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Heidi Mays (HM):  Good morning. 

 

The Honorable Michael O’Pake (MOP):  Good morning. 

 

HM:  I am here today with Senator Michael O’Pake who served the 126
th

 House District from 

Berks County, and he’s currently serving the 11
th

 Senate District from Berks County.  His terms 

of service were 1969 to 1972 for his House service and 1973 to the present with his Senate 

service.  Thank you for being here with me today. 

 

MOP:  Thank you for having me. 

 

HM:  I would like to begin by asking you about your childhood and your family life and how 

you feel that they prepared you for public service? 

 

MOP:  Well, I was born on Groundhog Day way back [in] 1940, and my early years were spent 

in the Glenside Housing Project, which is a Federal housing project in Reading, and my father 

died when I was only 13, so I had to work very, very hard with my mother who only ever went to 

8
th

 grade, so she, she struggled, and she did such an excellent job raising me and my younger 

brother, but living in the project made me aware early on that there are a lot of people out there 

who are struggling with a lot of different problems, and you go into any Federal housing project 

now, and you can see it up close and personal, but there’s abuse; there’s violence; there’s drugs; 

there’s senior citizens starving, and it kind-of, at an early age, planted the seed that your life 

should be about helping other people, and I’ve tried to do that.  I was fortunate to get a college 
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scholarship based on need and academics to St. Joseph’s College, which is a Jesuit school in 

Philadelphia, and the Jesuit motto of service is, “A person for others,” and they kind-of drive that 

into you, and I got out of St. Joe’s and – I was in politics at an early age, because I was in high 

school politics at Reading Central Catholic High School and got a scholarship to college.  I was 

head of student government at St. Joseph’s College, then went on to law school, the University 

of Pennsylvania, again, as result of a scholarship, and that’s why I believe so strongly in our 

program of college scholarships to help people like me who were poor and didn’t have the 

financial ability to go on and achieve and get a college degree, a law degree.  So, I went to the 

University of Pennsylvania, and when I got out of law school, I didn’t know what I wanted to do, 

so, I took an internship with the Democratic State Committee, which was the Johnson-Goldwater 

election
1
, and got exposure to politics, raw and rough and tumble politics, throughout the state.  

It kind-of whetted my appetite.   I passed the bar, clerked for the Pennsylvania Superior Court, 

and then came back to Reading and practiced law, but early on, I realized that it’s time to not 

only talk about doing things and getting involved in government but going for it.  So, in 1968, I 

ran for the State House, and people said, “You got to wait your turn.  You’re too young yet,” 

and, you know, “Nobody knows you.  There’s other people out there that have been in politics all 

their life.”  Well, it didn’t deter me, so we put together a couple bucks and relied on a lot of 

young people volunteering, and I won.  I had a difficult Primary against a former House 

Member, and then in the General I ran against a very popular mayor, and that was really a 

contest of youth versus age, and the people sent me up here to Harrisburg and I’ve been there 

ever since.  But when you talk about politics, and I didn’t think about it at the time, but while my 

dad was living, whenever we had company when I was little, I remember sitting on the living 

                                                 
1
 Presidential Election of 1964, between incumbent President Lyndon B. Johnson (D) and Arizona Senator Barry 

Goldwater (R). 
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room floor, and he would have these political cards, you know, “Elect John Jones,” for this, and 

he would – just to entertain our guests – he would put a card on the floor, and he’d say, “Now, 

pick out who this is,” and I, three or four years old, I would know that it was – now, we won’t 

mention the people’s names – but, I’d know a councilman or a sheriff, Dickinson was running 

for sheriff, and my dad used to say, “He’s going to be a politician,” because I could, even at that 

early age, before I could read, I was able to tell which card belonged to which politician just by  

the face, but, you know, that was cute at the time, but I never realized that I would wind up with 

a life in public service. 

 

HM:  Your own campaign wasn’t your first campaign that you had helped out on, though, was 

it? 

 

MOP:  That’s correct.  First campaign that I was really involved in was the John Kennedy 

[President of the United States, 1961-1963] campaign for President, 1960.  I was a student at St. 

