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Mountainside Mayor Is
Paul Mirabelli

I read with interest your article titled
“WF BOE Severs Ties with Disko; MS
Retains Firm” and need to point out the
the Mayor of Moutainside is Paul
Mirabelli, not Al. Al Mirabella is a Union
County Freeholder.

Rona Goldberg

Photo courtesy of Toby Burgdorf
HELPING HAND…Union County Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA)
volunteers are sworn in Tuesday at the Union County Courthouse by state Superior
Judge James Hely, shown here signing the volunteers’ confidentiality agreements.
Betsey Burgdorf of Westfield, pictured center, was among 14 volunteers sworn in.
For more information on CASA, or becoming a CASA, visit casaofunioncounty.org.

Photo courtesy of Bob Green
LEADER AROUND THE WORLD…Bob Green reads The Westfield Leader to
relax at the end of a business trip last week at Asan Beach, the site of the invasion
to retake Guam on July 21, 1944.

Finestein Named WF
Atty., Cockren Retires

By LAUREN S. BARR
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD – Mayor Andrew
Skibitsky announced at Tuesday night’s
Westfield Town Council meeting that
Town Attorney Robert Cockren is retir-
ing effective April 1, 2011 following 25
years of employment with the town in
order to focus more on his work with the
law firm of SNR Denton.

The council passed a resolution ap-
pointing Russell Finestein as his succes-
sor. Mr. Finestein has been the attorney
for the Westfield Planning Board since
2003. He graduated from the University
of Virginia and received his Juris Doctor-
ate from the University of Michigan. He
is a partner in the firm of Finestein and
Malloy, LLC in Livingston.

Mr. Cockren was employed as the town
attorney for more than 10 years. Prior to
that, he was the attorney for the zoning
board of adjustment for 15 years. As per
a resolution passed by the council, he will
continue to be retained at a fee not to
exceed $35,000 for the town’s defense on
the matter of Sunnyside Senior Housing
versus Westfield, a builders remedy law-
suit that was filed in 2009, and “other
legal matters as determined by the town
administrator.”

Mayor Skibitsky thanked Mr. Cockren,
saying he “served with distinction” and
gave the town “great legal advice.”

Councilman Dave Haas, who worked
with Mr. Cockren both on council and the
board of adjustment, said that he had
“given tremendous legal counsel.”

Mr. Cockren was a salaried employee.
Mr. Finestein is being hired on a retainer
of $36,000. His term will expire on De-
cember 31, 2011.

DWC Sets ‘Girls Night Out’ With
Up to 650 Participants Signed Up

Cranford Struggles With Budget,
Expenses, Revenue Shortfalls

groundwater monitoring and design-
ing, implementing and operating a
groundwater treatment system” at the
complex. (legal advertisement pub-
lished in The Westfield Leader, Octo-
ber 4, 2001 as Resolution 982-2001
on page 16).

Freeholder Angel Estrada said the
board’s policy committee has come
up with a name for the new complex,
which will be announced in Septem-
ber. His comment was in reference to
Freeholder Dan Sullivan, who said
the Venneri name at the site should be
changed.

A search of The Leader archives
showed the county purchased the 3.6-
acre property in the late 1960s for
around $900,000. The Arthur Venneri
Co., a general contracting firm, pur-
chased what was then the former
Traynor coal yards in 1943. The prop-
erty today, which includes the
county’s public safety building and is
home to the county police, is as-
sessed at $3.6 million, although no
property taxes are paid, as it is a
government-owned property. Mr.
Venneri, who resided in Cranford,
died November 27, 1963.

Also considered was a resolution
for a contract to outstation a county
welfare part-time staff member at
Overlook Hospital in Summit to pro-
cess Medicaid applications. [Frank
Guzzo, director of human services,
said the hospital would reimburse the
county for the service.] He said the
county outstations its staff to other

By DOMINIC A. LAGANO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — The Downtown
Westfield Corporation (DWC) held its
monthly board of directors meeting Mon-
day evening to discuss its continuing
efforts to improve the downtown area of
Westfield, known as the Special Improve-
ment District (SID).

Present at the meeting were DWC Ex-
ecutive Director Sherry Cronin, Board
Chairman Dominick Verdic, Board mem-
bers Diane Barabas, Alan De Rose, and
Shawn Hanna, as well as Westfield Town
Council liaison Mark Ciarrocca.

In keeping with the mandate of the
DWC, several annual events are orga-
nized and promoted which are designed
to bring consumers and their business to
Westfield. The board meeting held Mon-
day evening primarily discussed one of
these events, the DWC’s “Girls Night
Out.”

