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SUMMARY 
February 22, 2022 

5:00 P.M. 
Virtual Meeting 

 
COUNCIL MEMBERS PRESENT: 
D. Reed, J. Cepeda-Freytiz, J. Waltman, M. Goodman-Hinnershitz, M. Ventura 
 
OTHERS PRESENT: 
L. Kelleher, S. Smith, E. Moran, F. Denbowski, F. Lachat, J. Kelly, W. Stoudt, C. Crespo, K. 
Zeiber, C. Castner, M.  Oppenheimer, A. Wise (Conrad Siegel), M. Lynch (Reading Eagle), D. 
Myers, M. Rodriguez  
 
The meeting was called to order at 5:04 pm by Mr. Waltman.  He announced that Ms. Tyson is 
excused from this meeting.   
 
I. Pension Actuary Report  
Ms. Wise, representing Conrad Siegel and actuary for the Police, Fire and Officers and 
Employees Pension funds, explained that as per PA Act 205 a valuation report must be issued 
every two (2) years which determines the municipality’s MMO (minimum municipal 
obligation) annual payment to the pension funds. This valuation report applies to 2023-24.  She 
explained the assumptions, interest rate on investment predictions, etc. that are used to 
determine the MMO payment, noting that these assumptions can make the amount of the 
MMO payment rise or fall. She added that changes to the mortality rate table also goes into the 
calculation.  
 
Ms. Wise explained that the mortality tables are amended occasionally to reflect people living 
longer lives after retirement. 
 
Ms. Wise stated that in 2021 the funds invested realized an 18-20% gain which is well above 
the 7-7.5% interest predicted.  She described the smoothing methodology creating the 2022 
MMO of $18,628,100.   
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Mr. Waltman noted that the good performance of the fund investments helped to stabilize the 
City’s MMO payment.  He expressed the belief that having the three boards using the same 
actuary and other support services helped to reduce overall expenses which also impacted the 
calculation of the MMO.  He noted that the pensioners do not receive COLAs annually.  He 
expressed the belief that a 401K is a more viable investment option when compared to the flat 
pension payment over time. 
 
In response to a question, Ms. Wise stated that the City’s pension funds remain at a 70% 
distress level, adding that the best rating is 90%.  Mr. Waltman stated that the City performing 
at 70% is actually an improvement from prior years. 
 
Mr. Kelly explained how the three boards considered the various options to determine the 
MMO payment. 
 
II. Public Works – Pothole Repair 
Mr. Zeiber stated that Public Works currently works in two (2) shifts – 1st and 3rd shifts – and 
the focus is currently on pothole repair.  A Pothole Blitz is planned for the end of 
April/beginning of May which will enjoin Public Works, RAWA and UGI staff.  He noted that 
currently cold patch mix is used to make repairs and when the paving plant reopens hot mix 
will be used which creates a more permanent repair. 
 
Ms. Reed inquired about potholes on the ramps to highways and the adjoining roadways.  Mr. 
Zeiber stated that the ramps are PennDOT’s responsibility and adjoining roadways are a mix.  
He stated that Public Works at times makes pothole repairs on State roadways.  He noted the 
need to report all potholes to Public Works by calling the CSC or using iRequest. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz suggested marking the potholes so drivers can avoid them.  Mr. 
Zeiber noted the safety issues that would be created by marking potholes.  
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz inquired about how many potholes are filled per year. Mr. Zeiber stated 
that that information will be provided tomorrow.  (Note:  on Wednesday Mr. Zeiber provided an 
email stating that Public Works filled 5,956 potholes in 2021 and spent $15,241.58 on materials - Labor 
costs are not included) Mr. Zeiber noted that for the first time in decades, the City is repaving 
roadways.  Last year 5.7 miles were repaved and 6 miles are planned for 2022.  Previously only 
PennDOT performed paving projects in the City. 

Mr. Abodalo connected with the meeting. 

III. Downtown Update 
Ms. Castner stated that adhering to the clean and safe mission for the downtown is no small 
task due to the onslaught of varied litter types that are removed every day.  Business owners 
who would like to assist can obtain “pickers” and bags from Public Works.  There will be two 
(2) fulltime and six (6) part-time employees hired as uniformed downtown ambassadors who 
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will be trained in CPR, trash removal, escort services, and customer service for 12-15 hours per 
day over several shifts operating from the Reed and Court Garage. 
 
Ms. Castner stated that the 1st Friday events are expanding to block parties, with the first 
scheduled for April in the 400 block of Penn Street. 
 
Ms. Castner noted that while her presentation precedes the presentation on the Downtown 
Plus Plan, many of those recommendations shape her presentation and plans.  She expressed 
the belief that she is ready to implement the downtown recommendations.  She stated that 
DCED guidance is being closely followed and application for a designation is under 
consideration, along with the expansion of the P3 board – adding people with better business 
acumen and those with financial resources.   
 
Ms. Castner stated that outreach to businesses is moving forward on multiple levels starting 
with a partnership with Alvernia’s Mike O’Pake Center to use graduate students to begin that 
outreach and support. Property Maintenance Inspectors and the Police Community Outreach 
Officer will also interact with business owners. 
 
