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Bethlehem 2017
Over the past nine years, it has been my privilege to serve the City of Bethlehem as a member of Bethlehem City Council. I have also had the honor of serving as President of City Council for the past three years. It has not always been an easy time to be an elected official in a city such as Bethlehem.  Over the past several years, municipalities have faced significant financial challenges as rising pension and medical costs, a global recession, and a changing economy have stretched municipal budgets to the breaking point. Bethlehem, however, has, by and large, avoided many of the economic and quality of life issues that have negatively affected other similarly sized cities throughout Pennsylvania and our country.  Bethlehem has continued to be a city and a place that people want to invest in and call home.  While a lot of progress has been made in our city, there are opportunities for our community to do even more. Bethlehem can become the 21st century model for creating a progressive and vibrant mid-sized city in the United States of America.  Bethlehem 2017 is designed to make that vision a reality.

The heart of Bethlehem 2017 is a combination of several ideas, policies, and initiatives that will improve our city and move us in a new direction. Before reviewing the proposed initiatives, however, it is important to recognize some basic elements of city government that are important to any conversation about creating policy in Bethlehem. The first is the nature of the governing process that currently limits the effectiveness of city government.
The Process.

What do people on City Council do?  It is a question that often arises when someone explains that they serve on a public body such as City Council.  Confusion arises for legitimate reason considering the lack of public discussion that occurs on the structure of city government.  By definition, City Council does not introduce budgets, negotiate contracts with unions, or become overly involved with the day to day operations of city government.  Instead, City Council’s role is first and foremost to pass the budget (rather than introduce it).  City Council’s place in the process of passing the budget is, however, not unique and serves as a microcosm for how city government operates. 
By design, City Council’s place is often at the end of the decision making process.  Make no mistake, legislators can benefit politically from their “4th quarter” placement in the decision making process.  Often times, elected officials who have the highest political approval ratings are legislators.  Since members of the legislative body generally do not introduce large scale proposals (especially on the local level), the most important initiatives (that are necessary to the day to day operations of government) do not need to originate with legislators but rather the executive branch.  The governmental process of the introduction of a new policy usually appears as follows:

A) Executive Branch (Mayor/Governor) decides to push a new policy, pass a budget, etc. He or she introduces related proposal.
B) Most times, the introduction of the new policy, as is to be expected, invites expression of concern from the most Intensely Affected Group (IAG) by the proposal 
C) Public meetings/discussion follow allowing legislators to gather and weigh information

D) Legislators are able to find one thing or multiple things to change or amend before supporting proposal (or not depending on merits of the proposal or pressure of as aforementioned Intensely Affected Group (IAG).
The process is designed to work this way and it often works well.  A good legislative branch kills bad ideas, does its due diligence, and sometimes creates a better policy product than the original proposal. Watching the process closely, however, can lead one to see inefficiencies in the way it currently works.  Legislative bodies’ involvement at the end of the process too often allows some legislators to avoid taking responsibility for what they are being asked to vote on.  It becomes easy to say “I didn’t create this, the Administration did” or “Hey, if it was up to me, I wouldn’t have brought this forward but I have to vote on it.”  
Being at the end of the decision making process also allows legislators to maintain some level of disconnect and ownership from the proposal in front of them.  The irony of this notion is that most people run for office because they want to make decisions.  They end up learning, however, that it is usually not enjoyable to make decisions that some people feel will negatively affect their lives.  As Washington and Harrisburg prove on an almost daily basis, if that line of thinking does not change, government will continue to become less and less accountable. Bethlehem is not above, either, the desire to avoid making tough decisions. Compromises are made sometimes, not in an effort to make the best policy, but rather to offer concessions to the complaints of the often singular, intense voices of the IAG.  A central aspect of Bethlehem 2017 calls for changing that legislative process into one that residents can trust to create a more accountable and effective city government.
As a member of City Council, it is apparent early on in one’s service that there are many things that can’t be done due to the limited powers given to the city government by Pennsylvania’s 3rd Class City Code as well as the City’s own municipal charter.  Raising the minimum wage and instituting stronger gun control regulations are two areas that a majority of City Council would probably act on tomorrow if those were actions that the body was allowed to take.  The State of Pennsylvania, however, and its 3rd Class City Code make it very difficult to do a lot of things that many local officials wish they could accomplish on an ideological level. City Council is often left, instead, on many occasions to be part of a process that relegates the body to nibbling around the edges of policy and supporting the well intentioned professionals who work full time in our municipal buildings.  
Over the past several years, Bethlehem City Council has joined previous Administrations in eliminating vacant jobs and combining job responsibilities in an effort to save money.  Those budget cuts have led to many elected officials repeating the mantra “we need to do more with less”.  Bethlehem 2017 reflects that those decisions have workload consequences and calls on City Council members to become more actively involved in creating the policies and goals that our city government is committed to. Prior to the Bethlehem 2017 proposals being shared, a brief conversation on city finances is necessary.
Bethlehem Financial Picture

As a community, we have made a lot of progress over the past 20 years since Bethlehem Steel closed.  The Cunningham, Callahan, and Donchez Administrations have helped to build back a tax base that was crippled by the closing of Bethlehem Steel.  Tough (and not always popular) decisions over the past 20 years have led to a city that is healthier financially than almost any of its peers in Pennsylvania.  While important large scale financial issues remain a priority (the future of our 911 service and our pension/health care costs being particularly notable), the financial state of Bethlehem is strong and getting stronger.

