, who is retired after working for the Pennsylvania National 
Guard and the state Department of Military and Veterans Affairs. 
 
Those school district property taxes are the ones that get the most attention from lawmakers in 
Harrisburg. 
 
State Sen. David Argall, a Republican from Schuylkill County, is one of the lawmakers who has 
tried for years to kill them. 
 
Here are five things that stand in the way — plus a look at how a recent constitutional 
amendment gives lawmakers more options. 
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1. Other taxes would have to rise. 
 
For years, some lawmakers have pushed a plan to eliminate school district property taxes, 
usually introduced as a bill with 76 or 1776 in the title — a nod to the Declaration of 
Independence. 
 
Argall introduced the last version of Senate Bill 76 on Feb. 22. Under the plan, the state would: 
 

 increase the personal income tax rate from 3.07 percent to 4.95 percent; 
 raise the state sales tax rate from 6 percent to 7 percent; 
 and expand what is covered by the state sales tax. 

 
 
Some parts of the sales tax expansion would have a relatively small impact for a family: 
haircuts, amusement park tickets, candy and gum would be added. 
 
But other parts of the sales tax expansion — such as for child care and nursing homes — could 
cost a family several hundred or thousands of dollars. 
 
Still, Argall thinks those increases would be better than the current property tax system. 
 
“It’s archaic. It’s extraordinarily unpopular,” Argall said. “And I think it’s just time to put a stake 
through its heart and kill it off once and for all.” 
 
And in a co-sponsorship memo, Argall said no tax should have the power to leave someone 
homeless. 
 
2. It would be a really big change — especially for Pennsylvania. 
 
Pennsylvania’s education system puts a heavier burden on local taxpayers than most other 
states. 
 
In Pennsylvania, the state provides nearly 38 percent of the money for public K-12 schools, 
according to U.S. census data for the 2016 fiscal year. 
 
Only Illinois, Nebraska, New Hampshire and South Dakota provided a lower percentage. 
 
In the same year, local property taxes provided more than $13 billion for public K-12 schools in 
Pennsylvania. 
 
That status quo that is hard to change, Argall said. 
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“While I think the system is rotten at the core, it’s pretty well been in effect since at least the 
1830s,” Argall said, later adding, “I think people are naturally afraid of change, and this is not a 
small change. This would be an extraordinarily massive change.” 
 
3. There are a wide range of opponents 
 
The issue doesn’t break down neatly along party or ideological lines. 
 
Business groups, teachers unions, school boards, food banks and others have opposed school 
property tax elimination. They have different reasons. 
 
The Pennsylvania Chamber of Business and Industry says eliminating property taxes would just 
shift the burden without addressing “unsustainable cost-drivers and unfunded mandates.” The 
chamber also says that money from property taxes is more reliable than from income and sales 
taxes. 
 
The Pennsylvania School Boards Association has argued that proposal would help large 
corporations, hurt individual taxpayers, and lead to underfunded schools. 
 
And many opponents like to point out that, under elimination plans, property taxes would 
remain in place until a district’s local debt is paid off. 
 
4. The governor is not on board. 
 
During Scott Wagner’s campaign for governor, the Republican promised to junk the property 
tax. But he lost the 2018 election to incumbent Democratic Gov. Tom Wolf. 
 
In his first budget address in 2015, Wolf proposed a major tax shift that would have reduced 
property taxes for homeowners, but that didn’t pass. And he has opposed the 76 plans to fully 
cut school property taxes. 
 
“I’ve had some interesting conversations with the governor,” Argall said. “He’s sympathetic to 
the cause. He has some objections to the bill. We’re trying to work through those.” 
 
5. Any shift risks a potential backlash 
 
In 1988, Pennsylvania lawmakers approved a plan to change the local tax system. 
 
“At the heart of the plan is a tradeoff: Homeowners are being promised property tax reductions 
in exchange for allowing local governments to raise income taxes,” The Associated Press 
reported in 1989. 
 
But the article noted that there was a lot of confusion over the plan and who exactly would 
benefit from the shift. 
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When it came time for voters to weigh in on the proposed constitutional amendment, they 
rejected the plan in big numbers. 
 
“Somehow the message did not get through,” Democratic Gov. Robert P. Casey said following 
the referendum vote, according to Education Weekcoverage. “The average person had difficulty 
relating the benefits of the plan to their own individual circumstances.” 
 
That was, of course, a different plan than full elimination of school property taxes. 
 
But the concern about creating new winners and losers is an ongoing one. 
 
During a recent Pennsylvania Press Club luncheon, Senate Majority Leader Jake Corman 
referenced the long history of the property tax debate in Pennsylvania. 
 
“There’s a reason why property taxes have been out there for 40 years of discussion — because 
there’s no easy answer,” Corman said. 
 
He said all four caucuses and the governor would need to get behind a proposal “and walk 
down the aisle together” to overcome the inherent political challenges. 
 
What’s next 
 

Lawmakers have new options available to them now, thanks to a constitutional amendment that 

voters approved in 2017. That amendment makes it possible to eliminate property taxes for 

someone’s primary residence while keeping them for commercial, industrial and other 

properties. 

 

Argall said he would prefer to eliminate school property taxes for all. But he said the 

homeowner-only option has been written and might be added as an amendment into Senate Bill 

76 if full elimination lacks support to move ahead. 

 

Right now, full elimination is about five or six votes short of passing in the Senate, he said. 

 

“We all understand that, you know, some changes may be necessary,” Argall said. “But we’re 

using 76 as the goal, the framework and then we’re trying to build on it from there.” 

 

Still, even eliminating property taxes for homeowners would cost several billion dollars. 

 

Wolf’s press secretary, J.J. Abbott, said the governor opposes taxing food or clothing. He said 

any reform needs to ensure that school districts aren’t negatively impacted and said Wolf wants 

to focus on finding a compromise that reduces the burden for the most vulnerable. 

 

“Recent moves to focus on primary residences are a positive step in the right direction,” Abbott 

said. 
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As for Smith, he plans to move out of his Schuylkill County house. But property taxes, he said, 

aren’t to blame for that. He can still afford to live there. 

 

But now that his wife is gone, it’s just Smith and a cat living there. The house seems too big and 

he doesn’t want to deal with the yard work. 

 

He’s looked into moving to Maryland or Delaware. But, right now, he’s leaning toward a mobile 

home, about 20 miles away from where he lives now. 

 

He expects that his property taxes would be thousands of dollars less — not because of different 

rates, but because the property value would be so much less. 

 

He’s not sure yet what he would do with the extra money. 

 

“I’m going to see how much extra I have — if I have extra,” Smith said. “But one of the things I 

want to do is try to do something good with that money — whatever it may be.” 


