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Muhlenberg Closing Adds to
Increased NJ Unemployment

By CHRISTINA M. HINKE
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

AREA – As of August 6, 300 of
Muhlenberg Regional Medical
Center’s employees did not have a
job to go to. This comes at a time
when Union County’s unemployment
rate rose to 5.6 percent in June (latest
available), 1.1 percent higher than
the average rate for 2007. Compared
to the national and state average for
June, Union County has slightly more
out-of-work employees.

Tom Casey, vice president of pub-
lic relations for Solaris Health Sys-
tems, said to The Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Times July 31, “We found
positions for roughly 650 employees
mainly at JFK medical.” Some, he
said, have taken jobs at Solaris’ nurs-
ing facilities and other health service
centers in Middlesex County.

He said 450 employees had resigned
prior to the letter Nancy Fiamingo,
senior vice president and chief operat-
ing officer for Muhlenberg, submitted
to workers July 29, notifying them of
the date the hospital would close. Of
those that resigned, some took jobs at
Trinitas Hospital in Elizabeth as men-
tal health and psychology profession-
als, some went on to jobs elsewhere
and some retired.

John Oatis, Fanwood volunteer res-
cue squad president, told The Times
that most of the doctors have moved
from Muhlenberg.

Last Thursday, approximately 15
patients remained at Muhlenberg, and
the hospital planned to move them
the following day, according to Bar-
bara Germinder, a volunteer at the
medical center. Thursday was the last
day for all volunteers. She said she
did not have another volunteer post
lined up yet, but planned to find a
position after the end of the year,
once the holidays pass.

The hospital halls were virtually
empty, no one was sitting in the wait-
ing room on the third floor, and three
nurses manned the nursing station on
the third floor last Thursday after-
noon.

Most employees of the Plainfield
medical center come from Union,
Somerset and Middlesex counties,
according to Mr. Casey. He did not
have information about the number of
displaced employees from each town
or city. Of the people unemployed due
to the closing of Muhlenberg are a mix
of professional staff, such as secretar-
ies and clerks, clinical staff, and ser-
vice workers, such as food service and
housekeeping.

About five employees of
Muhlenberg were asked to comment,
last Thursday, on their career plans
once the hospital closes. No one
wished to talk to the press. Adminis-
tration declined to speak to the press
as well. Security personnel escorted
The Times reporter off the premises
after approximately five minutes on-
campus.

A severance package was offered
to those who did not take a job in the
Solaris health system. Mr. Casey
would not disclose specific details of
the package, but said the severance is
in correlation with their position’s
rate of pay and length of service to
Muhlenberg. In compliance with state
law, each employee and their eligible
dependents are entitled to receive
medical coverage through COBRA,
paid by the beneficiary.

Mr. Casey did not have cost infor-
mation. According to the state’s Divi-
sion of Pension and Benefits website,
the COBRA monthly payment is the
“full group rate plus a 2 percent ad-
ministration fee.”

Of the 650 people that stayed with
Solaris, 200 to 250 employees will be
on-site at Muhlenberg’s satellite emer-
gency department to provide services.
Diagnostic imaging, lab employees,
dialysis, home care and medical
records are also on the premises.

The school of nursing adjacent to
the hospital is unchanged at 300-plus
students per year, according to Mr.
Casey. The students will continue to
attend classroom lectures and rotate
through other acute care facilities, in-
cluding JFK and Overlook hospitals.

SWEET VIEW...Area girls take the soccer trip of a lifetime in traveling to Brazil last month. Shown above, they ride up to
Sugar Loaf in Rio de Janiero. Alyssa Straniero from Scotch Plains collected 387 pairs of cleats and delivered to them to the
poor of Brazil.  The Central Jersey Stars (CJS), coached by Keith Hertell of Westfield and six other adults, traveled to Brazil
for a 12-day stay. See story on page 14 and goleader.com/photos.

David Samsky for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
INDEPENDENT CHOICE...Linden Mayor Richard Gerbounka holds a news
conference Monday on the steps of city hall to announce his endorsement of
Republican Senator John McCain for President. A life-long Democrat, Mr.
Gerbounka became an independent candidate for mayor in 2006 and upset the
Democrat party establishment to win the mayoral seat.

Fred Rossi for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
SLICK PERFORMANCE...Members of STARS (Student Thespians Are Recre-
ating The Stage) performed a musical number from ‘Grease’ last weekend at Alan
Augustine Village Green in Scotch Plains.

Japan Accepts Defeat
At 6:10 p.m. EDT on August 14, 1945, The United States received word of Emperor Hirohito's surrender and declared Victory in Japan or V-J Day.VJ DAY

Ted Ritter for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
FANWOOD LAYOFFS...PBA Local 123 President Phil Ugoni addresses the
mayor and council at their regular monthly meeting Tuesday night. Seated at left
are Mayor Colleen Mahr and Councilman David Valian.

