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DWC Director Reports
High Town-Occupancy Rate

By WAYNE BAKER
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — Occupancy rates
in Westfield remain high, Downtown
Westfield Corporation (DWC) Ex-
ecutive Director Sherry Cronin re-
ported at Thursday’s annual DWC
reorganization meeting.

Mrs. Cronin reported that the retail
occupancy rate in downtown is at 95
percent. She said although several
stores are currently vacant, the occu-
pancy rate, based on a square footage
basis, is still less than double the
typical 3 percent vacancy rate.

Mrs. Cronin also reported that of-
fice space in the downtown is 94
percent occupied, though, she said
that due to lack of a formal reporting
process there is a chance that the
actual occupancy rate is lower.

Some of the recent stores to close
its doors include Cosi and Tarpley
Jewelers. These are added to the
Merrill Lynch space on South Av-
enue, Wachovia Bank and Bombay
sites, and Perla.

The Little Treasures space had been
occupied on a temporary basis but is
now vacant. Recent openings of Ana
Beall’s Tea Room, The Couture Ex-
change, Gabi’s Sushi and Noodles,
Staples and Papa John’s pizza helped
to keep the vacancy rate low, she said.

Mrs. Cronin also said most of the
larger retail spaces in town are occu-
pied. Mrs. Cronin also revealed that
the Washington Mutual Bank on Elm
Street wouldclose in mid-March. Mrs.
Cronin also revealed that Five Guys
Burgers and Fries would occupy the
new building being constructed next
to G.O. Keller’s Cleaners on East
Broad Street.

A new advertising campaign is be-
ing rolled out by the DWC, intended
to reduce the impact of the economic
downturn. It begins with what Mrs.
Cronin described as the “love cam-
paign,” and continues past Valentine’s
Day with a new tagline, “Westfield –
A Great Place to Be.” The sub-theme
will be “shop local, dine often.”

Mrs. Cronin, in describing her con-
cept of an economic summit, said that

she had traveled to Red Bank last
Tuesday to attend their version of a
program of this type. She estimated
that there were 700 to 1,000 attendees
in the Count Basie Theater. The event
included a panel discussion with rep-
resentatives from the state, the mayor,
River Center (their equivalent to the
DWC), locally-based builder K.
Hovnanian, and the members of the
Monmouth County Board of Chosen
Freeholders.

The DWC Board of Directors con-
tinued to press the town council for
temporary relief from enforcement
of some aspects of the town’s sign
ordinance, notably requesting a tem-
porary suspension of the law prohib-
iting sidewalk signs. Town Adminis-
trator Jim Gildea, a non-voting mem-
ber of the DWC, said the town was
not aggressively enforcing the ordi-
nance, though the town has been re-
sponding to complaints.

In discussing the current economic
climate, Mr. Gildea said the historic
trend of 75,000 parking transactions
monthly had dropped to about 71,000
in September. He also said data on
December would lack the free park-
ing period, so year-to-year compari-
sons would be impossible.

Board member Alan DeRose com-
mented that “it’s really cold, at 15
degrees, people are not walking
around.” Mr. Gildea commented that
Parking Lot 1, between Elm and Pros-
pect Streets, is jammed for a two-
hour period daily during lunchtime.

At the reorganization meeting, the
board reappointed Dominick Verdic
as board chairman, Lee Hale as trea-
surer and Lisa Bertone as secretary. It
was announced that a new vice-chair-
man position would be created soon.

The 2009 meeting schedule was
also announced, with meetings sched-
uled for Mondays, February 23,
March 30, April 27, May 18, June 22,
July 27, September 21, October 19,
November 16, and December 14.
There will be no meeting in August.
Meetings begin at 7:30 p.m. and are
held in the DWC meeting room  at
105 Elm Street.

Golfers Tell Freeholders
To Keep Oak Ridge Open

By PAUL J. PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

ELIZABETH — Union County
golfers showed up in force at
Thursday’s Board of Chosen Free-
holders meeting to oppose the clos-
ing of the Oak Ridge Golf Course in
Clark, one of three courses operated
by the county. The closing of Oak
Ridge and the loss of holes to build a
new driving range at Galloping Hill
Golf Course in Kenilworth would
result in a combined net loss of 27
holes of golf, county officials said.

County Manager George Devanney
said he proposed the closing of Oak
Ridge due to a $400,000 deficit run at
the course last year. He said the clo-
sure would save the county $740,000.

He said the county is also consider-
ing privatizing the clubhouses at Ash
Brook Golf Course in Scotch Plains
and Galloping Hill to better manage
those facilities.

“We believe we can turn the golf
operations into a profit center,” Mr.
Devanney said. “It (Oak Ridge clos-
ing and privatizing golf clubhouses)
wasn’t something we did haphaz-
ardly.”

He said in crafting the proposed
$449.3-million county executive bud-
get, county officials “did not look for
one revenue stream or area to balance
the budget.” Mr. Devanney said lay-
offs are also being looked at to reduce
expenses, although the full extent of
job losses is not known at this time.

