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THE IDEA OF CHARGING MUNICIPALITIES for State 
Police services has been around for two decades. Some say it’s 
urgent. Others, meanwhile, call it a money grab and predict local 
property taxes will go through the roof. When it comes to public 
safety, though, the fee will do little to cure a bigger problem ailing the 
state and municipalities: budget-busting police costs.

G110824_pgs 8-21 - Township Policing - Oct19.indd   9 9/6/19   10:38 AM



H empfield Township in 
Westmoreland County 
is Pennsylvania’s third 
largest township — and 
it’s still growing.
 Projects, including 

a $131 million mini-casino, new restau-
rants, and hundreds of homes, are certain 
to pump its population above 43,000.
 The township’s busy commercial 
district stretches along Route 30, and if 
you meander east, heading deeper into 
the Laurel Highlands, eventually you 
might stumble upon Lincoln Township 
in Bedford County. A quintessential 
rural community with a smattering of 
homes and hunting cabins, the town-
ship has 407 residents and no business-
es. It also ranks among Pennsylvania’s 
smallest municipalities.
 Sixty-five miles apart, these town-
ships couldn’t be more different, yet 
they share something in common: Nei-
ther has a local police department. 
 “There’s not a lot going on here,” says 
Barb Hammer, Lincoln Township’s part-
time secretary-treasurer. “I don’t even 
know what a local police force would do.”
 That choice to opt out of local police 
coverage, however, is a problem for a 
handful of lawmakers and now Gov. Tom 
Wolf, who have been pushing for a per 
capita tax on these and about 1,300 other 
communities that rely on the Pennsylva-
nia State Police for protection. 
 Winners would include the state, 
which would get an injection of funds 
— more than $100 million initially — 
to cover a controversial budget shortfall. 
 The losers? 
 Well, that would be hundreds of 
communities and their residents, which 
would be forced to enact and pay sig-
nificant tax increases for State Police 
coverage, a service their state taxes 
already support.
 “That’s double taxation,” PSATS Ex-
ecutive Director Dave Sanko says, “and 
it’s enough to make you shake your head.”
 
Passing the buck?
 Gov. Wolf’s latest proposal, a popula-
tion-based, sliding-scale fee that ranges 
from $8 to $166 per person, would cost 
Hempfield Township the most, an esti-
mated $6.9 million, or roughly half of 
its $13.6 million budget. 
 Lincoln Township would pay around 
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 “God bless the municipalities that have police departments, but 
    why are the rest of us being punished?”

$3,400. While that may not seem like 
much, it’s a major expense for a mu-
nicipality with a bare-bones budget 
and little to no crime. Hammer worries 
that when and if a State Police fee is 
approved, it will head in the same direc-
tion as other taxes: up.
 “How are we ever going to come up 
with this? We’re already operating at a 
bare minimum,” she says. “There’s not 
much more we can cut.”
 Gary Goodwin wonders the same. 
 Chair of the Homer Township Board 
of Supervisors in Potter County, he says 
the rural community of around 300 has 
no property tax and no crime — “zilch” 
is how he characterizes it — and that’s 
not going to change.
 “I guess we’ll have to pull money out 
of our roads and bridges,” Goodwin says, 
“because we’re not going to raise taxes 
to get something we already pay for.” 
 “The State Police have always been 
good enough for us,” says Dawn Koch, 
manager of Washington Township in 
Schuylkill County, which has 3,033 
residents and would pay $25 per person, 
or about $75,825 a year, under Wolf’s 
latest proposal.
 In a recent poll of township resi-
dents, 98 percent of respondents said 
they wanted to continue with the State 
Police, rather than raise taxes to start a 
local department, Koch says. “We don’t 
have a lot of homes or crime,” she says, 
“so there’s no reason for us to have a 
township police force.”
 Supporters of the fee, however, say 
they’re tired of police-less municipalities 
getting something for nothing. These 
municipalities represent about 22 per-
cent of the commonwealth’s population. 
(To find out what your township would 
pay under Gov. Wolf’s fee proposal, turn 
to page 13.)
 “In some places ... [the] local govern-
ment is happy not having to pay for police 
protection,” Rep. Mike Sturla told penn-
live.com in February. “If they’re happy 
with not having to pay for it, I’m happy 
with not supplying it to them for free.”
 A Lancaster County Democrat, Sturla 
has been leading the charge for the State 

