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stand 75-feet tall and “to make the
tower useful it (the antenna) has to be
higher.” He stated that trees affect
radio waves by blocking them. “Eight
five feet is the minimum height of
what we can live with,” Mr. Sawant
said. “From my knowledge and expe-
rience, I wouldn’t go any lower.”

AT&T Wireless is seeking several
other variances for the Wychwood
Garden complex project. They are
seeking a land use variance to erect
the cellular tower in the RA-2 zone
district, a district not zoned for such
use.

Other variances include a maxi-
mum land coverage variance for the
above grade structure, which will ex-
ceed the allowable maximum per-
centage of coverage by 1.65 percent.
The applicant also seeks a variance to
construct a six-foot fence (four feet is
the maximum allowable footage).

Ms. Babinski explained that AT&T
Wireless’ desire to erect the tower is
to improve cellular coverage in
Westfield. The Federal Communica-
tion Commission (FCC) requires
wireless companies licensed by the
FCC to provide 92 to 98 percent cov-
erage to its subscribers.

“At this time the coverage we pro-
vide in Westfield is, should we say,
poor,” she remarked.

The board then heard testimony on
the energy use and radiation output of
the proposed antenna. “These are low
energy sites,” Mr. Sawant stated. “If
they (FCC) allowed us 100 percent
energy usage we are using 4 or 5
percent.”

“Would it be fair to say the radia-
tion given off would be similar to
standing in front of a microwave,”
Mr. Heinbockel asked. Mr. Sawant
replied, “The type of radiation is to-
tally different.”

Ms. Babinski and Mr. Sawant pre-
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Bd. Tables AT&T Cell Tower
Projects Pending More Info.

sented the board with a green and
white aerial diagram of Westfield
depicting “white areas” where AT&T
Wireless believes subscribers receive
no signal. Ms. Babinski explained
that the FCC requires that wireless
providers not go below 2 percent for
dropped calls. When the board ques-
tioned Mr. Sawant on what service
percentage is currently provided he
answered, “I cannot give an answer
right now.”

Ms. Babinski explained that a call
record cannot record data on calls
that do not go through because of a
lack of signal. “If you can’t get a
signal on a cell phone you cannot
record data. You can only record
dropped calls.” Town Planner Blais
Brancheau asked, “Isn’t there a way
to test this the old fashioned way —
go out and make 100 calls and tell
how many connect. Then we would
have a more accurate count of how
many calls go through.”

Ms. Babinski considered the ques-
tion but a decision as to whether or
not it would be implicated was not
reached.

Ms. Babinski explained that new
technology called GSM is now being
used by AT&T Wireless is “the latest
and the hottest.” In order to provide
GSM technology, AT&T Wireless fells
it needs to upgrade the cell towers.

According to Ms. Babinski, GSM
provides better voice quality and “you
can use Blackberries,” a hand held
Internet device.

After hearing all the testimony, the
board requested additional informa-
tion on the applications and chose to
table both until further notice.

A hearing will be scheduled for the
near future when AT&T Wireless can
provide additional renderings, and
fix certain aspects of the project to the
board’s liking.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Officials: Budget Impacted
By Special Ed, Flat State Aid

to property taxes.”
Ms. Leiz said the district in previous

years kept 4 to 6 percent in the fund
balance, which allowed for emergency
funds for capital improvements, for
special education tuition, and for in-
district special education costs.

Due to the signing into law of S-
1701, the board has placed $1.8 million
in this year’s budget as a revenue item.
But due to this option, Ms. Leiz ex-
plained, the district’s fund balance will
be much lower. The legislation required
the district to drop its fund balance to 2
percent of its operating budget last year
and 3 percent this year.

“We anticipate that what we are go-
ing to have to keep available to us will
not leave any monies to give into the
budget to offset the tax increase” for
next year, Ms. Leiz said.

Dr. Foley indicated the district would
likely be left with around a million
dollars in its fund balance for emergen-
cies.

