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Happy 100
Birthday, PSATS!
th

State Association’s History is Rich
in Accomplishments and Devoted
to Preserving Township Government
PSATS CELEBRATES A BIG MILESTONE THIS MONTH
— its 100th birthday! On May 5, 1921, Gov. William Sproul signed the act

creating the Association. In the century since, townships have flourished
and thrived. So, too, has PSATS, expanding in programs and services and
enlarging in stature and influence. Journey along as the News shares some
of the highlights from the Association’s long and colorful 100-year history.
BY AMY BOBB / ASSISTANT EDITOR
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n May 5, 2021, the
Pennsylvania State
Association of Township Supervisors is
having a birthday, and
it’s a noteworthy one.
A hundred years ago on that day, an
act creating the Association was signed
into law.
In the history of the world, 100 years
is but a blink of an eye. In the life of
PSATS and the people who make up the
organization, however, it’s quite a long
time. Well, a century to be exact, and
much can happen in 100 years. For those
who are living through some of that history, what often sticks out are certain
memories of just how much the Association and townships have changed.

Past President Ed Hill, who became
a township supervisor in 1961 and started his involvement with PSATS soon
after, points to how sophisticated township government and the Association
have become over the last half-century.
“When I first went in, we were no
longer called road supervisors, but that’s
what we were thought of,” he says. “Our
main job was to take care of the roads, but
then as growth came into our area, land
use and zoning issues started cropping up.
While roads were still very important,
they didn’t take up nearly as much time as
some of this other stuff did.”
As townships changed, so did the
Association. Over the decades, PSATS
has responded to meet township supervisors’ needs by providing a greater

presence on the Hill, adding useful programs and services, and offering bigger
and better conventions.
“When I was president [in 1970-72],
we had eight or nine hundred people
[attend the conference], and now it’s in
the thousands,” Hill says.
As a long-time supervisor in Gibson Township, Susquehanna County,
Leonard Bartkus appreciated the
conference’s networking and learning
opportunities and how much the annual gathering had grown since his first
convention in Pittsburgh in the late
1960s. “There was no equipment show,”
he recalls, “just one lonely snowplow.”
As PSATS has evolved to meet
members’ growing needs, advancements
in technology have had an important
FO RM E R

Over the years, PSATS’ Annual Conference (Convention originally) has grown exponentially. In addition to learning about township issues, visiting the exhibit hall,
and hearing from state officials, attendees appreciate the networking that occurs
when township officials from all over the state gather in one location.
“The PSATS Conference brings people together to talk about how they do things,
how they want to do things, and what they’re going to do for their communities,”
says PSATS Trustee Jack Hines of West Bradford Township in Chester County.
“Whenever my board would compliment me on something we were doing, I always
told them that my great ideas usually came from someone I met at PSATS.”
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role to play along the way. In addition
to improving the conference experience and other services for members,
technology has changed how PSATS
staffers do their job.
“When I first started, we got a lot
more phone calls from our members
than emails, and we used to mail a lot
of resources to them,” says Policy and
Research Director Holly Fishel, who
joined the staff in 1998. While she still
gets phone calls today, much of her
interaction with members has become
electronic thanks to the internet, email,
and other digital options that allow her

to respond more quickly and efficiently.
“As a resource for townships, we try
to move faster and faster in identifying
what our members’ needs are or will be,
and we try to work as quickly as possible
to fill that need,” she says. “If we do it
right, it’s before they even realize that
they needed something.”
Technology has also changed how
the Association produces its magazine
and communicates important information to townships, says Township News
Executive Editor Ginni Linn. During
her four-plus decades with PSATS, the
magazine has evolved from typewriters

and manual layout to computers and
desktop publishing. Communication
methods, too, have expanded from
strictly print to digital alternatives with
the advancement of websites, email,
video, and virtual meetings.
“It’s been an amazing evolution over
a century,” she says, “and in the end, we
now have more ways to communicate
with our members than ever before.”
While the Association has evolved
in many ways since its birth, what
hasn’t changed in 100 years is PSATS’
dedication to its members and preserving township government. 		
‰

Frank Wagner, left, supervisor of Dallas Township, Luzerne
County, and Len Bartkus, right, supervisor of Gibson Township, Susquehanna County, were honored at the 2018 Conference for reaching a half century of conference attendance.
PSATS Executive Director Dave Sanko, center, presented the
certificates of recognition.

PSATS Trustee Jack Hines, a long-time
PSATS conference-goer.
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Sandy Wright, left, & PSATS Past President Donna Mindek
PSATS’ education program has expanded over the years as local government has
become more complicated and township officials have had to become experts on a
wide variety of issues. Sandy Wright, above left, a former PSATS instructor, credits
the Association with delivering top-notch training to municipal officials throughout
Pennsylvania.
“Everyone needs to be educated as much as they can when it comes to local government,” says Wright, retired secretary-treasurer of Greene Township in Beaver
County. “You’re not born being a local government official, and there’s no college to
go to learn everything you need to know.”

Indiana Count
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“Our Association was created in the
early 1900s because Cappy Thomson
saw a need for representation in the
legislature,” says Elam M. Herr, the Association’s long-time lobbyist who retired in 2018. “One hundred years later,
that same need is out there.”
Over a 43-year career, Herr had a
role in countless PSATS victories, from
the enactment of a modern Township
Code to the passage of a natural gas
impact fee. In practically every case,
what helped to guarantee success, he
says, was the involvement of townships
through lobbying and their capacity to
come together for the common good.
“Our members see the benefit of
the Association and how by working
together, they can get more done,” he
says. “That’s the power of PSATS and
why it’s been around for 100 years.”
Past President Ed Goodhart has
celebrated many legislative victories and
other accomplishments during his long
tenure as a PSATS officer and Trustee.
He credits the organization’s success to
its ability to represent all townships,
large and small, rural and suburban.
“One of the things that always
amazed me about PSATS is that most
organizations out there represent
people who are pretty uniform, yet
PSATS doesn’t have that luxury,” he
says. “What PSATS has navigated well
through the years is having representatives from larger urban areas and small
rural areas come together and recognize
that in most instances, their problems
are the same. Just the magnitude of
them is different.”
This assessment sums up what retired executive director Keith Hite had