State income and sales 
taxes, driver licensing 
fees, gas taxes, fines, 
and other levies fund 
the State Police. In 
turn, the law enforce-
ment agency provides 
services to every 
community, including 
patrols, crime scene 
processing, and vehicle 
crash reconstructions.
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Police fee for 15 years — and is still try-
ing to push it through the legislature. 
 “These municipalities, the ones that 
have the free police protection, are 
some of the lowest taxing municipalities 
in the state. I understand that polic-
ing is expensive,” he said in the same 
interview. “What they’re saying is: ‘I’m 
going to take the biggest expenditure 
I’m responsible for and let the state be 
responsible for it.’”
 This year, Sturla teamed up with Sen. 
Jay Costa, a Democrat from Allegheny 
County, to introduce companion bills 
that would advance the governor’s slid-
ing-scale fee. The measures failed to gain 
traction during this year’s budget talks 
and remain in legislative limbo.

A budget gap, higher taxes,
and an unfunded mandate
 Of course, while the funding schemes 
may change — a few years ago, lawmak-
ers were mulling over a flat $25 per capita 
tax on Pennsylvanians — the message is 
the same: Communities that opt for full-
time State Police coverage are getting a 
free ride at everyone else’s expense.
 But are they? 
 Republican Sen. Scott Martin, also 
from Lancaster County, doesn’t think 

so. He chairs the Senate Local Govern-
ment Committee.
 “Every Pennsylvanian pays for State 
Police coverage through state income 
and sales taxes, driver licensing fees, 
gas taxes, fines, and other levies paid by 
citizens in urban and rural areas alike,” 
Martin wrote in a 2017 op-ed. “Most 
communities that carry a heavier tax 
burden in order to fund their own local 
police force do so because they choose 
to, not because they are forced to.”
 PSATS Dave Sanko agrees: “Why 
should some communities be singled 
out to pay more when all municipali-
ties, including those with police, benefit 
from the PSP’s services?”

 State Police services offered to all 
local law enforcement agencies range 
from fingerprint and DNA analysis and 
crime scene processing to vehicle crash 
reconstructions and aviation support.
 And it’s not just police-less munici-
palities that will pay the price. Their 
residents will, too.
 PSATS* and other fee opponents 
predict massive property tax increases 
as communities scramble to either boost 

PUBLIC 
SAFETY

 PSATS members have approved 
resolutions that direct the Association 
to oppose any legislation that would 
mandate a community to pay additional 
money for a service already funded by 
state taxes.
 Based on this directive, PSATS 
opposes Gov. Tom Wolf’s proposal to 
impose a fee on municipalities that 
rely on full-time State Police protec-
tion.
 PSATS, however, supports mea-
sures that would make police pro-
tection affordable for municipalities 
with and without departments. This 

No matter where you stand on the issue, the 
debate over State Police fees is the result of a 
much larger problem for the state and munici-
palities: budget-busting police costs.

PSATS’ position on police protection

includes proposals that would allow 
municipalities to:
 • voluntarily contract with the 
State Police for coverage;
 • have a fairer advantage in po-

