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Courtesy of Rich O’Brien; Georgia Mierswa for The Westfield Leader
WESTFIELD’S FIFTEEN MINUTES…Left, between his weather forecasts, meteorologist Dave Curren speaks on camera
with Westfield Leader staff intern Georgia Mierswa about life in Westfield and work at the town newspaper. Others
interviewed that evening included Mayor Andrew Skibitsky, storeowners and Westfield residents. Right, news anchor
Janine Strafaci interviews a Mohave Grill employee in downtown Westfield on July 27 for a segment to be featured in the
weekly summer series “On the Road,” in which the News 12 New Jersey team profiles selected NJ towns. “This town fit the
bill,” said Bill Schlosser, the shoot’s producer. “Everyone knows Westfield.”

Rec. Commission Chooses
Palmer for Pool Project

By JESSICA E. JASKULA
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — The recreation
commission met Monday to discuss
bids it received for the proposed $3.1-
million renovation of Westfield’s
Memorial Pool, naming Ray Palmer
Associates, Inc., as the commission’s
top choice for the project.

Located in Dover, Ray Palmer As-
sociates was one of three bids received
last Tuesday and came in the lowest, at
$2.3 million. Alna Construction Cor-
poration followed with the second-
lowest bid; Stone Ridge was third.

Referring to contractors who did
not place bids, Recreation Director
Bruce Kaufmann said, “This project
is size-wise and money-wise much
bigger than what many of the con-
tractors do as a rebuild.”

The commission requested that the
town council agree to award the con-
tract on August 7.

Engineer John Belle of Kinsey As-

sociates, who has been overseeing the
bid process, said that while the bid was
significantly lower than the proposed
$3.1 million, he does not believe this
should be a reason for concern.

“I’m not concerned about their abil-
ity to handle the work,” he said. “If I
was even remotely concerned, I
wouldn’t have given them a recom-
mendation. They are very professional
and thorough.”

A major part of the entire renova-
tion project will be the removal of the
main pool, which will be redone.

Mr. Belle said Ray Palmer’s owners
work on site; at least one of the
company’s “most knowledgeable and
experienced will always be on the job.”

Commission member Jonathan
Jones said he was impressed with the
honesty of Jeffrey Landry, a member
of Ray Palmer Associates. When Mr.
Jones asked Mr. Landry what he
thought would be the project’s big-
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Horace Corbin for The Westfield Leader and courtesy of Heidi Hylan-Motyczka
WESTFIELD 5K RUN...More than 2,000 runners and several thousand spectators partake in the 6th annual Westfield 5K run during the perfect summer evening
on Wednesday, July 25. One of the largest, privately sponsored runs in the state, runners start and finish in the downtown after circling through nearby residential
areas. Scores of volunteers, and runners of all skill levels, participate in this event sponsored by the Downtown Westfield Corporation. After checking their standings
in the race, runners feast on pizza donated by local restaurants. See more at goleader.com/photos.

121 Cacciola Pl. Faces Abandonment, Raccoon
Infestation; Residents Express Health Concerns

By KATIE NEWINGHAM
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD – The only tenants
occupying 121 Cacciola Place are
raccoons. The infestation and dilapi-
dated state of this residence has
brought frustration to the street along
with an element of fear, say other
Cacciola Place residents.

In August 2005, Joseph Penyak Sr.
purchased the property with the in-
tent to demolish the residence and
rebuild on the lot. At the December
11, 2005 board of adjustment meet-
ing, Mr. Penyak sought approval from
the committee to demolish the exist-
ing duplex residence and construct a
three-story duplex with a two-car
garage on the first level and a three-
bedroom apartment on the second
and third levels.

He also sought to have the house
pushed back from the street in order
to have a car parked in the driveway.
The board rejected the proposal due
to noncompliance with zoning re-
quirements for lot size.

Before Mr. Penyak purchased the
property, the house was in poor con-
dition, according to neighbor Arlene
Green. A raccoon infestation began
in the attic when the prior residents
were occupying the home.

When Mr. Penyak first bought the
house, dumpsters sat outside it, and
sisters Ms. Green and Patricia Lee,
owners of the neighboring house (119

Cacciola Place), said that Joseph
Penyak Jr. told them the house would
be knocked down. The sisters told
The Westfield Leader that they were
relieved at the time, saying it was
“about time.”

After the rejection of Mr. Penyak’s

plan, the problems at 121 Cacciola
maturated even further, the sisters
said. The deterioration of the home
increased, and neighbors said that
raccoons popping out of windows
and running along the edge of the
roof became a common sight.

“We never actually met Joseph Sr.,
but we became friendly with Penyak
Jr. He told us to give him a call if there
were ever any problems, so we called
about the raccoons, and nothing was
solved,” Ms. Green said.

Neighbors said Mr. Penyak’s ne-

glect of the house has caused frustra-
tion. “Some days, I hear kids outside
screaming and hollering ‘Raccoon!
Raccoon!’” said Ms. Green, who
added that she had to cut down her
pear tree in the backyard because it
was becoming a popular location for
the raccoons in the evenings.