“We started looking at the golf busi-
ness as a business,” since last year’s
budget process, Mr. Devanney said.
He said the golf courses lost a com-
bined $700,000 in 2008, after regis-
tering a $1.2-million loss in 2007.

The freeholders awarded a
$170,000 contract to Harbor Con-
sultants, an architecture and engi-

neering firm in Cranford, to design a
practice facility and driving range at
Galloping Hill. The board also
awarded a $50,000 one-year contract
to Decotiis, Fitzpatrick, Cole &
Wisler, LLP, of Teaneck to provide
legal services “in connection with
golf course operations and develop-
ment.”

In announcing his proposal, Mr.
Devanney emphasized that, “This land
(Oak Ridge) will remain open space”
and may be considered for develop-
ment as a privately operated golf fa-
cility in the future.

Freeholder Chairman Alexander
Mirabella said the county must close
the gap in budget deficits at the golf
courses. In 2007, the three courses
operated in the red by over $1 million.

“We feel there is plenty of room for
golf in Union County at the facilities
that are not fully utilized,” Mr.
Mirabella said.

Allan Schimkowitz of Cranford, a
frequent golfer at Oak Ridge, said
although the county states the facility
lost revenue in 2008, it did not take
into consideration that the course was
closed for six months “due to a lack of
maintenance.”

“I think you are jumping the gun,”
Mr. Schimkowitz said. “Five hun-
dred thousand people in Union County
and you’re telling us [the county]
can’t support three public golf
courses?”

Freeholder Angel Estrada, who
chaired the board last year, said the
county is “in a dilemma” and “subsi-
dizing golfing” in the county to offset
losses at the courses. He described
the closing of Oak Ridge as “an at-
tempt to stop the bleeding.”

“I don’t believe Union County is
looking to get out of the golf busi-

Benjamin B. Corbin for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
ON THE CHOPPING BLOCK… Union County Manager George Devanney has
proposed closing the Oak Ridge Golf Course in Clark as part of budget cuts in the
2009 executive budget presented to the Board of Chosen Freeholders. Pictured
above is the clubhouse at the golf course.

Susan Cook for The Westfield Leader
HERE’S THE STORY...Washington School’s show in Westfield featured a
cameo by “The Brady Bunch.” Pictured, clockwise from lower left, are Jackie
Samuels-Jaffee, Jen Schlidge, Lani Lipkind, Ralph Venturino (writer), Coral
Venturino and Erin Pettit. See the article on page 22.
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Wayne Baker for The Westfield Leader
FLOW BEGINS… Raw sewage rushes into the Rahway Valley Sewerage Author-
ity headworks upon coming into operation. The enlarged plant is designed to to
process up to 105 million gallons of sewage daily.

RVSA Assessment Rises;
WF Discusses Direct Billing

Christina M. Hinke for The Westfield Leader
KEEP KIDS TOGETHER…Westfield Town Councilwomen Vicki Kimmins, center, receives a standing ovation from
parents after she gave her speech Tuesday night in opposition to the Westfield Board of Education’s plan to redistrict a
portion of the graduating class of Washington Elementary School kids to Edison Intermediate School. Westfield High School
student Allie Tunis, standing at left, also spoke, supporting to keep the kids together. Afterwards, the BOE voted to proceed
with the redistricting in first reading. The final vote on the matter is scheduled for February 24.

Westfield Board of Ed. Votes 8-1 to
Redistrict; Final Vote on Feb. 24
By CHRISTINA M. HINKE

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — The Westfield
Board of Education voted 8-1 for
redistricting the intermediate schools
on first reading Tuesday night after
hearing about four hours of com-
ments and questions from parents who
were ardently against the plan pre-
sented by Superintendent of Schools
Margaret Dolan.

Anne Riegel was the sole board
member to vote against the plan. The
board will meet again on Tuesday,
February 24, to vote on the second
reading of the plan, which is the final
vote.

Westfield Town Council member
Vicki Kimmins started the comment
section of the meeting – held after

Ms. Dolan’s continuation of her pre-
sentation from the last meeting – de-
livering a speech that concluded with
a standing ovation from parents in a
packed Edison Intermediate School
auditorium.

“I plea to you to not do what is
presented as a Board of Ed done deal,”
she said. “Put your children in their
children’s shoes,” she asked of the
board. “Roosevelt could accommo-
date my graduating class of 851;
surely, we can figure out a way for a
class of 500,” she concluded.

Overall, parents said they felt as if
the board had already made its deci-
sion before hearing them out; they
wanted to see a series of other options
Ms. Dolan had considered prior to the
singular plan she put forth to the board

publicly, and they wanted to have ac-
cess to her data; many thought she
should not redistrict altogether.

Breaking up their children’s friend-
ships and, in some cases, siblings by
dividing a neighborhood within the
Washington School District is not an
option for the parents who voiced
their opposition on Tuesday. Parents
said this is not a north side or south
side issue.

One parent, Margery Brenna, said
she has two children in the intermedi-
ate school, and one has said he would
choose to go with his friends, leaving
his brother behind, which has caused
strife between siblings.