New Manager Introduced;
Scotch Plains OK’s Contracts

By FRED T. ROSSI
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

SCOTCH PLAINS— At what
Mayor Martin Marks called “a mo-
mentous occasion” and “a momen-
tous township council meeting,”
Michael Capabianco was formally
introduced on Tuesday night as the
next township manager, succeeding
Thomas Atkins, who is retiring at the
end of this month after 28 years of
running the day-to-day operations of
the municipal government.

Mr. Capabianco will begin work
next Monday, allowing for two weeks
of overlap with Mr. Atkins before Mr.
Atkins leaves his position. In intro-
ducing the resolution appointing Mr.
Capabianco to his position, Deputy
Mayor Nancy Malool said at the
council’s regular meeting that she
was “optimistic [Mr. Capabianco] will

serve Scotch Plains and its residents
well.” Echoing remarks made last
week, Mayor Marks said that, in Mr.
Capabianco, “we potentially have a
new Tom Atkins.” He called the new
township manager “a very bright guy”
and “very personable.”

In brief remarks, Mr. Capabianco,
who is 31 years old, called Scotch
Plains “one of the best towns in New
Jersey.” From May 2007, he was the
shared services coordinator for the
Hunterdon County Chamber of Com-
merce. Prior to that, he was borough
manager for two years in Folcroft, Pa.
and served as assistant director of
municipal planning for nearly four
years in Norristown, Pa. Mr.
Capabianco acknowledged that he has
“big shoes to fill,” calling Mr. Atkins’
tenure “an incredible amount of time.”

The mayor said Mr. Capabianco
will be formally sworn in at the
council’s September 9 meeting and
that the governing body will take
time to formally honor Mr. Atkins at
its September 23 meeting.

In other business, the council ap-
proved three ordinances setting sala-
ries and salary ranges for police de-
partment personnel as well as public
works, recreation and other township
employees.

The police department’s multi-year
contract, which covers all personnel
with powers of arrest except for Po-
lice Chief Brian Mahoney, is set to
expire at the end of this year, and the
PBA requested and received a one-
year extension through 2009 with the
same salary increase as in 2008. The
average salary increase next year will
be about 3.52 percent.

The contract with the Scotch Plains
Public Works and Recreation Asso-
ciation, which encompasses skilled
blue-collar employees, sets out a sal-
ary increase schedule for about 16
separate job titles through mid-2010.
A third salary ordinance approved
covers library and several other job

titles includes a salary range for the
yet-to-be-hired manager of the new
special improvement district.

The council also approved a
$38,960 purchase of a workman
sprayer for the maintenance of the
golf course at Scotch Hills Country
Club. The council also approved the
purchase of several pieces of equip-
ment for the Public Works and Recre-
ation Departments, including five
pick-up trucks, another vehicle and
several pieces of related equipment
for those vehicles. The six vehicles
are being purchased through the
Morris County Co-Op in which mu-
nicipalities can purchase such items
at a reduced rate.

A resolution was also approved
appointing Craig Clark as a Class IV
member of the planning board through
December 31, 2010 and Greg
Giardiello and Ted Spera as alternate
members of the board through the
end of 2009 and 2008, respectively.

Correction
A story published July 24 in The

Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times on
coverage of the July 16 Borough
Council meeting should have said
borough resident Marion Menzer
earns $3,244 per month not per quar-
ter as reported. She told the Fanwood
Borough Council her quarterly tax
bill is $3,217.

FSP Rotary Club
Donates to CERT

SCOTCH PLAINS-FANWOOD –
The Fanwood-Scotch Plains Rotary
Club donated $250 at its August 6
meeting to the Fanwood Community
Emergency Response Team (CERT)
toward the purchase of a laptop com-
puter, which will assist with training
and support to first responders.

The FSP Rotary Club is celebrat-
ing 70 years of service to the commu-
nities this year.

Fanwood Mayor Mahr Says
State Will Force Towns to Merge

By TED RITTER
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

FANWOOD — Budget issues, par-
ticularly the impending layoffs of a
police officer and two other borough
employees, were once again front-
and-center at Tuesday’s mayor and
council meeting.

Resident David Clawson, who also
owns a local gas station, asked the
governing body how much it would
cost “per household to keep a police
officer on the job in Fanwood.”

While borough officials promised
to provide that figure before the
amended municipal budget is adopted
at a public hearing next Wednesday,
Mayor Colleen Mahr emphasized,
“The exercise here [during the bud-

get process] has been how to perma-
nently reduce the cost of running this
town.”

Former councilman Jack Molenaar
urged the governing body to make
additional “permanent cuts.”

“Look at anything to save us money;
this is about more efficient govern-
ment,” Mr. Molenaar said.

Local police union delegate Ron
Greco told the governing body “ev-
erything should have been cut first
before putting people on the unem-
ployment line.”

