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New County Task Force to Target
Rise in Unsolved Homicides

By RAYNOR DENITZIO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

SCOTCH PLAINS — Flanked by
local police chiefs, Union County
Prosecutor Ted Romankow an-
nounced on Thursday the formation
of a special homicide task force to
combat the rate of unsolved murders
in his jurisdiction.

“What I decided to do is to take
control and supervise all homicides
in Union County,” Mr. Romankow
said. “It’s not going to be the respon-
sibility of the towns anymore. It’s
going to be me. It’s going to be my
office, so they can point the finger to
me later on.”

Mr. Romankow said that the task
force was formed as a result of the
recent rise in unsolved homicides in
Union County, and is modeled after a
similar program in Hudson County
that has resulted in a solved rate of 90
percent for homicides in that county.

According to statistics provided by
the prosecutor’s office, there were 14
homicides in the county as of June
15, eight of which remain unsolved.

Overall, 54 of the 160 homicides (34
percent) in the county since 2003 are
presently unsolved. The task force,
made up of police officers from
throughout the county, as well as
members of the prosecutor’s office,
will handle all new and unresolved
homicides in the county.

“These people are gone,” Mr.
Romankow said. “They had no one to
stand up for them. So, we’re going to
give it to them.”

Mr. Romankow blamed the in-
creased murder rate on gang activity,
estimating that 40 percent of the ho-
micides in the county are gang re-
lated, compared with 20 percent state-
wide. Gang activity has also spread to
suburban portions of the county, with
the prosecutor’s office’s statistics
showing three gang members reside
in Westfield, two in Fanwood, two in
Garwood and eight in Scotch Plains.

Part of the impetus for the program
was the success of a gang-targeting
task force in Plainfield, which re-
sulted in the arrests of two major
gangs.

“It was a very enlightening mo-
ment when I saw that finally the sta-
tistics showed that homicides were
down, that the unsolved homicides
were down and that the number of
gang bangers were up, gang bangers
that we could target,” Mr. Romankow
said. “So, I thought ‘well if it works in
Plainfield, why can’t it work in Union
County?’”

Mr. Romankow said that police
chiefs from Linden, Hillside,
Plainfield, Union, Scotch Plains and
the Union County Police have so far
pledged officers to serve on the task
force, while other departments in the
county have offered their support as
well.

Mr. Romankow said that Elizabeth
Mayor Chris Bollwage and the city’s
police department had “refused” to
participate in the task force when he
approached them and that he said the
administration was “ignoring” the
city’s “serious problem” with gangs.
More than 84 homicides have oc-
curred in Elizabeth over the last six
years. Sixty-five percent of the un-
solved homicide cases in the county
are from Elizabeth.

Mr. Romankow said although the
Elizabeth Police Department will not
participate directly in the task force,
he does not foresee any problems
with cooperation between his depart-
ment and officers in Elizabeth.

“The [Elizabeth] officers are fine,
they work well with our people,” Mr.
Romankow said. “But the mayor is
the one who makes the final decision
about whether or not they’re to be
part of the task force. And it’s wrong.”

When contacted by The Westfield
Leader, Bill Reyes, public informa-
tion officer for Elizabeth, said Mr.
Romankow’s statement that the ad-
ministration is ignoring gang activity
was incorrect, citing the city’s par-
ticipation in gang prevention and anti-
violence youth programs.

“For him to say it’s being ignored is
not correct,” Mr. Reyes said. “If he
knew a little bit about Elizabeth and
our efforts, he would not say it’s be-
ing ignored.”
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Raynor Denitizio for The Westfield Leader
FOCUSED ON HOMICIDES…Union County Prosecutor Ted Romankow, along
with police chiefs from throughout Union County, announces the formation of a
homicide task force, which will investigate any suspicious deaths and unsolved
homicides in the county.

Wayne Baker for The Westfield Leader
GOOD THYMES...Dominick Verdic, president of the Downtown Westfield
Corporation, presents an award to David Martone, left, owner of Classic Thyme,
for his years of service to the organization.

Mountainside BOE Adds
Admin Position in Split Vote

By JOHN MAGUIRE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

MOUNTAINSIDE – With one dis-
senting vote and one abstention, the
seven-member Board of Education
Tuesday night approved adding the
position of staff accountant at a sal-
ary of $65,000.

Board members Carmine Venes and
Joseph Tinnirella, chairman of the
personnel sub-committee, questioned
the necessity of hiring a staff accoun-
tant to assist in maintaining the
district’s books during a period of
fiscal challenges.

“I am concerned,” said Mr. Venes.
“If the public saw what is listed under
administrative costs and supervisory
costs, they could use their best judg-
ment,” he said in arguing for more
disclosure. He suggested that a vote
on filling the position be postponed
until the job description could be
reviewed and it could be determined
whether filling the position was ap-
propriate.

“They are scrutinizing k-8 dis-
tricts,” he said. “Sometimes we have
to look at costs.”