A fundamental fact, however, is that most governmental budgets are fairly fixed.  The City’s General Fund Budget for 2016 was almost 74 million dollars.  In 2016, personnel costs alone accounted for 55 million dollars.  That is approximately 75 percent of the budget. In 2011, the City’s General Fund Budget was approximately 63.3 million dollars.  Personnel costs accounted for approximately 47 million dollars which also equates to about 75 percent of the budget.  So what about the other 25 percent of the budget? It is tied up in long term debt (connected to pension costs and capital costs including buildings, vehicles, etc.), materials, contracts for services (street paving, etc.), or civic expenses such as Bethlehem Area Public Library subsidies.  This leaves little room to maneuver in the budget.
Over the past several years, the City of Bethlehem has joined many governmental bodies in eliminating jobs through attrition and efforts to combine job responsibilities when possible. In 2010, the City of Bethlehem had 670 employees. In 2017, the City has 606 employees. This is not an unusual municipal, school district, or county governmental refrain.  Higher legacy costs and fewer employees have led governments to try to find ways to be more efficient with limited resources.  There are, however, no magic bullets.  Many a fiscal conservative has run for local office trying to find ways to cut “waste” out of budgets.  Those same candidates often find it is much more difficult than he or she first imagined (and decide not to seek re-election or run for another office). While inefficient aspects of governments can from time to time be identified and remedied, generally, large scale service cuts are met with extreme (and correct) anger from multiple areas of a community.  Small scale cuts, which can be important, still often end up being a very small percentage of the budget.  For example, cutting $250,000 from a General Fund Budget of $74 million (no easy task), only works out to be three tenths of one percent of the total budget.

While the previous two paragraphs provide meaningful context for understanding local government, the biggest issue with government for most citizens still, however, revolves around how their taxes are spent. It is rare to meet an elected official at any level who is not intensely committed to improving the finances of the public body on which they serve.  Governmental financial change, like most change, however, is incremental.  There are only so many things that governments can do to save money in a short period of time.  Most policy changes are also either somewhat or very difficult to do.  Take economic development for example.  Most economic development projects, while important, do not lead to a substantial increase in revenue generation in a short time period.  Large scale economic development projects may add $100,000 in tax revenue (when you combine property, business, and earned income taxes).  There are a few exceptions to that concept in Bethlehem including the casino and its connected development.  Focusing on the financial implications of the casino development, the City receives upwards of 15 percent of its yearly revenue from the casino through the host fee and collected taxes.  Consideration of the grave economic stresses the city would face without revenue from the casino should give every citizen pause regarding where the city could even consider finding revenue for its essential and popular services (it is not an exaggeration to say that everyone who worked on bringing the casino to Bethlehem including the Callahan Administration saved the City from likely having to enter, at the very least, the Act 47 early intervention program for distressed cities in PA).        
The City of Bethlehem provides services.  That is the function of a local government.  Police and fire protection, water and sewer coverage, and street cleaning are just a few of the services that local governments are responsible for.  We don’t want to and cannot stop providing those services.  We don’t want to stop thinking about how to plan and develop our neighborhoods. So if budgetary and financial change needs to be largely incremental, the question becomes, how does one change how we provide those services? That is one of the fundamental questions that Bethlehem 2017 looks to answer.
Bethlehem 2017 Proposals

Bethlehem 2017 is structured into eight individual proposals.  Proposals #1-#3 call on City Council to pass resolutions that set policy goals for City Council and the Administration in the areas of climate protection, open data, and social media. These resolutions would start conversations between the Administration, City Council, and the Bethlehem community with the goal of delivering formal ordinances and plans by the end of 2017. Proposals #4 and #5 are ordinances directed at tracking economic development incentives’ effectiveness and instituting campaign finance rules for City of Bethlehem elections.  Proposals #6-#8 are community initiatives to discuss and work on throughout 2017 that call for a north Bethlehem neighborhood initiative entitled NorthSide 2025, investing parking authority revenues into our downtown areas, and an increased investment into our community policing efforts.
While Bethlehem values and is proud of its past, Bethlehem can also be proud of its ongoing and deep commitment to the future.  Bethlehem has always relied on a vision.  That vision has always involved a creative community and a belief about what Bethlehem could become.  We might not be able to alter the financial picture in drastic ways in a short period of time.  We can, however, structurally look at how we provide services by using technology, accountability, transparency, and what is working in other cities to help Bethlehem continue to be where it has strived to be for so long – a leader in what a community is able to accomplish together.  The policy goals that are central to Bethlehem 2017 are consistent with the objectives that most candidates who run for office pledge to support – delivering efficient city services, keeping Bethlehem safe, supporting economic development and revitalization, and being a part of an open, transparent city government.  
Frustrations continue to mount across the country as people express legitimate concerns about the goals and priorities of all levels of government. Citizens find themselves asking questions about the responsiveness, accountability, and efficiency of their governments.  Too often government appears to represent the interests of a few at the expense of the many without giving necessary thought to the future of our environment, our cities, and our communities.  The set of ideas, thoughts, plans, timelines, and models that follow were developed with such frustrations and questions in mind. It is a conversation about the possibilities before us as we enter a new year. Bethlehem 2017 is about the future of Bethlehem and how to create a vision and a model for a progressive 21st century city.  People are tired of campaigns, it is time to see government work.  
#1 Climate Action Plan

