Dennis Fellers, 189 Silvis Farm Road, Greensburg

I am here tonight to make a request that City Council will consider changes to Ordinance
#1913 regarding “student homes™. I will be making several realistic requests for ways to
improve the ordinance based on facts and observations. Please bear with me as I explain
some of my own history and how it will relate to my proposed changes to the current the
ordinance that was adopted on November 14, 2005.

‘When my wife and I got married 10.5 years ago we lived in an apartment in Southwest
Greensburg. When we decided to purchase a house, we looked for almost 2 years at a lot
of houses in several different towns in Westmoreland County. We decided to purchase a
house located at 420 Concord Avenue in the City of Greensburg. The reason for our
decision was 2 fold. The first reason was because it was a nice well maintained house.
Sure it needed some work which we were glad to do. This work included a new roof,
new landscaping and sidewalks, finishing the basement and other general repairs.. The
second reason we bought the house was because of its location. The house is located
directly across the street from Seton Hill University (Seton Hill College at the time). We
saw great potential for this house and this area to grow into a student friendly area. We
considered this house an investment property from day 1. We worked hard to save
money so that when it was time to move we could do so with out selling this property in -
order to rent it to college students. During this time we noticed some other home owners
with the same idea. There were 2 or 3 other houses in this general area that were being
remodeled to attract student tenants. These other home owners beat us to it and were
renting to students before we were financially able to move. The time to move finally
came in July of 2006. We moved out in July and we welcomed in our new student
tenants in August 2006.

In March of 2005 Tim Zoretich and I formed a legal partnership called MBG Properties.
In 2005 we invested in 3 total properties, all located in the City of Greensburg, 2 of
which are on Harrison Avenue. Our sole purpose for purchasing these properties was to
provide safe and friendly housing for students. . We were skeptical at first because Seton
Hill is such a small school having less that 2000 total students enrolled. We proceeded
with caution and purchased a property at 433 Harrison Avenue on April 29, 2005. This
house didn’t need very may repairs. We made minor improvements including a hard
wired smoke detection system. We were able to rent this house to college students
within 3 months after the closing. We welcomed in our new student tenants in August
2005. After talking with our new tenants, they informed us of the fact that there was
indeed a small need for off campus housing. We immediately started looking for another
property suitable for students. We found our second property at 347 Harrison Avenue

~ (one block away from 433) and purchased it on September 29, 2005. This property was
vacant, deteriorating and unlivable. We had to put a new roof on it just to stop water
from coming through the ceiling at several locations. We made other repairs throughout
the rest of the house which included painting, new flooring, new appliances, and a hard
wired smoke detection system. These repairs took us 9 months to complete and we
gladly welcomed in our new student tenants in August 2006.



First I am going to assume that everyone on City Council knows of the ordinance and the
requirements needed to obtain a student home permit. I think that parts of it are
ridiculous and I am still uncertain as to why this strict of ordinance was adopted in the
first place. I have heard rumors that it was because people were complaining about
college students. I personally checked all of the minutes from each and every city
council meeting the whole way back to January of 2003. I only found four mentions
made with regards to college students and the student home designation. None of which
were made before the ordinance was adopted.

The very first mention regarding student homes was during the October 10, 2005
meeting. This mention was in councilman Mertz’s report. He basically said that on the
agenda there would be an introduction of an ordinance to include regulations for student
homes. He also said “As much as we welcome the influx of college students into our
City we realize there may be impacts in our existing neighborhoods. We want to take a
proactive approach to this situation”. My response to that statement is that I don’t know
of very many, if any, college students currently living in the City that feel at all
welcomed by the City of Greensburg. In fact I would say just the opposite, that they feel
very unwanted. In fact some of them are feeling forced out and planning to move out of -
the City of Greensburg and into Jeannette. If you ask them they will tell you that under
better circumstances they would rather stay in Greensburg.