lice union negotiations by requiring 
third-party arbitrators to consider the 
community’s financial status before 
making an award;
 • offer more affordable pension 
options, such as a defined contribu-
tion plan, to new police officers;
 • impose a police protection levy 
of up to 5 mills to support a local or 
regional department; and
 • keep all fines issued by the local 
police department. (Currently, half of 
those fine monies must be shared 
with the State Police to fund cadet 
classes.)
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* Resolutions approved by PSATS mem-
bers direct the Association to oppose any 
legislation that would mandate a commu-
nity to pay additional money for a service 
already funded by state taxes.
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revenues to pay the per capita tax, start 
their own police department, or con-
tract with a neighboring municipality. 
 Meanwhile, those townships that 
remain with the State Police would be 
forced to ante up hundreds of thousands 
of dollars but get nothing extra in return. 
 “Our taxes would double for abso-
lutely no increase in service,” says Dean 
Pepicello, a supervisor for Harborcreek 
Township in Erie County, which is 
facing a $2.6 million bill. “How do we 
justify that to our residents?
 “God bless the municipalities that 
have police departments,” he adds, “but 
why are the rest of us being punished?” 
 Under Wolf’s plan, the mandated fee 
would raise more than $100 million in 
the first year to cover a growing State 
Police budget gap, the result of lawmak-
ers gradually capping the millions in 
transportation dollars that are diverted 
to the agency every year.
 “Without that fee or something to 
fill that void, it puts a big dent in our 
budget,” State Police Commissioner 
Robert Evanchick told lawmakers at a 
recent budget hearing.
 Opponents, however, say Harrisburg 
should have never dipped so deep into 
PennDOT’s Motor License Fund (MLF) 
to support the State Police. 
 At one point, more than $800 million 
in gas tax revenues was being redirected 
from road and bridge projects to the law 
enforcement agency. By 2027-2028, the 
annual subsidy, which voters approved in 
1945 to support the PSP’s work on public 
highways, will be reduced to $500 million. 
 The decision to dial back the MLF 
appropriation has put more pressure 
on lawmakers to bridge the State Po-
lice budget gap with another revenue 
source. However, fee opponents say 
Harrisburg shouldn’t turn around and 
dump a budget-breaking unfunded 
mandate on police-less municipalities to 
make up for their poor decision making.
 “You’ll never get me to agree to it,” 
says state Rep. Dan Moul, chair of the 
House Local Government Committee. 
“Absolutely not — not on my last day, 
not on my last breath.”
 “Someone called me once and 
said their roads weren’t getting paved 
because we don’t have a police depart-
ment,” says Jason Winters, manager of 
Hempfield Township in Westmoreland 

How much would your township pay under 
Gov. Wolf’s latest State Police tax proposal?
 Earlier this year, Gov. Tom Wolf introduced a sliding-scale, population-based tax to 
cover gaps in the State Police budget. The fee would be imposed on municipalities 
that receive full-time State Police coverage as follows:

1-2,000 $8/person
2,001-3,000 $17/person
3,001-4,000 $25/person
4,001-5,000 $33/person
5,001-6,000 $42/person
6,001-7,000 $50/person
7,001-8,000 $58/person
8,001-9,000 $66/person
9,001-10,000 $75/person

10,001-11,000 $83/person
11,001-12,000 $91/person
12,001-13,000 $100/person
13,001-14,000 $108/person
14,001-15,000 $116/person
15,001-16,000 $125/person
16,001-17,000 $133/person
17,001-18,000 $141/person
18,001-19,000 $149/person
19,001-20,000 $158/person
20,001 or more $166/person
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Your population Your tax
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County, “but the truth is, even if we get 
a police force, it’s not going to magically 
solve the problem.”

‘This should be a local choice’
 To say the State Police fee is contro-

versial would be an understatement. 
 Ever since Gov. Tom Ridge, a Re-
publican, introduced the concept in the 
late 1990s, this issue has continued to 
resurface and crisscross party lines.
 Wolf, a Democrat, is the latest leader 
to pick up the bat and take a swing at 
the fee, claiming that municipalities 
without police are straining state re-
sources, from personnel to budgets. 
 “We should not be sacrificing the infra-
structure, the roads, the bridges that every 

