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Paul Lachenauer  for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
SANTA MEETS THE MAYOR...Fanwood Mayor Colleen Mahr gives Santa her
Christmas list at Fanwood’s Christmas Tree-lighting ceremony on Sunday.
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Fee Dispute

recognizing township volunteers.
Mrs. Malool, who worked as a leg-

islative assistant to Mr. Augustine
when he served in the State Assem-
bly in the 1990s, remembered him
hoping the gala would be “equivalent
to an adult prom,” and in its early
years, the dress was much more for-
mal, the mayor recalled, with tux-
edos and gowns prevalent.

Proceeds from this year’s gala,
which are derived from raffle tickets,
ads in the gala’s booklet and silent
auction bids, will go to the local
Municipal Alliance Committee and
the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts.
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Gala

implementing the report’s findings
“with or without him.” Mr. Strauss
said that Mr. Mason was a “very
integral part” of the shared services
process, and called the failure to pay
him “shameful and unprofessional.
We are stiffing him.”

Deputy Mayor Dominick Bratti,
however, said that Mr. Mason and
JPM had been “contracted for a spe-
cific thing at a specific price, and we
paid it,” referring to the $48,000 fee
for JPM’s services that was funded
by a state grant. Mr. Bratti expressed
some frustration with the council’s
revisiting of the matter, asking, “How
many times do we have to vote on the
same thing?”

Councilman Kevin Glover agreed,
saying, “I, too, thought this [matter]
was done.” While expressing some
sympathy with Mr. Mason’s claims,
Mr. Glover said the request was “too
late. We need to move on.”

Later, at the council’s regular meet-
ing, the mayor told a resident that
nothing in the report was yet being
implemented because much ground-
work still needs to be done, with one
of the first priorities being a joint
meeting between the Scotch Plains
and Fanwood governing bodies.

And “there are a lot of questions”
that will need to be addressed first,
the mayor added, with one of the
primary ones being the differing clas-
sifications of municipal employees –
Scotch Plains is a civil-service town,
while Fanwood is not.

Greg Ryan for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
REMEMBERING MAYOR “BOB”… Mountainside Mayor Paul Mirabelli, left,
stands with the family of the late long-time borough Mayor Robert Viglianti,
including his wife, Linda, in front of a new sign dedicated in Mayor Viglianti’s
name at the entrance driveway to the municipal building.

WF BOE Seeks to Clarify Its
Position on Super’s Contract

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

WESTFIELD – Three Westfield
Board of Education (BOE) mem-
bers came to The Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Times offices on Tuesday
morning to recount how the board
arrived at its decision to offer a new
contract to current superintendent
Margaret Dolan, last month, while
Governor Chris Christie is attempt-
ing to rein in superintendent pay.

In the wake of the state Depart-
ment of Education (DOE) and Union
County Executive Superintendent
Carmen Centuolo denying that con-
tract, last week, the BOE members
also alluded to what may happen
next in a process they described as
“unprecedented” and rife with com-
munication barriers.

First, BOE President Julia Walker
said the contract with Ms. Dolan,
agreed upon in 2007, runs from July 1,
2007 to June 30, 2011. Under New
Jersey statute [18a:17-20.1], superin-
tendents are entitled to a one-year
notice of non-renewal of their con-
tracts. Since superintendents are non-
tenured, they are guaranteed, by stat-
ute, “three months [of notice] for ev-
ery year” on their contract. Because
Ms. Dolan has a four-year contract,
that entitles her to the 12-month noti-
fication.

The board informed Ms. Dolan in
June 2010 that it intended on keep-
ing her on board, and had been in
negotiations with her since May.

“[Under the language of the state
statute], we said that we were ‘not
going to not renew’ her contract,”
Ms. Walker said. “[We said that]
Dr. Dolan was the superintendent
we wish to employ. Then it became
– under what terms? And those ne-
gotiations started before there was
any indication from the governor’s
office whatsoever that he was going
to head for a salary cap.”

On July 15, the governor pro-
posed the salary caps on public-
school superintendents. Under his
rubric, Westfield’s superintendent
could earn up to $175,000 annu-
ally. At the time, then-state Educa-
tion Commissioner Bret Schundler
said districts could also offer, in
addition to the $175,000 salary,
merit-based bonuses of as much as
15 percent of administrators’ pay.
So, under the first set of rules, a
salary could have reached as high
as $201,250, when factoring in merit
pay, according to Ms. Walker.