In August of 2006, Mayor John Callahan signed the Three City Climate Protection Agreement with the Mayors of Allentown and Easton.  The agreement established a goal of reducing the City’s operational carbon footprint 20% by 2012.  Through the excellent work of the Callahan Administration and the employees of the City of Bethlehem, the City actually exceeded its goal and reduced its sum of greenhouse gas emissions by 28% during that time period. 

On February 18, 2014 and August 28, 2014, memos were sent to Mayor Donchez asking the City Administration to establish new goals relating to reducing the City of Bethlehem’s carbon footprint.  Our Parks and Public Property Director, Ralph Carp, sent memos on March 18, 2014, September 5, 2014, and February 13, 2015 outlining the impressive efforts that Bethlehem has taken in the past 10 years to reduce its carbon footprint and increase our energy efficiency.   These efforts include the completion and implementation of $5,000,000 in energy conservation measures that will continue to produce financial and environmental dividends in the coming years.
  At the February 17, 2015 Human Resources and Environment Committee Hearing, multiple members of Council indicated to Mr. Carp that they were looking for a formal presentation of goals (future goal of GHG reduction, etc.) or a cooperative agreement to be signed between the Administration and City Council setting benchmarks/goals for the future.  No formal goals or cooperative agreement have been introduced or enacted into. Resolution #1 outlines a process by which the City of Bethlehem will enact and follow a Climate Action Plan for the City of Bethlehem.  

Many cities throughout the country have also set up programs, policies, goals, etc. for their whole cities, not just their governmental operations.  Once we are able to collect our data, set goals, and formalize a City of Bethlehem internal agreement, it would be wise to turn outside of City of Bethlehem operations.  We need to take a look at how we can share the practices and policies that we use across the whole City with our businesses, community institutions, and residents.

What is a Climate Action Plan? A Climate Action Plan (CAP) is a set of strategies intended to guide efforts for climate change mitigation.  Hundreds of small, mid, and large cities across the country have created CAPs as the threat of climate change has appeared to have increased in recent years.  How does a city create a CAP? A city collects their data on greenhouse gas emissions and plans accordingly on ways to reduce those emissions.  Establishing a new goal of GHG reduction, departmental energy reduction plans, and establishing data collection procedures to allow businesses and community members to monitor their carbon footprint are all common aspects of Climate Action Plans.
Why do we need to formally set up a Climate Action Plan? For many reasons, it is important that we set up a structure to continue to monitor and achieve energy efficiency goals for the City of Bethlehem.  Formal goals allow the City of Bethlehem an opportunity to create a comprehensive strategy to guide decisions for the future. Creating formal goals also increases the likelihood that City Council (who passes the budget) will understand and react to the need to fund the necessary investments needed to reduce our carbon footprint.
How do we set up a Climate Action Plan? We follow the lead of other cities.  Attached is Resolution #1 that creates a Climate Action Plan Work Group within the City of Bethlehem including representatives of the Administration, City Council, the Environmental Advisory Council, and members of the community. The CAP Work Group would look to create formal goals designed to reduce our carbon footprint, alter internal energy usage practices, encourage employee behavior change as it relates to energy, and set a community example as it relates to environmental protection.
#2 Open Bethlehem