also observed during his 30 years at the
Association. Throughout PSATS’ many
accomplishments, what always stood
out to him was how the Association
could bring the state’s diverse membership together to advocate, make policy,
and rally in unison.
“It doesn’t matter if you’re going to
talk about an issue that affects a rural
township in Potter County that may
not be of interest to a populated township in Bucks County,” he says. “When
that issue comes up on the conference
floor and there’s dialogue about what
the policy of PSATS should be, the
members come together and support
one another, and that united front is
PSATS’ greatest strength.”
A 100-YEAR BIRTHDAY IS
CAUSE FOR CELEBRATION. It is
a time to relive memories, share laughs,
and recall accomplishments. It is also a
time to reflect and look back at where
you’ve been and what you’ve learned
along the way.
So much has happened during the
State Association’s life that PSATS
could write a book. In fact, it has. In
conjunction with the Association’s Centennial Celebration this fall, PSATS will
publish its commemorative centennial
book recounting the history of the Association in more depth and highlighting
many remembrances and accomplishments through photos and text.
In the meantime, the News has gathered some key moments from PSATS’
collective memory to enjoy in this special birthday edition. Think of it as a
highlight reel, if you will, of the Association’s history: PSATS, this is your life… ‰

Elam M. Herr testifying at the Capitol

Over the decades, the Association has
relied on township officials to lobby
lawmakers and press the point that
they represent the legislators’ constituents back home. PSATS’ Grassroots
Network provides a more organized
structure to muster the troops.

Elam Herr, PSATS Past President
John Haiko, & Rep. Kate Harper,
left to right

“I can go in and talk to legislators,”
says Elam M. Herr, PSATS’ long-time
lobbyist (retired), “and they know I
represent PSATS, but I don’t vote for
them. That’s where our members come
in, and they’ve done a heck of a job.”

Did you know…?

. . . that townships in Pennsylvania can lay claim to the fact that they are
the oldest form of organized government in the United States? Pilgrims arriving to America 400 years ago brought the concept of townships with them,
and by order of the Mayflower Compact, townships became the first political
subdivision in the New World. As early as 1683, William Penn began establishing townships in Pennsylvania, with about 10 families to each township.
Today, Pennsylvania’s 1,454 townships of the second class are the most
popular form of government, covering 95% of the state’s land mass and
representing more residents — 5.5 million — than any other type of political
subdivision in the Keystone State.
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1921: The Birth of PSATS

A

t the beginning of the
20th century, the structure of local government in Pennsylvania
was in a state of flux.
As the oldest form
of organized government in the state,
townships had recently been the focus
of several pieces of legislation, including
a 1913 law that defined and classified
townships and created the Bureau of
Township Highways within the State
Highway Department. The law also
prescribed the duties of the elected officials, giving birth to the term “township
supervisor” instead of “road supervisor”
in townships.
Keeping local roads open and passable remained a major responsibility of

these newly named township supervisors. Although gas-powered vehicles
were coming into vogue, townships still
mainly used horse-drawn logs to grade
roads. A motorized grader could not be
too far down the road, however, and
several forward-thinking state and local
officials foresaw other changes in store
for townships.
The idea of a statewide association
had sprung forth at the local level and
was carried to Harrisburg by several
county associations of township officials. In the State Highway Department, Joseph “Uncle Joe” Hunter, who
served as the department’s township
commissioner, and his assistant, H.A.
“Cappy” Thomson, seized on the idea.
They could see the benefits of a state-

wide organization that would serve as
the united voice of township government and represent their interests in
Harrisburg.
To create such an organization, however, legislative action was necessary.
Hunter and Thomson took the idea to
Rep. Fred T. Gelder of Susquehanna
County, a well-known leader in the
movement to improve the state’s rural
roads, who introduced a bill authorizing the formation of a state association.
Gelder would shepherd the proposal
through the legislature to its final form,
and on May 5, 1921, Gov. William
Sproul signed the bill into law.
The Pennsylvania State Association
of Township Supervisors was born. ‰

Joe Hunter

Above and right: The two men credited as the founders of the State Association are H.A. “Cappy” Thomson
and Joseph “Uncle Joe” Hunter. In 1921, they worked
in the State Highway Department, where Hunter was
the township commissioner and Thomson was his assistant. In 1927, Thomson was elected secretary of
the Association, a position he would hold for the next
35 years.
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Above: Philip Dewey of Gaines
Township, Tioga County, was
elected PSATS’ first president in 1921, the same year
that he was also elected to
represent his home district
in the state House of Representatives. In the past 100
years, PSATS has had 46
presidents, who have brought
a wide range of talent and
experience to their position
as the State Association’s top
elected leader.
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1920s and ’30s:

The First Convention and

S

oon after the Association was created, an
organizational meeting
was held at the Harrisburg YMCA with
Hunter presiding and
Thomson serving as secretary. At this
meeting, the Association elected its
first officers: President Philip Dewey of
Tioga County, who had recently been
elected to the state House of Representatives, Secretary J. Stuart Group of
Clinton County, and Treasurer R.W.
Lohr of Somerset County.
The following year, the Association
met again in what would become an
annual tradition. This first convention
was held September 26 and 27, 1922, at
the Hall of the House of Representa-

tives in the State Capitol building, and
as authorized in the new law, townships
from each county sent one supervisor
per 10 townships to serve as a delegate.
Nearly all arrived to Harrisburg by
train. In addition to voting to retain
Dewey as president, the delegates discussed financial aid and road issues
important to township supervisors.
As Thomson later recalled, “The
early days of the association were rather
quiescent, and practically the only
activity at the time was of the annual
conventions.” In 1927, he was elected
PSATS’ secretary, a position he would
hold for the next 35 years, and the
Association’s transformation into an
independent and highly regarded organization had begun.

