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LOCALLY
FOCUSED
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to store openings,
LNP covers it all.

Get in the know about
what’s happening across 

Lancaster County.

NATIONAL
NEWS

We keep you up-to-date
on what’s going on

around the world
and how it connects 
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ENTERTAINMENT
Local events, daily TV 

and movie listings, 
celebrity news and more. 

Plus two pages containing 
a variety of games and 

puzzles to enjoy.
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OVERHEARD ON 3RD

MICHAEL J. MULLEN | SCRA NTON TIMES-TRIBUNE

State Police patrol in north-
east Pennsylvania in the 
search for accused cop killer 
Eric Frein in Sept. 2014

CALLS FOR PROBE INTO 
$800M+ RADIO PROJECT
House appropriators say Pa. shouldn’t spend any more money on statewide  
system for first responders until they find out what went wrong

At least three members of the House Appropriations 
Committee, including the chairman, say there’s a need 
for a criminal investigation into the statewide radio net-
work for law enforcement, which has ballooned into an 

$800 million project over 18 years.
Critics say the network has never 

fully worked.
Rep. Jerry Knowles, R-Schuylkill 

County, and Rep. Jim Christiana, R-
Beaver County, said last week there’s a 
need for a criminal probe of the system 
described by House Appropriations 
Chairman Stan Saylor as a “boondog-
gle.”

Saylor, R-York County, said in an 
interview after the budget hearing for 
State Police: “I do think there has to be 
an investigation. I think most of us be-
lieve there’s one going on already. I have 
a pretty good idea there’s an investiga-
tion ongoing.”

In short, Saylor said he believes it is 
likely there is an investigation into the 
communications network for police.

State Police Major Diane Stackhouse, 
who oversees the STARNet radio sys-
tem, told The Caucus, “I can’t comment 
whether there is or isn’t (an investiga-
tion) at this time.”

State Police Commissioner Tyree 
Blocker said after the hearing that any 
decision made on any investigation 
would be decided at the “appropriate 
level.”

State police investigations involving 
state agencies are often prosecuted by 
the Office of Attorney General.

Knowles and Christiana said they 
believed Attorney General Josh Shapiro 
should handle an investigation of the 
radio project.

Joe Grace, Shapiro’s spokesman, 
said: “We can neither confirm nor deny 
the existence of any investigation into 
that issue.”

The Caucus raised interest at the 
Capitol on the radio project in a two-
part series last month. Called “Penn-
sylvania’s Big Dig” by a top Senate 
leader, the project has spanned the 
administrations of five governors and 
involved multiple contractors and 
subcontractors.

In 2003, the tower-site contractor 
went bankrupt, extending the project 
by nearly nine months. And the main 
contractor since 2009, Florida-based 
Harris Corp., was placed into the 
Contractor Responsibility Program in 
2015 by the State Police for allegedly 

deficient work, The Caucus reported 
on Feb. 21 and 28.

The project was plagued by lax 
legislative oversight, a tug-of-war 
between the state police and Office of 
Administration, which ran the project 
from 1996 through 2012, and a revolv-
ing door among key state officials and 
M/A-COM Inc. and Harris Corp, accord-
ing to hundreds of records and dozens of 
interviews.

Harris strongly protests its inclu-
sion in the CRP program, arguing it’s an 
ongoing contractual dispute with the 
State Police, not Harris’ responsibility 
as a contractor.

Harris stated through a spokes-
woman that it was proud of its work on 
the STARNet radio system but couldn’t 
comment on portions of the project it 
didn’t control.

State Police brass told legislators an 
audit of the project is underway by the 

 » BRAD BUMSTED + PAULA KNUDSEN
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OVERHEARD ON 3RD

Office of Budget, Bureau of Audits 
and Office of the Comptroller.

Stackhouse also told the panel, “We 
are discussing all civil remedies.”

What’s striking about the radio proj-
ect is not only the length of time but the 
cost soaring from the original $196 mil-
lion authorization to an $800 million-
plus price tag.

“I don’t think we can chalk up past 
mistakes solely to political malpractice,” 
Christiana said.

Saylor told State Police he doesn’t 
believe “House or Senate members can 
appropriate more money for a radio 
system” without getting some answers 
about what went wrong in the past.

The state signed a new, $44.5 million 
contract with Motorola for a radio sys-
tem to be deployed in phases. State and 
local agencies using the network must 
buy new radios for the new so-called 
P-25 system.

In an interview, Christiana said he 
was not satisfied with an audit and civil 
remedies.

“It ignores the possibility there may 
have been misconduct,” Christiana said.

Christiana said he is looking for an-
swers from an investigation that would 
tell legislators whether any crimes were 
likely committed in the past, and wheth-
er they would be outside the statute of 
limitations.

Any potential criminal investiga-
tion “gets harder as each year goes by,” 
said Bruce Antkowiak, a law professor 
at Saint Vincent’s College and a former 
federal prosecutor.

“This does not appear to be some-

thing that would be fruitful for a crimi-
nal investigation,” Antkowiak said.

IS TRUMP EYEING TURZAI  
FOR U.S. ATTORNEY?

Bandied about in the House GOP 
Caucus: talk that House Speaker Mike 
Turzai, R-Allegheny County, had discus-
sions with the Trump administration 
to serve as the new U.S. attorney for the 
Western District of Pennsylvania.

Heather Heidelbaugh, a prominent 
Allegheny County Republican and part-
ner in the Leech Tishman Fuscaldo & 
Lampl law firm in Pittsburgh, is heading 
the search committee.

Asked how far along the search is, 
Heidelbaugh said, “I can’t even discuss 
it.”

Asked if Turzai is or has been under 
consideration, Heidelbaugh, said, “I 
can’t confirm or deny it.”

Turzai also has been mentioned as a 
potential 2018 candidate for governor, 
but being Pittsburgh’s new sheriff in 
town would keep him close to his fam-
ily. Still, some insiders say it’s unlikely 
Turzai moves forward on the top federal 
prosecutor post if it is offered.

THAT’S MORE LIKE IT, SENATOR

Sen. Scott Wagner opened an Appro-
priations Committee hearing last week 
with a clarification, of sorts. He said he 
didn’t mean to call The Caucus a “rag-
sheet” a few weeks back. 

“I just would like to acknowledge The 
Caucus newspaper and the fine report-

ing they’ve been doing on hearings 
here,” the York County Republican said. 

The Caucus has been reporting on 
the soaring costs and protracted length 
of the now-$800 million-plus police 
radio project. 

At an Appropriations Committee 
budget hearing three weeks ago, Wagner 
wondered why he and most other law-
makers were kept in the dark while the 
project spiraled out of control and into 
what critics refer to as “Pennsylvania’s 
Big Dig.”

“It’s unfortunate when I kill myself 
to get elected and I have the respon-
sibility of being a senator and there’s 
more information in a ragsheet here” 
- he was referring to reporting by Brad 
Bumsted and Paula Knudsen - “than 
what we know, than what we’re fed 
by the administration to our caucus,” 
Wagner said.