As the 21st century has progressed, the contemporary world of communication has allowed for the vast sharing of information in networks of individuals across the world.  The sharing of information movement has extended to public affairs as citizens in a community have been a source of ideas, solutions, and innovation.  This use of communication technology to enhance public participation is advancing quickly in other cities and the City of Bethlehem has an opportunity to take advantage of the broad and exciting opportunities for such engagement that exist. Many cities throughout the country are leading the way in using technology to create more efficient ways to deliver services, encourage entrepreneurship, and provide our citizens with information pertinent to their community.  Many cities are revolutionizing the way in which governments interact with their citizens by opening up themselves to their outside communities of creativity, ideas, and technology. By taking current internal governmental data and making it more accessible to the public, cities are allowing their citizens to be better aware and more informed about what their city is doing well and those programs and policies that need improvement. 
What is Open Data?  Open data is data that can be freely used, re-used and redistributed by any citizen. On May 9, 2013, President Obama signed an executive order that made open and machine-readable data the new default for government information. In April of 2016, Governor Wolf issued an Executive Order mandating that state departments issue or release agency data for the purpose of engaging “citizens in innovative policy solutions”.
How is Open Data Used?  Many cities currently have Open Data websites including nearly every major city in the country.  Cities currently have internal data that is helpful in multiple ways to residents and investors in a community. Citizens, currently however in Bethlehem, don’t have extensive access to the aforementioned data.  Open data allows citizens to see the data that exists about their community and their neighborhoods.  People throughout the country, when given access to their community’s data have found new and innovative uses and applications for it that may not be known in city government (similar to the way third party software engineers create applications for operating systems). Some applications of city open data initiatives include the tracking of leaf collection, snow removal, and pothole issues.  Other applications have included tracking health violations, crime statistics, and permit and construction numbers.   The federal government has an effective website that shows hundred of third party applications that have been developed for use in conjunction with governmental and urban based services (www.data.gov). Philadelphia (www.opendataphilly.org/) and Pittsburgh (www.pittsburghpa.gov/pghdataforum/) both have excellent websites that show the applications of their current open data initiatives.  
Why should Bethlehem look at developing Open Data? Currently, there is a divide between  the extensive capabilities of available technology and the utilization of that technology by the City of Bethlehem.  We live in a growing tech based community with citizen knowledge that may exceed either the labor or knowledge currently available in City Hall.  We must switch from a reactive system to a proactive system of releasing data and information.  Releasing data can also assist non-governmental organizations and social service providers in providing information that helps them deliver services.  Encouraging third parties to develop apps that use the datasets is a huge opportunity for our community.  Many cities have established relationships with the universities, colleges, and tech communities in their communities. There is no reason why the City of Bethlehem cannot do the same with Lehigh University, Moravian College, Northampton Community College, and the many successful technology based businesses in Bethlehem. 
Isn’t there a downside to turning over data?  Other cities with open data initiatives have not reported any extensive problems in turning over public data.  Several cities have reported positively on the accomplishments of their data sharing projects, for example, in the area of economic development.  Businesses rely on datasets when making determinations every day.  The City of Bethlehem already has data on crime, income levels through the city, etc.  Internally, that information is used to make policy decisions every day.  There is an enormous benefit in making that data as accessible as possible to potential investors in Bethlehem. Even if certain data is not entirely positive, challenges in areas should, at times, help to prove the value of economic development incentives as well. 
Is there a cost to developing an Open Data website? Probably minimal. Some cities have been able to build open data sites in house.  Other cities have had to increase their IT budgets or subcontract with an outside provider to build a data portal.  Data portal costs often depend on how many data sets are provided.  Costs for basic open data sites are often, however, anywhere from $5,000 to $20,000.
How should the City proceed? Other cities have passed ordinances that laid out reasonable and practical timelines and procedures to create Open Data websites.  The attached Resolution #2 lays out the creation of an Open Data working group with representatives of the Administration, City Departments, members of City Council, and the citizens of Bethlehem.  The Open Data Team will have a timeline to study the major issues involved with producing an Open Data site including but not limited to collection of data, potential costs of developing an Open Data site, and any legal issues that may arise. The goal is to pass an Open Data formal Ordinance at the beginning of 2018.
#3 Engaging Bethlehem

As technology has been progressing exponentially in the past several years, so have citizens’ expectations of the application of that technology.  In 2007, being “friends” with or “following” an elected official or governmental body passed for a successful social media interaction.  Over time, people have come to expect a quicker and more personal interaction with their governmental officials and organizations.  Many times, citizens look to the internet or social media to solve a governmental problem (such as a quality of life issue) which is a different utilization of technology than was used ten or fifteen years ago.  While some departments in the City of Bethlehem do an effective job of responding to the citizens of Bethlehem, by and large, we remain behind other cities and municipalities in interacting successfully with our citizens of Bethlehem.  Some of that issue is likely inevitable in a world where technology is changing so quickly.  Technology is moving quickly and the City has not made it a priority to come up with a comprehensive plan on how to engage our citizens through social media. We must, however, switch from a reactive authoritative system to a proactive interactive system of social media services if we are going to optimize the current extensive opportunities available for technological citizen engagement.
Why can’t the issue of Social Media be looked at with Open Data? 
There are many similarities between social media and open data.  Both involve computers, technology, and interaction between government and their citizens. They are not, however, the same thing. Open Data is data produced or commissioned by government or government controlled entities that can be used to create something new and innovative. The data is used to accomplish a separate larger goal of the community and the government.  Social media centers on websites and applications that enable users to create and share content or to participate in social interaction.  The user goal of social media can often be met through the individual interaction.  The difference between the two is stark and understanding the difference is important in comprehending the future goals of the individual mediums as they relate to the City of Bethlehem.
What should be done?  
The City of Bethlehem should look at what we currently do now in the field of social media and how we can increase interactions with the members of our community.   Potential goals to be included:
A) Find out what people want.  The world of technology is moving quickly and we increasingly have citizens who receive the majority if not all of their information from their computers and their phones.  Finding out what people want from the City of Bethlehem is an important place to start the conversation.  
B) Study other cities. Many other cities use social media in various ways related to the services that they provide.  Looking at what other cities do and the value it brings to the efficiency of their services should be an immediate goal of the city.
C) Interact with and talk to the members of our community who are actively involved with social media.  The Bethlehem community is filled with many professionals who specialize in social media.  They should be utilized for information as well as best practices in determining what the City of Bethlehem is not currently doing well. 