Jean Harrington said her daughter
is in the zone and would have to
attend Edison, but none of her best
friends are and would move on to
Roosevelt Intermediate School.

At the end of the night, some par-
ents said they would rather have a
class size of 29 than redistrict. The
district’s recommendation is to have
an average maximum of 25 students
per class.

Marie Constantino brought up the
logistics of getting kids to school and
picking them up after school. “There
is no way I can go pick her (daughter)
up [at Edison] and then make it back
to Washington School by 3:05” p.m.
to pick up her other child, she said,
noting the traffic of all the other
schools in and out of town getting out
then.

“We don’t have the large network
to consider carpooling,” she said,
because the redistricting plan calls
for only some of the students to shift
schools and not all.

Ms. Dolan broke down her number
of students heading to Edison in the
fall. She said 21 Washington School
students would head to Edison, and
12 from the north side would go there
for the special education or gifted and
talented programs, et al., whereas
previously, she said 33 students would
head to Edison from Washington.

“The difference between 21 and 33
is too hard to ignore,” said a parent
from Harding Street. She also said
she felt the plan is not a long-term
solution.

Ms. Dolan’s plan also stated new
concepts of investigating adding an

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD – First Ward Coun-
cilman Sal Caruana on Tuesday, Janu-
ary 27 gave an update on the town’s
Rahway Valley Sewerage Authority
(RVSA) assessment and advised
against changing how Westfield
charges for the expense.

Meeting last month with former
Westfield Mayor Allen Chin, the
town’s RVSA representative, and
RVSA Executive Director Mike
Brinker, the finance committee
learned that while the RVSA’s oper-
ating budget is down $75,000, the
“bad news is that the debt service is
peaking this year,” according to Mr.
Caruana.

As a result, the town was advised

that its 2009 assessment would
amount to $3.8 million, up from $3.3
million in 2008.

Mr. Caruana said the 2009 figure
marks a “plateau,” and he expects the
assessment to “trend downwards in
the near future.”

What began as a projected $85-
million plant upgrade and expansion
for the authority, Mr. Caruana said,
ultimately, has become a “massive”
$340-million project once the inter-
est is paid back by 2035.

Last year, the RVSA, under pres-
sure to use its surplus to lower assess-
ments, contributed $755,000 of its
surplus to help defray the town’s $3.3
million overall hit. In the end,
Westfield paid roughly $2.5 million.

In 2009, the RVSA’s contribution
will drop to $265,000, with the town
footing the remainder – $3.59 million.

RVSA’s member municipalities,
such as Westfield, pay “user charges,”
which are determined through a for-
mula based on use of the system.

In 2006, Clark created a sanitary
sewer utility, and the township now
directly bills its users, no longer bud-
geting for the item and taxing residents.
Roselle employs a similar system.

Mr. Caruana was not in favor of
Westfield adopting a similar system.

Currently, nonprofit organizations,
boards of education and houses of
worship, which all pay gas and elec-
tric bills, do not currently share in the
sewer costs.

In the future, Mr. Caruana expects
a policy discussion on the possibility
of allocating sewer costs to some, if
not all, very large nonprofit users.

County government-owned prop-
erties, such as the Ralph Froehlich
Public Safety Building on North Av-
enue, under current law, are treated
like nonprofits and are exempt from
sewer charges.

Mr. Caruana said it would only
make sense to direct bill if the exemp-
tion were lifted from entities such as
county government.

The Westfield Board of Education
(BOE) does not pay sewer fees, but
even if that changed, Mr. Caruana
was wary of the consequence, rea-
soning that the board could simply
offset the expenditure by increasing
school taxes.

“It’d be a wash... There’d be no net
benefit for the Westfield taxpayer to
assess the BOE,” Mr. Caruana said.

If county property were one day
assessed, a potential tax increase could
be mitigated because the cost would
spread throughout the other towns in
the county.

Fourth Ward Councilman Tom
Bigosinski asked if a direct billing
system were instituted, and the bill
was collected by Westfield, would it
create an “administrative burden?”

According to Mr. Caruana, relaying
Mr. Chin’s message, Clark’s change
did not cause a spike in administrative
work or added personnel.

Town Administrator Jim Gildea
cautioned that Clark has a large in-
dustrial property base, “which was
paying much less than their fair share,”
from which to pull. More than 93
percent of Westfield’s tax base is from
residential properties. Clark’s indus-
trial base “allowed them to spread the
cost around... The ability for us to do
that is extremely low,” Mr. Gildea
said.

Mr. Gildea said the town needs to
analyze what tax-exempt properties
were using water before making a
change.

If Westfield residents were billed
directly, Mr. Caruana explained that
90 percent of homes would use less
than 300 gallons of water a day, lead-
ing to a $300 charge per year.

A sliding-scale methodology would
apply, correlating a home’s cost with
the amount of water used.

Ultimately, Mr. Caruana said the
direct billing would only result in
“nominal savings” for Westfield tax-
payers.
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