Joe’s. [I] could not even vote, because the voting age was 21 at the time.  That’s why, when I got 

to the House, we wanted to make sure that gets lowered to 18.  But, the Kennedy people came, 

and I got involved and headed up the Students for Kennedy-Johnson at St. Joe’s.  Also, back 

home in Reading in the housing project, that summer I got people registered, and I went door-to-

door, you know, all the grunt work that you have to start out doing, but I got to know people, 

build a base, got the feeling of exhilaration when we won, because I didn’t really think Kennedy 

would carry Pennsylvania, but he did and I got invited to the inauguration.  Couldn’t afford to 

go, but that was the snowstorm, if you recall, in 1960, but it was interesting, and I don’t regret 

that involvement, because it taught me early on that politics is taking care of people, their needs, 
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staying in touch with them, making them feel that they are important, which they are, and that 

was really retail or street politics in the best sense, because we carried our area and Kennedy 

went on to be President, and as a matter of fact, in [19]68, when I ran for the House, I was able, 

as a result of maintaining my relationships with the Kennedys, Teddy Kennedy [Edward M. 

Kennedy, Massachusetts State Senator, 1961-2009] took a picture with me, which I used in my 

campaign, because nobody else knew me, and it gave you some credibility right off the bat that 

it’s not this just rash young kid; that this is somebody that had some respect in the political 

world.  But, my first campaign, 1960, Kennedy for President, and then I didn’t do anything much 

because I needed to get through law school and pass the bar, but in [19]68, I took a shot and got 

elected. 

 

HM:  So, do you feel that your issues were your motivating factor for running? 

 

MOP:  Issues of helping people in need, and my mom wasn’t big on my getting into politics, but 

she said, “If you get in politics, please do something to help senior citizens,” and now that I’m 

there, I appreciate the need to help those who are in need, and one of the things that I did in the 

House – of course, when you’re a young, freshman House Member, you don’t get a lot of bills of 

your own through, so you have to work with other people and build consensus and support, and I 

focused very early on senior citizens, and Governor Shapp [Milton J. Shapp, Governor of 

Pennsylvania, 1971-1979] was Governor then, and he really cared as well – and we were able to 

get through the Senior Citizens Property Tax and Rent Rebate.  We tied it to the lottery, so that 

no taxpayer money’s used, that the lottery profits go and help senior citizens stay in their own 

homes and help them pay for their property taxes and renters to help them pay their rent.  So, that 
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was the first challenge, and then when I got to the Senate, I got the Senate to form a standing 

committee on Aging and Youth, and, as always happens when you suggest something, the 

President Pro Tempore says, “Well, that’s a good idea.  You be the Chairman,” so I, I was the 

first Chairman of the Senate Committee on Aging and Youth, and we created the Department of 

Aging to be an advocate for the elderly.  We followed through with the PACE Prescription and 

other senior citizen benefits.  We had statewide hearings to find out what the needs were, and I’ll 

never forget, a senior citizen, she’s probably in her 80s, she was a retired teacher, and at one of 

the hearings, she took off her little glasses, and she looked right up at us, and she said, “You 

people are making it easier for us to live longer but harder for us to enjoy it,” and, you know, it’s 

true.  It was true, so we had to do something about that. 

 

HM:  Well, I want to back-track just a hair, if you don’t mind. 

 

MOP:  Sure. 

 

HM:  I wanted to talk a little bit more about your campaigning.  Do you enjoy the campaigning? 

 

MOP:  I used to enjoy it a lot more when it was door-to-door, one-on-one.  Now, campaigning 

has changed tremendously.  It’s a function of money and media, and, you know, in your own 

neighborhood, in your own city, or your own county, people get to know you pretty well, and 

they know what you stand for and what kind of character you have and what your commitment 

to the people back home is, but I did run statewide back in 1980.  I ran for Attorney General, first 

time it was to be elected, and I just hated making the phone calls asking for money from people 
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that I didn’t even know, and they didn’t know me, and, you know, that campaign, I think, we 

spent – and in those days it was big money – we spent almost a million dollars.  Now, that’s 

peanuts, but it was a statewide campaign.  Television – when you run statewide or you run for 

Congress or you run for a major office beyond your own neighborhood where you’re known, it’s 

so expensive.  Campaigning, I still enjoy going to meetings and, you know, meeting with people, 

but when you’re in office, you should be campaigning every day, and it’s what you do between 

elections, not what you say at election time, that I think is important.  So, yes, I like 

campaigning, but I liked it a lot better when you didn’t have to raise and spend so much money 

and be, you know, relying on big contributions.  So, we lost in 1980, and the Reagan landslide 

was hard on all Democrats, but I didn’t lose by as much as Jimmy Carter did.  But it taught me a 

lesson, and the lesson is that if you want to run statewide or you want to run for a higher office, 

you better be able to tap into a lot of money, and you know, it’s not the way it used to be. 

 

HM:  Well, thank you for sharing that. 

 

MOP:  Sure. 

 

HM:  Could you describe your House District and how that compares and contrasts to your 

Senate District? 