Mr. Moran stated that he needs to be excused to attend a Black History event.  He urged 
Council to provide input on the Stantec Downtown Plus report. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz inquired about the boundaries of the downtown.  Ms. Castner stated that 
the boundaries are the river to City Park and Franklin Street to Walnut Street.  Mr. Moran 
noted that other streets such as North 6th and North 8th Streets are also included.  
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned the existence of a façade program.  Ms. Castner stated that 
there is currently a façade program funded and organized by the Berks Alliance and that the 
City is considering adding an additional facade program. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz suggested that the Downtown Coordinator be located in the downtown.  
She questioned if the ambassadors will be able to address homeless, panhandling, etc. issues.  
Ms. Castner stated that she is taking guidance on the ambassador program from the PA 
Downtown Center Association. 
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz noted the need for a refresher on the diversion program enacted 
for panhandling as to date no referrals have come through.  She stated that while the 
downtown is generally cleaner, the City must improve its upkeep on City owned properties to 
lead by example. 
 
Ms. Reed, on the Downtown Plus report drafted by Stantec, expressed the belief that the report 
contains no new information or new recommendations and contains the same information and 
recommendations that have appeared in report after report over the last 40-50 years.  She 
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questioned the value received for the cost of $269K. She stated that the same challenges exist 
and she questioned what is unique about this new report. 
 
IV. Downtown Plus Report by Stantec  
Mr. Abodalo stated that an RFP for a Downtown Plus study went out in September 2020 and 
the report by Stantec was submitted October 22, 2021. He went through a long PowerPoint 
presentation. The area of the study is roughly the river to City Park and Canal Street to 
Buttonwood Street. The study includes demographics, the workplace, and market analysis for 
residential space. The study also considers the City’s history, opportunities, goals and the need 
for policy changes. 
 
Mr. Abodalo stated that the report suggests creating a special zoning overlay that expands 
opportunities for business types.  Currently an outside contractor is preparing zoning 
amendments for consideration.  He noted the need to revise the ReTAP to include rental 
properties, noting that without this in place the new rental housing projects will not be 
covered.  He stated that the rental units in the Madison building will open in April. 
 
Mr. Abodalo stated that the Implementation Priorities are: 

• Coordination with the Parking Authority, PennDOT and SCTA (South Central Transit 
Association) aka BARTA. 

• Traffic calming at 2nd and Washington Streets. 
• ARPA funding 
• Technical Assistance funding 
• Pilot Transit Oriented Development Planning 
• Economic development incentives for new businesses 
• Creation of an Arts Authority 

 
Mr. Abodalo stated that relaxed zoning and help with facade improvements will encourage 
broader number of mixed-use properties with expanded residential uses.  
 
Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz expressed the belief that the information shared is too 
comprehensive and she suggested submitting questions and comments in writing so written 
responses can be documented. She stressed the need to consider the long-term impact of policy 
and zoning changes. 
 
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz questioned the value of spending $269K for a report that simply 
regurgitates information from previous reports. She expressed the belief that once again the 
recommendations ignore the need to empower the downtown business owners, noting the 
success of the merchant’s association in West Reading.  She noted the need to consider 
incentives for current business owners which will be viewed as a development incentive for 
new businesses.   
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Mr. Abodalo recognized that this report draws in information from former studies but he 
described Stantec’s diligent efforts on the recommendations and implementation plan.  
 
Mr. Denbowski remarked that this plan is different as it is City-driven and includes 
stakeholders.  He stated that the highlights of the report shared is a start and that various 
policy and ordinance recommendations will be considered moving forward. 
 
Ms. Reed stated that she will not consider any zoning amendments that will reduce the 
minimum size of apartments as that will not support the creation of market rate housing and 
further centralize the low-income population in the downtown.  She noted that the face of 
West Reading has been enhanced; however, the changes made to the some of the buildings on 
Penn Street create walkways that are not pedestrian friendly, such as the Santander building at 
5th and Penn that has no 1st floor windows or commercial space.  She stressed the need for 
changes that benefit the downtown pedestrian experience. 
 
Mr. Waltman stated that as the report was submitted in October 2021, the City has fallen 
behind in implementation and consideration.   He noted the need to sequence discussions on 
funding, legislative changes, policy changes, etc. with the administration. 
 
V. Public Meetings  
Mr. Waltman stated that he has been conversing with the Fire Marshal about returning to in-
person meetings. He expressed hope that in-person meeting can resume in March. Mr. 
Denbowski stated that a meeting with the Fire Marshal and Fire Chief is scheduled for next 
week about that topic. 
 
VI. Other  
Ms. Cepeda-Freytiz invited all to the Dominican Independence Day celebration on Sunday the 
27th at 2 pm at City Hall, followed by an event at the Jet Set. 
 
Ms. Reed noted the devastating impact the double fatal shooting had on the Greenwich and 
North Front Street neighborhood. She questioned why the City is deferring media update 
requests to the County DA.  She noted the need for connection with the affected neighborhood 
to restore their sense of security.  Ms. Goodman-Hinnershitz agreed and she suggested 
engaging the Police Chaplains. 
 
Mr. Waltman reminded everyone about the ARPA COW scheduled for tomorrow at 5 pm 
virtually. 
 
The meeting adjourned at approximately 7:20 pm. 
 

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

 