We took Wagner’s comments in 
stride. In fact, we considered them a 
compliment and we wrote about them.

Last week he wanted to be sure no 
offense was taken.

“Actually,” he said of The Caucus 
team, “they are so thorough that actu-
ally this has become a resource for me 
now to, you know, learn about some of 
the issues that are out there. But what a 
fine newspaper. 

“And I use the word ‘newspaper’ 
because I was criticized for - I happened 
to use the term ‘ragsheet,’ which is 
probably a men’s locker-room term, and 
there was an article.”

No worries, senator.
We’re good.

“ They are so thor-
ough that actually 
this has become 
a resource for me 
now to, you know, 
learn about some  
of the issues that 
are out there.  
But what a fine  
newspaper.
SEN. SCOTT WAGNER 
ON THE CAUCUS
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1 1  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 3
FUNDRAISER FOR  

REP. TOM CALTAGIRONE
Harrisburg Hilton

1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$500, $1,000 or $2,500  

a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 3
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. JUSTIN SIMMONS
McGrath’s Pub

202 Locust St., Harrisburg
$250, $500 or $1,000  

a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 3
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. KERRY BENNINGHOFF
Rubicon

270 North St., Harrisburg
$1,000, $2,500 or $5,000  

a person

6  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 3
HOUSE REPUBLICAN  

CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE
“Motown Music with Charles Lee”

Stage on Herr
268 Herr St., Harrisburg
$250 or $1,000 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. MICHAEL CORR
Old Town Deli

512 N. 3rd St., Harrisburg
$250 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  
REP. DOM COSTA

Harrisburg Hilton
1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg

$350, $600 or $1,000 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. MIKE CARROLL
Harrisburg Hilton

1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$300, $500 or $1,000 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. MIKE SCHLOSSBERG
McGrath’s Pub

202 Locust St., Harrisburg
$250, $500 or $1,000 a person

1 2 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
LUNCHEON FOR  

U.S. REP. RYAN COSTELLO
The Capitol Hill Club

300 First St. SE, Washington, D.C.
$500 a person

5  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

U.S. REP. BRIAN FITZPATRICK
Harold Black

212 7th St. SE, Washington, D.C.
$500 or $1,000 a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. MARK KELLER
Rubicon

270 North St., Harrisburg
$300 or $1,000 a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. STAN SAYLOR
Level 2

215 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$1,000, $3,000 or  

$5,000 a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

HOUSE DEMOCRATIC  
CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE

Stocks on 2nd
211 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$500, $1,000, $2,500 or  

$5,000 a person

6  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 4
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. RYAN MACKENZIE
McGrath’s Pub

202 Locust St., Harrisburg
$300, $500 or $1,000 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 5
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. PETER SCHWEYER
McGrath’s Pub

202 Locust St., Harrisburg
$250, $500 or $1,000 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 5
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. MIKE STURLA
Pennsylvania Rural  

Electric Association
212 Locust St., Harrisburg
$500 or $2,000 a person

4 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 5
“SHAMROCK FEST” WITH  

REP. TIM HENNESSEY
McGrath’s Pub

202 Locust St., Harrisburg
$350, $500 or $1,000 a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  1 6
RECEPTION FOR  

SEN. PAT BROWNE
Union League

140 S. Broad St., Philadelphia
$1,000 a person

1 1  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
LUNCHEON FOR REP. ROB KAUFFMAN

The Locust Court Building
212 Locust St., Harrisburg
$300 or $500 a person

1 1 : 3 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
RECEPTION FOR  

SEN. CAMERA BARTOLOTTA
Stocks on 2nd

211 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$500, $1,000 or $2,500 a person

1 1 : 3 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
LUNCHEON FOR  

REP. DONNA OBERLANDER
Firehouse

606 North 2nd St., Harrisburg
$400 or $1,000 a person

1 1 : 3 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
LUNCHEON FOR REP. JOSEPH MARKOSEK

Harrisburg Hilton
1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg

$500, $1,000, $2,500 and $5,000 a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
“WINGS-N-THINGS” FOR  

REP. BRIAN ELLIS
The Brick Haus

229 N. Second St., Harrisburg
$300 or $1,000 a person

6  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
RECEPTION FOR SEN. JAKE CORMAN

Level 2
215 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg

$1,000 or $2,5000 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
BREAKFAST FOR  

REP. STEPHEN BARRAR
Harrisburg Hilton

1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$500 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
BREAKFAST FOR  

REP. WARREN KAMPF
Harrisburg Hilton

1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$300 or $500 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
BREAKFAST FOR  

SEN. JOHN GORDNER
Harrisburg Hilton

1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$500 or $1,000 a person

1 1 : 3 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
BURGERS WITH  

SEN. JOHN EICHELBERGER JR.
Firehouse

606 North 2nd St., Harrisburg
$500 or $1,000 a person

5 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
RECEPTION FOR  

SEN. CHUCK MCILHINNEY
McGrath’s Pub

202 Locust St., Harrisburg
$500 a person

6  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
RECEPTION FOR  

REP. SCOTT PETRI
Mangia Qui

272 North St., Harrisburg
$500 a person

6 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
ST. PATRICK’S DAY PARTY  

& RECEPTION  
FOR REP. SUE HELM

Country Club of Harrisburg
401 Fishing Creek Valley Road,  

Harrisburg
$100, $350, $500, $1,000, $2,000  

or $5,000 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
BREAKFAST FOR  
SEN. JAY COSTA

Harrisburg Hilton
1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg

$500, $1,000 or  
$2,500 a person

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
BREAKFAST FOR  

SEN. DAVE ARGALL
Harrisburg Hilton

1 N. 2nd St., Harrisburg
$500 or $1,000 a person

THE MONEY RACE

FUNDRAISERS
A roundup of events to benefit legislator re-election campaigns
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1 1  A . M . ,  M A R C H  1 4

RARE DISEASE DAY
Capitol Rotunda

The National Organization for Rare Dis-
orders holds a news conference to raise 

awareness for legislators, staff, the public 
and the media.

N O O N ,  M A R C H  1 8
GOD’S MARRIAGE  

PRAYER RALLY
Capitol Complex

The American Society for the Defense of 
Tradition, Family and Property holds a 

prayer vigil in support of marriage being 
between one man and one woman.

9  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
FREE ENTERPRISE DAY

Keystone Building Atrium
400 North St., Harrisburg

The Associated Builders & Contractors  
Keystone Chapter holds a luncheon, fol-
lowed by meetings at the Capitol and an 

off-site reception.

1 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
AMERICAN HEART ASSOCIATION  

ADVOCACY DAY
Capitol Rotunda

Volunteers advocate for heart and stroke 
issues with legislators.

1 0 : 3 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0

REPUBLICAN PARTY OF PENNSYLVANIA
Front Capitol Steps

The state GOP hosts a news conference.

1 1  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
MUSIC EDUCATION ADVOCACY DAY

Capitol Rotunda 
The Pennsylvania Music Educators Associa-

tion holds a news conference.

4  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 0
BUSINESS NETWORKING RECEPTION

East Wing Rotunda
A general reception is held for elected of-

ficials and business leaders.