Because the governor’s proposal
would only change the regulations
that go along with the School Dis-
trict Accountability Act, his alter-
ations do not need legislative ap-
proval. The matter only requires
that hearings are held to gather pub-
lic opinion. The cap will take effect
on February 7, 2011.

In the most up-to-date numbers
issued in early November, Westfield
would slot in at the second-highest
enrollment tier, for districts of be-
tween 3,001 and 6,500 students.
The new limit for a Westfield
superintendent’s pay would now be
$167,500 (an extra $2,500 is added
for districts that have high schools),
in addition to merit pay of up to 15
percent. If the 15-percent figure was
earned, the salary could reach
$192,625, Ms. Walker said.

Also, under the newest superin-
tendent-cap proposal, the merit bo-
nuses are not factored into one’s
pension; according to BOE Vice-
President Ann Cary, this provision
impacted Ms. Dolan’s decision on
whether to return to the district.

When asked if the governor’s
edict on superintendent pay fac-
tored into negotiations, Ms. Walker
said, “Absolutely. The superinten-
dent also needed to research how it
impacted her…She did the research
and let us know that she would have
to retire because of what it (the
governor’s proposal) would do to
her pension calculations.”

Defending the superintendent,
Ms. Cary said, “Dr. Dolan has not
acted like a free agent. She hasn’t
crisscrossed the state just to earn
pension-able dollars. She’s been
here for 15 years. She’s dedicated
to Westfield. Westfield’s her life.”

Ms. Dolan, who has been em-
ployed in the education field for
more than 30 years, currently earns
$195,718 – a salary she would have
continued to receive for the 2010-
2011 and 2011-2012 school years
under the terms of the now-rejected
contract. That contract also would
have bumped up her salary 2 per-
cent for the 2012-2013 year, to
$199,632. In 2013-2014, following
another year-over-year increase, the
salary would reach $203,625. Her
maximum salary, in the 2014-2015
school year, would reach $207,700.

Ms. Walker said the BOE spent
the entire summer and the early fall
operating under the premise of the
governor’s first proposal ($175,000
cap).

“We always felt that we were in
the same ballpark as the governor’s
proposal,” Ms. Walker said. “The
salary that has been approved by
the BOE is within a few dollars,
arguably, of what the governor is
authorizing districts to pay. This
seems like a reasonable response to
the need to keep a superintendent.”

New BOE member Mitch Slater
said, “There’s no precedent to [the
cap]. The governors of New Jersey

have never stepped foot into telling
school districts who they should
hire as superintendents and what
they should get paid…Margaret
Dolan is the right person for our
district, and quite frankly, the board
unanimously voted her to stay in,
with the approval of the Union
County Superintendent [Ms.
Centuolo], and she deserves to stay
in this job. To me, the way I see it is
very open-and-shut.”

“This is a new level of
micromanagement,” said Ms. Cary,
who referred to the superintendent-
pay hearings occurring statewide
as merely “pro forma.”

Considering the meager state aid
(half of 1 percent of its $90 million
budget) that Westfield gets from
Trenton, she added, “We are really
funding ourselves. Local taxpayers
fund this school system, and now
you have a governor coming in and
saying, ‘Out of the money you have
raised, this is the portion you can
spend on a superintendent.’ That
seems unfair to me.”

With the BOE and Ms. Dolan
coming to an agreement in early
November, on November 4, BOE
attorney Phil Stern spoke to Ms.
Centuolo, who gave verbal agree-
ment and said, “Go ahead,” Ms.
Cary detailed.

“And we did, and we thought we
were done,” Ms. Cary added.

Then, on December 1, Ms.
Centuolo wrote to the BOE, reject-
ing the contract. When asked why
she would give her blessing to the
deal and allow the BOE to proceed
before denying the contract out-
right a month later, Ms. Cary said,
“That’s a very good question; you
should ask her…she did an about-
face.”

BOE members also said that they
were not aware of the county
superintendent’s denial until The
Wall Street Journal contacted them
for comment. The short letter from
Ms. Centuolo simply states that the
BOE must void the agreement by
December 15 and inform the county
superintendent’s office in writing.

Speaking to The Times by phone
on Tuesday night, Alan Guenther,
spokesman for the N.J. DOE, said,
“The letter that was released speaks
for itself; she (Ms. Centuolo) wants
them to abide by the law…She
stands by the letter that she wrote.
She did not approve the contract.”

In addition, in a press release
from the governor’s press office,
dated December 3, it reads, “And
some districts, like Parsippany and
Westfield, are even attempting to
circumvent the caps by pursuing
contract extensions to lock in these
expensive superintendent contracts
and reject the savings it would bring
to taxpayers for years.”