D) Encourage more questions of our community.  Many political leaders and governments throughout the country make open-ended questions a key aspect of their social media presence.  Asking questions of our community increases interactions, reach, and effectiveness of our social media efforts.
E) Post and be willing to respond quicker – ex. disaster related information.  We have not always responded to natural disasters such as snow events as efficiently as we could have or in the same effective way that other cities have.  For example, other cities have been constant in interacting and responding to community questions/concerns.  Other ideas include creating hashtags such as #SnowBethlehem as a way for community members’ questions/concerns/frustrations to be read and directed to city departments or employees with the capability to address that concern.
F) Encourage more posting of pictures relating to services (leaf collection, code violations, etc.) The most basic job of a city government is to provide basic city services.  For decades, the way people relayed a service concern was by a phone call or a trip to City Hall.  Social media allows people to report concerns and complaints instantly. This, however, needs to be done through a concerted effort to encourage people to do this.  For example, “Please send pictures of garbage violations to #BethlehemTrash” or “Please send pictures of garbage violations in a Direct Message to @BethlehemTrashConcerns”
G) Create #hashtag days among departments to maximize reach of branding and news #VisitBethlehem #LiveBethlehem #SafeBethlehem, #WalkBethlehem, etc.  Cities have been using hashtags to brand themselves for years.  Getting everyone who handles a City of Bethlehem social media account to tweet on the same topic increases not only the branding of Bethlehem but also the reach of important community events.
How should we go about improving our social media operation?  It is my belief we should follow the same procedure as outlined previously for Open Data and our Climate Action Plan.  Resolution #3 outlines goals to be accomplished in 2017 in the area of social media in the City of Bethlehem.  A Social Media team should be created using members of the Administration, current social media contacts in our individual departments, members of City Council, and, most importantly, people in our community who utilize social media on a daily basis for business.  Giving the Social Media Team ample time to study what we do, what other cities do, and create goals for the City of Bethlehem.
#4 Economic Development Incentive Data Tracking

Locally and across the nation, economic development incentives have provided no shortage of controversy over the past several years.  Supporters look at them as a valuable tool to redevelop and revitalize areas that are in desperate need of investment.  Detractors look at economic development programs as corporate giveaways or as destructive of conditions that are worth preserving or fostering.  One thing that supporters and opponents, however, can probably agree on is that economic development incentives are not going away in the near future.

A look across the Lehigh Valley sees competition between cities, boroughs, and townships to land new commercial, retail, and residential development.  This competition extends beyond the Lehigh Valley as counties and metropolitan areas throughout the state compete to be the landing place for job creators and revenue producers.  The state of Pennsylvania has created economic development incentive programs and made them available to municipalities and cities.  If Bethlehem does not to utilize these programs, it puts the city’s development efforts at a disadvantage against other municipalities who utilize the incentives.  This is not unique to Pennsylvania as states often rush to see who is able to offer the best economic incentives to attract and retain jobs.  Ideally, most incentives would only be used in the most extreme and challenging projects.  This, however, is not always the case as incentive programs become more and more the rule rather than the exception.

Understanding that economic development incentives are likely here to stay, the discussion and conversation should move to the questions “How effective are the incentives in place?” and “What are the tangible benefits of the incentives that government offers?”  The refrain is often that giving up some amount of tax revenue through incentive programs is necessary to create jobs, redevelop challenging projects, and put properties back on the tax rolls that are currently producing no revenue.  The City of Bethlehem can follow the lead of other cities by requiring data to prove how effective our city and state economic development incentives are working. 

Tracking economic development incentive data provides a series of desirable measures for the City Administration, City Council, and the citizens of Bethlehem.  It will help to answer questions about the validity of the current programs in effect.  It will also provide evidence and information for future discussions about economic development incentives.  Currently, supporting these types of programs involves repeating anecdotal information more so than using actual data to provide context for what the government is receiving in exchange for an incentive and what the government is giving up.

Ordinance #1 attached provides an Economic Development Tracking Data proposal modeled after a similar policy passed last year by the City of Philadelphia.  Required data may include jobs created (temporary vs. permanent), types of jobs created (compensation within ranges), revenue produced, revenue given up, etc. A further conversation between the City Administration and City Council’s Community Economic Development Committee in 2017 will also be important in order to allow for as relevant data as possible to be produced.  Eventually, the data will then be available for review through the City’s website and information channels.

This ordinance may strike some as a potential barrier towards development in the City of Bethlehem.  I believe, however, that it will be the opposite of a barrier.  If economic development incentives continue to be the rule in cities such as Bethlehem, proving the value of them will make the use of them easier in the future.  If they work, the data should show that they work.  If the data shows they work, they become easier to utilize and justify their use in the future.   This is about helping development in Bethlehem, not hurting it.