8  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
AUTONOMOUS VEHICLES

North Office Building
401 North St., Harrisburg

The Senate Transportation Committee will 
have four autonomous vehicles parked 

outside the North Office Building.

1 1  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 1
AIR POLLUTION ACCOUNTABILITY 

Front Capitol Steps
People impacted by the oil and gas indus-

try air pollution will gather along with lead-
ers from environmental, faith, labor, and 

medicine fields to hold a press conference.

4 : 3 0  P. M .  ,  M A R C H  2 1

ARCHITECTS RECEPTION
Ryan Building

451 North 3rd St., Harrisburg
Reception for legislators hosted 

 on the behalf of architects across the  
commonwealth.

7  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
CYSTIC FIBROSIS BREAKFAST

Senate Fountain Area
Meet and greet for the advocacy group  

and the Cystic Fibrosis Caucus.

9  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
ARCHITECTS ACTION DAY

Capitol Rotunda
Architects from across the commonwealth 

will host their day on the Capitol Hill.

1 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
RED CROSS MONTH

Capitol Rotunda
Red Cross officials hold a news conference 
with House and Senate members and Red 

Cross volunteers.

1 0 : 3 0  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
GET SMART KICKOFF

East Wing Rotunda
Press event, awards ceremony and intro-

duction to 2017 Get Smart Program.

1 1  A . M . ,  M A R C H  2 2

PENN STATE  
CAPITOL DAY

Capitol Rotunda
Penn State students and alumni annual  

rally on the Capitol steps.

1  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
VACCINE CHOICE
Capitol Rotunda

The Pennsylvania Medical Freedom Alliance 
and guest speakers will talk about main-
taining medical freedom on the topic on 

vaccinations.

1 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
MOMS CLEAN AIR FORCE  

MAMA SUMMIT 
East Wing Rotunda

Moms, dads, grandparents, kids and friends 
show support for children’s health and call 

for action to protect the air our children 
breathe.

2 : 3 0  P. M . ,  M A R C H  2 2
WORKFORCE  

DEVELOPMENT
Capitol Rotunda

The AEC Collaborative Coalition was de-
veloped to stand united on issues that are 
beneficial to the Architecture, Engineering, 

and Construction industry.

CAPITOL EVENTS

THE WEEK AHEAD
A listing of who’s doing what where this week in the Capitol
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T axpayers in 25 states including neigh-
boring Maryland, Ohio and New York 
have access to transcripts or tapes of 
911 calls.

Pennsylvanians don’t.
Twenty-six states allow public access to disciplinary records 

of government employees.
Pennsylvania does not.
At least fifteen states allow citizens to review records related 

to closed police investigations.
Pennsylvania does not.
Its law allows police to withhold records of criminal investi-

gations, even if the files were closed decades ago.
While most experts agree that access to public records has 

improved in Pennsylvania, many areas of government transpar-
ency still fall below standards in other states.

Critics say there are still major problems with access to 
information in Pennsylvania.

“We’re down in the toilet,” said Robert P. Strauss, an eco-
nomics and public policy professor at the Carnegie Mellon 
University. “We’re at the bottom.”

Strauss said academics such as himself are unable to get 
detailed data from state government. That’s not the case in 
Florida, Texas and New York, he said.

‘SO FAR AHEAD OF WHERE WE WERE’

Pennsylvania’s freedom-of-information act — the Right 
to Know Law — was significantly amended through 
legislation introduced in 2007 by then-Majority Leader 

Dominic Pileggi.
Pileggi’s bill became Act 3 of 2008, a law that created a 

presumption in favor of openness of government records and 
created the state Office of Open Records, among other changes.

Erik Arneson, executive director of the Office of Open Re-
cords, was the policy and communications director for Pileggi 
when the records law was overhauled 10 years ago.

“Where Pennsylvania is in 2017 is so far ahead of where we 
were in 2007 that in some ways it’s hard to measure,” Arneson 
said.

While there are legitimate debates to be had about excep-

tions in the Right to Know Law, he said, “Pennsylvania’s process 
really seems to be one of the best in the country.”

Terry Mutchler was the first director of the Office of Open 
Records.

“We definitely went from a horse and buggy to a motorized 
vehicle, a Cadillac,” she said, comparing Pennsylvania’s old 
records law to the one passed in 2008. “It’s still one of the better 
ones in the United States,” she said.

‘ADVANCING STATE’

T he key change in 2008 was shifting the presumption 
from the citizen to government agency to explain why a 
record should not be public.

In one national ranking, Pennsylvania’s law moved from 
near the bottom to mid-level and, at one point, the top five.

But Pennsylvania still isn’t considered a leader in granting the 
public access to information about how the state spends money.

The U.S. Public Interest Research Group Education Fund 
gave Pennsylvania an 83 percent and described it as an “advanc-
ing state” when it comes to providing government spending 
data online. The analysis was based on a review of the Pen-
nWATCH website.

The group is a nonprofit, nonpartisan consumer watchdog 
group that claims to “serve as counterweights to the influence 
of powerful special interests that threaten our health, safety or 
well-being.”

Ohio, Michigan and Florida were among the “leader” states 
with A grades.

Steve Davis, chairman of the Newspaper and Online Jour-
nalism Department at Syracuse University and a former Penn-
sylvania newspaper editor, agreed that access to records and 
data in Florida is more readily available.

“Florida is one of the most famous states for openness,” 
Davis said. “They haven’t imploded yet.”

Sam Morley, general counsel for the Florida Press Associa-
tion, said “Pennsylvania is a tough one. It’s a tough state (to get 
records from).”

One citizen activist who has frequently used the records law 
is blunt in his assessment.

“It’s dying and it’s almost dead,” said Simon Campbell of 
Bucks County.

He was referring to his perception of the Right to Know Law 
in the wake of an October 2016 Pennsylvania Supreme Court 
case interpreting the act. The case involved a long-running 
attempt by the Pennsylvania State Education Association to 
shield its members from having their home addresses disclosed 
in Right to Know Law requests.

The high court found a right to “informational privacy” 
guaranteed by the state constitution.

Campbell said the high court made a determination of 
“mythical or mystical informational privacy.” He said the court 
is trying to rewrite the law to make it more friendly for govern-
ment employees and limit release of information about them.

‘REGULAR JOE’ IS STUCK

Another advocate for citizens’ access, Donald Gilliland, 
also expressed concerns about the law. “What we have 
learned is that for all the improvements, the regular guy 

is left out in the cold,” said Gilliland, president of the Pennsyl-
vania Freedom of Information Coalition.

While a citizen requester can go through the initial appeals 
process and win a favorable determination from the Office of Open 
Records, once the government agency appeals, the court process 
can become very difficult for the average person, he said.

In other words, he said, it is less likely for a “regular Joe” to 
spend money on hiring a lawyer and fighting up to two years to 
get information in an appellate court.

Gilliland said he sees a “real litigiousness around the RTKL.”