Then, as now, one of its primary
functions was to introduce legislation
to help meet the needs of townships
and solve mutual problems. One of the
earliest endeavors occurred in 1929
when three PSATS representatives were
appointed to a legislative commission
tasked with revising and consolidating
the township laws of the state. The
commission’s report formed the basis
of a new Township Code, signed into
law by Gov. Gifford Pinchot on May 1,
1933.
Years later, Thomson would recall
that the first decade of the Association’s
life passed in a relatively quiet way. In
the early 1930s, the Association was
stirred to action by a proposal to take
over all township roads as state high-

In what would become an annual
tradition, the State Association
held its first convention September 26-27, 1922, at the Hall of
the House of Representatives in
the State Capitol Building. Townships from each county sent one
supervisor per 10 townships to
serve as a delegate. According
to PSATS founder H. A. “Cappy”
Thomson, “The early days of the
Association were rather quiescent, and practically the only
activity at the time was of the
annual conventions.”
16
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First Legislative Battle
ways. Although townships prevailed
in the end, Thomson described the
ensuing battle between PSATS and the
legislature as one of the most bitter.
“After a two-year experience in this
field,” he said, “the act was repealed, and
the state gladly returned to townships
the responsibility and administration of
the township road system.”
This fight for local control would be
the Association’s first legislative victory,
and it helped to cement PSATS’ longstanding belief that as the government
closest to the people, townships are best
suited to provide for their citizens’ interests and needs.			
‰

Getting the Farmer Out of the Mud

Gov. Gifford Pinchot (with shovel) was instrumental in persuading the
state legislature to assume responsibility for 20,000 miles of township
roads in the 1930s with the main intent of “getting the farmer out of
the mud.”

Throughout Pennsylvania’s history, townships have
had a critical role to play in developing and maintaining roads. In the early years, township road
crews usually consisted of a group of farmers with
a team of horses or mules that dragged a heavy,
wooden framework along the dirt roads to level out
the mud and ruts. Over the years, township road
crews increasingly became more organized and
their tools more sophisticated.
MAY 2021
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1940s and ’50s:
A Post-War Boom

T

he end of World War
II brought peace and
prosperity to the nation,
along with dramatic societal changes that would
soon affect townships.
As soldiers returned home, they took
advantage of benefits in the federal G.I.
Bill to access low-interest home loans
and kick-start their American Dream
for a better, more prosperous life in the
suburbs.
With more people moving out of
urban areas and into the surrounding
countryside, this post-war exodus fueled
an economic boom in townships that
would dramatically alter the American
landscape. To help townships cope with
the changes, PSATS spent time on the
Hill drawing attention to state laws that
were unfair to townships, including the
unwelcome annexation of township land
by cities and boroughs and an unequal
distribution formula for state highway

funds that resulted in giving boroughs
and cities almost four times as much
money per mile of road as townships.
While a solution to annexation
would not come until the late ’60s, the
Association was successful in getting
the legislature to correct the funding
inequity by changing the distribution
formula to one based on road mileage
and population.
Townships would receive more good
news in 1956, when for the first time,
municipalities were provided with a
permanent allocation of liquid fuels tax
funds. These annual distributions of
cash would become a critical funding
source for local road programs and one
that has remained meaningful to townships through today.
Like its members, the Association
was also expanding in the years following the war. During this period, PSATS
started two of its most enduring member services: its monthly magazine —

Winter maintenance of roads has evolved
over the years. Early on, townships that
wanted to keep their roads open did so
through hand shoveling or using a team
of horses to pull a “plow,” which was little
more than two planks nailed together to
form a V. Today, townships use heavy-duty
snowplows and cinders, salt, and salt brine
to clear roads quickly and efficiently.
18
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PSATS began publishing the Pennsylvania Township News in
1948. In the 1950s and ’60s, the magazine drew attention to
the need to correct unfair laws that resulted in townships receiving less road funding per mileage than cities and boroughs
and allowed township land to be easily annexed by neighboring municipalities. The Association succeeded in getting both
these laws changed.

the Pennsylvania Township News — and
the Trustees Insurance Fund.
In May 1948, the first issue of the
Township News was published with John
Dight as the newly named editor. The
16-page magazine featured a black-andwhite photo of a dirt township road
on the cover and included articles on
road drainage, equipment purchases,
and municipal authorities. It also introduced a question-and-answer column by
Cappy, which quickly became a popular
feature of the News.
In 1956, PSATS established the
Trustees Insurance Fund to provide
group hospitalization and life insurance
for township officials and employees.
The insurance program was welcome
news for townships with small staffs
who had been unable to obtain coverage and had found it difficult to
compete for employees against private
industries already offering such fringe
benefits. 				‰

“Oh, how things have changed in the 48 years
since I first became a supervisor. I can remember
when drivers kept tire chains in their cars to use
and how during heavy snow events when roads
would be drifted and closed for days, people would
come out and say ‘thank you’ for opening their
roads. They did not expect to be able to drive the
speed limit the moment the last flake of snow fell.”
— PSATS Trustee and Past President Les Houck
Supervisor, Salisbury Township, Lancaster County
MAY 2021
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1960s and ’70s:

More Growth, More Mandates

T

he U.S. history books
recall the 1960s and ’70s
as a tumultuous time for
the nation. During these
decades, Americans lived
through the assassination
of a president, the divisiveness of the
Vietnam War, the rise of the civil rights
and women’s liberation movements, the
Watergate scandal, and a surge in social
and economic programs.
Townships across Pennsylvania faced
challenges, too, much of it brought on

by how to cope with the dizzying rate
of growth occurring in the suburbs.
Between 1960 and 1980, townships of
the second class would experience a
dramatic 37.5% increase in population
while cities lost more than 19% of their
citizens and boroughs roughly 2%. By
1980, more than a third of Pennsylvanians would call townships home.
Although this shift in population
brought new tax revenue and economic
benefits from the development of new
homes, shopping centers, and grocery
stores, townships had to deal with the repercussions, too, which included more traffic, a rise in crime, and a demand for new
services. During this era, townships also
had to comply with the regulations coming
out of Harrisburg and Washington that
were spurred, in part, by a growing environmental movement focused on cleaning
up the nation’s air, land, and water.
While their members were dealing
with new issues, the Association also
experienced a major change. In 1962,

PSATS’ founder and secretary, Cappy
Thomson, retired, and Assistant Secretary Milt DeLancey, who had been with
the Association since 1953, was named
as his replacement. Around this time,
PSATS leaders also decided that after
years of renting temporary office space
in Harrisburg, the organization needed
a permanent home.
In 1964, the Association moved to a
newly constructed two-story structure
on property in Lower Allen Township
near Camp Hill in Cumberland County. From its new perch just a few miles
across the Susquehanna River from the
capitol complex, the Association continued to monitor problems plaguing
townships and seek legislative solutions.
The unwelcome annexation of
township land, which had started as an
issue in the ’40s and ’50s, had remained
a problem. To stop the urban raids, the
Association spearheaded a solution during the 1968 Constitutional Convention with new language that required

Left to right: Milt DeLancey,
Cappy Thomson, & Dale Corbin (Pres.)
Milt DeLancey, left, during
groundbreaking.