 

MOP:  The House District is basically the district now that Representative Santoni [Dante 

Santoni, Jr.; State Representative, Berks County, 1993-present] represents.  It was half of the city 

of Reading and some adjoining townships.  It was Muhlenberg Township, there was Alsace 
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Township, and these are suburban, bedroom-type communities.  It was the north end of the city 

of Reading.  The south end of the city of Reading is the ethnic neighborhoods, different – used to 

be pockets of Italian and Polish and Ukrainians and Slovak and so forth, and that’s changing as 

the demographics of Reading have changed, and now Reading has a very heavy Latino 

population.  About 65 percent of the schoolchildren in Reading are now Latino extraction, so – 

but the district was about the same size as now.  It’s changed a little bit, but it was the 126
th

 

District, and as I said, I got elected and reelected, and then I opted to try for the Senate in [19]72, 

which the Senate District is much bigger; it’s about 260,000 people, and it takes in a huge part of 

Berks County, much more than the city of Reading. 

 

HM:  So, how do you feel that you connected or stay connected with your constituents? 

 

MOP:  By working 24/7, and what you do in Harrisburg is very important, but to people back 

home, it’s being accessible.  It’s being available.  It’s being willing and able to help.  It’s going 

to their Eagle Scout Courts of Honor.  It’s going to their township meetings.  It’s going to a 

whole lot of things that churches do, and it’s also making your office responsive to their needs.  

Now, a Senate District is bigger than a House District, but in my Senate office, we keep a tally.  

We get over 100 calls, emails, drop in visits, letters a day, and if you respond to that, that’s about 

50,000 a year, and you don’t please everybody.  By no means do you please everyone, but if you 

help people – tell you a little story: a year and a half ago, I was in my dentist’s office and 

somebody sitting there overheard me talking to the nurse and all that, and this big guy jumped up 

out of his waiting room chair, and he said, “Are you O’Pake?”  And I didn’t know whether to say 

I was or I was not, because he was a big guy, and I said, “Yes,” and he put his hand out, and he 
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said, “I want to thank you,” and I said, “Oh?  Why?”  And then he said, and I’ll never forget this, 

he said, “I’m alive today because of you.”  And I said, “What?”  I said, “What happened?”  He 

said in 1999 – this was ten years ago – in 1999 he needed a heart transplant and he didn’t have 

insurance and none of the hospitals would touch him, and he said he called our office, and within 

a week, a hospital agreed to our request to do that as a charity case, and he said, “I’m still alive,” 

and, you know, that kind-of makes you feel good.  But, you have to use the office to help people 

who are running into problems.  You know, the bureaucracy is huge – state bureaucracy, Federal 

bureaucracy, local government, school districts – and people have to feel that they have a friend 

that they can go to who will go to fight for them, go to bat for them, and those are the kinds of 

daily outreach that gets you reelected and that makes people realize that despite the public 

discontent and anger and frustration with government, and it’s out there, I mean, people are not 

all that happy with government at any level, and the polls show that, but if you do your work day 

in and day out, as you should as a House Member and as a Senator, whatever, people will 

remember that, and they will separate you from the partisanship that has, I think, unfortunately, 

given politics a black eye. 

 

HM:  Well, one of the current topics right now in the press is decreasing the size of the 

Legislature.  How would you counter that argument? 

 

MOP:  Well, I’m all for decreasing the size of the Legislature.  I’ve been here now, and with all 

the technology we have and my own district, now, my 260 thousand people in the Senate, there’s 

three other Senators from Berks County, parts of it, we get calls from all over, and it’s hard to 

tell somebody that,  “You live in somebody else’s district.  Call them,” because it sounds like 
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you don’t care.  I think – and I put bills in, and I know it doesn’t make you popular up here – but 

I think that the Constitution ought to be changed, and we ought to adapt to the present day and 

the technology that’s available.  We could save a lot of money.  I think we could be more 

effective in getting things done.  If we reduce the size, and I have no magic number; I don’t 

know.  You know, it’s 203 in the House; it’s 50 in the Senate.  We’re the second-largest 

Legislature in the country, and I think people expect efficiency, and they expect downsizing, and 

I think it’s the way to go.  I’m realistic and I don’t think that’s a popular notion here, because 

people think that it’s them that might lose their seats, but if you phase it out over a long enough 

period of time, it won’t affect anybody that’s now here.  It’ll affect, maybe, the next generation.  