One of the DWC’s premiere events,
the biannual “Girls Night Out” event is a
downtown shopping experience sched-
uled for Thursday, April 14, from 5 to 9
p.m.

According to Ms. Cronin, “60 busi-
nesses and restaurants” in the downtown
area are participating in the event by
providing discounts on merchandise and
food. Live entertainment will also be
featured. Interested shoppers can pre-
register for the event online at
WestfieldToday.com.

The most recent “Girls Night Out,”
held this past October, had approximately
165 pre-registered participants. Accord-
ing to Ms. Cronin, the April event has
over 650 pre-registered participants with
“20 new registrations a day.” Almost 70
percent of the pre-registered participants
are from out of town.

“Girls Night Out” has been a success
so far and the event hasn’t even been held

yet (due to the pre-registration numbers)”
Ms. Cronin stated. “We look forward to a
great night of shopping, discounts, re-
freshments, and entertainment,” she said.

Mr. Ciarrocca expressed his approval
in the increase of potential participants.
“There’s going to be 800 women coming
in looking to shop that night, or to look,
just to go into the shops. To me, I think
that’s critical.”

Other future events sponsored by the
DWC are the Sidewalk Sale Days, tenta-
tively scheduled for the first week of
May, and the Downtown Westfield 5k
and Pizza Extravaganza event scheduled
for July 20.

In addition to organizing and promot-
ing events designed to bring consumers
to the downtown area, the DWC provides
businesses in the SID with grants to alle-
viate some of the costs of new signage in
an attempt to further enhance the look of
the town. Projects such as the recently
completed South Avenue Streetscape
accomplish the same task. Several other
Streetscape projects in town are antici-
pated by the DWC.

Ms. Cronin provided a report on these
other areas in which the DWC is in-
volved. Twenty-six businesses closed in
the past year while 38 new businesses
opened their doors. In addition, three
businesses either completed or were in
the process of expansion projects that
further reduced vacancies in the down-
town area.

Similarly, 23 jobs were lost in town in
the past year while 51 new ones were
created, for a net gain of 28 new jobs, she
said.

There was an average 5.4 percent va-
cancy rate in Westfield last year, ac-
counting for some 37,903 square feet of
retail space. In comparison, recent fig-
ures show the national average to be
hovering around 11 percent, Ms. Cronin
said.

Downtown Westfield was featured last
year in publications such as The Star-
Ledger, NJ Life, Health, and Beauty
Magazine, The NJ Jewish News, and The
Costco Connection. Together these pub-
lications, with a combined circulation
numbering in the millions, help promote
Westfield and bring recognition and busi-
ness to it.

The DWC provided $11,298 last year
in grants to local businesses for signage
replacement or enhancement, assisting
30 businesses. A total of 43 building
rehabilitations were completed last year.
Retail property owners spent a total of
$264,750 in property reinvestments.

In all, total SID reinvestments, includ-
ing purchases for properties, accounted
for $9,255,588 last year. According to
Ms. Cronin, since she started tracking
these numbers back in 2001, over $70
million has been reinvested in the down-
town area.

“The ratio of private to public invest-
ment for 2010 is one dollar of public
funds to $818 of private funds,” she said.

Mr. Ciarrocca requested that Ms.
Cronin present her report at a future town
council meeting.

Also of note, DWC Design Committee
Chairwoman Peg Lockwood will pro-
vide a presentation on the DWC grant
process in the SID at the next board of
directors meeting scheduled for Monday,
April 25, at 7:30 p.m. The DWC office is
located at 105 Elm Street.

sage of the budget is expected to take
place at the Tuesday, April 26 council
meeting.

During the public comment por-
tion of the meeting, where residents
are asked to limit their comments to
10 minutes, several residents again
voiced their objections to the pedes-
trian-activated crossing signal on
Central Avenue.

Greg Kasko, who retired from the
police department following a law-
suit with the town, said that whenever
anyone complains about the light, the
mayor “deflects” their comments by
saying that the light is for the safety
of children. He said that he recently
spoke with someone from the Louis
Berger group, a traffic engineering
firm retained by Union County for
the project, and was told that they
were erecting more signs in the area
due to complaints of drivers running
the red light. According to Mr. Kasko,
he also was told that this issue was
now “political.”

Adina Enculescu said that the light
should be moved from the front of
her home to the corner of Clover
Street and Central Avenue. She said
that the mid-block crosswalk is “di-
minishing the safety.” Ms. Enculescu
complained to the council about the
red light shining into her home and
said that her property has been deval-
ued because of the light. “I want my
house back,” she told the council.