After years of renting temporary office space in Harrisburg, the Association decided it
needed a permanent home and built a new headquarters near Camp Hill. At the 1964
building dedication, secretary emeritus Cappy Thomson noted, “We can take pride in the
fact that our association has been the prime factor in the initiation, sponsorship, and passage of all legislation affecting townships of the second class in Pennsylvania.”
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PSATS Past President and long-time Trustee
Ed Hill, below, got involved in PSATS soon after he was elected supervisor in West Bradford Township, Chester County, in 1961. “A
big issue at the time was annexation, which
got settled with the 1968 Constitutional
Convention,” he recalls. “Cappy Thomson
was a delegate from Chester County, and
he pushed hard to get the annexation issue
taken care of.”

H.A. “Cappy” Thomson

changes in municipal boundaries to be
voted on by citizens in all affected communities.
Around this time, state government
was becoming a larger presence in the
lives of townships, particularly after
two new state agencies were created.
In 1966, Pennsylvania established the
Department of Community Affairs
(DCA), which over the next 30 years,
would become a vital partner for townships in administering grant programs,
serving as an information clearinghouse, and providing training and technical assistance.
In 1971, the Department of Environmental Resources (DER) was created to
help Pennsylvania meet the increasing
number of environmental rules coming
out of Washington and Harrisburg. With
its enforcement role, the agency would
have a less amiable association with
townships, as they were forced to comply
with many of the new regulations.

Meanwhile, to help townships meet
their growing responsibilities, the Association initiated new member services
and hired additional staff. In 1966, it
created an affiliate association for township solicitors, and in 1974, it conducted
its first Wage and Salary Survey. By the
late 1970s, the Association staff had
grown to include a legislative department (complete with a full-time lobbyist
and research associate) and an expanded
Township News staff (consisting of an editor, assistant editor, writer, and circulation
manager).
As the nation set out to celebrate its
bicentennial in 1976, another chapter
in the State Association’s history had
begun when DeLancey retired and
B. Kenneth Greider took over as executive director. (A bylaws change approved
at the 1973 state convention had changed
the title of secretary to executive director.)
Greider, who joined PSATS in 1964,
would lead the organization for the next
quarter-century during what would be
the Association’s largest growth period
to date. 				 ‰

Below: B. Kenneth Greider took over as PSATS’
executive director when Milt DeLancey retired in
1976. Greider joined PSATS in 1964 and would
lead the organization through a quarter-century
growth spurt through the end of the 1990s.

Marilyn Bistline

Above: Over the years, many PSATS staff members have dedicated their careers
to the Association. Marilyn Bistline was hired in 1965 by Milt DeLancey and over
a nearly 40-year career, served four different executive directors. “My first PSATS
Conference was held at the former Benjamin Franklin Hotel in Philadelphia,” she
recalls. “Our staff arrived by train. The registration of delegates at that time was
done manually before the credit card became the cornerstone of the American
economy. Today, the Association’s registration process has been fully automated.”
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1980s:

Facing a Fiscal Crunch

A

s the 1980s dawned,
the nation was beginning to bounce back
from an economic
crisis that brought
double-digit inflation
rates, skyrocketing oil prices, and high
unemployment throughout much of the
’70s. Not surprisingly, revenue was also
on the minds of township officials.
Around this time, municipalities
had developed a growing dependence
on state and federal fiscal aid. Between
1960 and 1979, the amount of money
flowing from Washington to communi-

ties had tripled, and by 1980, federal
and state funds accounted for nearly
45% of local governments’ general revenue. In Washington, D.C., however,
support for this funding was beginning
to erode, and throughout the 1980s,
general revenue sharing was frequently
on the chopping block.
This federal aid initiative was first
enacted in 1972 to help local governments fill voids and sustain services,
and over the past decade, townships
had grown accustomed to the money.
Accordingly, PSATS staff and members
spent much of the late ’70s and early

’80s lobbying Washington to keep what
amounted to $200 million a year in
general revenue sharing monies flowing
to Pennsylvania’s municipalities.
Much of their efforts revolved
around the National Association of
Towns and Townships (NATaT), an
organization that PSATS and other
local government groups across the
nation had founded to strengthen and
represent township government in the
nation’s capital. To argue the case for
general revenue sharing, NATaT arranged meetings between PSATS leaders and high-ranking federal officials,

Gov. Bob Casey doing his part to recycle.

Left and below: During the 1980s, PSATS
spent a great deal of time in Washington,
D.C., lobbying to keep federal general revenue sharing monies coming to townships.
PSATS and NATaT leaders attended meetings at the White House to discuss the
issue with President Ronald Reagan and
Vice President George Bush.

In 1988, PSATS achieved one of its greatest successes in making sure that the
new landmark recycling law also included
grant money to help municipalities create
and sustain their recycling programs. The
Municipal Waste, Recycling, and Waste
Reduction Act mandated that municipalities meeting certain population thresholds provide curbside recycling.

22

PA TownshipNews

MAY 2021

including President Ronald Reagan and
Vice President George Bush.
Despite several cycles of renewal,
the program was terminated in 1986,
and its demise forced municipalities to
shoulder more financial responsibility
for their operations. Recognizing that
townships were increasingly tasked
with doing more with less, the Association turned its efforts to finding other
feasible financial solutions, including
new revenue to help townships improve
their roads.
In 1981, the Association convinced
the Thornburgh Administration to
turn over a portion of the state’s new
oil franchise tax to local governments,
creating a new and more predictable
revenue stream for township roads.
Around this same time, PSATS also
successfully negotiated to make sure
that the Turnback of Roads Program,
in which responsibility for certain state
roads are returned to municipalities,
was voluntary for townships and included an annual financial allocation
for participants.
During this decade, the Association
also began to draw attention to the
problem of unfunded mandates, pushing back against new laws and regulations that would pass the buck to local
governments. In 1988, PSATS achieved
one of its greatest successes on this

front during passage of Pennsylvania’s
landmark recycling law. Although the
Municipal Waste, Recycling, and Waste
Reduction Act mandated that municipalities meeting certain population
thresholds provide curbside recycling,
PSATS was successful in making sure
that the new law also included grant
money to help municipalities create and
sustain their recycling programs.
‰
Top right: After decades of alternating
between Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, the
Association held its annual convention for
the first time in a member township in 1979
when the Hershey Lodge and Convention
Center in Derry Township, Dauphin County,
was added to the rotation. As Hershey
proved to be the most popular site, the decision was made to hold it there on a more
permanent basis beginning in 1988.
Bottom right: Frank Wagner, who had been
a long-time supervisor in Dallas Township,
Luzerne County, recalls attending earlier
conventions in Pittsburgh and how things
changed when the event was moved to
Hershey: “We were running all over the
place (in Pittsburgh) from here to there, and
everyone was in a different hotel. When it
finally ended up in Hershey, it just exploded
from there. I always enjoyed the classes,
but when you got together afterwards with
people and talked about what was going on
in your township, that’s where you solved
your problems.”