single Pennsylvanian uses,” Wolf has said, 
“to cater to municipalities that don’t want 
to pay for their own police forces.”
 Republican Sen. Mario Scavello, 
who represents Monroe and Northamp-
ton counties, believes the administra-
tion has different plans for the fee: “The 
real intention is not to free up gas tax 
revenue to direct to local roads and 
bridges. Rather, it’s a veiled attempt to 
drive more tax dollars to the Pa. Turn-
pike and support mass transit in Phila-
delphia and Pittsburgh.”
 Over the years, Hempfield Township 
has taken a lot of heat because it’s the 
largest municipality in Pennsylvania 
without a police department.
 “We’re constantly getting beaten 
up over this,” Winters says, referring to 
critics who say the municipality is tak-
ing advantage of a system that enables 
officials to avoid paying for police and 
raising taxes while deferring an essential 
service, public safety, to the State Police.
 Winters and Moul, an Adams County 
Republican, don’t see it that way. Every 
community is different, they say, and 
each provides services based on taxpay-
ers’ wants and needs. Some, for instance, 
demand a visible police presence.
 “It’s all about what people want to pay 
for,” Moul says. “If I want to drive a Ferrari, 
I’m going to have to reach into my pocket. 
The same is true for 24/7 police coverage: 
You’re going to have to dig deep.”
 In Allegheny County, Ohio Township 
provides police coverage to seven neigh-
boring townships and boroughs, which 
through various contracts, pay more than 
$1 million total for the service. 
 “Little towns can’t afford to have 
million-dollar police departments any-
more,” says Harry Dilmore, secretary-
treasurer for Kilbuck Township, one of 
Ohio Township’s police customers. “Un-
less you’re sharing, you’re not surviving.”
 Ohio Township manager John 
Sullivan says the arrangement benefits 
all of the municipalities, including his.
 “Some of the boroughs never had a 
police department. Others had police 
but finances forced the departments 
out of business,” he says, adding that 
the communities now have access to a 
top-of-the-line department with 18 full-
time officers, two detectives, a canine 
officer, and a river rescue division. “We 
benefit because without these contracts, 
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SAY WHAT?     Thoughts on the State Police fee

Dave Sanko, 
PSATS Executive Director: 

“It’s time the administration 
and lawmakers adopt other 
options that make policing 
affordable for every town-
ship, whether they have 
police or not.”

Sen. Scott Martin, 
Chair of the Senate Local 
Government Committee: 

“Most communities that 
carry a heavier tax burden in 
order to fund their own local 
police force do so because 
they choose to, not because 
they are forced to.”

Rep. Dan Moul, 
Chair of the House Local 
Government Committee: 

“You’ll never get me to agree 
to it. Absolutely not — not on 
my last day, not on my last 
breath.”

Rep. Mike Sturla: 

“In some places...[the] local 
government is happy not 
having to pay for police pro-
tection. If they’re happy with 
not having to pay for it, I’m 
happy with not supplying it to 
them for free.”

Gov. Tom Wolf: 

“We should not be sacrificing 
the infrastructure, the roads, 
the bridges that every single 
Pennsylvanian uses to cater 
to municipalities that don’t 
want to pay for their own 
police forces.”
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we couldn’t afford a department of this 
caliber on our own.”
 Elsewhere, hundreds of thousands 
of Pennsylvanians are satisfied with the 
coverage they get from the State Police, 
who respond to calls and do occasional 
patrols but don’t enforce local ordi-
nances. 
 While costs may factor into their de-
cision, need plays a role, too. Why should 
they pay for a service — an expensive 
one at that — when it’s not necessary?
 “Under the Township Code,” 

Winters says, “we’re not required to have 
a police force, and for a long time, we 
were a very rural municipality. Our peo-
ple know they may have to wait for the 
State Police to show up, and they’re OK 
with that. This should be a local choice.”
 Moul agrees: “The people in my 
district...they all know the risks. They 
know that the State Police coverage is 
thin and that there’s limited manpower. 
 “They accept that,” he adds, “and 
understand the consequences.” 

The high cost of policing
 No matter where you stand on the 
issue, though, the debate over State 
Police fees is the result of a much larger 
problem for the state and municipali-
ties: budget-busting police costs.
 In the past decade, the State Police 
budget has grown from $850 million 

  “Our people know they may have to wait for 
 the State Police to show up, and they’re OK with that. 
    This should be a local choice.”

Across Pennsylvania, 
hundreds of munici-

palities are satisfied 
with State Police cov-

erage. Under this ar-
rangement, the State 

Police respond to calls 
and do occasional pa-
trols but don’t enforce 

local ordinances. 
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to more than $1 billion to cover rising 
pension costs and equipment needs. At 
the local level, municipalities with their 
own departments pay anywhere from 
$155 to $1,357 per capita, according to 
state Department of Community and 
Economic Development figures.
 While salaries, benefits, and pen-
sions account for much of the spending, 
police operations and expectations have 
changed dramatically as departments 
have said goodbye to Mayberry and hello 
to the 21st century.
 “It’s an expensive business, and that’s 
the result of the continued professional-