The Westfield BOE disagrees
with those charges. “We followed
all the statutes and procedures that
were required of us,” Ms. Walker
said. “So we need to continue to
stay the course. We don’t want to do
anything that is contrary to the law.
We are not ignoring this (Ms.
Centuolo’s letter.)”

“We didn’t hear what we did
wrong,” Ms. Walker said. “We re-
ceived no guidance, only that we
need a vote to rescind [the con-
tract.]”

Ms. Cary agreed that the superin-
tendent cap has been a “moving
target,” and she wished to make the
points that, “We (as a board) did not
go rogue…and she (Ms. Dolan) did
not get a raise.”

The BOE members were asked if
they were getting the message from
the public that while they are
pleased with their kids’ education,
they are worried about their rising
taxes.

Responding, Mr. Slater said, “Ab-
solutely. People are concerned; I
was concerned; that’s one of the
reasons I ran for the BOE. But you
have to balance it between main-
taining a strong school system and
doing what is fair for the students
of the town as well as doing what’s
fair for the taxpayers of the town.”

On Monday night, the BOE met
in executive session with its law-
yer, Mr. Stern, to go over what op-
tions might be available to the board,
based on Ms. Centuolo’s letter. Mr.
Stern laid out the options available,
and the board is continuing to look
at what it will do before December
16.

One option would be to sue. The
Parsippany-Troy Hills Board of
Education has sued in response to
the Morris County Superintendent’s
Office rejecting a contract that
would pay its superintendent
$234,065 by the end of the con-
tract.

Ms. Walker said the board could
also “do what it was told” and vote
to rescind the previous contract.
She also said there are other op-
tions that are “not as obvious.”

“We don’t know what’s going to
happen on the 15th,” Ms. Cary said.

“Stay tuned,” Mr. Slater said.
When asked how they intend to

cope with the 2-percent budget cap
edict by the Governor next year, in
view of the fact that the board this
year awarded the teachers a three-
year contract with 4-percent raises
for each year, Mr. Slater stated, “We
are currently in negotiation with
the teachers’ union.”

Mountainside House Straddles
The Borough and Westfield

By MANDY L. RUSSELL
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

MOUNTAINSIDE – The borough
council on Tuesday night heard an
appeal from residents Mario and Anna
Esposito of Rodman Lane, requesting
a road-opening permit for their new
residence. The Espositos purchased
the property in October 2009 and had
the existing home on the property
demolished so they could rebuild. The
property overlaps the border of
Westfield and Mountainside, causing
confusion regarding the permits re-
quired.

“We have had so many problems
with the paperwork and permits be-
ing mixed,” Anna Esposito told Mayor
Paul Mirabelli.

While the Espositos’ address states
they reside in Mountainside, the pre-
vious owners at the same location
were said to have a Westfield ad-
dress. When construction was about
to begin for the new home, and the
water and other utilities were being
shut off, the Espositos found that
each company was represented by
both towns — which made the pro-
cess confusing.

“We have paperwork showing that
we live in two different towns,” Ms.
Esposito claimed.

They applied to Mountainside for
their demolition permit in the sum-
mer of 2010 because most of their
property lies within Mountainside.
Construction on their home is nearly
complete, but they are caught in a
gas line dilemma. Two different gas
companies are involved. One gas
company applied to Westfield for a
permit to open the road for the gas
line, while the other company ap-
plied to Mountainside to reopen the
gas line.

“Elizabeth Gas Co. was at fault for
violating a moratorium to open the
road in the first place,” Councilman
Keith Turner said.

Mr. Turner asked if the Espositos
knew about the moratorium. They
claimed there was confusion about it.
He then asked if they had other fuel

options at this time.
“No,” Mario Esposito said, explain-

ing that the “main valve is there with
an open attachment because no turn-
on valve was installed.”

Borough Administrator Jim Debbie
asked why the gas company did not
come back and fix the valve. Mr.
Esposito explained that, “The road is
still open, and all they would have to
do is come back, complete it and
close it with infrared technology.”

Ms. Esposito ended by requesting
that the council grant them the permit
to have the problem fixed so that they
can complete the construction of their
home.

“We have a mortgage on the new
house and one on another house, and
we can’t afford to wait any longer,”
Ms. Esposito said.

Mayor Mirabelli said the request
would go into a “public session,” and
that Mr. Debbie would be in touch
with them soon to let them know the
outcome.