#5 Campaign Contribution Limits
Few issues in contemporary politics have attracted more public attention than campaign finance and the integrity of the political process. In the past several years, instances of unethical behavior or corruption have been prominent in news cycles throughout the country.  Fortunately, the City of Bethlehem has avoided such issues thanks to decades of work by dedicated, honest public employees and officials.  The successful avoidance of ethical issues in the past does not mean, however, that we should not strive to heighten public trust and confidence through actions designed to promote transparency and enhance  accountability in the governmental decision making process. This is particularly true when the complicated discussion of the funding of campaigns comes up.

For the record and before discussing the proposals that follow, it is important to stress that the introduction of this proposal should not be interpreted as a suggestion that anyone serving in the government of the City of Bethlehem has done anything other than conduct themselves with the highest degree of integrity.  Nevertheless, actions that can heighten public confidence in the integrity of the government officials always have merit. Such confidence enhances the effectiveness of representative government and elevates the level of governmental accountability.

Bethlehem is not the first place to look at the issues of concern here.  Governments at every level have long discussed what can be done to reduce the influence of money on government.  Some have succeeded; others have not.  The one common theme of successful efforts, however, has been transparency. With that focus in mind, there are things that should be done immediately to make more transparent the process by which businesses and individuals conduct their interactions with the City and its officials.   

One initiative that can be pursued directly is to improve public understanding of the contracting process. For example, putting all contracts on the City of Bethlehem website would provide citizens with more information about who the City is paying and for what services.  Writing and posting on line a tutorial that describes how the contracting process works in the City of Bethlehem would also serve a great purpose.  People often have at best a limited idea of how the City decides what services to contract and or why services are not handled by employees within City Hall. Explaining the contracting process and posting contracts would be productive steps in enhancing transparency and openness in City Hall. 

A second and more daunting challenge in regard to the integrity of the governmental process in the City is the role of money in political campaigns. This too is not a new subject to elected officials but efforts to confront public concerns in this area are confounded by United States Supreme Court rulings that have extended 1st Amendment protections to fundamental aspects of campaign finance. Most notably, while there can be some regulation of campaign contributions, limits on campaign spending have been disqualified as violations of free speech. Frequently, efforts to address these issues have yielded complicated campaign finance systems that have not passed constitutional consideration or led interested parties to find new and often easily concealed ways to circumvent regulatory goals.

The problems that are of concern here should not be assumed to pertain only at the federal or state level. Perhaps our task would be easier if that were the case but, for good or for bad, it is not.  For example, 1st Amendment protections extend to people spending their own money on their own campaigns.  Candidates running for municipal office who choose to do so can constitutionally spend as much of their own money as they want. Elections in the City have included occasions of such self-financing of individual campaigns.  Yet, can’t we agree that running for office shouldn’t be only for people who can give thousands of dollars to their own campaigns?

Similarly, our local elections have included legal actions taken by organized interests though entities like Political Action Committees. For example, in 2013, the Lehigh Valley Association of Realtors (LVAR) spent $15,000 to support a candidate for office through the purchase of radio advertisements.  Indeed, if a local PAC chose to do so, it can spend as much money as it wants to influence an election and can do so in ways that often make it harder to track the origin of the spending and certainly do not make campaigns more transparent.  

As efforts to control such spending have repeatedly run headlong into the 1st Amendment protections noted above, the conversation must turn to how one controls the influence of money while still allowing candidates to compete.  That is, the City can pursue limits on direct contributions to candidates but, in doing so, we need to be aware that such limits are set at a level that will allow all candidates to raise the money needed to contest elections in which wealthy candidates or well financed groups can use constitutionally protected rights to spend freely against those who are not as financially well positioned. 


In this context, the first issue in pursuit of a workable and equitable system is again transparency.  While the public cannot control how much is spent, it can require disclosure of who is paying for political activity.  Indeed, the City already publishes all candidate finance reports on its website; this serves as an important tool that allows citizens to see who is contributing to candidates for city office. More can be done, however, and done in a clear and simple way that allows people to raise money without violating 1st Amendment protected rights but also providing greater protection of the public interest from the undue influence of large individual donors. 

The answer lies in yearly contribution limits enforced through the process that utilizes our current judicial system.  Ordinance #2 sets limits on candidates and elected officials in the City of Bethlehem.  An equitable level of these contributions will need to be determined through public deliberations as to what might be workable in meeting the twin goals of preventing undue financial influence while providing a meaningful opportunity for all candidates to contest elections and not just those with large financial backers.  

Beyond setting legally defined contributions limits, Ordinance #2 also provides a straightforward and efficient means for the public to hold public officials and candidates accountable. The ordinance would create a system where if a candidate or elected official goes above the contribution limitations, a citizen has the capability (similar to the current process of filing a Sunshine Law violation) to file a complaint in the local judicial system. This is a similar process that currently exists for violations of other city ordinances.  This process has several benefits.  It is simple to understand and follow for candidates and citizens. The data needed to make the necessary judgment will be available through the City web site.  The process also places the determination of proscribed behavior in the current judicial system. This placement both provides for determination by judicial personnel who are independent of the political apparatus of City government and reduces the potential conflicts of City attorneys weighing the complaints of candidates for whom they might work. The ordinance also would avoid the imposition of new costs that would follow if the City was to create a new system to enforce the ordinance.  

