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SUMMARY 
February 14, 2022 

5:00 P.M. 
Virtual Meeting 

 
COUNCIL MEMBERS PRESENT: 
D. Reed, J. Cepeda-Freytiz, J. Waltman, M. Ventura, M. Goodman-Hinnershitz, B. Tyson, W. 
Butler 
 
OTHERS PRESENT: 
L. Kelleher, S. Smith, M. Gombar, F. Denbowski, M. Rodriguez, J. Kelly, W. Stoudt, K. Zeiber, 
E. Moran, F. Lachat, J. Abodalo, M. Oppenheimer, R. Tornielli, M. Lynch, representatives from 
BCTV and WFMZ 
 
The meeting was called to order at 5:07 pm by Mr. Waltman.   
 
I. Vacant Property Registration Fee 
Mr. Denbowski reviewed a Power Point presentation.  He stated that the information 
submitted by Johnathan Zabala was reviewed by the Administration and that this issue was 
considered by Council in 2008.  He stated that of the 4,018 vacant properties noted in Mr. 
Zabala’s report, 286 are certified as blighted. 
 
Mr. Denbowski stated that a Vacant Property Tax may not be allowed in PA as taxes are set by 
the State Legislature.  He stated that calling this fee a tax is also not positive public relations 
and the City will set the fee to recoup its costs and not to make a profit. 
 
Mr. Denbowski stated that addressing this in 2008 was progressive at the time.  He stated that 
other municipalities have now enacted this registration.  He explained that the fee is 
progressive and grows the longer the property remains vacant.  He stated that the fees 
received by the City would go to the Blighted Property Review Committee to allow them to 
continue their work. 
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Mr. Denbowski stated that the Administration supports this fee and would recommend 
contracting with a third party to administer the program.  He noted the difficulties in finding a 
point of contact for foreclosed and other bank involved properties. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned the number of vacant properties.  Mr. Denbowski stated that 
according to the 2019 American Community Survey data Reading had 4,018 at the time. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned the distinction between a vacant property and a blighted 
property.  Mr. Waltman stated that there are many reasons a property can be vacant but that 
does not always mean the property is officially blighted by the City. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned how vacant properties would be located and how this fee 
would be enforced.  She expressed the belief that no one would report their property as vacant 
because no one wants to pay fees.  Mr. Denbowski agreed and stated that the third party can 
study water consumption and other items.  He stated that the contractor would follow up with 
the owner and create a database.  He stated that if there is not compliance, there would also be 
penalty fees. 
 
Ms. Tyson questioned the cost of the third party contractor.  Mr. Denbowski stated that the 
City would issue an RFP or RFQ for this professional service.  He stated that the cost of the 
contractor would be included in the fee amount so that it is cost neutral to the City.  He stated 
that Council approval of the contractor would be required. 
 
Ms. Tyson questioned who would oversee the program.  Mr. Denbowski stated that the 
Managing Director oversees all programs but that he would recommend that Property 
Maintenance be integral to the program as they will need to perform inspections. 
 
Ms. Tyson expressed the belief that Reading can implement this as a tax.  She stated that 
Harrisburg has a library tax.  Mr. Denbowski stated that State Act 511 will need to be 
reviewed.  He expressed the belief that this would be allowable but added that calling it a tax 
or a fee would be a policy decision.  Ms. Kelleher noted in the chat feature that Act 511 would 
not allow this as a tax. 
 
Ms. Reed stated that she supports the registration fee concept.  She stated that the American 
Community Survey provides very accurate and trustworthy data and information.  She stated 
that there is criteria to certify a property as blighted.  She thanked Mr. Zabala for bringing this 
issue forward and stated that she is glad the program is moving forward again.  She stated 
that it is important for the program to be cost neutral.  She expressed the belief that vacant 
properties can destroy neighborhoods.   
 