In other business, while discussing
future proclamations, the council rec-
ognized the achievements of a
Mountainside graduate, Justin
Amezquita, who was awarded a full
scholarship to Duke University for
his exceptional track and field
achievements, including winning the
New Jersey State Championship in
pole vaulting.

The council noted that Deerfield
School in Mountainside, which Jus-
tin attended, may no longer offer
track and field to its students. Mayor
Mirabelli said it was a “shame,” and
that they needed to look into bringing
track and field back. One potential
option is having the borough’s recre-
ation department take over Deerfield’s
track and field program.

The council requested to have a
discussion on the Mountainside Fire
Department placed on the agenda
for the work session in January. The
department is requesting additional
vehicles. Members will answer
questions then regarding their cur-
rent apparatus and additional needs.

Paul Lachenauer for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
PERSONAL TOUCH...Grant Crandall of Scotch Plains helps a child at the 4-H
Club Holiday Craft night on Friday at the Westfield Municipal Building.

Resident Questions Superintendent
Margaret Dolan’s $195,000 Salary

By KIMBERLY A. BROADWELL
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

WESTFIELD – At Tuesday’s
Westfield Board of Education meet-
ing, resident John Blake questioned
the salary Superintendent Margaret
Dolan would have received under the
terms of a new contract.

Union County Superintendent
Carmen Centuolo has since denied
that five-year agreement, which
would have seen Ms. Dolan’s salary
climb from its current level, $195,718,
to upwards of $207,700 in the
contract’s final year. Her current con-
tract will expire on June 30, 2011.

Mr. Blake asked why, according to
his understanding, Ms. Dolan’s sal-
ary was set at $195,000 when the
state guidelines recommend $175,000
for a district the size of Westfield.

BOE President Julia Walker ex-
plained that the new threshold is
$167,500 – $165,000 plus an extra
$2,500 for having a high school in the
district – and the state also allows for
a 15-percent merit-based increase that
would bring the superintendent’s sal-
ary to roughly $192,000, “which is
very close to the proposed salary.”
She also noted that the process of
paying a search firm for a new super-
intendent costs thousands of dollars,
which the district does not want to
pay now. She also noted that Ms.

Dolan has done a “great job” for the
district.

Mr. Blake asked – during an eco-
nomic crisis, in which people are
simply thankful to have jobs – “why
are we giving out such a raise?”

Mr. Blake, who also said he thought
the superintendent did a great job,
then asked if Ms. Dolan indicated
during negotiations that she either
wanted the increase in money or
would leave.

Mrs. Walker then replied, “Yes,
sir.”

Mr. Blake said, “It seems we need
to be using our money more wisely. I
would like to ask Dr. Dolan if she
thinks the roof repair is important to
the district.” He concluded by say-
ing, “Do we fix the roofs and not let
in the rain, or do we have Mrs. Dolan
standing there with an umbrella?”

In other business, unanimously,
members of the Westfield Board of
Education approved the new five-
year Strategic Plan set forth by the
48-member Strategic Planning Coun-
cil. Ms. Dolan presented the plan.

The plan states that the Westfield
school system believes that the role
of parents – besides the caring for the
emotional and physical needs of their
children – is to conduct themselves
with integrity, honor and respect, and
be role models for their child.

Bret Schundler and Lucille Davy to
Head State of Education Discussion

STATE – On Monday, December 13,
from 4 to 7 p.m. at the Nassau Inn in
Princeton, Legal One will host the first in its
series of roundtable discussions on “The
State of Education in the State of New
Jersey.” This invitation-only event, entitled

“Education Reform in New Jersey: Super-
heroes versus Real Solutions,” will feature
the five most recent former New Jersey
Commissioners of Education, Brett
Schundler, Lucille Davy, William Librera,
Vito Gagliardi and David Hespe. News
reporter John Mooney will moderate.

Mr. Schundler served under Governor
Chris Christie from January through Au-
gust 2010. Ms. Davy served as education
commissioner under Governors Jon
Corzine and Richard Codey from 2005 to
2010; Mr. Librera under Governor James
McGreevey from 2002 to 2004; Mr.
Gagliardi under Governor Donald
DiFrancesco from 2001 to 2002, and Mr.
Hespe under Governor Christine Todd
Whitman from 1999 to 2001.

The former commissioners will ex-
plore broad themes, such as their percep-
tion of public education in New Jersey,
impediments to improvement and solu-
tions that should be implemented. They
also are expected to address specific top-
ics, such as the role of charter schools and
public school choice; teacher evaluation
and compensation; teacher and principal
tenure and other major policy changes
currently under consideration.

Education leaders from throughout the
state have been invited.


