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for the other seven RVSA member
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 future
years’ spending priorities.

While not a budget buster, the in-
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Area Taxpayers Will Foot Bill
For Sewerage Plant Upgrade

creased RVSA fees “do make it tough”
to manage the municipal budget, said
Westfield Town Administrator Jim
Gildea.

As the utility’s third largest member,
Westfield is looking at average fee in-
creases of around $500,000 annually
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 obligations.

“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, call-
ing 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
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 sani-
tary sewers,” which besides RVSA also
includes the Plainfield Area Regional
Sewerage Authority, of which Scotch
Plains is also a member. By the end of
the decade, factoring in the coming fee
increases, Mr. Atkins said it’s possible
that 15 percent 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 bud-
get 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 instead of 20 years. She
said a 40-year time frame was first
considered, but RVSA officials con-
cluded that the costs would have been
“prohibitive.”

RVSA will finance the program
through New Jersey Environmental In-
frastructure Trust Bonds and Capital
Appreciation Bonds, with a 2 percent
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 facility
upgrades, Mr. Tokarski said, noting that
the utility’s rates are one of the lowest in
the state, said he was confident that
“we’ll have fairly attractive rates when
all is said and done.”
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Westfield School Board Officials Say Budget
Impacted By Special Education, Flat State Aid

By PAUL J. PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — Increasing special
education costs, flat state aid and a new
law lowering the use of surplus funds to
offset property taxes are factors impact-
ing the Westfield public schools’ pro-
posed $77.2 million budget for the 2005-
2006 school year, school officials re-
vealed last Thursday during an interview
in the offices of The Westfield Leader.

The result is a 5 percent hike in the
school tax levy, bringing it to $66,025,201
which, if approved by voters, will in-
crease local school taxes by 18 cents per
$100 of assessed valuation, or $324 for
a home assessed at $180,000. The over-
all $77 million spending plan is up 4.85
percent over last year.

“It (the tax levy) is smaller than some
of the previous years but still a signifi-
cant hike,” Superintendent of Schools
Dr. William Foley said.

“The community has pretty much over-
whelmingly supported school budgets,”
continued Dr. Foley. “The point is, how
long can this go on?” The last school
budget to be defeated was in 1994.

State aid for Westfield will be $4.6
million this year, which is 7 percent of
the total budget. Two years ago, the
district received $4.9 million.

Last year, the board passed an initial
budget with a 19-cent hike in property
taxes. Following the passing of state
legislation, S-1701, the district had to
reduce the surplus it kept on reserve. As
a result, the district had to apply another
$720,000 in its surplus to the revenue
side of the 2004-2005 budget, which
reduced last year’s tax levy increase to
15 cents but lowered the district’s re-
serve, or “rainy day fund,” for emer-
gency appropriations, officials explained.

Salaries and wages, including teach-
ers and administrators, total $6,462,183,
according to Business Secretary Rob-
ert Berman, accounting for 78.3 per-
cent of the budget. Of that amount,

instructional salaries total $35,303,337;
non-instructional, $7,364,202, an and
administrative, $3,794,644.

Looking at this year’s budget, Board
Vice President Ginny Leiz said, “With-
out question, every single school board
member is distressed and concerned
about the impact of what our school
budget is going to do 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 spe-
cial education tuition, and for in-dis-
trict 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 explained, 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 dol-
lars in its fund balance for emergencies.

“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
try to live with the tax situation in gen-
eral, 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 is enrollments
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 around $4
million in special education 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 stu-
dents placed in programs outside of the
district, 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 currently
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.
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Town BOE Ratifies New
Three-Year Contract

With 500-Member WEA
By PAUL PEYTON

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — The Westfield
Board of Education Tuesday night rati-
fied a new three-year contract with the
Westfield Education Association
(WEA). The new pact, which will be-
come 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 start-
ing salary for teachers in New Jersey.

Board member Arlene Gardner re-
sponded that  “our high starting salary
allows us to attract the best teachers.”

“We think we got a great settlement
rate, given where other districts are
settling right now,” Board President
Anne Riegel, who chaired the board’s
negotiating team, said during an in-
terview in the offices of The Westfield
Leader last Thursday.

Kathy Zippler, chief negotiator for
the WEA, said “We are very pleased.”
She said the contract was “overwhelm-
ingly ratified” by  WEA members.