“This year 18 cents is bad enough.
But next year, if the state does not give
us any new state aid … you are talking
about right at the top six tax points that
we have to assess the homeowners of
Westfield, even if we don’t increase the
budget,” Dr. Foley said.

“Our auditor was always very happy
with our commitment; that we had a
reserve balance,” Ms. Leiz said. She
called this year’s fund balance “an un-
comfortably low reserve.”

“But it deals with some short-term
political issues in Trenton,” Dr. Foley
responded, noting the school budget
around the next year will see “an enor-
mous spike” in school taxes.

With this in mind, Board President
Riegel said the board is still trying “to
deliver a great education and trying to
manage the cost that we can manage
and trying  to live with the tax situation
in general and than the specific rules
that the state has added that made us
manage our money differently than we
would have.”

When asked if the New Jersey Edu-
cation Association is helping in ad-
dressing issues such as special educa-
tion costs and rising school taxes, Dr.
Foley said the association has not been
much help to districts.

“They are essentially a lobbying
group and they are part of the problem,
not part of the solution,” Dr. Foley
responded.

He said part of the reason for the
increasing school budgets to enroll-
ments spikes. The district has over 1,000
more students since the 1997-1998
school year, which has resulted in the
hiring of an additional 50 teachers.
Enrollment at Westfield High School is
up 500 students, to 1,800, since 2002.

Also impacting the budget is special
education, which represents 21 percent
or $15 million of the total budget. Dr.
Foley said the district only receives
back around $4 million in special edu-
cation aid.

“I think all this business of Constitu-
tional conventions is a waste of time.
There is only one thing the state could
do for Westfield and probably for most
school districts. And that is helping us
control special education (costs). And
they can do that in two ways. One, they
can begin to contribute the fair share to
the taxpayers in Westfield for the pro-
grams that they mandated us to run,”
said Dr. Foley.

The district employs 26 special edu-
cation staff, an increase of 13 or 14 over
the past six to seven years. Seventeen
percent of the district’s 5,800 plus stu-
dents are designated as classified for
eligibility for special education pro-
grams, which is on par with the state’s
average, Dr. Foley said.

Currently the district has 117 students
placed in programs outside of the dis-
trict, which accounts for $4 million in
tuition expenses. Most of Westfield’s
state aid is for special education costs,
school officials said. The district is pay-
ing in excess of $40,000 for 52 students.

“The average cost is $58,000 per
student,” said Ms. Leiz.

“It’s not that we want to pit general
education parents against special edu-
cation parents,” said Ms. Riegel. “But it
costs a whole lot more and it comes out
of the same pot of money.”

The state is supposed to reimburse
the district for any amount in excess of
$40,000 per child. Yet, Ms. Riegel said
the district is lucky if it receives 25
percent of that amount.

Westfield applies each year for the
federal IDEA grant for special educa-
tion costs. Dr. Foley said the district
receives a million dollars in funding
from this grant.

In an effort to reduce special educa-
tion costs, the district is looking to
initiate programs in-district to reduce
the costs of out-of-district placements.
In the fall, Westfield will be starting a
program for autistic children at a cost of
$95,000 for a teacher and two aides.

“Autism is becoming one of the ma-
jor forms of learning disabilities that
we’re contending with in Westfield,”
said Dr. Foley.

The district is required to fund pro-
grams for special education from age 3
to 21, officials said. The district cur-
rently has six sections of pre-school
special education classes that meet  for
a half-day.

The school tax levy will go before
voters on Tuesday, April 19, from 2 to
9 p.m.

Garwood at nearly $1.3 million; and
Mountainside at just over $1 million.
Similar percentage increases are
slated for the other seven RVSA mem-
ber towns.

The fee increases are already being
felt locally as municipalities put the
finishing touches on this year’s local
government budgets and look at fu-
ture years’ spending priorities.

While not a budget buster, the in-
creased RVSA fees “do make it tough”
to manage the municipal budget, said
Westfield Town Administrator Jim
Gildea.

