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Property Taxes Should Drop
Along With Home Values

James M. Foerst

SCOTCH PLAINS – Is a property
tax appeal right for you?

In the last five years, home values
in Union County have dropped dra-
matically. As the real estate market is
depreciating, your property taxes have
been increasing.

As a taxpayer, you have the right to
appeal your property tax assessment
as a means to reduce your real estate
tax obligations. As a taxpayer con-
sidering an appeal, you should un-

derstand that you must prove that
your home’s assessed value is legally
“unreasonable.”

With a successful tax appeal, your
lowered tax assessment will be set
for the three years, which can amount
to a considerable amount of savings.
The best way to succeed in appealing
your taxes is to present your claim to
the courts through expert tax and
legal advisors with local knowledge.

James M. Foerst is the principal of
Spector Foerst & Associates and has
been assisting families with real es-
tate and tax issues for more than a
decade in our local community. Mr.
Foerst brings with him his experi-
ence with local government and the
municipal budget process.

Save money in this economy. Make
the sale of your home more attrac-
tive. Reduce your long-term expenses
and make it more affordable to stay in
your home. All with lowered taxes.

Tax appeals must be filed by April
1. For more information about tax
appeals, visit www.spectorfoerst.com
and complete the complimentary as-
sessment form to see if you can save
money on your taxes, or get started
with a free consultation by calling
James M. Foerst at (908) 322-4886.
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AROUND THE WORLD...Melanie Jackson of Westfield and her boyfriend, Jan
Graverson of Denmark, read The Westfield Leader in front of the Domm Cathe-
dral in Cologne, Germany. Melanie is studying at the University of Denmark for
a semester.

Thomas S. Fortunato for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
HIGH TECH...The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Rescue Squad ambulance is equipped
with the latest technology. For more information on how to volunteer for the
squad, call (908) 812-3349 of e-mail scotchplainsauxiliary@gmail.com.

facilities to the citizens of this state.”
A-881 delineates that “moneys in the
fund shall be used for supplementing
local government funding to enhance
court security. The bill specifically
allocates the increase in court fees,
predominantly $5, to the fund.”

Prior to the agenda session, the
board held a special meeting to award
a contract for the demolition of 193
Terrill Road; this currently vacant
site was home to Rocco’s Tavern, on
the corner of Midway and Terrill
Avenues. SCC Contractors of Wood-
land Park, coming in with a bid of
$38,750, will handle the demolition.
Once the demolition is completed, a
lien will be placed on the property;
the council passed an ordinance, Tues-
day, amending Chapter 137, related
to placement of liens against “unfit
and abandoned properties.”

In separate business, Zoning Of-
ficer Ray Sullivan, in an effort to
produce additional “revenue genera-
tors” for the borough, provided the
background for an ordinance, up for
second reading next week, that would
raise the fees related to erecting signs,
sheds, fences and driveways.

Mr. Sullivan said the “moderate
increases” that he proposed were done
to make Fanwood “in line” with sur-
rounding communities such as Scotch
Plains, New Providence and Berke-
ley Heights. All told, he estimated
that raising the rates could see an
increase of $4,000 in 2011. For ex-
ample, it will now cost $100 (from
$50) to advertise a commercial-prop-
erty sign in the borough and $50
(previously $25) for erecting a shed
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Work on Martine / South

ciary obligation to residents of Scotch
Plains, not the members of
Shackamaxon.”

But Councilman Michael Marcus,
prior to casting the lone vote against
the resolution, said of the
Shackamaxon property and the mu-
nicipal properties that, “one has noth-
ing to do with the other” and that the
council should not be tying down-
town revitalization to the
Shackamaxon property.

Last month, Mr. Marcus spoke in
opposition to the designation of the
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Shackamaxon

tract, to which Mr. Williams said there
was not. In addition, Mr. Paterson asked
about a $3-per-ton recycling tax imple-
mented by the state in 1997. Mr. Wil-
liams said the incinerator was exempt
from the tax because it was built prior
to the tax and also because the facility
produces “a form of renewable en-
ergy.” The attorney said he believes
the facility will remain grandfathered
from the tax, but if not, “the amount of
savings would be reduced.”