“Over the years, I have seen the role of
township supervisor evolve from ‘roadmaster’
to that of ‘generalist.’ No longer are roads our
only concern. Today’s supervisors have to
know about a whole host of issues — from tax
reform and recycling to waste management
and planning — and be able to balance
budgets, solve all sorts of problems, and
respond to the needs of their constituents, all
of which are further complicated by state and
federal regulations.”
— PSATS Past President Ed Dymek, 1989

Frank Wagner,

second from le

ft

PSATS President Ed Dymek shakes the hand
of then-vice president George Bush, who
spoke at PSATS’ 1988 Convention in Hershey.
MAY 2021
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1990s:

A Productive Decade

A

In 1995, a modern Township Code was
enacted, the law’s first major overhaul
since 1947. It culminated a decade’s
worth of work by PSATS staff and members, who spent hours rewriting the law
to clarify language, eliminate archaic
provisions, and make it consistent with
other acts. PSATS Past President Donna
Mindek remembers making many trips
to Harrisburg to convince legislators to
pass the new code. “Virgil Puskarich [executive director of the Local Government
Commission at the time] invited us up to
the top floor where he worked so that we
could explain it all to him and he would
explain it to the legislators,” she says.
“You just don’t have that happen unless
you have a strong group like PSATS to
back you up and open the doors.”
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s the final decade of
the 20th century began,
unprecedented growth
and development were
continuing their spread
into rural Pennsylvania. Between 1990 and 2000, the
population in townships of the second
class would continue to trend upward
by nearly 12%, while that of cities and
boroughs declined. Townships were
also still dealing with the ever-growing
number of state and federal regulations
around increasingly complex issues,
such as underground storage tanks, safe
drinking water, hazardous waste, onlot
sewage, and stormwater management.
Within this backdrop, the Association kept a watchful eye on Harrisburg
to make sure any emerging proposals
were favorable for townships. The 1990s
would turn out to be a productive period for the Association and its members,
with 1995 likely to go down in PSATS’
history as one of the busiest.
The Association’s most significant
accomplishment that year was the passage of a new Second Class Township
Code, the law’s first major overhaul
since 1947. The new code represented
more than a decade of work by PSATS
staff and members, who had spent hours
rewriting the law to clarify language,
eliminate archaic provisions, and make
it consistent with other acts.
The year also brought dramatic
changes within state government when
Gov. Tom Ridge announced plans to
reorganize the Department of Environmental Resources (DER) and the
Department of Community Affairs
(DCA), two agencies that, for better
or for worse, had been an integral part
of township government in recent decades. As discussions over the future of

these departments heated up, PSATS
worked hard to ensure it had a seat at
the table and could keep township interests at the forefront of any restructuring proposals.
As part of an overhaul designed
to make the unwieldy environmental
agency more manageable, DER was split
into two new agencies in 1995: the Department of Environmental Protection
(DEP) and the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR).
The following year, DCA was
merged with the Department of Commerce to create the Department of
Community and Economic Development (DCED), and as part of that
restructuring, a new Governor’s Center
for Local Government Services was
created. Billed as a one-stop shop for
municipalities, this “super-agency” was
designed to elevate the voice of local
government within the governor’s office, something that PSATS had lobbied hard to make happen along with
the formation of a new Local Government Advisory Committee.
Other important developments taking place within the Association in
1995 included the election of PSATS’
first female president, Mary Jo Brown
of Cross Creek Township, Washington
County; the creation of a legal assistance program, later renamed the Legal
Defense Partnership; and development
of a comprehensive program to help
townships comply with new federal rules
requiring operators with a commercial
driver’s license (CDL) to participate in
random drug and alcohol testing.
Rounding out the decade, PSATS
created the Township Engineers Association in 1993 to address the growing role of engineers in townships and
launched a website in 1997 to provide

In 1995, Mary Jo Brown of Cross Creek
Township, Washington County, became
the first woman elected PSATS president.
At the time, she noted the significance
of the history-making event: “As the first
female president of your State Association, I feel I must comment on a trend I
have noticed in township government. To
my delight, more and more women are
becoming township supervisors, and that
makes me very proud. Women bring to
the job of township supervisor great insight, understanding, and know-how, and
maybe because of our role as pioneers
for our daughters and granddaughters,
we almost always ‘try harder.’”

PSATS members with digital access to
programs, services, and information.
The Association also established an
education department after DCED contracted with PSATS to deliver a variety
of statewide training for municipal officials, road crews, and sewage enforcement officers.
Meanwhile, several of the Association’s longest running services were
continuing to thrive. The convention
had grown exponentially after a more
permanent move in 1988 to Derry
Township in Dauphin County. The
expansive Hershey Lodge and Convention Center was able to accommodate
more people, meeting space, exhibits,
and parking, and by 1999, close to 4,000
township officials, exhibitors, and guests
were attending what was billed as the
largest municipal convention and trade
show in the state.
Celebrating its 50th anniversary in
1998 was the Township News, which
over the decades had established itself as
Pennsylvania’s premier local government
magazine. Like many of the Association’s beloved programs and services, the
award-winning publication had evolved
to meet townships’ changing needs; it
now averaged 76 pages and presented
valuable information to local officials via
colorful layouts and engaging articles.
Before the 20th century came to a
close, one more milestone would occur
when long-time executive director, Ken
Greider, retired at the end of 1999 after
24 years at the helm. 		
‰

