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Position Statement on HB/SB 76 

 

Among the items at the forefront of public debate in Pennsylvania is HB/SB 76, also 

known as “The Property Tax Independence Act.”  The stated goal of the bill is to shift the 

primary responsibility for school funding from property taxes (which is done at the local 

school district level) to sales tax (which is done at the state level).  Despite these laudable 

goals to level the playing field and provide a solid base of funding to our public schools, 

the Board of Directors of the Exton Region Chamber of Commerce (the “Chamber”), 

feels compelled to oppose HB/SB 76 (called “The Property Tax Independence Act”) for 

three main reasons. 

 

First, as presently constructed, HB/SB 76 will not actually eliminate property taxes.  

Despite its name and its stated goal, the bill would still allow school districts to continue 

to collect real estate taxes to pay off existing debt.  Exiting debt is generally issued in 20-

years bonds.  According to an analysis by the Pennsylvania Association of School 

Business Officials, only two percent of school districts could completely eliminate 

property taxes and continue to function.  (See Ira Weiss, Pennsylvania’s Empty Promise 

on Property Tax Reform, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, April 13, 2017.)  That means 98% of 

Pennsylvania school districts would still have property taxes.  Such an exception to 

property tax “elimination” is certainly large enough to swallow the rule, and we fear the 

result could be the proverbial Trojan Horse – with property taxes staying in place for 

most of the state’s districts, while sales taxes increase at the same time. 

 

Second, by expanding the base and increasing the rate of Pennsylvania’s sales tax to 

make up for the revenue shortfall, the bill ends up punishing the very people it was 

supposed to help.  Sales tax is effectively regressive, since it taxes consumption and 

people with lower incomes consume, by necessity, a larger portion of their take-home 

pay than wealthier people.  People with lower incomes also have lower rates of home 

ownership than wealthier people, which means they were not paying property taxes in the 

first place.  Under the proposed new law, individuals would not only pay a higher rate of 

sales tax than before, but would also pay sales tax on a lot more things than before. 

 

As the body charged with representing the interests of the business community in the 

Exton Region, the Chamber’s third objection to HB/SB 76 is perhaps the most relevant of 

all.  As mentioned above, the bill would not only increase the rate of sales tax on existing 

taxable goods, but would dramatically expand the universe of goods and services subject 

to tax in the first place.  For example, the bill would make taxable twenty new categories 

of goods that are currently tax-exempt, such as food, certain clothing, non-prescription 

drugs, and used prebuilt housing.  It would also make taxable thirty new categories of 

services that are currently exempt, such as movie theaters, certain legal services, 

veterinary services, daycare services, spectator sports, and museum and zoo admissions.  

It cannot and should not be assumed that the tax incidence (the term referring to who 

ultimately bears the economic burden of a tax) would fall solely on consumers.  

Businesses will most certainly share in that cost as well, as demand falls due to higher 

prices.  No less significant is the new administrative burden on businesses, especially 



small businesses.  Collecting and remitting sales tax for goods and services not 

previously taxable is not something that can be “switched on” by a business overnight.  

Further, the operational difficulty of figuring out which portions of a business’s goods 

and services are or are not taxable is no small task in its own right, and small businesses 

in particular are often not equipped with sophisticated in-house accounting and tax 

support that larger businesses may enjoy. 

 

The Board recognizes that no system of taxation is perfect.  And, in the case of property 

taxes, perhaps the phrase “far from perfect” would be more appropriate.  There are 

simply too many stories of failing school districts with shoestring budgets and senior 

citizens on fixed incomes to come to too strong a defense of property taxes as our 

primary source of funding our public schools, let alone on an equitable basis.  Therefore, 

our opposition to HB/SB 76 is not and should not be construed as a broad-based 

endorsement of property taxes or the status quo.  There may yet come a bill that proposes 

to eliminate property taxes that we would and should support.  But, for the reasons stated 

above, HB/SB 76 is not that bill. 

 

 