I think it should be done.  I don’t think it’s the sole solution.  The key is, ultimately, the 

individual.  The integrity of the person, the work ethic of the person, the values and everything 

that has shaped that person’s life and how he uses the office to, to help other people; that’s the 

key, and voters in our system are the ones that judge that, and on the whole, by-and-large, it 

works. 

 

HM:  Well, I’d like to, sort-of, bring us back to whenever you first started in the House.  You 

talked a little bit about where we’re at today, so I’d like to maybe backtrack, and to just tell me, 

what was it like whenever you first started? 

 

MOP:  It was entirely different.  As a matter of fact, when I got Sworn-In, I took a pay cut.  The 

salary in January 1969, get this, was 7,200 dollars a year.  Now, we did get 4,800 dollars a year, 

400 a month for expenses, but we didn’t have to account for them as we do now, but even if you 

add that as income, you were getting 12,000 dollars a year.  It’s changed.  As a matter of fact, I’ll 
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tell you another little interesting story: I went to a conference when I was in the House.  It was 

up in New England, and we had a panel discussion about ethics – imagine, that was an issue back 

in [19]69 – and the Speaker of the House in Rhode Island
2
, I won’t mention his name – he did 

not go to jail – he was talking about salary and benefits and, you know, all the things that are 

talked about now, and he made this statement, at the public meeting, the media was there, he 

said, “We only get paid 10,000 dollars a year in this job, and they expect ethics yet?”  I mean, I 

was dumbfounded that somebody would think that way and then say it publically, but the 

Legislature has been modernized.  Herb Fineman [Hebert; State Representative, Philadelphia 

County, 1955-1977; Speaker, 1969-1972 and 1975-1977] was the Speaker of the House when I 

was here, and he was determined to make this a Legislature for the, the Twentieth, and even into 

the Twenty-First Century.  So, when I was in the House, five of us had to share one secretary, 

one stenographer.  She had to respond to all the mail from five – we were up in the peanut 

gallery.  We were up in the top floor there, cramped in.  You literally had to get in early in the 

morning to get the secretary to do your work before somebody else came in with his workload, 

and very often you brought the work up here from your district, because back home you had, at 

most, one office person to cover the office when you were here in Harrisburg, and it was difficult 

getting all that done.  So, some people had other jobs on the side to supplement the 7,000 dollars 

a year in income.  But anyway, Speaker Fineman modernized, updated, improved, increased the 

professionalism of the House, and that is a lasting tribute to Speaker Herb Fineman, who did that 

in the early [19]70s, and I think enabled Legislators to do all the things that people expect them 

to do.  Not only to be here and vote – and one of the things that the press doesn’t fairly convey; 

we don’t only work on the days that we’re in Session up here voting.  There are many, many 

other things that require our attention here, committee meetings, all kinds of hearings, and my 

                                                 
2
 Joseph A. Bevilacqua, Rhode Island State Representative, 1954-1976; Speaker, 1969-1976. 
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day back home is even busier sometimes than our legislative days up here.  So, you don’t only 

work the days you’re in Session.  For most of us, it is seven days a week, and Saturdays and 

Sundays sometimes are the busiest, because people know you’re home, and you get invited to do 

all these other things.  But, Speaker Fineman and the Leadership at that time improved 

substantially the working conditions and the ability of a House Member to, to deliver on the 

demands of his constituency. 

 

HM:  Whenever you first began, did anyone serve as a mentor to you? 

 

MOP:  There were several.  When you come here, you know, you’re really green.  You don’t 

know your way around, and you got to rely – in my case there were two senior Members of the 

House who had served here for some time: Russ LaMarca [Russell; State Representative, Berks 

County, 1965-1976], who was a tremendous hard worker, very quick-witted, funny and had 

seniority, and he helped.  There was another senior Member from Boyertown, Lester Fryer 

[Berks County, 1963-1986], who was a House Member who had been here a long time, and they 

kind of showed me the ropes.  In terms of talent and leadership, we talked about Herb Fineman, 

K. Leroy Irvis [State Representative, Allegheny County, 1959-1988; Speaker, 1977-1978 and 

1983-1988].  The building is named for him, right up here where we are now
3
, and he was an 

eloquent speaker from Pittsburgh, and there were other people in Leadership who, they would 

take his side, and, you know, they would kind of tell you things to do and not to do so.  When 

you come up here as a freshman, you have to tread a thin line because you don’t want to ruffle 

feathers of some senior Members who are Chairmen of committees that control legislation, but 

                                                 
3
 Formerly, the South Office Building; rededicated the K. Leroy Irvis Office Building on December 20, 2002. 
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on the other hand, you want to be effective and bring your goals and your ideas and, hopefully, 

have some of them take hold.  It may take a while, but you got to be persistent. 