The second mention came during the November 14®, 2005 council meeting. This was
when the student home ordinance was adopted. During this meeting there was no
discussion concerning the ordinance. This surprises me because there were already
several landlords, including myself, renting to college students who had no idea that there
even was an ordinance being voted on. Most, if not all, of my neighbors were also
unaware of the ordinance until I told them about after I found out over 1 year later. I

regret to this day that I was oblivious to the City Council meetings both in October and
November of 2005.

The third mention came during the March 12, 2007 Council Meeting. A Michael Olbeter
was questioning the size of the police force with regards to mandatory overtime. He also
mentioned the growth of Seton Hill and said “I foresee a lot of problems with college
kids. It’s starting to become a college town and I just wanted to know if the City has any
plans”. Iknow Michael personally. He was one of my neighbors. Iknow that he and his
dad own a lot of rental properties in the City of Greensburg. I really appreciate what they
are doing in the City. What surprises me is that with as many rental properties as they
have in the city, this is the first time they had heard of the student home ordinance. Over
one year after the ordinance was adopted. I also know that they make a personal decision
not to rent their properties to students. We on the other hand choose to rent our
properties to students and that is our own personal decision. Until this ordinance was
adopted - now it is no longer our own choice.

The fourth and final mention in over 5 years of city council meeting minutes came during
the April 9, 2007 City Council meeting. A Jeff Swartz, was commenting on the new
parking permit application process. He had a lot of dialogue leading up to this comment:



He said “During the time we were at City Hall there were several people complaining
about the parking permit stuff going on. What really bothered me is, and I said to my
wife, there was a young kid in his early twenties that stated he attended Seton Hill and he
had one more month to go in his last year of school.” Mr. Swartz continued on to say
that “What really bothered me was hearing the kid say I will never come back to this City
again”. He said “That bothered me because that’s our future. Why are we driving them
away over a simple parking issue”. I don’t know who Mr. Swartz is, but I do know that
he caught a glimpse, of exactly what college students think of the City of Greensburg. .
His final sentence was this “Now we have a guy leaving the City and not staying here to
look for a job and continue in life.” Mr. Swartz also commented on the snowball effect
that this will have on the students and our City. He was right these students, our future
professionals and families, are indeed feeling forced to move out of the City of
Greensburg.

Mayor Eisaman, your response to Mr. Swartz was impressive and led me to believe that
you along with City Council have more of an open mind, with regards to student homes,
as I initially thought. You said “We passed a Student Housing Ordinance about two
years ago, in part because people would purchase these homes for students and they
would have parties and we were getting complaints from neighborhoods in the more
congested areas about parking.” You also said, “Is it a perfect solution? No, it’s not, but
we have to try to make things better for all residents. We may need to make some
improvements to that Student Housing Ordinance to try to satisfy some issues in other
areas also. When different complaints arise we try to make it a happy medium to the
residents, renters, and student housing”.

I am going to have to agree and also disagree with your response. I disagree with the
comment regarding the “parties”. I am not going saying that college students don’t have
some parties. However, [ believe that’s a pretty generic reason to impose such a strict
ordinance. Police records indicate a very different reality. I have obtained 18 months of
police incident reports for the area in and around Concord, Harrison, and Pennsylvania
Avenue. Now this gets is a little tricky, please bear with me - there are a lot of numbers
here. I am aware of 6 known student homes in this area. 3 that have a permit and 3 that
do not. There were a total of 1469 incidents reported in this area in 18 months that these
6 homes were being occupied by students. Only 7 out of the 1469 were for disorderly
conduct related to these 6 known student houses. My point here is that in reality students
do not seem to be the major party problem in this area. I also understand parking could
be an issue. According to the same police reports previously mentioned, there were a
total of 327 parking violations in this same neighborhood. Our own student tenants have
been parking here without a parking permit, at their own nisk, for over 2 years and have
only 6 parking violations. That’s 6 out of 327. These 6 may have even been avoided if
these students were able to obtain parking permits to begin with. Anyway, my point here
is that students don’t seem to be causing a major parking problem here either. I know
that there may be some occasions that people may not be able to park directly in front of
their house. I also know that having a parking permit does not give you the right to the
space directly in front of your house. I know this from personal experience, when I lived



We have been renting these homes exclusively to students for over 2 years. We also own
other properties in the City of Greensburg that we rent to young adult non students. I’ll
be the first to tell you that our observations have been that student tenants are harder
working, more responsible, have fewer problems, and are generally easier to deal with
than most of our other young adult tenants.