Francis Terrace resident Peter
Laskaris said that he thinks the “value
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By FRED T. ROSSI

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

CRANFORD — The township com-
mittee continues to wrestle with the 2011
municipal budget, as the municipal gov-
ernment faces tax and spending cap re-
strictions, a minuscule level of surplus
funds and the possibility of layoffs.

The governing body has held several
special meetings to address the budget,
with another one set for next week, and
Mayor Daniel Aschenbach said at
Tuesday’s committee meeting that he
thought “we are turning a corner.” He
said there were ‘signs we’re moving in
the right direction,” and added that the
committee’s “major objective” is a bud-
get “with the lowest tax rate possible
while maintaining services.”

The committee started its budget dis-
cussions facing an unexpectedly small
amount of surplus funds, $58,000, versus
the approximately $1 million that had
been projected late last year. Commis-
sioner Edward O’Malley said on Tues-
day that a large factor in the reduced
surplus was the large number of property
tax appeals filed, something not unex-
pected in an economic downturn. To that
end, the committee this week introduced
$521,000 bond ordinance whose proceeds
will be used to help defray some of the
surplus shortfall that has resulted from
the high number of tax appeals. The pub-
lic hearing on that ordinance will be held
on April 12.

In what Mayor Aschenbach called “an-
other item to close the budget gap we
have,” the committee passed an ordi-
nance raising fees charged to Cranford’s

larger sewer users. Mr. O’Malley said the
objective was to have those larger entities
“pay a larger share of the town’s sewer
costs.”

Later in the meeting, members of the
committee engaged with each other and
with several residents about the financial
status of the municipal-owned parking
garage at Cranford Crossing, with Mayor
Aschenbach saying the committee’s 2001
approval of the development was prefer-
able to a potentially costly litigation that
may have resulted in the alternative.

There was also some discussion about
the status of the property that formerly
housed the Solomon Schechter building
and was purchased by the township last
year. Mayor Aschenbach said a commit-
tee is presently looking into the best use
of the land while cautioning that, in light
of the township’s financial constraints,
he “cannot back spending” any township
funds on trying to secure state Green
Acres loans for the site. Furthermore, he
noted, that the municipal government
owes the former property owner about
$100,000 due to a successful tax appeal.

At the beginning of the meeting, Alex
Heucke and Evan Brown were honored
by the township committee for achieving
the rank of Eagle Scout in the Boy Scouts
of America. Police Chief Eric Mason also
honored four recent retirees from his de-
partment: Capt. Jerome Andrews, com-
munications officer Diane Chilson, Sgt.
Michael Dow and Officer Donald Zsak.
The committee also saluted the Sunny
Acres Civic and Improvement Associa-
tion on the 70th anniversary of its found-
ing.

of the house has been destroyed,” to
which Mayor Skibitsky responded
that he disagreed.

Mr. Laskaris also asked if the town
would conduct another warrant analy-
sis to see if a traffic light was needed
for the intersection of Clover and
Central.

Central Avenue resident Maria
Carluccio voiced her opposition to
the light and said that there are now
“flashing neon signs all over our
neighborhood” advising drivers of
the light. She also said that, “unless
Mrs. Enculescu kills someone driv-
ing out of her driveway,” the light
would not be moved. After speaking
for over 20 minutes and being asked
to finish her statement, the mayor and
Mr. Gildea said that they would turn
the microphone off on her if she did
not finish.

At a previous meeting, the mayor
had stated that analysis of the light’s
effectiveness would be performed
over its first 90 days in use and that a
report will be provided at that time.
Resident Len Berman said, “the fact
that it’s safe doesn’t mean it’s the
right place,” and questioned what cri-
teria would be used to gauge the
effectiveness of the light.

During Mr. Berman’s comments,
Mr. Kasko began shouting from the
audience and was called out of order
by the mayor. He then removed him-
self from the meeting and was fol-
lowed by Ms. Enculescu and Mrs.
Carluccio.

Several residents complained that
streets such as Stoneleigh Park and
Westfield Avenue have two-hour or
no-parking restrictions, which has
caused WHS drivers to park on their
streets. Many residents also cited
that the problems began over the
past eight years when students were
no longer permitted to park on
school property.

One resident said, “the board of
ed. needs to take responsibility for
what they’ve done” and build a park-
ing lot in front of the school. He
added that only seniors should be
permitted to drive to school. An-
other resident suggested that stu-
dents should only be permitted to
drive to school if they live a certain
distance from WHS.