As the utility’s third largest mem-
ber, Westfield is looking at average
fee increases of around $500,000 an-
nually between now and 2010, which
is equal to about three tax points.

“On top of some of the other man-
dated expenses” in the annual
Westfield budget, “you’re looking at
multiple tax points,” Mr. Gildea told
The Leader.

He said he was hopeful that some
state assistance and federal aid might
help RVSA offset some of the costs of
the upgrade, although he admitted
that any aid, once it is spread among
the 11 member towns, would have a
relatively small effect on fee obliga-
tions.

“The only good news,” Mr. Gildea
said, “is that going forward, we’ll
have a [sewer] system that should
hold itself for years.”

“It’s mind boggling,” said Scotch
Plains Township Manager Thomas
Atkins of the RVSA fee increases,
calling them “brutal” and “awful.”

A more-than-doubling of the
township’s annual assessment be-
tween now and 2010 — more than
$900,000 — equals about eight or
nine tax points in Scotch Plains, he
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Area Taxpayers Will Foot Bill
For Sewerage Plant Upgrade

told The Leader. He pointed out that
the average household property tax
bill to finance local government ac-
tivities is about $1,500.

“Most people don’t realize that
about 10 percent [of their tax bill] is
for sanitary sewers,” which besides
RVSA also includes the Plainfield
Area Regional Sewerage Authority,
of which Scotch Plains is also a mem-
ber. By the end of the decade, factor-
ing in the coming fee increases, Mr.
Atkins said it’s possible that 15 per-
cent of the municipal portion of the
average property tax bill in Scotch
Plains could be earmarked for sewers
and related services.

Officials in Garwood and
Mountainside have also cited big in-
creases in RVSA fees in their own
budget deliberations.

One way that RVSA is trying to
ease the burden for its member towns,
Joan Papen told The Leader, is by
spreading the costs of the upgrade
program over a 30-year period in-
stead of 20 years. She said a 40-year
time frame was first considered, but
RVSA officials concluded that the
costs would have been “prohibitive.”

RVSA will finance the program
through New Jersey Environmental
Infrastructure Trust Bonds and Capi-
tal Appreciation Bonds, with a 2 per-
cent interest rate for the first 20 years.
After that, RVSA will have to borrow
again for the remaining 10 years at
whatever the prevailing interest rates
are at that time.

Despite the high costs of the facil-
ity upgrades, Mr. Tokarski said, not-
ing that the utility’s rates are one of
the lowest in the state, said he was
confident that “we’ll have fairly at-
tractive rates when all is said and
done.”
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Town BOE Ratifies New Three-Yr.
Contract With 500-Member WEA

By PAUL PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — The Westfield
Board of Education Tuesday night
ratified a new three-year contract with
the Westfield Education Association
(WEA). The new pact, which will
become effective July 1, was ratified
by the WEA on March 17.

The agreement calls for annual in-
creases of 4 percent for WEA mem-
bers.

The WEA represents close to 500
teachers, nurses, librarians, guidance
counselors, social workers and school
psychologists. With a starting salary
of $50,000, Westfield has the highest
starting salary for teachers in New
Jersey.

Board member Arlene Gardner
noted that ”our high starting salary
allows us to attract the best teachers.”

“We think we got a great settle-
ment rate, given where other districts
are settling right now,” Board Presi-

dent Anne Riegel, who chaired the
board’s negotiating team, said during
an interview in the offices of The
Westfield Leader last Thursday.

Kathy Zippler, chief negotiator for
the WEA, said, ”We are verypleased.”
She said the contract was “overwhelm-
ingly ratified” by the WEA, adding,
”It is our job to work together to make
the best school system possible.”
School officials said under the new
agreement, WEA members will pay
$10 co-pays for  generic drugs, an
increase of $2, and $25 for non-ge-
neric drugs, up from $15, through the
district’s managed care health plan
with Oxford HealthCare.