This is where it gets interesting. As we, and other home owners, were purchasing vacant
deteriorating houses, renovating them, and renting them to students, City Council was
adopting a new ordinance regarding “student homes”. We were obviously unaware of the
ordinance since we were continuing to renovate and rent homes to students after the -
ordinance was adopted. Some time in the fall of 2006 I received a call from Barb
Campini. She happened to see some college-aged adults on the front porch of our
property at 433 Harrison Ave. She then assumed that they were college students and was
kind to contact me to let me know that the City of Greensburg had a new ordinance
regarding “student homes”. She informed me that the new ordinance required that all
homes housing students had to be registered with the city and also required a permit. She.
forwarded me the student home application in order to start the process. We filled out the
application and sent it back to her office. We were instantly denied a permit because we
do not have access to any off street parking and as you know the ordinance requires a
maximum of 4 off street spaces. Even though this particular property is a duplex and is
actually eligible for 4 on street parking permits. We tried every available option. We
even went so far as to get a legal licensing agreement prepared by an attorney and signed
by 2 different neighbors which would allow our student tenants permission to park in
their on street spaces because they do not need them.

As we were working toward meeting the requirements for this house we also applied for,
and were denied student home permits for the other 2 properties that we rent to students.
We tried really hard to work with Barb and the Planning Office to secure 3 “student
home” permits and failed. We then proceeded to take it to the next level. We hired an
attorney and filed an appeal to get a variance. After a lot of legal rig-amoral and a lot of
time and money invested our case was finally presented to the Zoning and Planning
Committee last month. After a whopping 3 hours of nonsense (for lack of better word)
the board found in favor of our request for our property at 433 Harrison Ave. because we
had a documented lease to prove that we were renting this particular house to students
prior to the student home ordinance. They then denied our request for 347 Harrison Ave.
and 420 Concord Ave. even though these properties were purchase prior to the ordinance
for the sole purpose of housing students. I understand that the Planning and Zoning
Commmittee’s job is to uphold the current ordinance not to change them. It’s City
Council’s job to recommend changes to the ordinance. This brings me to the reason that
I am here tonight.

Hopefully this is enough background information about me and my own personal
situation. However, this situation goes much deeper and involves other property owners
as well.



here there were times that my wife and I had to park down the street and walk to our
house. |

I do agree however, with the other aspects of the student home ordinance. I agree that
student homes should be registered with the City. I also agree that the maximum number
of students that can occupy a dwelling is should be 5. T am not opposed to the stricter
codes that are put on student homes in order to keep them safe. I also do not oppose the
required occupancy permit or the yearly inspection. In fact, I welcome all of these
stipulations. All of these things seem to have been put in place to protect the tenants and
to provide safe housing for the students. I would argue that all rental units should have
the same requirements, but I understand that that would be a huge undertaking.

What I would like is for City Council to reconsider the parking requirement and the 500
ft distance between student homes requirement. The facts that I have found speak for
themselves. Sure having college students as neighbors may not be the easiest all the time
but some of the comments that I’ve here from my old neighbors are things like “they’re
really not that bad”, “they are only here eight months a year”, “It could be much worse
like the dysfunctional family across the street” and my personal favorite from a 88 year
old woman who has been living in the same house since age 7. Yes that is over 80 years
in the same house. She has given me a lot of insight and history about this neighborhood.
She has had a lot of different neighbors and seems to remember all of them. She said
“these girls (college students) are some of the best neighbors that I've ever had”.