“This has been an ongoing thing for
two years. I used to go out and water
my lawn, and then I started seeing and
hearing the raccoons and would have
to run into my house because I’m
afraid,” said Ms. Lee. “I don’t know if
they have rabies or anything. And I
can’t have people over because I’m
embarrassed. I don’t want them to see
who our neighbors are.”

“Ms. Green came to me in the fall
of 2006, and I went and saw the
property myself,” Westfield Mayor
Andy Skibitsky said. “I saw the holes
on the roof and was aware of the
raccoons. I then began working with
George Dauber at Westfield Public
Works, along with the health depart-

ment. The owner was also contacted.”
Mr. Dauber, public works project

engineer, told The Westfield Leader,
“My involvement has been writing vio-
lation notices.” He added that he has
issued half a dozen to Mr. Penyak fo-
cusing on the deterioration of the home.

“His [Mr. Penyak’s] intentions for
the property have been presented to
the town as planning to knock the
building down and his initial plan
was rejected…All I can do is keep
submitting violations as long as he
[the owner] keeps dragging his feet
with the plans,” Mr. Dauber said.

When the town orders Mr. Penyak
to come to the house and make im-
provements, he sends his workers from
his roofing company so he is not pay-
ing for additional labor, Ms. Lee said.

“He also does not tell the men
about the raccoons – they just think
it’s an abandoned house,” she said.
“For their own safety, I warn them,
and then they get scared.”

Second Ward Councilman Jo Ann
Neylan, whose ward includes Cacciola
Place, said, “Of course, I feel badly for
the neighbors. I understand people are
frustrated, but I feel good that the town
is doing everything they can to make
the owner take care of it.”

When asked about the health risk,
Ms. Neylan said, “I would never want
to see anyone’s health at risk – chil-
dren or adults – but the town is doing
everything they can. Anytime the town
was brought in by neighbors, the town
has responded and acted.”

Ms. Neylan said she was unsure of
the severity of the raccoon issue still
at hand, but said she knew that “some
have been caught.”

On Tuesday, Ms. Green, Ms. Lee and
Ms. Lee’s daughter, Miriam, addressed
the full town council about their con-
cerns. (See related story at right).

The Leader brought the situation at
121 Cacciola to Westfielders Con-
cerned About Responsible Develop-
ment (WECARE) member Sharon
Stockwell’s attention.

After visiting the property, she said,
“I thought it was terrible and a shame.
People should not have to live next to
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COLLECTION BASKET CASE...
Bill Biunno, former president of the
Rotary Club of Mountainside, has
been charged with robbing up to
$28,000 from Our Lady of Lourdes
church. Biunno is pictured above as
he presented scholarships at a Ro-
tary awards luncheon in June.

Police Charge MS Man
With Robbing Church

By MARTIN SWEENEY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

MOUNTAINSIDE — William J.
Biunno, 71, of Mountainside has been
charged with stealing up to $28,000
from his church, Our Lady of Lourdes
in Mountainside.

Officials announced the charges on
Thursday afternoon following an in-
depth investigation headed by the
Union County Prosecutor’s Office and
Detective Michael
Jackson of the
Mountainside Police
Department.

Police accuse
Biunno of stealing
from the church’s
collection plate dur-
ing Sunday Mass,
beginning in January
of 1995. Buinno is a
longtime member of
the church, serving
as a trustee, an usher
and a choir member.

As a trustee of the
church, it was his re-
sponsibility to de-
posit the contents of
the plate into a re-
ceptacle after count-
ing the offerings. It
was during this time
that the thefts occurred, police said.

Last year, suspicions began to rise
among the church officials. A sur-
veillance camera recorded unusual
movements by Biunno, but the cam-
era was not stationed at the best angle
to see exactly what he was doing,
police said.

When church officials installed
more cameras to monitor Biunno’s
activities, the footage depicted Biunno
taking money out of the plate and
putting it in his pocket, police said.

The tapes were brought to the
Mountainside Police, and Biunno was
removed from his position as a trustee.

Church officials made parishioners
aware of the situation in March of this
year, withholding any major details
until the prosecutor addressed the
issue.

“At the time, we added that the
individual was no longer in a position
of trust in the parish, and that I, out of
Christian charity, had determined not
to proceed with prosecution of the
matter through the criminal courts
provided arrangements were made
for restitution of the funds,” said Fa-
ther John McCrone of Our Lady of
Lourdes in a brief statement to the
congregation this past Sunday.

The Union
County Prosecutor,
however, chose to
settle the case in
court. Biunno now
faces two third-de-
gree charges of
theft, which carry
maximum penalties
of five years in
prison. His trial is
scheduled for to-
morrow at 9 a.m. at
the central intake
court in Elizabeth.

Biunno served as
president of the
Rotary Club of
Mountainside up
until June, when his
post expired. He has
also been involved
with the Union

County College Board of Governors,
and he served as the chairman of the
New Jersey Savings League from
1979 to 1980.