Ms. Reed questioned if a separate fee amount would be assessed on the larger, vacant 
commercial buildings. Mr. Denbowski stated that this would need further review.  He 
expressed the belief that the program would address vacant residential properties only. 
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Ms. Reed stated that huge, vacant commercial properties are very detrimental and have been 
the locations of large fires in the past.  She questioned who would approve fee waivers if 
Reading includes them in the program.  She noted the need to remove politics from the 
program and not waive fees for friends and allies.  Mr. Denbowski stated that the third party 
would also review and approve the waiver. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz thanked all for their work to bring this program forward.  She 
expressed the belief that the information is pertinent and that the City will continue to 
flounder if vacant properties are not addressed and controlled.  She stated that a property near 
her home has been vacant for eight years and is a fire hazard.  She stated that improving 
properties increases the value of other properties in neighborhoods.  She stated that the City 
should not be afraid to move this program forward.  She stated that property owners often 
abandon their properties assuming the City will take control.  She noted the need to prevent 
this from happening.  She stated that she is looking forward to further reviewing this program. 
 
Mr. Waltman stated that he does not like the idea of this program as a stand-alone policy.  He 
noted the need for a comprehensive approach.  He expressed the belief that many occupied 
properties also cause problems in neighborhoods.  He expressed the belief that if the owner 
pays the taxes and maintains the property it should not be assessed this additional fee.  He 
noted the need to address vacant properties in the City’s current processes and not create new 
problems with a new program. 
 
Mr. Waltman noted the need to address the root of the problem and find remedies to prevent 
problems before the property is abandoned.  He expressed the belief that this program may 
reduce real estate sales.  He noted the need for the City to master what it already has the 
authority to do to reduce blight.  He noted the need for a comprehensive housing strategy and 
stated that the $1 million set aside by Council in the past to address blight was intended as a 
starting point that would continue to get properties rehabbed, occupied and back on the tax 
rolls. 
 
Ms. Ventura questioned the reason that this registration is needed.  Mr. Denbowski stated that 
it is to identify vacant properties.  He stated that safety inspections would be conducted to 
address dangerous situations.  He stated that this is a proactive way to fight blight to reduce 
the need for the certification process.  He noted the need for property owners to be aware of 
the property’s needs and it is also an incentive to keep properties occupied. 
 
Ms. Ventura expressed the belief that it is difficult to locate vacant properties.  Mr. Denbowski 
agreed and stated that property owners are unlikely to report their vacant property to the City.  
He stated that this is the advantage of contracting with a third party. 
 
Mr. Waltman stated that neighborhood residents can identify vacant and blighted properties.  
He stated that the certification process and activities that can occur to properties that have 
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become certified – such as eminent domain - need to move forward rather than this new 
program.   
 
Mr. Abodalo stated that a third party contractor can use several sources including police, fire, 
taxes and real estate agents.  He stated that this would help identify vacant properties.  He 
stated that the registration process would also provide current owner’s contact information so 
that the City can reach them in case of emergencies and other needs.  He stated that the contact 
information is also helpful when issuing Quality of Life tickets.  He expressed the belief that 
the condition of vacant properties can quickly decline. 
 
Ms. Tyson recommended that the program be overseen by Property Maintenance. 
 
Mr. Crespo arrived at this time. 
 
Mr. Waltman stated that Property Maintenance is already routinely in the neighborhoods.  He 
noted the need to improve the condition of all properties. 
 
Mr. Denbowski stated that Property Maintenance would still be a critical part of the program. 
 
II. Agenda Review 
Council reviewed this evening’s agenda including the following: 
 
Mr. Waltman questioned who would read this evening’s commendation.  Mr. Butler stated 
that he would read it.   
 

• Public Comment 
 
Ms. Kelleher stated that two written comments were received.  Ms. Reed stated that she will 
read them into the record. 
 

• Award of Contract to Signalscape Inc for the purchase of five interview room camera 
system upgrades at a cost of $39,644.99 

 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned if the funding is included in the 2022 budget.  Mr. Waltman 
stated that it is part of the Capital budget. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned the life cycle of this new equipment.  Chief Tornielli stated that 
it should last approximately ten years. 
 