 

HM:  Did you experience that with any legislation you offered as a freshman? 

 

MOP:  Yeah, as a matter of fact, there was a situation back home where there was a bail 

jumping case, and we found out that the law on the bail jumping was very weak, and you know, 

that was something that they’d allow a freshman to carry the ball on, and we got that through.  

Later on, child abuse became a major issue.  Child abuse prevention and reporting in my county, 

and we got a bill through that took two years.   Took an overriding – well, we couldn’t override a 

Governor’s Veto, but the Governor vetoed the first bill and said it didn’t protect individuals’ 

rights, and he was concerned about the constitutionality of storing confidential data about child 

abusers, and there was a section that allowed removal of a child from the natural home, put in a 

foster placement when there was a life-threatening situation, but anyway, the Governor vetoed 

that the first time, and we had to amend the bill, work within the Governor’s Office and the 

system to make it acceptable, and now, the Child Protective Services Law of 1975 is still a 

model for other states.  That was my first major effort when I got over to the Senate, but it took a 

lot of working it out, because there are civil liberties concerns.  There are concerns about people 

breaching the confidentiality.  Now, there’s an 800 number; there’s a toll free number in 

Pennsylvania.  When you see child abuse, you have an obligation if you’re a professional – if 

you’re a teacher, if you’re a nurse, a doctor, people who deal with children – if you see suspected 

child abuse, you must report it to that hotline, and then there’s an investigation, and in some 

cases they can take a child away up to 72 hours, and then they must have a hearing to determine 
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the permanent placement.  There’s a criminal penalty for failure to report, and there’s the 800 

number, I’ll never forget it; 1-800-932-0313, 1-800-932-0313.  If you see child abuse, you 

should report it – sexual, physical, emotional, neglect, starvation – and you can save a child’s 

life.  And the numbers – we had no laws.  The laws of Pennsylvania before that protected 

animals more than they protected children – and the numbers after my law became law 

skyrocketed and instead of, like, 1,000 cases a year there are now over 20,000 cases reported in 

Pennsylvania.  They can’t all be proven because, unfortunately, the victims sometimes can’t talk 

and testify as to what happened, but investigations are, you know, becoming better and more 

effective.  So, that was a case where I put a lot of energy into it, and it started in Berks County.  

The Doctor’s Auxiliary, Medical Society, wives called a – again, a Saturday meeting.  It was a 

beautiful October afternoon.  I wondered why I wasn’t at a football game, but we heard Dr. 

Paolini, a distinguished pediatrician in Berks County, and others, doctors, saying “Our hands are 

tied.  We, we need the laws to help us protect children, ultimately, to save children’s lives,” 

because last year, every year, we get 40 or 50 kids who are murdered, killed, in their own homes 

by their own parents or paramours or whatever, and that’s unacceptable.  But anyway, we had to 

work within the system to accommodate the Governor’s Veto.  We had to work with civil 

liberties and other groups who wanted a balancing, so that you could get the guilty and protect 

the children, but you couldn’t ruin the reputation of somebody who was innocent. 

 

HM:  Was it hard for you to move from the House to the Senate? 

 

MOP:  No, not at all, because you’re in the same business: taking care of people’s needs, trying 

to get legislation through that you think is important.  What’s harder is when you shift from the 
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majority into the minority, because in the House we were in the majority, the Democrats, and the 

Governor was Democrat.  When you become a minority Member, then the tendency is to bury 

your bills in committee, because the majority wants to take the credit for major changes, and so 

going from the House to the Senate is not difficult.  You got to work a little harder because you 

have more people to serve, more invitations, more meetings to go to, more people to listen to, 

more mail to answer and all that, but the more difficult adjustment is to go from majority, when 

you can get your bills out of committee, to minority, where you got to bargain and negotiate over 

legislation with the majority Party. 

 

HM:  I had noticed in certain years, for example, 1973-[19]74 you had six bills become law.  In 

[19]77, you had 12 bills become law, and in [19]85-[19]86, you had another seven bills become 

law, and in certain other years you had very fewer or none. 

 

MOP:  But, but some bills, like one of the most important was, I authored the Death Penalty 

Bill, but not –  in [19]79, when the U.S. Supreme Court was striking down State death penalty 

statutes, I was Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, and a Conference Committee wrote 

the Death Penalty law in Pennsylvania.  I was Chairman of that committee, so my name does not 

appear, probably, because we took a bill, and we got bipartisan support.  There were six; three 

from the Senate, three from the House, and we put what is a Constitutional Death Penalty law 

into a bill for Pennsylvania, and it’s stood up since [19]79, so, what, 31, 32 years?  And so, you 

can’t always tell by the number of bills because sometimes you chair a Conference Committee.  

