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By Fran Maye
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WEST CHESTER » As part of Ches-
ter County’s commitment to 
tackle the opioid epidemic, the 
county’s Department of Drug & 
Alcohol Services announces par-
ticipation in International Over-
dose Awareness Day on Wednes-
day, Aug. 31.

On this day, the county will join 
communities around the world 
in encouraging residents, busi-
nesses, and organizations to raise 
awareness of overdose, reduce the 
stigma surrounding overdoses 
and drug-related deaths, remem-
ber the lives lost to overdose, and 
acknowledge the grief felt by fam-
ilies and friends who have lost a 
loved one.

To mark the occasion, 109 pin-
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‘Night of Life’ 
awareness event 
coming Aug. 31
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WEST CHESTER » The judge sen-
tencing an emotionally distraught 
West Bradford man who fired a 
gun at two state troopers that 
were responding to distress re-
ports involving the man’s teen-
age son said she feared he would 
pose a danger to the community 
if she released him from custody 
or gave him the lenient sentence 
he asked for.

“You have said that you were 
not experiencing any kind of men-
tal or psychotic break that eve-
ning,” Common Pleas Judge Ann 
Marie Wheatcraft told defendant 
James Kratz Thursday in order-
ing him sent to a state prison to 
serve his sentence. “But you were 
clearly psychotic, and now you fail 
to recognize that.

The judge said she was “ex-
tremely concerned” that Kratz’s 
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Deborah Spence firmly believes she can change the world through real estate.

SUBMITTED PHOTO

Deborah Spence on her way to a home restoration.

By Evan Brandt
ebrandt@pottsmerc.com

POTTSTOWN » You don’t need 
to tell Deborah Spence how 
owning a home changes your 
life.

One of seven children grow-
ing up in the South Bronx when 
at times, they were homeless, 
Spence learned as a child what 
it means to be hungry or to 
sleep in a car.

Struggling as a young adult 
to get ahead and working sell-
ing $30 phones for Metro PCS, 
her life and her perspective 
changed when her car broke 
down. The breakdown hap-
pened in front of what looked 
like an abandoned lot in Phila-
delphia, but the mechanic who 
came out to help her with her 
car said on the contrary, that 

the “empty lot” was money in 
the bank, an investment wait-
ing to happen.

“And I looked into it and he 
was right. The price of real 
estate in Philadelphia was so 
low, there was a lot of potential 
there,” said Spence. So for the 
past 10 years, Spence has been 
a Realtor. In her first year, she 
listed 63 properties and sold 
31. In her second year, she sold 
50 more.

And during that 10 years, 
she has seen what the Biden 
administration announced 
in March is a major problem 
it has launched a program to 
address — housing discrimi-
nation.

It may not spur people to 
march in the street, or inspire 
soaring rhetoric, but the dirty 
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AGENT OF CHANGE
Deborah Spence wants to change the world through real estate
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Did you know you can read the 
e-paper on a smartphone or 
tablet? Download PressRead-
er in iTunes or Google Play.

GO MOBILE

Reading your e-paper 
just got a lot easier

Afghanistan today virtually 
mirrors what the country was 
like before the American inva-
sion in October 2001. PAGE A6

OPINION

Afghans feel  
the price of peace

The inflation rate has more 
than doubled since the central 
bank first described price 
hikes as “transitory.”  PAGE A4

ECONOMY

Trying to figure out the 
future of interest rates

Time viewers spent watch-
ing Netflix, Hulu outpaced 
broadcast and cable for the 
first month ever. PAGE A7 

SPOTLIGHT

Streamers rule broadcast, 
cable networks

By Michael Hill
The Associated Press

When Stephen Nixon recently 
noticed a “beautiful” spotted lan-
ternfly by his bag as he skate-
boarded in Brooklyn, he heeded 
the request of city officials.

He stomped on it.

“I don’t like killing things. Not 
many people do. I’ll catch and re-
lease cockroaches if I find them 
in my apartment,” Nixon said. But 
he said it “seems like something 
worse” if the insect’s population 
explodes.

