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Six Supervisors GIVE ADVICE 
on Surviving Public Life

YOU’VE BEEN ELECTED. Now what? Take comfort in the 
fact that you’re not alone. Every township supervisor has been in 
your shoes. To help you get adjusted sooner rather than later, we 
turned to six experienced local leaders and asked for their advice.

BY JILL ERCOLINO / MANAGING EDITOR

LEARNED
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Communication:
The problem-solver
Dave Colver, Chair
Palmer Twp., Northampton Co.
Population: 21,410
 Looking back, Dave Colver realizes 
he was unprepared for public service. 
 “That first year was a reality check,” 
he says. “I didn’t come from the munici-
pal world. I went to trade school and 
had been running my own remodeling 
business for 10 years. I was used to mak-
ing immediate decisions, but that’s not 
how government works.”
 At the time, Colver was 29, a relative 
newlywed, and a new dad. He was also 
as naïve as he was eager to roll up his 
sleeves and get to work. “Things take 
time,” the supervisor adds. “You’re not 
going to come in and make changes in 
the first couple of months.”
 Twenty-three years later, Colver 
chairs a board that is guiding the com-
munity through a commercial and in-
dustrial boom, spurred by the construc-
tion of an interchange on Route 33, an 
economic development initiative that 
took decades to launch. 
 With up to 1,000 acres potentially 
available for new businesses in the 
township and neighboring munici-
palities, the project is the largest since 
Bethlehem Steel’s 1,800-acre makeover. 
 International companies, includ-
ing Amazon, Porsche, and UPS, have 
already set up shop in Palmer Township 
with hotels, office buildings, restaurants, 
and convenience stores on their heels. 
While the development has created 
thousands of jobs with more on the way, 
it’s also led to growing pains, Colver 
says.
 “When you need 2,500 to 3,000 work-

ers in an area that used to be farmland,” 
the supervisor says, “that creates some 
challenges.” 
 The township has also committed 
to a multimillion-dollar infrastructure 
improvement project that the supervi-
sors are planning to accomplish without 
a tax increase. Roads, facilities, and a 
local park are scheduled for upgrades.
 Throughout it all, Colver says he 
has relied on a skill that’s valuable to 
all township officials, no matter the size 
of their community or the issues they 
encounter. “Communication,” he says, 
“solves 95% of problems.”
 Frequent meetings and phone calls 
with the township’s staff and leaders of 
neighboring municipalities help balance 
Colver’s perspective. Residents get his 
time and attention, too.
 “Everyone has a different spin on 
things,” the supervisor says. “That’s why 
when residents come to our meetings, 

we see it as their day in court. We want 
to hear what’s going on so we’re not go-
ing to cut them off after three minutes.” 
 Although the township has a man-
ager and 80 other employees, Colver 
devotes hundreds of hours a month to 
the township on top of running his own 
construction and real estate manage-
ment companies.
 “Getting things done — that’s my 
thing,” he says, “and the best thing I 
can say to new township supervisors is 
keep an open mind. It’s not going to be 
what you think, but everything you do 
is about making things better in your 
community.”

‘Stick to your guns’
Kathy Abranovich, Chair
Hickory Twp., Lawrence Co.
Population: 2,409
 Kathy Abranovich is a survivor.
 Appointed to fill a vacancy on the 

G overning ain’t easy. Laws, regulations, multiple 
meetings, angry residents, and controversies 
are all part of public life.

Sure, it can be overwhelming, but it can also 
be rewarding.

What follows are the stories of six seasoned 
township supervisors. Some come from small, rural communi-
ties, others from busy, growing suburbs, but all have learned 
valuable lessons, and they’re sharing them here.

“When residents come 
to our meetings, we 
see it as their day in 
court. We want to 
hear what’s going 
on so we’re not going 
to cut them off after 
three minutes.” 

Dave Colver



board of supervisors in 2011, she walked 
into the doublewide trailer that served 
as the township’s office to find a literal 
and figurative mess.
 Two supervisors, accused of stealing 
from the municipality, and the secretary 
had all resigned, and Abranovich, a for-
mer employee, was recruited to get the 
township back on its feet. Eight years 
later, the work to rebuild the public’s 
trust and the municipality’s misman-
aged finances continues.
 “When the secretary quit, she stacked 
all the books on the desk and walked 
out,” Abranovich says. “I couldn’t make 
heads or tails out of anything.”
 Yet, despite these challenges, the 
supervisor finished her term and even 
ran for re-election. Today, Abranovich 
is the board’s chair and says that the 
township’s troubled past has only deep-
ened her commitment to giving it a bet-
ter future. 