We are not “slumlords” or “absent landlords”. We may also be the exception rather that
the rule. We personally shovel the sidewalks in the winter and cut the grass in the
summer. We also handle most of the repairs ourselves. In fact we may be too involved
at times. . For instance, we were recently informed that one of our student tenants was
suspected of doing drugs and possibly involved with selling illegal drugs. We
immediately went to the Greensburg City Police Station to report this activity. We were
able to report, to a detective, all of the information that we were aware of. We then went
straight to this particular house and proceeded to immediately evict that tenant. We also
‘make ourselves accessible to the neighbors. They all have my phone number and can call
me anytime. Some of them have called with some concerns and we have been able to
work through the problems ourselves.

I really do like this particular neighborhood and most of the people who live here. My
family and I lived here for over 7 years ourselves. I don’t have any intentions of ever
doing anything that would be detrimental to this area. To my knowledge there are several
problems in this area. These problems don’t seem to be related to one particular type of
person or property. Instead the problems seem to be related to exact people and exact
properties. Maybe there should be an ordinance regarding nuisance properties and absent
slumlords as a group, instead of student homes.

[ am not trying to imply that all students are good people or that all students are bad
people. It’s a mixed bag, I personally experienced it and worked through it. It’s the same
in real life with all people some are good and some are bad. My experience is that most



people including students tend to be willing to cooperate and compromise with each other
to achieve common ground.

Mayor and City Council, I agree with you that the current student home ordinance is not
the perfect solution and that we need to make things better for all residents. You said it
yourself that we may need to make some improvements to that Student Housing
Ordinance to try to satisfy some issues in other areas also. When different complaints
arise we try to make it a happy medium to the residents, renters, and student housing.

Under the current ordinance there are now 3 types of “student homes™ that exist in the
City of Greensburg. First are the ones that are legally housing students with a permit. '
Second are ones that are currently registered but do not have a permit. Third are ones that
are illegally housing students because they are either unaware of the ordinance or they are
intentionally evading it. There are college students currently living off campus in
potentially unsafe but definitely unregistered properties. They will continue to live in
these properties until the city tracks them down and makes the landlords evict the
students. At this time the students will be ticked off at the city and find another unsafe
unregistered house to live in. Or worse yet move out of the City all together. The
students that need to live off campus will continue this process over and over. Let’s stop
the madness and make sure that the students actually have a sense of acceptance and a
realization that the City of Greensburg cares enough about them to make sure that they
are living in some of the safest homes possible. After all these students will soon be the

young professionals and young families that will be part of the revitalization that we want
in out town.

I have been thinking about possible solutions for several years now. I want to thank Barb
for her help and some of her remarks that prompted me to check out some other towns
that have student populations. Barb mentioned to me, in one of our conversations, that
“we don’t want the City of Greensburg to turn into an IUP”. I agreed with her and then I
did some research and found some interesting comparisons. First the total number of
students enrolled at TUP exceeds 14,000. The total population of the City of Greensburg,
according to the 2000 census, is 15,889. The difference of those two numbers is roughly
1900 which is approximately the total number of students currently enrolled at Seton Hill
University. My conclusion is this, even if you add in the additional 1800 students
enrolled at UPG, it is impossible to think that the City of Greensburg will ever become
like an IUP. In fact according to an article in the Tribune Review on June 24™ 2007 the .
IUP borough manager estimated that more that half of the housing units in the borough
are occupied by students, that’s over 50%. He then made reference to a 400 foot rule that
was implemented by borough officials several years ago. It was designed to keep
students homes at least 400 feet apart. He said that this rule only spread students further

into residential neighborhoods. Last year, the borough added an overlay zone to attract
student housing closer to campus.

I think that it is important to note that my proposed revision of the current ordinance will
keep the student homes to 6% or less of the total houses in the City of Greensburg. I
think that’s a very reasonable number. I would like to think that this number could then