Kill-on-sight requests in New 
York City and elsewhere are a part 

of public campaigns to fight an 
invasive insect now massing and 
feeding on plants around much 
of the eastern United States. 
Pretty with red wing markings, 
the spotted lanternfly is nonethe-
less a nuisance and a threat — the 
sort of insect that inspires peo-

SPOTTED LANTERNFLY

See it? Squish it! 
Fighting the invasive spotted lanternfly
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This photo shows a Spotted Lanternfly, in Long Branch, NJ, Aug. 7, 
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ple to post about squishing 
and stomping them on so-
cial media.

In cities, it swarms out-
side buildings and lands on 
pedestrians. It excretes a 
sticky substance called hon-
eydew that can collect on 
outdoor furniture. The sap-
sucking insect also poses a 
danger to grapes and other 
agricultural crops, which 

is raising alarms this sum-
mer in New York state wine 
country.

Across mid-Atlantic 
states, officials are asking 
people to help them track 
and slow its spread, even if 
they have to put their foot 
down.

“Be vigilant,” said Chris 
Logue of New York’s De-
partment of Agriculture.

A native of Asia, the 
spotted lanternfly was first 
identified in the United 
States in 2014, northwest 
of Philadelphia. It’s likely 

that insect eggs came over 
with a load of landscaping 
stones. Eight years later, 
there are reported infes-
tations in thirteen states, 
mostly on the East Coast, 
according to the New York 
State Integrated Pest Man-
agement program at Cor-
nell University. Individual 
insects have been spotted 
in more states, with two 
turning up in Iowa this 
summer.

The insect has been able 
to spread so far, so fast be-
cause it is a stealthy hitch-

hiker. Drivers this time 
of year unwittingly give 
lifts to adults, which look 
like moths, perched inside 
trunks, on wheel wells or on 
bumpers.

“Check your vehicle,” 
warned Logue. “What 
you’re really after is any-
thing that maybe is alive, 
that is kind of hunkered 
down in there and is not go-
ing to get blown off the ve-
hicle during the trip. Really, 
really important.”

People also unknowingly 
transport spotted lantern-

fly eggs, which are laid later 
in the season. Females leave 
masses of 30 or more eggs 
on all sorts of surfaces, 
from tree trunks to patio 
furniture. Eggs laid on por-
table surfaces, like camping 
trailers and train cars, can 
hatch in the spring many 
miles away.

Spotted lanternfly fight-
ers are doing everything 
from applying pesticides 
to cutting down trees of 
heaven, another invasive 
species that is a favored 
host of the spotted lantern-

fly. But public involvement 
is front and center.

In Pennsylvania, resi-
dents in quarantined coun-
ties are asked to check for 
the pests on dozens of items 
— ranging from their vehi-
cles, to camping gear to 
lumber and shrubs — be-
fore heading to non-quar-
antined destinations.

Around the East, people 
are being asked to report 
sightings to help track the 
spread.

And if you see one? Show 
no mercy.

Lanternfly
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failure to take his men-
tal health seriously in the 
days since his conviction on 
multiple criminal offenses 
would leave him vulnera-
ble to acting out and put-
ting those in his life in jeop-
ardy again.

Thus, she rejected a call 
from Kratz’s attorney to 
hand down a short prison 
sentence and instead im-
posed a term of 4¼ to 12 
years at a state correctional 
facility.

In a long statement, a 
tearful Kratz apologized 
to the troopers — both of 
whom were in the court-
room — and to his family 
for his behavior and said 
that his failure back then 
to recognize the stress he 

was under led him to be-
have out of character the 
night of the incident.

“I’ve always been a great 
father, but I do realize that 
I’ve made a lot of mis-
takes,” he said while sitting 
at the defense table, crying 
and choking back tears. “It 
took this for me to realize 
that I wasn’t taking care of 
myself.”

But despite evidence 
that the trooper had an-
nounced who they were 
when they arrived, Kratz 
continued to insist he 
was only protecting him-
self against unknown as-
sailants. “I didn’t know 
they were Pennsylvania 
state troopers. I thought 
someone was coming for 
my son. I was not trying 
to hurt anyone.”