POLITICAL TOOL

The emphasis on court cases interpreting sometimes even small 
issues such as the governor’s calendar — a case appealed to the 
Commonwealth Court — was an “unexpected result,” Gilliland said.

Attorney General Josh Shapiro, who was a state representative 
at the time of the changes, also noted an unexpected consequence. 
He said the law has too often been used as a political tool.

“I think that we need to make sure that the Right to Know 
Law is being used to actually inform the public and shine the 
light on some practices in government,” he said.

»» Lancaster»County»Investigating»
Grand»Jury»II,»2005:»Recommend-
ed»a»minimum»$1,000»penalty»per»
Sunshine»Act»offense.»“The»Sun-
shine»Act»also»should»be»amended»
to»prohibit»‘avoidance»techniques’»
currently»used»to»avoid»the»Sun-
shine»Act,»including»‘information»
meetings,’»‘walking»the»halls,’»and»
‘back»briefs,’”»it»stated.
»» Statewide»grand»jury»investigating»
Delaware»County.»In»April»2007,»
Attorney»General»Tom»Corbett»
released»grand»jury»recommenda-
tions»including»to»“significantly»
clarify»and»strengthen»the»Sun-
shine»Act,”»add»civil»and»adminis-
trative»enforcement»provisions»and»
penalties,»strengthen»and»broaden»
criminal»penalties,»as»well»as»“spe-
cifically»address»intentional»mis-
representations»by»public»officials»
along»with»the»failure»by»officials»
to»publicly»disclose»material»facts»
about»official»actions.”
»» The»Bucks»County»Investigating»
Grand»Jury,»March»1,»2011:»“The»
Grand»Jury»recommends»that»the»
Legislature»enact»amendments»to»
the»Sunshine»Act»creating»appro-

priate»penalties»for»employees»of»
public»agencies»who»counsel»or»
advise»public»officials»to»violate»
the»requirements»of»the»Sunshine»
Law»or»who»aid»and»abet»their»
doing»so.”
»» The»Montgomery»County»Investi-
gating»Grand»Jury,»Investigation»
1,»Dec.»5,»2011:»“We»feel»that»the»
current»Sunshine»Law»has»virtually»
no»ability»to»either»deter»or»pre-
vent»its»violation.»This»is»a»result»
of»the»fact»that»the»consequences»
of»violating»the»Sunshine»Act»are»
not»severe»enough»to»discourage»
misconduct.»As»such,»we»have»a»
number»of»proposed»amendments»
that»would»hopefully»cause»those»
in»office»to»hesitate»before»violat-
ing»the»Sunshine»Act:»1)»raising»
the»grading»of»the»offense»2)»in-
creasing»the»punishment»for»con-
victions»3)»legislatively»overturn-
ing»the»case-law»that»provides»the»
cure»for»an»illegal»closed»meeting»
4)»removing»offenders»from»office»
and»5)»imposing»a»period»of»time»
during»which»they»are»not»eligible»
to»seek»any»public»office,»elected»
or»otherwise.”

Improving transparency
AT»LEAST»FOUR»INVESTIGATING»GRAND»JURIES»IN»PENNSYLVANIA»
have»made»recommendations»to»the»state»legislature»on»how»to»improve»
the»Sunshine»Act.

COVER STORY

A SPECIAL SUNSHINE WEEK REPORT BY PAULA KNUDSEN + BRAD BUMSTED

Access to important government records has improved since passage of the modern 
Right to Know Law, but Pa. still ranks among the worst in transparency

CONTINUED, page 10
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In fact, the General Assembly has 
exempted its caucus meetings from the 
Sunshine Act.

Donald Gilliland, president of the 
Pennsylvania Freedom of Information 
Coalition, said the Legislature “has a 
long history of exempting themselves 
from the same rules they want to apply 
to others.”

“I’m sure every Pennsylvanian would 
welcome a more transparent legisla-
ture,” Gilliland said.

Stephen Miskin, a spokesman for 
House Republicans, said the size of the 
General Assembly makes it necessary 
for the majority and minority parties 
in each chamber to have private discus-
sions. The 253-member Legislature is 
the largest full-time legislature in the 
nation. Without caucuses, the process 
of passing legislation would become 
unwieldy, he said.

Miskin’s defense of closed-door 
caucuses came on the 30th anniver-
sary of the modern Sunshine law being 
implemented, in 1987. This week is also 
“Sunshine Week,” recognized by open 
government advocates across the coun-
try, as well as in Pennsylvania.

Last week Rep. Robert Matzie, 
D-Allegheny, introduced a resolution 
proclaiming March 12 through 18 as 
“Sunshine Week” in the commonwealth.

TOTALLY BROKEN?

Citizens activist Gene Stilp said “the 
bottom line is the state Legislature is 
totally broken. At this point, everything 
should be open rather than having 
(closed) meetings. It’s a total fallacy 
that the Legislature really wants to have 
sunshine.”

The notion of opening legislative 
caucus meetings by passing a new law 
“would never happen,” said former Sen-
ate President Pro Tempore Robert Jube-

lirer, R-Blair County, who pushed for the 
1986 version of the Sunshine Act.

Lawmakers say closed-door cau-
cuses enable them to have brutally frank 
discussions and not be concerned how 
it will appear on TV or which side has 
the better sound bite. Caucus meetings 
sometimes make it clear internally that 
there is insufficient support to call up a 
bill.

Only a minority of states have open 
caucuses or usually have open caucuses, 
according to a 2009 survey by the Na-
tional Conference of State Legislatures.

“I’m not a critic of caucuses. It helps 
the trains run on time,” said Mike Cur-
tin, of Columbus, Ohio, who worked as a 
reporter at The Columbus Dispatch for 
38 years and covered the Ohio legisla-
ture.

Now retired, he served four years as a 
Democratic state House member.

“The majority party doesn’t want to 
bring bills to the floor and be surprised,” 
Curtin said.

“If you had a law outlawing cau-
cuses, you wouldn’t eliminate private 
discussions,” Curtin said. “You’d just 
be requiring the leader to make more 
phone calls.”

HOW DOES PA. STACK UP?

Jubelirer, who pushed for major 
changes in a 1986 version of the Sun-
shine Act, said it remains a “good law.”

“Could it be better? Maybe. The issue 
is enforcement,” he said.

Sen. John Blake, D-Lackawanna 
County, said “our Sunshine Act is a little 
obsolete.”

While he said he does not receive 
many constituent complaints on the 
issue, he is “looking at another bill to up-
date the Sunshine Act (separate from his 
legislation on the Right to Know Law).”

Daniel Bevarly, executive director 

COVER STORY SCORING THE 

MEETING BEHIND
The state’s Sunshine Act is stronger

A LOT LEFT OUT

Another former lawmaker, Tim Mahoney, an advocate for the amend-
ments a decade ago, said there were improvements in the 2008 law “but 
we didn’t go far enough.”

“We left a lot out to get the law passed,” he said. The issue of legislative 
accountability “gets swept under the rug,” said Mahoney, a Fayette County 
Democrat. “I think the governor’s office has too much power (in deciding RTK 
requests.) It’s cloak and dagger and they are still hiding things,” he said.