Mary Jo Brown

Kim Coon

When the Department of Community and
Economic Development was merged in
1996, PSATS was instrumental in getting the Governor’s Center for Local Government Services created. Kim Coon, the
center’s first executive director, recalls
PSATS’ role in the restructuring: “The
Association had a tremendous, powerful
voice in the DCED merger and the formation of the Governor’s Center for Local
Government Services and how local governments really did get elevated significantly as the two departments merged. It
was an amazing time, and PSATS played
an important role in a lot of the projects
that we were doing. I found that working with the Association was like a slam
dunk. If we needed something done, it
would get done, and it would always be
first class.”
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2000s:

New Threats and
Opportunities

T

he 21st century ushered
in new opportunities for
the Association and its
member townships as
long-time employee
R. Keith Hite took over as
executive director.
Under his leadership, the next 		
10 years would bring significant changes
to PSATS, including a new headquarters, a state-of-the-art education center,
and the addition of more member services. The Association would also lead
several statewide responses to address
new and continuing threats to townships, including development pressure,

homeland security, and a renewed call
for municipal consolidation.
By the 2000 Census, townships of
the second class accounted for 5.1 million people, roughly 42% of the state’s
entire population, far more than any
other type of municipality, and townships were dealing with the fallout. Development brought a loss of open space
and agricultural land along with increasing pressures on local infrastructure.
After years of working with legislators to find a practical solution to the
state’s land use issues, PSATS achieved
a victory in 2000 with the adoption of
“Growing Smarter” legislation. These
two bills made some of the most significant changes to the Municipalities
Planning Code in three decades and
provided local governments with the
means, funding, and technical assistance to wisely manage growth.
On the heels of this landmark legislation, an unrelated threat reared its
ugly head on September 11, 2001, when
a hijacked plane crashed into a field in

Keith Hite served PSATS for 30 years, including the last 10 as executive director. In looking back upon those decades, he attributes much of PSATS’ success as an organization to
its members. “Township officials are people serving people. They’re not in it for the fame
and glory, and they’re certainly not going to get rich being a township official,” he says. “I
believe that PSATS’ strength and vitality over the years is a byproduct of that membership.”
He also credits staff, many of whom have devoted careers to the Association. “When I became executive director, I was with PSATS just shy of 20 years, and at the time, nearly half
of the staff had been at PSATS longer than I had,” he says. “I remember we used to boast at
having more than 140 years of service to township government. When you look at the staff,
it is a remarkable collection of incredibly talented and dedicated people.”
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Stonycreek Township, Somerset County. It served as a stark reminder that terrorism can strike anywhere, and in the
wake of the attacks, homeland security
became a top priority of federal, state,
and local governments. For its part,
PSATS would partner with the state to
coordinate disaster response and planning workshops and map out cooperative strategies for dealing with disasters.
At the height of this activity, President George W. Bush made an appear-

A Presidential Visit

ance at PSATS’ 2004 Annual Convention in Hershey to talk about homeland
security and drum up support for his
U.S. Patriot Act. This visit, the first by a
sitting president, stands out as one of the
most exciting and proudest highlights of
the Association’s collective memories.
As the protector of township government, the Association soon found itself in
a fight for townships’ lives after a Brookings Institution report released in 2003
blamed the state’s economic and social

In 2004, U.S. President George W. Bush came to the
PSATS Conference to talk about homeland security and
drum up support for his Patriot Act. It was the first time
that a sitting president had visited the conference, and
the Hershey Lodge and Convention Center was abuzz.
Leonard Bartkus of Gibson Township, Susquehanna
County, recalls feeling pride that the president came to
Hershey to talk to township supervisors. Bartkus, who
served as one of the sergeants-at-arms, remembers how
they had to be checked out by the Secret Service.
Jack Hines of West Bradford Township, Chester
County, was assigned to help the Secret Service identify
who to allow in the ballroom. “I figured anyone who is
a municipal official is a good person and should go in
the room,” he says. When his job was done, one of the
agents ushered him to the front of the room to seats

ills on what it believed to be too many
municipalities in Pennsylvania. When
proposals to abolish townships and consolidate local governments cropped up in
Harrisburg, PSATS commissioned its own
research report. The author, consolidation
expert Wendell Cox, reached a different
conclusion. He found that Pennsylvania’s
local governments, which have a knack
for doing more with less, were, in fact, one
of the state’s strengths, and townships, in
particular, were more frugal, efficient, and

reserved for the White House. “That’s where I sat,” Hines
says. “I got to meet the president and get his signature,
and the Secret Service people gave me a bunch of pins.
That was a remarkable experience.”
As PSATS president, Donna Mindek of Harborcreek
Township, Erie County, had the privilege of introducing
Bush to her fellow township officials. “When we went out
on the stage, I never in all my life heard such thunderous
applause,” she recalls. “I remember how well he was received by our colleagues, and it was so nice to be a part
of that.” She will also always remember the kiss. “I never
expected that,” she says. “I went to shake his hand as he
walked off the stage, and he pulled me closer and planted one on my cheek. I didn’t think about it until I went to
walk away. I threw my hands up in the air to say ‘yahoo,’
and the whole place came apart.”
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Ed Goodhart was PSATS president when the Association moved into its new headquarters in Enola in 2002. The building, which was constructed through a financial arrangement between PSATS and the Trustees, is a testament to the growth of the Association
and its insurance program. The Association began the Trustees Insurance Fund in 1956
to provide health insurance for typically small townships that were having difficulty getting coverage. Over the years, the program has expanded to include other services, such
as unemployment compensation and pension, and townships of all sizes reap the benefits of participating. “The Trustees program provides a tremendous service for townships,” Goodhart says. “People sometimes think it’s a moneymaker for PSATS, but that’s
not true. The Trust is an independent organization, and it tries to keep its costs down to
give townships that enroll in it the biggest bang for their buck.”

accountable than their larger, urban counterparts. These findings served as a vital
reminder that bigger government does not
necessarily mean better and Pennsylvanians prefer township living for a reason.
Amid these challenges, PSATS
moved into a new headquarters near
Enola in 2002. Constructed through
an agreement between PSATS and the
Trustees, the 24,000-square-foot building
provided plenty of room to house a growing staff and accommodate an increasing number of programs, services, and
training opportunities. The expansion of
PSATS’ education program during this
time included the creation of a Leadership Institute and a Construction Codes
Academy. In 2005, the Association was
also selected to administer PennDOT
LTAP’s road-related training and technical assistance to municipalities.
Other highlights of this decade
include the formation of PSATS’
Grassroots Network, which provided an
organized structure to muster the troops
to advocate in Harrisburg; the introduction of an online discussion group so
that township officials and PSATS staff
could directly communicate about common interests and concerns; and the
expansion of Trustees Insurance coverage to include health savings accounts,
short-term disability plans, and taxdeferred retirement savings programs for
participants.
As 2009 wound down, changes were
once again on the horizon for the Association. Hite announced an end to his
30-year career with PSATS, and with
his pending retirement, the organization found itself poised to enter a new
decade with a new leader in charge. ‰
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Ed Goodhart

In 2000, PSATS leaders joined
Gov. Tom Ridge and Lt. Gov.
Mark Schweiker for the signing
of “Growing Smarter” legislation, which gave townships
more tools to manage their
growth. The signing ceremony
was held in West Bradford Township, Chester County, on a farm
preserved through the transfer
of development rights.