Mr. Enright, in response to a ques-
tion from John Bury of Kenilworth,
said the remaining debt from the con-
struction of the incinerator would in-
crease by $5 to $10 million from the
current $138 million. Mr. Williams
added that Covanta is responsible for
paying off that debt, not taxpayers,
and that Covanta’s annual debt pay-
ments would be lowered.

Mr. Bury said in a review of its
financial statements, Covanta listed
profits of $17 million, of which $7
million was paid in federal taxes.
“There looks like a huge profit that
was being made on this over the years.
Is this a way (contract extension) to
dodge federal taxes that you’re going
through now?”

Mr. Enright said Covanta would pro-
vide the $4 million annually to the
county “out of what would have been
their profit.”

Freeholder Dan Sullivan said the
agreement was needed to help towns
now. “When you talk about no brainers,
this is a great no brainer.”

“It’s interesting that some people
are against everything. But that doesn’t
surprise me,” Freeholder Vice-Chair-
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Freeholder Trash Pact

of Ms. Woerner; she said some board
members, at the time of the fees’
passing, had stated their desire to try
and make the fees a short-term solu-
tion.

“The community takes advantage
of football, plays and the band,” she
said. “Parents are paying for many
things benefitting the whole commu-
nity.”

Mr. Whitehouse said when the user
fees were being crafted into law, he
“struggled” with passing such a mea-
sure. He said he believed “these types
of basic services should be rolled into
the taxes as a whole. I was one of
those people who hoped it would be
short-term.” He said the board needed
to remember that the increase of
$770,000 in aid was “20 cents on the
dollar of what was taken away” last
year in aid.

Board member David Gorbunoff
said families who are paying the fees
are assuming a larger share of the
burden. He said he wanted to give
those monies back and feels “strongly
about doing away with the fee.”

Although the board did not pass
the motion that he supported, Mr.
Parisi stated his full intention to sup-
port the budget, which ended up be-
ing passed in unanimous fashion.

Mr. Parisi maintained that the
school district is lowering the overall
tax levy from year to year; last year’s
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SPF $80.26 Mil. Budget

SPF BOE Votes, 6-2, to
Keep Activity Fee Intact

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

SCOTCH PLAINS – During the
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of Edu-
cation meeting last Thursday evening,
members discussed options for the
2011-2012 school budget.

Business Administrator Anthony Del
Sordi gave a brief overview noting that
the state aid for the new budget has
increased from the 2010-2011 amount
of $618,480 to $1,429,442 for 2011-
2012, an increase of $770,000. Mr. Del
Sordi said that the total increase for
state and other aid for the district added
to an overall increase of $840,422.

Board member Donald Parisi, fi-
nance committee chairman, told board
members that the committee came up
with two scenarios on how to utilize
the increase. The first he said was using
approximately $150,000 to purchase
modular equipment for Park Middle
School to increase needed classroom
space. The rest of the $600,000 would
then be used as revenues to lessen the
impact of tax increases.

Also, Mr. Parisi recommended the
termination of an activity fee for stu-
dents. The fee was implemented last
year by the board following a slashing
of state aid to the district by $3.9 mil-
lion. Mr. Parisi said the ending that fee
would save $423,000 for homeowners
that paid the fee their children’s activi-
ties in the current school year.

Board member Nancy Bauer stated
she was very much in favor of bringing
tax relief to both municipalities and
that she also felt an obligation to bring
relief to parents from the activity fee.

Board member Warren McFall said
the activity fee should remain in place.

“We need to give as much relief as
we can (to taxpayers). Our
homeowners are not out of the woods
yet. [They are] paying more for their
houses that are worth less than they
used to be,” Mr. McFall said.

Board member Karen Kulikowski
said that she agreed with Mr. McFall.

Board President Trip Whitehouse
said he did not want to stop a return
revenue stream, noting that he would
hate to take it away and then have to

re-impose the activity fee in the future.
“If that happened, how many people

would support that?” Mr. Whitehouse
asked.

Mr. Parisi echoed Mr. Whitehouse’s
sentiments saying, “I would loathe tak-
ing it away only to have to re-instate it.”

In a 6-2 vote board members de-
cided to keep the activity fee in tact.
Mr. Parisi, Mr. Whitehouse, Mr. McFall,
Ms. Kulikowski, Rob O’Connor and
Amy Winkler voted to keep the activity
intact while Ms. Bauer and David
Gorbunoff voted to eliminate the fee.
Betty Anne Woerner was absent from
the meeting.