• Resolution adopting and submitting to DEP for its approval a Sewage Facilities 
Planning Module for 1325 – 1341 Scott St 

• Resolution adopting and submitting to DEP for its approval a Sewage Facilities 
Planning Module for 916 N 9th St 
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• Resolution adopting and submitting to DEP for its approval a Sewage Facilities 
Planning Module for 234 N 4th St 

• Resolution adopting and submitting to DEP for its approval a Sewage Facilities 
Planning Module for 650 Spring St 

• Resolution adopting and submitting to DEP for its approval a Sewage Facilities 
Planning Module for 1700 & 1716 N. 12th St 

• Resolution adopting and submitting to DEP for its approval a Sewage Facilities 
Planning Module for 1010 Elm St 

 
Mr. Waltman explained that this is necessary when the sewage needs of the property changes. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz suggested that Council have a tour of the waste water treatment 
plant (WWTP).  She noted the need for Council have an understanding of the function of the 
WWTP as this is a large City responsibility. 
 

• Resolution authorizing the Solicitor to execute the forms to approve the Repository Bid 
for 631 S 17 ½ St 

 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz stated that she visited this area and supports approving the bid. 
 

• Award of Contract to Laura Reppert of MSH Productions at $2,500 per month to plan 
and organize the City’s 275th Anniversary Celebration for a two year period 

 
Ms. Reed stated that this position was advertised.  She stated that Ms. Reppert is the business 
owner and will work as a City contractor.  She stated that Ms. Reppert has amazing ideas and 
that the first anniversary announcements will be made in mid-March.  She stated that Ms. 
Reppert is a Reading native, was active with DID, the Bike Race, and decorated City Hall for 
the holidays in the past.  She stated that she is also bilingual. 
 
Ms. Reed stated that Ms. Reppert has already begun her work.  She thanked Mr. Denbowski, 
Ms. Rodriguez and Ms. Kelleher for their assistance.  She stated that funding will be handled 
through the Berks County Community Foundation (BCCF) to receive donations and pay 
invoices.  She stated that this will keep the politics away from the funding. 
 
Ms. Rodriguez stated that the Anniversary Steering Committee decided to take this approach 
since the BCCF already functions in this capacity for other organizations.  She stated that the 
BCCF was very agreeable and the account has already been established.  She stated that the 
BCCF will track revenue and pay invoices. 
 
Ms. Reed stated that any residual funds will remain with BCCF for future anniversary 
celebrations.  She stated that Ms. Reppert will be supervised by Ms. Kelleher. 
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Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz stated that she strongly supports Ms. Reppert.  She expressed the 
belief that strong events will be brought back to Reading.  She expressed the belief that these 
events will increase tourism to Reading. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz agreed that Ms. Reppert is an amazing go-getter.  She stated that she also 
supports contracting with Ms. Reppert.  She questioned the role of BCCF.  Ms. Reed stated that 
Ms. Kelleher and Ms. Rodriguez will also have financial oversight.  Ms. Rodriguez explained 
that she and Ms. Kelleher will review and approve invoices before they are paid by BCCF. 
 
Ms. Reed stated that this will provide a strong paper trail and a very transparent process.  She 
stated that the celebration will be very inclusive.  She noted her hope for involvement of the 
Youth Commission.  She requested that any ideas for the anniversary celebration be submitted 
to Ms. Reppert or to a Steering Committee member. 
 

• Award of Contract to Kentech Consulting to provide social media content background 
checks for Police Officer candidates at a cost of $50 per applicant 

 
Chief Tornielli stated that the Police Department needs to have a good understanding of 
applicants’ social media footprint.  He stated that this contract will provide a deeper dive than 
what can be provided by the Police Department’s research.  He stated that candidates will be 
researched and a report issued.  He expressed the belief that this is very much needed and the 
report will be thorough.  He stated that there is funding available in the Police budget and 
stated that the actual cost will be determined by the number of applicants processed. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned if this would be a recurring expense that should be included in 
future budgets.  Chief Tornielli stated that it would be a recurring expense.  He stated that 60 – 
100 applicants are processed annually but that this cost is less than if the Department 
conducted the research internally. 
 