“If I’ve learned 
anything, it’s that 
there are solutions. 
We’re always explor-
ing options and look-
ing for grants and 
help wherever we 
can find it.”

Where to go for help
New supervisors can take comfort in the fact that there are lots 
of resources available to help them navigate their new responsi-
bilities. Here are some great places to start:

DOWNLOAD 
the Township Supervisor’s Hand-
book, published by the Governor’s 

Center for Local Government Servic-
es (at dced.pa.gov — digital version, 

free; print version, $13), and pur-
chase The Sunshine & Right-to-Know 
Law: A Compliance Guide for Town-

ship Officials, published by PSATS (at 
connect.psats.org — digital version, 

$10; print version, $15).

SUBSCRIBE 
to PSATS’ award-winning monthly 
magazine, the Pennsylvania Town-
ship News, for $36 a year. PSATS’ 

monthly newsletter, the PSATS 
News Bulletin, is mailed or emailed 

to member townships for free.

STUDY 
the Second Class 

Township Code, avail-
able at psats.org 
under “Member 

Services.”

INVEST A 
MINUTE OR TWO 
and watch PSATS’ Township Video 

News (TVN) and the TVN Question of 
the Week. New segments on training, 

legislation, and other local government 
topics are emailed to members every 

Tuesday and Thursday. Also, be sure to 
subscribe to PSATS’ YouTube channel, 
youtube.com/PSATSVideo, for alerts 

and other video content.

EXPLORE 
psats.org and dced.pa.gov, 
both of which have lots of re-

sources for new and 
experienced township officials, 
including free publications and 
information about services and 

technical assistance.

PUT PSATS ON 
SPEED DIAL 

The PSATS staff is available by 
phone and email to answer ques-
tions on a range of issues, from 

member services to laws and regu-
lations affecting your township. The 
PSATS office is open from 8:30 a.m. 
to 4:30 p.m., and employees can be 

reached at (717) 763-0930. 
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Kathy Abranovich

➤
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 “If I’ve learned anything,” she says, 
“it’s that there are solutions. We’re al-
ways exploring options and looking for 
grants and help wherever we can find it. 
 “And, yes, your decisions will be 
questioned,” Abranovich adds, “but you 
have to stick to your guns and do what 
you think is best for the township.”
 That strategy has worked. 
 Now debt-free, Hickory Township 
has moved its operations out of the 
doublewide, which had no bathroom 
facilities or running water, and into a 
former commercial building that’s been 
repurposed into a municipal office. The 
township also continues to provide part-
time police protection for residents.
 Have the challenges gone away? No, 
Abranovich says, but the community is 
on the road to recovery.
 “There’s always going to be a divi-
sion,” the supervisor says, “because some 
people want one thing, and others want 
something else. It can be stressful, but 
the truth is, you can’t make everyone 
happy.”
 “If I accomplish nothing else,” she 

adds, “I want to make a difference so 
I’m giving it 100% and doing the best I 
can.”

‘Listen and learn’
Jim Means, Chair
Wharton Twp., Fayette Co.
Population: 3,444
 A traveling mechanic and road 
worker, Jim Means had grown weary of 
life on the road so he ran for township 
supervisor. Winning meant he could 
work full-time as the municipality’s 
roadmaster and be home at night with 
his family.
 He soon found out, however, that 
public officials are responsible for more 
than roads — budgets, planning and 
zoning, and water and sewer issues are 
part of the package, too — and that the 
proverbial pot of gold at the end of the 
rainbow is not in Wharton Township. 
 “You know,” Means says, “I figured...
the township had unlimited funds...that 
you could take the world by the hands 
and do what you want.” 
 “What can I say?” he adds, laughing 
at how wrong he was. “I was hard-head-
ed. I thought I knew everything.”
 After realizing he didn’t, the supervi-
sor signed up for PSATS training, be-
gan attending the Association’s Annual 
Educational Conference, and volun-