Mr. Tinnirella also asked whether
the position was truly needed.

Board member Raymond Haggar
said, “I do not want to lose hard won
gains in fiscal accountability,” then
said that filling the position was nec-
essary for maintaining fiscal disci-
pline. “I do not want to go back to
where we were three years ago,” Mr.
Haggar added.

Mr. Tinnirella agreed but still sug-
gested that, at a minimum, the board
update the job description for the
position so that it would reflect the
work expected of the employee.

Arguing for the measure, Business
Administrator Roderic McLaughlin
referred to the 85 pages of guidance
on reporting requirements from the
state that the district has to comply
with. He cited mandatory reporting
in accordance with the State Special
Education Medicaid Incentive

(SEMI) program as one example of
why the position was needed; despite
not having a single child on Medicaid
in the district, Mountainside is still
required to file with the state.

Board President Mary Beth
Schaumberg and Chief School Ad-
ministrator Jeannette Baubles both
said it was not in the district’s best
interest to wait for a vote. To dissuade
spending concerns, Mrs. Shaumberg
said the district’s administrative costs
were “slightly below the mean for the
state.” Mrs. Baubles cited an “ac-
counts payable issue” that had re-
cently surfaced suggesting that by
waiting, the board would incur addi-
tional accounting risk.

In the end, the board voted to au-
thorize the position despite objec-
tions by Mr. Venes and Mr. Tinirella.
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Garwood Council Explores
Renewable Energy Options

By RAYNOR DENITZIO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

GARWOOD – Borough Council
President and Finance Chairwoman
Kathleen Villaggio Tuesday night re-
iterated her call of last month in say-
ing that the borough must look for
long-term ways to cut operating costs
and increase revenue.

“It is important that we start now
looking to the future, to 2009 and

2010,” Ms. Villaggio said.
One cost-saving possibility the

borough is exploring is the use of
solar panels on the roof of municipal
buildings to generate power. Coun-
cilmen Anthony Sytko and Stephen
Napolitano, along with officials from
Westfield and Fanwood, recently met
with a consultant from Eco Kinetics,
a renewable energy company.

According to Mr. Sytko’s build-
ings and grounds committee report,
the borough has two main ways it
could use solar panels. If Garwood
were to purchase panels themselves it
would cost approximately $1.5 mil-
lion. Although the initial cost is high,
Mr. Sytko said the panels should pay
for themselves after five years and
begin turning a profit.

“We’d have to spend more money
up front and see more money in the
long run,” Mr. Sytko said.

Mr. Sytko said there are tax rebates
for purchasing solar panels and, al-
though the state is currently only fund-
ing solar projects already underway,
he hopes funding would be available
if and when Garwood goes through
with a plan. Even without the state tax
incentives, Mr. Sytko said the bor-
ough would have a lower energy bill
and be entitled to renewable energy

DWC Discusses New Promo,
Store Openings in Town

By WAYNE BAKER
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — The Downtown
Westfield Corporation (DWC) board
on Monday night discussed adding a
promotion in October. Of the month-
long gap between promotions, Saul
Drittel, head of the promotions com-
mittee, requested a “ring the till” pro-
motion for that interval to minimize
the impact of the economic downturn
and to jumpstart holiday shopping.

About 150 to 175 people attended
last Saturday’s outdoor movie of “The
Game Plan” at the South Avenue Train
Station lot. The second movie, “Night
at the Museum,” is scheduled for 7:30
p.m. tomorrow, September 26, at the
Elm Street field, with a rain date of
Saturday. The Trick or Treating and
the costume contest will be held Sun-
day, October 26.

The board will request the town
council for a free parking day on a
Saturday, October 18 or 25. The short
timeframe would make approval chal-
lenging, DWC officials said.

The transition of retailers was also
discussed. The board said Ricky’s, a
costume shop, would be occupying
the former Little Treasures space on
East Broad Street just through Hal-
loween. Janie and Jack, a children’s
clothing store, has taken over the Mimi
Maternity space and Papa John’s Pizza
is coming next store to Hershey’s
Deli.

A high-end resale shop called Cou-
ture Exchange is taking over the
former Image One-Hour Photo space.
Two other additions were briefly men-
tioned. Sherry Cronin, the DWC ex-
ecutive director, stated she expects
more turnover come the New Year.

The South Avenue Streetscape
project is in final review before issu-
ing the bid. It’s expected that this

already funded project would be ex-
ecuted next spring. Two future county
projects, one covering Central Av-
enue and the other on Westfield Av-
enue, will result in scaling back some
parts of the streetscape project to
avoid reworking them shortly after
the county work is completed.

A forum for downtown business
owners is on DWC’s Wednesday, Oc-
tober 8 schedule. It’s expected that
much of the discussion will center on
long-term parking plans.