Scotch Plains resident, Cindy Clancy
Warren said she felt the entire $770,000
in state aid should be returned to tax-
payers.

Superintendent of Schools Margaret
Hayes responded that, “Park is quite
crowded with over 900 students at this
time.” She said the modular classrooms
were needed to provide additional space
for “increasing capacity.”

The superintendent also stated that
the modulars would be used to create
more special education programs,
which, in turn, could bring more stu-
dents back to the district and ultimately
bring more money back to the district
in aid dollars.

Ms. Hayes said the modulars could
be used for another future use if
needed.

In other business, Mr. Whitehouse
told audience members that there was
only about one week left for citizens
to run for the upcoming school board
election. He stated that any Scotch
Plains or Fanwood resident interested
in becoming a candidate for the Scotch
Plains Fanwood Board of Education
can obtain a nominating petition at the
board of education office.

Nominating petitions need to be
signed and delivered to Mr. Del Sordi
by 4 p.m. on Tuesday March 8. The
annual school election will be held
this year on Wednesday, April 27.

Board members with expiring terms
include Mr. McFall and Mr. Parisi of
Scotch Plains and Mr. O’Conner of
Fanwood.

man Al Mirabella commented.
In other business, the board ap-

proved a $3.5-million contract with
Suffern, N.Y.-based Turco Golf, Inc.,
for development of a park at the former
Ponderosa Farm on Cooper Road in
Scotch Plains. The park will include
two natural grass soccer fields, a paved
driveway and parking lot, restroom
building, water spray park, planted
landscape berms, paved walkways and
a pedestrian bridge, and a mainte-
nance building. Although construc-
tion will be completed by late fall, the
soccer fields are not expected to be
ready for play until the spring of 2012.
Finance Director Larry Caroselli said
$500,000 of the expense will be paid
out of the capital budget, with the rest
from the county’s open space fund.

Also approved by the freeholders
was a $55,000 contract to Mad Dog
Presents, LLC, Jersey City, for profes-
sional planning production and pro-
motion services for the 2011 Summer
Arts Festival.

The board also passed a resolution
to support Coalition for New Jersey
Jobs and Economic Health and the
International Brotherhood of Team-
sters Local Union 863 in their efforts
to urge C&S Wholesale Grocers to
negotiate with A&P “in order to keep
1,300 New Jersey workers employed.”

C&S is the grocery distributor for
A&P and Pathmark supermarkets.
A&P, which owns Pathmark, filed for
Chapter 11-bankruptcy protection in
December. C&S has announced plans
to move its New Jersey operations,
including warehouses in Woodbridge,
to Pennsylvania in an effort to cut costs.

levy, which was defeated by 56 per-
cent of voters, was $74,107,662, and
this year’s stands at $73,596,374.

“This is the second year in a row
that the levy was less than the prior
year,” Mr. Parisi said. “I’m extremely
proud...We’ve built a solid founda-
tion [in Scotch Plains-Fanwood]. We
didn’t get lucky. The entire staff does
a nice job.”

Mr. Parisi said the proposed bud-
get was “about value.”

“People will vote for value...this
budget has to pass,” he said.

He called it “so frustrating” that
Scotch Plains residents will still see
an increase in their school taxes.

“There has to be an equalized
evaluation. We don’t have a consoli-
dated municipality, but we have a
consolidated school system,” Mr.
Parisi said. According to the state
formula, Scotch Plains’ relative value
has gone up.

Ms. Woerner touted the position
that the district was in, which is far
better than last year.

“This is the best news we’ve seen
in a while. To be able to lower
Fanwood’s numbers and keep the
change in Scotch Plains to a
minimum...it’s important to keep that
in our sights,” Ms. Woerner said.

Scotch Plains Councilman Michael
Marcus thanked the board for its
thoughtfulness and commitment.

or fence. Councilman Mike Szuch
again wanted to confirm that Fanwood
was “in line with its neighbors,” not
going beyond.

Mr. Sullivan believed that the ordi-
nance “does not go overboard” and
that the fees are “appropriate” for the
borough.

Former Councilwoman Donna
Dolce, who will be honored next week
for her appointment to the Union
County Commission on Women,
spoke to the council and voiced an
“objection” to the fee increases.