teered to serve on its standing commit-
tees. He encourages new supervisors to 
do the same.
 “In the first few months, listen and 
learn,” the supervisor says. “Don’t get 
excited…don’t upset the apple cart…
just do your best to understand what’s 
going on and why.”
 Through these experiences, Means 
has broadened his knowledge and be-
come a master at networking and grass-
roots lobbying, two skills in particular 
that have been invaluable to his town-
ship. The supervisor has local govern-
ment connections across Pennsylvania 
and is on a first-name basis with his 
state lawmakers, whom he calls often.
 “Getting involved in PSATS has 
opened my eyes,” he says. “I see what’s 
happening in larger townships and can 
anticipate what’s going to trickle down 
to smaller ones like mine.”
 Realizing that stormwater and other 
state mandates are in the pipeline, 
Means shares what he’s learned to edu-
cate residents and other Fayette County 
officials, who often turn to him for ad-
vice.
 “I’m not a Mr. Know-it-All; I’m just 
honest and up front so when [neighbor-
ing leaders] come to me, I do what I can 
to help,” he says, adding modestly, “I’m 
just a little guy on the totem pole who’s 
trying to make the wheels turn. Lucky 
for me, I’ve got the gift of gab.”

Find time for training
Kathy Rader, Supervisor
Upper Macungie Twp., Lehigh Co.
Population: 24,356
 Kathy Rader remembers when Up-
per Macungie Township, a hub for 
commercial and industrial development 
along the busy I-78 corridor, unveiled its 
comprehensive plan.
 “This document is important; it’s 
the blueprint for our future,” she says, 
“and out of 24,000 residents, only eight 
showed up to review it.”
 Public apathy, budget stress, union 
negotiations, unfunded mandates, se-
curing funding and grants, PennDOT 
problems, and multiple meetings are 
just some of the challenges Rader has 
encountered during her 13 years as su-
pervisor. 
 If Rader, who is also the township’s 
retired municipal secretary, ever wrote 

“In the first few 
months, listen 
and learn. Don’t 
get excited…don’t 
upset the apple 
cart ...just do 
your best to 
understand what’s 
going on and why.”

Jim Means



a book about being a local government 
official, she’d title it “Things No One 
Ever Told You” and cover these topics 
and more.
 “I’ve worked with many new super-
visors,” says Rader, who also serves on 
PSATS’ Executive Board, “and every 
single one has said it’s way more than 
they thought it would be.”
 So how can a newly elected official 
prepare? Find time for training, not only 
during your first year in office but also 
throughout your public service career, 
the supervisor says.
 “Get as much as you can,” Rader 
says. “The PSATS Boot Camp is in-
valuable. I still attend that from time 
to time because things change.” (Go 
to page 46 to learn more about the 2019-
2020 Boot Camp.)
 As new supervisors make their way 
through the local government learning 

 Boot Camp for Township 
Officials — This three-part classroom 
series, under way now, is essential 
to help new and experienced leaders 
navigate the complexities of local gov-
ernment. If you missed the first class, 
PSATS will be live-streaming the two-
hour session in early January to bring 
you up to speed before Sessions 2 
and 3 kick off later in the month. See 
page 47 for Boot Camp dates, loca-
tions, and costs or call Scott Coburn at 
(717) 763-0930, ext. 171.

PSATS offers a large menu of training for 
new and experienced township officials

 PSATS Municipal Government 
Academy (PMGA) — Participants 
earn points for attending classroom 
courses and webinars in four tracks 
(administration, planning, public safe-
ty, and public works), as well as such 
flagship PSATS events as the Annual 
Educational Conference, the Boot 
Camp for Township Officials, Regional 
Forums, and others.
 Township supervisors and staff 
may opt for the certificate program, 
which focuses on courses in one of 
the four tracks, or the graduate pro-
gram, which requires classes from 
all four tracks. All of the courses em-
phasize leadership development and 
communication skills.

 Convenient, affordable class-
room and online courses — PSATS 
training offers something for every-
one in local government with classes 
on administration, road and bridge 
maintenance, land use, public safety, 
leadership development, and more. 
 Webinar Wednesday, a weekly 
online training series, is a solid option 
for busy officials who have limited 
time for learning and traveling. Many 
member townships, in fact, buy the 
PSATS Webinar PowerPass, which 
allows all their elected officials and 
employees to participate in webinars 
all year for one low rate of $79. 
 PSATS also hosts several larger 
training events, including its Annual 
Educational Conference and Exhibit 
Show, a 3½-day program each spring 
in Hershey, the Regional Forums, the 
MS4 Great Ideas Stormwater Confer-
ence, and the Human Resources and 
Labor Management Institute. 

These days, being a township supervisor involves a lot more than just 
maintaining local roads. PSATS offers the following training to support new 
and experienced township officials:

Go to learn.psats.org 
to discover more about these and other training pro-
grams for local government officials and employees.