Sometimes your bill is put into another bill.  If you can’t get your bill in committee, what you 

have to do, especially if you’re in the minority, you find another bill that’s moving, and you get 
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an amendment added to it, so your idea – it’s really not about taking credit for a bill number; it’s 

about getting something that you believe in passed into law.  And when you’re in the minority, 

as we have been in the Senate for so long, you’ve got to attach your bill to another bill, and then 

it doesn’t look like it’s your bill, but it is, although you amended into another bill that has 

somebody else’s name on it. 

 

HM:  Okay, so maybe this wasn’t a fair reflection. 

 

MOP:  It’s never really a good measure of somebody’s effectiveness or how many of that 

person’s ideas have become law, because there’s different ways to get an idea to the Governor’s 

desk. 

 

HM:  Okay.  So, what other pieces of legislation, then, would you say that you’re the most proud 

of? 

 

MOP:  Well, my work for children, not only the child abuse prevention law, which is technically 

called the Child Protective Services Law, but also – in the House it started, and we continued it 

in the Senate – now Judge, Anthony Scirica [State Representative, Montgomery County, 1971-

1980] and I were on a Joint State Government Commission Task Force to address the problem of 

young people who were being sentenced to adult prisons, and we basically rewrote the law on 

juvenile detention and how we handle juveniles, because to put a kid, no matter how bad the 

offense was, in with hardened criminals, killers and rapists, and adults who are bad people, 

you’re going to ruin, probably, that child for life.  So, we rewrote the law on that; children.  The 
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other concern has always been senior citizens, so we started with the Property Tax and Rent 

Rebate.  We now have the Prescription Assistance Program to help elderly people get their 

prescriptions much cheaper than they would have.  Aging and Youth, the way we started in the 

Senate, had been major legislative areas of concern.  There are other things that we do for the 

district.  There are other, kind-of, reform measures, if you want to call reducing the size of the 

Legislature, that’s, I guess, a reform, although not everybody agrees that that’s an important part 

of reform or that it’s even a wise thing, because some rural areas think that that is not a good way 

to get them heard in the process because they’re going to get even fewer, you know, their 

Representatives are going to have to cover larger areas, but human services have been the areas 

that I’ve fought for most. 

 

HM:  You had mentioned property tax a few times. 

 

MOP:  Well, that is so frustrating, though. 

 

HM:  I thought maybe you might want to –  

 

MOP:  Thank you for bringing it up. 

 

HM:  – talk a little bit more about it. 

 

MOP:  The problem is that there’s so much talk about it, but nobody wants to bite the bullet and 

replace the outmoded and unfair and oppressive property tax system.  Everybody agrees.  Well, 
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most everybody agrees, that the way we pay for schools isn’t fair anymore, if it ever was.  It used 

to be that the value of your home was pretty well a good indication of your wealth and your 

ability to pay.  Not so anymore, but yet we continue to make homeowners pay for schools.  Now, 

there have been little improvements, you know, we use some gaming money now to give 

everybody a break on their school property tax.  We have the senior citizens Property Tax 

Rebate, but we really have to say, “What is a fairer way to pay for the educational needs, to 

invest in our future through our schoolchildren?”  Some say do it through the sales tax, you 

know.  The Governor [Edward G. Rendell, Governor of Pennsylvania, 2003-2011] even, this 

time, I’m surprised, but the Governor said, “Let’s expand sales tax to just about everything but 

reduce the rate.”  The so-called Commonwealth Caucus Plan, which has undergone so many 

changes that now it’s not only sales tax, but it’s increasing the income tax.  But, the problem is 

so huge.  The amount of money raised for schools by the property tax just on homeowners alone 

is over ten billion dollars a year.  I have suggested, and for years continue to put in a proposal 

that is based on ability to pay, and that is to bring to Pennsylvania what they have in many other 

states, and that is a graduated income tax.  Our income tax rate now is one of the lowest in the 

country.  It’s three percent; three point zero seven percent.  What I am saying is that it’s fairer if 

the percentage, the rate, increases as the income increases.  We’re told by the experts that have 

analyzed this, the financial people, that unless you make over 100,000 dollars a year, you would 

still be paying the three percent, and you wouldn’t pay any more income tax, but you would have 

your school property tax wiped away on your home.  Then every 50,000 in income over 100,000, 

you would pay another half of a percent.  So, at 150,000, you would pay three point five percent.  