• Resolutions making Council appointments to boards and commissions 
 
Mr. Waltman stated that these can be adjusted in the future if necessary. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned if all the resolutions need to be read during the meeting.  Mr. 
Waltman stated that they must all be read but that there will not be individual votes since they 
are part of the consent agenda. 
 

• Award of Contract for free flowing potassium permanganate to Carus USA at the cost 
of $40,500 

• Award of Contract for cationic dry polymer to Polydyne at a price of $2.25 per pound 
for approximately 60,000 pounds 

 
Mr. Waltman questioned if these chemicals are for the WWTP.  Mr. Zeiber stated that they are. 
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Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz thanked Mr. Zeiber for the clear explanations. 
 

• Resolution appointing EMS Deputy Chief Michael Sninsky as one of the Deputy 
Emergency Management Coordinators 

 
Chief Stoudt explained that Deputy Chief Sninsky has been performing this duty since the 
retirement of Deputy Chief Bauer.  He stated that this is a promotion. 
 
Mayor Moran disconnected from the meeting at this time. 
 

• Resolution authorizing conditional offers of employment to Cody Rosselli, Elizabeth 
Steffens, and Stacie Nein as Probationary Paramedics 

 
Chief Stoudt stated that the Civil Service process was followed for these hires.  He stated that 
they will be non-firefighter paramedics.  He noted his hope that they would begin on March 1. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned the time of the probation period.  Chief Stoudt stated that there 
is a two month training period and a one year probationary period. 
 

• Award of Contract for PPE inspection and repair to 911 Safety Equipment at a cost not 
to exceed $50,000 

 
Chief Stoudt explained that the firefighters’ PPE would be inspected and cleaned by a third 
party.  He stated that this is an annual requirement and repairs will be done as needed.  He 
stated that this is a contract renewal. 
 

• Ordinance amending the City Code Chapter 23 Part 1201 Downtown Revitalization 
Public Private Partnership 

 
Mr. Waltman questioned if this ordinance should remained tabled.  Mr. Denbowski requested 
that it remain tabled.  He stated that Council will hear a presentation on the Stantec report next 
week and requested Council take action at the February 28 meeting. 
 

• Ordinance amending the 2022 Position Ordinance as per the Mayor to reflect a change 
to the title of the position of Executive Assistant in the Mayor’s Office to Special 
Assistant and to reflect an increase in the base salary of the Special Assistant position 
from $53,000 to $63,652.50 per annum 

 
Mr. Denbowski stated that Council would receive additional information before the February 
28 meeting and requested that action be taken at that time. 
 

• Ordinance amending City Code Chapter 576 Snow and Ice Emergency 
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Mr. Denbowski expressed the belief that this amendment would not provide additional 
authority to the Parking Authority.  He stated that the amendment has been reviewed by Mr. 
Lachat and he noted his hope that the ordinance would move forward this evening. 
 
Mr. Lachat stated that he has reviewed the ordinance. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz stated that it is unclear how signs are posted and removed.  She 
questioned how events are coordinated with Public Works.  She stated that after the snow is 
cleared the signs remain.  She questioned if vehicles will be ticketed if parked there after the 
snow is cleared but before the signs are removed.  She also questioned if tickets would be 
placed on windshields or would be mailed.  She stated that this cannot hurt downtown 
businesses. 
 
Mr. Denbowski stated that gaps have been identified and are being addressed.  He stated that 
overall the process is successful.  He stated that vehicles will not be ticketed if the snow is 
cleared but the signs have not yet been removed.  He noted the need to remove the signs 
immediately. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz stated that she has seen improvement since the first storm. 
 
Mr. Lachat stated that if tickets are issued they should be placed on windshields.   
 

• Ordinance amending City Code Chapter 70 Personnel, Part 5 Leave, Vacations and 
Holidays by adding Juneteenth 

 
Ms. Denbowski stated that the Code will now be consistent with collective bargaining 
agreements and State holidays. 
 