While the presumption of access applies to local and commonwealth agen-
cy records such as those held by the governor’s office, legislative and judicial 
records are treated differently, said Melissa Melewsky, an attorney with the 
Pennsylvania NewsMedia Association.

She said the law “covers 19 categories of legislative records.”
For the court system, the law covers only financial records, such as records 

showing receipt and disbursement of public funds.
The legislative overhaul of the law in 2008 is fairly uncommon, said Adam 

Marshall, an attorney for the Washington, D.C.-based Reporters Committee 
for Freedom of the Press.

Most states make tweaks to their laws but don’t pass dramatic changes, as 
Pennsylvania did, he said.

THE GOOD THINGS

M arshall said there are significant positive elements in the updated 
law.

“In terms of how the law itself is written, and its features, it’s 
pretty good, actually, in terms of what we see across the nation,” he said.

Marshall, who litigates freedom-of-information cases at the federal and 
state levels, said the law’s positive features include:

— A prescribed length of time for an agency to respond to a records request.
— The presence of an ombudsman or an appeals process.
— The definition of records is quite broad and applies regardless of the 

medium.
— There is a reasonable fee structure, including prohibition against charg-

ing search fees for locating documents.

THE BAD THINGS

Although there are positive aspects to Pennsylvania’s law, Marshall said, 
there are some negative features.

“The law-enforcement exemption does not distinguish between 
open and closed,” he said. “That is certainly problematic.”

Marshall said some states distinguish between allowing release of records 
for closed criminal investigations and active criminal investigations.

Mutchler agreed. Records related to criminal investigation reports are 
deep-sixed “for all-time,” she said. “Most states you don’t get information 
during an investigation,” but in many cases when it’s over reporters can get 
records, she said.

“It’s very archaic” in Pennsylvania, Mutchler added.
Another problem, Mutchler said, is the “reflexive action (of agencies) to 

take a 30-day extension” even on basic budgetary and salary figures. Former 
legislator Mahoney agreed that the 30-day extension is too long. “I think 15 
days should be long enough,” he said.

Arneson said the non-criminal investigation exception could allow some 
critical information to be withheld from the public.

“Who doesn’t think that you should be able to know if your elevators are 
safe, your nursing homes are safe?” Arneson asked.

CHANGES PROPOSED

R ight-to-Know-Law amendments have been proposed in each legisla-
tive session since the 2008 changes. Some proposed amendments have 
included a different records-request process for inmates.

According to the Office of Open Records 2015 annual report, inmates ac-
counted for 48 percent of the appeals filed with the agency.

Davis, the Syracuse professor, said the common refrain among public 
officials about prisoners abusing the records law process by inundating the 
system “is a silly argument to make.”

“The whole idea of RTK is openness and transparency,” Davis said. “What 
is better than to put your resources to help citizens at large?”

As for inmates, Davis says dryly, “I understand some people in prison are 
innocent. I think there are some guilty people who are not in jail.”

Sen. John Blake, D-Lackawanna, introduced Senate Bill 465 and Senate Bill 
466 this month. Although he said that the passage of Act 3 of 2008 was a “sea 
change” and “transformative in Pennsylvania,” Blake said more refinements 
are needed.

The bills would amend the Right to Know Law in numerous ways, includ-
ing for inmate requests and state-related universities. Both bills are awaiting 
action in the State Government Committee.

Of legislative proposals, Gilliland, of the Freedom of Information Collation, 
said, “It’s a Pandora’s Box every time the RTKL gets opened.”  

The Pennsylvania Legislature, which insists through state 
law that local governments and school boards hold open 
meetings or potentially face criminal penalties, rou-
tinely meets behind closed doors in party caucuses to 

discuss legislation before voting publicly.

THE INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE IS A LIBERTARIAN LAW FIRM THAT SPE-
cializes in civil liberties. It gave Pennsylvania and 17 other states an “F” in a 
scathing report on the lack of transparency and accountability in forfeiture 
across the nation. The Institute for Justice believes forfeited cash and 
property must be tracked more effectively and transparently. The group 
criticized Pennsylvania for not making forfeiture records more avail-
able to the public, noting that they are “known to exist, but not explicitly 
designated as public records.” Its researchers state the “records may be 
difficult to identify, and agencies may try to deny requests.” The Institute 
for Justice also hit Pennsylvania for not penalizing counties that fail to file 
forfeiture reports. There is “no mechanism to ensure transparency and 
hold agencies accountable for noncompliance,” it stated.

FCONTINUED FROM PAGE 9
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Sunshine Act
»» The»Sunshine»Act»affirms»the»pub-
lic’s»right»to»attend»governmental»
agency»meetings.
»» A»violation»is»a»summary»offense,»
much»like»a»traffic»violation.
»» The»governmental»body»that»created»
the»Sunshine»Act»in»1957»has»amend-
ed»it»four»times»since»then,»exempting»
its»own»caucus»meetings.»The»state»
House»and»Senate»meet»in»closed-
door»session»before»voting»sessions.»
Lawmakers»have»said»they»are»not»
making»decisions»in»the»House»Re-
publican,»House»Democratic,»Senate»
Republican»and»Senate»Democratic»
Caucuses.»Key»issues»are»ironed»out»
before»public»votes.
»» State»and»local»governments»may»
hold»an»“executive»session”»to»
meet»behind»closed»doors»based»
on»exceptions»that»include:»discus-
sion»of»employment,»termination»of»
employment,»employee»evaluation»
and»disciplining»an»employee;»strat-
egy,»information,»and»negotiating»
sessions»on»collective»bargaining»or»
labor»relations;»to»consider»purchase»
or»lease»of»property;»to»consult»with»
an»attorney»on»“information»or»strat-
egy»in»connection»with»litigation.”
»» Penalties»for»a»first»offense»are»the»
costs»of»prosecution»plus»a»fine»of»
at»least»$100»and,»in»the»discretion»
of»the»sentencing»authority,»of»not»
more»than»$1,000.»For»a»second»or»
subsequent»offense,»the»penalty»is»
the»costs»of»prosecution»plus»a»fine»
of»at»least»$500»and,»in»the»discre-
tion»of»the»sentencing»authority,»of»
not»more»than»$2,000.
»» There»have»been»fewer»than»a»
handful»of»prosecutions»in»the»past»
decade.
»» Among»them»is»the»2006»prosecu-
tion»of»the»Lancaster»County»com-
missioners»for»holding»secret»meet-
ings»on»the»sale»of»the»county-run»
nursing»home.»Confronted»with»a»
grand»jury’s»evidence»against»them,»
the»three»commissioners»pleaded»
guilty»and»paid»fines.
»» Also,»three»Honesdale»Borough»
Council»members»were»found»guilty»
of»Sunshine»Act»violations»last»month»
after»the»borough»police»chief,»Rich-
ard»Southerton,»filed»private»criminal»
complaints»against»the»men.»The»chief»
alleged»that»the»council»members»vio-
lated»the»law»by»holding»an»improper»
executive»session»in»October»2016.»
Court»records»show»a»Wayne»County»
magisterial»district»judge»found»each»
of»the»three»men»guilty»of»one»count»
of»“executive»session”»violations,»but»
found»them»not»guilty»of»two»other»
Sunshine»Act»charges.»In»2013»seven»
Honesdale»Borough»Council»members»
were»also»found»guilty»of»Sunshine»
Act»violations.»However,»their»convic-
tions»were»overturned»on»appeal.