According to the Mountainside tax
assessor’s office Biunno’s Wood Val-
ley Road home is assessed at
$158,400. Mountainside tax collec-
tor Patricia Scherer said Biunno “does
have some delinquent taxes.” When
asked to elaborate, Ms. Scherer said
he did not pay his second quarter
taxes. However, she said this was not
an “unusual” occurrence.

“Biunno came to church last Sun-
day at 9:30 a.m. mass as he usually
does, stood in his usual position in
front, but quickly exited after the Mass
instead of attending the breakfast so-
cial held afterwards,” an anonymous
church member said.

By Jenna Nierstedt for The Westfield Leader
A TRIBUTE TO MEGAN…Karen and Geoff Beck, parents of late Westfield
Playground Program employee Megan Beck, walk off the field after completing
the coin toss to begin the “Flag Football for a Friend Fundraiser.” The friendly
competition among counselors from all seven playground sites raised $1,000
toward new playground equipment at Tamaques Park Lower to be dedicated in
memory of Megan. See story on page 2.

courtesy of Patricia Lee
ROCKY RACCOON(S)...To the dismay of neighbors for almost two years now,
raccoons, photographed above last year, enjoy their home at the abandoned house
in Westfield at 121 Cacciola Place. The developer, Joseph Penyak Sr., had
intended to demolish the house and rebuild. A nighttime photo taken on July 17
shows that the infestation is ongoing (see page 8).

Cacciola Place Residents
Seek Raccoon Solution

By JENNA NIERSTEDT
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — During the pub-
lic portion of Tuesday night’s council
conference meeting, 119 Cacciola
Place residents Arlene Green, Patricia
Lee and Mariam Lee pleaded with
council members to resolve a two-
year raccoon infestation problem at
121 Cacciola Place.

Town Administrator James Gildea
told those in attendance about the
council’s actions since 2004, when
121 Cacciola Place first started show-
ing signs of deterioration.

He said the town has issued prop-
erty-maintenance code violations, and
the health department has also issued
violations. Animal control has set up
traps to catch the raccoons that reside
in the roof of the abandoned home.

“There’s a lot being done, as much
as we can do within our realm, within
the law,” Mr. Gildea said. “I know this
is frustrating, but we’ve given at least
six violations, the court has been in-
volved and it’s going the best we can
go within our limitations.”

However, the raccoon infestation
has persisted and the site has only
gotten worse.

Members of WECARE
(Westfielders Concerned About Re-
sponsible Development) spoke in sup-

port of the residents at 119 Cacciola
Place.

WECARE member Jacqueline
Thiam of West Dudley Avenue sug-
gested that the location of the prop-
erty affected the town’s response.

“I am confident if that was happen-
ing on Dudley Avenue, we wouldn’t
be having this conversation right now,”
she said.

Mentioning similar properties in
town, WECARE member Sharon
Stockwell said, “Not only are they
unsightly, they’re unsafe, they’re un-
sanitary and they are a severe detri-
ment to the quality of life of the
individuals that have to live in these
neighborhoods. This is completely
unacceptable. We have to find
ways…to affectively resolve these
kinds of issues.”

Much of the half-hour discussion
centered on what group (the town, the
court or the health department) has
jurisdiction over the land.

Second Ward Councilwoman Jo
Ann Neylan added that a court hear-
ing is scheduled for August 29.

Acting Mayor Mark Ciarrocca said
the residents should wait to appear in
court on that date and speak with
Municipal Judge Brenda Coppola
Cuba.
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WF BOE Appoints Positions
For 2007-2008 School Year

By EBONY MCQUEEN
Specifically Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — At Tuesday night’s
special board of education meeting,
board members appointed new posi-
tions for the 2007-2008 school year.

The board opened the meeting by
speaking in a brief, private session.
During this time, they approved the
appointment of David Heller as
Franklin Elementary School’s assis-
tant principal for the year, at an an-
nual salary of $78,000.

“I am very excited,” said Mr. Heller.
“I graduated through the Westfield
schools, and I am excited to be back
in the township.”

Out of 120 resumes received for
the position, the selection process
was narrowed down to 12 interviews
and four finalists.

“David simply stood out,” said
newly appointed Franklin principal
Eileen Cambria.

Mr. Heller served as a fifth-grade
teacher in the Watchung school sys-
tem for six years. He will be replac-
ing Paul Nigro, beginning October 1.

Barbara B. Ball was appointed as
the Human Resources Specialist and
Douglas Layman as assistant princi-
pal at Edison Intermediate School.

Mr. Layman’s term will begin on
October 1, or sooner, as determined by
the release date from his current school

district. Mr. Layman will also serve as
the Coordinator of the Gifted and Tal-
ented program for the 2007-2008
school year. He will receive an annual
stipend based on the rate of $7,200.

Ms. Ball has retired from her previ-
ous position as Supervisor of Lan-
guage Arts for grades K through 8 to
accept her new role.