Ms. Tyson stated that she is excited to see that Juneteenth is an official City holiday.  She 
expressed the belief that Reading is moving toward a progressive future. 
 

• Ordinance authorizing the transfer of $65,000 to the Council budget from the General 
Fund to cover expenses associated with the 275th Anniversary for a two year period 

 
Mr. Kelly noted the need to correct the heading and ordinance to reflect that the transferred 
funds are coming from the General Fund Balance. 
 

• Ordinance appropriating $4 million for the construction of the new 9th & Marion Fire 
Station from Fund 43 City Facilities Construction Fund 2022 budget 

• Ordinance allocating $5 million in ARPA funding for the 9th & Marion Fire Station 
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Chief Stoudt reminded Council that $1 million was allocated from this fund in 2021 to begin 
the project.  He stated that there have been construction delays. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned the total project cost.  Chief Stoudt stated that it is 
approximately $10.4 million.  He stated that $1.4 million was allocated in 2021 and $9 million is 
being requested this evening. 
 
Ms. Rodriguez questioned when the project would be complete.  Chief Stoudt noted his hope 
that it would be completed in November 2022. 
 
Mr. Waltman questioned if the fire station was on the Administration’s list of ARPA funding 
projects.  Chief Stoudt stated that it is.  He stated that Council’s allocation of the funding will 
show their commitment to the project. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz stated that this is a City project and she fully supports it. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz stated that Council will be holding an ARPA meeting next week.  She 
stated that $6 million has been allocated by Council to date.  She questioned if there have been 
other projects funded by ARPA funds.  Mr. Kelly stated that only $6 million has been spent. 
 
Ms. Rodriguez questioned if this funding would be transferred to the capital fund.  Mr. Kelly 
stated that the funds are being spent directly from the ARPA fund. 
 

• Ordinance authorizing an agreement between the City and Berks County for a right of 
way and temporary construction easement for the Spring Valley Rd Bridge 
Replacement project 

 
Mr. Zeiber stated that this bridge is near the dam spillway.  He stated that the bridge will need 
to be widened and replaced.  He stated that there will be no effect on the Park. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz noted that the County will pay the City $500.  Mr. Lachat stated that this is 
a typical amount for this type of transaction. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned if this is a land purchase.  Mr. Lachat stated that it is.  He 
stated that $500 is the same amount as paid by PennDOT for similar projects.  He stated that 
this is a small sliver of land near the bridge. 
 
Mr. Butler questioned if the road would be closed during construction.  Mr. Zeiber stated that 
it would be closed.  He stated that traffic would be detoured around the park and through 
Saylor Farms housing development. 
 
Mr. Butler questioned the amount of time the detour would be in place.  Mr. Zeiber stated that 
he does not have this information this evening but he will provide it to Council. 
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Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned if the heading language needed to be more specific.  Mr. 
Lachat expressed the belief that the heading language is sufficient since the details are 
contained within the ordinance. 
 

• Ordinance approving the settlement agreement pertaining to the outstanding loans 
related to the Book Bindery Building at 148 N 4th St 

 
Mr. Waltman stated that the settlement agreement will be discussed in detail in executive 
session. 
 

• Resolution reappointing Cecile Grimshaw to the Reading Area Water Authority 
• Resolution appointing Dale Eisenhofer to the HVAC Board 
• Resolution reappointing Kathryn Cobb-Holmes to the Human Relations Commission 
• Resolution appointing Peter Rye to the Planning Commission 

 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz stated that these are great additions and they are very professional and 
committed. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz agreed and stated that they are all very qualified.  She stated that 
the Nominations & Appointments Committee welcomes a third member. 
 
III. Executive Session 
The seven members of Council, Ms. Kelleher, Ms. Smith, Mr. Gombar, Mr. Denbowski, and 
Mr. Lachat remained in the meeting. 
 
Council entered executive session at 6:34 pm to discuss a settlement agreement and litigation.   
 
The executive session ended and the meeting adjourned at 7:17 pm. 
 

Respectfully Submitted by 
Linda A. Kelleher, CMC, City Clerk 

 

 