CLOSED DOORS
than it once was, but is still flawed

STATE IN TRANSPARENCY

of the National Freedom of Informa-
tion Coalition, said states with some of 
the strongest open meetings laws are 
Florida, Washington State and Texas. 
Also near the top, he said, are Oregon, 
Ohio, and Colorado.

Bevarly said that in discussions with 
other advocates across the country he’s 
never heard Pennsylvania mentioned 
among those in the top tier. Nor has he 
heard anyone disparage Pennsylvania’s 
law.

Robert Strauss, a public policy and 
economics professor at Carnegie Mellon 
University, told The Caucus he consid-
ers Pennsylvania’s open meetings law 
worthy of a “C-minus.”

“Can anyone testify before the 
General Assembly on a budget?” Strauss 
asks.

That’s hardly the norm in Harris-
burg, where Cabinet officials, deputies of 
state agencies, and occasionally legisla-
tors testify on the budget proceedings.

HOW TO IMPROVE OPENNESS

There have been unsuccessful legis-
lative efforts over the past few years 
to require agendas be provided to the 
public before meetings and to record 
any executive sessions that occur so a 
court, if called upon in litigation, could 
later determine whether the law was 
violated.

Other reform ideas have come from 
investigating grand juries that have 
made recommendations to the state 
legislature.

Under the administration of Attor-
ney General Tom Corbett, a statewide 
investigating grand jury in 2007 recom-
mended to the legislature that admin-
istrative enforcement of Sunshine Act 
be vested in the Pennsylvania Ethics 
Commission.

Melewsky said that in Pennsylvania, 
no agency oversees the Sunshine Act.

“It is a citizen enforced law,” she said.
States including Connecticut, 

Indiana, Kentucky and Maryland have 
administrative agencies or criminal 
justice authorities that review alleged 
violations, Melewsky said.

“When there is an alleged violation, 
it is the public who must pursue legal ac-
tion in court either by filing a civil suit or 
criminal complaint,” she said. “Both of 
which can be daunting, time consuming 
and expensive.”

Although the state Office of Open 
Records does not enforce the Sunshine 
Act, it is authorized to provide training 
on the subject.

Erik Arneson, executive director of 
the Office of Open Records, said that 
his office does not track the number of 
Sunshine Act inquiries versus Right to 
Know Law inquiries that they receive.

His staff estimates that approximate-
ly 30 percent of the inquiries received 
at OOR for the past six months were 
related to the Sunshine Act. Arneson 
said that the percentage of calls on the 
Sunshine Act has been increasing in the 
past year or two.

Arneson called the 2007 grand jury 
recommendation to place Sunshine 
Act enforcement in the Ethics Com-
mission “interesting.” He explained 
that both OOR and the Ethics Com-
mission had points in their favor for 
enforcing the Sunshine Act. OOR 
already provides Sunshine Act train-
ing, while the Ethics Commission has 
investigators.

“I think if the goal is to have a state-
wide agency with some enforcement 
authority over the Sunshine Act, which I 
think is a structure that makes senses, to 
me there are only two choices: the State 
Ethics Commission and the Office of 
Open Records,“ Arneson said.

If either office took over the role of 
Sunshine Act oversight, he said that 
additional staff members and funding 
would be required.

Melewsky, whose job for the news 
media association is fielding questions 
about open meetings and records, said: 
“The biggest problem with the (Penn-
sylvania) Sunshine Act is that elected 
officials can ignore it, and they can 
usually do so with impunity, so it is clear 
that changes are needed. The law needs 
to change to make enforcement easier 
and to shift the burden of proof to the 
government to prove compliance.”  

THE»U.S.»PUBLIC»INTEREST»RESEARCH»GROUP»EDUCATION»FUND»IS»
a»nonprofit,»nonpartisan»consumer»watchdog»group»that»claims»to»
“serve»as»counterweights»to»the»influence»of»powerful»special»interests»
that»threaten»our»health,»safety»or»well-being.”»It»gave»Pennsylvania»an»
83»percent»and»described»it»as»an»“advancing»state”»when»it»comes»to»
providing»government»spending»data»online.»The»analysis»was»based»
on»a»review»of»the»PennWATCH»website.

THE»CENTER»FOR»PUBLIC»INTEGRITY»IS»A»NONPROFIT,»NONPARTISAN»
organizations»whose»mission»is»to»“serve»democracy»by»revealing»abuses»
of»power,»corruption»and»betrayal»of»public»trust»by»powerful»public»and»
private»institutions,»using»the»tools»of»investigative»journalism.”»In»2015»it»
stated»Pennsylvania»was»plagued»by»an»“entrenched»culture»of»malfea-
sance.”»The»organization»scored»Pennsylvan»ia»poorly»in»public»access»to»
information»(D+),»judicial»accountability»(F)»and»procurement»(D).

F B

“ It is a citizen en-
forced law. ... 
When there is an 
alleged violation, 
it is the public 
who must pur-
sue legal action 
in court either 
by filing a civil 
suit or criminal 
complaint. Both 
of which can be 
daunting, time 
consuming and 
expensive.”
MELISSA MELEWSKY,  
PENNSYLVANIA NEWSMEDIA  
ASSOCIATION ATTORNEY, 
ON THE SUNSHINE ACT
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THE INTERVIEW

BLAINE T. SHAHAN FOR THE CAUCUS

Strauss pictured during 
his interview at The 

Caucus headquarters in 
Harrisburg  last week.

DEMOCRACY, SMALL ‘D’
Pennsylvania’s institutions are old and very difficult 
to change. Robert Strauss thinks this is a big problem

 » BRAD BUMSTED + PAULA KNUDSEN

Reporters for The Caucus sat down in their Harrisburg 
office with Robert Strauss, a professor of economics and 
public policy at Carnegie Mellon University.

Strauss has provided research and analysis to both 
state and federal agencies, including during the administrations of 
Presidents Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter.

Strauss was the director of research for the Pennsylvania Tax 
Commission from 1979 to 1981. He also served as an appointed 
member of the Pennsylvania Local Tax Reform Commission, ad-
vising Governor Robert P. Casey on local tax reform.

In addition to tax and economic issues, Strauss has conducted 
research for the Pennsylvania State Board of Education.

THE CAUCUS: You teach economics 
to college students. If you were do-
ing Pennsylvania Economics 101 and 
explaining what had to happen to fix this 
state, do you have an answer?