Mr. Martone, owner of Classic
Thyme, was thanked for his eight
years of service to the DWC. Classic
Thyme, a store and cooking school,
moved from East Broad Street in May
2007 to South Avenue. Mr. Martone
was serving as chairman of the DWC
board when he noticed he hadn’t re-
ceived a DWC assessment. This re-
sulted in the discovery that his new
location was outside the DWC’s Spe-
cial Improvement District (SID) and
Mr. Martone had to resign his post
this spring because businesses must
be within the SID.

Mr. Martone, speaking to the board

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

Christina M. Hinke for The Westfield Leader
BRAINSTORMING…The Westfield Board of Education brainstorms Tuesday
night. At center, Anne Riegel discusses evaluating curriculum and programs.
Pictured, left to right, are: Ginny Leiz, president; Julia Walker, vice president;
Mrs. Riegel and Beth Cassie. See story on page 10.
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WECARE Presses Westfield Council
For Vacant-Buildings Ordinance

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD – After unanimously
enacting ordinances to allocate
$75,000 to pay for safety devices in
connection with the Rahway Avenue
quiet zone project and to roll back
enforcement at one municipal lot, a
member of the public suggested inte-
grating a vacant-buildings ordinance
with the land use task force’s recom-
mendations.

After last week’s announcement
that the recommendations of the land
use task force would be “married”
with the planning board’s master plan
review, WECARE (Westfielders Con-
cerned About Responsible Develop-
ment) chairwoman Sharon Stockwell
asked if an ordinance to address va-

cant buildings could be incorporated
as well.

Mayor Andy Skibitsky said the
measure, if enacted, would be a sepa-
rate ordinance and that the council’s
code review and town property com-
mittee would address it in the coming
months.

Councilman Jim Foerst, who chairs
the committee, said the matter would
be considered, but he hesitated to
give a firm timeframe on when a
potential ordinance could be dis-
cussed. Currently, the committee has
19 items on its docket.

Mrs. Stockwell said, “With the cur-
rent downtown economics and mort-
gage company problems, there is a lot
of concern that these properties… if
they have not been improved upon by

this time, then there may be a longer
period of time in which they’re not
going to have improvements made.
That’s why we are encouraging you
to work on this before some of these
properties continue to deteriorate.”

Mayor Skibitsky reminded Mrs.
Stockwell that the town does employ
its external property-maintenance
code to address public health and
safety matters.

Ms. Stockwell has suggested hold-
ing properties to different standards,
based on whether or not they are
occupied.

At an April meeting, Mrs. Stockwell
said an ordinance is needed to ad-
dress the “growing trend” of vacant
buildings in town. WECARE’s re-
search on the matter occurred con-
currently with discussion of two Pros-
pect Street properties that were fall-
ing into disrepair.

At the time, Mrs. Stockwell said “a
couple” of other first-ward properties
have become “unsightly” after ne-
glect. Bringing up an abandoned
Cowperthwaite Place home, she said
glass windows have been destroyed,
the front porch has rotted and the
door to the home has been left open.

At the time, she had said a potential
ordinance, among its many functions,
would define the term “vacant build-
ing” and establish a permit process
for registering such buildings with
the town.

Ms. Stockwell had said in difficult
fiscal times, the permit process could
become a possible revenue source.

During a March meeting that cen-
tered on the Prospect Street homes,
First Ward Councilman Sal Caruana
stated his opposition to deferring the
two homes’ demolition, calling the
houses a “a blight on the neighbor-
hood.” At a mid-May meeting, Mr.
Caruana complimented WECARE on
its “well written” report and said the
code review and town property com-
mittee would consider the matter.

In other business, part-time em-
ployees who work nights should have
an easier time finding free parking.
The council unanimously passed an
ordinance to roll back the enforce-
ment on employee parking spaces in
Lot 8 (behind Verizon by the train
tracks off North Avenue) to 4:30 p.m.

Parking had formerly been enforced
in Lot 8 from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. Even if
an employee found an unoccupied
spot during that time period, a park-
ing permit was required. Now, these
spots will be free starting at 4:30 p.m.

The same procedure will be effec-
tive at the bagged meters on Ferris
Place, Orchard Street and Elm Street.

Third Ward Councilman Mark
Ciarrocca has said the council came
to this decision in response to down-
town shopkeepers who said part-time
employees had difficulty finding ad-
equate parking.

The council also unanimously
passed a bond ordinance to allocate
$75,000 for the implementation of
safety devices in connection with the
“quiet zone” establishment, which
would ultimately mitigate the effect
of train noise in the area.

David Samsky for The Westfield Leader
HARLEY’S ANGELS...Thousands of Rolling Thunder motorcyclists gathered in Warinanco Park in Roselle Sunday and
drove to the New Jersey Vietnam Memorial in Holmdel, showing support for POWs and MIAs. The annual event, Ride For
Freedom,  attracts many spectators and well-wishers enroute and along the Parkway as they receive police escort.