September 11, 2001, hit township officials especially hard
since one of the four hijacked
planes crashed in a field in
Stonycreek Township, Somerset
County. PSATS paid tribute to
the 9/11 victims at its 2002
Annual Conference and reported on the local response to
the crash in the January 2002
issue of the Township News. In
2008, the National Park Service
included this issue of the magazine in its Flight 93 National
Memorial Archives.
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2010s:

A Fresh Approach to
Old and New Problems

2

010 began with a
history-making moment
when the Association
welcomed a new executive director who, for the
first time, came from
outside the organization. After a yearlong nationwide search, the Executive
Board selected David Sanko, the chief
operating officer for Bucks County and
a former high-ranking official in the

Rendell, Ridge, and Schweiker administrations, for the top spot.
With a new leader at the helm, the
Association was set to bring a fresh approach to the many challenges — some
new, some familiar — and opportunities
that would face townships and PSATS
in the next decade. Sanko pledged to
seek innovative solutions to provide
members with more valuable services
without raising their dues.
The decade began with renewed
fervor over proposals in Harrisburg to
eliminate municipalities and replace
them with bigger, more centralized government. To fight back, PSATS engaged
its Grassroots Network, and more than
800 townships passed resolutions oppos-

Dave Sanko, left, at an
Allegheny County Convention

ing the bills and convincing most of the
original sponsors to drop their names
from the legislation.
As the decade progressed, the Association continued to call upon members
of the grassroots network to reach out
to lawmakers about other issues of concern to townships, including unfunded
mandates. PSATS launched a “Take
Aim at Unfunded Mandates” campaign
in 2012 that would become the cornerstone of a grassroots movement targeting laws and rules that waste tax dollars
and no longer make sense.
Around this time, the nation was
facing the effects of a prolonged recession, and townships were dealing with
sharp declines in tax revenue and the

Dave Sanko, rig
ht, with Secret
ary of
Agriculture Ru
ssell Redding,
left,
and PSATS Pres
ident Marvin M
eteer

Dave Sanko, who became executive director of PSATS in January 2010, has led the
Association through this most recent decade of its history and taken on many challenges, the most notable of which has been the COVID pandemic. Sanko has put his
public management skills to work implementing cost-saving and technology-focused
practices that have streamlined operations and provided more valuable services without raising members’ dues.
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PSATS’ Policy and Research Director Holly Fishel, who
has been with PSATS for 22 years, spends much of her
time doing research and responding to questions from
members. “Working with our members over the years
has given me many memories, but some of the best ones
are working with our boot camps and training newly
elected supervisors,” she says. “It’s great to see individuals who care about their communities and are willing
to serve them and who want to learn and do what is best
for what can be a thankless job.”

loss of direct state funding for stormwater, flooding, and land use projects. As
townships were forced to tighten their
belts, PSATS lobbied Harrisburg for
new revenue streams and commonsense
reforms that would eliminate unfunded
mandates and lower townships’ expenses. Victories included an increase
in outdated bidding limits and the ability to form stormwater management
authorities and collect fees to offset
mandated stormwater upgrades.
In 2012, the Association triumphed
again when it successfully convinced
Gov. Tom Corbett and the legislature
to enact a natural gas impact fee and
unleash much-needed money to help
townships manage the impacts of a

In the early 2010s, PSATS and member townships lobbied relentlessly to draw attention to
townships’ aging infrastructure and the need for more local funding. Their efforts paid off in
2013 when the legislature passed a multibillion-dollar spending package that resulted in
significantly more money for township projects. “The truth is, this funding never would have
materialized if township officials hadn’t persisted in telling their stories and pointing out to
Harrisburg that failing roads and bridges were putting children and families at risk,” PSATS
Executive Director Dave Sanko says. “Their advocacy on behalf of their constituents was nonstop and meaningful, and thankfully, for the public, it paid off.”

At the 2012 Conference, PSATS
launched an aggressive campaign, “Take Aim at Unfunded
Mandates,” that would become
the cornerstone of a grassroots
movement to target laws and
rules that waste tax dollars and
don’t make sense anymore.
PSATS members adopted resolutions to remind state and federal
lawmakers and agencies to think
twice before passing obligations
on to townships without the money to support them.

MAY 2021

PA TownshipNews

31

growing natural gas industry. Act 13
marked the first infusion of new cash
into municipalities and counties in a
long time, and local officials used the
money to invest in a wide range of projects throughout their communities.
Townships received more good news
in 2013 when the legislature passed a
multibillion-dollar, long-term spending package that provided significantly
more dollars for local transportation. In
the years leading to its passage, PSATS
and its members had lobbied relentlessly
to draw attention to the state’s aging
infrastructure and the need for more
funding for township projects. As the
first major investment in state and local
roads and bridges in nearly two decades,
Act 89 changed the way Pennsylvania
levied the gas tax and over a five-year
period, incrementally increased townships’ liquid fuels fund allocations.
Meanwhile, committed to spending

members’ dues dollars wisely, PSATS
found ways to do more with less. By upgrading technology and improving staff
productivity, the Association streamlined its operations, which included
enhanced online registration for training and the Annual Conference and
consolidation of member records into
an online database.
PSATS also embraced technology
to expand its communication offerings,
jumping into social media in 2011 and
introducing the Township Video News
(TVN), an online newscast, in 2012.
To meet members’ varied educational
needs and accommodate their busy
schedules, the Association offered more
webinars and on-demand workshops,
added regional forums, and updated its
newly elected officials’ training. In 2013,
it launched the Pennsylvania Municipal
Government Academy (PMGA) to provide members with a local government