“I’ve worked with 
many new supervisors, 
and every single one 
has said it’s way more 
than they thought it 
would be.”

Kathy Rader
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curve, it’s important to be active beyond 
township meetings, she says. 
 “Get as involved as you can so you 
can make educated decisions,” Rader 
says, adding that township employees 
are another valuable resource for first-
term supervisors. “They have a finger 
on the pulse of the community and can 
fill in the blanks when you have ques-
tions. That’s why it’s so important to 
have good people working for the town-
ship — people you can trust.”

‘Agree to disagree’
Jim Patterson, Chair
Logan Twp., Blair Co.
Population: 12,398
 Eventually, as a township supervisor, 
you’ll have to make some difficult deci-
sions.
 For Jim Patterson, that point came 
as the board was considering a plan to 
rezone hundreds of acres of residential 
land to commercial use. What many 
residents thought was a negative, the 
supervisor saw as a positive.
 “A lot of people were very upset, but 
you have to look at the township as a 
whole and do the right and legal thing,” 
he says. “By creating these commercial 
districts, we’ve built up our tax base, 
and that’s kept taxes low for everyone. 
Ours are some of the lowest in the 
county.”
 Patterson ran on a platform of 
change and took office in 1990 during 
what he calls the township’s “formative 
years.”
 “The township was growing,” he 
says, “but we took it up a notch with 
creative and innovative ideas.”
 While it has taken time to imple-
ment the promised progress, Patterson 
is proud of the path that Logan Town-
ship is on. 
 The supervisors have hired more 
police officers, purchased millions of 
dollars of equipment for its road and 
police departments and volunteer fire 
companies, started a recycling program, 
improved parks and recreation, and 
built a new municipal complex.
 Patterson says that none of this 

LESSONS
LEARNED
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could have happened without a solid 
working relationship among the five 
supervisors. While the board members 
may not always see eye to eye, they 
respect each other and are willing to 
compromise, he says.
 “What’s helped me is the ability to 
agree to disagree,” Patterson says, noting 
that having a difference of opinion isn’t 
necessarily a bad thing. “By disagreeing, 
I really, truly believe that you can re-
route that into something positive. You 
have to be able to give and take because 
this isn’t about you — you’re only one 
vote. It’s about the township and the 
people you serve.”

Appreciate the people
around you
Rebecca Matsco, Chair
Potter Twp., Beaver Co.
Population: 574
 A rare thing is happening in tiny, 
rural Potter Township: In a few short 
years, it will be the site of Shell Chemi-
cal’s $6 billion ethane cracker plant.
 The project, which has major eco-
nomic implications for the community, 
the region, and the state, marks the 
first time in decades that petrochemical 
development has occurred outside the 
U.S. Gulf Coast. Gov. Tom Wolf has 
called it the single biggest investment in 
Pennsylvania since World War II.
 In other words, the cracker plant is a 
big deal. While outsiders are focused on 
the money and jobs that are expected 
to follow the plant’s construction, how-
ever, township supervisor and chair 
Rebecca Matsco says the project has 
given her something deeper: an appre-
ciation for teamwork. 
 “The three of us — the current su-
pervisors — were there when this broke 
open,” she says, “and suddenly, we had 
something very big that we had to face 
as a unified front.”
 That unity has helped the supervi-
sors successfully navigate an experience 
that could have divided the board and 
the community. Instead, the supervisors 
have been patient, hospitable, and firm 

but fair in their dealings with corporate 
officials, other politicians, the media, 
and the plant’s supporters and oppo-
nents.
 “We each work to our strengths,” 
says Matsco, who’s been a supervisor for 
10 years.
 While she realizes that this is prob-
ably the first and only cracker plant to 
be built in Pennsylvania, there are some 
things that other township officials can 

LESSONS
LEARNED “You have to be 

able to give and 
take because this 
isn’t about you — 
you’re only one vote. 
It’s about the township 
and the people you 
serve.”

Jim Patterson

take away from the experience.
 In addition to finding common 
ground with your fellow supervisors, 
respect the township staff, Matsco says.
 “Love your employees,” she says. 
“You can’t do this as an official without 
quality people in your front office work-
ing on your behalf.” F

“Suddenly, we had something very big that 
we had to face as a unified front.”

Rebecca Matsco with fellow supervisors Earl “Butch” Shamp, 
far left, and Al Cwynar, far right.

Turn the page to learn the basics 
of meetings and minutes. ä
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