Kratz, 39, was found 
guilty at trial of charges of 
aggravated assault, reck-

lessly endangering an-
other person, endanger-
ing the welfare of a child, 
and other offenses by a jury 
hearing his case in April. 
He had made threats and 
argued with his teenage 
son in February 2021 and 
fired two rounds at troop-
ers who responded to a 
call for help the youth had 
made to his mother.

Neither of the troopers 
who responded to the do-
mestic call, Mark Malan-
tonio and Zachary Kades, 
were injured.

In his defense, Kratz’s 
attorney, Assistant Public 
Defender Sameer Barkawi, 
asked Wheatcraft to keep 
him in Chester County 
Prison to complete his sen-
tence and recognize that he 
would be law-abiding if put 
on probation. His actions 
the night of the incident 
were because of a break-

down that resulted from 
stress and the withdrawal 
he was going through after 
quitting taking prescrip-
tion drugs “cold turkey.”

But the prosecution 
urged Wheatcraft to take 
a hard line against Kratz 
because he had put the 
lives of the troopers who 
were positioned outside his 
home in danger.

“The only reason why 
(the troopers) can sit here 
today is that he missed,” 
said Assistant District At-
torney Zachary Yurick, 
who prosecuted the case 
with Assistant District At-
torney Daniel Yarnell. “It 
wasn’t that he chose not to 
shoot him. He had a tem-
per tantrum that led him 
to fire a .44 Magnum at the 
troopers.”

According to testimony 
at the trial and the affidavit 
filed by Trooper Tyler Albee 

in the Kratz case, Malanto-
nio and Zachary Kades re-
sponded to a call for help at 
the Kratz home on Steeple 
Chase Road around mid-
night on Feb. 27, 2021.

Kratz’s ex-wife had 
called police after his son 
told her he was scared be-
cause Kratz was acting ir-
rationally, interrogating 
him like a “drill instruc-
tor,” threatening to kill his 
step-father, and arguing 
with him about the school 
he attended, Valley Forge 
Military Academy.

When the troopers ar-
rived, they could see Kratz 
standing at his front door. 
They gave him commands 
to come out of the house, to 
which Kratz replied, “Get 
off my property or else I’m 
going to shoot,” according 
to Albee’s affidavit. They 
then heard a loud bang and 
took cover.

As the troopers shouted 
at Kratz to drop his 
weapon and come out of 
the house, they heard an-
other bag, which was later 
determined to be a single 
shot from Kratz’s .44 Mag-
num handgun. He also had 
a shotgun and rifle inside 
the doorway. Albee said the 
muzzle flash that Malanto-
nio saw from the doorway 
indicated that the fire-
arm was aimed at him and 
Kades.

Kratz’s son, who was 13 
years old at the time, was 
able to sneak out the rear 
door of the house and was 
taken to safety at a neigh-
bor’s house. Kratz was 
taken into custody with-
out being harmed as other 
state police arrived at the 
scene.

To contact staff writer 
Michael P. Rellahan call 
610-696-1544.

Troopers
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wheels representing the 109 
lives lost in Chester County 
to accidental overdose in 
2021 will be displayed in 
front of the Chester County 
Justice Center on Market 
Street in West Chester and 
the Government Services 
Center on Westtown Road.

In addition, the public is 
invited to attend “Night of 
Light” on Wednesday, Aug. 
31, from 6:30-8 pm at the 
Chester County Historic 
Courthouse in West Ches-
ter.

This year, Chester 
County will join communi-
ties across the country, and 
the world, to remember the 
lives lost to, and those still 
battling substance use dis-
orders,” said Vince Brown, 
executive director of the 
Chester County Depart-
ment of Drug and Alcohol 
Services.

“Substance use disorders 
are still extremely preva-
lent,” he added. “We en-
courage all residents, busi-
nesses, and community 
groups to join us in raising 
awareness of substance use 
disorders and wiping out 
the stigma attached to it.

On the evening of Aug. 

31, “Night of Light” will 
focus on those in Chester 
County lost to substance 
use disorders and bring 
hope to those working to-
ward long-term recovery. 
The evening will feature 
local resource tables, key-
note speakers, free nalox-
one kits, and a luminary 
ceremony.

For more information on 
Night of Light, visit www.
stopodchesco.org/events.