Superintendent of Schools Dr. Wil-
liam Foley said he expects this change
to result in a savings of approximately
$150,000 for the district.

“The association worked with us,
knowing that the district was facing
financial limitations,” Dr. Foley said.
“This year, the district changed health

care providers, which is saving us
another $582,000 in the 2005-2006
school year.”

Ms. Riegel added that, “Dollar-
wise, that was one of the best things
we could do for the whole district.”

Under another change in the new
contract, members who are covered
under a spouse’s health insurance
coverage may opt out of the district’s
health plan and receive an annual
stipend of $700 to $2,500 annually,
depending on their health plan.

“That would be an addition to the
increase in annual pay” members
would receive from lower payroll
deductions, said Board Secretary and
Business Administrator Robert
Berman.

School officials noted that under
New Jersey’s Domestic Partnership
Act, which became effective July 10,
2004, the state’s discrimination law
was amended concerning health in-
surance programs and pension ben-
efits.

“As part of its bargaining agree-
ment, the WEA requested that this
discretionary provision be included
in their health insurance benefit pack-
age,” officials said in a press release
issued to The Leader.

Mr. Berman said it was too early to
tell how this change will impact fu-
ture budgets, noting that he was not
sure how many staff would qualify
under the new law. Salaries and wages
account for 78.3 percent of the school
board’s proposed $77.2 million bud-
get.

Under the new contract, starting
salaries for teachers with a bachelor’s
degree in the first step of the district’s
salary guide will be $49,653 in the
first year, $51,453 in the second year
and $53,333 in the third year of the
agreement

The starting wage for teachers with
master’s degrees will be $52,543 in
the first year, $54,553 in the second
year, and $56,733 in the third year.
WEA members with a masters de-
gree and 30 credits will earn $54,969
in the first year, $56,769 in the second
year and $58,649 in the final year of
the agreement. Staff with doctorate
degrees will be paid a starting wage
of $57,876 in 2005-2006, $59,678 in
2006-2007 and $61,558 in 2007-2008.

The WEA negotiating team was
headed by Ms. Zippler and included
Michael Seiler, WEA President; Mark
Pastir, Mary Ann Sepe, Kathleen Kopec,
Jeffrey Robbins, David Taylor,
Dominick Ceccio and Jeffrey Knight.

The board’s team was headed by
Ms. Riegel and included Vice Presi-
dent Ginny Leiz, Beth Cassie, Julia
Walker and Assistant Superinten-
dent of Human Services Margaret
Dolan.
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Town Council

WESTFIELD
POLICE BLOTTER

MONDAY, MARCH 14
A resident of North Avenue, East

reported that her home was burglar-
ized, and that a $30 sleeping bag was
removed from her bedroom.

TUESDAY, MARCH 15
Two diamond rings, valued at a total

of $2,500, were reported stolen from a
residence on Wallberg Avenue.

After being stopped for motor vehicle
violations at New Providence Road and
Standish Avenue in Mountainside, Sean
McNelis, 19, of Garwood was arrested
and charged with obstructing adminis-
tration of law for allegedly pushing away
and shouting at a police officer who was
speaking with him at the scene. McNelis
was released with a summons.

THURSDAY, MARCH 17
An Embree Court resident reported

that her house was burglarized after
someone forcibly entered the residence
through a rear window. Two laptop
computers, worth a total of $4,000,
were reported taken.

FRIDAY, MARCH 18
Karl Burke, 23, of Westfield was

arrested and charged with driving while
intoxicated at Central Avenue and Sus-
sex Street. He was subsequently re-
leased to a responsible individual.

SATURDAY, MARCH 19
A resident of the 600 block of Carleton

Road reported that her motor vehicle
was burglarized while parked on the
street in front of her home on March 17.
A Motorola cellular telephone, along
with a checkbook, pocketbook and $10
in currency, were reported taken.