At 200,000, you would pay four percent up to a max of six and a half percent.  They say that 

would do it.  That would replace the ten billion that we would be taking away from local school 
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boards through property tax elimination.  I can’t get the bill out of committee.  The Republicans 

don’t agree with that, and for three different Sessions now we’ve tried, and right now, the budget 

problems are so serious and, and the difficulty of balancing the budget in a recession are so 

pressing that I don’t think they will consider that again this year.  Eventually, I hope, we will see 

the wisdom of going down that road.  It will be a little more painful for the very wealthy, but 

isn’t that who should be paying more?  If you’re going to eliminate the school property tax, 

you’ve got to find a broad-based tax that is going to raise that amount of money for schools.  The 

state doesn’t get any of this money.  This isn’t something that will benefit the state budget 

situation.  This is money – property tax money goes to school districts, it goes to counties, and it 

goes to your local municipalities.  The biggest bill, of course, is the school property tax bill, and 

we really have to get serious about that.  I don’t know if we’re going to get serious about it this 

year because the budget is a real problem, especially when the Federal stimulus dollars run out, 

but we really owe that to the people of Pennsylvania. 

 

HM:  Well, thank you for sharing your views on that. 

 

MOP:  Well, the reason I didn’t bring it up is that it’s so frustrating to see this totally 

disregarded and buried in committee.  They don’t even want to consider it, or debate it, or vote it. 

 

HM:  Well, as Minority Whip since 2001, how have you used your Leadership position to 

influence change in the Senate? 
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MOP:  We’ve, we’ve tried, and basically, it has been bipartisan support and some of the rules 

changes, you know, the midnight Sessions are history; you can’t do that anymore.  There are 

more notice requirements about legislation that is going to be considered, so the public can have 

some input.  We have opened up records; you can have access to most everything except 

personal or, you know, that kind of data that could harm families.  It’s opening up the process, 

making it more transparent, and these are inside things, but we’ve tried.  We’ve brought 

television to the Floor of the Senate, and I think that’s good: PCN [Pennsylvania Cable 

Network].  Now, everything we say or do, every vote we cast, is a matter of public record that 

people can see it.  Some people, they get addicted to that.  They really do watch that stuff late 

into the night; I’m surprised.  But, it’s a gradual thing, but it is eventually, I think, making the 

Legislature more credible and earning more respect, because it’s so easy to criticize and just to, 

you know, make it look like we don’t know what we’re doing, or we don’t care, or we have 

selfish motives, and some do, I guess, but the vast majority of legislators are hard-working and 

honest people who want to do what’s right for their constituents.  The vast, vast majority. 

 

HM:  Is there anything that you would like to see?  More changes?  Are there any additional –? 

 

MOP:  I think campaign spending has gotten out of hand.  I think, you know, when you’re 

running for a job that pays what we get paid, why should you have to spend half a million dollars 

or, you know, whatever, but that kind-of feeds on itself.  When one party is going to raise so 

much to defend a seat, or if there’s an open seat and they decide they’re going to have to pour a 

lot of money, that means the other Party has to do that, and it’s getting out of hand.  It’s getting 

really unrealistic to expect common people, I mean, people who are not independently wealthy, 
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is what I mean.  It discourages people from getting involved, because not only do they put their 

reputation on the line or their occupation and their family, but they’ve got to go out and try to 

raise that kind of money from people, and it discourages more participation in my opinion.  

Campaign finance reform is important. 

 

HM:  I’d like to, maybe, have your reflections through the years if that’s okay?  Do you think 

that your issues have changed at all? 

 

MOP:  The issues change as times change, but the core of what you’re about doesn’t really 

change.  In other words, if you get into this profession for the right reasons, to serve others – 

going way back to my college days – now, those others may change, the needs will change, 

however, you’re always going to have senior citizens who are needy, and every year, people 

freeze to death because they can’t afford to heat their homes.  That shouldn’t be in America.  

Health care: people are denied needed medical procedures.  Probably, some die as a result of not 

being able to afford health insurance.  I know emergency rooms take care of the cases, you 

know, that are presented there.  So, the underlying core commitment should not change.  The 

individual reasons for changing the law may have to change as we face different situations. 

 

HM:  What do you think the hardest issue or hardest vote, perhaps that you ever had to make 

was? 