PBA Local 123 President Phil
Ugoni asked for further clarification
on the impact of $600,000 in reduc-
tions made since the $8 million mu-
nicipal budget was introduced.

“Personnel reductions will [save]
about $137,000 going into next year,”
Mayor Mahr said.

Later, during council comments,
Mayor Mahr said, “It has pained me
that we have to lay-off anyone in this
town.”

“The PBA has tried to put a lot of
this at my feet and my feet alone;
there is a full council up here,” said
Mayor Mahr.

The mayor also said the state is
going to “force mergers on towns like
us;” she predicted that municipalities
will be told they “will lose additional
aid” if they don’t merge or share ser-
vices.

“What we’re dealt here is not a nice
hand,” Mayor Mahr continued. “Our
one goal in mind is to try to reduce the
tax burden on the residents of
Fanwood, not to hurt the PBA or
anyone else in this community.”

“There’s nobody on this council
who ran to get elected and [lay-off
employees],” Councilman David
Valian said.

Council President Joan Wheeler
said, “We’re looking at the commu-
nity as a whole, not any one depart-
ment or individual.”

“It’s not about this [budget] year;
it’s about 10 and 20 and 30 years from
now,” agreed Councilwoman Donna
Dolce.

In other business, the governing
body approved on second reading an
ordinance that changes the borough’s
curbside bulk trash pickup to a paid
service requiring a permit.

Councilwoman Dolce said an in-
formational “mailer” is now being
prepared and will be sent to all resi-
dents by the end of the month.

Residents will now pay $65 for a
permit allowing the curbside pickup
of up to 750 pounds of junk. Ms.
Dolce said neighbors can team up to
buy a single permit and pool their
trash to equal the weight limit.

Councilwoman Dolce said the
change to a fee-based service was
done “to help reduce taxes, recogniz-
ing that not everyone has taken ad-
vantage of this program [in the past].”
She also said the fee is “consistent”
with other nearby towns.

“Congratulations on having the guts
to do this; I’m glad that you saw the
light,” said resident and former coun-

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

Council Reviews Positions
For New Retirement System

By FRED T. ROSSI
Specially Written for The Times of Scotch Plains-Fanwood

SCOTCH PLAINS —The town-
ship council this week passed a reso-
lution that sets out municipal job titles
that are eligible to participate in a new
state-established defined contribution
retirement program.

Two months ago, the state asked
municipalities to formalize which
positions and job titles would be en-
rolled in the new program, which is
similar to a 401(k) retirement pro-
gram found in many private sector
companies and is separate from the
state’s Public Employee Retirement
System (PERS). Prior to the council’s
approval, Township Manager Tho-
mas Atkins told the council at its
conference meeting Tuesday that it
had been difficult for local officials to
get definitive information from state
officials on how the new program is
supposed to be operated.

The resolution approved by the
council calls for the township man-
ager, the court administrator, the po-
lice and fire chiefs, the recreation
department director, the township at-
torney and assistant attorney, the at-
torneys for the planning board and
zoning board, the township engineer,
and the municipal prosecutor and
judge to be eligible for participation
in the defined contribution program.
If anyone was serving in one of these
positions and was an active partici-
pant in PERS (the state’s Public Em-
ployees Retirement System) on July
1, 2007 or had been appointed via a
promotion or had been appointed on a
temporary or interim basis, they may
not be required to join the defined
contribution program. If anyone serv-
ing in these positions has a breach in
employment service, then they will
automatically be placed into the new

retirement program.
Several position are exempt from

the program, including certified health
officer, tax collector, chief financial
officer, construction code official, tax
assessor; registered municipal clerk,
licensed uniform subcode inspector,
and public works director.

Mr. Atkins told the council on Tues-
day that “my gut tells me that [next
year’s council] will be dealing with
this again” as state officials continue
to issue further regulations.

In other business at the council’s
conference meeting, Councilwoman
Paulette Coronato, a liaison to the
shared services committee with
Fanwood and the board of education,
said that the group, at its August 8
meeting, discussed a reverse 911 sys-
tem in which authorities can contact
residents in the event of an emer-
gency. The Fanwood Borough Coun-
cil and the board of education have
shown interest in the system, and
Mrs. Coronato said a more formal
presentation would soon be made to
the board and the two councils. She
said the system is “very affordable
and could be a worthwhile endeavor.”

Mrs. Coronato also said open space
grant funds may be available from the
county, and the shared services group
discussed possible projects that might
be funded, including field renova-
tions at Terrill Middle School and
general improvements to Brookside
Park and to the tennis courts at Green
Forest Park.

Another item discussed, according
to Mrs. Coronato, was a lightning
warning system for parks, ballfields
and other open spaces. Several parks
in Westfield as well as Shackamaxon
Country Club have similar warning
sirens to alert sports teams and others
of an impending lightning storm.