STRAUSS: …The first observation that 
I have is that there is a system that is 
self-adapting. So if you reform some-
thing over here, you’ll have problems 
over there. It’s like trying to pick up 

mercury on the floor. … So, I’m a fan of 
not electing judges. I’m a fan of pro-
hibiting indirect self-dealing of school 
board members. I’m a fan of campaign-
finance reform …Howard Baker had a 
sentence for the feds. “No candidate 
for federal or state office may directly 
or indirectly take money except from 
a person to support his campaign for 
office.” There’s no PAC money, there’s 
no corporate money. The other proviso 
is that the person must be a voter in 
that district.

THE CAUCUS: Does that model exist?
STRAUSS: Certainly not at the federal 
level. It would change everything. But 
then you’d have to have public sup-
port of campaigns, free TV. ... there are 
mechanisms for what it takes to get on 
the ballot and so forth.

THE CAUCUS: Doesn’t that run con-
trary to the U.S. Supreme Court deci-
sion?
STRAUSS: You’re saying, is that an 
attempt to override Citizens United? 
Do I believe that Congress can regulate 
the manner in which a federal election 
is run? Yes. Would it go to the Supreme 
Court? Maybe. Is it worth a full public 
discussion? Yeah. Look at (Sen. Pat) 
Toomey’s race. The number I recall 
reading is $150 million.

THE CAUCUS: Why do you think not 
electing judges helps reform Pennsylva-
nia?
STRAUSS: …First, the election of a 
judge is a partisan act and the pre-
sumption of a sitting judge is that he 
or she is nonpartisan. There’s a couple 
of pieces to reforming the judiciary. 
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The first is not electing them and 
second is paying them so that they’re 
above reproach.

THE CAUCUS: To get all that done  in 
Pennsylvania you need to  do  what?
STRAUSS: Well, I ask myself the 
following question: “Are people angry?” 
I think the answer is yes. Were they an-
gry enough in Pennsylvania to vote for 
a president whose policies and persona 
and the like they might not endorse 
but they wanted to something differ-
ent? They believed and do believe that 
he understands how we’ve moved away 
from our fundamental democratic prin-
ciples and values. So the question then 
becomes, if people are angry, and they’re 
willing to support political candidates, 
how are we going to see a different set of 
choices than before? And the answer is 
several fold. And President Trump was 
brilliant in using social media. Because 
he got, by some estimates, a couple 
billion dollars in free advertising. …By 
the same token, the technology of free 
advertising through social media should 
encourage more people to run for office.

THE CAUCUS: Why aren’t more people 
running for office? Or are they?
STRAUSS: We’re in a transition and it’s 
going to take some time, but I think it’s 
imaginable that the market for people 
is going to get organized. We all have 
cellphones. We get free apps. There’s 
going to be, I believe, in the next couple 
of years the development of apps for 
people who want to run for office. Then 
all of the paperwork is just signed, and 
so you go up to somebody and instead of 
asking them to sign, you use a barcode. …
to get people sufficient numbers to vote 
to get on a ballot. The technology could 
surprise a lot of people. … The point is 
once there is technological innovation 
to reduce the barriers to run for office, 
it’s going to spread all over the country 
in ways that are hard to understand in 
terms of our well defined political par-
ties. And the president in the way he got 
his votes, he has shaken up the tradi-
tional sources of Republican or Demo-
cratic party support. …

THE CAUCUS: Why did you say just 
before we started that Pennsylvania is 
like a third-world country?
STRAUSS: We have a democracy with 
a small “d” and we have a set of institu-
tions that are extremely old and very dif-
ficult to change. And as a consequence, 
other states to the west who joined the 
union are more modern. And we just 
have not kept up.

THE CAUCUS: They tend to be more 
reform-minded?
STRAUSS: Yeah, and they’ve identified 
errors in institutional design in the East. 
New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania are 
all known to be more complicated, more 
ethically challenged.

THE CAUCUS: Why?
STRAUSS: Now we’re not growing. We 
had a commodity boom in natural gas, 
Marcellus clay. We have not taken ad-
vantage of it, broadly speaking, in terms 
of the indirect business access and use. 
And we’re losing population. That’s the 
biggest news story of all in my judgment. 
People are talking with their feet.
THE CAUCUS: And to add to that, we 
had dozens of corruption cases includ-
ing the most corrupt case of judges in 
the country.
STRAUSS: Cash for Kids. I’m not 

convinced, institutionally, the structure 
that led to that or allowed it has been 
corrected. Statewide. I think it could 
happen again.

THE CAUCUS: Why?
STRAUSS: We don’t have the legal 
safeguards to prevent it. We have a weak 
set of laws compared to newer, younger 
states. It’s very hard to change anything. 
If you ask what’s the legislature, gov-
ernor spend all their time on? It’s two 
things. Putzing around and trying to get 
a budget passed, and reacting to what’s 
happening to the federal government. 
So the notion of planning, monitoring, 
managing — I mean, I teach that in the 
classroom, but that’s not the way things 
work here.

THE CAUCUS: Would it be better if we 
went to a two-year budget?
STRAUSS: Well, it would be. But the 
question then becomes, are you going to 
extend the House to a four-year cycle? 
Because it is very hard to get results. … 
I’ve actually done some unpublished 
research that shows a two-year budget, 
your borrowing rates are lower and it’s a 
little more forgiving.

THE CAUCUS: Does zero-based bud-
geting work differently in the govern-
ment context than the private business 
context?
STRAUSS: In a business context a 
businessman has money coming in the 
door for the sale of goods and services 
and will shift around what they’re doing 
to maximize their profits. Government 
can’t necessarily see the same kind of 
incentive results. Because a lot of what 
we do in government, or what we enjoy 
as citizens, can’t be priced individu-
ally. And it shouldn’t be. For example, if 
you want to price people out of going to 
museums, you can. If you want to price 
people out of using the public roads, you 
can. It’ll cost money. But the question 
arises: What kind of a community, a re-
gion, a state, do you want? If you want to 
price education and charge tuition, you 
can do that instead of property taxes. 
There’s lots of ways to garner funds. And 
they’ll have some beneficial and some 
not-so-beneficial effects. Government 
services, by and large, just don’t admit 
of the same kind of pricing and signal-
ing back to the government, except for 
elections, that you can see in the pri-
vate sector. Frankly, if there are things 
that the private sector model works for 
in government, then the government 
shouldn’t be doing the business. It’s that 
simple.

THE CAUCUS: Florida has a two-
month legislative session. Is that a bet-
ter model than year-round?
STRAUSS: …What that results in is 
the executive branch having more 
authority than the legislative branch. 
Because things still have to be moni-
tored or managed so you don’t have 
the oversight process. Right now we’re 
going to have a situation this spring 
and summer and into the fall and it’s 
going to be a combination of what hap-
pened in ’91 when the economy went 
sour and there was a budget crisis and 
the constitutional convention in Phila-
delphia eons ago where people just 
sat and stared at each other. Nobody 
disputes the numbers now. See, that’s 
the thing that the IFO did.

THE CAUCUS: Should people dispute 
the numbers?