In the years between 2010 and 2019, under Dave Sanko’s leadership, PSATS developed some new member services and a new way of thinking about its services in general. The Association introduced Township Video News (upper left) in 2012, developed
a strong social media presence, and started offering more training in different ways,
such as the Regional Forums (upper right), expanded newly elected official classes
(lower left), the new PSATS Municipal Government Academy, webinars, and on-demand workshops.
In 2017, PSATS launched its Power of One program to engage members in Association
activities (bottom right photo above). And in 2011 and 2018, respectively, PSATS created two new affiliate associations, the Township Emergency Management Association (TEMA) and the Pennsylvania Association of Zoning Officials (PAAZO), publishing
newsletters for their members (far right).
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certification program.
The Association also sought new
ways to get more people involved, creating two new affiliate associations — the
Township Emergency Management
Association (TEMA) in 2011 and the
Pennsylvania Association of Zoning
Officers (PAAZO) in 2018 — and adding opportunities for associate members
and sponsors. In 2017, it launched the
Power of One program to enlist township officials as volunteers and engage
them in new ways with the Association.
As the 2010s came to an end,
PSATS had proven once again that
change, when done right, can be something to wholeheartedly embrace. Instead of clinging to the past, the Association was focused on moving forward
with new ideas and improved strategies
that in the end, would help staff and
members do their jobs better without
overburdening anyone’s wallets.
‰
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2020s:

Moving Beyond the Pandemic

I

n 2020, as PSATS began the countdown to its 100-year anniversary,
its ability to respond to changes
and adapt accordingly would take
on greater significance with the
emergence of a new threat: the
COVID-19 pandemic. To adhere to stay-

at-home orders and mitigation protocols,
which included wearing masks, social
distancing, and avoiding crowds, both
the Association and its members quickly
adjusted their operations.
When faced with tough choices,
chief among them the decision to can-

In response to the COVID-19 restrictions, the Association adjusted its
operations and took advantage of technology to shift services online and
offer new digital options, such as the Morning News e-newsletter, Township News digital edition, online Conference workshops, and virtual town
halls. PSATS President Marvin Meteer of Wyalusing Township, Bradford
County, acknowledges that the pandemic created challenges for PSATS
and townships.
“We have had to learn to do business in a new way, such as virtual meetings and online training, but I think our townships and the Association
have stepped up,” he says. “PSATS leadership and staff rose to the occasion and found new ways to do things and involve our members. It may not
be what we really want to do, but we have made it work, and at the end of
the day, I think we can say that we have found success.”
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cel the Annual Conference in 2020 and
2021 because of state restrictions on
crowd capacity, PSATS did what it always does when challenged: It adapted
and looked for new approaches to
carry out its mission. Much of PSATS’
response to the pandemic restrictions

centered on using technology to conduct business and introduce new services. It debuted the Morning News, a
digital e-newsletter, to deliver the latest
daily news to members and shifted its
educational efforts to online, providing virtual classrooms to take the place
of Conference workshops and holding
virtual town halls to keep township
officials informed of the latest pandemic
news and the federal recovery plan.
In 2020, the Association turned to
technology to revamp other services,
too, unveiling a digital edition of the
Township News and a new online Grassroots Engagement Tool that makes it
easier for townships to connect with
their legislators and receive alerts about
pressing issues. The PSATS website was
also redesigned to provide a cleaner,
more organized one-stop digital shop for
members.
While the pandemic forced everyone to think in new ways, one priority
that did not change was ensuring that
townships have adequate transportation
funding. Recognizing that the gas tax
has become increasingly unreliable of
late, the state began discussions in 2021
to seek a more predictable source to
fund the state’s infrastructure. PSATS
was given a seat at the table as the only
local government voice, where it continually stresses why townships, which

take care of more road miles than
PennDOT, must remain a vital transportation partner and their funding
needs provided for in any solution.
As 2021 continues to unfold, the Association and its members are cautiously
planning a return to normal in a postCOVID world. To celebrate its 100th birthday this year, the Association adjusted its
original plans to hold a bash during the
Conference and will now be welcoming
township officials and other guests to a
Centennial Celebration this fall.
In the meantime, just as it has done
for the past 100 years, PSATS remains
committed to providing guidance,
support, and advice to members while
continuing to champion township government in the halls of Harrisburg and
Washington and throughout the communities of Pennsylvania.
“As PSATS begins its second century
of service, we will continue to move forward,” Sanko says, “proud of our past yet
ready to embrace a future where the Association and its members rise victorious
no matter what challenges befall them.”

A bright future awaits

A century after the birth of PSATS,
time has proven right those forwardthinking township and state officials
who saw the need for a statewide
organization to speak on behalf of all

townships. Township government has
experienced tremendous change in the
past 100 years, evolving from communities where farmers pitched in to tend
to local roads to an increasingly more
complex system run by men and women
of all backgrounds with concerns ranging far beyond the maintenance and
construction of roads.
Over the past 100 years, the State
Association has grown, adapted, and
thrived, too. Throughout this metamorphosis, PSATS has remained the champion of township government, lobbying
legislators on behalf of townships, providing educational and informational
services, and offering other programs
to meet members’ needs. In many ways,
today’s organization far surpasses the
role envisioned by its creators, yet it still
fulfills one of its fundamental goals:
Supporting townships and helping to
make local officials’ lives easier.
As PSATS celebrates its centennial
and prepares to enter its second century, just what the future holds for the
Association and its members is anyone’s
guess. Given their track record over the
past 100 years, however, it’s safe to say
that whatever challenge comes their
way, the State Association and its member townships will find a way to adjust,
adapt, carry on, and thrive. F

Inspired to learn
more about
PSATS’ history?
“As PSATS begins its second century of service,
we will continue to move forward, proud of our
past yet ready to embrace a future where the
Association and its members rise victorious no
matter what challenges befall them.”
— PSATS Executive Director David Sanko

In conjunction with its Centennial Celebration Dinner this fall,
the Association will be publishing
a commemorative centennial
book recounting the organization’s 100-year history in greater
detail. The book will highlight
remembrances, milestones, and
accomplishments through photos and text and will include messages from member townships,
county associations, advertisers,
exhibitors, and other partners. To
learn more about the book and
how you can be a part of it, turn
to page 57.
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