”It is our job to work together to
make the best school system pos-
sible,” Ms. Zippler said.

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- generic drugs,
up from $15, through the district’s man-
aged care health plan with Oxford
HealthCare.

Superintendent of Schools Dr. Will-
iam 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 an-
other $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 cov-

erage, may opt out of the district’s
health plan and receive an annual sti-
pend of $700 to $2,500 annually, de-
pending 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 Ad-
ministrator 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 insurance
programs and pension benefits.

“As part of its bargaining agreement.
The WEA requested that this discre-
tionary provision be included in their
health insurance benefit package,” offi-
cials said in a press release issued to
The Leader.

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

Under the new contract, starting sala-
ries for teachers with a bachelor’s degree
in the first grade 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 sec-
ond year and $58,649 in the final
year of the agreement. Staff with
doctorate degrees will be paid a start-
ing wage of $57,876 in 2005-2006,
$59,678 in 2006-2007 and $61,558
in 2007-2008.

The WEA negotiating team was head
led by Ms. Zippler and included Michael
Seiler, WEA President; Mark Pastir,
Mary Ann Sepe, Kathleen Kopec; Jef-
frey 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.

it was a small, 32-foot wide, Cape Cod,
congruent with other homes in the
neighborhood.

Mr. Wilkins told the board that to
stay within the available footprint the
house could not exceed 25 feet wide,
which he felt was too small to be aes-
thetically pleasing or comfortable.

Board members agreed to postpone
the application to give them an oppor-
tunity to see the lot and other homes in
the neighborhood before voting.

A third application, requiring a side-
yard setback variance for a bathroom
addition at 90 Montrose Avenue will
also be continued to the next meeting,
after board members have had an op-
portunity to visit that site.

Board members cited that the appli-
cants, Philip and Ethel Paoletti, have
already been granted several permits
to increase the impervious coverage
of their property. Board members
stated that they would be more ame-
nable to permitting the bathroom ad-
dition in the rear of the house, on an
existing patio, which would not re-
quire a variance and would not in-
crease the impervious coverage.

However, Mr. Paoletti said this loca-
tion would not suit his need if he had to
construct the bathroom off of the two
downstairs bedrooms.

The Woodcliff Development applica-
tion for a major subdivision, proposing
to build five houses at Beverly Avenue
and Ginder Place, has been withdrawn.

Mr. Kraus, attorney for the appli-
cant, told The Times that the applicant
has not communicated with him the
reasons for the delay.

The next agenda meeting of the board
will be held on Monday, April 18 and
the next regular meeting of the Plan-
ning Board will be held on Wednesday,
April 27, both at 7:30 p.m.

‘Not Guilty’ Pleas
Entered by Protesters

By DAVID GIALANELLA
Specially Written for The Times

WESTFIELD — Though they have
all entered not guilty pleas, according
to Westfield Municipal Court Admin-
istrator Linda Chieffo, only one of
four people arrested during demon-
strations against President Bush on
March 4 was arraigned on March 23.

Thomas Silva, 40, of Patterson ap-
peared at the municipal court and en-
tered a plea of not guilty for the charge
of disorderly conduct, or a “petty dis-
orderly persons offense.”

Several other arrests were made
during the President’s appearance at
the National Guard Armory in
Westfield to discuss his proposal to
privatize Social Security, including
Jonathan Spitz, 41, and Emily Colvin,
18, of Westfield, and Gabrielle Hanlon,
21, of New Brunswick.

Congressmen Robert Menendez and
Frank Pallone and others spoke at a
rally at Clark Street and Ferris Place

that morning, where the protest be-
gan. The rally was organized by New
Jersey Citizen Action.

Protesters went on to neighborhoods
adjacent to the armory where they
were met by police barricades. A total
of nine were arrested including five
juveniles.

During last week’s arraignment,
Municipal Court Judge Brenda Cuba
defined the charges at Mr. Silva’s re-
quest. She explained that a disorderly
conduct charge indicates “improper
behavior” for the “purpose to cause
public inconvenience or alarm.”

Mr. Silva was informed that he must
apply for the public defender’s ser-
vices or submit an attorney’s letter of
representation by Saturday, April 30.
A trial date will then be scheduled.

