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Increased residential development, combined with limited financial resources on the township level, could create problems for police in northern Chester County. This is especially true as residential development continues to explode. 

North Coventry Police Chief Robert Schurr said increased development places strains on townships’ abilities to meet demands for police services.

"The one thing the developers don’t understand is that growth in residential development creates a drain on police and other municipal services that (municipal) taxes don’t cover for the needed services," Schurr said. "The first thing that happens when you have more residential development is that the school district raises tax, but individual municipalities are reluctant to raise taxes because school taxes hit those on a fixed income the hardest. It needs balance." 

Schurr’s police department, with 12 full-time officers, has faced a steady increase in the number of domestic incidents, thefts, assaults and other criminal activities over the past five years, especially during the current year.

"We have a small police department, and we have been extremely busy," he said.

He estimates that if trends continue, North Coventry could need around 20 officers by 2015 and an increase in its current $1.3 million budget.

However, Schurr said that also depends on North Coventry’s ability to find enough tax revenue to cover increased police coverage.

The changing nature of police work further taxes his department’s resources, since officers now frequently are called to help residents who "have bats in their attics" or who "have a broken water pipe."

Police also must devote resources to securing "soft targets" against terrorist attacks.

Schurr is not alone in his observation about township financial resources. 

"There is not any question," said Upper Uwchlan Township Manager John J. Roughan Jr. "The level of the (township) tax rate is such that homeowners’ demands for services are not set that they adequately fund services at (needed levels) of growth."

Roughan said local townships receive an average of only $30 of every $1,000 paid by homeowners on monthly property taxes.

This leaves townships in a bind when it comes to providing additional police services, which is compounded by state law that bars townships from levying impact fees on developers to pay for increased police services.

Upper Uwchlan has made extensive plans to cope with the township’s current explosive growth and plans to consider adding full-time or part-time officers.

The township currently budgets $1 million for its 10-person police department, but Roughan said projections for the department’s budgetary needs over the next five to 10 years would not be available until this fall. 

"This question was a question I posed to the officers that work here, and the township manager raised the same question about a year ago," said Upper Uwchlan Police Chief John DeMarco. "We came up with a short-range plan and a long-range plan."

DeMarco said the township plans to eventually add a detective to its force who would follow up on criminal complaints and investigations, freeing the township’s patrol officers to patrol the township.

In a similar vein, the West Vincent Board of Supervisors has begun discussing its future police-staffing needs with Police Chief Michael Swininger. 

"We have just begun discussing our budget projections for next year and the following year, and we will listen to whatever Mike has to tell us," said West Vincent Supervisor Zoë Perkins. "We just added another full-time officer by taking a part-time officer and expanding his hours so he can be full-time." 

The West Vincent department currently has four full-time officers and one part-time officer with a budget of $421,709 for 2005. Perkins said West Vincent’s police department would have to deal with the addition of 500 new home and apartment units over the next five years, which will mean several hundred new residents expecting police services. 

The township also will see the addition of commercial aspect of Weatherstone. 

"There will be an enormous amount of growth at Ludwig’s Corner in the 401 and 100 corridor," she said. "This kind of growth places an enormous amount of pressure on our police services."

Upper Uwchlan’s changing physical makeup is DeMarco’s department’s biggest challenge because the township does not know what to expect from the new residents moving into the new developments. 

"The township has always had established neighborhoods, and we know the habits of the people in those neighborhoods," DeMarco said. 

DeMarco said the growth means his department will need to learn the special needs and requirements of the new communities, which is presently made difficult by the fact that many of the township’s new neighborhoods are under construction. 

"Every neighborhood is unique unto itself, and some things may occur in one neighborhood that might not occur in others," he said. 

Some neighborhoods might have their peaks and valleys in terms of their crime patterns that come and go with their demographic makeup. 

"One year, you might have a lot of teenage vandalism, but that might evaporate after two or three years as kids start to drive and move around," he said. 

The township’s current state of flux makes knowing the department’s eventual needs will be difficult, but the department will probably now know what the community’s needs will be until it hits a building "plateau." 

DeMarco does not expect any changes in the types of crime his department will be investigating once the current spate of construction ends. 

"The police department is growing to meet the needs," DeMarco said. "The biggest challenge is figuring out the needs of the community when we don’t know what the needs of the community will be." DeMarco said public safety is Upper Uwchlan’s highest priority and the township will do whatever it has to maintain the necessary resources. 

East Pikeland Police Chief James Franciscus is taking a cautious approach to his future needs. 

He said he has seen a slight increase in the number of calls over last year. So far this year, East Pikeland police have responded to 1,861 calls, including 60 thefts and have issued around 1,000 traffic citations. 

Franciscus said he does not want to speculate about the types of crimes his department may be facing in the next decade or how his eight-officer department, with its $715,000 budget, will have to grow to meet emergency needs. 

"That depends upon the amount of growth in police needs in the area, and you also have to include what happens in the areas around you and not just in your own township" he said. "The close proximity of (Route) 422 and (Route) 202 means that Philadelphia is 15 minutes away, which makes us more accessible than we used to be." 

As development increases, so will resident demands for safety and security. 

"People want a safe community, so they have to figure out at what level and at what cost they are willing to pay for," Franciscus said. "Police departments work for the community, and as calls go up and crime goes up, so will the need for police services."