When talking about being “com-
parable” to it neighbors, she wished
to point out that in the borough,
“most properties are non-
conforming...We don’t have the same
type of property dimensions.” She
said she supported the concept of
revenue generation; however, while
it is “good to adhere” to what others
are doing, one “does not have to be
equal to” them. She said, for in-
stance, perhaps the borough could
raise shed fees to $40 instead of
matching others at $50.

On Thursday, March 10 at the
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of
Education office in the Evergreen
School, residents of both municipali-
ties have the opportunity to voice
their opinions on the shared-services
report produced by a panel of mem-
bers of Scotch Plains and Fanwood
councils. The meeting will begin at 7
p.m.

This is the public’s opportunity to
“weigh in,” the mayor said. “We
should be good listeners.” No official
action will be taken that night.

properties, saying the impending sale
of Shackamaxon removed any ur-
gency for the township government
to take action.

“It’s private property. Let the pro-
cess play out,” he said on Tuesday.
He also felt the council would still be
able to take any necessary action at a
later date despite the new state law on
rezoning restrictions that takes effect
in May. Mr. Marcus made a motion to
table the resolution, but since none of
his colleagues seconded his motion,
it died without a vote.

WHS Graduate, Daughter
Found Deceased at Home

SOMERVILLE – The Somerset
County  Prosecutor’s Office is inves-
tigating the deaths of Westfield na-
tive Patricia A. Graham-Hawthorne,
45, and her 4-year-old daughter,
Allison Graham-Hawthorne, in their
Bernardsville home, according to a
press release from the prosecutor’s
office.

Patricia Graham-Hawthorne is a
1984 graduate of Westfield High
School and her daughter was to start
kindergarten in the fall, according to
her obituary, which appears on page 8.

According to Somerset County Pros-
ecutor Geoffrey Soriano, the
Prosecutor’s Office Major Crimes
Squad and Bernardsville Police De-
partment are conducting the investiga-
tion into the deaths of the mother and
child, who authorities said were dis-
covered deceased inside their residence
on Thursday evening, February 24.

Mr. Soriano stated that
Bernardsville police officers re-
sponded to a 9-1-1 call to a residence
located on Roundtop Road in
Bernardsville, for a report of a de-
ceased child. Upon arrival officers ob-
served that the mother and child were
deceased in an upstairs bathroom.

According to the prosecutor, the
officers were advised by the father
that he arrived home from work at
approximately 6:35 p.m. and discov-
ered his wife and child unresponsive
in the bathroom, and immediately
dialed 9-1-1. Officers who responded
to the scene began to perform lifesav-
ing measures on the child along with

emergency medical personnel from
Morristown Memorial Hospital, but
were not able to revive the victim,
authorities said.

Mr. Soriano said detectives from
the Somerset County Prosecutor’s
Office Major Crimes Squad and Fo-
rensic and Crime Scene Unit in con-
junction with detectives from the
Bernardsville Police Department and
investigators from the Regional Medi-
cal Examiner’s Office conducted the
investigation.

“Although the circumstances of
both deaths are the subject of an
ongoing investigation, the prelimi-
nary investigation has led to the be-
lief that no other individuals were
with the decedents at the time of
death,” according to the prosecutor’s
office release.

An autopsy was  conducted Febru-
ary 25 at the Regional Medical
Examiner’s office to determine the
cause and manner of death. Anyone
with information regarding this inci-
dent is asked to contact the
Bernardsville Police Department at
(908) 766-0037, the Somerset County
Prosecutor’s Office Major Crimes
Squad at (908) 231-7100, or the
Somerset County Crime Stoppers’
Tip Line at (888) 577-TIPS (8477) or
online at 888577tips.org or scpo.net
and click on either “Crime Stoppers”
or “TIPS HOTLINE.” All calls will
be kept confidential.

Dooley Colonial Funeral Home,
556 Westfield Avenue in Westfield,
handled funeral arrangements.

Thomas S. Fortunato for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
BREAKFAST MEETING...Residents came out to support the Scotch Plains
Rescue Squad, enjoy a pancake breakfast and chat with friends at the second
annual Scotch Plains Rescue Squad and Auxiliary Pancake Breakfast held this
past Sunday.