ism of the job,” law enforcement consul-
tant Steve Wheeler, principal of SRW 
Strategies, says.
 Today’s officers must undergo exten-
sive and continuous training on equip-
ment and procedures and be outfitted 
with state-of-the-art protective gear, the 
former municipal police chief says. 
 “Back in the day, you went out with 
a revolver, a night stick, and pepper 
spray,” Wheeler says. “Today, soft body 
armor is standard — and all of that 
costs money.”
 Experts says it costs about $100,000 
a year for every officer the state or a 
township puts on the street.
 In some cases, those costs have be-
come more than some municipalities 
can manage.
 “It just got out of hand to man a 24/7 
police force,” says Dave Zeglin, chair of the 
Paint Township Board of Supervisors in 

Somerset County. In 2016, two years after 
hitting residents with a 75% tax increase to 
cover police and other spending, the town-
ship disbanded the department.
 “It wasn’t a knee-jerk decision — I 
can tell you that,” Zeglin says. “The 
driving factor was costs.”
 The Paint Township supervisors are 
weighing their next steps, but with only 
$250,000 a year to support local police 
coverage, it’s been a challenge. Until 
then, the State Police are covering the 
township.
 “We’ve explored the idea of a region-
al force,” Zeglin says, “but even if you try 
to contract for services, how do you craft 
an agreement that’s fair to everyone?”

Fact vs. fiction
 Each time a municipality opts out of 
local or regional police coverage, it puts 
additional strain on the already under-

“Back in the day, you went out with a revolver, a night stick, 
  and pepper spray. Today, soft body armor is standard — 
and all of that costs money.”
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staffed State Police, Evanchick has said. 
 While fee supporters say those num-
bers are growing — seven municipalities 
made this decision in 2018 — and use 
these situations to fuel their rhetoric, 
state figures indicate the opposite is true.
 According to a 2019 House Appro-
priations Committee report that ana-
lyzed the numbers over a 23-year period, 
the State Police are providing full- and 
part-time services to 1,712 municipali-
ties today. In 1996, the agency covered 
83 more communities, or 1,795. During 
the same period, the number of munici-
palities with full-time local police grew 
from 776 to 859.
 “Fee supporters like to claim that mu-
nicipalities are purposely shutting down 
local and regional departments because 
they’re tired of footing the bill and because 
they have a back-up, the State Police, 
which has to assume the burden,” PSATS 
Dave Sanko says. “I would invite them to 
talk to any township supervisor who has 
had to make this decision. Those local 
leaders are carrying the true burden.”
 So, if rising police costs are straining 
state and local budgets alike, what’s the 
solution? Sanko says it isn’t a one-size-
fits-all proposal like the State Police fee. 
 “It’s time the administration and 
lawmakers adopt other options that 
make policing affordable for every 
township, whether they have police or 
not,” he says.

Options = solutions
 PSATS supports choice-based legisla-
tion such as Senate Bill 46, which would 
create a resident trooper program and 
allow municipalities to voluntarily con-
tract with the State Police for coverage. 
Sen. Kim Ward has introduced a version 
of this proposal every session since 2009. 
Rep. Seth Grove has also introduced 
similar legislation, House Bill 1466.
 To help townships with police keep 
pace with costs, PSATS has, among other 
things, asked lawmakers to authorize su-

pervisors to impose a police protection levy 
of up to 5 mills and allow municipalities 
to keep all fines issued by the local depart-
ment. Currently, half of those fine monies 
must be shared with the State Police. 
 More than anything else, though, 
the Association wants lawmakers to 
address the binding arbitration process 
and the police pension system, both of 
which are inflating costs and creating 
financial hardships for townships and 
taxpayers. (For more about PSATS’ posi-

tion on police protection, turn to page 12.)
 “While we’re arguing about a State 
Police fee, police pensions are going 
through the roof, and third-party ar-
bitrators are handing over long-term 
awards to police unions that are well 
beyond what most communities can 
afford,” Sanko says. “This is where we 
really need to focus our attention: on 
solutions that help townships protect 
the public instead of forcing them to 
dig deeper into taxpayers’ pockets.” F 
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