#6 Parking Authority Community Reinvestment

The subject of parking regulation is likely controversial in every town and city throughout the country.  If a city allows cars to park in high traffic streets for several hours, it can often lead to a lack of parking and frustration among businesses and potential customers who interested in creating parking turnover (and therefore more open spots close to businesses).  On the contrary, too much parking regulation can lead to a negative customer experience and, in turn, a negative small business climate.  With both of those ideas in mind, parking regulations are often established to balance the needs of small business owners, customers, and residents of affected areas.  Parking revenue is also needed to support parking supply efforts (such as parking garages) in cities in order to meet the necessary demand of visitors and residents of our downtown areas.  Many cities utilize parking revenues in other ways to further support their areas affected by parking regulation.  In March of 2016, I sent a memo to Mayor Donchez and his Administration about the possibility of redirecting Parking Authority Revenues to be invested in areas affected by parking authority regulation.

What areas are affected by parking regulation?  Parking meters, garages, and lots are found throughout the City but are concentrated in our south, west, and north side business districts.  What are some examples of desired uses of the revenues? Revenues could be redirected to fund beautification/small capital projects including but not limited to streetscape improvements, landscaping, signage, etc.  

How much money is available?  Due to the uncertainty of the casino host fee, I did not push to create a line item in the 2017 budget that would be directed towards “Parking Authority Community Reinvestment”.  I had had conversations with the Administrations at the 2017 budget hearings about the desire to create a line item hopefully once the casino host fee issue is resolved.  In my initial March 2016 memo, I had suggested putting aside $25,000 of the Parking Authority’s annual contribution to the City of Bethlehem.  This was thrown out as an initial investment and may be increased in 2017 or future years.  Opportunities to match funds either from the private or public sector also should be considered in the future.
What will happen next in 2017 with Parking Authority Community Reinvestment funds?

The City Administration in conjunction with City Council’s Community Development Committee shall put together a process to disburse the included funds when they become available.  Input from affected business owners, residents, and other interested parties shall be included as well.

What are some examples of other cities using similar programs? Cities have been using some form of this type of reinvestment model for decades.  Austin, TX, Washington D.C., San Diego, CA, Pasadena, CA, and Boulder, CO are just a few of the cities that have seen success with the reinvestment of parking revenues back into areas affected by regulation.
How could this program be used in the future? Several cities have official Parking Benefit Districts (PBD).  PBDs often designate a percentage of net parking revenue generated within a certain district be reinvested into improvements in a particular area.  This model may be advisable over the next several years but would probably take a few years to put into place.
#7 North Side 2025
Just about everyone who has ever run for elected office in a city has talked about the value of neighborhoods.  This is especially true in Bethlehem where neighborhoods provide the backbone of our city.  Neighborhoods and the community institutions within those neighborhoods have helped to develop and maintain the quality of life that people in Bethlehem appreciate and cherish.

In 2016, City Council and the Administration had several conversations about the future of multiple north Bethlehem neighborhoods including those that make up the boundaries of William Penn and Thomas Jefferson Elementary Schools.  The stabilization and revitalization of these neighborhoods was included in the recent rationale behind the Administration’s proposed LERTA (Local Economic Revitalization Tax Assistance) ordinance.  LERTA offers a graduated increase in tax payments of properties as development occurs and their assessed value increases.

The LERTA ordinance, while important, however, is only one tool in what should be a much larger revitalization effort, a North Bethlehem neighborhood community investment program (tentatively titled North Side 2025) directed towards this area.  Bethlehem’s successful south Bethlehem community investment program, Southside Vision 2014, should serve as a successful model for what can be accomplished in these north Bethlehem neighborhoods.    


Southside Vision 2014 (currently updated with a master plan that runs through 2024), has provided millions of dollars in investment and revitalization to the South Side since its inception in 2002.  Using both public dollars and private contributions, Southside Vision 2014 “was conceived through public participation and partnerships beginning in 2001. It has been led by Community Action Development Corporation of Bethlehem (CADCB) and the City of Bethlehem, who have worked together with residents and stakeholders to revitalize the neighborhoods of South Bethlehem. It was a comprehensive plan aimed to tackle complex problems, such as aging housing stock, lack of open space, few gateway features, inadequate street lighting and commercial districts, insufficient parking and a need for youth recreation in south Bethlehem. ” (Source SouthSide Vision Report 2001-2014). The accomplishments of many of the goals and objectives set forth in 2002 stand as a testament to both the work of everyone involved in the Committee and the power of what can be accomplished when everyone in a community is working in concert. 


The north Bethlehem neighborhoods currently under discussion include several blocks that could benefit greatly from a similar targeted effort much larger than LERTA.  Partnering with the Bethlehem Area School District, Moravian College, corporate partners, financial institutions, and members of the community on a large scale revitalization effort, hopefully, can lead to results similar to those created by SouthSide Vision 2014.  Just one example of the synergies between the two plans involves a potential steering committee to oversee the program. 