SUNDAY, MARCH 20
James Fontaine, 22, of Irvington was

arrested in the 600 block of Central
Avenue and charged with attempted
burglary of a motor vehicle. Entry to
the vehicle was not gained. Fontaine
was released on a summons.
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BOE Budget
committee met to work in concert
with Superintendent of Schools Dr.
William Foley and Mr. Berman to
formulate the budget.

“I really hope that the public comes
out to vote on the 19th,” said BOE
President Anne Riegel. “Hopefully,
this budget is in the best interest of the
district.” Polls will be open from 2
p.m. to 9 p.m. on that date.

In addition to voting on the budget,
Westfield residents will elect three
people to seats on the BOE. Incum-
bents Bill Ziff and Alice Hunnicutt
square off against newcomers Ann
Ormsby-Cary, Steven Dorry, and Gary
McCready.

Following the budget vote, the
board approved a new contract with
the Westfield Education Associa-
tion that goes into effect July 1 of
this year and lasts until June 30 of
2008.

Ms. Riegel expressed her happi-
ness that the contract was “resolved
quickly and amicably.”

The board’s next public meeting
will take place on Tuesday, April 12.

Subscribe Today!
Call (908) 232-4407

program. Fifty percent of the
$100,000 program will be paid by
property owners participating in this
year’s program.

All three ordinances will be on the
agenda for second reading and adop-
tion following public hearings on
Tuesday, April 19.

During the public comment ses-
sion of the meeting, half a dozen
residents asked the town for help in
reviving the Westfield Neighborhood
Council’s on-site summer program
for children. The town’s recreation
department has opted not to provide
staff this year to continue the pro-
gram at the council’s center on
Cacciola Place. Children will instead
be invited to participate in the town’s
summer recreation program, which
will be held at schools throughout
town.

Dolores Russell of Stirling Place
said Neighborhood Council families
“need the Town of Westfield to assist
in any way they can to help us. The
Westfield Neighborhood Council can-
not exist as it is. We need the pro-
grams for the children.”

She noted that new apartments are
currently under construction near the
Neighborhood Council facility, which
will generate additional traffic. The
heavy traffic along South Avenue is
also near the neighborhood where
children who utilize the Neighbor-
hood Council’s facilities live.

“Our children have nowhere to play
that is absolutely safe. We need your
help. We need money. The Town of
Westfield has money,” she said, not-
ing the Neighborhood Council is “go-
ing through some financial problems”
and is restructuring its operation.
Residents noted that the Neighbor-
hood Council was no longer covered
by through a grant from the United
Way of Westfield (formerly the United
Fund of Westfield).

Patricia Fagan of Windsor Avenue
said the Neighborhood Council’s
summer program attracts some 45
children each year. She said the clos-
est school playgrounds in the area are
McKinley, Jefferson and Tamaques
Elementary Schools, all of which,
she said, are too far for the children to
walk.

“We would like to be able to keep
our kids in the neighborhood in a safe
environment,” she told the Town
Council.

Assistant Recreation Director
Dolores McKay explained that the
town offers summer programs for el-
ementary, kindergarten through fifth
grade, and middle school children in
grades six through eight at Westfield
schools.

On another issue, Fire Chief Dan
Kelly said Westfield and the rest of
Union County’s emergency services
will participate in next week’s
TOPOFF 3, full-scale national terror-
ism exercise. The event will be staged
from Monday, April 4, to Friday, April
8.

Chief Kelly, who is Westfield’s
emergency management coordinator,
said the drill will feature a simulated
bio-terrorism attack that includes
Union and Middlesex counties, Con-
necticut, the United Kingdom, and
Canada. He said, among other things,
the concept is to deal with how, in
such an emergency towns, would deal
with the number of patients that would
overwhelm area hospitals and
healthcare facilities. All emergency
services will be utilized as well as the
Westfield Regional Health Depart-
ment.

He urged residents not to be afraid
as the simulated event unfolds
throughout the week. The event, the
third terrorism response exercise since
the terrorism attacks of September
11, 2001, is the most comprehensive
to date.