STRAUSS: Before then there were ar-
guments. Governors being partisan, the 
House or the Senate caucus - whoever 
was in charge - was spending their ef-
forts on finagling to position politically. 
But now there is general agreement 
that we’re close to a billion in the hole 
for this fiscal year that ends June 30 of 
2017 and next year we’re looking at a $2 
billion problem. And what nobody wants 
to talk about yet in the (budget) hear-
ings …is what’s the Plan A, B, C, D given 
what could happen in Congress with 
Medicaid. You’re talking about if Medic-
aid expansion states are really not held 
harmless and after the push and shove 
is over, we decide as a state to pick it up, 
you’re talking about real money. I hope 
the appropriations committees ask the 
secretaries of Health and Aging, “What 
are our options?”

THE CAUCUS: The pension crisis still 
isn’t fixed. Do you think they’ll address 
it, and if they don’t, what will it take to 
get them to address it?

STRAUSS: Ultimately, Brad, there is 
something called capital market disci-
pline. Our borrowing rates go up, or if 
the bond market just really says, “Forget 
it, we don’t think you’re there.” I mean, 
Illinois is finally starting to make some 
decisions. We are, I think, economically 
in sort of a parallel situation, sort of a 
moribund economy. I mean, the thing 
about California is it tends to grow. 
We’re not growing. We’re losing popula-
tion, so if we can’t borrow at reasonable 
interest rates that’s a problem.

THE CAUCUS: Our bond ratings 
have slipped. Do you think that if this 
is not fixed, that at any point they get 
whacked?
STRAUSS: Revenues are growing at 
less than 1 percent. The population is 
starting to decline. … There are no good 
choices anymore. When you’re looking 
at $3 billion (in deficit), you can’t say 
that there’s a quick fix. I mean, some-
body was floating marijuana. If we legal-
ize prostitution, I think maybe we’d have 
a shot.

The Caucus: Prostitution and marijuana?
STRAUSS: Well, and harder drugs. Let’s 
go whole hog.

THE CAUCUS: Is this being tongue in 
cheek?
STRAUSS: Yeah, I find it all morally 
repugnant.

“ We have a democracy with a small “d” 
and we have a set of institutions that 
are extremely old and very difficult to 
change. And as a consequence, other 
states to the west who joined the union 
are more modern. And we just have not 
kept up.
ROBERT STRAUSS 
ON GOVERNMENT IN PENNSYLVANIA
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Corbett hit for ‘close 
your eyes’ comment

REPUBLICAN GOV. TOM CORBETT SAID PREGNANT 
women who would have been required by pending leg-
islation to get an ultrasound before seeking an abortion 
could just close their eyes. The March 2012 remark drew an 
immediate backlash from abortion-rights supporters and 
Democrats. “It’s not something we can just close our eyes 
and look the other way. And we certainly don’t want our 
governor to be treating women’s health care in that way ei-
ther,” Democratic U.S. Rep. Allyson Schwartz said at a news 
conference. A spokesman for Corbett said the comments 
were being taken out of context by the governor’s political 
enemies. Corbett, asked whether pregnant women seek-
ing an abortion should be made to watch the ultrasound, 
responded: “I don’t know how you make anybody watch, 
OK? Because you just have to close your eyes.”

10 
Y E A R S  A G O

House OKs some 
reforms, punts on others
THE STATE HOUSE SAID IN MARCH 2007 IT WOULD BE-
gin providing expense records via e-mail, posting voting 
records on the web, prohibiting consideration of legisla-
tion after 11 p.m. and banning private car leases. Those 
reforms, passed unanimously by the House, represented a 
significant step forward in making state government more 
transparent and accountable after the infamous pay raise 
of 2005. “The biggest thing to come out of this is that the 
General Assembly is acutely aware that the public is watch-
ing,” said Rep. Katie True, a Lancaster County Republican. 
But the House punted on some other big-ticket reforms 
including term limits on committee chairmanships and a 
ban on “ghost voting” by requiring House members to be 
in their seats to cast roll-call votes on final passage of bills 
and joint resolutions.

Excerpts of noteworthy, newsworthy and just plain odd political news

Wolf calls for gift ban, 
more transparency

GOV. TOM WOLF CALLED FOR SWEEPING REFORMS IN 
how state legislators and the executive branch do busi-
ness, proposing new limits on the size of individual 
campaign contributions, more transparency on income 
they receive from outside employment, and requiring 
contract seekers to disclose campaign contributions. 
“Special interests still wield too much power and influ-
ence in Harrisburg, which is one of the reasons why it 
has been, and continues to be, broken,” the first-term 
governor said in a March 17, 2016, speech. “We need to 
take on the special interests and status quo, and that 
starts with passing a ban on gifts for all public officials, 
contracting reform, increasing lobbying oversight, and 
increasing transparency acr oss all of government.” 
Nothing came of his proposals.

FROM LEFT  Gov. Tom Wolf, former 
U.S. Rep. Allyson Schwartz, former 
Rep. Katie True, former Gov. Robert P. 
Casey, former Gov. Raymond P. Shafer 
and former Gov. Martin Brumbaugh.
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Casey calls  
on PSU, Pitt to  
open finances

GOV. ROBERT P. CASEY INVITED REPORTERS TO HIS 
Capitol office in March 1991 and called on the University 
of Pittsburgh, Penn State, Temple and Lincoln univer-
sities to disclose their financial records to the public. 
Casey, citing taxpayer contributions of about $500 mil-
lion a year to the four universities, said: “I think the day 
is gone when they can simply take the position they are 
private facilities without any kind of public oversight.” 
Legislation that passed the House that year would have 
extended the state’s Right to Know Law to the universi-
ties; the state-owned universities and community col-
leges were adhering to the law.

Shafer signs bill 
on constitutional 

convention
APPEARING AT INDEPENDENCE HALL IN PHILADELPHIA 
on March 15, 1967, Gov. Raymond P. Shafer used 36 quill 
pens to sign a bill asking voters to seat a constitutional 
convention in Harrisburg to modernize Pennsylvania 
government. “Getting Pennsylvania into the modern era 
is what the constitutional revision is all about,” he said. 
Appearing with Shafer were former Govs. William Scranton 
and George Leader. Shafer was pushing for amendments to 
constitutional articles dealing with the courts, taxation, lo-
cal government structure and legislative reapportionment. 
Voters approved the convention, which then began work in 
December 1967.

Plans: Mount Gretna to 
be ‘finest camp site in 

whole nation’
STATE APPROPRIATORS SAID THEY FOUND $160,000 IN 
unused money in March 1917 they intended to use to “con-
vert Mt. Gretna Into one of the finest camps in the country,” 
the afternoon Harrisburg Telegraph reported. The money 
had initially been allocated for the encampment of the 
National Guard, but the Guardsmen were called into federal 
service. Mount Gretna, in Lebanon County, had been desig-
nated by the War Department as the mobilization point for 
the Guard and was being used by division encampments. 
Reported the Telegraph: “At the time of the mobilization 
there were complaints because the State had not spent 
much money on permanent

improvements on the extensive property which it owns 
In the Conewago hills and part of the military emergency 

was used to construct temporary roads. Gov. Martin 
Brumbaugh vowed to find money for the cre-

ation of “the finest camp site in the
country, and one which will meet all  

requirements.”
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