If found guilty, Mr. Silva may be
sentenced to up to a $500 fine and/or
30 days in jail.

Mr. Spitz is scheduled for a court
appearance on Thursday, May 5.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

BOE Passes $67 Mil. Budget,
$58.7 Mil. School Tax Levy

the athletic teams and the establish-
ment of the Diversity Council. He re-
minded everyone about the events that
led up to the formation of the council –
the racial comments that were posted
on the Internet and the walls of the high
school.

The council, said Mr. Whitehouse,
was “something that we can take the
bad and make it good.”

Mrs. Woerner also reminded voters
to come out and cast their ballots on
April 19. She noted that in previous
years, the budget has passed by a very
slim margin, and that everyone con-
cerned with education should partici-
pate in the budget approval process. In
particular, she referred to voter data
that showed a lack of parent turnout at
elections.

“The parents are the people not vot-
ing,” stated Mrs. Woerner.

A question was raised as to what
happens if the voters do not approve the
budget. Anthony Del Sordi, the board’s
business manager, explained that meet-
ings would take place between the board
and the governments of Scotch Plains
and Fanwood.

The governing bodies of each town
would then determine the tax levy. In
essence, said Mr. Del Sordi, the gov-
ernments would take away the voters’
power to approve the budget.

Board member Lance Porter referred
to the budget as a “maintenance bud-
get,” referring to the fact that many cuts
had to be made to fall in line with state
requirements.

Mr. Porter and Mr. Whitehouse
agreed that the 2005-2006 budget does
not represent a comprehensive view of
what the board desires in terms of fund-
ing.

“A blue sky budget this is not,” com-
mented Mr. Whitehouse.

There was also a brief public hear-
ing, during which only one member of
the public – Jim Cates of Scotch Plains
– commented on the budget. He con-
firmed with the board that the only
increase in the budget comes in sala-
ries and benefits, while the other areas
recognize decreases in funds.

Board President Linda Nelson added
that in terms of salaries, “we have little
control year to year.”

Following the presentation and dis-
cussion, the budget was approved unani-
mously.

In other board business, it was an-
nounced through a letter to the board
that all poll workers district-wide will
see an increase in wages. Poll workers
will now receive $10 per hour, a sub-
stantial increase from last year.

Mrs. Nelson explained that while the
board may not agree with the increase,
it has no legal recourse and must com-
ply with county regulations.

Board member Tom Russo noted that
the increases over the last two years
have come as a result of what Union
County calls lower-than-average wages
for district poll workers.

Mr. Russo pointed out that the dis-
trict has never had a problem attracting
people to work the polls, and that such
increases may be uncalled for.

“Why pay more than you have to?”
asked Mr. Russo.

Board members also viewed a pre-
sentation made by Scotch Plains-
Fanwood High School’s television pro-
duction students, led by teacher Bill
McMeekan.

Mr. McMeekan explained that high
school programming airs 99 hours
during the week, but that Monday
evening is the only primetime slot
(after 7:30) for their programs. For
each minute of airtime, they shoot
approximately one hour’s worth of
footage.

In addition to local events, the televi-
sion students have also worked with
Westfield High School, The Westfield
Leader and The Times, and the Town of
Westfield.

Rob Dawson, a host of the student-
produced show “The Sports Cronies,”
commented that while the money bud-
geted for the television production pro-
gram could be better, the students still
work extra-hard to ensure a quality
finished product.

“We do more with less,” said Rob.
The board also paid tribute to board

member Susan Dyckman of Fanwood,
as Tuesday evening was her final meet-
ing as a member of the board.

Mrs. Woerner recognized the amount
of devotion Mrs. Dyckman gave to spe-
cial interest groups during her three
years on the board.

“I think you’ve done a lot for the
board…(you) recognize and know
about events we should have known
about,” Mrs. Woerner said.

Board member Craig Nowlin praised
Mrs. Dyckman as “exactly what’s
needed in a board member,” adding that
he “value(s) your integrity, your pur-
pose, and your steadfast belief in all of
our children.”

For her part, Mrs. Dyckman – who
was presented with a special resolution
– recognized the different perspectives
that have become a part of the board.
She acknowledged that while unique,
each perspective is a “valued perspec-
tive.”

“I have every confidence…that you
will continue to look out for our
students,” Mrs. Dyckman said to the
board.
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