Chester County recently 
announced the date of its 
2022 Chester County Color 
5K, an event aimed at rais-
ing awareness, reducing the 
stigma, and raising funds 
to support overdose sur-
vivors, their families, and 
friends. The Chester County 
Color 5K will be held at a 
new location this year, the 
Chester Valley Trail in Ex-
ton Park on Saturday morn-
ing, Oct. 8.

For more information on 
the Color 5K Walk/Run, go 
to chesco.org/color5k.

For more information 
and resources on all drug 
and alcohol services and 
programs, visit the Ches-
ter County Department of 
Drug and Alcohol Services 
website at www.chesco.org/
DrugandAlcohol, or call 
the Chester County Infor-
mation and Referral line at 
866-286-3767.

Event
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The HOPE luminary display, part of Chester County’s recognition of International Overdose Awareness Day in 2021. Each 
luminary honored loved ones lost to accidental drug overdose or a loved one working toward recovery.

details of housing discrimi-
nation are arguably the big-
gest obstacle to financial 
success for generations of 
Black families.

In America, it is the most 
common and reliable path 
to build and pass on wealth 
to future generations. And 
for minority families, par-
ticularly Black families, it 
is a path that is all too of-
ten filled with obstacles or 
closed entirely.

“My skin is dark, I mean 
there is no question that I 
am an African-American 
woman, and I have sat there 
with clients who trust me to 
sell their house say to me, 
‘I don’t want you to sell the 
house to Hispanics, or to 
Asian people because their 
cooking smells funny,'” said 
Spence.

It’s a bigger problem than 
just individual sellers, she 
said.

In her experience in the 
greater Philadelphia area, 
she sees it up close every 
day, moving from one com-
munity to the other. “You 
see the difference in the 
homes, the school district, 
the tax base. The poorer 
and darker the community 
members, the higher taxes 
they pay and the lower their 
quality of life. The wealth-
ier and whiter the commu-
nity, the better the roads are 
maintained and the better 
their schools are funded.”

Her observations are part 

of a well-documented bigger 
picture that has hampered 
Black homeowners for de-
cades.

The obstacles abound: 
The discrimination that 
grew out of, and remains, 
the racist Depression-era 
housing policy of “red lin-
ing,” using “red lines” on 
maps to indicate the “best” 
and worst places to back 
mortgages. 

The policies undertaken 
by the government-spon-
sored Home Owners’ Loan 
Corporation “codified pat-
terns of racial segregation 
and disparities in access to 
credit,” according to an ar-
ticle in The New York Times. 
In 2017, “economists at the 
Federal Reserve Bank of 
Chicago, analyzing data 
from recently digitized cop-
ies of those red-lined maps, 
show that the consequences 
lasted for decades.”

According to the Times, 
“as recently as 2010, they 
find, differences in the level 
of racial segregation, home-
ownership rates, home val-
ues and credit scores were 
still apparent where these 
boundaries were drawn.”

Still, today, Black home-
buyers are routinely denied 
mortgages at disproportion-
ately high rates.

Some of that proof was 
evident as recently as Thurs-
day when data for the Phil-
adelphia region presented 
by the Reinvestment Fund 
at a hearing co-hosted by 
the Federal Reserve Bank 
showed that TD Bank has 
a 20 percent gap in denial 
rates between white and 

Black applicants. “TD Bank 
was more likely to approve a 
mortgage loan for a low-in-
come white applicant than 
a high-income Black appli-
cant during the same pe-
riod,” according to an arti-
cle by WHYY on the report.

“Overall, Black mortgage 
applicants in Philadelphia 
were nearly three times 
more likely to be denied by 
lenders than white appli-
cants in 2020, according to 
an analysis done by the Fed-
eral Reserve Bank of Phila-
delphia,” WHYY reported.

Even appraisers, who are 
97 percent white nation-
ally, are now being charged 
and sued for giving lower 
appraisals to properties 
owned by Black families.

Spence, who is also a 
member of the Pottstown 
School Board, has seen that 
too.

In a process described as 
“whitewashing” in a New 
York Times article published 
Thursday, Spence said she 
has “told my (Black) clients 
‘you need to take down all 
your family photos, your 
books, your art and you 
need to be gone. If you have 
a white friend, have them 
come and sit in the living 
room while the appraiser is 
here.'”