Traditionally, the SouthSide Vision 2014 was chaired by the Mayor of Bethlehem and a representative of Lehigh University (Source: SouthSide Vision Report 2001-2014).  A North Side 2025 steering committee for these targeted neighborhoods could be chaired by the Mayor of Bethlehem, the President of Moravian (or a designee), and a representative from the Bethlehem School District such as the Superintendent (or a designee).  This type of concerted team effort would increase the Committee’s ability to help plan community investment strategies and revenue generation for the included area. This is just one example of the potential benefits of a large scale investment strategy similar to what was undertaken in 2002 on the south side of Bethlehem. 
#8 Community Policing Investment

The backbone of the City of Bethlehem government has always been our outstanding public safety institutions.  The Bethlehem Police Department has provided service for generations that consistently made the City of Bethlehem the safest mid-sized city in the state of Pennsylvania.  At the center of that success is a relationship of mutual respect between the people of Bethlehem and the officers who put their lives on the line every day in order to keep Bethlehem safe.
Over the last several years during budget hearings and various community events, I have heard consistently about the positive programs that our police officers engage in with the community.  These “community policing” programs involve everything from working with elementary school students to attending block watch meetings where citizens can share the issues of their individual neighborhoods.  The importance of these programs is unquestioned.  They provide positive, trust-building opportunities for members of our community and the police officers who serve them.  Often times these positive interactions create citizens who have a deeper respect for the officers who serve them as well as relationships that benefit the community and the police department for many years.  It is these positive relationships between our citizens and our police department that has helped Bethlehem, as a city, avoid many of the trust issues that have plagued police departments throughout the country.  As a city and as elected officials, we would not be doing our job if we did not find ways to continue and build upon these successful programs.

One common refrain that has been mentioned during our annual budget hearings is the difficulty that the City of Bethlehem has in funding these programs.  Often times, these programs rely on state or federal grant programs that sometimes can be present one year and gone the next.  It seems year after year that City Council hears our Police Chief’s frustrations with the uncertainty of the funding associated with community policing programs.  
After discussion with the City of Bethlehem’s Budget Office, the approximate budgeted cost of one Bethlehem Police Officer is approximately $85,000.  The 2017 City of Bethlehem budget has 154 police officers.  The proposal associated with these discussions would call for reducing that number to 153 police officers for 2018.  The resulting $85,000 would then be spent to subsidize currently effective community policing programs or fund, partly or in their entirety, new programs supported by the community, the City Administration, the Bethlehem Police Department, and Bethlehem City Council.  The conversation about how to spend that money should occur in 2017.  It would allow for input from all parties involved, most importantly, the people of Bethlehem.  If at the end of 2018, there was a mutual decision that the value of one police officer was greater than whatever value was added to these programs, it would be easy and revenue neutral to add one police officer back to the department. The process, however, would allow for a full conversation about the most effective ways in which to maintain the trust and relationship between the people of Bethlehem and our police department that has been a pillar of our community for generations.
Ordinances and Resolutions
Resolution #1 – Climate Action Plan

Resolution #2 – Open Bethlehem

Resolution #3 – Engaging Bethlehem

Ordinance #1 – Economic Development Tracing Data

Ordinance #2 – Campaign Contribution Limits

TENTATIVE #9 Decriminalization of Marijuana

In 2016, cities throughout the country and the state of Pennsylvania (including Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Harrisburg) have continually looked at the optional decriminalization of marijuana.  

What is decriminalization of marijuana?

It is NOT legalization.  State law currently states that possession of 30 grams or less is a misdemeanor punishable by 30 days in jail and/or a $500 fine. Decriminalization gives officers the option to charge someone with a summary offense rather than a misdemeanor.  Decriminalization also does not change any laws when it comes to buying, smoking in public, driving under the influence of marijuana, or allow for a summary charge if the person is charged with other crimes (for example disorderly conduct, assault, etc.)  The marijuana is also still confiscated.

What is the point of decriminalization?

Small amount of marijuana charges clog up courtroom times and take officers away from working the streets.  Police have more time to focus on serious crimes.  Misdemeanor charges stay with offenders, often youth, into adulthood and make it more difficult to get a job.  Prosecutors currently often reduce marijuana possession to a summary offense now.  Philadelphia has a program for decriminalized marijuana in effect since October of 2014.  According to statistics provided by the Police Department, 3,686 people were arrested for pot possession between Oct. 1, 2013, and Oct. 19, 2014.  From Oct. 20, 2014, to Sept. 5, 2015 - the most recent date for which department statistics are available - just 1,012 people were cited for possessing or smoking a small amount of marijuana. 

Is the decriminalization something that the City of Bethlehem is allowed to do?While the City of Philadelphia has had the longest running decriminalization ordinance, better comparisons are Pittsburgh and Harrisburg’s Ordinances.  Philadelphia has its own civil crimes office which puts it in a different enforcement category than cities such as Pittsburgh that is a part of the Allegheny County Court System and Harrisburg which is part of the Dauphin County Court System.  Pittsburgh gave their officers the option of charging their citizens with “certain defined conduct” under their current ordinance.  This charge does not include any  reference to marijuana in the individual’s criminal record.  There are currently no lawsuits challenging the validity of any of the decriminalization municipal efforts.  