Other suggestions to alleviate the
issues included an alternate side of
the street parking system, an on-
street permit parking only system,
eliminating WHS’s open lunch
policy for juniors, creating a circu-
lar driveway drop off/pick up on
Dorian Road, additional traffic and
parking enforcement, expanding the
parking lot into the softball field
and parking at Memorial Pool with
a shuttle to WHS.

Traffic counts will be done now
and again in the fall by Mr. Meth
and another meeting will be held to
discuss ideas for improvements to
the area.
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which leaves me at a disadvantage and
with questions that have not been an-
swered.”

Mr. Slater continued by asking why
funds could not be put in a capital
reserve, wondering what a 0- or 1-
percent tax levy would look like, why
a budget is only crafted on a year-to-
year basis and why he has continued
to be “stonewalled by the board’s re-
fusal to ask the WEA [Westfield Edu-
cation Association] for a salary con-
cession.” Mr. Slater called this “the
only truly shared sacrifice to help en-
rollment.”

Mr. Slater noted that he felt that
“through a better process, we can find
efficiencies. I have to follow my con-
science and cast my vote as ‘no.’”

Although voting for the budget,
board member David Finn said of
concern to him was the “lack of ability
or willingness to simultaneously plan
for the short- and long-term needs of
our district.”

“Continuing to tell our residents
that we are a board and a district that
has traditionally chosen ‘teachers over
bricks and mortar’ is a truly mistaken
message to send. We were elected to a
very difficult role, a role that requires
us to plan for both teachers and bricks
and mortar. We do not get to choose
between the two,” Mr. Finn said. He
said the board must do “everything in
our power to begin to put money aside
in our capital account.”

He said a “yes” vote on the budget
is a “‘yes’ vote for the future of our
school district and our town and should
not be confused with an endorsement
of the decision-making process em-
ployed by this board. We need a lot of
improvement in that area.”

(Full board statements are available

hospitals in the county as well.
The county also is looking to sign

a contract with USA Architect of
Somerville for $68,500 for architec-
ture and engineering services to con-
struct a new maintenance building at
Echo Lake Park in Mountainside.
The firm is also set to get a $46,000
contract for architecture and engi-
neering services to restore the exte-
rior and interior of the comfort sta-
tion building as well as design of a
water park at Warinanco Park in
Roselle and Elizabeth.

On another note, the county is set
to establish a 15-member Homeless
Trust Fund Advisory Board. The vol-
unteer committee will advise local
governments on the creation of a lo-
cal homeless housing plan. Three
towns with the heaviest homeless
populations, Elizabeth, Plainfield and
Linden, will be represented on the
board.

Also included will be a representa-
tive of the county clerk’s office, three
homeless or formerly homeless per-
sons, four local non-profit organiza-
tions with experience in assisting the
homeless or providing housing, two
representatives of the local planning
committee to end homelessness, one
representative from the Union County
Division of Planning and Commu-
nity Development and a member of
the freeholder board. The trust fund
is supported through a $3 surcharge
on all land documents recorded
through the clerk’s office.

at goleader.com.)
Westfield residents also issued their

comments on the budget. Lisa Kops-
Wendel stated, “I have been a Westfield
resident for 20 years and am alarmed
at the negative sentiment all around
cutting costs and saving money.”

She stated, “I think we have forgot-
ten why we are here – the kids.” She
said that Westfield residents “demand
education excellence” and that she
sees the excellence in the students’
SAT scores and in all the high achieve-
ments and awards Westfield students
attain. She noted that she looked at the
budget at a cost-per-pupil basis and
determined Westfield’s budget to be
below the state average per student.

“Our spending is well below the
average while continuing to provide a
competitive program,” Ms. Kopps-
Wendel said. She concluded by not-
ing, “My frugal nature says this is a
good investment. I am voting ‘yes,’
please join me.”

Resident Rose Hughes stated, “I wear
a hat of the Parent-Teacher Council
[PTC] president and also as a town
realtor. Most people who move into
Westfield do so because of the school
system.” She stated that most people
looking at houses in the area “want to
know if the community supports our
schools.” She said supporting the school
budget “also supports property values.”

In other business, the PTC will
sponsor a school board candidates’
forum on Wednesday, April 13, at
7:30 p.m. in the Westfield High School
cafeteria. BOE candidates include
Jessica Blessing, Ms. Cary, Mark
Friedman, Keith Hertell, Karyn
Hoens, Roseanne Kurstedt, Joseph
Miceli and Jennifer Silva. They are
seeking three seats on the board.
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