The result, studies and 
investigations have shown, 
is a significantly higher, 
some might say fairer, ap-
praisal of the value of a 
home owned by a Black 
family, a key metric in de-
termining the sale price and 
thus the profit from the in-
vestment.

But if you’ve ever spoken 
to Spence for more than five 
minutes, you know that she 
is not one to be intimidated 
by obstacles. That’s why, in 
2019, she founded Fierce Re-
alty Corp., which has offices 
in Bala Cynwyd and Colle-
geville.

As much a real estate 
mentorship program and 
blight-fight crusader as a 
traditional real estate office, 
Spence says Fierce is work-
ing to diversify not only 
housing opportunities but 
the people who help man-
age those opportunities — 
namely the Realtors.

Spence operates an ap-
prenticeship program that 
helps those interested in 
the career path step by step. 
It starts with a scholarship 
program that covers up to 
$5,000 in costs connected 
to the profession. “I pay for 
them to go to classes, and if 
they pass their exam, I pay 
for that. If they get to the 
point where they are paying 
their (multiple listing ser-
vices) dues, I pay for that. 
It’s staggered and they have 
to complete each step,” she 
explained.

She currently has six po-
tential agents taking classes 
and has had four gradu-
ates. All she asks in return 
is that they work as agents 
for Fierce for a year. “After 
that, they’re free to strike 
out on their own or stay. 
Whatever works for them,” 
said Spence.

The program is open to 
anyone, but Spence hopes 
it will offer a way for peo-
ple of color to become Re-

altors and begin to organi-
cally lower some of the ob-
stacles homebuyers of the 
color face; in much the same 
way school systems are now 
trying to hire staff who 
more closely reflect the ra-
cial composition of the com-
munities they serve.

“The real estate industry 
is not really doing enough 
to address the disparities in 
housing,” Spence said.

Spence has also part-
nered with a new non-profit 
called Level Flat Inc., which 
seeks to help those who are 
struggling overcome small 
barriers that can have a big 
impact on quality of life. 
“When I was growing up, 
we were eligible to get help, 
but it required my mother 
to go in for what they called 
a face-to-face, and whether 
she was depressed or had 
a transportation issue, she 
wouldn’t go. It was a small 
thing, but we went hungry 
as a result,” she recalled.

Recently, Spence cut the 
grass and weeded a Pott-
stown property on the 400 
block of North Franklin 
Street which was getting 
repeatedly cited by the bor-
ough for the overgrowth. 
“The fines weren’t getting 
the grass cut, and they 
weren’t being paid. The sys-
tem was not working. I just 
want to help lower the barri-
ers to getting help,” she said.

Most recently, at the urg-
ing of Montgomery County 
Treasurer Jason Salus, 
Spence started Jumpstart 
Pottstown, a program mod-
eled on a successful model 
undertaken in the Ger-

mantown section of Phil-
adelphia by developer Ken 
Weinstein, whose business 
has renovated and restored 
more than 350 vacant and 
deteriorated commercial 
and residential units in the 
Philadelphia region during 
the past 30 years.

Simply put, Jumpstart 
Germantown, and soon, 
Jumpstart Pottstown, trains 
and mentors those who live 
in a neighborhood to revi-
talize it and remove blight 
themselves, by becoming 
entrepreneurs.

“Say you live next to a 
vacant or abandoned prop-
erty. It’s affecting your home 
value and the values in your 
neighborhood. Rather than 
rely on the borough, or the 
county, or the land bank, or 
some out-of-town developer, 
you can redevelop it your-
self if you know how, and 
we want to show you how. 
Wouldn’t we rather that the 
people who live there learn 
how to do it themselves, so 
they and their neighbor-
hood are the ones who ben-
efit?” Spence asked.

The training classes are 
called steps and the pro-
gram, which begins Sept. 
24, costs $195 to join to pay 
for costs surrounding the 
training.

“We can educate com-
munity members on how to 
remove the blight on their 
blocks by becoming real es-
tate investors or develop-
ers,” Spence said.

“I truly, truly believe 
we can change the world 
through real estate,” she 
says.
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