 

MOP:  Every time you have to vote on a tax increase, that’s a hard vote, because this is the 

fodder for political campaigns, you know.  The 30-second spot now will always take the negative 



22 

 

aspect of whatever you vote on.  It’s usually taxes or pay raise – that was stupid – but, when you 

are raising taxes, keep in mind that in Pennsylvania, unlike in Washington where they deficit 

spend like crazy, we have to balance our budget, and in tough economic times, like now, when 

people are out of work – we’re in a recession – people aren’t paying taxes, because they don’t 

have income, and businesses aren’t making as much, and  people aren’t buying as much and not 

paying sales tax, that’s when the needs increase.  As more people are out of work, you know, and 

they need some help just to sustain themselves and their families, that’s when government needs 

to be more involved, and that costs money.  So, every so often, we have to raise taxes, and that’s 

painful and we know that people don’t like that, so those are difficult votes.  So, no matter 

whether it was [19]92, or whatever, when there are recessions – fortunately, last year we avoided 

any broad-based tax increase, and we are determined this year to avoid broad-based tax 

increases.  We may have to end other things like the Marcellus Shale and the extraction of the 

natural gas and, and some other things, smokeless tobacco, that’s escaped only in Pennsylvania, 

the tax.  These are difficult votes, because, not that they’re not the right thing to do, but they 

bring on opposition, either new candidates or nasty ads in campaigns. 

 

HM:  What aspect of being a Legislator do you enjoy the most? 

 

MOP:  Being with people.  I really enjoy, as I said, Sundays are usually Eagle Scout days or 

wedding anniversaries or somebody celebrating an event, or school plays, or basketball – my 

high school [on] Friday just went to the State Championship.  We lost, but just seeing all the 

good things that are going on out there and being a part of congratulating somebody or, you 

know, not only patting them on the back but maybe helping them get ahead in some way, and it’s 
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amazing how people do remember, and they come up to you after you’ve long forgotten 

something you did for a family, and they’ll say, “I remember you; 25 years ago you helped my 

grand-mom,” or whatever.  That’s the best part. 

 

HM:  What do you like the least? 

 

MOP:  Political attack ads and when you say, “like the least,” not being able to do something for 

someone that you think really should get some help for whatever the reason.  I hate to see lives 

wasted and I hate to see people suffer unnecessarily.  I hate to see families destroyed by drug 

problems or alcohol problems or domestic violence.  That, that hurts. 

 

HM:  Since you’re still serving in the Senate, this question, you know, is to date, of course, but 

do you have a fondest memory of your career? 

 

MOP:  Oh, there are so many good memories.  There’s nothing that is fondest.  I mean, every 

time you, you win when you’re not expected to win, that’s a fond memory.  Any time you see 

people that have succeeded because of something that you helped, that’s a fond – no, there’s just 

too many.  If it was only one, I’d pack it in, but there are so many, almost, no, not daily, but 

when the fond memories so far outweigh the little pain that you have to sustain, you keep going. 

 

HM:  Okay.  What about any memorable events that have occurred while you were in the 

Legislature? 
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MOP:  Memorable events.  Legislatively? 

 

HM:  Or just anything that, you know, stands out. 

 

MOP:  That’s a tough one.  Every time we balance a budget and get it done so that we – last 

year was very painful, 100 days late, and then you go back home and you really, you just can’t 

explain to people why you can’t get the job done.  I mean, each of us in the House, you’re one 

out of 203; in the Senate you’re one out of 50.  The Governor has to deal with bipartisanship.  

But every time you do a good deed and see somebody succeed.  You know, the heart transplant 

guy, and he’s not the only one; there were three others.  Any time you help make life better, that 

gives you interior satisfaction, and that, that’s important. 

 

HM:  Well, as you had said to me earlier, you are the longest serving Legislator in the General 

Assembly to date, and the second longest serving Senator. 

 

MOP:  As of now, yes. 

 

HM:  As of now.  So, do you have any reflections upon your career that you would like to share, 

just in general? 

 

MOP:  I don’t know if it’s a reflection, but it’s some advice, and that is; listen to your 

constituents.  Listen and try to do what they are asking.  Second thing, though, is – and I don’t 

want to be negative – but, don’t do anything that you don’t want to read about in the paper.  
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Now, more than ever, I think the media’s just looking for things to, you know, condemn people 

for, to point out the problems and the mistakes that people make.  So, just work hard at it and try 

to be helpful and listen.  Don’t talk so much; listen more.  And that’s what I’ve tried to do.  And 

be respectful of the taxpayer’s dollar and run your office in a very honest and responsible way. 

 

HM:  Well, thank you for sharing your responses. 

 

MOP:  Thank you.  It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. 

 

HM:  Well, thank you. 

 

MOP:  Thank you. 


